
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


On the Wings of the Storm

Maggie Craig


© Maggie Craig 2026

All rights reserved

The moral right of Maggie Craig to be identified 

as the author of this work has been asserted 

in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.  

ISBN 978-1-7392757-6-1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication

may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

or by any means, electronic or mechanical.   

This book is a work of fiction. All characters and events within it, 

other than those clearly in the public domain,

are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, 

living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cover design by Cathy Helms of Avalon Graphics.

[image: A blue line with text

Description automatically generated]


Praise for Maggie Craig’s Books 

––––––––

[image: ]


‘When it comes to romance, intrigue and Jacobites, none can do it better than Maggie Craig.’ 

Book Week Scotland

‘Maggie Craig is a multi-published, very popular Scottish author, whose fiction and non-fiction are equally gripping.’

Diana Gabaldon

‘Historical fiction at its best.’

Stella Riley

‘A tale full of crime, politics and intrigue, set against the backdrop of Edinburgh in the 1740s.’ 

Scottish Field

‘The wonderful Maggie Craig travels back in time to 18th century Edinburgh in Gathering Storm.’

Shari Low, Daily Record

‘Maggie Craig has a wonderful gift for bringing history to life.’

Aberdeen Press and Journal

––––––––
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‘Maggie Craig’s knowledge and research into the period is so authentic she might have been there. A very enjoyable read.’

Historical Novel Review

‘Edinburgh comes alive; its cobbled streets and dark and damp alleyways form the backdrop to a story which abounds with intrigue, political mayhem and clandestine skullduggery.’

jaffareadstoo

‘Ms Craig is an excellent author whose knowledge of her subject is first class.’

Reader Review

‘I absolutely LOVE this series. Thank you so much for these books. They are so good.


Reader Review
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This one’s just for me.
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Storm over Scotland: The Story so Far
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On the Wings of the Storm is the fourth in the Storm over Scotland series. If you would like to read from the very first moment when the two very different worlds of Miss Christian Rankeillor and Captain Robert Catto collide or just want to refresh your memory, here is a brief summary of the first three books.
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Gathering Storm
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Edinburgh, Yuletide 1743: Redcoat officer Robert Catto would rather be anywhere else on earth than Scotland. Seconded back from the wars in Europe to captain the city’s Town Guard, he fears his covert mission to assess the strength of the Jacobite threat will force him to confront the past he tries so hard to forget.

Christian Rankeillor and her surgeon-apothecary father are hiding a Jacobite agent with a price on his head in Edinburgh Royal Infirmary: a hanging offence.

As they pick their way through a labyrinth of intrigue, Robert Catto and Christian Rankeillor are increasingly drawn to each other and increasingly forced to question their own deeply­held political beliefs and convictions: and danger lurks in the flickering shadows around every comer.
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Dance to the Storm
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In a snow-swept Edinburgh, Robert Catto and Christian Rankeillor face each other across a divide no bridge can cross. She’s in deadly danger: not least from him. His investigations have turned up compelling evidence of a real threat posed to the House of Hanover by a plan to restore the House of Stuart to the British throne.

Robert Catto always does his duty. It’s all he’s ever had to hold on to: but he’s in danger too. Forced to confront his difficult past and a family connection which could call his loyalty to the crown into question, he could be risking the ruin of his military career.

Then there’s runaway Geordie Smart, his sister Alice and young African boy Joshua. All three have been cruelly treated by bored and vicious members of the local gentry. Robert Catto and Christian Rankeillor stand ready to help all three young people but the law is not on their side. 

How is Robert Catto to reconcile doing his duty with his feelings for Christian Rankeillor? How is she to balance her commitment to her father, their friends and the Stuart Cause with her feelings for Robert Catto? Especially when each day that passes sees them falling ever more deeply in love with each other. 
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Storm Tossed Moon
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Edinburgh, January 1744: Scotland stands on the brink of armed and bloody conflict. Travelling secretly across Europe from Rome, Prince Charles Edward Stuart is determined to claim his birthright. His fervour is matched by homegrown Jacobites who long to see the House of Stuart restored to the British throne.

Redcoat Captain Robert Catto has painful personal reasons for thinking all Jacobites are dreamers and fools. The last thing he expected was to find himself falling in love with one. The last thing he wanted was to realize how much he cares.

Not only about surgeon-apothecary’s daughter Christian Rankeillor but about Scotland too: and the three young people now under his and her protection.

Closer to home, malicious enemies lurk in the shadows. Can Robert and Kirsty dare to hope they might have a future together?

Now read on: The story continues in On the Wings of the Storm 
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Prologue
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It was a fine day but a stiff breeze was blowing as the two ships rounded the Lizard. The long spur of Cornwall jutted far out into the mighty swell of the Atlantic. Charles Edward Stuart stood at the rail of the Doutelle, his cloak billowing out behind him. He had barely slept since they had set sail from St Nazaire in Brittany on France’s Atlantic Coast two days before but his eyes were bright. At last! He was on his way at long last. 

The lookout’s cry sliced through the salty air. ‘Navire anglais!’ 

Charles gripped the rail. His escort vessel, the warship Elisabeth, was already bearing down on the Royal Navy ship. She had furled some of her sails, protecting them from the coming action. Judging by the bristling battery of cannons protruding from the wooden hulls of both vessels, they looked to be evenly matched in firepower. 

The frigate on which Charles stood was much smaller and much more lightly armed. The Elisabeth was carrying the bulk of his arms, ammunition and such fighting men as the French had been prepared to sanction giving him. 

The two warships came alongside each other and their cannons opened fire. The thunderous boom was deafening, deep and terrifying.  His chest vibrated like a kettle drum in response. He saw both ships hit, heard the hideous, ragged tearing of their timbers and rigging, saw them shudder, swaying wildly. There was little chance of either vessel righting itself again between one impact and the next.  

Through the drifting white cannon smoke he could see the name of the British ship.  HMS Lion. He watched in anguish as she pounded the Elisabeth.  

‘Bring us closer!’ he yelled. ‘We must lend our own firepower to the fight.’  

‘We are outgunned here on the Doutelle, your royal highness!’ the smaller ship’s captain warned. He was Antoine Walsh, a Franco-Irish merchant and slave trader. ‘Nor can we risk your own safety!’

Distraught, Charles turned towards him. ‘We cannot leave them to fight alone!’

‘We can and we must! The English ship could shatter us into matchwood!’ Walsh took the younger man by the elbow, pulling him away from the rail. 

Angry, imperious words pouring out his mouth, the Prince continued trying to insist the Doutelle must join the fight. Under the flapping cloak, he tugged the sleeve of his plain black coat out of the captain’s grasp. Walsh grabbed him again, tightening his hold. 

‘Highness, if you will not stand back, I shall have to order you down to your cabin. For your own safety, sir, and for the sake of this sacred endeavour you lead. There can be no hope of success without you!’  

Charles let out a cry of frustration but he could not resist that plea. He stood back but stayed where he could watch the fight. It went on for several hours. Cannon balls and pistol shots tore into furled and unfurled sails, rigging and men. Their shrieks and screams of pain pierced the Atlantic air. 

The horror ended only when both ships were virtual wrecks. Their masts were broken, their timbers splintered, their sails ripped and their decks red with blood and wounded and dying men. There was no more damage left to be done. The cannons fell silent only as day began to give way to evening. 

The British warship glided away. ‘Probably heading to Plymouth for repairs,’ Captain Walsh muttered, watching the departing vessel through his telescope.

‘Not an option open to us,’ Charles said drily. His few companions and advisers – only seven men – were gathered around him on the deck of the Doutelle. They sailed closer to the stricken Elisabeth. She was listing badly now. A shouted conversation, deck to deck, established the cost of the encounter to her crew and the soldiers she carried. Over 60 men dead and well over 100 wounded.  

‘Could we transfer the weapons and the surviving soldiers to us here?’ 

Captain Walsh shook his head. ‘Too risky. Such an operation might sink both of us. The Elisabeth’s only option is to limp back to Brest.’

‘Your highness,’ came another voice. ‘It might be wise for us to follow her there. She’s carrying the bulk of our muskets and broadswords, plus such fighting men as have survived this affray. Let us regroup and try again another day.’

Other voices joined in, all advocating the same course of action. ’Twas folly to continue with the original plan to sail to Scotland. Charles listened for a few moments, watching as the wounded Elisabeth slowly moved off.  

‘No,’ Charles said. ‘We go on as planned.’

The men standing around him looked at each other but said nothing.  

As they journeyed north through the British Isles there were other moments when they tried to persuade him to turn back. There was the day and night when a summer squall blew up, as ferocious as a winter storm. 

The seas grew mountainous and the Doutelle was lashed by torrential rain. The crew battled the power of the wind and the waves. Summoning up their courage, the Prince’s advisers dared to mention how storms had wrecked his previous attempt to invade Britain. Charles still doggedly refused to think again and abandon his mission.  

Instead, he chose to remember what the great French philosopher Monsieur Voltaire had said. God is not on the side of the big battalions but the best shots. Skill and strategy would always win through. Determination, too. History was not made by those who would not move until every possible condition was perfect. It was made by those who sailed into the storm. 

Charles did not think of those who, all unwitting, were going to be drawn into the storm with him. There were men and women whose lives were going to be changed forever by one man’s unshakeable determination to fulfil his destiny. 

One of those people was Redcoat Captain Robert Catto of King George’s Army. Another was apothecary and committed Jacobite Christian Rankeillor of Edinburgh. 

They too were about to sail into the storm.
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‘She did that pretty damn quickly.’

‘Yes,’ Christian Rankeillor agreed. ‘I’ll be surprised if she hasn’t smudged her painting.’ Like Robert Catto, she was watching the rapidly retreating figures of Anna Gordon and her cousin James Duff as they walked away from them over the grass. They were carrying Anna’s painting things between them. 

James had her collapsed easel under one arm, the other threaded through the legs of the stool she’d been sitting on. Anna was carrying her paints box, with the canvas she’d been working on tucked inside it. Like Christian’s, her box was ingeniously fitted out to shield a still-wet painting but she had placed the protective cover rather hastily over it. Both girls had been working on a depiction of the ancient stone circle which sat in the field next to Rothiemay House.

Until Anna had looked up in response to the sound of approaching male voices and urged Christian to look up too, excitement in her voice. Or maybe trepidation. Which was when Christian had seen Robert Catto walking towards her. Robert Catto, whom she had longed for through the dark reaches of so many lonely nights. Robert Catto who was now standing mere feet away from her. His red uniform was a startling splash of colour against the vibrant green of the grass. 

Overwhelmed by the sight of him, she reached for a clean corner of the rag in her paints box and dabbed at the spot of colour on her skirts. It had got there when she’d abruptly lowered her brush, stunned and bewildered by his sudden appearance. After they had parted in Edinburgh a year and more ago, she had thought she would never see him again.  

His eyes ranged over her hand, the brush and rag it held and her own paints box before rising once again to her face. ‘Hello, Miss Practical.’ 

She rose to her feet, drawing in a breath at the well-remembered nickname. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Take a wild guess. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumours.’

She’d been discussing those with Anna only moments before. The rumours that Prince Charles Edward Stuart had landed in the west, bringing with him only a few companions. As French domestic politics had changed course, French interest in supporting the Jacobite Cause had waned. 

So if Charles really had come to Scotland, he’d done so with little more than the hope of Scotland rising in armed rebellion with the aim of putting his father James back on the British throne. If it had been a huge risk a year before, when the plan had been for him to sail for England with thousands of French troops backing him up, it was even more of one now. 

‘Tis a rash adventure, to be sure,’ Robert Catto said. ‘If the rumours are true.’ 

What she had been thinking must have shown on her face. He’d always been able to read her. Like an open book. 

‘Are you here to find out if they are?’ 

‘You might say that. Gathering intelligence. Scouting out the lie of the land. Sounding out opinion. Inspecting defences. It’s what I do.’ 

‘You have once again been seconded back from Europe?’

‘An advance party of my regiment has been drafted back, and me with it.’

‘Where are you stationed?’ 

A tired smile briefly lit his face. ‘I wish I knew. It was initially to be Aberdeen, but I had a letter from the Lord President before I left Flanders, requesting me to join him in Inverness first. He has asked me to undertake a few commissions for him here in the north-east. After I have carried those out, I suspect I may be heading elsewhere. Not to Aberdeen. Not initially, at any rate.`

She raised her hand and drew it down through the air in a gesture which indicated his tall figure and the uniform he wore. ‘At least this time you are showing your true colours. Not pretending to be something you are not. Not pretending to espouse opinions you despise.’

When they had first met eighteen months before, back in December 1743, he had been acting as Captain of Edinburgh’s Town Guard, while subtly presenting himself as a covert Jacobite. 

Duncan Forbes of Culloden, Lord President of the Court of Session of Scotland and one of the powerful men who ran Scotland on behalf of King George and the London government, had called Robert Catto back to Scotland then too. The plan had been to flush out the real Jacobites, fire a warning shot across their bows. The strategy had seemed to work. Until these last few weeks.

‘I’m glad you approve.’

‘That’s not what I said. Did you know I was here?’

‘No.’  

‘So this meeting is as much a shock to you as it is to me?’

He folded his arms across his scarlet chest and extended one foot a little to the side, balancing how he stood. She remembered the stance only too well. In command of himself and apparently relaxed, although she knew he could not be. Any more than she was.

Drinking in the sight of him, she was remembering everything they had been to each other. Intimate conversations. Snatched kisses and caresses. Those magical two nights they had spent together. Making love. Laughing. Talking. In their own world, where all things were possible, including the planning of a future together. One they knew they could never have.

Even as the whirlwind of memories circled around her, she was doing her utmost to throw up an invisible barrier between herself and him. They had been forced to part back then, the decision made for them. By circumstances and the Lord President. 

Also because the two of them stood on opposite sides of an unbridgeable political divide. One now threatening to yawn ever wider with every passing day. She could not go through all this again. She could not!

‘I had a little more warning you were here. If only a few moments. I came here today to see Lord Braco.’

‘He is away, not due home till tomorrow evening.’ 

‘So I have learned. His son offered to show me the policies. Although offered is not perhaps the right word. His mother suggested he should do so.’

‘Suggested not being the right word either? Lady Jean can be very forceful.’

‘Somehow I do not think her son’s politics and my own align. He does not care for my uniform, that’s for sure.’

‘I think a lot of people in Scotland do not care for your uniform. Are you not taking something of a risk travelling around wearing it?’

‘Our standing orders require us to make ourselves visible.’

‘In the hope of keeping us troublesome Scots in our place?’ She went on without waiting for him to answer. ‘I seem to recall you once telling me you take no interest in politics.’

‘I also once said the same thing to the Lord President. Who told me politics might well take an interest in me. He fears they may now be taking an interest in all of us.’

Feeling what had become over the past few days a familiar rush of excitement mixed with sheer blind panic, she folded her own arms. ‘I do not want to discuss politics with you. Your own, or anyone else’s. And if we are not to scandalize Lady Jean and the rest of the household, we should not stay out here for much longer on our own.’

He raised a derisive auburn eyebrow. ‘How would any of them know where we are? Or that we are alone together? Cutting our conversation short would surely also be demonstrating a shocking lack of gratitude to your friend Miss Gordon, who has engineered this opportunity for us to have these few private moments. Risking smudging her painting to do so.’

‘Robert,’ she began, and immediately wished his name unsaid. His reaction was all too obvious. It was there in his slate-grey eyes and the expression on his handsome face. During those weeks in Edinburgh, she had more than once accused him of wearing a mask, of hiding his feelings behind the stern military persona. As she had gradually broken through the outward shell, he had allowed her to see the real man. She was looking at him now. 

A sequence of pictures glided into her head. A man who had spent too many weary hours riding along a dry and dusty road. Spotting a tumbling burn to the side of that road. Leaping off his horse and kneeling down on the burn’s grassy bank. Making a cup of his hands and lowering them down to scoop up some water. Raising his hands to his mouth and drinking a long, cold, refreshing draught. That’s what Robert Catto looked like now: and she could not bear it.

‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘Please don’t.’ 

‘Don’t what ... Kirsty?’ he countered. ‘What is it you don’t want me to do?’

‘You know,’ she said, feeling herself in turn react to the sound of her name in that longed-for voice. ‘You know very well.’ Unfolding her arms and dropping her eyes, hoping she didn’t look as adrift as she felt, she began packing away her painting things. In her haste, she dropped the brush again. This time it fell safely onto the grass.

He was there in an instant, crouching down to pick it up. ‘Let me help you.’ Springing back to his feet, he dipped the brush into the jar of water in the box before wiping it with the rag. ‘Does it go in here?’

‘Yes,’ she managed, watching as he bent forward and placed it with her other brushes, held safely in their own section of the box. 

‘Order and method,’ he said, straightening up again. ‘Both of us have always liked order and method.’ 

He had made that observation on the night when they had first made love. Unpinning the stomacher of her gown, he had looked around for somewhere to safely stow the pins which held it securely to the bodice. She had offered him the little roll of quilted material where she habitually put them, the one she kept in the pocket under her skirts. He had placed them in two neat rows of four, as she herself always did. 

Those pins and the little roll of material were in her pocket now, although she had no need of them today. Above her plain blue skirt and over her shift with its elbow-length white sleeves she wore a cream-coloured bodice. It too was quilted, giving her breasts some support but allowing her the freedom of movement stays did not. Printed with little blue and green flowers, the edges of the bodice were trimmed with the same blue material as her skirt and fastened at the front with matching blue ribbon ties. 

As well as the pins, the little quilted roll held something else – a dainty little silver brooch in the shape of two hearts entwined. A Luckenbooth, the symbol of betrothal. She’d been carrying it around with her ever since Robert Catto had given it to her back in Edinburgh. She had accepted it on the basis that any betrothal between the two of them could only happen in their own world, the one where all things were possible. 

She was only too well aware such a world did not exist in the cold, harsh light of day. Nor did she want him to know how precious the little brooch still was to her. Such an admission could only lead both of them into more danger than they already stood in right at this moment – this so completely unexpected and profoundly unsettling moment.

‘Shall I tip the water out onto the grass? Wipe the rag around the empty jar?’

‘Don’t,’ she said again. ‘Please don’t.’

The jar was already in his hand. ‘You’re not talking about me emptying out the water.’

‘No. I’m asking you not to speak about the past.’

‘Our past.’

‘That’s all gone,’ she said. If she could hear the sorrow in her voice, so could he. ‘You know that as well as I do.’ 

‘Do I?’ 

‘Yes,’ she snapped, her temper flaring. ‘You think I’m happy with how things turned out? Happy to see you walking towards me like a ghost out of the past?’

‘Kirsty,’ he said urgently. ‘There’s something I need to say to you. Will you please listen to me?’

‘No,’ she said. He looked at her as though he was going to say whatever he wanted to anyway. Until he turned his head away towards the stone circle. Or the five grey stones which remained of it. All were as tall or taller than a man, with one huge boulder on its side, like a giant altar. She couldn’t see his face. Something about the set of his shoulders made her wonder where his thoughts were now. Made her fear she knew. 

His scrutiny of the ancient stones over, he turned back to her. Emptying out the murky water, he drew the rag around the jar before squeezing the moisture from it over the grass and replacing it and the jar in the small round blue and white pottery dish where they belonged in the paints box. ‘May I give you a hand to carry all this back to the house?’ 

Knowing how close she was to losing control, she ordered herself to stay calm. Stooping, she picked up the protective smock she had discarded because it had made her too hot on this warm and sunny day. ‘That would be very helpful.’

‘God Almighty,’ he said, suddenly fierce. ‘Why are we speaking to each other like well-mannered bloody strangers?’

‘Because that’s all we can be to each other.’ She took a step back, seeing in his face, his very demeanour, exactly what he was thinking now. He was fighting the impulse to take her into his arms. As she was aching for him to do so. Longing to feel his mouth on hers and his arms around her waist. Knowing she had to resist the impulse to respond.

‘I was hoping you might be happy to see me walking towards you.’ He gave an odd 

little laugh. ‘You don’t know how much I was hoping for that! But I can see all I am doing is distressing you. So I shall go away after I have helped you take your painting things back to the house and return to speak with Lord Braco tomorrow. I passed an inn shortly before I got here. I can stay there tonight.’ 

Christian lifted her chin, realizing she was in danger of making a bad situation worse for both of them. ‘Lady Jean would be deeply offended if you did that. As would her husband. I take it she has already offered you the hospitality of their home? We can surely manage to be civil to each other for a day or two.’

‘Civil to each other,’ he repeated, his voice grown flat and dull. ‘Is that really the best we can do?’ 
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‘It’s a big place,’ he said, breaking a spiky silence as they approached the house, carrying their respective burdens. 

‘Yes,’ she replied, before coughing to clear her throat. He wondered if she was finding it hard to be nothing more than civil. Tilting her head beneath her broad-brimmed straw hat, she was choosing to hide the expression on her face from him. ‘Added to over time. It’s Rothiemay House now but in the olden days it was Rothiemay Castle.’  

‘The old tower house which still forms part of it,’ he said, looking at that section of the rambling building. If being civil meant both of them talking as though they were reading from a book with a title like Notable Seats and Mansions of Noblemen and Gentlemen in Banffshire & Buchan, located in the Part of the Realm known as North Britain, at least he was hearing the sound of her voice. Deep for a woman. Mellow as a russet apple. If not quite hiding the undercurrent of distress. He was sorry he had caused it. So very, very sorry.

The house had clearly been enlarged in different centuries, in the style of the architecture which had been fashionable – or necessary – at the time. The tower house for defence. Turrets and crowstep gables for adornment. More stylish curves and half moon walls curving out from the main building. They allowed a room to be bright with natural light at different times of day, streaming through larger windows as the need to defend yourself against an attack by your neighbours had become less of an imperative. 

Although those days might not yet be over. His heart lurched at the thought of the danger in which she could find herself. The danger she and her bloody father might very well run towards with outstretched arms. Quashing the fear, Catto plucked a question out of the air. ‘Which part of the house did Mary, Queen of Scots sleep in?’

‘Someone’s already told you the story?’

‘Young Mr Duff. He also bent my ear about the iniquity of an English queen executing a Queen of Scots. I’m sure because he thinks I’m English. Wonderful welcome.’

‘You do sound like an Englishman. Most of the time.’

‘Doesn’t excuse the lack of civility. Which I thought you were all for.’

‘Just ask,’ she said after a short, jagged pause, ‘and someone will show you the room where Queen Mary slept. They’re very proud of the one night she spent here.’

‘Hopefully she did not do so in the room where I am to sleep. I should not like the poor lady to haunt me. With or without the head she subsequently lost at Fotheringhay. My immediate impression when I stepped into the house was of an army of children. They seemed to be everywhere.’

‘You’ve only seen the half of it. Or them,’ she added, a tinge of amusement warming her voice. 

It was warming him to hear it. He had regretted the sarcastic comment about civility the moment the words had left his mouth. 

‘The older ones do not all still live here. Or are away visiting elsewhere.’

‘How many children do Lord and Lady Braco have?’

‘Lady Jean has recently been brought to bed of another child. Which brings the tally to fourteen.’ 

‘Good God,’ he said, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘Fourteen children.’

They had reached the portico of the house. Roofed, with slender stone pillars rising from a half-height balustrade, it formed a terrace. Two rustic wooden benches, their arms made of gnarled tree branches, sat on either side of the open double front doors, allowing for a view out over the garden.  

‘That’s why Anna and I are here. To help keep the younger ones occupied while Lady Jean cares for the new arrival. Anna wrote and asked if I would like to come and stay for a while this summer to keep her company. Lady Jean and the children’s head nurse – whose word is law – decreed we should have some time to ourselves this afternoon. The children are good fun but they can be tiring. Always asking questions. Why is the sky blue? That sort of thing.’

‘I’ve often wondered that myself,’ he murmured. She darted a quick sideways glance at him but carried on as though he hadn’t spoken.  

‘Always looking for new things to do and new games to play. I imagine the latest one will be exactly the same. A wee girl,’ she added. ‘They’re calling her Margaret.’

‘Like your other good friend,’ he said, wondering if he could dare be encouraged by her volunteering all this information. Or if she had done so because she did not want to hear what he might have to say. ‘Miss Wood of Glasgow. Where shall I take the easel and the stool?’

‘Leave them by one of the benches. They live in the schoolroom. I’ll put everything away there later.’

He did as she had asked, aware of her placing her paints box on the other bench. Keeping her distance from him. Turning to look at her, he found her gazing back at him, her expression both fierce and sad. She had taken off the straw hat, laid it on top of the polished wooden paints box. 

‘What?’ he asked. 

‘Aren’t you going to ask me any more questions about Meg Wood? About her brother Andrew too? About my father?’

‘Have you heard from Miss Wood?’ he asked gently. ‘Since Yuletide a year and a half since?’  

The Yuletide when her friendship with the Glasgow girl had foundered on the rocks of politics. A calamity for Christian Rankeillor which Catto had encouraged because it had suited his book at the time to have her isolated. 

‘She sent me Christmas and New Year greetings last December. Scrupulously polite. But nothing more.’

‘I’m sorry.’ 

‘For what? Because I cannot tell you anything more about Andrew or my father?’ Her defiant chin went up again. ‘Or maybe that should be will not? What their plans might be if the Prince really has landed in the west?’ 

‘Pretender,’ he corrected. ’Twas an automatic response. ‘Kirsty, I am not interrogating you!’

Her green eyes flashed. ‘Shouldn’t you be? Gathering intelligence. It’s what you do. Isn’t that what you’ve just said? Och,’ she said, lifting her arms in a gesture of frustration, ‘I cannot stay here any longer with you!’

She was through the open front doors and into the house in seconds, leaving him staring into empty space and listening to the sound of her footsteps tapping out an angry tattoo as she mounted a wooden staircase. When he heard a door somewhere upstairs open and slam close, he stood for a moment longer before turning and walking over to one of the rustic benches. He sank down heavily onto it and heard it crack in protest. 

He had travelled to Rothiemay House this morning trying, not very successfully, to keep his feelings and emotions in check. Since he’d set foot in Scotland again less than a week since, they’d been seesawing from one extreme to the other. 

His saddle bags held the handful of letters the Lord President wanted him to deliver personally. They were addressed to influential people in Moray, Banff and Buchan, alerting them to the possible current emergency and seeking their support in defending the status quo. Asking them to stand firm if the catastrophe of an armed rebellion in support of the Stuarts did come to pass. 

Such an eventuality was more than enough to dampen Catto’s spirits. Even if his rational self found it hard to believe that bloody family still posed any real danger. Especially not after the debacle of the failed attempt to invade England last year.

Ferocious storms in the English Channel had put paid to that, sinking much of the would-be French invasion fleet. Many of the ships had gone down with all hands. Kings and princes did not count the cost of their ambitions to the people they assumed would fight to achieve them. 

He was dispirited too by having to deliver the Lord President’s letter and greetings to William Duff at Rothiemay House. There were too many memories here on the banks of the Deveron. Even the best were bittersweet.    

A fierce, unreasoning hope had been a powerful counterweight to the unhappy thoughts. An hour or two ago it had made itself manifest. A short, sharp rain shower had produced a rainbow, its arc of vibrant colours framing the countryside in front of him. He’d left the high mountains behind him and was surrounded by open farmland, softly rolling hills and occasional clumps of trees. Most were lofty Scots pines.  Lush and soft, their needles were a rich dark green.

He’d pulled his horse up for a moment and gazed at the view. Could he dare to hope he might find a pot of gold at the end of his rainbow? When he’d been drafted back to Scotland, his heart had leapt at the prospect of seeing Kirsty Rankeillor again. He’d begun to stitch together the makings of a plan. Squeezing his eyes tightly shut for a few seconds, he had wished hard.

Wishing hard despite how his spirits had sunk after a conversation with the Lord President shortly after he’d stepped ashore at Inverness. Wishing hard despite how his own ruthless honesty would not allow him to exclude the possibility that she might no longer care for him as she had done before. 

Stumbling across Christian Rankeillor here in Banffshire had knocked him off balance. He’d assumed they would meet again in Edinburgh, giving him time to rehearse what he would say to her. If he could find the courage.  

Instead he’d stood here like a fool while she turned her back on him, refused to listen to him, hear what he wanted so much to say to her. What he needed to say to her. Leaning forward, he clasped his hands between his knees and stared down at the grey stone floor of the terrace, the weight of the world settling on his shoulders. 

He raised his eyes to the green sward on the other side of the pebbled drive in front of him, took in the trees and flowers which surrounded the expanse of grass. He felt the sun warm on his face, heard the sound of water flowing. Must be the Deveron. Remembering from a long time ago, he knew the river flowed past not very far from the house. 

Out of nowhere, as though someone had struck steel against flint, a spark of hope flared. His eyes flew open. Would she be so upset if she no longer cared for him? 

Drawing in a long, steadying breath, he rose to his feet. Somehow he would find a way to make her listen to him.
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‘I cannot, Anna. I cannot see him again. Please tell Lady Jean I’m not feeling very well and am going to bide here in our room for the next wee while. Until he goes away.’ 

‘Kirsty,’ Anna Gordon said, ‘if you’re going to stay here tonight, tomorrow and the next day, she’ll be sending for the doctor. She’ll worry about you too. You have to come down to supper!’

‘I cannot,’ Christian said again. Fisting her hands, she laid them on her knees. ‘I shall stay here till he has gone and there’s an end to it!’

Crouched in front of her as she sat on the edge of the big bed in their shared chamber, Anna placed her hands over Christian’s. Concern was written all over her face. ‘I’ve aye thought you have the heart o’ Bruce, Kirsty. I’ve never taken you for a coward.’

Christian jerked upright. ‘That’s not fair, Anna!’ 

‘Isn’t it? What else would you call it but cowardice?’

Christian turned her head, directing her gaze towards the casement. The light summer curtains were fluttering. The room had felt stuffy when she had come upstairs and she had flung it wide. Maybe she had also felt it was the only way she could breathe after the shock of Robert Catto walking back into her life. 

Seen through the open window, the summer sky was like something out of one of the picture books the Duff children loved to share with Anna and her. Bright blue skies and billowing white clouds. Not real, somehow. She brought her gaze back to her friend, looking so anxiously up at her.   

‘It’s not cowardice, Anna.’ She bit her lip. ‘It’s fear. I’m scared.’  

‘Och, Kirsty lass,’ Anna said in her rich Buchan accent. ‘I ken that. You’re feart you’re going to lose your heart to him all over again. That the wound which was beginning to heal will start bleeding afresh.’

Christian shook her head, stirring the waves of her thick dark hair. ‘I dinna think it ever stopped bleeding. So how will it help to pick at it?’ 

‘Can you bear not to see him again while he is here? Knowing he will be under the same roof as you for the next two nights? Knowing that when he rides away from here the day after tomorrow you might never see him again?’ 

‘I never did expect to see him again.’ A solitary tear rolled down one smooth cheek. ‘Nor can anything come of us meeting again now. If the rumours are true, our situation is even more hopeless than it was before. The two of us are still on opposite sides.’ 

Anna gave Christian’s hands a little shake. ‘Maybe, Kirsty. Maybe. Yet fate has brought you together again. Does that not mean something?’

‘Och, Anna,’ Christian exclaimed, pulling her hands out of the other girl’s grasp, ‘I’ve had more than enough of fate! ’Twas fate which first threw him and me into this tangle!’

Rising to her feet, Anna sat down on the bed next to her. ‘You said our situation. Does that not mean something too?’

‘Don’t you start.’

‘He said something similar?’ 

‘He’s a man. He wants what he wants and always thinks he can have it.’

Anna shook her head. ‘Mr Catto does not strike me as being that sort of a man. He had to give you up as much as you had to give him up. We know he has had other sadnesses in his life, do we not? Yet despite everything which stands between the two of you, do you no’ still have a wee drop hope in your heart?’

The look Christian gave Anna answered that question.

Lady Jean did not stay long at the supper table, excusing herself to go and nurse little Margaret. Her eldest son James lapsed into one of his sullen moods. Sitting opposite him, Christian said little. Slipping into her aunt’s chair at the head of the table, it was left to Anna and Robert Catto to keep the conversation going. 

Anna posed a few innocuous questions, concentrating on his knowledge of Europe and the cities he had visited there. She asked him nothing about his soldiering or whether he had fought at Fontenoy in the Austrian Netherlands in May, only a couple of months before. 

By all accounts it had been the bloodiest battle in Europe since Malplaquet, back in 1709. Although a victory for the French over the Pragmatic Army of which the British army was a part, there had been terrible losses on both sides at Fontenoy, many soldiers dreadfully wounded too. Others on the defeated side had been taken prisoner by the French.

Anna kept her questions on Rome to the antiquities, the paintings and sculptures by the great Italian artists of the Renaissance, and the warm and sunny climate. She made no mention of the Jacobite court-in-exile, established there almost thirty years before. Robert Catto answered politely and with an occasional smile directed towards his young hostess at the top of the table. 

Listening as they spoke, Christian was remembering how he had asked her during the first night they had spent together as lovers if she would like to travel and see the great cities of Europe. She had told him she would love to. He’d told her he would love to take her to Rome. 

You would find much to sketch and paint there among the antiquities. While I should enjoy sitting there watching you. 

She had given those words back to him, asking how he would ever be able to do such a thing. He’d countered her wistful protest by reminding her of the agreement they’d made only hours before. In the unused bagnio at Edinburgh Royal Infirmary, they were in their own world, the world where all things were possible.

The world where they had talked and laughed and made love. Where the man now sitting next to her, formal in his uniform, had seen her naked. As she had seen him naked. She had sketched him, nude and aroused, amused by it all. The drawing, with two others she would not like anyone else to see, was safely tucked away among other, less intimate sketches, in a locked drawer in her bedroom in Infirmary Street in Edinburgh.

She was acutely aware of his right hand, now and again raising his crystal goblet of claret to his lips, otherwise resting on the tablecloth to her left. Lady Jean had placed the two of them next to each other, with him, as the guest, to the right of his hostess. 

Long, strong fingers below the narrow ruffle at his shirt cuff. Gracefully curved as they lay on the white damask of the tablecloth. Darker than her own, the hands of a man who spent a lot of time out of doors. Those long, strong fingers had given her so much pleasure—

‘Kirsty!’

‘I b-beg your p-pardon,’ she stuttered, bounced out of dangerous memories. ‘Did you say something to me, Anna?’

‘Twice,’ the other girl said cheerfully, although there was a tiny frown between her brows, creasing the freckles which danced across her nose. ‘Were you away in a dwam? I was suggesting we might all take a walk down to the river. It’s still so light out there.’
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She knew what Anna was up to – once again engineering an opportunity for her and Robert Catto to have some time alone together. Or at least out of earshot of anyone else. She was not quite sure why she went along with it. Or maybe she was. Right at this moment she didn’t know whether she was coming or going.

As they walked out onto the terrace, she remembered about her painting things. She could knock Anna’s plan off course by telling the others to go on down to the river while she put them away, making sure to take her time about it. Turning her head from one bench to the other, she saw that her easel, paints box, stool, smock and straw hat were no longer there.

‘I managed to navigate my way to the schoolroom,’ came a deep voice from behind her. ‘I’ve put everything in there.’ 

She turned, finding herself too close to him. Assailed by vivid memories of when they had been closer still. Glad she was dressed more formally now than she had been earlier, in an evening gown over stiff stays. She could smell his skin, clean and soapy. He must have washed the dust of the road from his face, hands and throat before supper. ‘Thank you,’ she said and moved away, stepping off the terrace onto the grass.   

By the time they had walked the short distance down to the Deveron and the wooden fishing hut which stood on its banks, James Duff had sloped off somewhere and Anna had put a few yards between herself, Christian and Robert Catto. She stood now talking to Alick Forbes, who had emerged from around the side of the fishing hut on their approach. He was casual in dark working breeches and an open-necked white linen shirt with his sleeves rolled up to the elbows.

‘The gardener,’ Christian said, ‘and Lord Braco’s ghillie. He’ll be getting the fishing hut ready for him coming home tomorrow.’ She had spoken as much to fill the silence between herself and the man walking beside her as anything else, mentally apologizing to Alick for reducing him to only his occupation. 

‘Gardener, ghillie and also Miss Gordon’s lover?’

‘Why would you think that?’ Christian’s heart had begun to beat a little faster. This was not something Anna and Alick wanted the world to know.   

‘They are standing the appropriate distance apart. The young lady and the servant, him according her due deference. Their eyes and the way they stand tell a different story. Her family do not approve of them making a match of it?’

‘Her uncle would certainly not be in favour of her marrying his gardener. Her father could be persuaded. Alick has the requisite family background.’

‘Apart from his own father having lost everything by going out for the Stuart Cause back in ’15 and leaving his only child homeless and virtually penniless as a result?’

She swung round to him. ‘Do you know all that for a fact or is it surmise? Ah,’ she said, realization dawning, ‘the Lord President and his vast knowledge of who is who in Scotland?’

‘The very same. I believe he and Mr Forbes the gardener are distantly related.’

‘As the Lord President seems to be related, distantly or otherwise, to almost everyone in Scotland?’

‘Indeed. He told me what I needed to know when I arrived in Inverness last week. Regarding the various people I would likely be meeting here in the North East.’ 

‘Do you not already know some of them?’ She lifted her chin. ‘Do we not stand here at the back of the north wind?’

The grey eyes gleamed. ‘Well remembered.’

At the back of the north wind. He had used the phrase once when she had asked him where he came from. 

‘So you are on your native heath?’

‘My grandfather’s house lies a mile or so along the Deveron.’ He tilted his head, indicating the direction. 

‘Where the sunflowers were?’ 

‘Aye,’ he said, his voice husky. ‘Where the sunflowers were.’

They fell silent. She knew there had been a walled garden at his grandfather’s house, as there was here at Rothiemay House. She knew too that Robert Catto had fond memories of walking there with his mother when he was very young, admiring the sunflowers, the blooms with the heads like smiling faces. 

‘So,’ she said, rousing herself to speak before he said something she didn’t want to hear, ‘your grandfather’s house lies between Banff and here. Which means you must have known Rothiemay House of old. Probably had also heard the story about Mary, Queen of Scots having spent the night here.’

‘My mother told my sister and me the story but we never visited here or anywhere else. She ran away and returned with two bastard children in tow. Apart from my grandfather, none of the oh-so-respectable families around here would have received us.’ 

She could hear the bitterness of years in his voice, struggled to offer him some consoling words. ‘Did you call past your grandfather’s house? Take a turn around the walled garden?’

‘I did. Then wished I hadn’t. There’s nobody living there now. It’s boarded up and the walled garden is overgrown and neglected.’ 

‘Your grandfather’s dead? I wasn’t sure.’

‘Long since. Assisted to his grave by the worry of Lord Braco foreclosing on a mortgage he’d extended to him to enlarge and improve the place from the draughty old tower house it once had been. Banking is the family business for Lord Braco. As you probably know. People called his father that damned Duff. His son is cut from the same cloth. Never gets tired of acquiring more houses and land. Even ones he leaves empty and echoing until the time comes for him to make the greatest profit from them. Now he’s building a huge mansion in Banff. Although he’s fallen out with the architect, so God knows when it will be finished.’ 

Shocked by what he had said about Lord Braco and his grandfather, she laid a hand on the sleeve of his red coat. He looked down at it before raising his eyes to her face.

‘Kirsty...’ he began. 

‘Don’t,’ she said, snatching her hand away, ‘please don’t.’

‘You don’t know what I’m going to say—’

She spoke over him, drowning him out. ‘I don’t want to know. Och,’ she said wildly, ‘I am sorry for saying that to you! Anna,’ she called out, stepping away from Robert Catto. ‘I’m going back to the house. Oh, no,’ she said, watching as her friend picked up her skirts and ran towards her, ‘you do not need to come with me! Please stay here with Alick and Captain Catto!’

As she moved backwards up the grassy slope, she stumbled. Robert Catto started towards her but Anna caught her seconds before he got there, gripping her elbows and steadying her. Alick Forbes wasn’t far behind. The four of them stood in a tight little group, no deferential distance being kept now. Nor much deference in address either. 

‘Anna,’ Alick said, ‘take Kirsty back up to the house. Captain Catto, why do you not walk back down to the river with me and we’ll take a dram together.’ He looked him up and down, leaving no one in any doubt that he didn’t much care for a red uniform either. ‘If you can stomach a few mouthfuls of whisky.’   

‘I think I can manage that.’ 

As Anna tucked Christian’s arm through her own and they began walking back up the slope, Christian realized what Robert Catto had said after You don’t know what I’m going to say. 

I’m scared of saying it. 
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It was four o’clock in the morning and already broad daylight, the blessing of a long Scottish summer’s day. Or its curse. Christian sighed under her breath, knowing she would get no more sleep after a restless and too short night. She checked Anna was still sound asleep, nut brown curls spread out on the pillow, pulled her cream wrapper over her white cambric nightdress and crept downstairs. 

Drawing back the bolts on the double front doors as quietly as she could, she stepped out onto the terrace. Crossing it, she walked onto the wide driveway of pink granite chips which ran round the house. Barefoot, she had to suppress a few yelps as the soles of her feet made contact with the sharp edges of the little stones. 

It was a relief to reach the expanse of green grass which ran down to the river, even though it was where she had fled from last night. The morning dew and the still half-closed, half-open daisies were a solace to her feet. She took a few steps forward and stopped. A hare was sitting a few yards away from her, nibbling at the blades of grass. 

She didn’t want to scare the wee creature. She looked at it. It raised its head and looked at her. Until, without haste or concern, it turned and lolloped off, disappearing into the trees which bordered the grass. 

The hare might have gone but she was still being watched. She could feel it. She looked back towards the terrace, saw the man who was standing there. He wore a colourful banyan over his white linen nightshirt. Red and turquoise dragons rising out of a yellow background. She remembered it well. 

Gleaming in the early morning sun, the abundant loose waves of his chestnut hair framed his face. He leant forward, propping his elbows on the stone balustrade, flicked his hair over his shoulders and called softly to her. ‘Are you coming back to the house?’ 

‘Once I get my courage up.’ She pointed to the stone chips. ‘Sore on the feet.’

‘That’s easily solved.’ Stepping down from the terrace, he walked over the stones – like her, he too was barefoot – and scooped her up, one arm under her knees, the other around her waist. ‘Hold tight.’

Instinct already had her raising her own arm to curl her fingers around his neck under his hair – but when he lifted her up he had taken her breath away. As he carried her across the stones, snug against his warm chest, it was all she could do to rattle out a question. ‘The wee stones don’t hurt your feet?’

‘My feet are battle-hardened. Like the rest of me.’

When they reached the terrace, he lowered her down onto its smooth stone. He relaxed his grip on her waist but did not loosen it completely, leaving her standing in the curve of his left arm. They’d been standing close together yesterday evening before they had left the house to walk down to the river. They were much closer now. She could feel the growing tension in his tall body. It matched the strain in her own. 

‘You are very cruel.’

‘So are you. You could push me away.’

‘Yes. I could,’ she said, and stayed where she was. She adjusted her position only enough to rest her head on his shoulder, feeling the smooth fabric of his dressing gown against her face. He was almost a head taller than her and she fitted in neatly against his chest.

‘Crueller still,’ he said, but wrapped both arms more securely about her.

‘Because, unlike what is beneath our bare feet, you’re not made of stone?’

‘More because holding you like this reminds me of everything we had. And lost.’

She waited, sensing there was something else he wanted to say. Yet when he spoke again, it was only to make an observation. ‘Not going to run away from me this morning?’ 

‘Yesterday evening I was running away from myself as much as I was running away from you.’

Something flashed in his eyes then. Realizing too late how revealing her response might be, she blurted out a question.   

‘Why are you up so early? Did you have one of those feelings of yours?’ 

Although he did his damnedest never to admit it, he had inherited a certain feyness from his Buchan and Highland forbears. He had demonstrated it last year in Edinburgh. Overwhelmed with foreboding, certain she was in trouble, he had come to her rescue in the very nick of time. Leapt off a boat about to glide away from the Shore at Leith, its gangway already raised and drawn aboard. She still had nightmares about what she had escaped that day. 

‘Maybe. Or maybe I was just restless, knowing you and I were not faraway from each other. Besides which, I haven’t been sleeping too well lately.’    

‘Were you at Fontenoy?’

‘For my sins.’ His voice was very dry.  

‘Was it terrible?’ She clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. ‘That is a profoundly stupid question, is it not? Also a prodigiously inadequate word.’

‘It was brutal. The seventh circle of hell. It does not take long for supposedly civilized men to revert back to mindless savagery.’

‘Including you?’

‘Including me. Which is another reason why you should push me away.’ 

‘I’m not going to. Not for that reason, anyway. I can’t imagine there are many choices on a battlefield.’

He murmured something she didn’t catch. 

‘What did you say?’

‘It’ll keep.’ 

‘You were not wounded?’

‘Battered and bruised but otherwise unscathed. ’ 

‘Do you wish to speak more of it?’

‘No. Although—’

‘Although what?’ she asked when he broke off. 

‘Nothing.’ She felt his chest rise as he drew in a deep breath. ‘It’s so peaceful here. Only the sound of the river flowing. Cows lowing somewhere. Birds singing.’ 

For somewhere nearby a blackbird had struck up its sweet song to the morning. 

‘You might change your mind about how peaceful it is when the army of children wakes up and begins its day’s manoeuvres.’ 

Against her hair, she felt his mouth curve and was glad her repetition of his earlier metaphor of an army of children had not been an unfortunate one. She was glad also to have diverted him, if only for a moment, from his painful memories of Fontenoy. He had never been an easy man, always a complex one. Small wonder when you considered the life he led.

Soldiering is the only trade I know. That was what he had said when they had parted a year and more ago. What a hellish trade it was. What a price it demanded from those who practised it. Unscathed. In body, she thought, although not in spirit. 

‘I am glad you are finding some peace here. I remembered yesterday that, apart from Lord Braco foreclosing on your grandfather, there could be another reason why you might be somewhat ... ambivalent ... about Rothiemay House.’

‘Did you?’ 

She raised her head from his shoulder and gave him the wryest of looks. ‘Answering a question with a question, as is your wont. Your strategy will not deflect me this time.’ Lifting her chin, she indicated the direction where the stone circle stood. ‘Your parents handfasted there, did they not?’
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