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PROLOGUE

	The fever took my sister slow, the way frost takes a windowpane, one thin crawling line at a time until the whole glass has gone white and you cannot remember what the view looked like before.

	I sat with Isobel through the worst of it, in the small room above the chandler's shop in Inverness where she had lived since, she left Ardgour, and I held the cup to her mouth long after she had stopped wanting what was in it. The physician had come and gone twice and said the same true, useless thing both times. There was broth going cold on the sill. There was rain on the roof, soft as ash falling.

	Isobel's hand in mine had gone thin as a bird's foot, all knuckle and no flesh, and still she gripped hard when she wanted my attention, hard enough to bruise, as if she meant to leave the mark of herself behind in my skin before she left it altogether.

	"You are not to cry at me, Melinda," she said, on the last evening, in the voice she used to use on unruly kitchen boys. "I have not the strength to comfort you and die in the same breath."

	I laughed instead, because it was that or the other thing, and she smiled like I had passed some small test she'd set without telling me the rules.

	We had been girls together in a house with too many daughters and not enough dowry to go round, and Isobel had gone first, out into the world, into service as governess to a Highland household with a motherless bairn and more silence in it than a body could easily bear. She wrote to me twice a year, sometimes three times, her hand cramped small to fit more onto the page. She wrote about the weather off the loch and the state of the larder and, more and more as the years went on, about the girl.

	Effie, she called her. Never the mistress's proper name, Euphemia, always the soft short one, the one you'd give a creature you loved.

	"She does not speak," Isobel told me once, in a letter I still had folded soft with handling in the bottom of my trunk. "Not a word since her father died. I have tried everything a person can try. I sing to her. I read to her. I have taken to simply sitting with her in the evenings and saying nothing at all, because I thought perhaps my noise was the trouble, and do you know, Melinda, I think that was closer to right than anything else I tried."

	I had pictured this girl for three years without ever laying eyes on her. A small serious face. A mouth that had decided, for reasons a seven-year-old could not have named even if she'd had the words for it, that speech was a door not worth opening again.

	On the last evening, Isobel's grip found mine in the dark and did not let go.

	"I promised her," she said. "I promised Effie, I would not leave her the way her father left her. Without a word of warning. Without goodbye."

	"You are not leaving her by choice," I said, and my voice came out steadier than I felt, which I was glad of, because I did not think Isobel had the strength left to comfort me either, and one of us needed to hold the shape of the room together.

	"That will not matter to a child who has already lost one person without warning," Isobel said. "It will simply be the second time."

	The rain went on outside. A cart went by below, wheels loud on the wet cobbles, some ordinary errand continuing in a world that had not yet noticed what was happening in this room.

	"I want you to go," Isobel said.

	I understood her wrong at first, thought she meant the room, meant leave me be, and I began to protest, and she found the strength to squeeze my hand hard enough that I stopped.

	"To Ardgour," she said. "To the keep. I want you to go in my place and finish what I started. She knows your name. I have told her about you every week of her life, Melinda Kemp who taught me to swim in the millpond and broke her arm falling out of the Duthie's apple tree and never once, in one and thirty years, gave up on a single living thing she set her mind to keeping."

	"Isobel..."

	"I am not asking you to love her instantly, or to work some miracle I could not work in three years of trying," she said. "I am asking you to go and sit with her the way I sat with her, and not leave, and let her learn slowly that there is such a thing as a person who stays. That is all. That is the whole of it."

	I did not answer at once, because I was thinking of everything a plain and unmarried woman of eight and twenty could reasonably expect of her own life, and how small a use I had been able to make of the one I had, and how here, at last, someone was handing me a use worth having, at the exact moment she could no longer see whether I took it up.

	"I will go," I said.

	Isobel's face eased, the way a held breath eases when it is finally let go, and something in the set of her jaw that I had not noticed was tension until it dissolved, dissolved.

	"Tell her," she said, so quiet now I had to lean close to hear it over the rain, "tell her I am sorry it happened this way. Tell her I did not choose it. And tell her..." A cough took the rest of the sentence, and when it passed, she had not the strength to finish it, and I have spent every day since wondering what word would have come next, and have never once let myself guess wrong on purpose, because some sentences are owed the dignity of staying unfinished rather than being filled in badly by someone who was not the one meant to finish them.

	She died before the church bells rang matins.

	I buried my sister on a hillside outside Inverness under a sky the color of wet slate, with the chandler's wife weeping harder than I managed to, because I had used up most of what I had to give in that room above the shop, and there was little enough left over for the graveside. I stood with the cold coming up through my boots and thought, not of Isobel exactly, though she was everywhere in the thinking, but of a small girl three days' ride north who did not yet know that the one person who had stayed was not staying after all.

	I did not know Laird John Snodgrass. I knew only what Isobel's letters had told me, which was not flattering and not unflattering either, only careful, the way a woman writes about her employer when she knows the letter might be read by someone other than its intended eye. A hard man, she'd called him once. Fair, but hard. Grieving his brother in a way that had gone underground rather than out, the way a fire goes underground into peat and burns for years without ever showing a flame, until you put your hand down in what looks like cold earth and are shocked to find it scorching.

	I packed what I owned into a single trunk, which did not take long, because I had never owned much, and what letters remained of me, and a black wool cloak too heavy for the season and exactly right for the road north, and three days after I buried my sister, I hired a cart and driver as far as the mouth of the glen, and walked the rest, because the driver would not take his cart past the ford in that weather and I would not wait another day to keep a dead woman's promise.

	I did not know, standing at the foot of that glen with the mist coming down off the hills like something poured, what I was walking toward. A silent child. A hard laird. A keep with a grief in its walls old enough to have its own weather.

	I knew only that I had said I would go, and that I had never yet, in eight and twenty years, been the kind of woman who said a thing and did not do it.

	I straightened the collar of my cloak, picked up the handle of my trunk though it was too heavy to carry far and I would have to send back for a cart after all, and started up the track toward Ardgour, not knowing that I was walking, step by ordinary step in the Highland rain, into the one household in Scotland that would teach me every single thing my sister's letter had never thought to mention.

	 


Through the Gates at Ardgour

	The keep came up out of the mist the way a thing comes up out of water, not appearing so much as resolving, gray stone stacked on gray stone until I could no longer tell where the hillside ended and the walls began. I had walked the last two miles with my trunk handle cutting a groove into my palm and my hem soaked black to the knee, and by the time the gatehouse loomed over me I had stopped feeling either.

	Two men stood the gate with pikes they were not using for anything but leaning on, and both of them looked at me the way men look at a stray dog that has wandered in from weather too poor to have produced anything worth keeping.

	"I am expected," I said, which was a lie, since no one at Ardgour had sent for me and no one there knew my face, but it came out with more conviction than I felt, and one of the men shrugged and let me pass, because a soaked woman with a trunk did not look like a threat worth the bother of turning away.

	The bailey inside was mud churned to soup by hooves and boots, and past it the keep itself rose four stories of dark stone with narrow windows like eyes that had learned not to show much. Smoke came from a chimney at the near end. Somewhere a dog was barking itself hoarse at nothing.

	I had pictured, on the road, some manner of grand arrival, myself explaining my purpose to a steward, being shown in with ceremony to state my business to the laird. What happened instead was that I stood dripping in the middle of the bailey for the better part of a quarter hour, ignored by everyone with work to do, until a woman built like a barrel and wearing an apron gray with flour came out a side door, took one look at me, and said, "You'll be catching your death standing there."

	"I've come to see the laird," I said. "About his niece."

	The woman's face did something complicated, a flicker of things I could not read fast enough to name before she smoothed it back to plainness. "Effie," she said. It was not a question.

	"My sister was her governess. Isobel Kemp. I am Melinda, her sister." I heard my own voice crack on the last word and hated it, because I had promised myself on the road that I would say this sentence a hundred times before I arrived and never once let it break, and here it had broken on the very first try.

	The woman's face went soft in a different way. "Aye," she said. "We heard. Come in out of the wet before you say another word, you great fool, standing there like you mean to grow roots."

	Her name was Mrs. Reid, and she was cook and something closer to housekeeper besides, in a house too poor in servants to keep the roles separate, and she took me through the side door into a kitchen warm enough to make my whole-body ache with the shock of it, and sat me by the fire, and put bread and a cup of something hot into my hands before she would let me say another word about my business.

	"He'll not thank me for feeding you before he's decided whether to turn you out," she said, "but I've buried enough men's tempers under a full stomach to know the trick works more often than not."

	"Is he a hard man, then," I said, though I already half-knew the answer from three years of my sister's careful letters.

	Mrs. Reid considered the fire rather than me. "He's a man who buried his brother at midwinter and has not properly come up for air since," she said. "Whether that makes him hard is a question of what you're comparing it to. He's not cruel. I'll say that plain. But he's built himself a wall a man could break his hand on, and he keeps it in good repair."

	I had not finished my bread when the door from the hall banged open and a girl of about my height's worth of years, sixteen or seventeen by her look, came in with an armful of linens and stopped dead at the sight of me.

	"You're the one," she said. "The sister."

	News traveled fast in a small keep, apparently, faster than I had managed to travel it myself. "I am."

	"He's in the hall," the girl said, meaning, I saw, that I ought to go to him rather than wait for him to come to me, and there was something in the way she said it, not quite a warning, but close kin to one, that had me setting down my cup before I had finished the last of the broth.

	Mrs. Reid caught my sleeve before I reached the door. "He does not shout," she said, low. "Whatever you're steeling yourself for, it isn't that. He'll go quiet on you instead, and quiet is worse, if you've never had it aimed at you before. Say your piece plain and don't flinch from the silence after. He's testing whether you'll fill it with nonsense. Don't."

	I thanked her, though I did not fully understand the advice until later, and went through into the hall.

	It was a long room, high-beamed, with a fire at the far end too small for the space it was meant to heat, and a man stood before that fire with his back to the door, one boot up on the hearthstone, in the stance of a man who had been standing exactly so for some while and might go on standing so for a while yet, indifferent to whoever had just come in.

	"Laird Snodgrass," I said, into the silence he did not turn to fill.

	He turned then. He was younger than I had pictured him, though not young, somewhere on the far side of thirty, with the sort of face that had been handsome once and had since been rearranged by weather and worry into something starker, all planes and shadow in the poor light, dark hair pushed back carelessly from a brow that looked permanently set against something. His eyes, when they found mine, were a gray so pale it was nearly colorless, like water over stone, and they went over me once, boots to hem to face, with no more warmth than a man cataloguing a delivery.

	"I know who you are," he said. "Mrs. Reid's girl ran to tell me before you'd finished your bread." His voice was low and even and Highland-rough at the edges, and there was nothing in it I could have called unkind, and nothing in it I could have called welcome either. "You'll be wanting to know your sister's wages were paid in full to the day of her leaving, if that's your errand."

	"That is not my errand."

	"Then say your errand, and say it plain, for I've little patience left this evening for the kind that comes wrapped."

	I thought of Mrs. Reid's advice, plain and don't flinch, and I set my trunk down by my feet as if I meant to stay a while, which I did.

	"My sister asked me, on her deathbed, to come here and finish what she began with your niece," I said. "I have come to do that. I don't ask your gratitude and I don't ask your welcome. I ask only that you let me try."

	Something crossed his face at deathbed, quick and gone, a flicker like a fish turning under the surface of a lock, there and not there. "Isobel is dead," he said. It was not quite a question, and it was not quite not one either.

	"A month past. A fever."

	He was silent long enough that I remembered Mrs. Reid's warning and held my tongue against the urge to fill it, though every instinct in me strained toward speech the way a hound strains at a lead.

	"Effie has had one woman leave her without warning already," he said finally. "Her mother, in the birthing of her. She does not need a second."

	"Isobel did not choose to leave her."

	"No," he said. "Neither did her mother. It made no difference to the girl. A gone woman is a gone woman, whatever the reason behind the going." He looked at me again, that same flat cataloguing look, and this time it lingered a beat longer on my face, as if he were reading something there, he had not expected to find. "What makes you think you'll do better than your sister managed in three years?"

	"I don't think it. I think I owe her the chance to try, because I promised, and because I have nothing waiting for me elsewhere that matters half so much as keeping a promise to my sister does."

	"That's an honest answer," he said, and something in his voice eased by the smallest possible degree, not warmth exactly, but the absence of a coldness that had been in it a moment before. "I've had less honest ones from men twice your years asking twice as little of me."

	"Will you let me stay, then?"

	He looked at me a long moment more, and I made myself hold still under it, and did not fill the silence, and somewhere behind me I heard the hall door creak and a small sound, quick and light, feet retreating fast across stone before anyone could catch the owner of them listening.

	Laird Snodgrass's gaze flicked past my shoulder toward the sound and something in his face changed, gentled and hardened both at once, a complicated look of a man who loves a thing he does not know how to help.

	"Effie," he said, more to himself than to me, and then, to me: "You'll stay the week. If the girl takes to you, you'll stay longer. If she doesn't, you'll go, and I'll not have you dragging out the parting past what's kind for either of you. Are we understood?"

	"We're understood," I said, and picked my trunk back up, and did not let him see how much my hands were shaking, because I had walked three days on a promise, and I had just been given, in the coldest possible terms, exactly the chance I had come north to ask for.

	He did not offer to carry the trunk, and I did not expect him to, and when Mrs. Reid came to show me up to a small room under the eaves that smelled of dust and old rushes, I followed her up a narrow turning stair worn smooth by generations of feet, past landings hung with old plaids gone soft with age and a single tapestry so faded I could no longer make out whether it depicted a hunt or a battle, only shapes moving through a forest that time had bleached nearly to nothing.

	"You'll want for little enough up here," Mrs. Reid said, setting down the candle she'd carried to light our way and busying herself with the shutter latch, which had swollen with damp and would not close true. "It's not grand, mind. This was a steward's room once, before the last steward married out and took a cottage in the glen. But it's dry, and it's warm enough once the chimney's drawing right, and it's a fair sight better than whatever you'd have found at the inn in the glen, which I'll tell you plain has bedbugs enough to carry a man off in the night."

	"It will do very well," I said, and meant it, though my eyes were already straying to the narrow window and the darkening hills beyond it, the last gray light going out of the sky over country I did not yet know how to read.

	Mrs. Reid paused in the doorway, the candlelight

	
	
	
	
