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Chapter 1 — The Glasshouse in the Storm
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Snow came like a curtain, a clean white wall that swallowed hedges, lanes, and the long face of MacRae House until even its chimneys were only smudges against the dark. The servants barred shutters and banked fires. In the study, a lamp burned late over the estate ledgers. But Elizabeth was not in the study.

She was running, head down, along the gravel path that had turned to bone-hard glass beneath the drift. The wind pressed needles into her cheeks and tugged her cloak back like an impatient hand. She kept one arm tight around the bundle she’d carried from the linen room—old sacking, a wool blanket, and the shawl that used to sit about her mother’s shoulders.

The glasshouse rose out of the white like a whale’s ribcage, iron-curved and rimed with frost. One span of roof had snapped the week before, and the temporary boards thudded and squealed now as the gale tried to pry them free. Elizabeth pushed at the door. It stuck, then gave, and warm, damp air rolled out, earthy and green and edged with lemon—the scent of the geraniums the gardeners kept by the door for visitors to stroke.

She slipped inside and pulled the bolt across. The storm’s scream dulled to a throatier moan in the iron frame. Her breath showed in small clouds. Panes were more ice than glass. Beneath them, the beds waited, furrowed and tidy, each clamped with cloches like little sleeping bells.

“Still safe,” she whispered, though her heart already tumbled. At the back, under the last of the intact panes, stood her mother’s roses. Not fancy, not the showy tea roses that came up from England in crates, but the sturdy shrub she’d loved: deep, winter-bitten leaves, thorny as temper, scent like honeyed tea when the petals opened.

Elizabeth set the bundle down and pulled off the clumsy muff she’d worn over her gloves. Sacking first, tucked along the seams where the boards quivered. The blanket next, over the corner that wept cold. She worked fast, fingers turning dull and wooden in the chill.

A crack sounded like a pistol shot.

Elizabeth flinched and spun. A diagonal white line had chased itself across a pane above the walkway. It held, just, but a pinch of frost glittered along the split.

“Don’t move,” a voice said, low and close to the door.

She turned. A man stood in the entry with a hand-lantern, the light cupped against the wind that had sneaked in with him through the smallest gap. He was broad-shouldered beneath a rough wool coat, cap pushed back, snow crystals clinging to a day’s stubble. Not a stranger. The head gardener’s apprentice. Rory Kincaid.

“My lady.” He dipped his head a fraction, eyes already above her shoulder, taking stock. “I thought I’d find you here.”

“How?” It made her sound foolish, as if she were a child caught with jam on her sleeve.

“You weren’t at the house,” he said simply, and set the lantern on a bench. “And the storm’s turning.” He crossed to the split pane, lifted one gloved hand, and listened to the glass sing. “It’ll go if the pressure drops again.”

“I’ve sacking.” She hated how defensive it sounded. “And the cloches are firm. I checked the vents.”

“You did.” Approval was gentle as he said it. “But we’ll want more weight at the base. Compost heat if we can rouse it, and the frames skewed to break the wind. Mr Pritchard went home hours ago. He’s not to see that finger of his turn black with cold again.”

“Father will be angry if he knows I’m here,” Elizabeth said, because the truth had to be set in the room between them.

Rory’s mouth tipped, not quite a smile. “Then we’ll give him nothing to be angry about and a glasshouse full of living plants in the morning.”

Another crack. The diagonal line blossomed into a star. Rory moved without raised voice or wasted motion. He lifted a wooden prop from the wall and wedged it against the frame, then shrugged out of his coat and handed it to her. “Put that on under your cloak.”

“I’m not—” She nearly said fragile. He had already turned away, hauling a bin of fresh compost to the far bed. Heat rose from it in a faint breath as he pitched forkfuls into the trench along the outer walkway. He worked clean, quick, the way men do who’ve learned to save their words for when they matter.

Elizabeth took his coat because she could feel her fingers again when she did. She dragged sacking to the back beds and tucked the worst of the drafts with slow, stiff care. When the cracked pane finally let go, it sounded like a brittle sigh. The glass dropped, hit the frame, and burst into a scatter of bright knives.

Rory’s hand closed around her arm and drew her against him, an instinctive shield. A sliver nicked his knuckle. Blood showed sudden and bright. He released her the instant the shards settled, but the air between them felt shifted, as if some small truth had been spoken aloud.

“You’re bleeding,” she said.

“It’ll keep.” He wrapped his handkerchief around the cut and tied it with his teeth. “We’ll pin a board there. Hold this?” He passed her a square of timber, and she braced it as he drove a nail with the heel of his palm. The sound was drowned by wind.

“Rory,” she said, and tried his name on her tongue. He didn’t startle. He only looked at her properly, the way one looks at a bird too quick to stay.

“My lady.”

“Will it be enough?”

“It will be what we can do.” He tipped his chin toward the back beds. “And we can do more there.”

They went together, shoulders almost touching, steam lifting from the compost like ghost-breath. He showed her how to angle the cloches to catch what warmth there was, how to lay the shawl over the rose she most feared to lose and leave a gap to let it breathe. She had grown up in this place and yet no one had ever put tools in her hands as if they belonged there.

“Mr Boyd says the accounts are... difficult,” she said finally, because the storm made people honest and the night felt long.

“I hear what the men grumble,” Rory answered, steady. “But I know what grows when you give it heat and light.”

“Money?”

“Food,” he said, and then, with the faintest sideways glance, “and hope.”

They worked until the ache in her shoulders had a rhythm, until her breath came easier and the roses were tucked as if the glasshouse itself had drawn a blanket over them. Now and then Rory told her to stand by the lantern and rub her hands. Now and then she told him to let her lift the heavier pot. Neither of them obeyed very well.

Past midnight the storm eased to a tired hiss. Snow packed itself along the foundations and up against the door like a faithful dog. The glass no longer sang. In the small hush, Elizabeth felt the beat of her own heart slow to match the soft ticking of thaw within the compost.

Rory straightened, hands on his hips, hair damp at the brow. “We should keep watch till dawn. The wind’ll try once more at the turn.”

“You can go,” she said, though the thought of it tightened something in her chest. “I can stay.”

“Alone?” He shook his head. “The roof’s a temper when it wants to be. I’ll take the bench. You can have the stool.” He looked at the shawl she’d used on the back bed. “Is that—?”

“My mother’s.” The words came like the first breath after a held note. “She loved this place best. I thought... if something of hers kept them warm—”

“It will,” he said quietly. “Things remember kindness.”

They sat in the glow of the lantern, with the soft rise of warmth at their boots and the cold pressed hard to the other side of the glass. Elizabeth rested her forearms on her knees and watched the outline of thorns and leaves become a kind of lacework in the dim.

“Thank you,” she said into the hush.

Rory’s answer came after a moment. “You came first,” he said. “I only followed.”

Outside, the wind turned and tested the house one last time. Inside, two people listened together, and the roses slept.
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Chapter 2 — Thorns and Threadbare Ledgers
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Dawn came pale and bruised, the kind of light that does not warm so much as admit the day must be borne. The glasshouse roof showed its wounds in quiet lines: boards nailed over sudden sky, a scatter of chipped edges swept into a neat pile by the door. The storm had gone, leaving silence tucked into every seam.

Elizabeth woke with a start, the stool hard against her spine. Rory rose from the bench at the same time, as if they had shared the same thought. His hand went first to the roses, lifting the shawl’s corner to check the breath of air left under it. He nodded once, satisfied.

“They’ll answer the sun,” he said. “If the pipes wake.”

“The pipes?” She looked along the wall and saw the iron run that should have held warmth. Frost laced it like lace on a gown. “Can you coax them?”

“I can try.” He flexed the hand he’d cut. The handkerchief was dark at the knot.

“You should let Mrs Drummond see to that,” Elizabeth said. “If you won’t, I will.”

He made a small sound—consent or refusal, she could not tell. “Go up to the house, my lady. You’ll be missed.”

Reluctance felt childish on her tongue. “Thank you,” she said instead, and folded the shawl with a care that made her throat ache. “For—”

“For the night,” he finished, sparing her. His mouth did that not-smile again. “We’ll make it hold.”

She left him with the lantern and the broken morning and walked the path back through drifts that reached her knees. At the service door, Mrs Drummond met her with a towel warmed at the hearth and eyes that held no surprise at all.

“Shoes off,” the housekeeper said softly. “And your cloak. We’ll see to the hem. Breakfast tray to your room, my lady?”

“Father will want me in the study,” Elizabeth said. She hardly knew how she knew it, only that the pull of it was as clear as the scent of frying bacon from the kitchen.

Mrs Drummond’s glance fell to Elizabeth’s hands. “You’ve been useful,” she said, which was praise from her. “I’ll send Nellie with tea. Go on.”

The study smelled of lamp oil and old leather. Laird Alastair stood by the window with a ledger open and a pair of spectacles he only wore when alone. Snow had softened the view, turned the front lawn into a clean sheet of paper.

“You’ve the look of your mother after a gale,” he said, not unkindly. “Hair like a map of the wind and a mind already mending what the storm caught.”

“I was at the glasshouse,” Elizabeth said.

“I expected as much.” He closed the ledger. The pages whispered. “How bad?”

“Not kind,” she said. “But not lost.”

“Good.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, then, as if he were a man choosing how much truth to lay upon his daughter, he tapped the ledger’s column with one finger. “Mr Boyd brings numbers I’d rather not read aloud. The northern pasture didn’t yield enough to service the interest. The sawmill wants payment for the planks. And the bank—” He left the rest for the silence to finish.

“Give me a month,” Elizabeth said. The words were out before she could pick each one. “Let me try... something.”

His brow lifted. “Something?”

“Rory—Mr Kincaid—knows a way to draw heat from the compost, to force early greens and flowers. If we salvage more glass, if we work in shifts—”

“Elizabeth,” he said, gentle. “There is only so much an iron frame and good will can do.”

She set her hands on the back of a chair to keep them still. “I know.”

“And there is also Edmund Blackwood,” he said after a moment, as if he were offering not a person but an answer printed in a large clear hand. “He wrote last week. He has... kind feelings toward you and kinder feelings toward the estate. He is expected at dinner tonight.”

The room cooled though the fire still burned. “Kind,” Elizabeth repeated, and tasted the word as if testing whether it would melt on her tongue or cut it.

Alastair took off his spectacles. He looked tired and very dear. “I don’t barter you,” he said. “I have never thought of you as coin. But I am running out of ways to keep what your mother loved from being sold in pieces. Come to dinner. Hear him. Let us both see what he is.”

Elizabeth’s throat worked. “Yes, Father.”

After he dismissed her, she stood for a breath at the door, her palm on the warm wood as if she could anchor herself there. Then she went to the kitchen to send for Nellie and went, like any child trying to be brave, to let Mrs Drummond plait her hair smooth.

Rory spent the morning in steam and iron. The pipes woke grudgingly, coughing and spitting like old men, then grudgingly warmed to a low hum. He bound the split with a strip cut from an old boot and a length of wire Mr Pritchard had kept “for when the world comes loose.” He packed straw along the coldest seam and set his makeshift cloches—clear jars washed and dried, lantern chimneys repurposed, a cracked bell glass mended with oiled paper—over the weakest plants.

Mr Pritchard limped in by noon, face chapped, finger bandaged to twice its size. He stopped after two steps and let out a slow breath.

“You’ve kept her heart beating,” he said, and the, “her,” meant the house, the roses, the whole green breath of the place.

“Didn’t like the look of the weather’s hands,” Rory answered. He did not look up from the seed tray he was firming. “It took what it could from the west side. We gave less from the east.”
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