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  Prologue
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Northeast Scotland. June 1818


“Marry me, Janie.” His smile was as bright as the sun itself. 
“But—”
“I spoke to the laird.” 
She stared at him, disbelieving. “You spoke . . . to my father?” 
“Aye.” Kendric twined his fingers with hers. 
“And he agreed?”
“Gave me his blessing.” He’d been picking strawberries. She could smell their sweetness on his breath, the damp earth on his hands. 
This was real.
Joy welled inside her, cautious at first, then surging, bubbling up, spilling over. She laughed, then wiped away the tears and pressed her forehead against his, looking deep into his beloved hazel eyes. “We’re to be married. Married.”
“Weel . . .” His eyes were dancing. “That depends, dinna it?” 
“Depends on what?” Had Father set some sort of condition? A test they must pass?
“The laird was very clear. You must say aye.”
She laughed. “Aye. Aye.” She could see their future unfolding before them, beautiful beyond comprehension. 
He shouted his happiness to the sky, then drew her out of the shade of the pear tree she’d been thinning and into the sun, spinning her round till her feet left the ground and he was her only point of focus in a swirl of color and sound—grass and birdsong, trees and sky, golden sunshine and wind—then he pulled her close. The outside world fell away, and there was only him. His warmth. His constancy. His love. 
This was where she belonged, where she would be, for the rest of her life.
“Janie.” He drew away, his eyes suddenly serious. “Life with me . . . It willna be as grand as you’re used to in the castle.” 
She reached out to stroke his cheek, this beautiful boy, now a man, who she’d loved as long as she could remember. The other half of her heart. “Doesna matter. I’ll have you.”
He led her to the most ancient tree in her father’s orchard, a wine apple planted by her great-great-grandfather. Its gnarled limbs extended nearly to the ground, creating a secret chamber of leaves and branches, a world unto itself. As children, it had been one of their favorite places to play. Now, it was where they came to escape. To be alone, together.
A cloud dimmed the sun. Jane met Ken’s eyes, and a shadow passed between them—so brief she barely registered it. Then the world was bright again. Ken smiled and squeezed her hand as together they ducked under the outstretched branches. 
They gave themselves to each other that strawberry-scented afternoon, in the dappled sunlight under her great-great-grandfather’s apple tree, their bodies consecrating the pledge their lips had just made.






  
  One
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Glasgow. March 1820


Jane pulled the hood of her cloak tighter as she hurried up the steps to the Sommerbells’ townhouse. Not that it made any difference. The icy wind cut through the thick woolen fabric, chilling her to the bone. She shivered. With this weather, was it any wonder her dear friend’s tree was dying? 
Except it wasn’t just the cold, was it? It was her. In the end, everything Jane cared for died.
No matter, she was numb to it now. 
She stood, looking at the door. She could still turn around, go back home, give some excuse for not answering Cynthia’s note— But, no, she couldn’t. She must face what lay ahead, even if the tree was dead. She owed her friend that much.
She lifted her hand and knocked, seeing but not feeling her gloved knuckles as they struck the hard oaken door. It opened. She stepped inside and was surrounded by sudden warmth. 
“Good afternoon, Miss Stuart.” Thomas, the Sommerbells’ footman, reached for her cloak. “Mrs. Sommerbell’s in the—” 
“Jane! Is that you?” Cynthia’s distressed voice came from above. “Do come up!”
Jane handed Thomas her bonnet, then climbed the stairs to the sitting room. Her fingers began the painful ache that comes between numbness and warmth. 
Cynthia was perched on the sofa in front of the fire. As Jane entered, she hastily put a mark in the book she’d been reading, then sprang up and crossed the room, beckoning for Jane to follow. 
“Come see. Oh my dear, I think I’ve killed it.” Cynthia hovered over the potted lemon tree before the window. Jane hurried over, relieved to see the leaves were still dark green and glossy. Certainly it wasn’t dead, or dying. But instead of clinging to the branches, the lemons, small and green in their immaturity, were scattered on the floor. Lost. All twenty-two of them.
“The last one fell just a half hour ago.” Cynthia stared at the little tree sorrowfully.
“Did you move it?” Jane removed her gloves, sinking to her knees to examine the tree.
“Yes.” Cynthia stood back to allow Jane room. “When the weather shifted. It got so cold . . . I brought it closer to the fire.” She paused, then added hurriedly. “But I moved it back as soon as I noticed the lemons dropping.” 
That was the cause. It could have withstood the cold, but the dramatic shift in temperature would have been too much for the sensitive tree. Cynthia wasn’t to blame, though. Jane hadn’t warned her of that.
“The tree itself is unharmed.” Jane sat back on her heels, forcing an optimistic tone. “We’ll just have to try again next year.” 
Her body felt weighty, lifeless, as if she herself were wilting. Why had she allowed this silly little tree to mean something to her? She’d fertilized it, hand-pollinated the blossoms, placed it just so in the brightest part of the room . . . she’d cared for it, when she knew perfectly well that such feelings only led to pain. 
“Douglas, of course, was elated,” Cynthia said dryly. 
Cynthia’s husband had informed them, in his most professorial tone, that fruiting a lemon tree in a Glasgow townhouse was impossible. Cynthia had tried for years to prove him wrong, and this year with Jane’s help, she’d almost done it. Almost. 
“What a week it’s been.” Cynthia knelt down to pick up the lemons, cradling them in her skirt. “First, Douglas’ brother. Now this.” 
“His brother’s arrived?” Jane’s chest tightened. She’d totally forgotten Cynthia’s brother-in-law was due for a visit. He’d recently acquired property in Glasgow—spinning mills—and was coming from Northumberland to inspect them. Cynthia had been looking forward to it. Apparently, the brothers had drifted apart in recent years and she was hoping this visit would repair their goodwill.
Cynthia shook her head sadly. “He’s had an accident. A bad one.”
“Oh.” A wave of relief—she wouldn’t have to meet this stranger after all—was subsumed quickly by guilt. The man's hurt. “His visit’s delayed then?”
Cynthia shook her head. “Our nephew’s coming in his stead. I expect him this afternoon, in fact.” She straightened up and dumped the lemons on a side table. “I do hope you’ll stay for a bit. Warm yourself.”
Jane forced a smile, trying to ignore the sudden roar of her pulse, the heat rising on her face. This nonsensical fear of meeting new people was thoroughly irritating. There’s nothing to be afraid of. She could allow herself a moment of warmth before she trudged the mile and a half back to her own cold house. Certainly, she would leave before this nephew arrived. 
“It is cold.” She forced herself to rise, then walked to the fire, reaching her hands as close to the flames as she dared. Coal was a resource to be tightly rationed in her own home, making the heat feel all the more luxurious.
Outside of the small rented house she shared with her brother, the Sommerbells’ sitting room was the only place in Glasgow where Jane felt truly at ease, even, in short stretches, like the girl she’d been before . . . before Ken died, and life started to unravel. The room was decorated in muted browns and greens. Botanical prints filled the walls—copies of illustrations from Mr. Sommerbell’s books. The furniture had been chosen for comfort rather than style, and the pillows were mismatched yet plentiful. Bookshelves lined two of the walls. A large vase filled with dried lavender rested on an end table. 
Jane had met Cynthia Sommerbell the autumn before, underneath an enormous quince tree in the University Botanical Gardens. She’d been rolling bits of the leaf mould that covered the ground between her fingers, pondering exactly what mixture had been used to fertilize such a beautiful tree, when Cynthia approached, drawing her into conversation. The gardens were officially closed to non-students—and hence to women in general—but Mrs. Sommerbell was the wife of the Regius Professor of Botany on an errand to see her husband. Jane had no allowable reason to be there, but after three months in Glasgow, she hadn’t been able to bear another afternoon alone. Cam had described the gardens to her, and the prospect of time amongst fruit trees, even if they weren’t her fruit trees, was too tempting to resist. She’d sneaked in. 
Cynthia seemed to instinctively know that this sad, solitary girl needed a friend, and she’d invited Jane to tea. Jane surprised herself by accepting. She’d been so sure the visit would be a humiliating disaster, but the older woman never pressed for the details of her past—she simply accepted Jane for who she was—and her weekly visits with Cynthia, and occasionally Douglas Sommerbell, had come to be one of the few pleasures of her life in Glasgow. 
Annabel, the maid, brought in tea and a platter of scones. “Shall I take them?” She gestured to the lemons. 
“Yes. Thank you.” Cynthia watched sorrowfully as the maid piled the immature fruit onto a tray, then took her leave. As soon as the door clicked shut, her attention shifted back to Jane. “Well.” She crossed the room toward the fireplace. “I’ve had enough melancholy for one day.” She forced a smile. “Let’s drink tea and forget our worries, shall we?” She resumed her seat on the sofa and began to pour. 
Jane checked the clock. “I really don’t want to impose. If your nephew’s coming—”
“Nonsense. Percy won’t arrive for hours.” Cynthia stirred two spoons of sugar into a cup of steaming tea, exactly as Jane liked it. “Just one cup, then you can go.” 
“Well.” Jane sighed. “If I must. . .” She settled on the sofa next to her friend, letting herself sink into the soft warmth. “Just one cup, though.”
“Of course.” Cynthia smiled and handed Jane her tea. “Now, let’s see. Your new maid’s started, yes? How are you getting on?” 
Jane breathed in the fragrant steam. “I still feel useless, though it is a relief to have someone to talk to when Cameron’s at school.” 
Employing a household servant had seemed a frivolous expense given their limited funds, but after Jane had injured her back lugging water for her bath, her brother had insisted, and at a certain point, she knew from experience that arguing with Cameron was pointless. 
“I know what you mean. I’d go mad without Annabel and Thomas when Douglas is away.” Cynthia poured milk into her own tea. “He’ll be home shortly, by the way. To see Percy.” She raised her brows meaningfully. “And to gloat.” 
Percy. That must be the nephew’s name. Jane’s eyes wandered to the clock once more. She really should leave, though she hadn’t drunk any of her tea. She took a large sip, forcing herself to swallow the scalding liquid.
“I do hope you’ll meet him while he’s here. Percy, I mean.” Cynthia was oblivious to Jane’s discomfort. “He’s just returned from the Continent. I’m sure he’ll have interesting tales to tell . . . and you’re of an age, I believe.”
Jane willed the muscles in her face into a polite smile. She took another sip of tea, her mind racing to find another topic of conversation. 
Her eyes fell on the book Cynthia had been reading. 
“Did you finish the book you were reading last week? The American one?”
“The Black Vampyre?” Cynthia’s eyes widened in mock horror. 
“Yes. That one.” Jane laughed. “How was it?”
“Delightfully gory. Amusing in parts . . . but disappointing. I’d rather hoped the author would use the opportunity to denounce slavery, but alas, he did not. In the end, the slave boy turned vampyre was killed, and the slave-master was cured of his vampyrism and lived a long and happy life.” Cynthia shrugged. “I suppose it’s too much to hope for, to have one’s political beliefs reflected in novels. You’re welcome to read it if you’d like.”
Jane shuddered. “No, thank you.” She’d never seen the appeal in the horrific gothic novels Cynthia was so fond of. “What’s this one?” She gestured toward the book Cynthia had been reading.
“A new travelogue by Sir Hoare.” She handed the book to Jane. 
A Tour through Italy and Sicily. Jane ran her fingers over the soft brown leather. “‘Tis a good day to be reading of a warm climate.” She gave the book back. “Is it good?”
“Too much musty old history for my taste.” Cynthia opened the book to where she’d left her mark. “I read this just before you came, though. He’s describing an island just off Naples.” She read aloud, “Even in this sultry season the whole island exhibits the most lively verdure. The air is pure and elastic.” She looked up with a wistful smile. “Reminds me of summer days when I was a girl, though I suppose Northumberland can hardly be described as sultry.”
A flicker of homesickness sparked inside Jane. The air was never pure, nor elastic in Glasgow. But in Darnalay— No. She would not think of Darnalay. 
“Oh, and you’ll like this.” Cynthia turned back a page, two pages, scanning with her finger. “Here.” She read aloud again, “Near Ischia and toward Testaccio, the vines are trained to lofty poplar trees: but the grapes grown using this—”
She was cut off by the appearance of Thomas at the door. “Your nephew has arrived, ma’am.” 
Jane’s eyes flew to the clock, then the door. The anxiety that had been roiling in her stomach turned to full-fledged panic.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hell and the devil—he couldn’t feel his bloody fingers. 
Percy was supposed to be en route with Beau to Greece, where Mediterranean warmth, sublime scenery, and a luscious woman awaited. Instead, due to his father’s mishap with a horse, he found himself in this freezing, dirty little Scottish city with nothing to look forward to but tedious meetings with solicitors and even more tedious inspections of his father’s mills.
He would never have come at all, had decided not to come, in fact, but then Mother had cried. She’d begged him to do it—for her sake. The fact that Percy didn’t know the first thing about his father’s business interests, and cared even less, was beside the point. The mills had just been purchased, and according to Mother, it was imperative that someone from the family inspect the new holdings. She’d added a stern reminder that it was his father’s wealth that gave Percy the ability to travel and live well. A trip to Glasgow was a small price to pay. 
He knew better. The only reason his father gave him an allowance large enough to fund his travels was because Mother pleaded his case. He owed her, not his father, so of course he couldn’t say no. 
As soon as he’d assented, she’d launched into the litany of musts. He must tie his cravat in a barrel knot. Must tame his hair into respectability. Must leave the riding boots for riding and instead wear those detestable buckle shoes with the pointy toes. Must wear the stiff woolen trousers and not his comfortable buckskin. She’d even purchased him a walking stick, and a new hat that was too tall and made him look disturbingly like Father. 
Damnation.
He’d spent the bulk of the day in his hotel room, lying in bed and drinking terrible coffee. He couldn’t even find the inspiration to pick up his guitar. It just sat there in the corner, glaring at him, demanding to know why they were in this cold, drafty inn where there was no hope of staying in tune, when they were supposed to be playing wine-fueled harmonies to voluptuous Mediterranean beauties. He wouldn’t have ventured out at all, but this call to his aunt and uncle’s house had been another one of Mother’s musts, so he’d come. Reluctantly.
The room was warm, at least. Two women sat on a sofa near the fire, drinking tea. He hadn’t seen his aunt in over ten years, but he recognized her almost white blond hair and warm smile. He had no idea who the other could be—young, auburn hair, heavy lidded eyes, full lips. Her cheeks were flushed, likely due to her seat near the fire. His eyes lingered on her lips as she drew them into a tight yet polite smile. Like a satin ribbon tied into a lush pink bow. She did not meet his eyes.
“Percy. My dear boy.” Cynthia rose from her chair and crossed the room. 
He forced his gaze away from the stranger’s lips and greeted his aunt with a bow. “Aunt Cynthia. It’s a pleasure to see you again.” He tried to keep the irony out of his voice. His memory told him that his aunt was a lovely person. Nothing about this situation was her doing. 
“May I present Miss Jane Stuart. Miss Stuart, my nephew, Mr. Percival Sommerbell.” 
Miss Stuart reluctantly divested herself of her teacup and stood to dip a small curtsey. “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Sommerbell.” Her voice was a breathy alto, like a bow drawn ever so lightly over the strings of a viola. He could feel her attention like a shaft of warm sunlight as it moved from his shoes to his trousers, his coat, his cravat, and finally, finally his face. 
Their eyes met, and everything else blurred. 
Her eyes were the dark blue-grey of a summer storm cloud, the type of cloud that made one think to look for a rainbow. But there were no rainbows there now, no joy, no warmth. Only a deep, guarded pool of sadness that drew him in, and down. He felt a moment of vertigo. He was drowning, unable to surface, gasping for air.
She took a sharp breath, turned her head, and the moment was over.
He needed his guitar. Needed to play the music behind the perfect sadness of her eyes.
“The pleasure is mine,” he replied. She did not offer her hand, but he took it anyway, brushing his lips over her bare knuckles, willing her to look at him again. Her cheeks took on a deeper shade of pink, but her gaze stayed stubbornly stuck to the floor.
His aunt cleared her throat. “You must be chilled. Come, join us by the fire.”
He seated himself on the opposite side of the hearth from Miss Stuart. She stared into the flames, ignoring him.
“Help yourself to a scone, dear. How do you take your tea? I’m not sure if it matters to you, but the sugar’s from India, not the West Indies.” His aunt looked at him pointedly.
So, Aunt Cynthia was an abolitionist, abstaining from sugar produced using slave labor. Percy nodded his approval. “I appreciate the sentiment, and the source, but no sugar for me. Just tea.”
Miss Stuart’s breasts stretched the fabric of her dress . . . 
“I shall remember that.” His aunt poured and passed him a cup and saucer. “It does seem like something an aunt should know about her nephew, does it not?”
Her lips were incredible. 
“Dear Percy, how you have grown. Truly, I would not have recognized you if we’d passed on the street. How long has it been?”
But he must play the respectable nephew. At least for now.
“Since Cybil’s wedding, nearly twelve years ago.” 
“Twelve years . . .” His aunt sighed, then suddenly seemed to remember the reason for his visit. “How is your father? Recovering more quickly than the doctors predicted I hope?”
In point of fact, his father was not recovering quickly, or at all. Since being thrown from a particularly jumpy young mare, Percy’s father had lost the ability to move any part of his body below his neck. There had been no signs of improvement in the two weeks since the accident, and the doctors had soberly informed them that if James Sommerbell survived, he would, in all likelihood, remain paralyzed for the rest of his life. 
But Percy was in no mood to share that news with his aunt today. 
“He’s the same. The doctors continue to predict a possible recovery, but so far, we’ve not seen it.”
His aunt sighed. “And how’s your mother?”
“As well as one could expect. She insists on caring for him, night and day. She’s tired.” Tired wasn’t the word for it. It was something beyond that, an exhaustion so intense he no longer recognized his bright, whimsical mother in the unsmiling face and blank staring eyes of the woman who refused to leave Father’s bedside. Percy had begged her to hire a nurse, but instead she’d looked at him with those liquid brown eyes and asked him to go to Glasgow. 
“Poor Martha. I’m sure it’s a great comfort to have you and Cybil.” His aunt put her hand on his arm. “I do wish you’d stay with us instead of that hotel. I’d feel so much better knowing you were under our roof.”
Coming to Glasgow was one thing, staying in his aunt and uncle’s home entirely another. He’d be damned if he would have all his movements watched, even by his well-meaning aunt—especially by his well-meaning aunt. He was pondering a polite yet evasive reply when Douglas Sommerbell breezed into the room. 
“Percy, my dear boy. You’ve arrived.” Percy rose as his uncle crossed the room toward them. “Any news of my brother? Has he improved?”
“Good afternoon, Uncle. I’m afraid not. As far as I know, he’s the same.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Jane was still recovering from the wave of nerves that had crashed into her upon her introduction to Percy Sommerbell. She’d done tolerably well, until his dark eyes had caught hers, and if that weren’t torture enough, he’d kissed her hand. 
She’d been left trembling, barely able to lower herself to the sofa. Thankfully, the Sommerbells were too absorbed in their own conversation to make any attempt to draw her into it. She wouldn’t have responded if they had. All she could do was stare into the fire, desperately trying to steady herself.
There was nothing outwardly frightening about the younger Mr. Sommerbell. He was slightly built, graceful. His hair was a jet-black mess, the same style she’d seen on fashionable young men in Glasgow. His eyes were framed with dramatically arched brows, his mouth held in a perpetual impish quirk. Jane supposed some might find him handsome in a self-important, roguish kind of way. But the way he kept stealing glances at her now when no one was looking, trying to catch her eye—it was infuriating, and terrifying, and entirely inappropriate.
A potent mixture of annoyance and fear surged through her. Enough. 
“I must be going.” She stood abruptly, pulling her gloves on. “Cameron will be home soon. I’ll need to make sure the maid is settled, in the kitchen. She’s new. She may need— some instruction.” It was a feeble excuse, and poorly stated, but all she could manage in the moment. 
“Of course.” Cynthia shot her a concerned look. “I hope you and Cameron will come for dinner next week. I’m sure Percy would enjoy meeting a young man his own age while he’s in town.” She winked at her nephew. “We can’t expect him to spend all his time in the company of us old folks.” Mr. Sommerbell didn’t seem to notice his aunt’s quip. His eyes remained fixed on Jane.
“I’m sure Cameron would be pleased to accept,” Jane replied. She herself would not be coming.
She crossed toward the door in a hasty retreat. 
“Oh. Stay a moment.” Douglas Sommerbell jumped from his chair and strode to the large desk that dominated one corner of the room. “I have something . . .” 
He rifled through some papers and came away with a thin book. Jane instantly recognized the green binding and gold gilt lettering. It was the newest edition of the Royal Botanical Society’s regular periodical. 
“There’s an article in there somewhere by an American fellow who grafted a French shoot onto wild crabapple stock. He claims the tree grew true to the scion but retained the hardiness of the crab. I’m thinking of trying something similar. I’d be interested to hear your thoughts.”
She accepted the journal, breathing in the scent of fresh ink. She would spend her evening devouring every last word. 
“Oh, and Miss Stuart,” Douglas Sommerbell continued, a twinkle in his eye. “About that lemon tree . . . You should know, I told her not to move it.” He raised a brow and his eyes moved to his wife, who simply sighed and rolled her eyes.
Jane attempted a smile. She never wanted to speak, or think, of that lemon tree again. “Thank you.” She accepted the journal. “I’ll return it next week.” Then she turned and made her escape. 
Back on the street, she gulped great lungfuls of fresh, cool air. Odd, just thirty minutes ago, this same air had been numbingly cold. The instant Cynthia’s nephew had entered the room, the townhouse had ceased to be cozy and had turned stiflingly hot.






  
  Two
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Once again, Percy was alone in his hotel room, the weak coffee of the morning replaced by excellent whisky. He’d discarded his shoes, cravat, coat, and waistcoat the moment he walked through the door, and now he sat cross-legged on the plush carpet, staring at the fire. 
His aunt had insisted he stay for dinner, but he’d excused himself directly afterward, claiming fatigue from his journey. It was true. He was tired, but not from traveling. It was the kind of exhaustion that came after a performance, as if he’d been onstage all evening, playing the part of the dutiful nephew. The distraught, loving son.
In point of fact, Percy did not love his father. Perhaps there had been something between them when he was a boy, before James had purchased the first factory and they moved to Grislow Park. Father had more time then. He’d taught Percy to ride, played nursery games, taken him on rambles in the country. But then he’d started amassing his fortune. Within the span of five years, James Sommerbell had transformed himself from a sheep farmer’s son to a wealthy industrialist, and he’d disappeared almost entirely from his son’s life, preferring instead to spend his time at his office, or socializing with other men of business.
The few real conversations they’d had in recent years had been cold at best, hostile at worst. According to James, his son was a profligate. A brainless fool, lost in a world of dreams that could only lead to ruin and degeneracy. But the truth of the matter was that Percy’s father was nothing but a cold, unfeeling churl—living a life devoid of beauty and joy, intent only on making money for money’s sake.
Percy wasn’t glad, exactly, that his father lay on what very well might be his deathbed, but the bulk of his concern was for Mother. Dear, sweet Mother, who for reasons unimaginable, was still in love with her husband. She would be shattered by the loss. 
And there was something else, just out of sight, buried in the far reaches of Percy’s mind—and though he tried to keep it there, every so often it flickered to the fore. If Father died, Percy would inherit everything. The factories, the estates, they would all be his. Just the thought made his stomach churn. It was unthinkable. Surely, Father would recover, at least enough to run his own affairs. 
Percy tossed back the rest of his drink, allowing the whisky to overwhelm his senses and drive the uninvited thoughts away. 
He rose and went to the sideboard to pour another drink. Supposedly, this was the finest hotel in Glasgow. Per Mother’s direction, he’d rented a suite of rooms that befit a wealthy young man of business. It was expensively furnished, with plush carpet lining the floors and a huge bed made up with the finest of linens. There was a sitting room, and a room for bathing and dressing complete with a large copper tub. A fire roared in the hearth. But despite all that, the lodgings felt barren and cold. Maybe it was because he kept comparing it to the Grecian villa where he was supposed to be, warmed by the Mediterranean sun and the lush heat of the woman who awaited him there, Alessia, the same courtesan who’d helped make his year in Italy so pleasant. Beau was likely there by now, content in the arms of his companion, Paulo. Or more probably he was with Paulo and Alessia both. 
Devil take him.
Percy settled again by the fire, full glass in hand. The vision of sensual pleasure sent his mind wandering back to the woman he’d met at his aunt and uncle’s house. Jane Stuart. He rolled the name around in his mind as the whisky rolled in his glass. A liaison would certainly make this trip more bearable. Someone to warm that huge bed . . . He needed to devise a way to see her again. Alone.
Who was she anyway? He’d casually asked his aunt about her during dinner and had been told that she and her brother had recently moved to Glasgow, that her brother was a medical student at the university, and that Miss Stuart had an interest and talent as an orchardist. But caring for fruit trees seemed an odd hobby for a beautiful young woman especially given the fact she lived in an inhospitable city with no orchard to tend. She must have lived in the country before coming to Glasgow. 
But who was she? She spoke with a refined, delicate lilt, not the thick brogue of the Scottish country folk, and she carried herself proudly and formally, as if she came from the upper classes. Yet her clothing was plain, almost poor.
When he’d pressed for more, his aunt had given him an uncharacteristically stern raise of her brows and firmly changed the subject.
He swirled the amber liquid in his glass and gazed at the reflected firelight, turning the pieces of the alluring puzzle that was Jane Stuart over in his mind, remembering the impossible lushness of her lips, her eyes. There was such sadness there. Such depth. 
The mystery of the beautiful girl with tragedy in her eyes. 
His eyes wandered to his guitar, still sitting lonely in the corner. He swallowed the last of his drink, the familiar heat of inspiration melding with the burn of the whisky.
His instrument had been sitting too long. It was horribly out of tune, and it took some time to get all six wound metal strings into alignment. Once he did, the music came quickly and easily. Mauro, his Italian friend and teacher, had introduced him to these new strings. Silver wound around silk. They made a world of difference, with their powerful, crisp sound— like playing vibrant color, rather than the mellowed shade of the gut strings Percy had used before. Mauro taught him many beautiful pieces composed for the guitar, but what he liked most about this instrument was the ease with which one could simply play, allowing the music to come of its own volition, letting feeling rather than thought take over. He’d never gotten the same satisfaction from the violin or the pianoforte. 
What came this night was a sweet, haunting melody in a minor key. A tempest of notes. Music as stormy as Jane Stuart’s eyes, as sensual as her pink satin lips. Melody that flowed like her unbound auburn hair. 
He drank whisky and played, losing himself in the music just as he had lost himself in her eyes. The song built in intensity, and he found his arousal following suit. Imagining those lips locked with his, her blue eyes dark with desire, her legs wrapped around him as he thrust inside her, her silky hair cascading onto his skin . . . Desire finally overwhelmed him, and he stopped playing to find his own release.

      [image: image-placeholder]After a comfortably mundane dinner with Cam, Jane retreated to her room with the journal Mr. Sommerbell had lent her. On any other night, she would have been riveted by the article in front of her—she’d savor the words, like the honey candy the cook at Darnalay, Mrs. Brodie, used to make each Christmas—but on this night she found herself reading the same passage over and over without registering any meaning: 
. . . extensive trials of our new method of combining scion wood from malus domestica 'Bonne Hotture' with root stock of malus coronaria using vegetative propagation techniques . . .
The words blurred as her mind wandered again to Percy Sommerbell. His expressive brown eyes unflinchingly boring into hers. The way he conveyed his interest with a playful smirk. She had no desire to get to know, or even occupy her mind with, this maddening nephew of the Sommerbells, but somehow, no matter how many times she drew her attention back to the words in front of her, her thoughts kept sliding back to him. 
She finally gave up trying and readied herself for bed. After several hours of staring at the intricate web of cracks on the ceiling, she found a fitful sleep. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The next few days dragged, just as they had for the last nine months. But something had changed. Since that afternoon in Cynthia’s sitting room with the tree . . . and the nephew, it had become harder—impossible even—to find that comfortable numbness, where anything could be tolerated and nothing mattered. Despite all her efforts, her mind stubbornly returned to those twenty-two little lemons, and, even more disturbingly, to him. And she felt things. Things she thought she’d rid herself of for good. 
Of course it didn’t help that there was nothing of substance to do here. She yearned for something, anything to distract herself from her thoughts. At home in Darnalay, there had always been something to occupy oneself with—working in the orchards, walking in the forest, visiting her friends in the village. In poor weather, there was the wealth of books in Father’s library, the companionship of her family and the staff in the castle. And, of course, there was Kendric . . .
But she couldn’t let her mind wander there. It was too painful, too raw.
On Saturday, Cori came home from the market with a bunch of lamb’s ear lettuce, the earliest of spring greens. Jane should have felt anticipation. The arrival of those crisp, velvety leaves meant winter was finally over. But, instead, she’d felt that all too familiar tightening in her chest, and she’d bolted, barely making it to the safety of her room before she lost all control and the tears came, hot and ugly, streaming down her cheeks. The last time she’d gathered lamb’s lettuce had been with Ken, the spring before he died. The spring they realized their love was no longer that of children, but something more. She hadn’t felt his loss so acutely in months, years even—so why did it hurt so badly now?
But of course she knew why, because as she lay on her bed, wracked with grief, her thoughts had suddenly shifted from the image of her beloved working next to her in the garden, smiling at her in the misty Highland morning . . . to him. Percy Sommerbell. His arrogant smirk. The stifling heat of his gaze. It was his fault. Somehow, he’d dredged this up in her, and even worse, she’d allowed him to do it. And then her tears were no longer those of sadness, or grieving for what should have been, but of guilt, and anger. 
She found some relief in Cori’s companionship. The maid had been forced to leave her homeland when her family had been evicted from their land, and she missed Ireland desperately. She often prattled on and on about the life she’d lost—her parents and siblings, the animals her family kept, the fields they tended, her friends. Jane felt for the girl, truly, and it was nice to have someone else in the house, but as much as she’d detested the quiet before Cori arrived, the constant chatter grew just as tiresome. In truth, she was jealous of this girl who had nothing to hide, no deaths to grieve, and the knowledge of her jealousy, such an ugly emotion, only added to Jane’s disgust at herself. 
Of course, Cam came home each evening as well, but conversation with him was brief at best. He barely had time to eat before he went back to his studies, then fell into bed. 
On Monday, the expected invitation came:


27th March.


My Dear Jane
I hope you and Cameron will join us for dinner on Wednesday this week. Our nephew will be in attendance. He has agreed to play his guitar! Douglas says to tell you that he is very much looking forward to hearing your thoughts on the periodical he lent you Thursday last, particularly your opinion of the “viability of the vegetative propagation method described therein.” I haven’t the faintest idea what that means, but I’ve no doubt you do. He also says not to worry about returning it just yet if you are not finished with it. Come at seven, we eat at eight. I remain
Your devoted friend

Cynthia Sommerbell




Jane decided not to tell her brother about the invitation. If he knew, he would pressure her to go. Better he remain ignorant of the whole thing. She would write an apologetic reply, give some reason they couldn’t attend, and that would be that. 
But then Cameron came home early from the university. He’d misplaced a sheaf of notes—an important sheaf of notes—and he proceeded to rifle through every bit of paper in the house, leaving a trail of scattered letters and bills and shopping lists behind him.
She was straightening a stack of papers he’d just strewn about the desk when he strode in, the invitation in hand. 
“This was in the kitchen, near the stove. Almost as if it was meant to be burned.” His eyebrows rose accusingly. “We’ve been invited to a dinner party. At the Sommerbells’.”
Confound it. She felt like a little girl, caught in a lie. 
Jane shrugged, feigning indifference. “You can go if you like.”
“We’ll both go.” He was cheerfully resolute. 
“I’m not going.” 
“Why not?”
“I . . . I dinna want to.” She sounded petulant, even to her own ears.
“Jane.” He’d perfected that annoyingly aristocratic tone that reminded her so much of Father—his earl voice they used to call it. “‘Tis only a dinner party. With friends. Surely, you—”
“I’m. Not. Going.” She graced him with her highest-and-mightiest older sister glare. 
He changed tack, giving her a wry smile and sad shake of his head. “And what would Mama say, turning down an invitation from a friend, a close friend, for no reason?" His voice rose, and he wagged a finger at her. "It’s just not polite, Jane. A lady would never be so inconsiderate of her friends.” Apparently, impersonating Father’s most aggravating tone wasn’t enough for Cam this evening. He also had to conjure Mama’s most abrasive scolding voice. When she didn't smile or laugh, he changed tack again. Softening into his concerned, younger brother guise. He put his hand her arm. “You visit the Sommerbells’ every week. How’s this any different?”
Jane glared at her brother. This was precisely why she hadn’t wanted Cameron to know of the invitation, because now . . . now he wouldn’t leave her be until she told him the truth. 
“Their nephew will be there,” she snapped. “I met him last week, and he’s . . . ‘twas dreadful. I’m sorry, Cameron.” 
His eyes narrowed. “Did he say something indecent? I’ll talk to Mr. Sommerbell and make sure—”
“No.” Cynthia’s nephew hadn’t done anything wrong. Not exactly. “It’s just, with strangers . . . I get nervous they’ll ask about us, where we’re from. I get hot, and shaky, and . . . and I hate it.” She couldn’t disguise the quaking in her voice. What a milksop she’d become.
“All the more reason to go.” Cameron paused, raising his brows and donning an obnoxiously superior expression. “‘Twas hard for me, too, at first. But I got used to it. You will too, but you have to try.” His lips quirked into a slight smile. “Nobody cares about our past anyway. It’s the past.” 
“Cameron. I’m not. Going.” But she was wavering. 
“What if I promise to distract the nephew? Make sure you arnna left on your own with him?” Jane just glared at him, so he tried the only weapon left in his arsenal—the wide eyes and sweet tone that had gotten him everything he’d asked for as a boy. “C’mon, Janie. You can do this.” 
She sighed, partly in resignation, but mostly in annoyance. He was right. But it didn’t stop the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach every time she thought about herself at that blasted dinner party. 
“All right. But Cam, I swear. If you leave me alone with him, I willna ever forgive you.”






  
  Three
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Percy was the first to arrive on Wednesday evening. The footman showed him to the sitting room, where his uncle stood, alone, gazing out the window and looking uncomfortable in his formal attire. Douglas Sommerbell had the same dark eyes and wiry black hair as both Percy and his father, but the similarities ended there. Percy’s uncle had the build of a laborer, well-muscled, and solid with calloused hands and a face lined by many hours spent out of doors. Percy was more like Father, light-footed and lean, built for agility and speed, though James had long ago grown soft and paunchy from years sitting behind a desk. 
Percy’s mother kept up a frequent correspondence with Aunt Cynthia—they’d been friends as girls—but Percy could count on one hand the number of times he’d seen his uncle. As children, James and Douglas had been inseparable, at least that’s the story Mother told, but as an adult, Percy’s father had never made a priority of seeing his brother. James didn’t understand Douglas’ love of the natural world, nor his contentment with the middle-class wages of an academic. The lack of understanding, Percy guessed, was mutual. 
Douglas turned toward him. “Welcome, my boy. What’s that you’re carrying?” 
“Good evening, Uncle.” Percy set the instrument down. “My guitar. Aunt Cynthia asked me to bring it.” 
“Ah.” His uncle glanced warily at the door, then walked to the desk and carefully moved a stack of books, revealing a decanter and two tumblers hidden behind. “I’ve been saving this for the right occasion. A little indulgence from the last time I was in London. It’s French. Very fine.” He offered a glass.
Percy did not hesitate. “Yes, please.”
His uncle poured. “Drink up, before my wife comes down. She’s of the opinion that spirits should wait until after dinner. I don’t agree, but I do prefer to stay on her good side.” He shot Percy a wink. 
An excellent example of why Percy would never marry. Why should a man have to sneak a drink in his own house? 
“Not a problem, sir.” He grinned and lifted his glass in salute before downing half of it in one swallow. Drinking good brandy so quickly was a waste, but he was in need of fortification this evening and it did the trick.
He’d been sitting in an office all week, listening to Father’s solicitors’ drone on and on about this account and that account, yards of thread produced, material costs, labor costs, profits, losses, taxes, imports, markets . . . It was incredibly dull. Percy’s mind inevitably strayed, but instead of meandering aimlessly as his thoughts would have in the past, in the lecture halls of Durham and Oxford, they made a consistent and efficient beeline toward one subject in particular—Miss Jane Stuart.
He could conjure only three features with any detail, her lips, her hair, and the color and depth of her eyes. But these three features had become an obsession, impossibly alluring, constantly distracting. He’d begun to wonder if what he thought were memories of her were, in fact, distortions of the truth, memories of memories, amplified and idealized by his restless mind. Tonight would be a test. If the attraction was real, the seduction would begin. He’d have her in a week. If the reality of her broke the enchantment, then so be it. Maybe he’d go looking elsewhere in Glasgow, maybe he wouldn’t. 
“Have you thought of what you’ll do?” Douglas’ question jolted Percy back to the present.
“Sir?”
“If my brother were to be overcome by his injuries. It seems quite possible, does it not?”
Hell. Percy took another drink, slowly this time, searching for a response that would end this topic of conversation, and quickly. 
“Even if he doesn’t recover fully, he’ll be able to manage his affairs with the help of his secretary.” That sounded reasonable. 
“You haven’t answered the question.” His uncle gave a stern look. “You’ll have much to manage if your father passes on. You’d do well to settle down. Find a wife. Start a family.”
Percy winced. “I have no wish to marry, sir.” Ever.
Douglas retrieved the empty glasses, pushing them and the decanter into the shadows in the back of the desk. “A family serves as an anchor in life, my boy. They’d be a comfort to
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