
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Flowers of Time

by A. L. Lester

[image: A drawing of a bird

Description automatically generated]

A DETERMINED LADY BOTANIST and a non-binary explorer make the long journey over the high Himalayan mountain passes from Kashmir to Little Tibet, collecting flowers and exploring ruins on the way. Will Jones discover the root of the mysterious deaths of her parents? Will she confide in Edie and allow her to help in the quest?

It’s a trip fraught with perils for both of them, not least those of the heart.

A sapphic paranormal romance with a non-binary main character, set in the Border Magic universe in 1780. About 50,000 words. 

Copyright: A. L. Lester 2020

First Published: JMS Books 2020

This Edition Published: A. L. Lester 2026

Edited: Lourenza Adlem of Cat & Keyboard Editing

Cover Design: A. L. Lester

Image(s) used under a Standard Royalty-Free License

All rights reserved

––––––––

[image: ]


I DO NOT USE GENAI in any way in the writing, formatting or art-work of my books. I do not consent to my work being used in any way by GenAI or by the purveyors of AI slop. 

The Flowers of Time

[image: A drawing of a bird

Description automatically generated]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue: Summer 1779, Leaving Little Tibet
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If her father hadn’t made Jones promise to leave straight after his funeral, she wouldn’t have gone at all.

“You promise?” he’d asked, again and again as his strength waned in the flicker of the butter-lamps. “You promise you’ll go, Jones? You need to get away. Take the green book and go.”

“Yes, Pater,” she had reiterated again and again. “I promise. I’ll go. I’ll go straight down to Bombay, to John and Richard at the East India Company factory. They’re good friends, you know they’ll see me safe. I’ll take ship as soon as I can. I’ve already written to Aunt Caroline, and I sent the letter off myself. I’m ready.”

She had been snivelling silently into Argo’s ruff as she spoke, arms around the dog for comfort, hoping her father wouldn’t notice her distress in the dim light. She didn’t want to be having this conversation at all. He was yellow-faced and sunken-cheeked even in the daylight and at night, in the flickering light of the dim lamps, he was cadaverous. He was already corpse-like.

He moved a thin, clawed hand to cover hers and she fumbled in her breeches pocket for a handkerchief to wipe her eyes. “My dear, I love you so much. I have perhaps done you a disservice by not sending you home to Caro before now, when you were younger.”

“I didn’t want to go,” she said, roughly. “It’s all right, Pater. I’m all right. I’ll go, as soon as is possible.”

“I should never have kept you out here, once I realised that the book has some truth behind it,” he said. He had been rambling a little about his books in the last week or so, as he had become weaker. “You must take it back with you. Put it in the library at Penel Orlieu. That’s where it came from. Put it in the library, up high, on one of the top shelves to the left of the north roundel. Use the ladders. Then it will be safely hidden.” He drew a rattling breath. “Promise me, Jones.”

She turned her hand over beneath the fragile skin of his own on the counterpane and clasped it carefully, tears running freely. “I promise, Pater.” Argo stood to his full, imposing height and licked her face comfortingly.

“Don’t do what I did,” her father added in a harsh whisper. “Don’t search for the source. All these years,” he said, “All these years I have been following the trail, looking for the source and looking for riches and power. Now, here we are. It’s not a source for good, my child. It’s not a source for good at all.” He was lapsing in to rambling again. “I want you away, my dear. I want you and the book safe. It’s too important to destroy. You must take it back to where I found it.” Finally, he slipped into the restless sleep that was consuming more and more of his time. She bent her head over his hand as she clutched it. He was the only blood relation she had known in the last two decades and she was terrified to lose him.

“It won’t be long now.” The soft voice of one of the older monastery healers came from behind her in the quick Bhoti they used with her. “But you know that.”

She turned slowly on her stool, not letting go of her father’s hand, and nodded. “Yes. I know. Thank you, Jamyang. I do appreciate everything you are doing for us.” His apprentice and shadow, Kalsang, was behind him. “Thank you for helping him wash earlier, Kalsang.”

“You are most welcome, Jones.” Kalsang nodded with all the formality a teenager could muster.

“He wants me to go home. To England. To my aunt.” She swallowed and looked up. “It’s all arranged. I’ve written. Sonam and the others will escort me down to Bombay.” She heard Kalsang’s indrawn breath of shock. Bombay was months of travel away. She had only been once herself, about fifteen years ago, when her father had made the trip to take some artefacts down to send home.

“Will you come back?” Jamyang’s voice was unchanged, still calm and unshocked.

She met his gaze. “Yes. Yes. He wants me to stay in England a year. So I can learn where I come from.” She disengaged her hand gently, not waking her father, and stood, the dog at her side. “He’s right, in a way. I should know. I wouldn’t know what to do settled in one place... I want to come back. I want to keep recording the different peoples as I have been doing, keep exploring.”

Jamyang stepped forward and put his arms around her in one of his rare embraces. “You are a good person, Jones,” he said. “Franklin has been my friend for decades now, since you first came here when you were tiny, after your mother died.” He stepped back but kept hold of her hand. “We will welcome you back to the monastery if you come home. You will always have a place here. Do as your father wishes, now. Go to England and find out about your own people. You are between two worlds, here and there, and that is a hard thing. You must find your own way to balance them. Take the book that is worrying him so much back to England and spend some time with your own people, like the dutiful child you are.”

* * * *
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AFTER HER FATHER’S words of caution, of course, Jones could do nothing but look at the book.

She did wait until her father had passed. Under woollen blankets piled high on the wood and rope bed, he faded away to a husk of the man he’d been. The funeral followed quickly, as was the monastic custom, and she scattered his ashes in the tributary of the Indus river as he had instructed.

Then, on the road to Bombay, the first night they camped, she had curled up in her blankets with Argo laid alongside her and had opened the worn green leather boards and started to read.

It hadn’t been as immediately dangerous as she had expected from the warnings he had issued. It was a notebook. It was written in various hands, in various inks and in various languages. Some of them, much less than half, she could easily understand. Some of them were nothing she had ever seen before. She spent the long sea voyage translating what she could and cursing herself for leaving her father’s journals behind at the monastery. By the time she was halfway home on the Gryphon, she had realised it purported to be a book of magic spells, appended with notes on outcomes, locations, and geography.

When she worked that out, she hid it underneath her linens in the travelling trunk in her cabin for a week, horrified. Then she convinced herself it was merely a collection of notes on different cultural beliefs and got it out and started working again. It certainly explained her father’s obsession with a certain kind of statuary and architecture. There were sketches that closely resembled some of the ruined buildings that he always wanted to investigate, the ones with peculiar, twisted carvings of plants. It made her wonder what he had been doing that last spring whilst she was tied up with improving her written Chagatai and scrutinising the geography scripts in the monastery library with a view to travelling further north-east the following year.

Sonam had been with him, but Sonam was now on his way back to the mountains. He had said he would meet her in Srinagar in three years, the quickest she could travel to England and back. It was a question that would have to wait.

One of the pages certainly threw perspective on an event she had done her best to put out of her mind. It spoke of ‘hollows’. Creatures that were somehow...not right. It brought to mind the night of her mother’s death. She had been eight years old when her mama died. It was a night she had done her best to put out of her mind since then. But the gliding gait of the single bandit who had invaded their camp, the screaming from outside the tent, the leaping flames of the fire illuminating it all had never really left her. She remembered the man’s eyes. The way they had been black. Completely black and looking right through her as if she wasn’t there.

She remembered her mother dead on the ground by the campfire, hair tangled around her face and blood pouring from her throat as the bandit bent over her. Her own childish screams had stopped short when her father and his men arrived, Pater falling to his knees beside Mama, and Dechen sweeping her up and burying her head in his shoulder with a hand on the back of her head. The others had chased the bandit off, swords drawn, and Sonam had eventually killed him with a lucky shot from his musket.

Her memories of the subsequent months were blurred. They had buried Mama and Pater had withdrawn into himself, spending more time than ever with his books. They had mounted a watch every night they camped in the open from then on.

She had put the attacker’s black eyes down to her childish imagination. However, she found a piece in the green book... Creatures made hollow, who do not see with their own eyes, come through the gate for their own reasons. Their eyes are dark and they will kill for kias.

It certainly seemed to fit. Or was her adult mind weaving stories from her childhood terror? What was kias? She put the book back under her shifts at that point, struggled into in her uncomfortable stays and gown, and went to dine with the captain.

By the time the Gryphon docked in England, she was ready to give up on her translations, but she was not ready to leave the book at Penel Orlieu.

​* * * *
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THE BALLROOM WAS SWELTERING. Jones went to push her hair off her face and then remembered and stopped. Her feet hurt in the ridiculous tiny shoes and the corset was pinching her. Her long gloves were making her elbows itch.

Although that might have been the conversation.

She gritted her teeth and nodded once again to the young man who was attempting to engage her interest with a tale of his morning’s fox hunt. “How fascinating!” she attempted to simper. Her simpering skills clearly needed work, because he flinched.

Luckily at that point, the music stopped. They bowed to each other with ill-disguised relief and then Jones remembered she was supposed to curtsy. Too late now. He held out an arm and she took it delicately in order to be escorted back to her chaperon.

She disguised a snort.

Fat lot of good Aunt Caroline would do to protect Jones’ virtue.

Despite herself though, she smiled at the older woman as she rejoined her small group of older ladies. Her escort, Mr Danvers, handed her off with a mutter about going to get her some punch.

She hated punch.

Aunt Caroline gave her a nervous smile. “Frances, my dear! You looked so graceful. Your partner was clearly extremely taken with you!”

Jones raised an eyebrow at her. Her aunt patted her arm in subtle admonishment and hissed. “Stop that! Nice young ladies do not raise their eyebrows! Especially one eyebrow at a time!” before replastering the smile on to her face.

This wasn’t working. She’d known it wouldn’t work and she’d told them it wouldn’t work. But she’d promised Pater that she’d try and she always kept her promises.

Danvers returned with the punch and presented it to her as if he had pulled a rabbit out of a hat and expected applause. She thanked him politely and he retreated, clearly as relieved as she that his obligation to her had been discharged.

“Aunt, I need some fresh air, I think. May I go out to the gardens? Or to the terrace?” The ballroom had been hot with the heat of hundreds of wax candles in the chandeliers when their party had arrived and as the space had filled and the dancing started, the temperature and the odour had risen and risen.

“My dear girl, of course you may. Do you wish for company?” Her ringlets trembled a little as she raised her lorgnettes and peered through them inquisitively. Aunt Caroline was positively cheering for Jones to be importuned into a compromising position by a likely young gentleman and so to have her married off before the season ended.

It was the point of the whole exercise.

“I’ll be fine, Aunt. Only for a few minutes.”

“I believe the terrace is that way.” Aunt Caroline pointed with her glasses and Jones began to make her way through the crush to the large open doors, attempting not to slop her punch onto her gloves. People were sorting out partners for the next dance and she avoided making eye contact with anyone as she moved forward through the jostling crowd. The musicians kept the music going...a piece by Bach, she thought. The music was actually outstanding, a small positive in what was an exceedingly trying evening.

It was a blessed relief to step into the cooler air of the terrace. There were liveried footmen standing on either side of each of the tall French windows that let on to the terrace. They didn’t return her small smile. She wasn’t comfortable here. Ignoring the servants might be the done thing in polite society, but it went against all her instincts.

She smoothed the fine silk of her dress down her middle in a nervous gesture she couldn’t quite suppress and stepped past them out in to the cool of the night. It wasn’t actually all that dark...there were lanterns at strategic intervals along the retaining wall that threw pools of soft light that didn’t quite meet between the sconces. Lady Nailsbourne had had her gardeners place potted trees and bushes all along the expanse. It was lovely. A perfect place for a romantic liaison, should she be seeking one.

Which she was not.

She stepped to the edge of the terrace. The retaining wall was slightly higher than waist height and she leaned against it, regardless of her fine dress, putting the insipid punch down at her elbow.

The formal gardens below had also been decked for the evening. There were pretty coloured lanterns at intervals and down among the tall hedges of the spiral maze she could see the little trail of lights intended to guide explorers in and out. It was lovely. Really lovely.

She had no desire at all to be out here among it. She shut her eyes and conjured up her talisman. The tall peaks and the cold smell of the hills and mountains she considered home. The camp...Pater’s camp, with their tents and the sorting-tables for their finds. Pater’s desk, spread with his papers, untidy but available for him to put his hand on whatever he wanted. She was hit with a wave of homesickness that made her feel physically nauseous and she swallowed.

“I say, excuse me, Madam? Are you feeling quite well?” A soft deep voice from beside her.

She opened her eyes. A gentleman was looking at her, concern on his face. “Thank you, I became a little overheated. I’m quite well,” she replied, smiling dismissively, snapping her fan open and glaring at him over it. The last thing she wanted was to be drawn into conversation, however benign.

The gentleman, however, did not retreat. “Are you sure? Can I escort you anywhere?” he asked.

“No, thank you. I simply wanted a few moments out of the crush,” she replied with honesty.

He smiled at her. “I came out for the same reason. But your friends...?”

It was unusual for a lady to be outside unescorted, she supposed. She was fed up with the whole palaver all of a sudden. “I assured my aunt that I was in no imminent danger from stepping out onto the terrace alone,” she retorted, clapping the fan closed again and half turning away.

He was taken aback. “I do beg your pardon, Madam,” he said. “I did not mean to intrude.” He went to step away.

She sighed. She didn’t want to offend him. He seemed...benign. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Please, don’t feel you have to go. I’m altogether out of sorts and sorry for myself. Please accept my apology, that was rude.”

He looked a little startled at her frankness and then smiled a small smile. “Apology accepted.” He gave a little bow. “Since we are not standing on ceremony, please, let me introduce myself. Henry Merton, at your service.”

“Very pleased to meet you, Mr Merton. Frances Jones, at yours.” She held out a hand for him to shake before forgetting she shouldn’t do that and withdrawing it.

“Frances Jones...” Merton repeated. “Do you, by any chance, are you Franklin Jones’ daughter?”

She looked at him more closely before replying. She recognised him. “Henry Merton...” she said slowly. “You travelled with us. Up above Srinagar toward Gilgit and Kashgar. Fifteen or twenty years ago.”

“Eighteen or nineteen, I think,” he supplied. “I was nineteen or twenty. You must have been...”

“Eleven, I think,” she said. “It was the year my father was debating whether to send me home to go to school. It would have been in sixty-two. I remember you. You had an interest in the old temples.”

“Yes!” His face lit up with excitement. “Do you remember the one that we found in the valley with the waterfalls? I will never forget it! I have often tried to capture it on paper, with variable success.”

She responded to his enthusiasm with enthusiasm of her own. “Yes! There were so many interesting carvings. We went back five or six years ago and I was able to draw them properly! But I have not brought my notes with me on this trip.”

They reminisced happily for a while. Then, “It was down to your father that I started on the path that has led me where I am today,” he said. “I collect plants for the new gardens at Kew, and for the Physick Garden at Chelsea. That sojourn in the Himalaya was what really set me on course. He is such a knowledgeable man, about the entire area.”

She nodded as he spoke, biting her lip and not correcting him. Pater had known everything about everything. Let her pretend for a moment he was still alive and waiting for her at home.

However eventually she had to speak of it. “But what are you doing in England, Miss Jones?” Merton asked. “I understood that you travelled and worked with your father?”

Gossip had reached home, then, Jones thought, grimly. Aunt Caroline would be upset. Not entirely up to date, though. She supplied it. “My father died not long ago,” she said as smoothly as she could. “He fell ill near Leh and died in the gompa a little while after, two years ago now.” It didn’t come out quite as coolly as she had been aiming for. Prompted to unladylike honesty by the dusk and his genuine interest she added, “I promised him I’d come home and try the marriage mart.”

He let out a snort of amusement at her frankness and then said, “I’m so sorry, Madam. He was a wonderful man and a great scholar.”

“Thank you,” she replied. “I plan to carry on his work...however, he wanted me to give society one season, here with Aunt Caroline.” She grimaced. “I am not finding it congenial. I feel like a fish out of water.”

“I can imagine. Is this your first time here at home?”

She nodded. “Yes. We decided that I wouldn’t return to school. I am rather uneducated in the ways of proper society, I am finding.” She twisted her mouth. “Not that I am much bothered. My aunt is finding it hard, though. I don’t honestly know what Pater was thinking... I am absolutely not marriage material, but I promised him and so here I am.”

Talking to him was a relief... She didn’t have to simper and remember what she should or shouldn’t say.

“Tell me about your work at Kew?” she changed the subject, sick of her own problems.

He was glad to oblige, and the conversation wandered between there and the heated greenhouses at the Chelsea Physick Garden that he had recently seen.

It was fascinating work he was doing, and they were both slightly disappointed to be interrupted when a younger man in military dress arrived beside them with a young woman on his arm. “Merton! Miss Merton wanted some air and we saw you out here,” he greeted them.

Merton turned. “Miss Jones...may I present Captain Bennett Carruthers of the East India Company and my sister, Miss Edith Merton? Carruthers, Edie, Miss Frances Jones. Franklin Jones’ daughter. We met in the Hindu Kush in the year sixty-two.”

Jones bowed. “Carruthers, Miss Merton. Delighted.”

They all looked at her rather oddly and she realised she had forgotten herself again and should have curtsied. Damn. She’d told Aunt Caroline this wasn’t going to work and she’d make a fool of herself, but her aunt had been determined and she had promised Pater.

Edith Merton was watching her curiously. She was a petite young woman about ten years Jones’ junior who shared her brother’s brown eyes and unpowdered brown hair. She was wearing a pale pink and cream confection with little cream flowers embroidered on the pink gown and a cream petticoat that reversed the pattern with pink embroidery. She was a beauty. The cream of her embroidery set off the cream of her skin.

“Miss Jones,” she said, and dipped a perfect curtsy. “How lovely to meet you! Henry sometimes speaks about the time he spent travelling with you and your father. In fact...” she glanced at her brother, “...we are taking our own trip to the Himalaya this year, are we not, Henry?”

Merton nodded. “Yes, indeed. I was about to tell Miss Jones. Between them, Mr Banks at Kew and Mr Forsyth at Chelsea have commissioned us to travel into the mountains and gather plants for the collection.”

“How exciting! So you are also a botanist, Miss Merton? And you, Captain Carruthers?” Jones turned to include the second man in the conversation.

“Not I, Miss Jones. However, I will be accompanying the party. I am tasked with making some maps of possible trade routes through the mountains for the Company.” Carruthers turned to Miss Merton and gave a small bow. “Miss Merton is a talented artist, however, and illustrates her brother’s botanical studies among other reference works.”

Edith blushed. “Really, Captain Carruthers,” she dissembled.

“How fascinating!” And they were off again. It was a relief to be able to talk about things that mattered rather than the endless round of social chit-chat and gossip to which she’d been subjected for the last three months. And been the object of, behind the ladies’ hands.

Reluctantly, as the dancing came to an end and the evening drew to a close, she allowed Merton to escort her back to her aunt. Aunt Caroline eyed him speculatively as she introduced them all. “Mr. and Miss Merton and their friend are travelling out to India on a botany and mapping expedition,” she explained. “They have invited me to look around the Kew and Chelsea Gardens whilst we are in town. I would be delighted to, if it’s convenient for your plans, Aunt Caroline?”

“How lovely!” Aunt Caroline was both intrigued by the invitation to the gardens and by the person issuing it. “Please, Mr Merton, Captain Carruthers, do call at Penel House tomorrow and we can arrange it! When do you plan to travel out?”

“When the weather allows, Madam. We are nearly ready.” Carruthers dipped his head and looked at his boots briefly. “We only await Merton’s trunks of books now.” He looked up again and met Merton’s good-natured grin.

“That is a dreadful fiction, Lady Romilly. I am quite ready. We are waiting on the captain’s mapping equipment.” Clearly the two men were old friends.

“And do you travel out as well, Miss Merton?” Aunt Caroline turned to the silent young woman.

Edith Merton bobbed a little curtsy. “I do, Lady Romilly. I plan to help my brother by sketching his botanicals. I am most happy to have made Miss Jones’ acquaintance this evening and to hear first-hand about her travels.”

Aunt Caroline paled slightly and Jones stepped forward. “I look forward to seeing you all tomorrow and arranging a trip to Kew,” she said, before poor Aunt Caroline could think of a retort.
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​Chapter 1: March 1782, Srinagar
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The tent flap was wet as Jones pushed her way out into the cool morning air. She hadn’t heard any rain beating down in the night, so it was only the early autumn’s heavy dew on the canvas. Argo was on her heel, inseparable as he had been since she returned, and she rested her hand on the soft fur of his neck as she walked over to the hearth.

The fire was already lit; she could smell the wood smoke and she followed it to its source. Sonam was brewing tea, thick and sweet-smelling and comforting in the early morning. He gestured vaguely to her and she poured them both a serving into the mugs next to the brazier and then sat down on the ground next to it.

Neither of them spoke whilst they drank. They weren’t morning people. Jones had been surprised that the men had been waiting for her at Srinagar. She hadn’t asked them to, although they had said they would. She hadn’t known how long she would be gone but had assumed at least three or four years. That she was back after not quite three was a surprise to all of them. It had been an immense relief to ride up to the small temple complex north of Srinagar where they’d habitually rendezvoused if they needed to part for a while in Kashmir and find the four of them sitting there around the fire, the mules tethered up behind the tent and all her gear packed down as it was when she had left it, ready to go. The tension that had been gripping her shoulders since she landed in Bombay eased infinitesimally and despite her father not being there, it had felt like she had finally arrived home.

It was an enormous relief to get back into the high plains of silence ringed by the distant snowy peaks. They were only waiting for the Mertons before they could head north, toward the young Indus where it ran through the high mountains of Ladakh. That had been where they were exploring when Franklin died. The waiting wasn’t onerous now she was here, simply because of her relief at being back in her natural habitat rather than the cloying heat of the ballrooms of the London season, with its interminable questions about her father and her life in India.

Sonam didn’t mind the wait, nor did the other men. They were part of a close-knit group who’d all been with her and her father for decades. Sonam and his brother Dechen were in their fifties now; Amit and Kishor a decade or two younger. They were as interested in travelling and exploring as Franklin Jones had been and as Jones was herself. They’d been working as guides and guards to travellers in the mountains whilst she had been gone but had come down to Srinagar because Sonam ‘had a feeling she’d be home soon’. Jones thought it might also have to do with the widowed lady Amit was helping with roof repairs in the small village where they were camped.

The journey to London and back for a season had been a necessary evil that she had promised Pater she would undertake to prove to herself that wasn’t the life she wanted. Despite her grief at his fading health, Jones had been angry when he had extracted the promise from her. It wasn’t something he would have asked of a son. Although to be fair, he hadn’t noticed much about her gender once she became old enough to engage with the work.

It had been an idyllic childhood, she supposed. Running barefoot round the camp, playing with the goats and yaks that travelled with them, the small herd providing them with milk and occasional meat. Listening to the adults as they discussed the day’s finds around the fire each evening, and as she got older, joining in the discussions herself.

Pater was a member of the Royal Society. She hadn’t known what that meant as a child. She had seen him writing his letters, laboriously sharpening his quill, and sitting thinking as he wrote up his notes in the golden lamplight each evening after supper. He wasn’t an old man, she thought to herself, but he needed glasses for writing. Pince-nez that he had been obsessive about caring for, for here in the wilds no replacements were available. He would sit in his breeches and a loose shirt, his long waistcoat unbuttoned in the summer or bundled in his old banyan with a shawl around his shoulders in the winter, making sure his notes were in the particular order he required, with all the addenda and footnotes he felt were necessary.
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