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Dunmorrow Hall stood on a private road above Lochmara Bay, twenty miles north of Oban, beyond the last proper village and above a narrow inlet facing the Sound of Mull. By the time the post bus left Rachel Maddison at the end of the road, the rain had become a steady, implacable thing.

It had followed her from Glasgow: a grey veil across the station roof, a hard sweeping blur against the train windows, and now this salt-laden rain that drove beneath the collar of her duffel coat and made a mockery of the neatness she had attempted in the ladies' room that morning. The bus driver set her suitcase on the verge and looked towards the stone gateposts almost apologetically.

'This is you, miss. Dunmorrow Road.'

Rachel stared through the streaming glass. Beyond the gates a narrow road climbed between wet gorse and black pines before vanishing into mist. No house could be seen. Only the ragged edge of moorland and, far beyond it, the pale, angry sea.

'Does someone meet visitors?' she asked.

'Sometimes,' the driver said, which offered little reassurance.

He had the air of a man who had been paid to get her this far and did not intend to be drawn into any further responsibility. Rachel gathered her handbag, murmured her thanks, and stepped down into the rain.

The door folded shut behind her. A moment later the post bus lurched away, its red bulk shrinking into the grey, taking with it the last ordinary sound in that desolate landscape. Rachel stood beside the gates with her suitcase in her hand and admitted, for one bleak moment, that she had made a mistake.

But mistakes, Rachel had learned, were luxuries. She had learned that during the long months of her mother's illness and the longer months afterwards, when bills continued to arrive with a punctuality grief had never shown. She had given up the minuscule flat, sold the last small pieces of jewellery, and presented herself to an agency in a face composed enough to discourage pity. Lady Eleanor Fallows required a live-in companion for an initial month, perhaps longer if the arrangement suited them both. The salary was modest but prompt, and Rachel had accepted because there had been no sensible alternative.

The word companion had sounded almost genteel in the agency office. Here, with the rain flattening her hair beneath her hood and the private road climbing like a threat between the pines, it sounded less like employment than surrender.

She tightened her fingers around the cracked leather handle of the case and passed between the gateposts.

The road rose steeply. Her boots, a rather nice pair purchased on sale from Debenhams last winter, dulled with grit almost at once. The suitcase grew heavier with every yard. Rain slipped beneath her hood and trickled coldly down the side of her neck. Rachel set her teeth and went on.

The road, once she was beyond the gates, seemed at first no road at all, only a darker ribbon thrust through the gorse and dripping bracken. The wheels of the bus had left two muddy scars near the verge, and already the rain was softening them, erasing the last proof that anything as ordinary as public transport had ever come so near Dunmorrow.

Halfway up the hill the trees drew close. Needles from the pines lay black and shining underfoot, and somewhere in the wet undergrowth a bird gave a startled cry. Rachel stopped long enough to change the suitcase from one hand to the other. The handle had scored an angry red line across her palm, but she closed her fingers over it again. The case was one of the few things she possessed that still suggested respectability, and respectability, however battered, was not something she could afford to abandon on the roadside.

She told herself not to be fanciful. She had come to a private residence, not to some melodramatic house out of the sensation novels her mother had secretly enjoyed. Nevertheless, the silence after the bus had gone seemed almost personal. It was not that the Highlands were empty. They were watchful. That, somehow, was worse.

She thought of London then, not with affection exactly, but with a pang of recognition. London had been hard, uncharitable, and expensive, but one could be anonymous there. A woman could be poor behind a closed door, could count coins at the kitchen table while traffic went by below and no one troubled to wonder whether she had eaten. Here, with the rain on her face and that uncompromising house waiting above the cliffs, Rachel felt exposed in quite another way. Whatever she was, whatever she lacked, would be seen at once.

At last, the trees thinned and the house appeared.

Dunmorrow Hall stood on the headland as if the rock itself had thrust it upward in defiance of the sea. Dark stone, narrow windows, crow-stepped gables, chimneys like black fingers against the sky. It was not beautiful in any gentle way, but it possessed an authority that made Rachel stop in spite of herself. Below it, the Atlantic hurled itself against the cliffs, and the whole house seemed to stand apart from ordinary life.

A light burned in one lower window.

That, more than pride, made her move again.

By the time she reached the door, her breath was unsteady and the hem of her skirt had begun to cling unpleasantly to her legs. She set down the suitcase, flexed her cramped fingers, and reached for the iron bell-pull.

The clang sounded somewhere inside with startling violence.

Rachel stood under the shallow stone porch and tried to smooth the front of her coat. The gesture was useless. Water slid from the ends of her hair, and the wind pushed damp wool against her knees. She lifted one hand to her throat, then let it fall again. There was no point arranging herself into composure when the weather had already stripped the effort bare.

After a pause long enough to make her wonder whether anyone had heard, bolts were drawn and the door opened to reveal a tall, sinewy-looking woman dressed in black.

'Miss Maddison?'

'Yes.' Rachel straightened. 'Rachel Maddison. I am expected by Lady Eleanor.'

'Aye.' Mrs. Kerr stepped back. 'Come in before the weather takes the rest of you. I'm the housekeeper, Mrs. Kerr.'

Rachel crossed the threshold, and the door closed behind her with a finality that seemed to shut out more than rain.

The hall smelled of peat smoke, old wood and the faint medicinal sharpness of beeswax. A narrow fire burned in a grate beneath a carved mantel, but its warmth did not reach far enough to soften the stone flags underfoot. Rachel became conscious of the puddle gathering beneath the edge of her coat and of her suitcase, dark and damp beside her boot.

Mrs. Kerr's sharp eyes took in the pale face, the wet gloves, the hand clenched too tightly round the strap of her handbag.

'Give me your coat, miss.'

'Thank you.' Rachel undid the buttons with fingers that felt stiff and foolish. Her gloves resisted her, wet leather clinging to wet skin, and Mrs. Kerr, after watching for a moment, took them from her with brisk competence.

'Her ladyship expected you tomorrow,' she said.

Rachel went still. 'Tomorrow?' she asked in a small voice.

Mrs. Kerr angled her head sideways. 'Yes, miss. That's what I understood.'

'But—' Rachel licked her lips. 'The agency confirmed today.'

'Likely a misunderstanding.' Mrs. Kerr glanced towards the staircase. 'No matter. Her ladyship will be pleased enough.'

'Will she?' said a man's voice from the far side of the hall. 'That remains to be seen.'

Rachel turned.

He had entered so silently that she had heard nothing, and Mrs. Kerr looked startled as well.

He stood near the carved newel post, rain darkening the shoulders of his coat, his leather gloves still on, as though he had not yet decided whether he was going to stay. The stillness about him was more forbidding than any display of temper, less like a man surprised by a visitor than one prepared for an intrusion.

'Mr. Fallows, I didn't realise you'd returned,' Mrs. Kerr said, somewhat stiltedly.

Luke Fallows came forward into the warmer glow of the hall. He was not handsome in any comfortable sense of the word. His face was too chiselled, his mouth too thin, his eyes set too deeply beneath brows that made watchfulness look like judgement. Yet there was a hard assurance about him that made his looks impossible to dismiss, however little comfort there was in them.

'You are Miss Maddison—yes?' he asked.

Rachel swallowed. 'I am.'

Luke Fallows was the sort of man who made deference feel almost instinctive, and Rachel disliked him at once for making her aware of it.

He drew off one glove slowly, finger by finger, and laid it against the other in his palm. The small delay was more unnerving than open impatience would have been. Then his hands went into the pockets of his rain-darkened coat, and the gesture somehow increased his authority instead of lessening it.

'I'm afraid my aunt engaged you without consulting me.'

Mrs. Kerr shifted beside her. 'Her ladyship wrote to the agency herself, sir. I saw the letter.'

'Is that so?' Luke's glance moved to Rachel, and she felt, absurdly, as if she had already been judged.

Her chin rose before she could prevent it. 'I'm sorry if my arrival is inconvenient, but it was my understanding all the proper arrangements had been made.'

'Did you now?' The mildness of the question did not disguise its meaning.

'I would hardly have travelled from London on a supposition of employment,' Rachel said, realising too late that indignation was not the wisest response to a man who clearly regarded himself as guardian of the house.

'No.' His eyes flicked, with infuriating brevity, to the battered suitcase at her feet. 'I imagine you would require rather more inducement than that.'

Colour rose from the base of Rachel's throat and travelled hotly into her face. 'I was engaged in good faith, Mr. Fallows.'

Mrs. Kerr made a small sound of interruption. 'Sir, if I may say, Miss Maddison has had a long journey and—'

'And has arrived at a house where an elderly woman is recovering from bronchitis and should not be distressed by strangers.'

His manner possessed the peculiarly disturbing quality of making courtesy seem like an accusation. He had not raised his voice, had not said one thing that a reasonable person might call openly cruel; yet every word left Rachel feeling as if some invisible inventory had been taken and found deficient. It was ridiculous that such details should matter, but they mattered.

He had the look of a man who would never admit to being beaten by anything. Rachel disliked him for it, and for the fleeting uncertainty it created in herself.

Her pride yielded, for a moment, to alarm. 'Lady Eleanor is ill?'

'Concerned, Miss Maddison?'

'Of course I am concerned.' Her fingers tightened around the damp clasp of her handbag. 'I was not told she had been ill, and I ought to have been, considering the position I am undertaking.'

Before Luke could reply, a frail but imperious voice called from beyond the passage. 'Luke? Is that you? Mrs. Kerr, why has no one brought Miss Maddison to me?'

Mrs. Kerr closed her eyes for a moment.

Luke's expression changed so briefly Rachel might have imagined it. The severity remained, but a faint anxiety moved beneath it, like light under a closed door.

'I am here, Aunt Eleanor,' he said.

'Then bring the girl in. And do not frighten her away before I have had the pleasure of seeing her.'

Rachel looked down, but not quickly enough to hide the involuntary movement at her mouth.

Luke saw it.

'My aunt,' he said coolly, 'has made up her mind about you already.'

'So have you, apparently,' Rachel said before caution could prevent her.

Luke straightened. The movement was slight, but it altered the air around him. 'Perhaps I have, Miss Maddison. That does not mean my opinion may not improve with time.'

'How generous.'

The words were barely out before she regretted them.

His mouth compressed, and for one instant she thought he might answer with equal sharpness. Instead he turned his head towards Mrs. Kerr.

'Mrs. Kerr, perhaps you will take Miss Maddison to my aunt before we give Lady Eleanor the satisfaction of proving her right.'

Mrs. Kerr's mouth twitched, although she suppressed it quickly. 'Come, miss.'

Rachel bent to lift her case, but Luke moved before she had properly taken hold of it. His hand closed over the leather handle above hers. The contact was brief, practical, and startlingly warm after the cold journey.

'I shall have this taken up,' he said.

'I can manage it.'

'I have no doubt.' His fingers released the handle, but his gaze remained on her face. 'That was not the question.'

Rachel, who could think of no safe reply, followed Mrs. Kerr down the passage with the uncomfortable awareness that Luke Fallows had seen the marks on her palms before she had known they were there.

* * *
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LADY ELEANOR FALLOWS was seated by the fire in the morning room, wrapped in a shawl of soft grey wool, her white hair arranged with care, her blue eyes bright in a face made fragile, Rachel thought, by her recent illness. She held out one thin hand.

'Come here, child. Don't hover like a penitent and pay no attention to my nephew.' She cast Luke, who had followed them into the room, an irritable glance. 'He has a certain... effect on people. Not a favourable one in most cases, but one learns either to adapt to his moods or to ignore them, whichever comes easiest.'

The older woman smiled, and Rachel, crossing the room quickly, took her hand.

'How do you do, Lady Eleanor?'

'Better for seeing you. My dear, you are cold.' Lady Eleanor's fingers, cool and dry, closed around Rachel's with surprising strength. Her eyes dropped to Rachel's reddened palms, then lifted to Luke's face. 'Luke, ring for tea. Mrs. Kerr, see that a fire is lit in the blue room.'

'The blue room?' Luke said, and it was evident the news did not appeal to him.

Eleanor sighed. 'Yes, Luke, the blue room. It is time it was used.'

Luke's mouth tightened. 'As you wish.'

It was obedience, Rachel decided, but not surrender.

'I shall see to it directly, your ladyship,' Mrs. Kerr said, and before she turned away Rachel could have sworn she wore a satisfied look.

Lady Eleanor drew Rachel a little closer to the fire. 'Now, my dear, let us get some tedious aspects out of the way, shall we? Sit down before you drip yourself into a decline. Luke has quite enough dramatic material without your assistance.'

Luke, who had moved to the bell rope, gave his aunt an old-fashioned look.

Rachel sat because she had been told to, and because the chair beside the fire was the first truly warm thing she had encountered since leaving Glasgow. She folded her hands in her lap to hide the reddened palms, but Lady Eleanor noticed the gesture all the same.

'You have had a wretched journey.'

'It was only rain,' Rachel said.

'Only rain is what people say when they have been soaked to the skin and are too proud to admit discomfort.' Lady Eleanor settled back against the cushions. 'I like pride when it is ornamental. It can become very tiring when used as furniture.'

Rachel's eyes flicked towards Luke before she could stop them.

His mouth moved faintly.

Whether with amusement or disapproval, she could not tell.

* * *
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LADY ELEANOR ASKED questions with a directness that was free of impertinence and full of kindness. Rachel answered them all. She had not been a professional companion before, she admitted, but she had nursed her mother through a long illness. She could read aloud, keep accounts, write letters, and be quiet when quiet was required.

'And since your mother died?' Luke asked.

He had remained by the fireplace, one shoulder turned slightly towards the mantel, a glass of whisky held loosely in his hand. He had not interrupted often, but Rachel had been conscious of him throughout: of his silence, of the cool, assessing glance that seemed to weigh each answer before Lady Eleanor had even received it.

Rachel lowered her eyes briefly. Kindness, she was discovering, could be more treacherous than insult. One could defend oneself against insult; kindness slipped beneath one's guard and found all the bruised places.

'I took temporary work where I could,' she said, careful to keep her voice even. 'Mostly at typing agencies. Nothing permanent, however.'

Only after she had spoken did she realise how precarious that made her sound. A woman without permanent work could too easily appear unreliable, whatever the state of the times. She hoped the difficult times would make it sound less damning than it might have done.

Eleanor's expression softened. 'And you are not afraid of quiet, my dear?'

Rachel smiled in relief. 'No, Lady Eleanor. Not at all.'

'Nor of difficult people?'

Rachel was not sure whether Eleanor meant herself or the man standing by the fire.

'I have had some experience of both,' she said, before caution could prevent her.

Luke's glass paused halfway to his mouth.

Eleanor gave a small, dry sound of amusement. 'Then you'll do very well here after all.'

'My aunt doesn't require entertainment. She requires rest,' Luke interrupted.

'Because of my famous bronchitis?' Eleanor asked, with a faint grimace.

Luke's mouth tightened. 'Exactly.'

'Darling, it was merely a cough with ambition.' She glanced at Rachel, her expression dry but not unkind. 'My nephew prefers the dramatic interpretation. He has been expecting me to die because I coughed for a week and refused his beef tea.'

'It wasn't beef tea,' Luke protested, setting his glass down with a hard thud on the mantel.

'No, darling, it was punishment served warm.' Eleanor folded her hands over the shawl with solemn dignity.

Rachel lowered her eyes. The impulse to smile felt disloyal, not to Luke, certainly, but to the gravity with which she had entered the house. Eleanor caught the movement, and the faint brightness in her eyes deepened.

'You see, Luke. Miss Maddison has tact enough not to contradict me.'

Luke's expression tightened with bleakness. 'Or sense enough not to commit herself too early,' he returned.

Rachel felt his gaze touch her across the room, but she refused to meet it. She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing that he could disturb her with so little effort.

'A useful quality,' his aunt rebuked. 'In this house, particularly.'

'Is it?' Rachel asked before she could stop herself.

There was a fractional silence.

Rachel kept her attention on Eleanor, but the older woman exchanged a look with her nephew before her mouth curved.

'Oh, yes. Dunmorrow has always been rather hard on the impulsive.'

'My aunt has always claimed a gift for judgement.'

'And you have always claimed a gift for suspicion. One of us is usually right.' Eleanor returned the words smoothly, but there was an old affection beneath them, worn and frayed in places, like the edge of a much-used shawl.

Tea finally arrived. It was served on old silver, the kind that made even thin sandwiches look ceremonious. Eleanor insisted Rachel have some of the sandwiches, and Rachel obeyed because hunger, like poverty, was less humiliating when unacknowledged. She took one triangle, then another when Eleanor was not looking, and felt Luke's eyes on her as surely as if he had reached across the room and touched her wrist.

At last Eleanor leaned back, tiredness clearly marked on her features. Rachel guessed the bronchitis had left more weakness behind than the old lady cared to admit.

'It is settled, then. Miss Maddison will stay,' Eleanor stated in a quieter voice than before.

'For tonight.' Luke lowered his teacup. 'The weather is going to worsen. McGregor informed me earlier that he would be stabling the horses earlier than usual.'

Eleanor bristled. 'Yes, well, McGregor can do whatever he likes with the horses. As for Miss Maddison, she'll be staying for a full month. Longer, if I am pleased with her. I didn't hire her to have
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