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Chapter One

Effie Gillies watched as the ship slipped into the bay.

Her eyes were fixed on the black dots as the visitors moved from one vessel to the other. She and the other islanders all knew the drill. Once they had dried off, they would want a show. And she was going to give it to them.

Effie looped the rope around the peg. She leant back, checking its firmness and tension. She wrapped it around her waist. Then she looked down the drop.

‘First to the boat then?’ Angus thought he was the fastest climber on the island.

‘Yes,’ she told him. ‘But I’ll wait for you, don’t worry.’

Angus’s eyes narrowed at her insult, but she was already off. Down she went.

She glanced up. Angus was only a few feet above her. She looked carefully back over her shoulder. The rowboat was tied to a rock just a short distance away.

She twisted and leapt blind. Death or glory then!

For one moment, she felt almost as if she could fly. Then the force of gravity took over. She landed – half in the rowboat, half in the water. She laughed as her Uncle Hamish dragged her aboard in one swift movement.

‘Do females climb here, too?’ the older visitor asked their skipper.

‘Only this one.’ Uncle Hamish sighed. He untied the rope from the mooring rock and began to row. ‘This is my niece, Euphemia Gillies.’

‘How are you, Effie? Becoming bolder, I see,’ said Frank Mathieson. He ruled St Kilda on behalf of Lord MacLeod, the island’s landlord.

‘If by bolder you mean faster.’

He laughed. ‘Allow me to present the Earl of Dumfries and his son, Lord Sholto. They are great friends of Lord MacLeod.’

‘It has been an ambition of mine to get over here,’ the earl said brightly. ‘I am a keen birder, you see.’

‘Yes.’ She could feel the younger man watching her keenly as she talked. As the others spoke, she had no such chance to look openly at him. ‘Will you be staying for long, then?’

Mathieson inhaled. ‘Well, a lot will depend upon the weath—’

‘Certainly a week,’ Lord Sholto interrupted. He allowed a smile to brighten his features as she finally met his eyes.

‘A week?’ Effie smiled back at the blue-eyed, golden-haired man. Finally she could see his face. And she liked it.






Chapter Two

The next day was the second Wednesday of May and it dawned clear and bright.

The men had decided to take advantage of the flat sea. They would make the journey to the nearby island Boreray to pluck the sheep.

Effie had remained to act as guide to the earl and his son. For this, they would pay her two welcome shillings.

An hour or so after they had set off walking, she and the two men stopped.

‘You are lucky to call this home, Miss Gillies,’ the earl said, once he had got his breath back. There was a sense of wonder in his voice.

‘Yes, I am.’ She looked down upon her kingdom with pride.

‘Have you ever left here?’

‘Why would I do that, sir?’ She gave a shrug. ‘I have all that I need.’

After a moment, the earl said, ‘Can I be honest with you, Miss Gillies?’

‘I hope you will, sir.’

‘Before we left, Sir John told me that he had received a letter from the islanders. He said you had all written to the government – asking to move to the mainland. Did you sign the letter?’

‘I had to. We agreed we would either all go or all stay.’

‘And if the government grants your request?’

‘But they never do. That is why I agreed to sign. If you are ready, sir?’ she asked, as she started to stand up.

He nodded and they all rose, setting off again.

She watched Lord Sholto. Briefly their eyes met and she had a sense of being lifted, of the ground dropping away beneath her. It made her stomach swoop. She didn’t understand the feeling. She was a St Kildan. She was a daring climber who swung from the ropes without a care. Now, for the first time in her life, she understood what others felt when they watched her as a spider on the wall: the fear of falling.






Chapter Three

Effie took the book over to the single small window, to see better by the moonlight. THE SONGBIRDS OF SCOTLAND was written in handsome gold-stamped lettering. The spine was stiff, as if it had never been opened. Another gift from Mathieson.

She had decided to leave it this time. However, curiosity had got the better of her, as it always did. Anything that came from the mainland was hard to resist. This book belonged to a life she would never know. One that couldn’t be lived here, on a rock in the ocean. For the first time, she felt a flicker of regret about her home.

She watched a seal swimming near the shore in the moonlight. Its dark head rose and dipped below the surface. She saw it disappear below the waves. Then it rose again in a rhythm.

Wait . . .

It was no seal. A man was out there and he was swimming the width of the bay. She sat straighter. There was only one person this midnight swimmer could be, of course. No one here could navigate water like that.

She watched, transfixed. She had never seen someone swim before. Some of the men paddled like dogs when they fell off the boat. This helped till they could grab on again. But this was nothing like that. He moved like silk.

Afterwards, he stepped into his trousers. He walked up the beach onto the grass. Effie watched as he stood and stared at the cottage. Her cottage.

She fell back against the wall. She bit her lip as she tried to understand what she had just seen. Without thinking, she clutched the book tighter to her chest, already forgotten. It was no longer the most precious thing she had been given.






Chapter Four

‘Is that Boreray over there?’ Sholto asked the next day.

‘Yes. It is where the men have gone to pluck the sheep.’

He frowned as he looked back at the small island. ‘So then what is that?’

‘What is wha—’ But as she said it, she saw it and she knew. She knew immediately.

Four miles across the water, two huge slabs of turf had been carved from the grass and turned over. They were each the length of three men. From this distance they looked like dark cuts, a wound in the land.

It was a moment before she could reply. Only once in her lifetime had this signal been used.

‘It is for sending the boat. One cut means they are ready to come back. Two means there has been an accident or someone is sick. Three means there has been a death.’ She looked back at the island, already preparing to run. ‘I can’t stay, I am sorry. I have got to get back and tell the others.’

Donald McKinnon’s limp body was carried between them. His injured head hung back. His skin was cloud-white. His pregnant wife sank down beside him.

‘It is all right, Mary,’ Lorna MacDonald said quickly. She was a trained nurse who lived on the island. ‘He fell against a rock. He has got a nasty cut to his head. It is deep but it isn’t bleeding out. As long as we can keep it clean, and he rests, he should be well.’

Sholto reached for his jacket in the boat. There was a rip in his shirt by the shoulder. As he turned, she saw great smears of blood across the front of it. His face was flushed and he looked utterly spent. She guessed he had never had to row an eight-mile medical emergency before.

He trudged up the beach to where she stood.

‘Thank you,’ she said quietly.

‘Why are you thanking me?’

‘For helping Donald and Uncle Hamish.’

He frowned. ‘What kind of a man would I be if I hadn’t?’

They walked together up the path, neither of them speaking. The silence between them seemed swollen with unsaid words.






Chapter Five

‘Ready?’ the earl’s son asked, holding his hand out for Effie’s. She had told him earlier that she couldn’t swim – that none of them could. He had decided to teach her.

Without pausing Sholto led her barefoot over the stony shore. He tugged her along into the icy water. She gasped and shrieked, but her legs kept moving. As the water grew deeper it tangled around her knees, bringing her down. She landed with an almighty splash. She came to the surface moments later with wide eyes and a lungful of air. ‘Oh! Oh!’ she gasped, laughing. She was close to panic from the shock. ‘That is so cold!’

She lay back. Her toes stuck out of the water. She felt his hands upon her shoulders, a support for her.

‘There? It is not so bad, is it?’ Sholto asked. He looked down at her as he began to walk backwards slowly, pulling her along. ‘Keep your mouth closed – your eyes too if you like. Just get used to the feeling of floating in the water.’

Effie did as he said. However, she was too aware of his eyes upon her and she opened them again.

For a moment they fell still, eyes locked. Time seemed to stop as the formality between them began to crack. Within seconds, they were having a full-blown water fight. They slapped the sea with their palms and pushed waves at each other. The sound of their games echoed around the glen like the cry of an eagle.






Chapter Six

‘Miss Gillies! I have been searching for you.’ The voice was sharp through the air.

Effie and her friend Flora looked up. They saw Mathieson striding towards them.

‘Eeesht,’ Flora said under her breath. ‘The devil himself. I will catch you later.’

Mathieson gave a short smile. There was something unnatural in his manner.

‘His lordship has said how pleased they have been with your efforts. He wanted me to thank you for them.’
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