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To Kate Goodwin, who gave such a lot.

Thanks, Mum. You were wonderful.
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Prologue

Wednesday 4 February 1818. Edinburgh Castle.

The strongroom has been walled up for more than a century, and as the soldiers hack through the mortar and stone, the dignitaries overseeing the excavation loiter on the stairway in a state of excitement; each man hoping the lost treasure will be inside. The Honours of Scotland. The crown. The sceptre. The sword of state. It’s too noisy to speak. As one, the gentlemen bring handkerchiefs to their faces on account of the dust. Walter Scott, the country’s greatest poet and a personal friend of the prince regent, coughs. He was a sickly child. It’s never left him. As the dust begins to clear, he peers into the gaping darkness. He can just make out that the windowless room is larger than he had imagined. It’s time to find out if the regalia is here. ‘After you, sir,’ says the governor, and the soldiers stand back. Scott’s heart thumps as he approaches the only piece of furniture that matters: an ancient, dusty oak chest in the middle of the floor. It’s sealed with an iron lock the size of a sheep’s heart. The tension is palpable.

‘Well, lad, you better get on with it,’ he says, motioning a young private forward.

The soldier’s palms sweat, but he hacks with an axe until the lock smashes and falls onto the stone floor with a clink. Scott pauses dramatically before lifting the lid. He removes the handkerchief from his face as his smile spreads. It looks like nothing at all, some vague shapes wrapped in old linen, but he can already tell it’s there. The Honours of Scotland. The country’s greatest treasures; the symbols of kingship. The dignitaries beam at each other. The governor of the castle and Sir Henry Jardine lock eyes. Carefully, Scott removes the artefacts and together he and Jardine unwrap the jewels. The gold glints in the flickering flame, the pearls might have just been fished from the sea, the rubies are the rich colour of blood. But these artefacts are more than a sum of gold and diamonds, they represent Scotland itself. The governor claps one of the soldiers on the back. ‘Well done,’ he says. ‘Mark me, you’ll have an extra tot today, by God.’

Scott considers this measly. The occasion is historic. But these are not his men.

‘What shall we do with the honours now?’ he asks, looking over his shoulder as if thieves might be lurking, even here in the citadel.

The governor is decisive. ‘We’ll leave them in this room with two men on guard. I’ll have the castle’s carpenter fit a mortice.’

Scott nods curtly. ‘Very well.’ He considers taking a seat on the carved-oak chair beside the fireplace but it’s peppered with debris. The emotion of what he’s achieved is only just sinking in. He’s almost certain to be offered a knighthood. Sir Walter has a ring to it.

‘I must write to Buckingham House immediately,’ he adds with a grin. If the regent is at the Pavilion, they can forward the missive to Brighton. Then, after he’s put pen to paper, Scott decides, he’ll go home to his wife.

*

The Misses McKenzie call on Mrs Charlotte Scott at North Castle Street for they know the reason that Edinburgh’s most august poet is out this afternoon. Lately, the fawning nature of Scott’s friendship with the prince regent has been the sisters’ uppermost reason for disrespecting their old family friend. ‘Poor Caroline of Brunswick,’ the McKenzies lament on behalf of the queen. They are not the prince regent’s only female subjects to find his royal highness’s behaviour towards his wife unacceptable. Ladies across the British Isles were horrified three years before when Jane Austen, a writer largely theretofore admired, dedicated her novel Emma to George in the most obsequious terms. The McKenzies are monarchists but, nonetheless, they consider Scott’s unquestioning friendship with His Royal Highness undignified at the least and tantamount to wife-beating on bad days. ‘I don’t know how Charlotte puts up with it,’ Eilidh has been known to mutter.

While they have come to expect nothing more from Walter (or his troublesome younger brother Thomas) than what Saoirse McKenzie, the older sister, calls ‘disappointments’, both women are extremely fond of Charlotte, who, being French, keeps an excellent pastry chef. This personage is said to travel with the Scotts when they come up to their house on North Castle Street, bringing a supply of good Borders butter so that Mrs Scott need never want for a decent friand.

Today, Charlotte, chic in a salmon-pink, empire-line frock embroidered with tiny gold stars, cannot help glancing out of the drawing room window towards Castle Rock as she greets her guests, her dog always at her heel. Eilidh and Saoirse, despite their misgivings about Walter, were instrumental in his discovery of the lost crown. Saoirse unearthed the historic letter that mentioned the honours. She passed this to Walter knowing that he was a hound to the chase in the matter of anything royal and, in truth, a thorough antiquarian with the skills required to crack the puzzle of the missing regalia. After months of investigation, Walter finally received permission from the regent to break through a wall in the castle and, potentially, unearth the honours commissioned by James V almost three centuries before. ‘Proper royals,’ Eilidh calls the Stuart dynasty. George, or, as he is known (mostly behind his back), ‘Prinny’, is Hanoverian, his great grandfather’s ascension to the throne never fully forgiven by the Stuart faithful. Edinburgh has been a Hanoverian city since Anne Stuart’s death in 1714. Its citizens prefer to back winners, but beneath the surface there remains a secret and mostly silent thrum of Jacobite dissent. George’s great grandfather was nineteenth in line to the throne, his distant claim successful entirely on account of his Protestant faith, and while pragmatic, the citizens of Scotland’s capital have a strong sense of justice, though these days few would change the Hanoverian accession. The Mistresses McKenzie are not from Edinburgh. They are Highland lasses. It’s been three generations and they know the Stuarts will never reign again. The last of the line is a cardinal and childless. ‘Still,’ Saoirse always says, making the objection without having an end to her sentence. A family trait.

Charlotte Scott offers her guests champagne. She has bought several cases from a new producer known as Veuve Cliquot. There’s a comet printed on the cork; the wine made by a French widow who took over her husband’s vineyard after his death. Charlotte purchased the first bottles out of charitable sentiment, but the widow, it turns out, makes excellent wine.

Mrs Scott proposes a toast. ‘Schiehallion.’

The sisters clink. Last year Saoirse gifted Charlotte a watercolour of the Perthshire mountain, which the women have agreed they will one day climb. It has become a rallying cry.

‘Do you think it’s really there?’ Eilidh asks, moving swiftly on to the reason they have come. The question is posed too quickly for Saoirse, who considers Eilidh overly direct. Her cheeks redden. Charlotte gives a Gallic shrug. ‘If it’s there, Walter will uncover it,’ she says in a tone that recognises that if he does so, her husband will be unbearable. He’s a good man but his moods undulate like the Lowland hills round their country home. Charlotte would never admit it but she prefers the troughs to the peaks for they are easier to live with. She retrieves a sheaf of papers from a cherrywood table behind the sopha. ‘It looks marvellous,’ she says, laying out engravings of the crown worn by the country’s rulers, prior to the Act of Union in 1707 that joined Scotland and England.

The McKenzies cast their eyes over the images: among them, Mary of Guise when she was Scotland’s regent and Mary Queen of Scots, her daughter, when she was queen – both stylish French women, just like Charlotte. Their forebears served both as ladies-in-waiting. Indeed, the McKenzie family motto translates from the Gaelic as Help the Queen. The Stuart queen, that is.

‘It seems so careless to lose the crown,’ Charlotte says drily.

Saoirse has an inbuilt sense of diplomacy born of generations of ancestors close to an ancient throne. She does not like to point out that if Walter succeeds, the crown won’t have been lost but stowed for safe keeping – forgotten for the last century, admittedly, but now regained. Instead, she cocks her head as she examines the monochrome sketches. ‘Do you think these are rubies or sapphires?’

Charlotte gestures towards Walter’s leather-topped desk. ‘He has descriptions somewhere,’ she says. ‘Scottish pearls, rubies, diamonds and sapphires. Set on gold amid red velvet and ermine.’

‘It sounds wonderful,’ Eilidh enthuses.

‘No emeralds, do you think?’ Saoirse pushes. The elder McKenzie favours green, her outfit today a pale velvet the colour of unripe plums. Eilidh always wears red.

To pass the time, the women play piquet for an hour, Charlotte’s dog under the table, until they hear the clop of horses on the setts. Below, the front door slams. As the dog shoots to greet him, Scott clatters upstairs, his gait distinctive. He is breathless, behind him a cohort from the castle – two redcoats wearing swords, Sir Henry Jardine and a fellow that the McKenzies recognise as the son of an erstwhile Lord Lyon, as well as Thomas Scott, a pale reflection of his brother. All are cock-a-hoop. The women need not ask what has happened.

‘All of it!’ Walter declares triumphantly. ‘The crown, the sword and the sceptre. Cached in an oak chest, Lottie. Walled up in an old strongroom!’ He clasps his wife, lifting her off her feet.

Eilidh and Saoirse clap obligingly, their kid gloves emanating an enthusiastic pitter-patter. Thomas lets out a whoop and the soldiers cry, ‘Hurrah!’

Walter continues. ‘His Royal Highness will be delighted. I’ve sent a missive to Leith for the next sailing. We’re bound to have him up now. In time we may even have a Scottish coronation,’ he exclaims. Walter is not indiscreet enough to mention his expectation of an honour. The women know, however, that this means the elevation of the Scotts to the peerage. ‘It started with you, Miss McKenzie,’ Walter adds generously, kissing her gloved hand. ‘That wonderful old letter you came across.’

‘It was your hard work, sir, which truly uncovered the treasure,’ Saoirse bats back.

‘Well done, darling.’ Charlotte returns to her seat and coolly lays an ace onto the baize.

The Scotts’ butler arrives with a tray of glasses; balloons of Armagnac for the men. ‘None of that ghastly bubbling brew of yours,’ Scott teases his wife. ‘This is a proper celebration. We shall announce it at the Assembly Rooms this evening. All Edinburgh must know.’

The afternoon continues in this vein. More New Town worthies arrive. Scott tells the story over and over, adding poetic details about the billowing dust raised by the soldiers breaking through the wall. ‘The regalia is the very soul of our nation,’ he says. ‘I may write a poem.’ Nobody doubts it. More Armagnac and he moves on to the condition of the artefacts which have survived all this time. ‘Perfect as the day the wall was closed.’

Nobody mentions why the honours were walled up in the first place. Scott has uncovered an act of quiet rebellion over a century old. Like the ascension of the Hanoverians, the Act of Union is only ever spoken of as a joyous event, if at all, but there is always that rumble. Bought and sold for English gold, as Robert Burns had it. Today, however, dissent is not on the agenda and toasts are raised to Walter’s intellect in making the discovery, then toasts to the honours and intermittently the king, the regent’s father, who is mad and currently confined in Kew Palace. And, of course, toasts to Prinny too.

At four, the McKenzie women don their outerwear; Eilidh in a fur-edged cape the colour of good red wine and Saoirse wearing a stylish satin-lined redingote in forest-green. Thomas follows them downstairs. ‘The marvellous Misses McKenzie,’ he says. ‘What would Edinburgh do without you?’ Gentlemen are generally charming to the women. They gravitate towards Eilidh, the chattier of the sisters and the younger. She takes this in her stride, knowing they hope for a coveted invitation to one of the McKenzies’ famous dinners, where pudding is only served if the party can solve one of the sisters’ notorious riddles. Thomas Scott has never been invited for he has no intellect and could not unravel a riddle if it were a waxed paper round a toffee.

The McKenzies take their leave and walk home, arm in arm, along George Street and round the square. It’s cold but the sky is piercing-blue. The air smells faintly of woodsmoke. The trees are bare. Saoirse looks forward to the day only a few weeks hence when the grass will be scythed and heaped on a large sackcloth under a tree. She likes the smell.

‘Do you think he’ll realise?’ Eilidh asks.

Saoirse shakes her head. The crown Scott found today is not Scotland’s only missing royal jewel. ‘It’s not in Walter’s nature to think of the women. He’s found his summit. He’s planted his flag. He’ll be Sir Walter before the end of the year. Lady Charlotte has a nice ring to it. I don’t feel like the Assembly Rooms later, do you?’

‘Certainly not,’ her sister confirms. Both are tired. Walter’s exploit has cost them a good deal of sleep over the last weeks. Should they have given him the clue when they unearthed it? Or would it have been better to allow the honours to languish? The McKenzies took almost a fortnight to decide that Scotland’s crown jewels were best placed in the public sphere. They have a great deal on their minds apart from this.

‘And the child? Our little peppermint?’

‘Araminta? Let’s leave her where she is.’ Eilidh breaks free of her sister’s arm and opens the front door, throwing her outerwear onto the table. She casts a passing glance at the family coat of arms and its motto, Cuidich ’n banhrigh: Help the queen. It is the women’s sworn duty. ‘We’ll know when the time’s right. It’s safer this way,’ Eilidh adds. ‘Perhaps we’re the final generation. Walter has unearthed his honours. I hope we shall find ours as well.’

Saoirse’s mind is still on the great niece she has only met as an infant. ‘Might the wee lass miss us?’ she muses wistfully.

Ever pragmatic, Eilidh shrugs off this question as Brodie, the women’s butler, six feet tall and handsome, sees them upstairs. Eilidh employed him on account of his looks: striking red hair and pale-blue eyes that contrast his black uniform. ‘He’ll cheer the place up,’ she’d said. ‘Nice and colourful.’

Brodie’s personality does not match his flaming hair. He emanates confident discretion, a trait the McKenzies value above almost anything else. ‘An enjoyable afternoon, ladies?’ he enquires, rock-steady.

‘All according to plan, Brodie. Send up tea, would you?’ Eilidh instructs. ‘Sage, I think, with honey.’

Upstairs, the women lounge on yellow satin sophas round the open fire. The long windows are open an inch, despite the cold. Later, Saoirse will attend the evening service at St George’s, as is her habit. She likes to see the neighbours and to sing, while Eilidh remains in this room, reading; always reading. ‘I’m sure our crown has emeralds,’ Saoirse says wistfully. ‘They’re far better stones. If only we could lay our hands on it,’ she adds with a sigh.


Chapter One

Nineteen years later. Monday 6 February 1837. Richmond, London.

Araminta McKenzie Moore sits alone in her drawing room. It feels as if the mahogany clock on the mantle is ticking so loudly she can barely think. She folds her hands in her lap, calmed by the glint of crystal decanters on the cherrywood chiffonier, all filled to the same level. Johnathan must surely get home soon. This afternoon, she took a brisk walk along the slate-grey Thames and cut up the muddy hill to Sheen Wood to pass the time but could not settle to the newspaper when she got home. It lies unopened now on the bureau, the headline decrying the fate of a poor lady, institutionalised under police guard on the say-so of her cousin, who it appears was more concerned with her inheritance than with her welfare. Araminta shudders. The new metropolitan police force has made inroads against crime in the capital, but there is something sinister about the men in uniforms. How could they not have seen that the lady concerned was completely sane? She has been saved now by the endeavour of her friends. But still.

As Araminta stares at her reflection in the glossy glass bay she wonders if she should ring for Eleanor to draw the curtains. The maid will chatter about the evenings getting lighter and the new buttons Araminta must choose for her winter coat. Today the mistress has a more important matter in mind. Something overwhelming. It’s almost dark outside, the twilight crisp. At least she looks composed, she thinks, her eyes running over the reflection of her pale hair the colour of a well-baked biscuit and her brown woollen dress just darker than her eyes, as she waits in the velvet chair by the fire. Her husband, she knows, appreciates her composure, her innate tidiness. As a result, over their two-year marriage, she has become progressively tidier and more composed. An owl hoots. From the kitchen the smell of stewing meat snakes upwards and Araminta realises that she hasn’t eaten anything since her breakfast tray.

Laying a hand on her stomach, she sits up as she hears Borrower, Johnathan’s horse, trotting up the driveway before being led to the stable by the groom. Then the front door opens and Johnathan stamps on the flagstones. He’ll remove his hat, coat and gloves, she thinks, giving him time to do so as she takes a deep breath.

‘Darling!’ He bursts into the room, pink-cheeked, and kisses her with chill lips before moving to the fire. ‘The ride took over an hour and it’s freezing. The road is flooded at Putney again. What are we having for dinner?’

‘Casserole,’ she replies.

He pours himself a whisky from the first decanter. ‘I hope Cook’s prepared a decent pudding. It’s the weather for it.’

‘The funniest thing happened today,’ Araminta starts. She pulls the letter from her pocket like a child delivering her teacher a note from home, rather than a twenty-six-year-old married lady. ‘I received this from a solicitor in Edinburgh.’

‘Edinburgh?’ Johnathan says as if the city’s name is a declaration. He rolls the R. ‘Your homeland!’

Araminta has never travelled further north than Islington but her family were McKenzies. Orphaned young, she knows nothing about them. She hands over the paper. Johnathan takes a moment to read it, his dark hair obscuring his blue eyes; his face as still as chiselled sandstone.

‘A prospective inheritance. Goodness. Do you know this great aunt of yours, Minty?’

Araminta shakes her head.

He knows she doesn’t. When they got married, his family solicitor took him aside to warn against her; a woman without a family. The old man clearly found this state of affairs suspicious. ‘We know nothing about where she comes from,’ he said.

Good-hearted, Johnathan was undeterred. ‘I take people on their merits,’ he countered. ‘This woman is the one for me, family or no family.’ However, Araminta is nervous. A family member appearing out of the blue is exciting, but what if the old solicitor was right? What if it turns out that she comes from a herd of black sheep?

‘Her name is McKenzie,’ Araminta tells her husband. ‘I think she’s my grandmother’s spinster sister. I’ve been trying to figure it out.’

In his study, Johnathan has a bible inscribed with his family history. The Moores reach back eleven generations; birthdays, deaths and places of residence.

‘An unmarried great aunt,’ he pronounces. ‘Out of the blue. Well, you must go.’

Araminta blinks. ‘You won’t come with me?’

‘Darling, how can I? You know how much business I have at the society. The letter makes it clear the old lady does not have a deal of time.’ He peers again at the paper. ‘It sounds jolly urgent.’

He reaches past Araminta to ring for Eleanor who arrives into the drawing room with a well-practised curtsey. ‘You must pack for your mistress,’ Johnathan instructs, before turning back to his wife. ‘Don’t forget that red tartan dress you wore at the Christmas ball the year we got married. You’ll need that.’

Araminta nods. This is not the reaction she anticipated. She expected him to be as taken aback as she is. She expected they would make the journey north together. She dares to hope that the McKenzies are wonderful. All afternoon she has envisaged she and Johnathan being introduced to her great aunt together; meeting her family.

‘You’re sure you’ll manage?’ she gets out. ‘Here on your own.’

‘I can stay at the club if need be,’ he dismisses her. ‘Plenty of company there. Duty calls, eh? Pack your things, Eleanor. You must go with Mrs Moore,’ he adds. ‘After dinner I shall send a note to obtain a cabin. I’ll deliver you to the dock at Greenwich in the morning and see you off.’

Eleanor is no more than five feet and two inches by any reckoning but she is more forthright than her mistress, in this matter anyway. ‘Where are we going, sir?’ she asks plainly.

Johnathan grins. He raises his whisky. ‘Scotland!’ he declares, as if this is the most tremendous jape. ‘Do you think Great Aunt McKenzie lives in a castle? Minty, if you inherit some of those ponies, the small ones, you must bring them back. We can keep them in the west field. The twelfth generation will adore them.’

Araminta can’t think how to reply. She and Johnathan have been trying for children since their wedding night with no success. Twice now she has had her hopes raised only to bleed nine weeks late. Johnathan is as bluff about these failings as he is about everything and often reassures her that there’s no rush. However, she wonders now if her husband is chiding her. In any case, Johnathan moves on.

‘Eleanor, tell them downstairs we’ll be seated in the dining room directly. I’m ravenous.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The maid disappears.

Araminta watches the girl leave. She’s about to say this seems like too long and important a journey to make with only her maid in tow. But her husband changes the subject.

‘The most fascinating thing today about limestone deposits,’ he says.

‘Limestone?’ she gets out.

‘You’ll never believe it,’ he declares. ‘I’ll tell you over dinner. Let’s go through.’

She doesn’t move. Araminta has spent the last two years of marriage in this brick house halfway up the hill. Since the day Johnathan carried her over the threshold, she’s taken pride in making it their home. She’s seen to it that the furniture is waxed, the carpets beaten and not a scrap wasted in the kitchen. Araminta owns not one but two copies of Mrs Rundell’s important book on household management, the first chapter, consisting of ‘observations for the mistress’, being particularly well thumbed in both editions. The Moores’ home is like a complicated Chinese box that she has cleaned and oiled and organised until it opens and closes like clockwork. The letter about her great aunt, she thinks, must surely knock the mechanism off kilter. It’s exactly the kind of earth-shattering event in which Johnathan would normally take an interest for in such upheaval, rocks are bound to be formed. She never met her grandparents and can barely recall her mother. Her father was stationed in India her entire life, while she was brought up in a girls’ school in Mary-le-Bone. She’s well aware of her husband’s geological interests, indeed, she shares them, but to move on so quickly from an unexpected living relation on the McKenzie side seems odd. ‘Johnny, my love,’ she says, ‘I have a feeling . . . Tomorrow. You see, I hadn’t anticipated . . . and the weather . . . I wonder if my mother came from . . .’

Johnathan blinks, waiting for his wife to finish one of her sentences. This isn’t like her. Araminta is usually complete in all things. ‘It’ll be an adventure,’ he says at last. ‘Don’t you want an adventure, darling?’

‘It’s not that . . .’

He cocks his head. Araminta is a good wife, both steady and exciting in the requisite ways. He has absolute faith in her. When he met her, she was in her final year at school and had been awarded Dux. ‘Smart as a whip. Smarter than you, anyway, Johnny,’ his brother had teased. Now he can’t imagine what she is trying to say. He thinks perhaps she requires encouragement. ‘You must buy Cairngorm stone while you’re there. For my collection. You like Scotland,’ he adds. This is an observation based on Araminta’s fondness for Sir Walter Scott’s historical novels and her frequent remarks that she likes the taste of Scotch on her husband’s lips. She’s never been to Scotland and neither has he.

‘I suppose this woman is my only living relation,’ Araminta says quietly. ‘I’m sure it’ll only be a week or two.’

Johnathan pulls his wife to her feet as if the matter is settled. She kisses him. He tastes antiseptic tonight, almost liquorice. His eyes are so blue they are practically silver. He slides his hand round her waist. ‘Silly. You’re usually such an adventurous type,’ he says. This is true only between the marital sheets, where Araminta frequently surprises them both. ‘I’m sure you’ll enjoy yourself.’

She feels a sudden rush of love or perhaps panic.

‘No kissing handsome Highlanders. No flirting with fellows in kilts,’ Johnathan adds playfully.

Araminta laughs. Perhaps he’s right. Perhaps her feelings are foolish. ‘I promise,’ she says. ‘I won’t lay a hand on a single one of them.’

*

The ship is a shock the next morning when the Moore party gets to Greenwich. The cabin is a good deal smaller than the bedchamber Araminta is used to. It’s dark and smells oily, but she doesn’t complain when Johnathan sees her aboard. He must have realised how nervous she is, for he held her hand all the way in the carriage. ‘You’ll sort it out and be back before you know it,’ he promises. ‘You’ll see.’ The captain introduces the young couple to his other passenger. Colonel Archibald Fraser, a beefy, strawberry-blond officer in the Royal Scots Guard, is billeted in the cabin opposite Araminta’s. The colonel is travelling to Edinburgh to resume a post at the castle, which, he immediately tells Johnathan, has been interrupted by his being summoned to a government enquiry at Westminster. He is sickeningly proud of himself. Araminta tries to think kindly of people, but it’s clear that Fraser is an insufferable know-it-all with a dim view of Scotland in general and Edinburgh in particular. He complains at length about his first foray to the Assembly Rooms on George Street where the people to whom he was introduced were insufficiently impressed by his achievements. ‘Parochial types,’ he says and adds that his posting still has more than a year to run. ‘Where in the town does your great aunt reside?’ he enquires.

Araminta isn’t sure how to pronounce the address, which she has only ever read in the lawyer’s letter, and never heard spoken. ‘Glenfinlas Street,’ she stumbles with the emphasis on the first syllable and then repeats the word, with the emphasis on the second. ‘Glenfinlas.’

Fraser jumps in knowledgeably. ‘Fine houses. Quite like Bloomsbury,’ he assures her.

When the colonel goes to his cabin, Johnathan kisses Araminta’s shoulder. ‘He’ll settle down,’ he says. On deck they take in the view of the dock. It’s a fine winter morning with a clear blue sky. ‘Such industry,’ Johnathan exclaims cheerfully and pulls a small box from his pocket with a flourish. ‘I bought this as a birthday gift but perhaps it’ll find its best use while you’re in the north.’

He waits for her to open it, observing her expression. Inside is a small, silver-backed notebook with a pencil that slips into the spine and a tiny silver knife with which to sharpen the lead.

‘It’s lovely,’ she says. ‘Thank you.’

She kisses his cheek and nuzzles into him. ‘We’ve never been apart. Not since our wedding day,’ she adds, hoping that he might reconsider, but instead he whispers in her ear that he’ll miss her, then mumbles something about a committee on the matter of igneous rock.

She watches from the deck as the carriage trundles away and Johnathan is gone. The sailors cast off and the ship makes way along the channel between Greenwich and the Isle of Dogs and smartly onwards down the busy estuary past Gravesend. Gulls wheel overhead as Araminta takes the air, watching paupers mudlark on the shore and men fish off tiny boats at Chatham. It’s mild for February with little by way of a breeze even though, aided by the tide, they are now making way at a speed of nine knots. She casts her mind back to the schoolroom in Mary-le-Bone where she learned a poem by Robert Burns and was surprised by the rhythm his words stirred in her.

But pleasures are like poppies spread,

You seize the flower, its bloom is shed;

Or, like the snow-fall in the river,

A moment white, then melts forever.

She wonders if her mother knew this poem. Perhaps her great aunt will be able to say. At twenty she would have been excited to receive the letter that now sits in her pocket. Somehow, she realises, she’s changed. Marriage. Richmond. Love, perhaps. For a moment she inhabits the mind of her younger self, a hazel-eyed schoolgirl who solved word puzzles of a Sunday and on weekdays felt the satisfaction of algebraic calculations.

‘All right,’ she says under her breath. ‘I’ll take Mr Burns’ advice. I shall find what I can without grasping for it.’

Eleanor loitering nearby and with more understanding than Mr Moore, can see her mistress is in need of reassurance. ‘I’m sure it’ll be all right, madam,’ she says. ‘Plain sailing.’


Chapter Two

It feels odd to stand steady three days later when they dock at Leith, disembarking to a party of smart soldiers come to greet the colonel. In high spirits, the men sing a ditty about the Midlothian Boys, by which, Araminta surmises, they mean their own regiment. There’s something alarming in the third verse about beheading Irish rebels. The February weather after a choppy few days on the water seems settled but biting-cold, far worse than London, though Araminta comforts herself both cities lie under the same bright winter sky. The journey has felt long, due in part to the weather but also to the company. The captain, a thin, capable man from Liverpool, allowed the colonel to run on each night at dinner. ‘Edinburgh Castle is not open to the public,’ Fraser announced. ‘Yet the sheer volume of requests to visit the place has become overwhelming, tourists arriving in the Scottish capital in increasing numbers.’ It transpired that tour guides have lobbied the colonel for open afternoons when they might bring any Tom, Dick or Harry to gawp at the battlements. Foreigners included. Fraser has naturally resisted. Edinburgh Castle is a military installation.

‘You of course, madam, are not a tourist,’ he allowed Araminta with a gentlemanly flourish.

One morning she caught him tarrying with Eleanor outside her cabin door, when the girl was fetching a breakfast tray from the galley. Araminta, barefoot, declared, ‘I’m seasick, Eleanor.’ A lie. ‘I need you.’ Then once the maid was inside: ‘What did the colonel want?’

Eleanor was forthright as ever. ‘Nothing, ma’am. He asked where I was from.’ Her soft green eyes were clear.

‘Did you tell him?’ Araminta enquired.

‘Yes, ma’am. I don’t think he meant anything by it. He’s never visited Wimbledon but seemed set to talk about how he had never been there, nonetheless.’

The women laughed. The unwanted attention of gentlemen has not yet come up in the three years the maid has been in Araminta’s employ, but both women are aware that gentlemen sometimes take their chances and that it does not generally work out well for young women in service. Araminta felt glad the girl was billeted in her cabin, sleeping in a hammock strung between the beams.

Now, along the dock at Leith the cobblestones are bound by icy puddles that catch the sunlight like intricate mirrors. Araminta turns up the collar of her sober, chocolate-brown overcoat and flexes her fingers inside oxblood leather gloves. Eleanor has wrapped an extra dun woollen half-blanket over her shoulders. Having extracted themselves from the colonel’s repeated offers of help, the women travel in a hired carriage up Leith Walk, past cottages where snowy washing hanging on line after line looks as if it is frozen stiff. At a church at the entrance to the city, two pink-faced young ministers, one very thin and one very fat, argue as they push past each other into a carriage. From a distance they remind Araminta of crows squabbling over scraps in Richmond Park. Continuing through the New Town, Eleanor squeals, ‘Oh look, ma’am,’ as she catches a glimpse of the castle, perched impressively on a craggy lump of volcanic rock that makes an incongruous backdrop to the pale sandstone townhouses built in a pleasingly regular grid according to Mr James Craig’s design. Sweeping past the elegant Robert Adam façades on Charlotte Square and down a steep hill on the far side, the carriage pulls up at number four Glenfinlas Street. The townhouses here run to five storeys, which Araminta thinks is a lot for one old lady to keep up and she not in good health. Eleanor supervises the coachman unloading the luggage as Araminta climbs the four shallow stone steps that lead to the front door. She lets out a sigh, her breath clouding, and wonders if she is in time, envisioning a tiny, exhausted, grey woman, skin and bone on her deathbed, waiting for the great niece she has never met before she can be at peace.

She rings the brass bell and the door is opened by a butler who is unaccountably tall, with fading ginger hair and bright eyes.

‘My name is Araminta McKenzie Moore,’ she starts, unsure how to explain.

‘Ah yes,’ the man cuts in. He clicks his fingers and a smartly dressed footman appears. ‘Douglas will fetch the bags,’ he says. ‘Please come in, Mrs Moore. Miss McKenzie is waiting.’

The hallway is painted pale green and there’s a large gold-foiled mirror beside the front door next to a substantial statue of Apollo in pristine white marble and a coat of arms mounted on the wall. Araminta cocks her head. The motto above the arms is written in some foreign language. Not Latin. Nor English either.

‘I’m Brodie,’ the butler introduces himself, as he takes her coat.

Araminta’s fingers feel weak. The hallway smells of tea leaves and brass polish. On an oak table there is a porcelain vase of surprisingly early daffodils, which must have been brought on in a greenhouse. Even in Richmond the snowdrops are scarcely out.

‘Miss McKenzie is in the drawing room,’ Brodie says and leads the way up the thickly carpeted stone stair. On the landing they pass a wide window of old-fashioned leaded glass that distorts the view of a garden with a low mews beyond. Araminta can just make out a fat white gull with a vivid-orange beak perched on a neighbouring roof.

‘How is my great aunt’s health?’ Araminta asks. She has helped to nurse two mortally afflicted neighbours in her time. One before her marriage and one afterwards. Their ends were slow but peaceful, sleep taking the last rattling breath. She’s not afraid of death, but still.

‘Miss McKenzie is a marvel,’ Brodie says and opens the door to the drawing room.

Inside, the yellow satin upholstered seats are empty. The room, in fact, is over-furnished, as Araminta judges it. Endless paintings in contrasting frames dot three of the walls: an infant in a white frock beside a pug; a young woman wearing a tartan sash next to a harpsichord, in her hands a ferret, alongside another woman next to a globe, holding a sword. There are too many to take in. The fourth wall is furnished with a packed set of bookcases that run from floor to cornice. A fire roars in the grate, surrounded by an ornate forest-green marble mantle with wide creamy veins, that Araminta is sure would excite Johnathan.

‘Good Lord!’ says a woman’s voice. ‘You look just like your dear mother.’

Araminta scans the busy room again and realises that the observation comes from a figure balancing on a ladder that runs along the bookcases. The old woman is dressed in red, in contrast to her snowy-white hair, which is mostly covered by an old-fashioned, pink turban.

‘Allow me to assist, madam.’ Brodie offers his hand.

Miss McKenzie bats him away and descends the ladder alone. ‘Let me look at you,’ she commands.

Araminta finds she has nothing to say. She opens her arms. It’s the only thing she can think to do. She isn’t going to twirl like a child.

‘Pale, aren’t you?’ the old lady pronounces.

‘You say I look like my mother?’

‘I think so. Yes. But whiter. Dear Grainne was a sonsie lass,’ Miss McKenzie pronounces.

Araminta has no idea what this means. ‘I thought you were dying.’ The words escape.

The old lady laughs. It’s a thick, chesty sound. ‘Oh aye,’ she says. ‘The doctor says I’ll be lucky to make it to Easter. We don’t have much time. How was your trip?’

‘Satisfactory.’

‘I always think by stage is best. When I visited Paris in my younger days, I only took the boat where I had to. One has much more a sense of the journey by road. You’ve made excellent time, my dear.’

‘The solicitor’s letter said it was urgent,’ Araminta gets out.

‘It certainly is.’ The old lady sits down on one of the yellow chairs. ‘I shouldn’t have left it so long, but one becomes busy and I hoped not to bother you. Brodie, we shall require tea. Nettle, I think, and mushroom flan and orange thyme cake.’

Brodie disappears obediently. Great Aunt McKenzie motions towards the sopha. ‘Please sit.’

Araminta does so elegantly, her hands in her lap, her legs folded to one side. There’s a pause where neither woman knows where to start.

‘My name is Eilidh in the Gaelic. You might call me Aunt Helen, I suppose, if you can’t manage it,’ Great Aunt McKenzie announces. ‘Or Ellie. Some of my friends used to call me that when I was younger.’

Araminta studied Greek, Latin and Aramaic as a schoolgirl. Her first interest was in ancient stones with carvings inscribed upon Roman graves and Greek temples. She shifted her focus to the stone itself when she met Johnathan.

‘Eilidh,’ she sounds the name. Aay-lee. ‘I think I can manage even if I don’t speak Gaelic. Great Aunt Eilidh,’ she repeats, trying it out.

Now the old lady is staring in a manner that seems outright rude. ‘I wonder . . .’ she says, but her voice trails.

‘I’ve never met any of my relations,’ Araminta announces. ‘Not as an adult. I can’t remember my mother.’

‘Your father lived abroad as I recall.’

‘Bombay.’

‘I met him once,’ Aunt Eilidh reveals. ‘I thought he was a handsome, resourceful lad. He left you well provided for as I understand it.’

Araminta blushes. Johnathan deals with the money. It doesn’t feel fitting to talk about it with another lady, but then Eilidh McKenzie is unmarried. ‘Who deals with your affairs, Aunt Eilidh?’

‘I do, of course,’ the old lady replies, her expression making it clear that Araminta is disappointing her.

‘And we have no other family?’ It feels indelicate to say it, but Araminta wants to be clear.

‘Not anymore,’ the old woman says sadly.

They are both glad when Brodie returns carrying a mahogany tray inlaid in ivory with the same crest as on the wall downstairs. He sets everything down. Araminta peers at the words.

‘Gaelic,’ Aunt Eilidh explains as she pours. ‘It’s our family motto. Cuidich a’ bhanrigh. Help the queen. That’s our family duty. In the old days McKenzies were ladies-in-waiting at the royal court over many generations.’ The old woman takes a blue glass flacon from her pocket and adds four slow drops to her cup. ‘Medicine,’ she confides. ‘It’s an experimental distillation made from coffee beans and coca leaves. I’m far worse without it.’

Araminta helps herself to a slice of flan which she nibbles gingerly. The crust is buttery and the mushrooms seasoned expertly with shallot, parsley and lemon. Unexpectedly delicious, it melts in her mouth. ‘Mmm,’ she lets out and takes a sip of the tea which is peppery and an excellent pairing. After the workaday fare on the voyage, it tastes especially delicious.

‘My preferences have changed lately and I can no longer abide meat, but Cook is most accomplished, thankfully. You’ve come for my legacy, perhaps she will agree to run your kitchen once I’ve gone,’ the old lady chortles. ‘If you can tempt her to London. You never know.’

Araminta lays down her plate. ‘I shouldn’t like you to think that I’m only here for an inheritance,’ she says.

Aunt Eilidh’s eyes dance. ‘There’s a bit more to it than Cook. A few hundred years of history. Nonetheless, you should try the cake.’

Araminta complies. For a moment she feels confused. Thyme is not a sweet herb and yet the cake is moist, fragrant and delicious with a distinct flavour of orange peel and almonds. She sits back and returns the old lady’s smile.

‘You’ve a great deal to learn,’ Aunt Eilidh says. ‘They educated you in table manners, I see. Do you love your husband, girl?’

Araminta nods.

‘Day and night, if you take my meaning?’ the old lady pushes.

Araminta nods again and dismisses the flash of Johnathan’s bare thigh that passes through her mind. A drop of his sweat landing on her stomach. The linen rumpled.

‘McKenzie women do well between the sheets, though our family honour comes first. Or at least it should. My mother used to say, women can have it all. A worthy ambition.’ Aunt Eilidh brings her back to reality. The comments are made with a practical air and Araminta wonders how a spinster might have any idea. She certainly only had the vaguest notion before she married, though she quickly picked up what was required. More than that. Aunt Eilidh chortles again. ‘Lass,’ she says dismissively and turns her attention to her own slice of flan. ‘If you’re not here for the money, what is it you desire?’

Araminta feels a wave of anxiety crash on some distant shore. ‘I couldn’t leave you alone. Being ill, I mean. I know nothing about the McKenzies, but I think you’re my closest relation. My only relation. I hope you can tell me about our family. Where do we come from?’

Aunt Eilidh licks her fingers. ‘It’s good you’re interested in history. I’ve a great many tales,’ she says. ‘Our men have always been solid, loyal types. Reliable. Battle-worthy.’ All this in a dismissive tone. Then Aunt Eilidh leans forward. ‘But the women have greater nuance.’

‘My mother?’ Araminta ventures, her heart beating a ragged, heightened tattoo.

‘Grainne was clever. Imaginative too. The accident was a tragedy.’

‘Her horse, wasn’t it?’

‘She was an accomplished rider,’ Aunt Eilidh adds. ‘A daredevil. We’d high hopes for her.’

‘We?’

‘Her mother and I . . .’ Eilidh pushes away the plate.

‘Her mother was . . . my grandmother,’ Araminta reasons. ‘Your sister.’

‘Of course.’

Araminta feels a dunce. These unthought-of relationships lie between the two women like tangled silks in a sewing basket. She never expected to have the opportunity to straighten things out and is only now realising the extent of the knotted threads.

‘What was my grandmother’s name?’

‘Aoife,’ Aunt Eilidh says. ‘Eve – in English,’ she adds.

‘But Aoife in Scots?’

‘No, dear. Gaelic,’ the old lady sighs. ‘We are Highland quines. Three sisters. Aoife, Saoirse and me.’ She gets up and extracts an atlas from a shelf, flicking through the pages. ‘Here. Your great grandfather was from Cromarty.’

‘A reliable, battle-worthy man?’ Araminta checks.

‘He was. Sandy-haired till the day he died. A great breeder of cattle.’

‘And my great grandmother?’

‘Mother was from the west.’ Aunt Eilidh’s finger moves across the map. Araminta reads silently: Dumbarton.

‘She was more exciting than her husband?’

‘A temptress! An event. She loved to dance and to read.’

‘In Gaelic?’

‘Och dear,’ the old lady purses her lips as if the vivid nature of her mother should be elementally understood without verbal communication. ‘That’s her. On the wall.’ She indicates an image of a woman with a dove above her head. ‘She was educated in several languages and had a fondness for French. They taught you languages at school, did they not?’

‘How do you know that?’

Aunt Eilidh makes a swift movement almost as if she is flinching. ‘We hoped not to bother you with family business. To allow you to get on in life,’ she sighs. ‘You like Richmond, do you?’

‘Yes,’ Araminta replies with real enthusiasm. At first Johnathan had intended to buy one of the modern houses at Primrose Hill, but ever prudent, he worried the area’s proximity to the new canal might mean lowlife pervading the district, so they settled near his cousin, further south along the Thames.

‘Well, that’s something I suppose,’ Aunt Eilidh gets out.

Araminta does not know how to reply so there’s a long pause before the older woman speaks again. ‘I feel unaccountably exhausted, dear,’ she says, rising. ‘Why don’t we talk later? I’ll tell you everything then.’ She rings a silver bell on the side table to summon Brodie. When he arrives she issues instructions. ‘Make Mrs Moore comfortable. I must lie down.’

Brodie holds the door as Aunt Eilidh sweeps through the hallway and up the staircase. Araminta notes that the red dress has a short, elegant train that trails down the steps as the old lady pulls the blue bottle from her pocket and drops more medicine onto her tongue. Araminta casts her eyes round the yellow drawing room. On a ledge by the fire she notices a line of ancient totems carved in stone, marble, onyx and jet. Goddesses every one. Isis. Hera. Venus. Women can have it all, she thinks, considering the words of her great grandmother.

‘Would you like to go up, Mrs Moore?’ Brodie enquires.

‘Does my great aunt always tire so easily?’

Brodie is too discreet to say but he gives a sad little nod. ‘We have the greatest admiration for the mistress,’ he manages. ‘The household, I mean.’

Araminta is curious about the other floors that lead up to the glass cupola currently tipping light down the staircase even on this wintry afternoon. Perhaps there will be more family artefacts upstairs.

‘I’ll go up too,’ she says. ‘Thank you, Brodie. That will do very well.’


Chapter Three

Eleanor knows she ought to be unpacking, but she has other concerns, and with her mistress occupied and the luggage in the care of Douglas, the footman, she decides to attend her own business while she has the chance. She dodges out of the house by the basement door, up the stone stairs and down the steep slope of Glenfinlas Street, before turning right along a thin, whinstone pavement at the end of which there is a half-frozen water trough for the horses. Edinburgh is considerably colder than London, the chill nipping her cheeks. To the rear of one of the houses Eleanor notices a young man smoking under a tree. He’s wearing livery. Most likely a coachman, she decides, as she dives into her pocket to withdraw a crumpled piece of paper.

‘Excuse me,’ she says. ‘I’m looking for Princes Street.’

The young man showily exhales a long cloud of tobacco smoke and eyes the young housemaid. ‘You’re new in town?’

Eleanor holds out the piece of paper on which the name is scrawled. ‘I’m commissioned by my master, sir, to visit Mr McGhie’s establishment at number two Princes Street. We’re lately arrived from London.’

The fellow eyes the paper. ‘Yes, that’s what it says.’

Eleanor bites her lip. She cannot read, but she assumed so. The note feels like it gives her authority. That’s why she keeps it with her.

‘That’s the other end of town. A good mile off.’ The fellow motions back up the hill and adds, ‘Princes Street runs below the castle. You cannae miss it.’

Eleanor worries about the time. Two miles there and back means she’ll need most of an hour, but Mrs Moore is likely to spend a decent stretch with her great aunt, being only just now introduced. ‘Thank you,’ she says and drops a strange little half curtsey before turning up the hill. Sparrows and robins are eating crumbs from the pavement as she passes onto Princes Street, taken aback by the scale of this town. Edinburgh seems unexpectedly grand for somewhere so far from London. Along the street, at intervals, fine carriages are waiting. On the other side of the road, a maid with three French poodles emerges from the private garden at the foot of Castle Rock. A costermonger offers beetroot as if she’s singing at the opera.

Eleanor keeps walking, her earlobes numb with the cold, until at the end of the street, the castle behind her, there’s a shop with a green and gold sign and crates of spirits in the window. She can read the number two and other words which must be Mr McGhie’s name, she supposes. A bell sounds as she enters and a shop boy in a brown cloth apron approaches. ‘Can I help, miss?’

‘I’m looking for Mr McGhie,’ Eleanor gets out, her eyes darting. This feels ludicrously dramatic. Her hands are quivering. She shoves them into her pockets and wishes she hadn’t promised to come, but she owes the gentleman. She lied to the lad who was smoking. She’s on a mission not for Mr Moore but for the gentleman in Kew who got her the position with her mistress three years ago. The man who has been paying her an extra shilling a month ever since he did so. A man whose name she doesn’t know. Her stomach shifts as it occurs to her that in fact, despite the shillings, it’s possible she now owes Mrs Moore more loyalty than she owes the gentleman. She isn’t sure. When she was homesick for her parents’ tiny cottage at Wimbledon, those first months of the job at Richmond, Mrs Moore was kind to her. Apart from anything else, as a ladies’ maid she should really be known as Thrale, but she asked Mrs Moore to use her given name and Mrs Moore said that she should be known by whichever name she liked and allowed her to choose the fabric for her uniform besides: two apricot cotton dresses she sewed in the first fortnight of her employment along with three long, almost sheer linen aprons to tie on top. The large brick house at Richmond was intimidating at first, but Eleanor now feels at home there.

The shop boy disappears into an office behind the mahogany counter. He reappears with a handsome man wearing a fancy taffeta cravat. The gent smiles in a way to which Eleanor is most unaccustomed – as if he is receiving a visit from a dear friend. The air smells of sawdust with a touch of brandy.

‘Miss Thrale?’

‘Yes, sir. Eleanor.’

‘I’m Angus McGhie. Come through.’

The office adds the scent of leather ledgers to the air, one of which is lying open on the desk. Mr McGhie sits down but does not offer Eleanor the other chair which remains against the wall. He smooths his moustaches as she stands as if in the dock. She suddenly feels as monochrome as a shadow. Mr McGhie is hale, his hair chestnut and his skin lit with a healthy glow.

‘You’ve arrived, then,’ he says at length. ‘I expected you yesterday.’

‘The ship ran into weather, sir. We docked this morning at Leith.’

‘Your address in Edinburgh?’

‘Glenfinlas Street, sir. Number four.’

‘Of course. Well, Miss Thrale, we’ve been waiting a long time for this visit.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You have no idea.’

Eleanor really hasn’t, but she has never been in the position to turn down the shilling a month picked up on her day off from the gentleman in Kew, who sometimes asks odd questions about the mistress’s household. Letters received. Visitors at Christmas and Easter. Books that the mistress is reading. Over the months and years Eleanor has told herself that this contribution is ‘money for jam’. That is, until a few evenings ago when according to the ongoing instructions of her secret benefactor, she sent a message boy with a note simply marked X when she learned the mistress was leaving town. Later she sneaked out at one of the clock into the freezing darkness to meet the gentleman in his carriage, parked, as arranged, at the foot of the hill. He seemed excited. That’s when he gave her the scrap of paper that directed her here.

‘Has your mistress said how long she intends to stay?’ Mr McGhie asks.

Eleanor shakes her head. ‘She only said that she wants to get home to Richmond as soon as she can sort out her great aunt’s estate.’

‘But Miss McKenzie is not dead,’ Mr McGhie points out.

‘No, sir. She’s mortally ill, or so my mistress was told in the letter.’

Mr McGhie considers this. ‘The old woman attended the races two weeks ago and was at church last Sunday in her usual pew,’ he states, quite baldly. ‘She gave a spirited rendition of the hymns as I understand it.’

Eleanor can hardly comment on this although she thinks Edinburgh seems rather large for every one of its residents to know what the others are up to. That is the stuff of the village where she grew up, her father’s three sheep grazing on the common. She wants to ask if the gentlemen are planning to thieve Mistress McKenzie, for she will not be party to that. She has always assumed the gentleman with the shillings was a jilted suitor and harmless, but there’s an edge to Mr McGhie’s questioning which is making her uneasy.

‘I want to know what your mistress and her great aunt talk about. You will come on the daily, Miss Thrale, and let me know.’

Eleanor loiters. She wants to say with it being an hour from Glenfinlas Street and back, she might not have time to come every day, but McGhie opens the drawer of his desk and removes not one, but two shillings. ‘If you take a cab, I’ll instruct the boy to pay the driver,’ he says. ‘We don’t want them to miss you.’

Eleanor pockets the money and manages a curtsey. ‘Yes, sir.’

She walks back along Princes Street as fast as she can. As she passes the muddy wasteland at the bottom of the large mound that leads to the castle, it occurs to her that she should have asked the gentleman to supply a cab, though it’s too late now. When she gets to the townhouse, Eleanor worries that she’s been too long. Hoping for the best, she sneaks through the basement door and immediately it’s clear something is wrong. From the kitchen emanates the sound of wailing. A young, grubby kitchen maid with several teeth missing sits howling at a scrubbed pine table. The two housemaids stare at their well-blacked boots, holding hands, while Cook, wisps of greying hair peeking out from her cap, pours cheap Cognac into four pottery cups.

‘What’s happened?’ Eleanor asks.

Cook looks up. Her cheeks are wet. ‘God save us,’ she says, ‘the mistress has up and died. Why aren’t you with your lady, lassie? She’ll have need of you.’

Eleanor pulls off her shawl as she climbs the stairs. On the first floor, the drawing room door is open. Araminta perches on the edge of a canary-yellow sopha, her face even paler than usual. Eleanor loiters, realising that someone else is there; a long-faced gentleman who hands the mistress a glass of an odd, vivid-green mixture.

‘Thank you, Dr Anderson,’ the mistress says.

The doctor, who is middle-aged and wearing tan britches that are too large, hovers. ‘Down in one, Mrs Moore,’ he advises. ‘I’ve included a peppering of Dover’s powders. For the shock. I told your great aunt to restrict her usage of the drops. They’re excellent for energy but in a lady of her age and condition . . . her heart, you see.’ He sighs. ‘The prescription is proving efficacious but patients find it moreish. The drops, once taken, mitigate against caution. I warned your great aunt. She was a good deal more ill than she appeared, that’s the truth of it.’

Araminta puts down the glass on a side table without venturing a drop.

‘We’d only just met,’ she says sadly. ‘Aunt Eilidh and I.’

‘You made it in time then. That was lucky.’

Presently, Araminta does not feel lucky. She stares out of the long sash-and-case windows at the leafless winter trees over the garden wall opposite. Another few hours and she would have undoubtedly found out more about her mother and, for that matter, her great aunt.

‘It’s strange how one feels known, immediately, by family. Miss McKenzie was, I believe, the last of my relations,’ she gets out.

‘Blood,’ the doctor adds nostalgically as if this explains something metaphysical as well as biological. ‘That medicine will ginger you up, madam.’ He indicates the green glass and Araminta once more ignores it.

In the hallway Eleanor shifts as she hears the front door opening and Brodie bringing another gentleman upstairs. This man is the same age as the doctor but better dressed.

‘Mrs Moore,’ the fellow hails her, his hand outstretched. ‘I’m Drummond, Miss McKenzie’s solicitor. It’s a pleasure to meet you despite the circumstances. Miss McKenzie was particular that you should be here when she passed. Please accept my condolences.’

Eleanor peers from her hiding place. The lawyer nods at the doctor, who he clearly knows, while Araminta shakes the fellow’s hand. ‘Your great aunt was a most astute lady. She left instructions to give you this upon her demise,’ he explains, as he fumbles with a leather attaché case.

Eleanor cranes her neck as Mr Drummond fishes out a small wooden box. Araminta opens the lid, revealing a blue velvet interior from which she withdraws a key. ‘What’s it for?’ she asks.

Drummond momentarily catches the doctor’s eye with a look that seems to convey he considers Araminta’s question unreasonable. ‘I’ve no idea, madam. Didn’t Miss McKenzie appraise you of her wishes?’

The mistress stands up. ‘This is all my great aunt left? Nothing else?’

‘Hardly,’ the solicitor objects. ‘In the lady’s will you’re endowed with this house, its contents and a portfolio of investments that bear, as I understand it, an excellent income.’

Araminta’s eyes flash around the room, then back to the key in her hand. ‘I see,’ she says. ‘But no instructions?’

‘She left small gifts to the staff, but I can see to those,’ Drummond says. ‘You may dispatch the rest of the property as you wish. If you’d like to sell the house or rent it, I can organise to do so. It’s worth a tidy sum. East–west outlooks are less interesting, having no view of the castle or over the firth, and being on this steep a slope makes the property less attractive, but still, Glenfinlas Street occupies an excellent position in the town.’

Araminta looks round the room. This place is not her place, nor these things her things, but they are imbued with Great Aunt Eilidh, who embodied the promise of something she’s not yet ready to let go.

‘Do you have friends or acquaintances you’d like us to send for, Mrs Moore?’ the doctor cuts in.

Araminta shakes her head. ‘I arrived not three hours since, gentlemen. I know nobody in Edinburgh.’

Both men seem taken aback. Edinburgh is at the centre of European culture and society. To know no one in the capital seems not only unlikely, but worse, hopelessly provincial. ‘Nobody at all?’ the lawyer asks.

Araminta confirms it.

‘Well,’ the doctor lets out. ‘For heaven’s sake.’

The men hover uncomfortably until the mistress takes control. ‘I’d like to lie down,’ she announces, ringing the bell. The doctor and the lawyer appear relieved. Both promise to call the next day. Brodie appears and herds the men away. But Araminta McKenzie Moore does not lie down, instead she goes to the window and watches them leave, the doctor on foot and the lawyer mounted on a fine bay with a good saddle, his attaché case belted to the pommel.

Eleanor appears in the doorway. ‘My condolences, madam,’ she gets out.

Araminta turns. ‘Thank you, Eleanor. I didn’t know my great aunt but nonetheless I do feel . . .’ She does not finish the sentence. It’s a bad habit she is falling into. ‘Wait while I write to my husband and you can have the note sent.’

Araminta rattles about a desk next to the bookshelves, finding what she needs. She writes a few lines to Johnathan, dipping the pen in the inkwell. The words flow with unexpected emotion. I arrived a mere hour before Aunt Eilidh’s death. I feel I did not have long enough with her. There are portraits here of my forebears. I don’t know their names. She signs the note affectionately and seals the envelope with a stick of green wax from the drawer. When she can find nothing with which to brand the slick pool, she uses the bottom of the inkwell. Then her shoulders fold and she starts to cry.

‘Oh, madam.’ Eleanor lays a hand on her mistress’s arm. She feels guilty knowing she’ll relate this to Mr McGhie. She’ll leave out the tears, she thinks. That’s private.

‘We need not fully unpack,’ Araminta sniffs. ‘I don’t expect we’ll be here more than a few days. I need to organise Aunt Eilidh’s funeral and make some practical arrangements.’ She hands over the missive. ‘Send up Brodie, would you? It’ll save me ringing.’

Eleanor’s brow creases. Her eyes fall to the key which Araminta has laid on the blotting paper. She thinks if it unlocked something in the house, Miss McKenzie would surely not have entrusted it to a solicitor. Therefore, it must be for another place that she meant to tell the mistress about. Eleanor cannot think of a reason to pick it up so she takes off to find the butler.

Brodie comes straight away and suggests Scotch broth and brandy for the mistress’s nerves but Araminta bats the idea off with the same disinterest she did the strange, green medicine. She takes his advice, however, in the matter of her aunt’s funeral. ‘St Cuthbert’s on the far side of Princes Street,’ he says. ‘Not St John’s. Your aunt attended both churches and the High Kirk at St Giles’ on holy days. But St Cuthbert’s was her favourite.’

‘And not . . .’ Araminta gestures further up the road towards Charlotte Square where an imposing church sits in pole position on the west side of the gardens.

‘St George’s, madam?’

‘Yes. St George’s.’

‘Your aunt had not attended that church in many years.’

‘I see. Do we have a family plot at St Cuthbert’s?’ Araminta checks. She feels sheepish not knowing.

‘I think not, madam.’

‘Did you ever meet anyone else in my family, Brodie? Other than my aunt?’

‘Yes. Her sister, but she left us many years ago. Your aunt was a sociable lady and well connected in society. The McKenzies were famed for their dinner parties. They invited only the cream of Edinburgh. There were always games. Puzzles, I mean. I cannot recall an occasion on which a member of the family called upon Mistress McKenzie, not in the twenty years I’ve worked here.’

‘I’m the only one,’ Araminta lets out. She wishes that Johnathan had come. She knew Aunt Eilidh would die, of course, from the moment she embarked. That was the point. But still, it was so sudden.

‘The maids can prepare your aunt for burial,’ Brodie continues. ‘I’ve notified the undertaker that the coffin she ordered should be delivered.’

Araminta smiles. This was highly organised of Great Aunt Eilidh; telling of her practical personality.

‘And the burial?’ she asks.

‘I’ll have a message sent to the church. Might you have specific wishes?’

‘Whatever she would have liked,’ Araminta sighs. ‘Perhaps she already told the minister.’

‘Yes, madam.’

‘I’m only sorry that I didn’t know her better.’

‘It’s been a cruel blow,’ Brodie agrees, and Araminta feels these words not only as a condolence but also a judgement. She should have been quicker.

‘I didn’t even know I had a great aunt,’ she says. ‘Not until I got her letter.’

Outside, the sky is beginning to darken as if Edinburgh were in mourning. Brodie takes his leave.

Araminta sits on the yellow sopha and watches the light dim. Before it falls to complete blackness there’s a brief interlude of illuminated royal blue streaked with shadowy clouds; a mackerel sky. A lamplighter, muffled in layers of knitted wool, makes his way round Charlotte Square kindling the gas lamps, and suddenly Araminta understands why the drawing room is decorated in yellow, for it feels unaccountably cosy by firelight.

She gets up and sets flame to a few candles and a small oil lamp on the desk. This prompts her to check the drawers. Underneath the sheaf of good writing paper and everything needed to use it, she finds a small leather-bound address book which she starts to read. Almost immediately she is surprised to find the name of the headmistress of the school she attended in London, Mrs Archer, and the address on Manchester Square. Mary-le-Bone NOT Mary-le-Bow, someone has scrawled underneath. Someone who does not know London, for the two churches are not close in anything other than name and there is no Manchester Square in the East End. ‘How odd,’ Araminta muses, and sets to searching the rest of the room, coming quickly across a document box on a low bookshelf. Inside, there’s a sheaf of receipts from booksellers and letters, faded with age. Three, tied with a dark-brown ribbon are love letters from a young man, desperate for Great Aunt Eilidh to return his affection. These are dated August 1798. Then another two undated letters in a different hand from another man, wanting the same. Eilidh might have married then, which means she was a spinster by choice. The other letters in the box are from Mrs Archer. Araminta kneels on the patterned carpet to read them. Araminta is progressing well in Latin and mathematics. Miss Cooper, her tutor, says she is a regular Miss Sommerville who takes an interest in a variety of natural sciences and algebra as well as history and the classics. (These last two subjects are underlined.) She is a healthy, sensible girl who is well-liked by her classmates. Araminta laughs, shocked, and opens another. Last month the girls visited the gallery of royal paintings at Southwark. Araminta greatly enjoyed this outing. She is well, Miss McKenzie, and will go to a friend’s for Christmas this year, outside town at Richmond. The letter is undated but Araminta knows the year. It’s the Christmas she met Johnathan, her last as a pupil at Manchester Square.

She pours a small glass of sherry from one of Great Aunt Eilidh’s decanters which, she notices, are filled to entirely different levels. Why did Eilidh never write, never visit nor issue an invitation? After she had matriculated Araminta went to stay with friends as a paying guest because she had no family. She resided in Kensington for almost two years. Yet she could have come here, to Edinburgh, to this large, well-proportioned townhouse. If Aunt Eilidh cared about her enough to be in regular correspondence with Mrs Archer and, indeed, keep the letters, why did she not make herself known?

She slips the key from her pocket onto her palm. She feels intrigued; a surprising sensation which she’s not experienced for a long time. She wonders if she’ll sleep tonight, still pondering Great Aunt Eilidh’s behaviour. There’s a knock on the drawing room door and Eleanor puts her head round.

‘They say you don’t want dinner, madam?’

Araminta smells the sherry’s sweetness rising from the little glass on the side and concludes that she’s hungry. ‘Perhaps a plate of soup. Bread with butter. On a tray in here,’ she decides. She doesn’t want to sit in the dining room alone.

Eleanor’s eyes fall to the papers scattered on the floor. ‘Would you like me to tidy your things?’ she asks, knowing she has no way to ascertain what the papers refer to.

‘It’s fine.’ Araminta waves a hand. After almost three years of insisting everything is properly tidied away, something has loosened inside her, easy as an old ribbon off a bundle of letters. With a shrug Eleanor departs to deliver the news about the soup. She has plenty to relay to Mr McGhie tomorrow. And if there’s any hint that the gentleman is planning a robbery, she’s decided that shillings or no shillings, she won’t visit him any longer.


Chapter Four

The following morning sixteen calling cards are handed to Brodie across the threshold between the hours of eleven and midday. Araminta sorts through them on a silver tray. Reading the names conjures a picture of her great aunt’s social life. Mrs Robertson. Mr Iain Hall. Miss Angela Donohue. Lady Wemyss. Lady Stair. Mr James McDonald. Were these people guests at her aunt’s famous dinner parties? In the normal run, she’d return her own card and introductions would be made, but that seems wrong in mourning. She’s not sure what to do, and among the many books on Great Aunt Eilidh’s shelves is a startling lack of tomes on the subjects of etiquette and domestic management. No Rundell at all.

Eleanor helped her mistress dress this morning in a black, woollen frock with blousy shoulder puffs. It’s clasped at the waist by a wide belt of buttery leather with an ornate silver buckle. This mourning dress provokes Araminta to feel the loss of the old lady more keenly. A single conversation and the striking memory of Great Aunt Eilidh descending from the library ladder in her bright outfit feels too little by way of remembrance. Araminta wonders again why her father arranged for her to go to school in London. There must be educational establishments for young ladies in Scotland.

After a heartier breakfast than she expected to be able for, Araminta retires to the drawing room where she sits under the gaze of several generations of grand-looking McKenzies. She wonders what Great Aunt Eilidh meant when she said she’d tell her everything. Was she going to relate her mother’s favourite dish or describe her childhood home? Araminta can’t recall crying when Mama died. She was little more than an infant, and she doubts she understood what had happened. But this morning she woke in tears, because she has lost her great aunt, and so much more besides.

Brodie has distributed black armbands among the staff and Eleanor has put one over the sleeve of her plain, apricot dress. Araminta notices the girl seems on edge and concludes that death makes people uncomfortable. Mr Drummond, the solicitor, visited this morning, the only one to be admitted. He said he’d arrange a notice in the local broadsheet for the funeral has been set for two days hence. Araminta asked him again about the key. He turned it over in his hand for some time. ‘It’s hard to say what it might fit. Small for a door but perhaps a cupboard,’ he suggested. There are no locked cupboards in the house or in the mews on Charlotte Place behind it, where Great Aunt Eilidh stabled two horses and a carriage and where the coachman sleeps in the eaves. Before lunch, Araminta summons Brodie.

‘Do you recognise this?’ she asks.

Brodie squints at the key. He asks to be excused and then upon his return, having donned a pair of spectacles, examines it carefully. ‘I’ve never seen it before. I’ve a fancy it might have something to do with the bank, Mrs Moore.’

Araminta brightens. ‘The bank,’ she repeats.

Brodie points out a tiny stamp inside the loop. ‘That’s the St Andrew’s cross,’ he says. ‘It’s on a shield – the same as the crest outside the new bank. The Royal Bank of Scotland on Princes Street. The premises moved recently from the old Exchequer on the High Street. Your aunt occasionally did business at that bank, and on the side of the key, here at the bottom there are three bumps that are too small, I should think, to have anything to do with the mechanism. I wonder if they might identify the key to the teller.’

Araminta squints. The imprint is tiny. She took it as a hallmark. ‘Thank you, Brodie,’ she says. ‘I’ll need my coat.’

The bank is three blocks along; opposite the castle. Edinburgh is busy. Smartly dressed people bustle along the flagstones. Araminta passes a group of gentlemen speaking Italian. Hesitating at the entrance, she decides that as well as the Cairngorm, she will procure samples of the volcanic rock upon which the castle is built for Johnathan’s collection. And perhaps, she thinks, she won’t tell him that she has come to a place of business on her own, the day after Aunt Eilidh died, out of nothing more than curiosity. She suddenly feels the thrill of a new kind of freedom, for her husband need never know. Her neighbours will not have the opportunity to judge. Not in Richmond, in any case. It’s been a long time since she’s had anything to see to other than soft furnishings and decisions about what to serve for dinner. Now perhaps for the first time in her life, she’s completely free to follow her own inclination. It feels good.

Inside, the banking hall smells of fresh paint. Looking up, she’s impressed by the high ceiling with its ornate cornicing, and looking down, by evenly spaced fireplaces, efficiently stoked. This place has the bustle of a well-run kitchen. Several clerks are busy behind the counter. A customer in a chocolate-brown suit laughs too loudly at a joke that the bank employee serving him doesn’t share. Araminta approaches a thin, dark-eyed young man at a desk earnestly organising gold sovereigns into a leather holder. ‘I wonder if you might be able to help me?’ She withdraws the key from her reticule.

The clerk nods and Araminta feels a shard of excitement. ‘I need to fetch a manager,’ he says and disappears.

Presently, he returns in the company of an older, plumper fellow in a dapper black suit who looks her up and down in an unsubtle fashion, taking in her mourning dress and making judgement upon its quality. ‘Yes, madam?’ he says, his voice so plummy that she wonders if he’s playacting. ‘I’m Mr Stoddart, the floor manager.’

Araminta extends her gloved hand. ‘My name is Mrs Moore of Richmond,’ she announces. ‘I’m the great niece of Miss Eilidh McKenzie who I believe was a customer here. I’m the heir, in fact, to her townhouse on Glenfinlas Street. My great aunt’s solicitor, Mr Drummond, gave me this key.’

Mr Stoddart regards the key. ‘Would you like to open the box?’ he asks, as if annoyed by Araminta’s lengthy explanation.

‘Box?’

‘Yes, Mrs Moore. The key is for a deposit box. I know your great aunt. A most august lady. Do I take it that you have been sadly bereaved? That Miss McKenzie has left us?’

Araminta nods.

‘My deepest condolences, madam.’ Mr Stoddart bows in a flowery fashion. ‘Please follow me.’

Araminta has never visited a bank. Johnathan sees to their finances, bringing home purses of cash to furnish her quarterly allowance. When she goes shopping and does not have immediate funds, she simply asks for a bill to be sent to her husband. Here, she finds the gentle drumming of papers being stamped surprisingly soothing. Mr Stoddart withdraws a ring of keys from his waistcoat and opens a door into an octagonal hallway with a stair leading off it, at the top of which a watchman sits on a sturdy leather-bound chair. The man springs to his feet.

‘Sir,’ he says.

Stoddart does not respond, only continues downstairs, unlocking another door at the bottom. Inside, the room is light for what must be a basement, though the windows are barred. ‘Please, Mrs Moore.’ Stoddart indicates a mahogany chair at a well-burnished table. As she sits, he disappears from the room and then returns with a metal strongbox. He holds out his hand and Araminta gives him the key, which he turns in the lock without opening the lid.

‘I shall afford you privacy, madam.’

‘And this box is my aunt’s?’

‘The box is the property of the Royal Bank of Scotland,’ Stoddart replies tartly. ‘Your aunt and, indeed, now you, may keep whatever you wish in it, upon payment of the annual fee.’

He closes the door behind him and Araminta pauses before opening the lid. She’s not sure what she expects to find inside. A personal note or a diamond tiara. She takes a deep breath. In the event, there is only a small curl of cloth folded at the bottom; blue and green tartan. The edges are frayed and the shape uneven. She shakes it in case she’s missed something wrapped for safe-keeping. But there’s nothing. Just this tattered old rag, slightly larger than a handkerchief. Peering, she realises there are two small dots embroidered on it. Perhaps, she thinks, moths necessitated a repair. She checks the empty box again, wondering how much the annual fee comes to. A wave of frustration is followed by a wave of anger. What on earth was Great Aunt Eilidh playing at? One might have expected a cache of diamonds after the drama of the velvet-lined box and the secret key. The old woman’s mind must have been failing, she thinks, as she folds the uneven scrap into the pocket of her mourning dress and goes to the door. Mr Stoddart is waiting in the hallway.

‘I shan’t require to keep the box,’ she says. ‘Thank you.’

‘The Royal Bank is happy to be of service,’ Stoddart replies, leading her back upstairs.

Outside, rain has started to spit, and it builds to a torrent that drums wildly on the flagstones as she makes her way home. Brodie fetches her across the pavement holding up a red Hanway with an ebony handle. It must have belonged to Aunt Eilidh, like everything else.

‘I’ll lie down,’ she says, as he takes her sodden things.

She climbs the stairs to find Eleanor in the bedroom.

‘Are you all right, madam?’ Eleanor asks, offering a cotton cloth to dry her mistress’s face.

‘I feel tired is all,’ Araminta replies. ‘Leave your work. I need quiet.’

‘Can I help?’

‘Just go.’

Eleanor disappears as if she’s evaporated and Araminta turns down the coverlet and kicks off her shoes, slipping out of her wide, hooped petticoats but leaving her dress on for the covered buttons are too fiddly. She decides not to examine the tartan cloth further. Perhaps if she sleeps, something will occur to her. She pulls the curtains and shifts the woollen pillow at the head of the bed. Then, in the papery yellow light, on the thick linen bedsheet she sees a folded piece of paper. There’s something of the love note about it. It wasn’t there last night when she went to bed, nor this morning when Eleanor came to wake her. Araminta glances over her shoulder, then unfolds it. Mrs Moore, it says, the words written with clear penmanship. If you will come alone to the crypt of St Andrew’s Church on the Cowgate this evening at six of the clock you will learn something to your advantage. Tell nobody. Make sure you are not followed for there is always danger. It’s signed A supporter of the McKenzie women.

Araminta sinks onto the edge of the mattress and reads the note three times. Everything in Edinburgh seems so dramatic. Why didn’t Aunt Eilidh simply leave a list of whatever she wanted Araminta to see to? Why doesn’t this person call to the house and explain whatever’s on their mind? She sighs, realising that she’s now too intrigued to sleep. She slips on her shoes again and creeps down to the drawing room, the hem of her dress trailing down the stairs. There’s a large collection of maps on the shelves, from an atlas of the world to a plan of Edinburgh’s New Town. Unable to find the Cowgate upon the latter, she moves to a map of the Old Town. She recalls this is an area Colonel Fraser warned her against in one of his many diatribes on the ship. The site of pickpocketing Highlanders, he said. Methodically, she searches the nest of lanes around the High Street and quickly finds the Cowgate and St Andrew’s Church. She’s certain that it’s inadvisable for a lady to venture further south than Princes Street, never mind in the hours of darkness and certainly not alone. She drops into one of the yellow armchairs. Why the McKenzie women, she wonders. What of the McKenzie men?

In the hallway she hears footsteps, and a flash of pale apricot passes the doorway.

‘Eleanor,’ she calls.

The maid’s nose is pink from the cold and her boots are wet.

‘You went out?’

Eleanor pauses. ‘Yes, ma’am.’ There’s no point in denying it. ‘I went to look at the castle. I’ve never seen a castle before.’ The lie trips easily off the maid’s tongue.

‘The rock’s volcanic,’ Araminta says. ‘This city was built on an ancient volcano. We’re in no danger whatsoever now, though,’ she adds.

‘Can I fetch you something, madam?’ the maid enquires. There’s little for her to do here, unlike in Richmond where, when she’s excused from seeing to the mistress’s wardrobe, Eleanor arranges flowers for the bedrooms.

Araminta turns down the girl’s offer with a shake of her head. She’s become distant, she realises, in this strange grief. She’s changing. ‘Did you see the colonel?’ she checks.

‘No, madam. I viewed the castle from Princes Street.’

Araminta believes her. Perhaps in other circumstances she’d notice that the girl is shifty about something. As a schoolgirl she enjoyed a good puzzle.

Araminta stretches out on the old sopha and pulls an Indian cashmere stole from the back of one of the chairs to use as a cover. Before she knows it, she’s fallen asleep, into a fretful set of dreams where a tiger mauls a man in a kilt and she’s chasing Aunt Eilidh down a crowded, nameless street. She’s woken by a clock striking five. Outside it’s dark. The fire has dampened. With an unaccustomed sting of excitement, she realises she has an hour to get to the Cowgate and find the church.


Chapter Five

Araminta is no fool. She knows that the butler will try to stop her or at least insist on sending Douglas to keep her safe. So she makes it known that despite the time of day she intends to speak to Miss McKenzie’s solicitor and orders the carriage. She dons her thickest woollen stockings and packs her reticule, hiding it inside her coat. Once she’s inside the cab, she instructs the coachman to St Giles’ High Kirk and says she wishes to pray. The man’s eyes flick to the house, where no doubt Brodie would have well-considered advice about this decision. ‘The cathedral’s doors are open in the hours of darkness are they not?’ she checks. The man nods. St Giles’, like every respectable high church, is always open. ‘Well then,’ Araminta says, ‘you must take me.’

The city has a glassy glamour at night, the candle-lit windows of the New Town casting softly onto the shadowy trees. The carriage heaves as it turns up the Mound, the road less even than the New Town thoroughfares, which are paved meticulously with thick stone setts. Above, Edinburgh Castle looks menacing with flaming torches on the battlements, that remind Araminta of the Scottish novels she has enjoyed – Scott’s Ivanhoe and The Bride of Lammermuir read over and over.

At the top of the hill, the coach turns down the High Street and pulls off the main drag onto the new paving at Parliament Square. Ahead, the cathedral looms darkly. The driver hands her down at the wide, worn steps where John Knox, Edinburgh’s firebrand preacher, once came and went. ‘I’ll be some time,’ Araminta says. ‘I don’t want to rush my devotions.’ She feels foolish lying, but she doesn’t want the man looking for her if this takes a while. The night air nips her cheek. She understands Colonel Fraser’s reservations. This part of the city feels further than the few minutes she has travelled in the cab. It’s as though she’s shifted through time as much as space, but here she pulls in the reins of her imagination. She must remain rational. Glad of her dark mourning clothes, she enters the church. Inside, ahead of a bank of flickering candles, a scatter of women kneel praying, spaced unevenly along the pews. Smartly, as if she has every right, she turns towards the side entrance. She checks over her shoulder but the carriage driver has not followed and none of the praying women has so much as looked up. The iron handle creaks loudly as she slips outside once more into the stony darkness, this time on the other side of the building.

The New Town is spacious by comparison. Here, the black-walled closes are lit only by happenstance, not by design. Araminta swiftly bypasses the straggle of loitering beggars and makes her way towards the Parliament Stairs in the shadow of the new court building, taking care that her driver, sitting on the box smoking, does not notice. As she descends it smells like a sewer and she steels herself against the assault on her senses, intensified by the enclosed space. At the bottom she passes an ancient well-head and turns left, jumping as a gaggle of gentlemen students bursts out of a doorway in a raucous babble. Araminta dodges into a close and waits for them to pass. She recalls the map of the Old Town in Aunt Eilidh’s drawing room. She’s near, she tells herself, to the college’s quad, the medical school’s lecture rooms and the morgue. Places where no decent woman is welcome any more than here, on this vertiginous pend in the hours of darkness.

As she steps back onto the Cowgate, the sound of someone playing the fiddle wafts towards her. There’s a sliver of moon in the sky. A hawker selling oysters vies with another selling pies. Lamplight butters the windows of the public houses and brothels dotted between more respectable businesses and the decaying accommodation up the wynds on either side. A child runs past and shouts, ‘Mind Hingy’s Hoose, lady! He’ll come for ye.’ She cleaves to the uneven walls and, glad of her woollen stockings in the cold, keeps walking eastwards until she reaches St Andrew’s Kirk, marked by a peeling, painted sign. Here she discovers that the main double doors are locked; a clear indication of the area’s low society, lower than on the shabby High Street. There’s no light emanating from within, so she slips silently down the side of the building, the pathway barely wide enough to accommodate her skirts. Squinting, she searches out the dim glow of candlelight from the fanlight above the side door. She raps and waits. When there’s no answer she knocks again. Silence. Why, she wonders, has this person asked her to come if they aren’t going to be here? Perhaps there’s another way in at the rear, she thinks and walks up the passage, emerging into a graveyard that stretches up the steep hill behind. Glancing regretfully back towards the side door, she sets off through the graves as if tendrils of ivy are pulling her into the cemetery.

Almost immediately she hears the sound of an affray and glances round, her eyes getting used to the darkness. Heart pounding, she makes out two men kicking a figure on the ground. ‘Oi!’ she shouts, surprising herself. She should hide, of course. But what if the man who is down is badly injured? ‘Oi! What are you doing?’ One of the assailants runs off through the graves in a jumble of ragged clothes – a nimble if cowardly pauper. ‘Benny, come on,’ he shouts to his friend. But Benny is made of sterner stuff. He turns towards Araminta, his face so pale that it’s as good as a gas lamp in this darkness. ‘Bloody women,’ he sneers, and without warning he lands two staunch punches like pistons to her stomach. Araminta, shocked and winded, finds her reaction is immediate, if unexpected. She pulls out the tiny gun she stowed in her reticule and holds it up so he can see. ‘I’ll shoot you,’ she threatens steadily, the mother-of-pearl handle glowing in the dark. ‘Your friend had the right idea. You’d better run.’ The man puts his hands up. Araminta cocks the firing pin. ‘Go on,’ she says, hardly recognising the steel in her own voice. The man considers a moment. ‘Fuck you, lady,’ he sneers before taking off. Araminta watches as the ne’er-do-well trips over the wrought-iron surround of a burial plot and lets out a blasphemy, the last to be heard of the man.

She thinks she might be sick as she fumbles in the dark to help the injured party to their feet. ‘Here,’ she says, offering a hand. As the adrenaline subsides, the smell of the victim comes as a shock – a tang of stale sweat on well-worn clothes.

‘Thank you,’ says a female voice. ‘You’re Araminta? The McKenzie girl?’

Araminta’s blood runs cold. The two men might have been engaged in more than a robbery. ‘You’re a woman,’ she says, unnecessarily. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I think so,’ the woman replies. ‘You’re a quick thinker. I’d expect nothing less.’

She’s old. Araminta can make out that much. And the smell of her continues disarming. In addition to the sweat Araminta notes a pungent dash of onion on the woman’s breath. ‘I’m Winifred,’ she introduces herself. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have asked you to come alone.’

‘Plainly,’ Araminta says.

‘Involving others is dangerous,’ the old woman explains, as her mud-spattered wimple catches what little light there is.

‘You’re a nun,’ Araminta lets out.

The old woman chortles at this exclamation. ‘Sister Winifred,’ she confirms. ‘Come along.’ Limping, she leads Araminta back down the side of the church. She seems to have accepted the beating, making no fuss about it. Araminta’s stomach aches as the nun opens the side door with a key on the medieval chain at her waist. ‘They didn’t get the key, thank God.’ Her tone is gravelly, as she continues into a surprisingly comfortable room off a small vestibule. Inside, Sister Winifred lights several candles. The flames illuminate a stained-glass window – shards of saffron, ruby and emerald. The old nun smiles. Her teeth are a long way from pearls and her cheeks are not like roses, but her eyes sparkle as if she is a far younger woman – a startling, clear, pale blue. There’s something familiar about her.

Without asking what Araminta would prefer, Winifred pours dark, sticky sherry into two old glasses engraved with roses. Araminta secretes the muff gun and accepts the drink. Winifred raises her glass in a silent toast. ‘I hear the New Town is alight with change,’ she says and sinks onto a carved-oak chair. ‘I’ve not been in a long time.’

Araminta is not sure how to reply. The New Town is a mere mile away. She takes a sip which distracts her from the old woman’s odour, now contained by the walls of the office and growing stronger. Her hand is shaking but it seems churlish to point it out, as if she requires further thanks for saving the old nun who has, after all, received a worse beating. The sherry is sweet as frumarty. As it steadies her, Araminta realises she doesn’t regret the affray. She feels unexpectedly strong. Competent, even. She finishes the drink and puts the glass back on the tray.

‘A nun is an easy target,’ Sister Winifred carries on as she pours them each another dram. ‘But then, that’s rather the point, isn’t it? To hide in plain sight.’ She puts down the decanter and inspects the girl. ‘You were wise to dress as you have. Of course, a cross is a target too. Quite literally, the easiest target.’

‘This is mourning dress, Sister,’ Araminta says plainly.

‘Of course,’ the nun replies without offering any condolence. There’s no point in making a fuss about that, Araminta thinks. Still.

‘Are you attacked often, Sister?’ she enquires.

Winifred rolls her eyes. ‘Sometimes. Not often. The place. The times. They got away with two shillings. They’re not really dangerous and perhaps they needed it more than I do. Is this your first visit to Scotland, child?’

Araminta nods. ‘I’ve read a great deal of course. Robert Burns and Sir Walter Scott.’

Winifred snorts. ‘Burns will be in hell by now. He did nothing but seduce women, then abandon them. And as for Scott . . .’ She shudders.

‘A lothario?’ Araminta cannot believe it.

‘Oh no, dear. A crushing bore,’ Winifred says. ‘We knew each other since we were children. All those ridiculous characters.’ She puts on a strange, high voice. ‘I’m poor Meg Merilees, cross my palm and I’ll die happy . . . Charlie yet . . .’ such an awful death scene. They’re dreadful stories. No wonder he wrote the first ones anonymously. Still, he was a tolerable poet, I’d say. The great buffoon.’ She gives a gravelly laugh again and changes the subject. ‘I thought you might have need of me.’

Araminta shifts. She’s not religious though she attends church on Sundays. ‘I’m not in need of a confessor . . .’ she starts.

The smile that opens on Sister Winifred’s visage is warm as sunrise. She laughs again, this time like a far younger woman. ‘I’m not soliciting you for that. I was your mother’s aunt, girl.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘I cannot elaborate more clearly.’

Araminta thinks the old woman probably could, but won’t.

‘Life deals many hands. Some people suffer, some people benefit, but it must balance. All nature, all life is balance. That is God’s work. We must pay our debts. Your dear mother knew that. We hoped to have more time before we told you. We sought to spare you, Eilidh and I.’

Araminta feels a sudden surge of energy. She wonders if it’s the sherry. ‘If you’re my mother’s aunt, you’re Great Aunt Eilidh’s sister.’

Winifred grins. ‘I was Saoirse McKenzie, in my younger days. A long time ago. It’s strange to be the eldest and the last one left alive but people don’t go in the order they come and I’ve many more sisters now. Life is a messy business, but perhaps you haven’t realised that yet. Saoirse means freedom, but I became Winifred. I chose the name as a blessed reconciliation. A fresh start. Winifred means white; a blank page.’

‘You found God?’

‘God sheltered me, after all my sins.’ The old nun peers at Araminta as if she’s only now noticing her. ‘You, my dear, look exactly like your mother. Though somewhat paler. She was a marvellous woman. We had high hopes of her. From your performance outside, I see you’ve inherited the McKenzie pluck. That’ll be to the good. Where did you get the gun?’

‘It was a gift,’ Araminta says. ‘From my husband.’ It was a joke at the time. ‘A muff gun,’ Johnathan announced with delight when she opened the package. Araminta only fired it once, at an apple in the back garden. She didn’t miss and has eleven bullets left.

Winifred claps her hands. ‘You hadn’t married when I first joined the order. You were much younger, of course. Congratulations.’

Araminta’s mind is racing. She has a hundred questions about what happened between her great aunts, who clearly haven’t spoken for a decade, perhaps two. Winifred, she thinks, will be able to name the people in the portraits. Winifred knew her mother. It’s overwhelming to have her family history put within reach, snatched and then returned in so short a time.

‘Aunt Eilidh’s funeral is two days hence at St Cuthbert’s,’ she gets out. ‘The butler said it was her favourite church.’

The old nun makes a tutting sound. ‘My sister never took to church. A favourite indeed. Well, I shan’t attend. They will be watching.’

Araminta eyes the nun as if she might be mad. Who on earth declines to attend her own sister’s funeral? ‘Who’ll be watching?’ she manages.

‘She didn’t tell you anything, then?’

‘Aunt Eilidh died within an hour of my arrival.’

‘It’s just like her.’ Winifred does not sound the least bereaved. She’s more annoyed than anything else, as if her sister died on a whim. ‘Always rushing,’ she adds.

‘I’m here to close up the house,’ Araminta announces. ‘That’s why Aunt Eilidh summoned me. To wind up her estate. To bury her body and see to a gravestone. Please, I should like your assistance.’

‘Ha!’

‘What do you mean, aunt?’

‘Brodie could close up the house, don’t you think? He’s nothing if not efficient. Old Drummond, the dry stick, would have the papers in order inside a fortnight. That’s not why she called for you, girl. You’re here to do your duty.’

‘What duty is that?’ Araminta snaps. The old nun has provoked her temper.

Winifred’s eyes are likewise alight. ‘Don’t you know anything? Why, it’s preposterous . . .’

Araminta waits. But no more is forthcoming. ‘All this cloak and dagger . . .’ she says, getting to her feet. ‘It’s too much.’

Winifred reaches out. Her grasp locks round Araminta’s slender wrist.

‘I hoped Eilidh would have uncovered it by now and it wouldn’t be necessary for you to become involved. For me to come back . . .’

‘What are you talking about? I’ve come in good faith . . . But there are limits . . .’

Winifred lets go. Neither woman appears able to complete a sentence. Winifred, however, decides to try. She takes a deep breath.

‘The McKenzie women have had a duty these last two centuries. We have failed in it, though nobody knows.’ She puts her head to one side as if saying something so plainly has been a great shock. Her eyes narrow on her great niece as if she is assessing the state of her soul. ‘Nobody must ever know the shame of it. Perhaps you’re the one who can sort it out. Do you have daughters?’

Araminta shakes her head. Her stomach is churning. Winifred’s eyes move to the desk as if this will help her focus.

‘The men, of course, also failed in their task, but they made a virtue of it. Full of pomp and ceremony. Walter Scott and all his shenanigans. He’s dead now. Poor Charlotte before him.’

Araminta brushes her gloved palm down her skirt, as if trying to smooth out this knotty tale. The old nun is crazy. ‘I have to get back,’ she says, taking a step away.

As she does so, Winifred notices the flash of tartan in Araminta’s pocket and, suddenly nimble-fingered, pulls it out.

‘You can have that if you like,’ Araminta offers.

‘Clever. Very clever,’ Winifred says with delight. ‘My sister left you this?’

‘In a safety deposit box at the bank.’

The old woman’s fingers flex, then she smooths the tattered fabric on the desktop. ‘So you have the map then?’

‘It’s just an old piece of cloth.’

Winifred lets out a loud tutting sound. ‘It most certainly is not. This, my dear, is everything. It’s of the Carmichael thread. The tartan of the dress the Bonnie Prince wore when he escaped.’ She begins to sing, her voice wavering. ‘Speed bonnie boat, like a bird on the wing . . .’

‘It’s a map of Skye?’ Araminta squints, trying to make sense of the tartan grid. Skye was the site of the prince’s much-famed escape with Flora MacDonald, the fleeing, would-be monarch disguised as Flora’s maid. That and Sir Walter Scott’s depiction of the young prince in Waverley is, she realises, the sum of her knowledge of the business.

‘Skye? I shouldn’t think so,’ Winifred exclaims. ‘This piece of tartan will correspond to a map drawn in 1746. The year of the Battle of Culloden, which Charles Edward Stuart lost directly before he wore this tartan in the form of a gown. It’s a clue, my dear. I hope you like puzzles for there will be more of them. This clout’, she says, lifting it, ‘is a message. Perhaps Eilidh did well after all. I wonder how far she got.’

Araminta lets out a sigh.

‘I can see you’re going to need help,’ Winifred continues. ‘Really, don’t you know anything? We told them to educate you.’

Araminta shakes her head dolefully.

The nun thrusts the piece of material back into her hand. ‘Find the map. It’ll be in Eilidh’s library. Whatever it depicts, it will have been drawn in 1746.’

‘But if Aunt Eilidh had it why didn’t she . . . ?’

‘I’ve no idea. She surely must have meant to but then, she died, didn’t she?’ Winifred sighs as if her sister’s demise was wilful. ‘I expect stowing this was an insurance of sorts. In case her death happened too soon.’

‘Aunt Winifred, why don’t you come with me? I’ve a carriage at St Giles’ to drive us home. I’ve a great many questions.’

Winifred stands. ‘I’ll never set foot in that house again. Find what I’ve told you to and I’ll help you get the hang of it. I left Eilidh behind, after all.’ She walks to the door and turns the handle. A snowy gust of evening air leaks into the church. ‘Go on,’ she adds. ‘And for heaven’s sake, be careful, child.’

Araminta leaves the church a different woman from the one who arrived. For years she’s been restrained by teachers, by her position, by other people’s expectations. Now, here, perhaps for the first time in her life she’s free to follow her own judgement. She recalls Johnathan’s words. An adventure, indeed. It’s clear that she comes from a family peopled by eccentric and interesting women. She smiles thinking of the old nun as she turns westwards along the cobbled highway in the dark. Then she smiles again, remembering how the pistol felt in her hand. The man retreating up the hill. There’s something satisfying about Edinburgh. She almost feels guilty.


Chapter Six

While Araminta McKenzie Moore sneaks round the Old Town, Brodie cuts out of the McKenzie townhouse at the rear, across the small square of garden and into the back lane. The steep path into the Dean Village is a mere five minutes away, but beyond the paved byway is a world apart. James Craig’s celebrated plan for Edinburgh was made solely for the benefit of the toffs with few allowances for the needs of working men and women – public houses and the like. On their days off the household staff of Edinburgh’s grand townhouses must look further afield to fulfil their pleasures. Some of the needs of ordinary life remain available in the Old Town but many prefer not to return across the old loch and to look instead to the new fringes of the capital. Along the frozen, muddy path beside the Water of Leith, before the oat fields and orchards open out, ramshackle buildings have sprung up along the steep-sided valley. Brodie’s tastes don’t run to what’s on offer at the whorehouses but he likes a pint of purl at Mrs Hamilton’s, and once a week, he visits Old Mill Yard where at night sacks of sand are hoisted on the rafters so men can train in pugilism. On Sundays after dark, bare-knuckle fights are held beneath the flaming torches mounted on these walls. The matches are attended by footmen and valets on their monthly day off, carriage men, blacksmiths, shop boys and other workaday fellows as well as a smattering of the more adventurous sons of the New Town’s elite. It’s an extra bit of business for the family who own the place, and Mrs Hamilton sends along a couple of barrels and everyone is happy for they all make a profit.

Brodie ignores the rats along the river. He slips a tuppence to the lad minding the yard door and cuts inside. Taking off his greatcoat and hat you’d never guess he was a butler for one of the country’s oldest families for he changed before he left his quarters into a plain knitted semmit with canvas britches. With little ado, he squares up to the bag of sand and pummels it hard. Brodie has been asked to fight in the barrel-sided ring several times. His height is impressive and over the years he’s developed excellent technique despite his advancing years. But he always refuses. A butler cannot present the next day with a black eye or swollen jaw. Still, the exercise is most welcome. Today, he lays into the sandbag with such gusto that he bruises his knuckles and will have to wear white gloves the next day about the house.

A boy, similar in appearance to the lad on the door, comes round with a bucket of water drawn from the river. Brodie pulls another coin from his britches and the child disappears to fetch a horn cup of something stronger: Mrs Hamilton’s world-renowned ale. At least that’s what she calls it.

‘You all right, sir?’ the child enquires, as Brodie drains the cup.

The butler nods curtly and returns to pummelling the sandbag, a greying ginger lock flopping over his brow. After a good twenty minutes he’s out of breath, a dark slick down his back. Another fellow vomits in the corner, having over-exerted himself, or drunk too much, or both. Brodie puts on his outerwear and heads east to Mrs Hamilton’s establishment where he orders a beef and oyster pie. In the low light of the tallow lamps the hubbub is gentle tonight, a mixture of Scots and Gaelic, even a little English here and there.

‘Cillian,’ Mrs Hamilton greets him, bringing the food.

‘Ina,’ Brodie acknowledges her.

‘I was sorry to hear about Mistress McKenzie,’ Mrs Hamilton says. ‘You’ve bided there a long time.’

Brodie suddenly finds he can hold his grief no longer. There’s something about being here, among his own people, the closest he has to a home. He puts up his bloodied hands to cover his face and starts to cry, shame pumping through him at this loss of control. He’s no butler in these parts. Mrs Hamilton passes a motherly hand round his shoulder. ‘Now, now,’ she says. ‘I’m sure the family will want to keep you on.’

But Cillian Brodie doesn’t care about that, for he has lost the love of his life. He adored Eilidh McKenzie from the moment she recruited him over twenty years before, when she was in her fifth decade and he only beginning his fourth. She asked him where he came from and when he said Perthshire she spoke softly, in Gaelic, and he replied the same. The Perthshire dialect became their secret language. Later, the sisters fell out and Saoirse McKenzie entered the nunnery because the women discovered that Cillian Brodie loved Saoirse McKenzie too. It had never been his intention, but the McKenzie women were two sides of the same coin, one that Brodie had flipped in the air and caught in his hand over and over for almost a decade. Heads and tails.

He knows it might seem like he was some manner of merry friar, taking advantage of one woman and then another, but that was not the case. He genuinely loved the McKenzie sisters, neither woman truly available to him. To Brodie, there’s never been a limit to love. One woman did not diminish his feelings for the other. He was open with each sister about how he felt about her, but deadly discreet about his feelings towards the other. When he was with Eilidh he was hers entirely, when he was with Saoirse, the same. Some nights he went from one suite to the other, neither sister the wiser until Eilidh found a stupid billet doux her sister had left for her lover. Butler by day, she’d teased him. That was all it took.

He should have been the one to leave, but the mixture of fury and shame was an unsettling cocktail that inebriated the household for about a month, during which all conversation was suspended. He’d pass one silent sister in the hallway or bring up a card to announce a guest and not once did any of them break the circle of discretion they had, after all, created. It was too shameful. The sisters, it turned out, were jealous, and in the end, it pulled all three of them in too many directions. Saoirse broke it. She entered the nunnery at Sciennes with the help of the minister at St George’s who provided a carriage and an introduction. Eilidh was shocked. Her sister had abandoned the family duty – everything they’d been brought up to honour. Saoirse wasn’t even that devout, Eilidh raged furiously as she paced the drawing room the day the news came. Her sister had attended church regularly of course, but only as a way to reflect. To think. And to see other people. She was never religious in her habits. Not really. But that wasn’t why she left. Saoirse’s decision did not entirely surprise Brodie, for she’d confessed to him many times her admiration for the convent on Holyrood Road to which she occasionally made charitable donations. ‘Another kind of duty,’ she called it. Helping people. Poor folk.

Incandescent at being abandoned, Eilidh summoned the poor minister and gave him a dressing down. She strode about the drawing room, cursing her sister. Sharing a lover was one thing, but Saoirse leaving her to bear the brunt alone was quite another.

Brodie wanted to reach out, to heal his mistress’s wrath. He bided his time. And slowly, his need to win her back became a further devotion. He worried that she’d employ a housekeeper and a ladies’ maid, the absence of which had made their long affair easy, but number four Glenfinlas Street continued to be run by Brodie with the help of two housemaids, Cook, a grubby kitchen girl, Douglas and the coachman. Now and then Eilidh still let him visit her at night, but she would not take his hand to descend from the carriage. For years now, more than anything, he’d wanted her to say his name as she used to, a plaintive ‘Cillie,’ whispered in his ear, breaking the rule of the house that a butler is known by his surname. His name never crossed her lips again.

Now, weeping openly at Mrs Hamilton’s he remembers Eilidh as he knew her two decades before. Younger and pink-cheeked in her blood-red dresses, taking his hand. Letting him help. The blossomy scent of her perfume. The swish of rosy fabric as she passed. Her elegant, flame-red silhouette up and down the stairs. The day she’d held his gaze too long and he first kissed her with his heart pounding, in case he’d misjudged her interest.

‘I’m sorry,’ he apologised.

But she’d only laughed. She was, he remembers thinking, as scarlet as she appeared. Warm, passionate and haughty. The word mistress in this context is usually meant a different way but she was Brodie’s mistress in all senses. He wonders if he’ll miss her like this every day for the rest of his life.

Mrs Hamilton opens the door of the newly instituted snug and guides him through. A fresh cup of ale and the pie appear before him as he gathers his emotions, brushing the errant lock of greying hair from his face. Across the partition, a fiddler plays a familiar strathspey. Time seems to concertina and he’s at once a child at the cottage where he grew up; a young man with a footman’s position on an estate south of the city and a lover, creeping out of his mistress’s New Town bedroom in the early hours. She’s gone, his scarlet siren. In the old songs, bereaved lovers take to sea. The idea of becoming a sailor, however, is so ridiculous that it makes Cillian Brodie smile. He will stay, he knows, to help Mrs Moore, who in his estimation is nothing like as great a lady as her great aunt. Once he’s dispatched this duty, he’ll retire. He has more than enough saved to take him home to Kinross, where his sister married the village baker and a different kind of life beckons – a but-and-ben and a daily dook in Loch Leven. Today, Drummond the solicitor contacted him for Eilidh bequeathed Brodie an edition of Robert Burns’ poetry bound in Moroccan red leather. When he opened it, he found that she’d doodled round each of the love poems in Gaelic. My pale-eyed lover, how I will miss you even from the grave. It’ll take a good few weeks to take it in. The things she couldn’t say in life. No wonder he’d wanted to pound a sandbag.

Now he finishes the pie and the beer and rises to put on his coat and hat and walk back to Glenfinlas Street. Mrs Moore will soon be home from her visit to the lawyer. He feels better for the hour he’s had away. Turning off Queensferry Street at Charlotte Place he spots an unfamiliar carriage and the mistress’s maid, Eleanor Thrale cutting up the side of St George’s. He doesn’t call out for he wouldn’t like the girl to see him dressed like this. Brodie never appears to the household staff anything less than dapper. ‘I better watch that one. She has a fancy man already,’ he thinks, noting that she didn’t seem like that kind of girl. He’s not, he knows, in a position to judge. Then he takes the back route through the garden gate and into his room to get changed.


Chapter Seven

Eleanor knows there are changes afoot. For a start, Araminta McKenzie Moore is in the habit of going to bed at ten of the clock. She’s done so nightly since Eleanor first started in her service, so the change in the mistress’s routine is quite a turn up. Extra candles require to be brought to the drawing room and the fire stoked. Brodie offers the lady a nightcap at midnight. She waves him off, then calls him back, demanding a ham sandwich. Cook, at the end of her tether for she has been up since six, has no ham in the larder for the late Miss McKenzie had not touched a slice of meat for the last five years and in the kitchen hogget stew is preferred. Luckily, however, the household has a long association with a residence on Moray Place where the housekeeper has an unrequited fondness for Mr Brodie and where Cook once shared a receipt for lemon marmalade when a sufficiency of the fruit arrived at Leith docks in the dead of winter and caused culinary excitement about the town. An urgent message is sent. This results in half a dozen slices of ham wrapped in waxed paper, with a glass jar of chutney. At one of the clock, her sandwich eaten, Araminta dismisses Brodie and sends Eleanor to bed, but Eleanor is, firstly, so curious and, secondly, so concerned for her mistress that she waits up, dozing fitfully in the hallway on an ancient carved chair next to the wrought-iron butler’s tray.

In the morning the embers glow in the grate, the candles have burned down and Eleanor finds Mrs Moore asleep on the sopha amid a messy scatter of open books and unfolded papers. The air smells of cigar smoke for at three in the morning Araminta came across Great Aunt Eilidh’s cedarwood box of Cuban cigars and a smart, Venetian glass ashtray. Now she regrets lighting up, her head muddled by lack of sleep and copious nicotine from which her mouth is horribly dry. Brodie discreetly opens one of the windows and has the housemaid stoke the fire.

Eleanor brings breakfast on a tray – two boiled eggs with buttered toast, a saucer of Cook’s famous marmalade and a dainty silver pot of tea, with the cup and saucer her great aunt preferred – Wedgewood creamware, now rather old.

‘Madam, is everything all right?’ Eleanor asks, not for the benefit of the gentlemen but because she is concerned.

Araminta hesitates. A lot has transpired over the last two days and it feels as if she’s evolved to meet her new circumstances. This is a process in which she’s become, somehow, more like herself. She wonders if the McKenzie blood was always going to out once she crossed Hadrian’s Wall. She feels strong. Confident. A vivid version of her schoolgirl self. Johnathan would like her this way, she thinks. More self-assured. Coming from a noble family with ties to a royal court. On the other hand, she has no idea how to explain it to her maid; a scrap of tartan cloth, a map and an unexpected great aunt. Eleanor is so forthright and Araminta is not yet sure where she will come to settle among these new subtleties. ‘I’m fine,’ she says.

Once the tray is finished, Araminta tidies the papers, holding on to the map she found last night. As Sister Winifred said, it is from 1746 and depicts a different Edinburgh. Araminta realises Richmond has not changed half so much over the same century. Mayfair neither. She hardly knows the Scottish capital, but the transformation is plain. The Carmichael thread when laid over the old parchment fits exactly the odd shape of the Old Town from Castle Rock to the Palace of Holyroodhouse. ‘It’s a key,’ she breathed long past midnight, feeling a rush at having solved Winifred’s mystery. The stitches she had taken as darned moth holes mark two different sites, now shown on the map as tiny pinpricks that she pushed through the wool with her mourning brooch. The whole thing is most intriguing, though she has no idea of the locations Aunt Eilidh has picked, it’s clear that one of them is inside Edinburgh Castle. Perhaps, she thinks, Sister Winifred is right, and Eilidh meant to go herself. It’s an exhilarating idea.

She walks to the window and gazes out, sorting once more through the calling cards on the silver tray. Below, Colonel Fraser, unbidden and unexpected, dismounts a fine, black stallion and tethers the animal opposite. Araminta curses silently. The colonel’s a bore. She never expected to see him again after they disembarked the ship. However, it dawns quickly that in fact, this call is most convenient. Her eyes wander furtively to the papers now tidied on the desk. She grabs the Carmichael thread and secretes it in a drawer, safer than her pocket, where it was spotted yesterday evening by Sister Winifred.

In London when someone was at the door she would check the mirror to make sure her hair was tidy and her collar flat. Today, she slips her finger across the saucer not to waste the last of the marmalade. Great Aunt Eilidh was right about Cook, she thinks. Perhaps she’ll tempt the woman back to Richmond. Johnathan likes marmalade and a decent bowl of soup.

Brodie knocks. ‘Mrs Moore there’s an officer—’ he starts.

‘Yes, yes, bring him up, please, Brodie,’ Araminta cuts in.

Colonel Fraser is no less the showy sunset than he was on the journey north. On entering the room he booms, ‘Mrs Moore,’ as if announcing her name at court. ‘I’m early I know,’ he says before she can berate him. ‘I heard about your bereavement and knowing you’ve no acquaintances in Edinburgh and no family other than your late great aunt, I wanted to offer my condolences and any assistance you might require.’

‘How kind,’ Araminta replies, for what else can she say?

‘When will the funeral take place?’ The colonel’s tone is earnest.

‘Tomorrow morning at St Cuthbert’s,’ she says, realising as the words come out of her mouth that the day is coming round fast and she still has no idea where St Cuthbert’s is. ‘It was my great aunt’s favourite church,’ she adds, as if she knew Great Aunt Eilidh’s religious preferences. As if she’s been in Edinburgh for longer.

Fraser adopts a grave expression. ‘You’re quite alone, madam?’

Araminta nods. He’s trying to be kind but she wants to direct him to the map. This is a man, after all, who knows the castle. He can surely identify the spot Eilidh marked. ‘I’ve inherited this house and everything in it,’ Araminta gestures round. ‘I’ve been exploring the library. Do you know, I found an old map that includes your castle.’

She leads Fraser to a side table and lays out the parchment. ‘It’s detailed,’ she adds cheerily. ‘The individual buildings are sweet little squares. I wonder what they all are.’

Fraser peers. She knows he’ll enjoy being the expert. It’s a role men fall into easily whether they are experts or not, and three days aboard a ship with the colonel made it clear that he likes to talk. ‘This old map must be, let me see, almost a century old. How fascinating. Drawn in the 1740s,’ he proclaims.

‘No New Town at all!’ Araminta encourages him. ‘Just fields for miles on the north side of the old loch,’ she points. ‘Farmland!’

Fraser chortles. ‘Good Lord. And someone has stuck a pin in our garrison chapel.’

Araminta acts nonchalant. ‘Perhaps it marks some ancient treasure. Might I offer you a drink, Colonel? Brandy?’

Fraser acquiesces and Araminta pours a glass. ‘Do soldiers still worship in the chapel?’ she asks.

‘Indeed, though oftentimes I walk down to St Giles’ on a Sunday. If I feel the need of a larger space.’ Fraser gesticulates to indicate that the spirituality of a man such as himself can hardly be contained. ‘Of course, I’m Church of England for preference,’ he adds. ‘That was the joy of being back in London. A proper service.’

Johnathan would never be so bluff. So obvious, she thinks.

‘But the chapel in the castle must have been there for some time,’ Araminta continues.

Fraser nods. ‘I should think so. The castle’s been a stronghold for centuries, some parts are almost a thousand years old.’

‘And at the time of this map?’ She lays a finger on the spot.

‘After the Jacobite uprising it was used mostly as a prison,’ the colonel says, taking a sip of the brandy. ‘Prisons across the nation were full of treasonous Jacobites.’

Araminta pours herself a glass to join him. ‘My goodness. I’d no idea. Captured soldiers, was it?’

‘Renegades,’ Fraser almost spits the word. ‘Curs.’

The day he received news of his posting to Scotland the colonel had dinner with the major general at a military club in St James. The Jacobite uprisings are long quelled but, as the major general pointed out, it does no harm to pay attention. ‘Rebellious Scots to crush, eh?’ he had said. In Fraser’s mind, the Stuart faithful remain a threat.

‘The Pretender’s mistress was kept in the castle. She raised his standard at Glenfinnan,’ he adds.

Araminta takes a sip of the brandy. ‘How interesting. And the chapel would still have been . . .’

‘In use I’m sure,’ he concurs.

Do you speak Gaelic, Colonel?’ Araminta enquires. It would be good to learn to say her family motto. She can’t recall how Great Aunt Eilidh pronounced it, just that once.

The colonel laughs. ‘Not a word,’ he admits. And then, after he’s downed his brandy, he takes his leave, promising to attend the funeral.

Araminta retires upstairs to wash in the warm, scented water Eleanor provides from the kitchen; sweet gorse oil threaded through the steaming porcelain jug. The young maid fusses, freshening her mistress’s mourning dress and pinning up her hair. Araminta wonders if her mother ever lived here, on Glenfinlas Street with Eilidh and her sister. Around her, the bedroom’s pale green walls are restrained, the paintings are of landscapes with which she is not familiar. Eleanor stands back to survey her work, a complicated bun today. Araminta can’t help wonder if her McKenzie forebears offered such services to ancient queens?

‘This house has been in my family since it was built, I should think,’ she says.

‘We might ask Mr Brodie,’ Eleanor suggests.

But Araminta doesn’t feel the need to ask. She somehow knows it. The furniture, the paintings have been here for decades, brought from a house in the Highlands or perhaps somewhere else in Edinburgh, when number four Glenfinlas Street was built. This bedroom is the sanctuary Sister Winifred once abandoned for another, more holy place. Getting up, Araminta opens the wardrobe. Next to her clothes, which Eleanor has carefully unpacked, is a green velvet cape and some pale-green dresses, now out of date but well cut. She moves on to the drawer beneath and finds a jade mohair wrap with a silver clasp. And beneath these a treasure that makes her gasp.

‘My God.’

‘Madam,’ Eleanor says by way of enquiry, but Araminta ignores her.

Instead, she kneels on the pale-green carpet, the shape of ferns woven into the plush, and pulls out an ancient bible, bound in thick leather and fastened with a brass buckle. Opening it, she’s breathless. The family tree inside runs over two pages, fourteen generations. Fourteen. She counts them twice. ‘My family,’ she murmurs, as she reads Gaelic names she can hardly pronounce; Beairtle and Irial and Lachtna; Neasa and Eithne and Derbhille. She thinks this book may help her to identify the people in the drawing room portraits – the dates of their clothing will guide her. Reading on, the women she notices often die young, her mother among them. And there, at the bottom, is her own name and date of birth. She’s the only child of her generation. She casts back to last night at the church, when Sister Winifred asked if she had daughters and here, at the bottom, she realises there’s a place for her children, as yet unborn. If she’s lucky enough, they’ll appear in the Moore bible and now also have this legacy of people with unpronounceable names alongside Johnathan’s steady, English relations, called Thomas and Mary and John.

Eleanor helps her up and together they lay the book on the dressing table.

‘All these people,’ Araminta gets out. There are tears in her eyes. ‘I didn’t know.’

Eleanor peers at the dog-eared pages. The writing looks as if a spider has walked across the parchment, the iron-ink shades of black, fading to brown. Araminta passes a finger over her family motto. Help the Queen. She mouths the names of her ancestors out loud. They seem less odd that way, related by sound to names she recognises. Sean and Darragh and Kenzie. The women keep their surnames on marriage. An old tradition. And then, in the mid-1600s beside some of the women’s names there’s a symbol; a diamond like in a pack of cards, but coloured black. Her fingers trace downwards, progressing through the eighteenth century to Grainne, her mother and then her own name. Diamonds beside both. That’s when she realises that unlike her husband’s family bible this family tree follows the female line. It’s the record of her foremothers. It’s the strangest feeling. Written up the side of the page, in a different hand, the words Ad libertatum are so small she has to squint to make them out. Towards freedom. She senses this means something important and ancient. Something that along with the house and the paintings is her birthright. She has no idea what it is, other than, because of this book, she knows where she comes from. She has somewhere she is included by right. Somewhere to belong.


Chapter Eight

The morning of Eilidh McKenzie’s funeral, the household removes to St Cuthbert’s. Miss McKenzie’s coffin is loaded into a smart ebony hearse drawn by two black mares, their coats slick with oil, which Mr Drummond arranged according to Eilidh’s instructions. Araminta rides in the coach behind with Eleanor. The rest of the household staff follow on foot, led by Brodie. It takes a slow twenty minutes, the neighbours standing on the pavement, bowing to pay their respects as the carriage passes. At the corner of Queensferry Street, three infants crowd a first-floor window, waving at the procession before being pulled back by a nanny. When the solemn line reaches the church, a larger crowd than Araminta anticipated has gathered in the graveyard. Perhaps eighty people. Stepping down she notices Mr Drummond, Dr Anderson and Colonel Fraser with two other officers. She wishes she’d thought to wear a veil, for without one she must catch the eyes of the mourners, most of whom, she realises, probably knew Aunt Eilidh better than she did. Her hands begin to tremble.

Eleanor comes down behind and recognises two more, unexpected faces. She’s shocked to see Mr McGhie on the fringes and beside him the gentleman from Kew, who she realises must have followed the mistress to Scotland only shortly after her departure from London. McGhie nods and flicks his eyes to the area behind the church. Eleanor draws herself up and dutifully follows her mistress, the assembled party falling into a wide procession. Halfway along the path to the grave, Eleanor steps out and draws a handkerchief to her face as if she’s crying. She avoids acknowledging Cook or Brodie or anyone else as they pass. Then, slowly, she backs away, round the side of St Cuthbert’s where the men are waiting under a sycamore tree.

‘Sir,’ she greets the gentleman from Kew leaning on his cane like a dandy.

‘Well, well,’ he says, his tone too cordial. ‘Fancy meeting you here, Miss Thrale. Mr McGhie was just saying that he hasn’t heard a peep from you the whole of the last day.’

‘I didn’t know you were in Edinburgh, sir,’ Eleanor replies, bobbing a curtsey.

‘I am. Waiting for you.’

‘I couldn’t get away. My mistress has needed me.’

McGhie shakes his head. ‘That won’t do, girl. We must know what she’s up to.’

Eleanor feels intruded upon, if not on her own behalf then on Araminta’s. ‘My lady is bereaved, sir. She’s been sorting through her great aunt’s things.’ She does not add that the mistress is behaving erratically.

‘What things is she sorting through?’ McGhie snaps.

Eleanor grinds her heel into the ground to stop herself stepping away from these disconcerting gentlemen, for she feels if she backs off they will pursue her like terriers. ‘Her family’s things,’ she gets out. ‘Old paintings from the house that she wants sent to London. The poor lady is in mourning, sir.’

‘For an older relation she never met?’

‘Miss McKenzie was Mrs Moore’s only family.’

McGhie lets out a snort. ‘After a fashion,’ he says, and Eleanor does not ask what he means.

‘Who’s called at Glenfinlas Street?’ he demands.

‘Colonel Fraser called yesterday but Mrs Moore has admitted no other, though cards have been left. The colonel is stationed at Edinburgh Castle.’

The gentlemen look at each other as if this information may be important.

‘You’ll come tomorrow and every day to Princes Street,’ Mr McGhie says. ‘If you cannot come during trading hours, you must present yourself at the rear entrance on Rose Street Lane after dark. You’ll tell us who calls, where she goes, if mail is received. Everything. Do you understand?’

Eleanor’s fingers feel weak. She wants to run, but she does what she considers the next best thing. ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ she says, plucking up her courage. ‘I don’t feel this is right any longer.’

The gentleman from Kew lets out a short bark, perhaps a laugh. His dark eyes dance. ‘Make no mistake, Miss Thrale, if you don’t do exactly as we say I’ll make sure your mistress knows of the arrangement I’ve had with you these last three years. That you’ve spied on her since you joined her household. You’ll be dismissed. You’ll never get another position. I hope you’ve been saving your shillings. If you don’t do as you’re told, you’ll need them.’

Eleanor feels sick. From the other side of the graveyard the assembled mourners sing a hymn, unaccompanied. The noise makes her jump. ‘You wouldn’t,’ she says.

McGhie grasps her wrist. ‘You’d be in the workhouse inside of a month,’ he spits. ‘Now, you’ll come tomorrow, like a good girl, and tell us everything.’

Tears well in Eleanor’s eyes. ‘Are you going to turn over the mistress’s belongings? I’ll not help you thieve her, poor lady.’

McGhie’s grip tightens. ‘The McKenzies are the greatest thieves of all, you little idiot. Your mistress will be lucky not to get the noose by the time we’re finished.’

Eleanor lets out a squeal. ‘No, sir!’

The gentleman from Kew nudges McGhie, who recovers his temper and lets go of Eleanor’s wrist so suddenly that she almost trips. ‘Now, now,’ he says, in a kindly tone; the voice he uses when she meets him on her monthly day. ‘We’ve no interest in stealing your mistress’s possessions. Nor those of her great aunt. However, you’re doing vital work for an extremely important cause, and we can’t be without your help, Miss Thale. Indeed, we’ve paid for it.’

Eleanor’s shoulders lower, slightly.

‘You’ll come tomorrow. And we’ll raise your fee to two shillings per visit, provided you deliver. That means details, do you hear?’

Eleanor nods and tries not to show she’s still unwilling.

‘You better get back.’ He waves her away.

As she rounds the corner of the church, she hears Mr McGhie say ‘If she doesn’t come, we must do for her, Harry.’ Eleanor picks up her pace. The tears are real now.

At the graveside, the burial is all but over. The minister says a final prayer as Eleanor slips through the crowd, disappearing behind Cook’s substantial frame. The assembled voices murmur, ‘Amen,’ and Eleanor wonders if such a holy word might set the lips of a sinner such as herself alight. She jumps when one of the silent maids lays her hand on the arm of Eleanor’s coat. ‘Are you all right?’ the girl whispers. She’s been crying too. Eleanor nods. People are asking Dr Anderson to introduce them to Mrs Moore. One or two of the old ladies snivel quietly. One of them assures Mrs Moore that her aunt’s body will be safe. She points at a round watchtower at the edge of the graveyard. ‘No more of that nasty Burke and Hare business,’ she says. Another old lady cuts in, ‘Don’t scare the girl, Mary. No resurrection man wants a tough old bird such as you or I or dear Miss McKenzie for that matter. All that was years ago, Mrs Moore, and the man was hanged.’

‘Only a few years,’ the other old lady objects.

Mrs Moore looks alarmed for she had not considered the possibility of Aunt Eilidh’s body being exhumed. ‘Don’t think on it, my dear,’ the first old lady assures her despite having brought up the matter and slowly, everyone makes their way back to the carriages lining King Stables Road. Tall holly bushes line the path, spread like ornate, fringed umbrellas. The staff turn to walk home and Eleanor waits for her mistress at the cypress by the gate. Mr McGhie and the gentleman from Kew have disappeared. She helps her mistress up and the driver starts back up the hill.

‘Ma’am, there’s something I must tell you,’ Eleanor says stoutly. The words pop out of her mouth like a strained stay that suddenly unfastens. She’s seen rats in the trap and she will not die that way. Eleanor knows Mrs Moore will be furious. She’ll be dismissed on the spot. But still, if she can get back to Wimbledon, her father will take her in. She wonders how long it’ll take to walk there. She has the two shillings the gentleman gave her the other day. If she’s prudent that should buy food along the way. The men won’t miss her till tomorrow; if she’s lucky not till nighttime. She can get a head-start this afternoon. She might even hitch a ride along the road.

Araminta grasps the girl’s hand. ‘What would I do without you, dear Eleanor? You’re such a help,’ she says warmly. ‘I’ve nobody in Scotland who knows me half so well. I’m lucky to have you to keep me steady.’

Eleanor’s mouth closes. The mistress squeezes her fingers fondly and the maid’s heart sinks. She feels wretched about the times she sneaked out to meet the gentleman she now knows is called Harry; the little box of shillings hidden behind the skirting in her room upstairs in Richmond. Whatever are the gentlemen up to? What use could a list be of the callers either here or at the London house? A note of what the mistress is reading? The contents of the love notes Mr Moore leaves for his wife occasionally, which Eleanor has the boot boy in Richmond read out on the pretext of sheer nosiness? It makes no sense. These are bad men but she can’t simply abandon Mrs Moore. Not after what she’s just said.

‘When shall we return to London, ma’am?’ she manages, hoping that the answer is a day very soon. Tomorrow perhaps.

Araminta looks wistfully out of the carriage as they cross Princes Street. ‘I’m not sure,’ she says. ‘There are one or two matters that may take a little time.’

And with that the carriage pulls up at the house. Araminta gets down and lets herself in the front door.

Eleanor lingers on the flagstones, watching Brodie, Douglas, Cook and the maids walking homewards down the west side of the square. The maids’ eyes are fringed pink. Cook’s gaze is set hard. Mr Brodie appears devoid of all feeling as if he might do anything, perhaps even kill a man. Eleanor sighs. She waits and takes the basement stairs with the rest of them, as if she’s walking to her own execution.

‘Did you see that girl?’ the toothless kitchen maid whispers to Douglas. ‘In the graveyard. Her skin?’

Cook overhears and pulls up the maid’s manners. ‘The Black lass?’ she snaps.

The kitchen maid looks bashful.

‘She’s working on Randolph Crescent in the McLean residence as a ladies’ maid. Name of Malvina,’ Cook adds.

‘She talks funny,’ the girl bursts out.

‘She’s from the colonies. We’ll treat her the same as any other lass,’ Cook directs briskly.

‘Indeed,’ Mr Brodie manages.

Malvina is said to be the love child of a cousin of Miss McLean. She arrived from the West Indies only a few weeks before.

‘No love about it,’ Cook sniffs, as the staff hang up their coats. She’s a wise, old bird. Eleanor wonders what Cook would do if she found herself in this kind of fix, but she doubts that Cook has ever accepted a nefarious shilling, never mind two. The bell in the drawing room rings and Brodie sets off to see what the mistress requires. Cook removes a clove-studded ham she’s been steeping in honeyed cider onto a wide, porcelain achette, for she will not have her kitchen caught short. There’s a dead chicken hanging in the pantry and a grouse ready to be plucked.

‘If the mistress has an appetite, it’ll likely be for cold cuts,’ Cook says. ‘And perhaps a scoop of crowdie.’

Eleanor, realising there’s nothing for her to do in the kitchen, goes upstairs with a heavy heart.


Chapter Nine

That night, Araminta sneaks out of the house after dark as if she’s meeting her lover. Another note appeared after the funeral, this time on Aunt Eilidh’s desk. Dismiss the staff at nine, wait until ten and come to the watchtower at St Columba’s. Win. At least this time she needn’t lie to the coachman, Araminta thinks, as she puts her gloved hands into the pockets of her thick winter coat and cuts across the square and down to the graveyard. She has trouble finding the door of the cylindrical watchtower in the absolute darkness but when she knocks the nun opens it quickly.

‘Do you want to visit Great Aunt Eilidh’s grave?’ she asks Winifred, who she identifies in the dark doorway as much by the familiar oniony smell as by her face.

‘Don’t be silly,’ Winifred snaps, ushering her into a round room lit by a single candle. The windows are shuttered. A stairway rises to the upper floor which, Araminta surmises, must enjoy a view over the graveyard. ‘I thought it better to meet here. Safer after we were assaulted the last time. Closer too. For you, in any case,’ Winifred explains. ‘Meeting at different locations means there will be no pattern to follow.’

Araminta decides not to comment on what she sees as her great aunt’s strange obsession with being observed. ‘I thought the watchtower would be in use at night,’ she says. ‘Edinburgh being famed for resurrection men.’

Winifred is pragmatic as ever. ‘I gave the watchman a few shillings and bid him leave for an hour. It’s a sair fecht to dig up a grave in this weather. The ground is as good as stone. Did you bring the map?’

Araminta confirms that she did. Too large for her pocket, she concealed it in the sleeve of her coat. She now fumbles with the buttons as Winifred takes the candle and leads her up the staircase into a room where, Araminta imagines, from the placement of the only chair, the watchman must usually sit at the window from dusk till dawn. There’s a low fire in the grate and a table with a jug of small beer, a pottery cup, two scraggy carrots and an onion. Araminta moves the vegetables so she can lay out the map. She places the scrap of Carmichael thread on top. Winifred chuckles at the perfect fit. ‘See,’ she says. ‘Eilidh made good progress. She’d have done this herself if she hadn’t been taken.’

Araminta thinks things would be far easier if Sister Winifred came to the house.

‘I’ve questions,’ she says. The candle is flickering for the windows are not sound. ‘Do you know who the people are in the oil paintings in the drawing room?’

Sister Winifred looks up. ‘You mean the Anne Forbes’?’

‘Is she one of our ancestors?’

The old nun sighs. ‘Anne Forbes was a painter. A skilled portrait painter, in fact. She remains renowned. She worked in oils.’

Araminta thinks that the paintings are rather high on the wall to be able to make out the signatures. She supposes she might have Douglas fetch them down.

‘There are several women and two men in that room,’ she says.

Winifred squints as if envisioning the walls. ‘Yes – two are by Anne Forbes, unless my sister moved or sold them. They’re of our paternal grandparents. Then there’s one by Catherine Read – a talented lass – of my maternal grandmother, I believe. She’s the one who caused all the trouble – Berenice. I don’t know who painted the others though there’s one of my mother as a lass. A male artist, I expect,’ she adds with a dismissive snort. ‘Most of the subjects are elderly, from memory, but forebears, yes. They came from the old place, I think, up north.’

‘Our family seat?’ Araminta asks, feeling rather grand and hopeful.

‘I’d hardly call it that, dear. It’s a ruin now.’ The old nun returns her gaze to the map. ‘You made these pinpricks, did you?’

Araminta nods.

‘You shouldn’t have. What if the map is found? You must start thinking ahead.’

Araminta ignores this comment. Winifred isn’t going to explain anyway. ‘Do you know the places that are marked?’ she asks instead.

Winifred nods. ‘It’s good Eilidh left this. You can follow her footsteps. I’d try Edinburgh Castle first.’ She puts her head to one side. ‘Find that clue and move on to the second location.’

‘Which is?’

Winifred peers. ‘It looks like it’s out towards the bowling green.’

‘And what do these clues lead to, Sister Winifred?’

The nun walks to the window and takes a seat. ‘How uncomfortable,’ she says, squirming. ‘It hits one exactly in the wrong place.’

Araminta sighs. ‘We buried her today, you know. Out there.’

‘I know.’ Winifred gives a cursory glance out of the window.

‘The funeral went well.’ Araminta does not let her great aunt off the hook. ‘There were a lot of mourners.’

Winifred turns the chair to face back into the room. ‘I’m not surprised. We knew all Edinburgh in our day. Eilidh was always skilled in society. She was direct, which is not to everyone’s taste, but for those who liked plain talking she was a godsend. She’s left you a good start, my dear. That’s the main thing. We didn’t get this far together. I must see if I can get you an introduction at the castle.’

‘I don’t need an introduction. I’m acquainted with the colonel of the regiment. The Scots Guards.’

Sister Winifred is clearly impressed. ‘Excellent,’ she says.

There’s an awkward pause before Araminta speaks again. ‘Are you a Jacobite?’ she lets out. She can’t keep it in any longer for it’s been on her mind. This old woman who talks in riddles might not be entirely harmless. She wonders if she’s being lured into some terrible plot. If Colonel Fraser might clap her irons.

‘There’s no such cause any longer,’ Sister Winifred replies calmly. ‘Jacobites, indeed.’

‘But were you one?’

‘My dear, I wasn’t even born at the time of the last uprising. Neither were my sisters.’

‘But the McKenzie women. Our legacy. We’re Jacobites. Aren’t we?’

‘All that is only a story now. Though we served the Stuart queens.’

Araminta thinks that if Aunt Eilidh was a plain speaker, she wishes she could have had another few hours with her. Sister Winifred is a different beast. She changes tack. ‘What about your grandmother? The woman who caused the trouble? Is that what you said?’

‘Berenice McKenzie and her sister, Mhairi. You cannot serve two masters, Araminta. Two causes. That’s the lesson of their lives.’

‘They took the side of the Young Pretender then?’

Winifred relents. ‘They did,’ she admits. ‘They were highly educated women. Mhairi had been schooled in France. The Auld Alliance. She was a beauty too, by all accounts. Berenice was my grandmother – a classics scholar. Their children thought they might get away to America after Culloden for many who supported Bonnie Prince Charlie managed to flee across the Atlantic. But the pair of them died for what they’d done in the end. Berenice immediately and Mhairi after.’

‘They were executed?’

‘After a fashion.’

‘What do you mean?’

Araminta crosses her arms. She’s sick of Winifred not giving a civil reply to a civil question. Everything the old nun says feels like an evasion. Sister Winifred pauses, then senses she’ll have to give something away.

‘It’s hard to imagine what it was like in 1746. After the Battle of Culloden. Some people still had hope, I imagine. The great iron gates of Traquair House had been closed with an oath they’d only reopen when a Stuart monarch took the throne. The house was a royal hunting lodge before the earl and his family had it. They didn’t think it would take long, I expect, when they swore the gates shut. Perhaps they’ll never open. They’ve been locked for almost a century.’

Araminta doesn’t care about Traquair House. ‘I’ll not be made a traitor to the Crown,’ she says baldly. This is a sentence she never thought would cross her lips. In Richmond, stating such a position had always been entirely unnecessary.

‘Oh, quite the reverse,’ Sister Winifred says. ‘The McKenzie women will never betray the Crown, my dear. How could we?’

‘Berenice and Mhairi did.’

‘In more ways than one,’ Winifred confirms. ‘They made an error of judgement.’

Araminta thinks back to the family bible. The little diamonds. ‘Their names are marked in the bible. Yours and mine too,’ she recalls.

‘Many of our female relations, all the way back another century before that too. Did Mrs Archer, not teach you any history? Really, it’s too bad. She said you were talented at mathematics. At classics. We thought you were prepared.’

‘I’m not sure anything could have prepared me for this,’ Araminta bursts out. ‘You and Aunt Eilidh supervising my education but never showing your faces. I’ve been an orphan most of my life. Do you know what that means? I’ve had nobody. I’ve been an object of pity. If Johnathan hadn’t loved me . . .’ Her voice trails. ‘I’m so grateful to him . . . now I find this . . . and you won’t even tell me. Everything is a riddle.’

Sister Winifred sighs. ‘We did what we thought was best. Will you go to the castle? Find out what this building is and look for the clue.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘You’ll know it when you see it. Keep your eyes open.’

Araminta sniffs. ‘If I find this clue, you’ll tell me everything? Promise you’ll answer my questions. Directly?’ She holds out her hand.

Sister Winifred stares at it before shaking. ‘I’ll try,’ she says.

Araminta lays her finger on the map. ‘This is the garrison chapel. The castle was used as a prison after the defeat at Culloden. They held Charles Edward Stuart’s mistress there.’

‘You mustn’t believe everything you read, my dear,’ Winifred gets up. ‘Jean Cameron was not the Bonnie Prince’s mistress. The Hanoverian press merely said that to discredit her. Why they’d have had that poor man exhausted, the number of mistresses he was supposed to have. Mind you, the chapel as the location for a clue would make sense. Churches endure. Berenice set clues that would last: thirteen of them. Though I scarcely expect that she thought her breadcrumbs would linger unsolved this long. She was clever. She quite outwitted us. These I believe are clues eight and nine. As I said, Eilidh did well in unravelling the mystery. You’re over halfway.’

‘Clues number eight and nine of thirteen?’ Araminta surmises.

The nun nods. ‘For the twelve disciples and our Lord. Thirteen at the table for the last supper. Berenice was a churchgoer. Honestly, she was probably more devout than I am.’ She sighs once more for she cannot explain. The shame still stings. ‘When I took orders some years ago, we were merely at clue number four.’ She continues. ‘Eilidh has done extremely well.’

Araminta lets this information sink in. ‘But it’s almost a century since 1746,’ she says. ‘That means each clue has taken more than a decade.’

‘In the beginning they didn’t even manage that,’ Sister Winifred admits. ‘It was my sister Aoife who cracked the first. That took decades alone. As I said, Berenice was clever – no one since has matched her intellect. Numbers eight and nine,’ Winifred repeats, clearly pleased. ‘Excellent progress.’

Araminta decides to leave further questions until she has been to the garrison chapel. Sister Winifred has made a deal and pinning her down will be easier when she has something to barter with.

‘I’ll go on your ridiculous treasure hunt tomorrow,’ she promises and makes for the door. Then she turns. ‘What’s Hingy’s House? A child warned me of it, when I was visiting you the last time.’ Edinburgh, it seems, is a city of endless stories.

Sister Winifred looks up wearily. ‘It’s where the city’s hangman resides. Close to Haddow’s Hole – the old jail at St Giles’. I shouldn’t worry about it. It’s only a superstition.’


Chapter Ten

Though Mr Angus McGhie and Mr Harry Thom hadn’t met until this week, they’ve been in occasional correspondence for many years. McGhie was charged with monitoring Eilidh McKenzie’s activities in Edinburgh on the death of his father, while Thom remained in London, assigned to Araminta since she left school. Eleanor Thrale’s reports about her mistress’s life have been dull as Kew ditchwater, and when at last Araminta was summoned to Edinburgh, Harry Thom was delighted to receive an order to follow her. He hadn’t been in Edinburgh since he was twelve years of age, and he remembered the city with fondness. He attended Dr Rutherford’s lectures at the Royal Botanic Garden in the company of his uncle, and at Christmas went skating on Duddingston Loch, the line of carriages from the New Town causing what his aunt called ‘a fykie guddle’ on the steep hill off London Road.

He no longer has family in the city so he’s taken rooms on North St David Street, round the corner from Angus McGhie’s place of business. The suite is serviceable and though on the second floor, the rooms are well furnished with a maid who comes daily. Mr Thom, like most gentlemen, doesn’t care to think of household matters. He has greater things to attend and considers himself the senior partner in these. McGhie is the son of a butler, risen in society through his father’s connections at Leith, which provided the means to set up his shop. While both men are members of the same lodge, The Grand Masonic Order of The Hermit, and as such should think of each other as brothers, Thom is acutely aware that McGhie’s connection is by chance, his grandfather being inducted at his master’s insistence at a time when the pursuit of the McKenzie sisters was, Thom supposes, more active.

Now he’s arrived in Edinburgh, Harry Thom is perturbed by McGhie’s excessive drinking and lackadaisical attitude to physical exertion. Thom keeps himself sharp with a five-mile ride each morning and no more than a half bottle of claret with lunch. He fences on Tuesdays and Thursdays at a club in Mayfair, in the normal run. And he reads, of course – philosophy, economics and history. He cannot abide novels or poetry. Byron he considers a wastrel. Shelley was foolishly led by his passion for women and questionable politics to say nothing of his much-famed atheism. What could such weak men possibly have to teach Harry Thom? When Thom occasionally visits his mother, who resides at the estate of a second cousin in Surrey, she often asks him if he is considering marriage. This irks him. At thirty-six years of age, he has no intention of changing his rigorous lifestyle with its many advantages to take responsibility for another man’s daughter – some brood mare. He despises everything he’s learned over the years about Araminta McKenzie Moore – her domesticity, her naivety and her husband, who Harry Thom made it his business to encounter in the city. Johnathan Moore’s main interests at the time were the myriad properties of calcium carbonate and the action of pressure upon this multi-faceted mineral. Thom floated conversational gambits around his own hobby horses – the breeding of racehorses and vital investment in new cannon for naval ships, but Moore did not pick him up. Nor did he let anything slip about his wife’s background or nature, which Thom had hoped might prove more illuminating than the titbits of domestic gossip that Eleanor Thrale brought him on her monthly day.

Once a month Thom attends a lodge meeting in London, a mere block from the Grand Lodge on Great Queen Street, from which his order separated several centuries before. The Grand Masonic Order of The Hermit despises its parent sect and refuses to concern itself with business connections and slap-on-the-back deals made under the table. It does not treat with liberals, as the Grand Lodge does, backing the abolition of practices which have made England the world’s greatest nation. ‘Shooting the country in the foot,’ as Thom has been known to term the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833. The Hermits are men with a mission and Thom’s inheritance holds an important place in that, which is to uphold the king’s peace; the country’s real interest. Bleeding hearts, if allowed to continue unchecked, will pollute everything that makes the nation great, and the Hermits are the king’s own bastion against that tide, among their number presently, two erstwhile Tory prime ministers and several peers of the realm. These last members are kept appraised of the McKenzie women’s quest for the women are rumoured to be the keepers of a fabulous Stuart jewel imbued with a power that is female in its nature. Whispers have circulated about the queen’s crown and what it symbolises for two hundred years. The hermits are all monarchists, of course, but there are standards to keep up and as far as they are concerned the last century of male rule by Hanoverian kings is a grand improvement on what has gone before.

Recently at a meeting of the lodge, Harry Thom overheard a conversation between two dukes about the prospect of the British crown coming into the possession of the king’s niece or, as they put it, ‘his present heir’. This is an unmarried girl not yet of age; Princess Victoria of Kent. ‘Madness,’ one of the peers termed it, but the king, or Silly Billy as he’s often known, is in failing health and because he despises Victoria’s mother, has taken little interest in preparing the girl to rule. ‘She’ll never last,’ the duke spat. ‘Still, God alone knows what the child might enact before we replace her.’ Most of the Hermits are similarly perturbed at the prospect of Victoria’s ascension to the throne. The order habitually hates women. Its genesis was in the time of the witch hunts, in which the Hermits played a large part both in England, where the law protected women better, and here in Scotland, where the men had their way.

The connection between the McKenzies and the princess has not been spelled out to Harry Thom, but masons are used to undertaking orders that aren’t fully explained and he feels certain there’s a connection of some sort. It’s women’s business and therefore nefarious. ‘We can’t trust to fate, Harry,’ the Lodge Master charged him. ‘Find out what these damn females are up to with this crown. My predecessor writes in the Great Book that they are vile wenches with a dangerous legacy that will rock the nation. It’s a totem. A piece of magical heresy. Are you up to the job? A trip to the wilds?’

Harry laughed. He’s been watching Araminta for years, waiting for her to be pulled into this long game. He considers her nothing more than a sheep, a follower of every convention, and as such, she poses him no threat. This crown, on the other hand, is imbued with power. All Hermits believe their natural place is at the apex of society, with all supernatural and natural power under their control. ‘I’ll be the one to finish it,’ he swore.

‘I don’t doubt it,’ the Grand Master replied, laying a fatherly hand on Thom’s shoulder. ‘We’ll bring this matter to the sticking place, eh? Be the ill wind, Harry. They need not even know you’re there.’

Harry’s father, who was a Hermit all his adult life, like his father before him, was not so circumspect in the matter of Araminta’s mother who died in a riding accident, or rather from his pursuit of her over ground that proved too soft for her horse. Mr Thom Senior had spent months in Edinburgh, convinced that if he could lay his hands on the crown, he would be a hero among men. After she fell, when he searched her body it transpired she had not been holding anything of interest. At the lodge it was said the killing of Grainne McKenzie set the hunt back by years for afterwards the McKenzies went to ground and became, were it possible, even more prudent in their activities.

‘This one. Araminta’ – the Grand Master sounded the name as if it were a foreign word – ‘is the last of the line.’ Harry was kneeling before him. ‘This whole thing’s been going on too long. Get your hands on the crown. Bring it back, Brother Thom,’ the Grand Master exhorted him.

Now he’s in Scotland, Thom understands why matters have dragged. McGhie is arrogant, ineffective and, despite talking a good game, lazy with no eye to the detail. The man is a blunt instrument and rather pleased with himself to boot. All that must change and Harry Thom believes himself to be the man to change it. His grandfather hunted down hundreds of Jacobites in his day, but did not get the nub of what the McKenzie women were up to. In a way, Thom’s glad it’s fallen to him, for it leaves him the pleasure of outfoxing these troublesome dames. For this reason if no other, glory is his birthright. It’s there for the taking.

This evening, however, he has business so private that he’s not shared it with McGhie or anyone else. He’s procured an introduction to a young lady who keeps a house beyond the Water of Leith, at Howard Place where for an inflated fee a gentleman might indulge himself in any way he sees fit. Harry Thom has no interest in the regular pleasures advertised in Ranger’s Impartial List or in the louche tour of the city’s public houses that McGhie offered when Thom first arrived. It seems the butler’s son relishes impressing young women of low society with his burgeoning wallet. The fool has mistaken the relationship between them. Thom is not McGhie’s friend nor his acquaintance, and increasingly Thom feels that the butler’s son is not even a true brother of the order. As far as Harry Thom is concerned, he’s McGhie’s master and the master does not reveal his plans to the staff. So tonight, Thom is off to relish a private arrangement, where he might be treated badly before he is treated well. He likes to pay for the attention of women, and occasionally men. In fact, he insists upon it because it satisfies him to pay his debts and it also keeps him sharp. McGhie’s simpering efforts to seduce a haphazard selection of lowlife women disgusts him.

At the bottom of Dundas Street he crosses the old bridge and ties his horse at the tethering post at the end of the terrace. It’s darker here than at St Andrew Square for the gas lamps are fewer. The crisp night air is scented with woodsmoke. An owl hoots as he walks up the path and raps on the door, feeling a pulse of excitement. As the hinges creak, he glances over his shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, sir,’ the maid says, standing in a pool of candlelight on the threshold, ‘we’re beyond the city limits.’

Thom doesn’t reply, merely pushes past the girl into the hallway, which smells pleasantly of cinnamon.

‘This way, sir.’ The maid takes his hat and coat and guides him upstairs. She opens the door of the drawing room and Thom gasps before he smiles. Inside, the young lady of the house is living up to her reputation, a haughty expression upon her face as she sits with her skirts hoisted above her ankles, a leather switch in hand. She has a high colour, her cheeks flush and shocking red hair piled into a tall arrangement. Most importantly, round her shoulders a masonic robe is clasped, falling to one side to reveal a stunning decolletage. She’s wearing nothing but a pair of royal purple bloomers tied with red ribbons above her knees. This picture is beyond the bounds in a dozen ways. Thom smiles. The fire crackles. The maid steps backwards into the hallway and closes the door.

‘You’re Mr Thom, you filthy Hermit,’ the young woman says insolently. Thom nods. ‘How dare you expect me to wait? Get down on your damn knees.’


Chapter Eleven

The next morning at Glenfinlas Street, Araminta pens a note to Colonel Fraser and sends it to the castle. Then the coach is brought round.

‘Mind Mrs Moore,’ Brodie instructs the coachman. ‘The haar is rolling in.’ He stands on the doorstep and watches the carriage leave. He’s like a mother hen, Araminta thinks.

Inside the cab, Eleanor asks, ‘Do you like the colonel now, ma’am?’

Araminta isn’t sure how to reply. She’s not in the habit of outright lying. ‘I’m curious,’ she says. ‘Edinburgh Castle is as old as the Tower of London. You said yourself you were intrigued by it.’

Eleanor reluctantly nods as the coach sets off even more slowly than yesterday, the wheels casting water on both sides.

At the Esplanade the women dismount, no private carriages being admitted beyond the wooden palisade. The city is partly obscured on either side by low cloud, or haar as Brodie would have it. It’s made a phantom of the panoramic vista that Araminta recalls the colonel describing over turgid ship-bound dinners. In the rain, Eleanor struggles to open Eilidh’s red Hanway so the mistress pulls up the hood of the green velvet cape she took from the old wardrobe. The women follow a young lieutenant who has been sent to see them safely inside. The hill is steep beyond the arched entrance though it’s paved with shards of stone, not as regular as the setts about the town but less slippery in the rain. ‘An invading force would require to fight upwards,’ the officer explains. ‘This castle is difficult to take, by design. The last time these walls were breached was through the Sallyport.’

Araminta places this incident at the time of an earlier Jacobite uprising than the one led by Charles Edward Stuart. She wants to ask about Bonnie Prince Charlie’s time in the capital but she mustn’t show her cards. The party passes through three more gates, each one guarded. There’s a surprising number of stone buildings inside the fortification. Unlike churches, Araminta is not conversant with the architectural requirements of medieval castles. She recalls something about a motte and a bailey and the Norman invasion but she suspects this fortification predates King Harold, and again, she chides herself, she’s in a different country. King Harold never ruled the Scots.

Eleanor keeps her eyes on her feet, glancing only now and then at the soldiers as they fetch horses from the carthouses and hoist coiled ropes on their shoulders. Up the hill, the lieutenant ushers the women towards the thick, low door of a double-fronted stone building. ‘This is the Governor’s House,’ he says. ‘And the officers’ mess.’ A fire is burning in the grate of the reception hallway. The lieutenant takes Araminta’s cape and Eleanor’s coat, both sodden; also the umbrella. A drop of water runs down the maid’s nose and she brushes it off. ‘Wet today,’ the lieutenant comments.

‘I couldn’t get the Hanway to open,’ Eleanor admits.

The women proceed up a set of stairs and into a long room furnished with regimental regalia and lit by two oil lamps on a substantial oak table. The colonel, sitting beside the fire, stands to greet them. ‘Mrs Moore!’ he exclaims, ignoring Eleanor, who, after all, is only the maid. ‘Welcome to Edinburgh Castle!’ He bows in the European fashion.

‘It’s a shame it’s such a cloudy day,’ Araminta says. ‘I’d have liked to take in the view you described when we were on board.’

‘Terrible weather. Scotland,’ the colonel replies, as if it never rains anywhere else. ‘But here you are.’

‘Thank you. Yes.’

‘These medieval buildings have thick walls, I’ll give them that. And these ancient fireplaces’ – he gestures – ‘excellent for heat.’

‘Is the whole castle medieval?’ Araminta enquires politely.

‘It’s been added to and subtracted from over the centuries,’ the colonel starts, somewhat woolly on the details. ‘It’s said one of the medieval kings kept lions, in a pit here.’

‘And the chapel? Has it ever changed?’

He nods in a non-committal fashion, for he doesn’t want to say he isn’t sure. ‘Castles always have a chapel, Mrs Moore. The night before the battle in medieval days was considered a time of vigil.’ He pours two pewter tankards of brandy and, with a flourish, scalds the liquid with a thin poker that’s been heating in the fire. ‘To warm you,’ he explains, looking pleased with himself as she wraps her fingers round it.

Araminta walks over to a small window cut into the thick stone, with a view back down the hill. ‘It’s like its own village, isn’t it?’

‘We’re self-sufficient,’ the colonel agrees, ‘though these days we don’t keep livestock, apart from bantams for eggs. There’s a well, though, and copious storerooms. We’d last a year were we put to siege.’

‘That’s unlikely, isn’t it?’ Araminta says.

The colonel laughs. ‘You need not concern yourself, ma’am.’

‘So where’s the chapel?’ She gestures through the thick, uneven glass.

The colonel joins her at the pane, misted now by condensation. ‘Further up the hill, next to the Constable’s Tower.’ He points. ‘You can just make it out at the top of that wall. See – the ornamental crosses.’ Araminta recalls what Winifred said about a cross being a target. The colonel turns back into the room. ‘It’s not the best day for a tour, but once you’ve warmed up, why don’t I show you?’

She smiles. ‘So kind.’

Eleanor can feel the warmth of the fire from where she is standing. Mrs Moore doesn’t generally take much interest in churches. She might sit on the ladies’ committee of St Mary Magdelene but her mistress is not the type to undertake brass rubbings or the inspection of a spire. Last summer when the Moores visited friends in the village of Kensington they attended Sunday service, but Mrs Moore showed no inclination to visit the array of pretty churches nearby, though she stopped the carriage to see the workings at the gravel pits. There’s something here, Eleanor thinks, that’s piqued the interest of the gentlemen. She shudders as if one of the clouds overhead has passed through her. Last night she dreamt she was lost in a copse of trees so thick that she could scarcely walk without bumping into them. In the early hours she woke with a start and, panicking, checked her arms for bruises. She’s determined to get away still, but until it’s time to do so, she must tell the gentlemen as little as she can. She might admit to coming to the castle, but will not convey the unlikely nature of her mistress’s interest in the religious life of the regiment.

The lieutenant returns with the women’s outerwear which has been comprehensively dried. Eleanor helps Araminta with her cape before pulling on her own coat and scarf, still warm from the stove. The lieutenant whispers, with a shy smile, that he has fixed the Hanway. ‘The brass spring needed oiling.’ As they venture into the cold he opens the umbrella and holds it over Mrs Moore, and they walk up the hill. ‘It feels as if the rain will never stop, doesn’t it?’ the colonel remarks.

Inside, the church is exactly as might be expected: a line of pews, a pile of hymnals and an altar with a cross. It smells like all churches, of book bindings and Sunday mornings. Araminta carefully takes this in, running her eyes along the edges of the ceiling and round the window frames. Examining the floor.

‘Where does that go?’ she asks, motioning to a low, oak-framed entranceway above a run of steps.

The colonel helpfully opens the door.

‘It’s a storehouse,’ he says, his beefy fingers still on the handle. ‘The Major Gunners’ responsibility . . . for ordnance.’ He shrugs to dismiss it, but Araminta understands immediately the store is a remnant of some older arrangement of the building.

‘How interesting,’ she pronounces. She knows how stone is cut, or rather, how it was cut. The regimental chapel is, by her reckoning, a century old and mostly constructed of wood, but the storeroom is considerably more antiquated, as if it was hewn from Castle Rock itself. The windows are thin slits, left unshuttered to admit the light. Only a fool would want to bring a candle into a storeroom full of artillery. As well as wooden boxes on the uneven floor there are four ancient glass panes, propped against the wall. Above, the stone ceiling has been altered but once, clearly, was vaulted.

‘May I?’ she asks.

‘Please,’ the colonel encourages her.

Inside, she realises immediately that this was a chapel. A tiny jewel at the heart of the castle. The room is oriented east to west, a kind of confirmation. No more than twenty people could have worshipped here – surely the most important residents of the city’s most important fortification: Scotland’s medieval royals. The family her ancestors served. Araminta’s heart beats faster as she wonders if Mary Queen of Scots prayed in this place. She breathes deeply to steady her mind as her eyes bounce off the walls and floor, searching for the clue that Winifred said would be apparent.

‘Perhaps I ought to show you to the strongroom,’ the colonel says through the open doorway. ‘We keep the Honours of Scotland there. The crown. That sort of thing.’

Araminta makes the kind of noise one might emit when offered a slice of particularly sumptuous cake, but she makes no move towards the door.

‘This room is terribly ancient,’ she says. ‘Fascinating.’

‘It’s only an old store,’ the colonel replies, in disbelief that Mrs Moore is interested in such a dowdy part of one of Europe’s oldest castles when there are battlements and royal reception rooms, not to mention a collection of bona fide royal jewels.

She doesn’t correct him. Instead, she checks over the windows and is rewarded with a thin line of writing scratched into a stone sill at the far end. Draw the pearl’s seat to the jeweller’s crown, it says. Araminta looks up furtively. Draw the pearl’s seat to the jeweller’s crown, she memorises, almost afraid that her mind is moving too quickly to retain these eight simple words. The colonel clears his throat. She curses her great aunt who said that she would know when she’d found the clue, and has just been proved right.

‘How fascinating,’ she says. ‘The Honours of Scotland. I oughtn’t put you to it, Colonel. I know how tourists frustrate you.’

The rest of the visit passes in such a flash that Araminta doesn’t notice Eleanor and the lieutenant eyeing each other as they wait on their elders and betters. In the jewel room, she hardly takes in the crown when it is fetched with an old leather belt and a ceremonial golden staff. She feels as if a child is showing her treasures from his toy box. The colonel, pleased as punch, revels in telling the story of the jewels. Araminta echoes his words, simply to move things on. ‘Walled up? Really? Sir Walter Scott. Good heavens.’ After another scalded brandy and the minimum possible time by the fire, she takes her leave.

When they emerge onto the Esplanade, Great Aunt Eilidh’s old carriage feels like a deliverance. The coachman has waited inside the box, the window down as he smokes a cheroot. When they appear, he opens the door and throws the stub to the ground. The women climb in. Araminta could not be happier as she bids the colonel farewell; the door is slammed and the horses make off across the Esplanade and down the Lawnmarket. It is the most thrilling thing she’s ever experienced, as if someone has whispered a secret into her ear and she has made off with it. Not someone random, either, but her own great great grandmother. A woman she can now put a name to. Berenice McKenzie.

At Glenfinlas Street she leaves Eleanor to deal with their wet things. The hem of the cape drips onto the flagstones as the maid folds it over her arm. Araminta does not even think to issue instructions about the drying of the velvet and instead takes the stairs to the drawing room, where she closes the door and makes for Great Aunt Eilidh’s desk. It isn’t until she sits down that she realises she has no idea what the eight words mean. A pearl has no seat and all crowns must be made by a jeweller. She glances at the wall of books, hoping for inspiration, but her foremothers remain disturbingly silent.

She’s almost glad when Brodie comes up. ‘Might I fetch you something, ma’am? Luncheon perhaps?’

Araminta picks up the map that started things off and puts it down again. ‘Fish,’ she says, surprising herself, for she seldom asks for seafood.

‘Fish, Mrs Moore? I shall check with Cook.’

Araminta gets up and stands at the window. The rain has relented slightly, the grey cap over Edinburgh now streaked with blue. She wonders when Sister Winifred will make the next arrangement. She cannot tackle this alone.


Chapter Twelve

For nine months as an infant, Eleanor was sent to the small school attached to St Mary’s Church in Wimbledon, but she didn’t learn to read. She knew, even at the age of seven, that her school fees stretched the household budget, so she tried her hardest but still the letters bounced as if possessed by the devil. The school master, a tough-faced old minister called Reverend Lindley ruled the classroom with the aid of a thick tawse, and Eleanor was called to the slate board almost every day to be beaten for her failings, which included not memorising her letters and continually leading with her left, or ‘sinister’, hand. ‘You must work harder, Eleanor Thrale,’ the minister snarled. Eleanor’s older brothers had distinguished themselves in the same classroom, one even securing a position as a junior clerk at the docks. Eleanor, unable to sound the letters, was left with no illusion that she was the Odd Thrale Out, as the reverend put it. ‘Quite a disappointment.’

Tramping along Princes Street now in the dark, Eleanor feels the same as she did walking up to the slate board to be punished. Today, in addition to the unwelcome demands of the gentlemen, the girl is further perturbed by her mistress who, it seems, is no longer behaving in a logical fashion. The changes in Mrs Moore’s routine, Eleanor realises, are not down to the location. Her mistress remained regular on the ship and during holidays with Mr Moore. Here, however, she’s suddenly up all hours, reading musty old books, consulting maps, making unexpected requests of the kitchen and deciding spontaneously to visit a castle. It wouldn’t surprise Eleanor if Araminta McKenzie Moore has no intention of going home to Richmond. She seems to be enjoying herself. This, of course, is exactly what the gentlemen require Eleanor to report. But Eleanor has decided that she will not do so. She is at heart the same stubborn seven-year-old who would not explain to her teacher that the letters kept moving. She must somehow get out of her current fix and do so without further betraying Mrs Moore. Her first thought remains to run, but she hasn’t the heart for it, given what the mistress said after the funeral. She can think of no easy way out as she cuts up South St David Street and turns into the back entrance of Mr McGhie’s shop on Rose Street Lane. She pauses before giving a sharp rap at the door, and the gentleman from Kew answers.

‘Miss Thrale,’ he says, ‘come in.’

In the backroom Mr McGhie has clearly taken a good deal to drink. As Eleanor enters, he flings himself into a wooden chair as if this were a feat worthy of a circus acrobat. A hunk of bread lies on the table with a few shucked oysters and three bottles of Bordeaux, only one of which remains upright. The gentleman from Kew sips from a thick glass. Eleanor, like all good servants, can sense an atmosphere. The gentlemen have been quarrelling. She must be conciliatory.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I couldn’t get away earlier.’

‘What has your mistress been up to, girl?’ the gentleman from Kew snaps, clearly uninterested in pleasantries.

‘Nothing, sir,’ Eleanor replies steadily. ‘We cleared my lady’s great aunt’s clothes into chests. She plans to remake some of the dresses.’

‘Who has she had contact with?’

Eleanor shakes her head. ‘Nobody, sir. She’s hardly so much as written home since the day we arrived.’

The gentleman’s eyes are hard. He’ll not be taken on a jaunt around the houses.

‘So where did you go this morning, Eleanor?’ he asks. ‘In the carriage. In the rain.’

Eleanor’s lips tighten. They’re watching the house then. There’s nothing for it but to admit at least some of what Mrs Moore has been up to.

‘My lady wanted to return the colonel’s visit from the other day. The one I told you of. He gave her a tour of the castle, though tourists are not allowed.’

The gentlemen’s eyes meet. ‘What sights did Colonel Fraser show your lady?’

‘Witches were burned on the Esplanade, sir. She saw where that had happened. And some kind of mess, is it called?’

The gentleman nods. ‘Anything else?’

‘The garrison chapel, sir.’

‘Not the crown? The honours?’

Eleanor takes a punt that whoever has been spying on Mrs Moore was not able to follow them inside the castle’s walls, else what is she doing here? ‘No, sir,’ she says.

Mr McGhie grabs the neck of the only upright bottle and takes a swig. ‘I don’t trust her,’ he snarls, pointing at Eleanor, then slams down the Bordeaux. The other gentleman clearly agrees but remains silent. ‘I’m minded to beat it out of her. You just watch me, Harry.’

Eleanor doesn’t flinch. She knows how to take a beating for she suffered the minister’s endless swipes with the tawse.

‘Was there no talk of jewels, Miss Thrale? Be careful to consider your reply,’ the gentleman says, his tone colder than the weather beyond the back door.

Eleanor holds her ground. ‘My mistress does not have a deal of jewellery, sir. She dresses plainly. There’s her wedding ring, I suppose, and her mother-of-pearl combs. And a jet mourning brooch. You said you weren’t planning to rob her.’

‘We’re not. And you’ve not answered my question. Was there talk of the honours?’

‘I don’t know what you mean by the honours, sir.’

‘The crown, you stupid girl,’ McGhie cuts in, slapping his hand on the table.

Eleanor bites her lip and the wine merchant, frustrated, lunges at her, but he’s slow in drink and she dodges him; the nimble remnants of growing up around brothers. The other gentleman interposes himself. Both men glare, one holding back the other, she realises, because if she’s to be beaten, he wants to order it.

‘Get out,’ he spits. ‘You’ll come again tomorrow.’

Eleanor doesn’t need to be told twice and runs for the door. As she does so she hears them bickering. ‘Dear God, McGhie,’ the gentleman bursts out. ‘You’ve no control.’

‘Damn you, Harry Thom,’ McGhie parries. ‘The girl is hopeless. Why did you choose her?’

In seconds Eleanor is back on the freezing lane and it’s only then she realises the gentleman didn’t pay her shillings nor fetch a cab and she must trudge empty-handed the mile back to Glenfinlas Street. At the first junction, three children outside a public house play hopscotch by the light of a tallow lamp. She glances over her shoulder. The gentlemen have not pursued her. Accordingly, she slows her pace and wonders if Mr McGhie plans to murder her. He said so in the graveyard. The way he swooped round the table’s edge was violent. But the other gentleman, she realises, is violent too, only he masks it better. They are bullies. She doesn’t want to go back tomorrow or any other day. Her mistress, as far as she can see, is blameless.

As she reaches Charlotte Square, flickering yellow light is cast onto the wide pavement through cracks in the curtains. These slices afford views of toffs at long dining tables in rooms with blood-red walls. At the kerb, carriages wait. Two drivers warm their hands on a brazier set on the flagstones at the far south corner. Beyond, she can see the top of Glenfinlas Street. It’s odd how accustomed she’s become to Edinburgh. She can find her way in the dark.

In the basement area of the McKenzie house, the two maids-of-all-work giggle under the entrance stair. It’s the most sound Eleanor has heard the girls make since she arrived. As she descends the shallow stone stairs, one fumbles to hide a white clay pipe they’ve been sharing.

‘You don’t need to shift that. I won’t tell,’ Eleanor smiles. ‘Do they mind you smoking?’

‘Cook says it’s an ungodly habit,’ one of the girls admits. The other brings the pipe back out and puffs on it, passing it good-naturedly to Eleanor.

‘Thanks,’ Eleanor says. The girls move along the wooden bench and she sits and takes a long, slow puff of the golden shag.

‘Where’ve you been, Thrale?’ one asks.

Eleanor of course cannot say. ‘Exploring the city. The castle is beautiful. Are you from here?’

‘Liberton,’ the second girl says. ‘It’s only a village.’

‘I’m from a village too. Wimbledon,’ Eleanor admits. She thinks how nice it would be to be in Wimbledon, rather than in this awful fix.

All three young women sit for a few seconds, contemplating what they have in common.

‘Won’t your lady need you?’ the first girl asks.

Eleanor shakes her head. ‘There’s little for me to do. I’ll help her pack, I suppose, when she’s done.’

‘What was the castle like?’

‘Full of soldiers,’ Eleanor says, feeling better.

There is a pause and all three of them laugh uproariously.

‘Cook would especially hate that, wouldn’t she?’ Eleanor adds.

And they laugh some more.

There are few moments that have changed Eleanor’s life. One was when her parents agreed she could remove from school. Another was when the gentleman sought her out and placed her with Mrs Moore’s household. And, as Eleanor will later come to consider it, there’s this moment, right here under the stairs when the second girl chimes, the pipe’s glow lighting her face, ‘Where does she go?’

Just like that.

‘Go?’ Eleanor repeats. ‘Who?’

‘Your lady. At night? Twice now she’s left the house. Douglas said she was in St Giles’ for almost an hour the first time and never went to the lawyer’s. And the second time she just walked out of the place, but not like a lady, more like a . . .’

‘Sneaker,’ the other girl adds, relishing the word.

‘A sneaky sneaker,’ the first girl confirms.

Eleanor realises this means of the handful of nights they’ve spent in Edinburgh, Mrs Moore has gone out twice without her noticing. Up until now, she’s thought she’s been defending her mistress against the gentleman. She’s thought Araminta was innocent and Mr McGhie was some kind of fool. The gentleman from Kew, too, perhaps not a fool but an erstwhile lover. Now it comes to her that, despite all appearances, maybe her mistress is indeed up to something.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ she says. ‘The mistress loves to walk. She strides out every day in Richmond. Miles along the river.’

‘I think she has a fancy man,’ the first girl giggles. ‘I would, if I were the mistress.’

The second girl punches her friend’s arm. ‘Agnes,’ she says. ‘You wouldnae.’

‘Don’t be daft, Hester. It’s only the likes of us that don’t get away wi’ it,’ the first girl declares. ‘When Douglas worked for the Macdonalds, one of their cousins came. French, of course, and married. He says you wouldnae believe the comings and goings. At night,’ she adds ominously.

Agnes and Eleanor lean forward, for these are details relished by maids across the world. Hester looks smug as she pulls on the pipe. She holds out for a good five seconds and is about to spill further beans when the basement door creaks open suddenly to reveal Cook outlined in the thin light from the kitchen hallway. Hester nearly falls off the end of the bench.

‘Lasses!’ Cook pronounces. ‘Whit have I told the pair of you? And you, Thrale, should be ashamed of yersel’! Out here encouraging the housemaids. Puffing like lums, the lot of you! Gie me it.’

She holds out her hand and Hester reluctantly gives her the pipe, which Cook takes between her thumb and forefinger as if it’s a dead fish that has turned in the heat. ‘It’s a disgusting habit! You know how I feel about it.’

In Richmond, the cook is not in charge of the housemaids. The housemaids (three of them) are under the instruction of Mrs Rhodes, the housekeeper. The question flickers across Eleanor’s mind: why doesn’t this household have a Mrs Rhodes? But so much in Scotland is different from Richmond.

The girls troop guiltily inside, the maids sent straight to bed, the toothless kitchen drudge watching from her straw mattress beside the stove.

‘Really,’ says Cook, ‘you should have more sense, Thrale.’ However, she cannot order Eleanor around, even though a ladies’ maid does not trump a cook, certainly not down here, in the kitchen.

‘I’ll see to my lady,’ Eleanor says.

‘Here,’ Cook thrusts a liquorice stick in her direction. ‘The mistress will not want to sniff your smelly tobacco mouth.’

Eleanor does not tell her that Mrs Moore stank out the drawing room the other night with her great aunt’s cigars. In any case, she likes the taste of liquorice. She turns to go.

‘Yon tobacco’s terrible for the palette,’ Cook calls after her. ‘You’ll never be able to taste the seasoning if you continue. Go on, your lady will be missing you.’

But Eleanor does not attend Mrs Moore, or at least not directly. Nor does she go to bed. Instead, she hovers in the first-floor hallway out of sight, in a doorway, chewing absent-mindedly, savouring the aniseed flavour with her back against the door jamb in a disgraceful display of poor deportment. Dinner has been removed on a tray by Brodie long since. Upstairs, Mrs Moore’s sheet was turned down even before Eleanor left the house that evening, the fire in the green bedroom already stoked. A glass of milk and a glass of watered brandy on the bedside, like always. Eleanor waits and thinks this is why her lady has said she doesn’t need help to undress. She listens as the clock on the mantle chimes ten times behind the door. Then, she pulls back as Mrs Moore creeps silently downstairs wearing her green, fur-lined cape and kidskin winter gloves. Eleanor follows. Right out of the front door like a lady, silently onto the flagstones of Glenfinlas Street. Hanging back so the men around the brazier cannot see, Eleanor watches Mrs Moore cut down the alleyway at the near side of St George’s, and staying in the shadows, she goes down there too.


Chapter Thirteen

When Saoirse McKenzie was admitted to the convent at Sciennes, to the south of the city, past Hope Park, she found it a relief not to have to keep up appearances. She was, in truth, the comeliest of the McKenzie sisters even into her fifties when she gave up her array of green outfits for the stark black and white of a nun’s habit. But it wasn’t only her colourful wardrobe that Winifred forwent. She was glad of her cell, a far cry from her warm, carpeted bedroom in Glenfinlas Street. She quickly realised that despite the lack of the daily luxuries with which she grew up, she liked the gentle rhythm of living with the sisters. The regular services, the mealtimes and bedtimes, the comfort of not having to socialise. The ability to disappear among the ranks. Gradually she understood that if she didn’t want to wash, she didn’t have to. That she could eat raw onion if she chose, without reproach. That she could make conversation or not. That her stockings needn’t match.

Some months after taking her vows, Mr Drummond, the McKenzies’ solicitor, arranged the transfer of Saoirse’s share of the McKenzie family trust to the convent, and although the ethos of the nunnery was for the women to be equal in all things, the generosity of this bequest meant that the abbess was, in practical terms, compliant towards her new sister. In any case, they’d known each other since they were children, when they lived only a close’s distance apart in the Old Town, before the turn of the century. It took some weeks before Winifred remembered to call the abbess Mother rather than Lizzie.

In her new life, Winifred is, in truth, no more devout than she was when she lived in town, which is to say, not particularly. She chooses to play music in the mornings, practising on the chapel organ almost every day. She accompanies the singing of hymns at the sisters’ services. In the afternoons she writes letters and reads in the library. She has started to teach herself French. From time to time, Mother asks Winifred’s opinion on the convent’s accounts, which are reviewed monthly. Over the years Winifred has suggested both savings to be made and investments to be considered. The funds from the trust have thus not been her only contribution to the convent’s prosperity. Because of Sister Winifred’s sound financial advice, the sisters have been able to set up a service at the apothecary in nearby Bruntis Field for mothers and babies and also give alms on the Canongate to the indigent, distributed through their sister house on Holyrood Road.

After the nuns’ final devotions, the night is Winifred’s own, said to be for spiritual reflection and, of course, sleep, but oftentimes even before her great niece came to Edinburgh, Sister Winifred preferred to leave the convent to walk through the trees in the moonlight. This part of town has had a nunnery since the sixteenth century; indeed, the name Sciennes derives from that convent’s saint, Catherine of Sienna. Winifred feels secure in the long tradition of devotion embedded in the landscape. The medieval nuns’ gravestones line the wall of the old convent, near the place the Jews have started burying their dead. At first these walks eased Winifred’s humiliation, the sting of the affair unmasked. Now they’ve become a pleasant habit where she processes the events of the day. Occasionally on her rambles, Winifred meets Reverend Reid near his manse at Hope Park for he is another night walker. They converse about interesting matters: the two orphaned pauper girls he has taken in; sisters born on the Cowgate one of whom has read her way through the reverend’s entire library between chores. Or their mutual acquaintance, Miss Susan Ferrier, who resides during the summer in nearby Church Hill, and who has given up writing novels for she could not bear the limelight. ‘Such is the way of spinsters,’ Reverend Reid comments. It is Reverend Reid who, through his Cowgate connections, on short notice, provided the key for St Andrew’s Kirk where Winifred met Araminta for the first time only a few days before.

At first the humiliation of not being Brodie’s only love stung. But now, Winifred misses neither her sister nor her lover. Still, this doesn’t mean that from time to time when news from Glenfinlas Street has reached her, she hasn’t taken an interest. The sisters, while sequestered, remain part of the capital’s social fabric and women, even nuns, like to talk. When Sir Walter Scott died, only five years ago, the news reached the convent before the Assembly Rooms, through a sister with a cousin who resides near Abbotsford. News of Eilidh McKenzie’s death came from the minister at St George’s. A letter was delivered within three hours of her passing, also containing the information that when she knew she was infirm, Eilidh had sent to London for Araminta McKenzie Moore, not to Sciennes for Winifred. The truth is, this stung poor Winifred. They might not have spoken these last ten years but a sister is a sister most especially when both remain unmarried, and it would have been good to say goodbye. The last few days have weighed heavily on the old nun – Araminta looks disarmingly like her mother, Winifred’s only niece. Winifred however recognises that her religious duties have been easier than her domestic duties would have been at Glenfinlas Street. Eilidh has done her bit and now the old nun is beginning to feel the tightening of old promises like a pair of shoes that have been made too small. Duty is duty. And the truth is Winifred abandoned hers. Not without reason, for she was humiliated. But still.

St George’s is the next place she has arranged to meet Araminta. The minister is a lifelong friend and the side door key was easily obtained. Winifred expected their first meeting to be a one-off, so she walked the two miles from Sciennes to the Cowgate. The second time at the watchtower she walked again, but now, as the duty has become regular and her old knees stiff, she decides to ride into town swaddled in thick home-knitted mittens and a scarf that can only be termed ‘chunky’. She tethers the convent’s old nag, whose usual job is pulling an equally old cart, at the junction with Queensferry Street and dodges the puddles so as not to get her tan leather sandals soaked. She did not anticipate the proximity to her old home would rekindle memories of her old life. Passing the mews transports her to a time when she hosted candlelit dinners and was feted for her wit. When she sculpted her body inside laced stays and shopped on George Street for Bristol glass bottles of the popular bath oil manufactured near Canonmills. Reminded now, she smells it in memory, as if the days when it scented her chamber were closer. She’d hoped to set aside being a lady and being a lover too; yet here she is reminded.

She pauses behind the church with her mind racing. From here she can make out the rear of number four Glenfinlas Street, candlelight emanating from the maids’ attic rooms. The shame twists her gut even now. Eilidh was Brodie’s first choice. ‘How could you?’ she snapped all that time ago before the silence descended. ‘It’s been ten years . . .’ she started to accuse the butler. That was the first barb. For Saoirse it had only been eight. Eilidh, then, was younger, but she was first. Then there’s the fact that Winifred had kissed Brodie the first time, rather than the other way round. Lady Charlotte Scott, God rest her soul, had lit in the McKenzie sisters an interest in buying unusual wine and Saoirse had laid down some kegs of Spanish sherry. Brodie was unsure how to store these and she’d gone down with him to inspect the racks. The proximity, the darkness, the illicit nature of being below stairs had conspired, and Miss Saoirse McKenzie had stepped too close and before she knew it, she was kissing the handsome butler and he was kissing her back. The humiliation of Brodie defending himself still stings. ‘When I first reached for you . . .’ he said to Eilidh. So Saoirse had been second, then, in everything. It felt like Eilidh was more desirable and more accomplished too for, also, it was Eilidh who had unlocked clue after clue.

Winifred slams the back door of St George’s too loudly. Memory is dogging her and she must shut it out. Would Brodie have kissed her had she not stepped towards him? She had served herself on a plate, unlike her sister. Once, Winifred conversed with one of the other nuns about why they’d come to the convent. ‘If I hadn’t,’ the other sister said, ‘I’d have had to marry a man.’ This was delivered with such disgust that Winifred knew she could not share her real reason for taking vows; that she had been shamed in her own home by her sister’s lover. That she was his second choice. And him a servant. Instead, she said she’d come to Sciennes for the same reason. Pride is a sin. But then, so is everything else she’d done.

Now she taps her foot impatiently. At last, there is a knock at the door and she scoops up a lamp to let in her great niece. Araminta is excited.

‘You found it, then?’ Winifred says, recalling feeling like this when Eilidh unlocked one of Berenice’s damn clues. The thrill is a kind of communion. Another unsought-for memory.

‘I did,’ Araminta almost squeals. The women sit on either side of a small desk.

‘And?’

‘Draw the pearl’s seat to the jeweller’s crown,’ Araminta recites.

‘And did you?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘On the map, child,’ Winifred says, as if Araminta is an idiot. ‘They are, I expect, the points that my sister already marked for you. On the Carmichael thread.’

Araminta’s eyes light as understanding drops. ‘Ah!’ she lets out.

Winifred confirms. ‘The pearl was Queen Margaret. St Margaret, in fact. She founded the chapel in the castle. The jeweller’s crown, let’s see. The second point. Heriot’s Hospital, I imagine.’

‘A hospital?’

Winifred sighs. ‘George Heriot was the King’s Jeweller. Really, you’d think you were brought up in an . . .’ she is about to say ‘English barn’, but she needs to move the child on in her quest, not offend her. Besides, her time at the convent has taught her not to take out her feelings on others. ‘It’s to the south of the city,’ she explains. ‘That will be the ninth clue.’

‘The south? Where your convent is?’

‘Closer. On the near side of the park.’

‘Perhaps we might go together?’

Winifred rolls her eyes. More than anything she hates having to explain. ‘We cannot be seen together,’ she states baldly.

‘But why?’ Araminta sounds like a mewling infant.

‘You’re almost certainly being watched, child.’

‘That’s ridiculous. Who would want to watch me?’

Winifred leaves a long and disapproving silence.

‘You said if I fetched the clue you’d answer my questions. You shook my hand,’ Araminta complains.

Sister Winifred waits another few seconds before relenting. She picks up a cushion from a pile behind the door to make herself more comfortable, motioning for Araminta to do likewise. ‘There will be a clue at the hospital. The ninth clue. It’s a school; a charitable concern. Eilidh clearly did not make it that far, but that’s what will take you onwards.’

‘Onwards towards what?’

Winifred lets out a sigh as she realises there is no way out of having the conversation that she has been avoiding for a decade; perhaps even longer. ‘It’s the crown,’ the old nun says.

‘Yes,’ Araminta encourages her. ‘I saw the crown. The honours. I’d thought it might be plainer but it’s quite as ornate as the one in the Jewel House at the Tower of London. Colonel Fraser showed me in the castle.’

‘Not that crown. You must understand the times. Firstly, Cromwell was coming. He’d smelted the English honours – quite destroyed them – after he beheaded Charles Stuart. King Charles the First that is.’

Araminta searches her memory. ‘1649,’ she ventures, glad to finally be able to place something of historical importance to her family’s story.

‘In January, as I understand it,’ Winifred confirms. ‘The following year, Cromwell invaded Scotland because we’d crowned Charles’s son at Scone.’

‘Charles the Second.’

‘Indeed, though it would be ten years before he was crowned at Westminster Abbey and fully took the throne. It was an act of extreme loyalty or defiance, depending on which side you were on.’

‘I don’t understand. What has this to do with Culloden?’

‘Nothing at all,’ Winifred says. ‘This was a century before. Let me speak.’

Araminta folds her hands in her lap and curbs her questions. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘Please continue.’

‘Charles escaped to France after the coronation. Cromwell headed north with a huge army. He’d have smelted the honours, as he did the English crown, and our people couldn’t have that, so the jewels were spirited away. Not for the first time either. During medieval times there were often battles, armies . . . Men!’ Winifred gesticulates. ‘So when Cromwell threatened invasion, the honours went north. To Dunnottar.’

Araminta cannot contain herself. ‘I didn’t know Cromwell came to Scotland at all.’

Her great aunt casts her a look that leaves her in no doubt that this is extremely disappointing. Nonetheless, the old lady continues. ‘So the King’s Honours went to Dunnottar in 1651 because there was a castle. But the Queen’s Honours did not.’

‘The queen?’

‘Well, there was no queen; Charles at that time being unmarried. So while he was being crowned at Scone, your great, great . . . now let me see . . . great great grandmother Aine McKenzie and her sister, Derbhille, were entrusted with the Queen’s Jewels. For safekeeping. They took the crown westwards, not north. And they hid it.’

Araminta gets out of her seat. ‘The McKenzie women . . .’ she starts. ‘Hid the queen’s crown.’

‘Yes,’ Winifred says, relieved the girl is finally getting the gist of it. ‘We are the keepers of the Queen’s Jewels. The consort’s crown as it’s sometimes known.’

Araminta takes this in. ‘Keepers of the Queen’s Jewels,’ she repeats. ‘Help the Queen. But did we not give them back? Charles the Second was married when he returned from France. He had a queen, did he not? And the King’s Honours must have been returned.’

Winifred sighs once more. ‘Charles had a queen, yes, and a great many mistresses. His wife was a Portuguese princess. Catherine of Braganza.’

Araminta wishes she had paid more attention during history lessons. She can’t picture this dead queen’s face or recall anything about her. She tries to remember if Sir Walter wrote about Cromwell and recalls that he did in a novel called Peveril of the Peak which was entirely set in England. She curses her classroom decision to focus on classics.

‘Derbhille took against Catherine of Braganza,’ Winifred admits. ‘I don’t think she was a bad woman.’

‘Which? Great Great Great Great Aunt Derbhille or Charles’s wife?’

‘Well . . . both. Catherine, she said, was not a worthy queen. In any event, the crown remained hidden and you know the rest.’

Araminta shakes her head. ‘I certainly do not know the rest.’

‘Yes, yes,’ Winifred is insistent. ‘After Culloden. Berenice’s incarceration. The clues. Thirteen of them. We’re at number nine.’ Winifred wishes the minister had left them some kind of sustenance. It’s been a long time since dinner, and she feels worn down by the damp journey into town as much as the memories. She picks up the lamp to see if there’s anything on the shelves by the door – a tin of biscuits, perhaps. The minister of St George’s was ever the kind of fellow to have shortbread about the place. As she does so she notices a movement beyond the barred window, in the laneway. A flash of pale cloth.

‘Who’s there?’ she calls, peering through the dark glass.

Araminta is not paying attention. She’s counting the generations of McKenzie women since the time of Oliver Cromwell’s short-lived republic. Charles’s restoration in 1660, the Jacobite uprising in 1745 . . . and she, here in the year of 1837. ‘Do you mean that for the last several generations, almost two hundred years, the women in our family have been Jewel Keepers . . . and that is why you think we may be watched? But by whom?’

Winifred ignores her niece, flinging open the door and walking purposefully down the tiled corridor to the entrance. She douses the lamp, leaving herself in absolute darkness, before opening the outside door and pouncing on the figure waiting halfway up the alley. Eleanor screams and tries to run but Sister Winifred grabs the girl by the ear and pulls her smartly up the hallway and into the little office.

‘Eleanor!’ Araminta exclaims.

‘You know this child?’ Winifred asks.

‘She’s my maid. You must unhand her.’

Winifred lets go of Eleanor’s ear.

‘Good heavens, whatever are you doing creeping about the streets at this hour?’ Araminta demands.

Eleanor pulls herself upright. ‘I was following you, ma’am. You left the house.’

Araminta sighs. ‘Well, really. There was no need . . .’ But she finds it difficult to finish this sentence. She can’t blame Eleanor. The girl likes to attend her. It’s her job.

Winifred glares in annoyance. The whole point of meeting at St George’s is that the place is a fortress and close enough to Glenfinlas Street for Araminta to sneak out unseen. This kind of thing was not supposed to happen.

‘Madam, do you think to become a nun?’ Eleanor asks, glancing fearfully at Sister Winifred.

Araminta laughs. ‘This is my great aunt. Her name is Sister Winifred,’ she says. ‘She’s my great aunt Eilidh McKenzie’s sister.’

Eleanor bobs a careful curtsey and Winifred waves her off. Such niceties are neither required nor appreciated.

‘I said you were being followed,’ Winifred says, gloomily. ‘And now this.’

‘Eleanor isn’t following me,’ Araminta objects. ‘Not in the way you mean.’

Winifred casts a look at the young maid and senses something – a patch of shade. The girl is afraid, of course she would be, the old nun reasons. She has just been pulled off the street by the lug.

Eleanor’s breathing becomes uneasy. ‘Ma’am,’ she stutters, realising that she must admit what she has been up to, for if she does not do so now, her loyalty will belong to the gentlemen in the backroom at McGhie’s, and that she will not submit to. She pauses, afraid, for once she speaks Mrs Moore will dismiss her, but that at least means she can go home. A wave of shame turns her stomach. ‘Your great aunt isn’t wrong,’ she admits steadily. ‘You are being followed. By two gentlemen, and they are bad men. Oh, ma’am.’ She bursts into inconsolable tears at her disloyalty, momentarily unable to continue.

Businesslike, Winifred removes a clean, cotton handkerchief from her sleeve. ‘Here,’ she says. Eleanor uses it to cover her mouth for she can hardly bear to let the words out.

‘I’ve been terrible bad, ma’am. I’ve been very, very wicked,’ she manages.

‘I don’t believe that.’ Araminta touches Eleanor’s arm. ‘What on earth is it?’

‘They gave me money, ma’am, to tell them things.’

Winifred lets out a snort as if to say that she knew it.

‘I thought it was nothing,’ Eleanor continues, ‘but they’re dangerous. I fear they mean to rob you though they swear they never would.’

‘What have you told them, girl?’ Winifred cuts in.

‘Nothing, ma’am. Hardly anything. They asked who called at the house, what the colonel showed the mistress when she visited the castle, the books she reads . . .’

Araminta flops into a chair, her mind racing. People always say that you cannot trust your staff. Mrs Rundell in her book of household management mentions the matter repeatedly, but Araminta has always considered Eleanor a friend.

‘Who are these gentlemen?’ she gets out.

‘One is called Mr McGhie. Angus McGhie.’

‘The spirit merchant?’ Sister Winifred says incredulously.

Eleanor nods.

‘He’s been supplying our house for years,’ Winifred adds. ‘The snake.’

‘The other’s name is Harry, I think, though today Mr McGhie also called him Thom. He comes from London. From Kew,’ Eleanor continues. ‘He arranged for me to be placed in your household when you moved to Richmond.’

‘Mr Thom? But he’s the family friend of a girl I went to school with,’ Araminta says. ‘She vouched for you.’ Araminta then realises that Eleanor has been spying on her for more than the last few days. She’s heard of the like. Maids with secret dalliances. Maids who steal stray ha’pennies. Maids who are trusted, yet let their ladies down. She never would have thought it of Eleanor. She’s always liked the girl. Eleanor helped her when she was seasick on the ship. Eleanor held her hand in the carriage after Aunt Eilidh’s funeral. She’s plump and homely with warm green eyes. What the girl has just admitted doesn’t seem possible. Before she feels angry, Araminta simply feels hurt.

‘Thom?’ Winifred cuts in, her eyes focussing upon what is clearly a familiar name. ‘I know the Thoms. It was a blackguard called Archibald Thom who politicked poor Berenice McKenzie’s execution. There’s no such thing as coincidence. This man must be from the same family.’ Winifred makes the sign of the cross. It’s a habit she’s got into. ‘Archibald Thom’s son was a viper, likewise,’ she adds. ‘All the Thoms are. They keep a place at Kew, for the botanic garden. They have family holdings in apothecary’s equipment. I don’t know how they found you, Araminta, dear. Eilidh and I kept your existence secret. You know him, you say? From London?’

Araminta nods. Eleanor wipes her nose with the handkerchief. ‘I’ll leave immediately, ma’am,’ she offers. ‘I’ll pack my bag tonight. Mrs Rhodes can send on my things from Richmond. I never meant to do anything wrong. They offered me a shilling a month and now it’s got out of hand. I thought he was a jilted suitor. Something stupid like that.’

Winifred lets out another snort as Eleanor backs towards the door but Araminta stops the girl by lifting a single finger. She stares at the maid as she runs through the last three years of Eleanor’s service, her interest in the books Araminta bought, the routine at the house in Richmond, the details of Araminta’s life. She thought Eleanor cared for her out of devotion – not in an equal friendship, but good-spirited.

‘All this time you were spying on me.’ Her voice breaks a little. ‘And taking money for it . . .’

A tear rolls down Eleanor’s cheek. She nods.

‘How dare you!’ Araminta swallows. She wants to lash out. Of course the girl will have to leave. She’s not even comfortable with the maid staying in the house tonight. She feels a lump in her throat but she’s determined she won’t cry while Eleanor remains in the room. Winifred squeezes her great niece’s hand. It’s been a shock, but there’s a greater significance that Araminta doesn’t yet understand.

‘Wait in the hallway,’ the nun directs, lighting Eleanor a candle. The girl disappears.

‘What is it?’ Araminta removes a clean handkerchief from her pocket for now Eleanor is gone, her eyes begin to flood. It’s like being pickpocketed. Worse than that.

Winifred ignores her niece’s tears and lowers her voice. ‘I don’t want to scare you . . .’ she hisses.

‘Scare me? My damn maid has been selling my movements to a man I have met no more than three times,’ Araminta sniffs. ‘I’m not scared. I’m furious.’

Winifred leans in. ‘They hunt us,’ she continues, low. ‘They have for a long time. My mother said it was because they can’t bear women to be free. We hoped you’d escape their notice. These are dangerous men, Araminta, the girl’s not wrong about that. We’ll redouble our efforts but you must be careful. Do you still carry that gun? Promise me you’ll keep it with you.’

Araminta dabs her cheeks with the handkerchief. Her head on one side, she considers Harry Thom the last time she saw him, which was last year at a party after the opera, where Italian vermouth was served and cod roe on squares of toast. He has always seemed a serious sort, that night solicitously enquiring about a holiday where she and Johnathan had visited friends. She’d always considered him a dull, old stick. Hard-faced, certainly. But dangerous?

‘The McKenzie women don’t die in childbirth,’ Sister Winifred continues. ‘You’ve seen the family bible. So many gone . . .’ She stops, unable to put words to the premature deaths of their foremothers. ‘As my sister died so old, I assumed it had abated. Many of our forebears have not been so fortunate.’

Araminta considers the dates next to the unpronounceable names of generations of McKenzie women. She hadn’t thought their lifespans unusual.

‘They want the crown,’ Sister Winifred adds.

‘But we don’t have it.’

‘We don’t. But we’re the Jewel Keepers.’

‘Can’t we just tell them?’

‘Dear girl. The shame of losing it. The sacred duty we’ve been entrusted with. Besides, the crown can only be delivered to the monarch. That is our charge. If we were to confide our state to these men, they’d whip the clues from us. They’d clap us in irons and say we were traitors. Besides, the clues are not ours to merely hand over. They’re ours to be solved. Do you see? These men are vicious. They can’t be trusted. They killed my grandmother, my great aunt and my sister. I don’t like to say it, but I’m not entirely sure that they didn’t kill your mother.’

‘But it was an accident . . . A horse that bolted . . .’ Araminta bursts out.

Sister Winifred takes Araminta’s hand. ‘None of us was there. Your dear mother was close to making progress. She was hoping to solve a clue. Then she had an accident. Now we find they’ve been watching you. Take my word, the only way out is to recover the crown. You’re the keeper now.’

‘And then what?’

‘We must return it to a queen. It’s a royal commission of the highest order, trusted to the McKenzies almost two centuries ago. The crown mustn’t fall into the hands of these men or anyone else. My mother always said when we delivered it, women would prevail.’

Araminta considers this. All her life, she’s wanted to do her duty. ‘A lady must rise to what is required,’ her teacher used to say, in a homily repeated throughout Araminta’s education about loyalty and responsibility and the obligations of the upper classes. It’s simply that until today, she thought her duty was to run her husband’s household. Now she feels something stir. A higher calling, perhaps. She is, after all, a McKenzie now. Alongside this, something hardens within her; a feeling confirmed that a lady’s maid cannot be trusted. Carefully she weighs the stories about stolen ribbons and purloined toiletries against a royal duty. A promise to the Crown made by her family. A kind of inheritance.

An American visiting London the year before famously said the whole town suffered from a case of ‘stiff upper lip’. Perhaps they taught me something at Mary-le-Bone after all, Araminta thinks. I must rise to it she decides. Suddenly she finds she has no trouble addressing herself to the larger picture despite the fact she’d rather never see Eleanor Thrale again. ‘All right,’ she says slowly and opens the door, motioning the maid inside. She sets her jaw for she’s made a difficult decision but one, it seems, that’s consistent with her family tradition.

‘You told these gentlemen everything?’ she checks. ‘All this time?’

Standing before her, clutching the candle, Eleanor nods sadly. ‘Mr Thom, ma’am. I only met Mr McGhie the other day. Lately I’ve been trying not to tell them anything much, but they wheedle things out of me.’

‘So they trust you?’ Araminta reasons.

Eleanor nods again.

‘They seek to find out my movements? My friends? My activities?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘And you have accepted their money?’

Eleanor gives another guilty nod.

‘I suppose you regret this now?’

‘I do ma’am,’ Eleanor snivels. ‘It seemed like it was nothing at first, but now I know they’re bad. They’re watching the house too. I didn’t tell them you went to the castle today. They knew it already.’

‘But you don’t know what they want?’

Eleanor shakes her head sadly. ‘No, ma’am.’

Araminta takes this in. She draws herself up, putting away the personal sleight in favour of the greater cause. The girl is a pawn, that’s all.

‘You’ll not get out of this so easily, Thrale. You can’t quit, and I won’t dismiss you. We must seek to misdirect these devils and you are my tool for that job. This game,’ she adds coolly, ‘I mean to win it.’

Eleanor isn’t sure what the mistress is talking about but the atmosphere in the dark office shifts. A grin spreads across Sister Winifred’s face as the old nun suddenly has a sense of outrunning the chase – a fire she thought long quenched. Eilidh shouldered ten years alone at the McKenzie’s duty. She outfoxed her pursuers and solved several of Berenice’s clues – a worthy legacy. Now Winifred will have another shot at the duty she abandoned and beside her this time a great niece with admirable spirit. Damn the past and all its ghosts. ‘By God,’ the old nun exclaims. ‘You’re a McKenzie after all.’

*

Outside, in a doorway at the bottom of the lane, Mr Brodie shifts. Earlier tonight, there were a number of matters troubling him, among them that twice now he had noticed the maid making her way into the house late from the direction of the mews. So, a few minutes ago, he waited silently in the hallway downstairs, in the shadows. Past ten, the mistress slipped down, not with Eleanor, but followed by her. Brodie’s interest piqued, he loitered in the vestibule, listening as the women’s steps receded up the hill, then he sneaked after them into the darkness. He was just in time to see a flash of apricot turn right down the lane on the north side of the church. A few minutes later, from a vantage point on the corner of the square, he witnessed Eleanor pulled inside by Sister Winifred. He considered that the nun might not be Saoirse McKenzie. After all there must be a thousand sisters in the city. But the truth is he knew it was she. Brodie never identified his lovers by their fancy clothes or the curl of their hair. Not even by their smiles or the scent of their bathing oil. Saoirse had the most elegant deportment in Edinburgh in her day, straight as a cypress. Still the same, it seemed. Even in the dark. Even at a distance. His cheeks flushed like a schoolboy. His heart leapt and crashed into a pool of sadness somewhere in his belly.

Cautiously, he checked the church windows for any indication of what might be happening inside. There was a vague light through one of the windows but it was impossible to hear what was being said. Moving on, he sheltered in a door at the top of Charlotte Place and waited again. He’s spent the last ten minutes there with his hands shaking, feeling sick.

Now Brodie hears the side door open and peers out, making sure to loiter in the darkness of the doorway. The mistress and Eleanor disappear up the lane. Once they’ve gone, the lit window darkens and Sister Winifred steps onto the flagstones. She locks the door and puts the key in her pocket. Brodie feels his heart turn over. He watches, rapt, as she walks past him, unaware. She’s still elegant, though she must by now be in her seventies, ten years older than he is. At Queensferry Street she mounts a Clydesdale tethered at the mounting bar. Brodie smiles. Her frame is tiny by comparison to the carthorse, but up she goes, fearless. As she rides away sidesaddle, he takes the risk of stepping out to stare at her receding figure. The first time she went, he didn’t get to see her go.

‘My God,’ he breathes, once the street is empty. And then, lower, ‘Mo ghràdh.’ My love.

When she’s gone, he turns his mind to what on earth is going on. Perhaps the maid isn’t having an affair. Mrs Moore keeps saying she’s winding up her aunt’s estate, but as far as he can see there’s been little progress. The family lawyer hasn’t returned to the house since the funeral. Araminta has given no orders to pack Eilidh McKenzie’s possessions. She doesn’t write to her husband, as far as he can make out; certainly not on the daily. And, it seems, something has transpired between her and her maid. Eleanor arrived plump, pleasant and curious about the household, but the last day or so the girl has hardly put a spoonful across her lips, not even last night when Cook made custard. How does Saoirse McKenzie fit into this? Did Eilidh leave private instructions – something to be undertaken by her sister and her niece? Brodie takes a deep breath of freezing air. He won’t sleep tonight but seeing Saoirse again has been worth it. He glances behind, as if she might appear once more. But Charlotte Place is deserted, only one buttery window above with a light still burning. Nothing on Melville Street beyond. Turning, he slips into the mews and takes the garden gate resolving to find out what on earth is going on, and to help with it, if he can.


Chapter Fourteen

The following morning, Araminta wakes at the turn of the handle on her bedroom door. She thinks fondly, under the warm covers, of Eleanor coming with her breakfast tray. Then she remembers the girl has betrayed her. Eleanor draws the curtains and the mistress sits up and takes a piece of toast from the rack. ‘I’ll dress myself,’ she directs, and Eleanor disappears. It takes a while and she can’t wear the dress with the covered buttons, but Araminta finds this more tolerable than falling into her erstwhile comfortable routine. ‘I’m a Jewel Keeper,’ she recalls with a streak of pride to temper the sadness. Going downstairs she sets out alone to see Mr Drummond, or rather, she takes the carriage in the direction of Heriot Row before directing the driver to her true destination, up the hill and over the High Street, to the bowling green before Heriot’s Hospital. Here, beyond the city limits, she takes a stroll to make sure she hasn’t been followed. She is a different woman this morning to the woman she has ever been before, for she has a mission.

It’s cold but bright today and three pupils aged no more than ten years are kicking an old leather ball on the grass in front of an impressive building. Beyond, the sound of masons and carpenters refitting the school’s chapel floats on the air. The building is pristine, the old frontage recently clad in sandstone. In fact, it looks rather grand with Edinburgh Castle behind like a painted backdrop.

Araminta hardly slept last night, sitting up late to study this place; the subject of the ninth clue. The hospital was founded in the early seventeenth century, predating, she noted, Oliver Cromwell’s invasion of Scotland and the McKenzie women’s stewardship of the queen’s crown, which, she realised after several hours of searching, is not mentioned in any of the history books in Aunt Eilidh’s library. A true secret then. She’s decided that the next time she sees Sister Winifred she’ll ask for a description of the item. Surely the old lady must know what it looks like. Araminta feels the weight of her duty but still, there’s ballast to it – her new-found sense of pride.

As she strolls confidently across the grass and round the school building with its balustraded terrace, she comforts herself that she isn’t being followed. She was careful, and she didn’t tell Eleanor where she was going. She recalls Mrs Rundell’s wise words that a lady should never fully trust her staff. She’s been foolish. She tries not to think of it.

As she rounds the corner of the terrace, her attention turns to the school which, from reading Great Aunt Eilidh’s papers, she knows was founded to educate orphans. Cut out, in a file, there were a couple of recent articles from Edinburgh’s broadsheets suggesting that these days, most of the pupils are drawn from needy families. ‘The jeweller’s crown,’ she muses out loud. The school certainly seems a crowning achievement. She wanders into the inner quadrangle, nodding at a workman who is unloading wooden chairs from a cart marked Mssrs Trotters & Co. Above, between two first floor windows, there is a statue of a man she takes to be Mr Heriot. The initials G. H. above his head confirm it and an inscription in Latin which she translates easily as ‘This statue represents my body, this school my soul.’ This she thinks was a good place for Berenice to leave a clue. It had been built more than a century before she died, and schools, like churches, are unlikely to be torn down.

A young man in a teacher’s robe emerges onto the quad, his nose pink in the cold.

‘Madam?’ he addresses her. ‘Are you looking for someone?’

Araminta smiles. ‘I apologise. I’m visiting Edinburgh from London. I’d heard of George Heriot and wanted to see the statue.’ She gestures upwards. ‘You must be proud. Quite an achievement.’

‘Proud? Yes.’ The teacher’s shoulders slacken. ‘The boys decorate Heriot’s effigy with garlands on founders’ day. In June,’ he adds, lest this adventurous lady expect this is any time soon.

‘Goodness,’ Araminta remarks. ‘How ever do they get up there?’

‘Ladders,’ he advises good-naturedly. ‘Some of the flowers are placed through the window.’

‘It’s such fine work,’ she muses, gazing upwards as if George Heriot were Michelangelo’s David, which he certainly is not. It is, Araminta thinks, the most likely place to have drawn Berenice’s attention. ‘Do you think I might get closer? I’d love to inspect him properly,’ she enthuses.

The young man looks flustered.

‘Not up a ladder,’ she assures him. ‘I’d like to look out of the window, however. If you’d be so kind.’

‘I suppose I might take you up.’

‘Thank you.’

Inside, the school smells of iron ink and butter on the turn; the smell of schoolboys. Out of the bright sunlight the corridor feels stone cold. The floor is tiled in black and white and at intervals there are wooden boards painted with the names of the prizewinners. In Mary-le-Bone, Araminta’s school was formed of two large townhouses knocked together, the old morning rooms and drawing rooms becoming classrooms that boasted wide fireplaces and fancy cornicing. One dining room was used as a library. The other was retained so the young ladies might eat there and thus be taught how their staff ought to keep the silverware. The school looked like someone’s home, with embossed chintz curtains and comfortable chairs. This place is more functional.

‘How many pupils are there here?’

‘Over a hundred,’ the young master avers.

‘For poor boys, as I understand it. Do they go on?’

‘Some to university,’ the man says proudly. ‘At present, we have two alumni studying to become doctors.’

Araminta raises an eyebrow. This is an achievement for a working-class boy.

‘It’s less unusual in Scotland,’ the master adds, noticing her surprise.

‘Less unusual?’

‘My father was a gardener,’ he admits. ‘On an estate. Scottish education is progressive, madam. If a lad has ability, then funds will be found.’

They round the corner and the teacher indicates the sash-and-case window ahead, halfway down the corridor. She can just make out the statue’s sleeve, a patch of mossy ochre lichen upon it, like velvet. Araminta smartly undoes the latch and leans out. The teacher doesn’t object. George Heriot is to her left. He’s holding a thick stone book, slightly open. The bible she supposes. ‘The carving is fascinating,’ she lets out, glancing behind. ‘Such a testament. This building has seen so much.’

‘Indeed,’ the teacher enthuses. ‘Heriot’s has seen kings come and go. Wounded men from the Battle of Dunbar were brought here to recover, when Cromwell invaded.’

‘You’re an antiquarian?’

‘I teach history and classics.’

‘So this building was in use in Cromwell’s day?’ Araminta confirms, coming in from the window.

‘Oh yes,’ the young man says. ‘This floor housed the hospital ward. The view of the castle was said to inspire the soldiers’ recovery. The purser still has the records.’

Araminta is certain now that this is the place Berenice would have left her mark. She puts her head back out of the window. Above the statue, the indented stone is scalloped like a shell, not a crown, though it has the effect of a sandstone halo. She leans out further.

‘Madam.’ The teacher steps forward, concerned.

And then she sees it. Scratched into the open book in Heriot’s hand. Perhaps Berenice was taller than she is. The mark is mathematical. She blinks. It is, she realises, the diagram of an equilateral triangle, each line at sixty degrees to the others. She drew the same thing a hundred times at school. ‘Good heavens,’ she says.

Dodging inside, she thanks the teacher and walks out to her carriage. The triangle must point to somewhere on that map – the third point a triangulation from the castle to the school and beyond. She considers Berenice’s thirteen clues. She’s had the impression they must have been difficult for it’s taken almost a century to get this far. Perhaps now things will be easier.

‘Home!’ she instructs the driver. ‘As fast as you can.’

The man does as she asks, the horses pulling away, if not at a gallop, at least at a spirited trot. Araminta doesn’t care for comfort and holds the worn leather strap above the door as the carriage bounces along the uneven road.

At Glenfinlas Street, she sweeps inside, past Hester who is cleaning the gilded mirror in the hallway with vinegar. In the drawing room she throws her cape onto the sopha and pulls off her gloves. Then she checks the door is closed. She will share nothing she doesn’t have to now with Eleanor Thrale. Pulling the map from Aunt Eilidh’s desk, she bisects the line between the chapel and the school at ninety degrees and creates an even-sided triangle, the apex of which points to garden ground behind a private house on the Lawnmarket, on the far side of the road from St Giles’. She squints. She had expected this new clue to lead to an institutional building. Something unlikely to change. The house seems undistinguished; behind it the old fleshmarket where meat was sold and on the other side of the road the Tron Kirk, with a poultry market behind.

She slumps into the chair at her desk. The triangle is the tenth clue so there will be three more by Winifred’s reckoning. Araminta scrabbles to find the notebook Johnathan gave her when she left London. She recalls what Sister Winifred said about covering her tracks but she has always needed to write things down to puzzle them out. At school her diary was peppered with algebraic calculations and Latin phrases. This is becoming complicated and she requires clarity. She opens the first page, the silver pencil poised, and writes:

Aunt Eilidh left me a tartan kerchief.

Clue 8 led to the castle.

Clue 9 from the castle to Heriot’s: a third point on the triangle.

Clue 10 the triangle led to a house on the High Street.

She sits back to consider this, then jumps at a smart knock on the drawing room door. She hurriedly shoves the map and the notebook into the desk as Eleanor enters. The maid cried most of last night and her eyes are still pink.

‘I wondered what you want me to say, ma’am? When I go to Mr McGhie’s later? He’ll be expecting me.’ Eleanor is fully resigned to the fact that she’s lost the trust of her mistress and has not got out of this onerous duty either.

Araminta removes to the sopha. She sets her mind to the task. The lie must take up the men’s time.

‘They’ll know you took the carriage,’ Eleanor adds. ‘At least they knew before.’

‘You must say I was summoned,’ Araminta ponders, wondering what Sir Walter Scott would make up in this situation. Not that Sir Walter would find himself in a quandary such as this. Perhaps from what her aunt says, Robert Burns would be a more likely co-conspirator. ‘You must say I’ve been summoned by a lord and you don’t know his name, but that I wore my best dress and spent an hour on my toilette.’

Eleanor’s wide eyes betray her confusion. ‘A lord, ma’am?’

‘Yes. Then these men of yours shall try to find out who this lord might be, and Edinburgh being the town seat of a great many aristocrats, it will take a deal of time.’

Araminta feels pleased with herself. Eleanor less so.

‘And you were summoned?’ she confirms.

‘By a missive that came this morning, upon which you did not lay eyes. But by which I was exercised. Excited, you see.’

Eleanor nods slowly.

‘You will also tell them that I’ve enquired after our passage back to London.’

‘We’re going home?’ Eleanor feels her shoulders relax.

‘No. But they needn’t know that. You may tell them that I’ve said my business is almost done. You can go now.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Eleanor gives an odd little curtsey and takes her leave. This story feels wrong. She wouldn’t believe it. It’s like something out of a book in which the mistress is a scatter-brained heroine. The maid cannot quite resign herself to simply doing as she’s told, when what she’s been told to do niggles. Besides, something deep inside Eleanor Thrale wants to recapture Araminta’s trust.

Downstairs, Hester has finished cleaning and the scent of vinegar lingers in the hall. She and Agnes are now engaged in energetically blacking the fireplace in the dining room, which Araminta has yet to put to use. Eleanor tarries in the doorway.

‘Are you idling?’ Agnes spots her.

Eleanor shakes her head. ‘I’m on an errand. I’ll fetch my coat.’

‘You seem sad today.’

Eleanor bites her lip. ‘The mistress is awful cross with me,’ she admits.

‘Mess up her ribbons did you?’ Hester jokes. ‘Mislace her stays?’

‘It can’t be all that bad,’ Agnes adds, a smudge on her cheek. ‘Wear everything you’ve got. It’s cold out.’

Downstairs, Eleanor doesn’t remove her linen apron. She pulls on her coat, then her scarf and hat. As she emerges from the basement door the freezing air stuns her lungs. She stares up at the long drawing room windows with tiny, ornate, cast-iron balconies. The glass shines like mirrors in the sun. It’s not that she objects to lying to Mr McGhie and Mr Thom, but Araminta’s story is as irritating as a scratchy, old semmit. It takes her back to the day in Richmond months ago when there was uproar in the kitchen over a pie that was taken from the pantry and Eleanor knew, without reasoning it out, that the first footman must have snatched it, for he was courting a maid at a house by the river and it had been that girl’s monthly day and a sunny one besides. Eleanor can’t read books or letters but she’s good at reading situations; her current fix notwithstanding.

Now she looks up and down the street to check if anyone is watching the house but there’s nobody in her line of view. She starts to walk and checks again, for once she reaches the corner, anyone watching number four Glenfinlas Street would have to show themselves. But still there’s nobody. Not behind her nor ahead, on the square. Suddenly, it pops into her brain that the house is not being watched; not exactly. Not from anywhere outside. The truth must be that she isn’t the only member of Mrs Moore’s staff on the gentlemen’s payroll. There’s a reason the gentlemen knew she and Mrs Moore had gone to the castle but didn’t know what had happened inside. Yes, she thinks, there can’t be a person on permanent watch. They’d never follow quickly enough to fall in behind the carriage. Besides, Charlotte Square has scarce a nook or a cranny to hide in. The gentlemen’s informant has to be someone working at number four Glenfinlas Street, and, she reasons, given they knew where the coach had gone, that member of staff has to be the coachman.

If Eleanor continues blindly with the story Mrs Moore has just planned, the coachman will not back it up. Pausing, the girl takes stock. Mrs Moore is distrustful of her and rightly so, but that does not cancel Eleanor’s moral duty to do the right thing. She wishes, in fact, that she’d come clean to Araminta earlier, without the nun having to pinch her by the ear. Then, perhaps, there’d be a better chance of redeeming herself. Now she must do what she feels is best and present the mistress with a job well done. So, instead of heading to Princes Street, Eleanor slips down the side of St George’s and into the mews. On the far side of the courtyard, the door to the McKenzie stable is closed. She doesn’t knock, but instead creaks open the latch.

‘Does she want me again?’ the coachman asks, scarcely looking up to see who’s come from the house.

Eleanor shakes her head. ‘I’m Eleanor,’ she introduces herself. They’ve nodded at each other, but never properly met.

The coachman raises his eyes and leans forward on the stool beside the stove where he’s been polishing the carriage brasses. The English maid calling on him is a promising development. He likes a girl with green eyes. ‘Davey,’ he says, putting down the woollen cloth that buffs up the shine.

Eleanor closes the door. She’d give this man all her savings if he’d treat with her for what she wants. But she knows the deal she makes has to win him over for goodness, or at least something that speaks to the person he wishes to be. Money won’t be enough.

Davey smirks. ‘Would you like a cup of barley wine, lass? Cook keeps me well supplied.’

Eleanor ignores the offer. She waits a moment. ‘They’re giving me two shillings a visit,’ she says. ‘The gentlemen, that is. Tell me, Davey, how much are they giving you?’


Chapter Fifteen

The last time Sister Winifred came across one of the Thoms was more than twenty years ago at a dinner she and her sister had thrown. It was the first social engagement at number four Glenfinlas Street that they organised. Eilidh and Saoirse having lately lost their sister Aoife and their niece, Grainne, Araminta’s mother, in suspicious circumstances, had found themselves in sole possession of the tightly bound knot of clues left by Berenice McKenzie decades before, enjoined by a note their mother had left that merely said Ad libertatum, ‘Towards freedom’. Aoife had solved the first clue shortly before her death, almost by accident, buried on the side of Arthur’s Seat, where an old cairn had been resited. The sisters had expected to unearth the crown that day. Instead, Aoife had dug up a manuscript which laid out the unexpected promise of a dozen more of Berenice’s clues. With these puzzles ahead of them, the remaining two McKenzies felt the weight of family responsibility. Both Eilidh and Saoirse understood their limitations especially as, where their forebears had failed, they now had to succeed twelve more times. Family duty demanded it. In response to this challenge, Saoirse had taken to hours of silent contemplation, on her knees in the family pew at St George’s. It was, she always insisted, a good place to think. Eilidh, however, was insistent they must be sensible. A change was required. ‘Progress in technique,’ she said.

In 1816 or 1817 – Winifred cannot recall – Edinburgh was peopled by the world’s brightest and best. Mr Hume, the great philosopher, was dead by then. Adam Smith too. But there remained an array of geniuses residing in the capital – mathematicians, antiquarians and gentlemen of science. The medical school was world-renowned. The Royal Society of Edinburgh was chock-full of natural scientists and landscape painters. ‘We need help,’ Eilidh had said, ever practical. ‘Your endless devotion is not bearing fruit,’ she scolded her sister. ‘We must bring other, greater minds to bear. Gentlemen, of course, but we’ll also invite women. We’ve some fine bluestockings. And poets. They too may be of use. It shall be a dinner,’ she declared.

Saoirse at first hadn’t seen the sense of it. She considered her younger sister overambitious. Flighty even. Mother had always intimated as much.

‘We must focus, Eilidh,’ she insisted. ‘It’s our duty to find the jewels. It’s our fate. If we’re meant to solve the clues, we shall do so.’

Lately out of mourning, Eilidh wore a red feather and diamond studs like stars amid her ringlets. Her nose wrinkled as she sipped a glass of Burgundy, which, even from the other side of the drawing room, Saoirse could tell was too pale to taste of the best.

‘It’s not that we aren’t up to the job,’ Eilidh insisted, ‘but it’s a different job than we thought, that’s all.’

Since being in receipt of the family’s legacy, the sisters had become quarrelsome, the duty weighing upon them alongside their grief; their sister and her daughter, both gone too soon. As children they’d been encouraged to compete with each other. The girls had jostled over who was the best archer and who was the most well read. The McKenzies had family spirit but they cared who took the lead. Eilidh knew she had to stand up for her idea. ‘The dinner shall solve the clues for us,’ she continued, insistent. ‘We’ll make a game of it.’

‘We can’t share Great Aunt Berenice’s clues.’ Saoirse sounded shocked. ‘That’d be the height of imprudence!’

‘Perhaps. But we might share half a clue. A phrase to be deciphered. A tiny wee bit at a time. Maybe as we progress we’ll get the hang of it. We can hardly do worse than Granny and Mother, God rest their souls. It’s been years and years and we’ve twelve to go. We require assistance or it’ll be a millennium before the damn duty’s dispatched. This way Edinburgh’s finest wits shall be our teachers.’

Eilidh had often said that she was exasperated by Berenice’s legacy but this outburst was more strident than anything she’d ventured previously. ‘Why didn’t she just say what she meant?’ she added. This was a rhetorical question for both women understood why Berenice had not done so. She’d had to hide the crown in a desperate fix, unable to contact even her sister, who’d been just as foxed as they were. In summation, the crown had been hidden rather too well. The single clue unravelled had taken decades and had involved mathematics, Greek history, Scots law and an intimate knowledge of the flora upon Arthur’s Seat. It had been a shock when Aoife had finally found where to dig.

Saoirse considered all this before speaking. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘We’ll try a dinner.’

That afternoon, invitations were dispatched to Professor and Mrs Cockburn, Dr and Mrs Rutherford, the Misses Murray and with them their cousin Fitzpatrick Thom, visiting from Kew. Eilidh and Saoirse knew, of course, that Fitzpatrick was the grandson of Archibald Thom, the Duke of Cumberland’s strategist after the 1745 uprising and the man who, in a fit of pique at Berenice’s unrelenting support for the Jacobite cause, had pushed for their grandmother’s death warrant to be signed. The king’s brother, the duke, was nicknamed Butcher Cumberland for a reason, but dispatching women at the hanging tree was an unusual gambit even for him; especially educated and well-connected ladies. Both Eilidh and Saoirse recalled their great aunt complaining that she’d had to thole Archibald’s society after he’d killed her sister, in order to cover her own misdemeanours. She wasn’t the only Edinburgh resident who’d found themselves keeping company with the men directly responsible for the killing of their kin. To make it worse, Archibald Thom was, she said, mighty pleased with himself. He was up and down to London like a bouncing ball and couldn’t start or finish a sentence without letting slip the titled folk he had met there. He was so obsessed with hunting Jacobites that it became his only topic of conversation and his poor wife, Jane, was beside herself with boredom. It seems, however, that Archibald, though useful, had worn out the men he met at court quite as much as he’d bored his wife, for unlike other movers and shakers in the wake of the quelled uprising, he was never offered a title by King George. ‘I suppose an unlikeable fellow is an unlikeable fellow whichever side you’re on,’ Mhairi had reflected. So when Fitzpatrick Thom’s name came up, Eilidh and Saoirse decided to invite him to their first dinner. ‘After all, wouldn’t it be fitting if he was the one who helped us solve the thing?’ Eilidh said, feeling the heiress of her grandmother’s derring-do.

The evening started as usual. A chilled Burgundy. The table set. Then onion soup, followed by roasted stuffed capon, baked fish, beef shin pie, potato croquettes and an array of side dishes. And after all that, more than two hours in, the realisation that there was nothing sweet upon the table, not so much as an apple from the kitchen barrel.

‘I’ve come over quite Russian,’ Saoirse said, fanning herself, for the McKenzies generally favoured French service, everything laid on the table at once.

Eilidh stood up. ‘We charge guests for hospitality in this house,’ she announced with a giggle. ‘Cook’s puddings are sought-after and you must earn the privilege. Tonight we’ll have a sublime raspberry fool and an unctuous treacle tart, but it won’t be served until you’ve paid the toll.’ The toll, of course, was a riddle, which at length that evening, Dr Rutherford solved.

As they nursed brandies after the guests had gone at three in the morning, the sisters agreed the venture had been a success. However, they hadn’t anticipated the popularity of their idea. The McKenzie Sisters’ Riddling Dinners became an overnight sensation. The Cockburns, Rutherfords and Misses Murray told the tale about the town and before luncheon the following day Edinburgh was alight with the fun of it. The anticipation! The audacity of these women. The originality! What would have transpired had Dr Rutherford not come up with the solution? Would the Misses McKenzie have really withheld the raspberry fool? Several months later, it turned out that they certainly would when a different table failed and were packed off into the night swill-full of fortified wine but with no pudding; which that evening was toffee meringue with brandy cream and Cook’s speciality, iced apricot souffle. The following day, one of the guests, passing the sisters on George Street, leaned out of his carriage, most chagrined, and shouted, ‘You owe me a meringue, yet, you harpies!’ This incident made the Scotsman, with a cartoon of the gentleman being comforted on the knee of his nanny, that he might have pudding after all if only he would be a good boy.

Now Sister Winifred gazes out of the window of the convent’s library, which gives out over the vegetable garden, where nuns with less money to endow than she and fewer marketable skills are howking tatties out of the freezing, muddy ground. She hadn’t expected her return to the West End to bring it all back so vividly. She most assuredly does not want these memories and feels a twist of shame at abandoning her family duty so long ago. There’s no question in her mind that she must reclaim it. Araminta, the dear girl, cannot be left alone. Though she’s showing promise, she requires guidance.

After the first riddling dinner, Fitzpatrick Thom was a holy terror to the women. Truly the heir to his grandfather’s obsession, he realised that the women were in possession of something both valuable and secret. They came to regret their cheek in inviting him for he dogged them so badly that not only did they instruct Brodie never to show the fellow up, but they went as far as to make discreet enquiries when they received invitations, to ensure he wouldn’t be present. On one occasion, Eilidh hid in a cupboard in the withdrawing room of a friend’s house on Heriot Row when Fitzpatrick called unexpectedly. The friend, obligingly and probably because she was not fond of the fellow either, got rid of him quickly.

‘He can’t know, can he?’ Eilidh said to Saoirse when she got home.

They decided that he might not know exactly but he certainly knew something. Perhaps he hoped to lay his hands on their treasure and finally achieve the peerage that his grandfather had failed to secure in the late 1740s. In the end the women laid false clues over the course of several riddling dinners. These would send Thom out of town as far as Roslin Chapel and the infamous drinking den underneath a row of cottages at Gilmerton. When he was caught trying to excavate the cellar of St Cecilia’s Hall off the Cowgate, he was recalled to Kew on a family matter. Now it seems he has passed his obsession to his son, but then Sister Winifred is not surprised. Such matters run in families as has happened in her own. She knows nothing of the Order of the Hermit. None of the women do. But the Thoms, she shudders, are unpleasant. She must protect the girl, she decides, whatever it takes.


Chapter Sixteen

Out in the carriage for the second time today, Araminta peers at the High Street. She reluctantly admits that Colonel Fraser was right, as she knocks on the roof to have Davey draw up at the point which marks the apex of Berenice McKenzie’s triangle. Araminta did not expect the place would feel so down-at-heel in daylight hours, so despite her promise to Winifred last night, she hasn’t brought her muff gun. Now she regrets it. Still, she climbs down, lifting her skirts over the stinking stream running downhill in the direction of Holyroodhouse. She’s fond of old buildings, indeed she and Johnathan live in a house that’s well over a century old, but this part of the city feels like a rookery for all its illustrious past. It’s difficult to imagine that her well-heeled McKenzie forebears ever resided here, though she supposes some of them must have. The tenements run to an impressive eight storeys and on the street there are costermongers and beggars. She takes heart at the sight of two gentlemen clutching advocates’ briefs, deep in discussion as they stride up the hill.

The building marked on Berenice’s map is only six storeys. Below it there’s a wool shop and the thick scent of shorn sheep seeps through the doorway. Unsure what she intends to do, Araminta climbs the steps to the front door above the shop and knocks. There’s no answer. She knocks again and at length a girl opens up. The child is no more than eight years of age and barefoot. She clearly finds the sight of a lady on her doorstep disturbing.

‘Miss?’ she asks nervously.

‘Might I come in?’

The girl steps back. Inside, there are more stone steps, curving upwards with only a grubby rope as a banister.

‘Who lives here, please?’ Araminta enquires.

The girl bites her lip and to loosen it, Araminta fishes a penny from her reticule. This has the desired effect. Once started, it feels like the child will never stop.

‘My kin, miss, my parents and my brothers and one sister and me. And the Robertsons. And the Lindsays. And the Macraes and the lassie Macrae and her husband though I’m not sure his name. And old Mrs Banks on the top floor with her cats and she has some doos an aw. And in the laigh, some poor folk.’

Araminta wonders how poor the people residing in the basement would have to be, to be considered poor by a girl with no shoes.

‘And in the back of the building?’

‘We’ve twa goats, miss, and ducks but mostly it’s a midden.’

‘Can I see?’

The girl nods enthusiastically and taking on the guise of tour guide, leads the way down the inner stair and through another door to the rear. The back of the building seems taller and Araminta surmises this is because it has been erected on a steep hill. A forlorn chestnut tree grows against the boundary wall and goats graze on the patchy grass. Turning back, Araminta notices a coat of arms carved into the stone on the first floor, but she doesn’t recognise the insignia. It’s a sign, she supposes, of better days, though she finds it hard to imagine that a building such as this would ever have housed the sort of family with their own crest.

The girl strides downhill through the mud and returns with a contented brown duck under her arm. ‘Their eggs are bigger than a hen’s,’ she says knowledgeably. ‘But we mun keep them penned cause of foxes.’

Araminta wonders where Berenice might have left a clue in such a place. Gardens change, even if this was once a well-ordered, grassy slope with apple trees and lavender, only a fool would expect it to stay so. Hoping that something will catch her eye, she continues round the boundary wall which is built of roughly hewn sandstone mortared in irregular shapes. The wall is ordinary and at the rear of the steep garden the view is a fetching vista of the New Town, though in Berenice’s day, Araminta thinks, it would have been open fields.

‘Do you know who this house was built for?’ she asks.

‘It was a Maitland woman lived here,’ the girl says, pointing back towards the crest. ‘Fancy folk. I’ll show you.’

With the duck still under her arm, she strides back up the garden and through the door, leading Araminta to the first floor, where the apartment is open.

‘Do you live here?’ Araminta asks.

The girl shakes her head. ‘The Lindsays,’ she pronounces. ‘They’re helping at the printers. Mr Lindsay sets the press,’ she adds. ‘He gets an extra sixpence when it’s busy to bring more hands.’

Inside, the apartment smells of melted tallow. Laundry hangs from a rack attached to the wooden ceiling, and through the still-damp petticoats and stockings Araminta can see a faded, painted frieze. The wooden fireplace is carved with sheaves of barley and a motto in Latin, Consillio et Animis – ‘By Spirit and Skill’. There isn’t much furniture, but a small pile of pamphlets lies on a shelf near the window. Not surprising, she thinks, given Mr Lindsay’s occupation. The apartment overlooks the church. The girl follows Araminta’s gaze. ‘That’s the Tron Kirk. The salt tron was nearby, ken, but no now.’

‘Tron?’ Araminta enquires.

‘You know. To stop folk getting swindled.’

‘Ah.’ The penny drops. There are markets nearby, Araminta recalls, the butchery block and poultry. A tron must be the standard of weighing apparatus. ‘Is the word Gaelic?’ she asks.

‘Our folk are no Gaels,’ the girls snaps. She pulls the duck upwards, as if steeling herself against a slur.

‘My family are,’ Araminta admits, smiling because a fortnight ago she had no idea. ‘Highland folk,’ she adds. ‘I don’t speak the tongue.’

The girl looks surprised. ‘Is there anything else, ma’am?’

Araminta shakes her head and deposits another penny into the child’s free hand.

Outside, Davey’s smoking a stinking cheroot. He stubs it out as she emerges and shoves it into his pocket. ‘It’s a bad habit, I know, ma’am,’ he apologises for Cook is a holy terror to all the staff.

‘I don’t mind,’ Araminta says, as he opens the carriage door.

Davey glances back at the Maitland house.

‘Who were you visiting?’

‘None of your business,’ Araminta snaps, but adds, ‘it’s a dead end anyway. This part of town is . . .’ she wants to say ancient, she supposes, but can’t get it out. Perhaps the word is interesting, or historic or sad.

‘My folk live on the Canongate.’ Davey motions down the hill. ‘By the brewery.’

‘That’s the smell of hops then?’

‘Reminds me of home, miss.’

‘So you know it round here?’

‘Aye. Yes,’ Davey corrects himself for Mrs Moore, he knows, is English.

‘Do you know this house?’ She indicates the door she’s just left.

‘Not really. But the house next door is where the Act of Union was signed.’ Davey stops himself from adding the famous Robert Burns quote that people normally tack onto this fact. Bought and sold for English gold. There were riots outside while the deed was done.

Araminta perks up. This sounds more notable. ‘Do you think I might see it?’

Davey shrugs. He closes the carriage door and disappears into a booth on the ground floor next to the wool shop.

He gestures when he returns. ‘They’re sick of people asking but the man says he’ll show you for sixpence.’

She fumbles in her reticule as she follows him back inside. It’s a leather shop and strips of hide are slung over hooks mounted along the back of a workbench.

‘Aye, it was here,’ the man says, as he removes the coin from Araminta’s gloved fingers. ‘This way.’ He leads her into a dilapidated basement. ‘They were ashamed,’ he adds by way of explanation. ‘A crowd gathered outside the kirk. Folk were agin the union.’ The basement shows no sign of its illustrious history and looks worse the further she enters into it. The walls are pockmarked stone. A bed comprising a stuffed sack of straw is set under the stair. There’s a small fireplace with a bucket of water to one side and a greasy-looking chair on the other.

‘Here?’ she confirms, hardly able to believe it.

The man nods. ‘’Twas a kitchen in those days, mebbe.’

Araminta doubts it. The fireplace is too small to accommodate either roasting or baking. She doesn’t argue, instead drawn to the back door. The window beside it is caked with soot. ‘What’s out there?’

The man opens up. She steps out. This garden is even steeper than the one next door. Quickly she walks along the boundary and inspects the wall, which is, she thinks, the only thing out there that Berenice could reasonably have expected to last. The rough-hewn sandstone is peppered black with soot and there’s no carving. She sighs.

Back in the carriage, feeling like a failure, she directs Davey home. In Glenfinlas Street the hallway is full of light by comparison to the Maitland house. It doesn’t surprise Araminta that high society moved away from the low-ceilinged Old Town to these bright, airy houses. She has an appointment to meet Sister Winifred this evening at St John’s Kirk and wanted to have made progress. She hopes the triangulation she’s uncovered will make sense to her great aunt. She imagines Winifred poring over a velum map, coming out with abstruse facts from Scottish history. ‘There must be an octagonal stone, the mark of the Scottish royals. A unicorn, my dear. From there if you take a compass and mark ten paces to the north you’ll come to the seat of the McKenzie jewels. Freedom for women! Didn’t they teach you anything in London?’

The idea makes her giggle.

Brodie appears as she enters the drawing room.

‘I’ll have white soup. And cold meat with mustard,’ she says.

Before the old butler acquiesces, he hovers next to the sopha.

‘What is it?’ Araminta asks.

Brodie’s blue eyes soften. ‘The staff are wondering your intentions, ma’am. How long you might stay in Edinburgh?’

‘The staff?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Are we about to lose someone?’

‘No, ma’am. I don’t think so.’

‘My great aunt, before her death, mentioned that Cook might be enticed down south,’ Araminta says, realising that when Aunt Eilidh posited this, London had seemed more important than Edinburgh. Her world has shifted and she now has doubts.

‘I’ve no idea, ma’am,’ Brodie replies. ‘Would you like me to enquire?’

Araminta gives a non-committal shrug. Brodie continues to linger. The way he puts his head to one side feels somehow too familiar as if he’s watching her not like a butler, but like a man.

‘I’ve made no plans,’ Araminta snaps. ‘I can’t say what I’ll do.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Send up Eleanor, would you?’ she adds brusquely.

Brodie pauses. ‘Thrale went out an hour ago, madam,’ he says. ‘I can have one of the maids see to you if it’s urgent.’

Araminta checks the timepiece on the mantle. It’s three of the clock. Eleanor, she thinks, has been gone a good deal longer than an hour, but she doesn’t want to get into that with the butler. ‘It’s all right. That’ll be all.’

As Brodie leaves, she rises and stares up the hill, to the garden on the square. She lets out a tutting sound. Where on earth has the girl got to?


Chapter Seventeen

Earlier in the day, before Araminta called him the second time, Davey drove Eleanor along Princes Street and dropped the young maid at the final block. It didn’t take much effort to bring the lad round for the coachman has no fancy ambitions, unlike the Moore’s coachman in Richmond who is always on the make. As far as Eleanor can ascertain, Davey mostly likes cheap cheroots and porridge, the latter of which Cook sends round daily to the mews in a lidded tin, topped with a knob of butter and a slick pool of honey. Davey likes his job though he’s welcomed Mr McGhie’s extra shillings. He’s especially pleased at the prospect of more on the way; now he knows Eleanor has extracted two per visit. ‘We’ll have to get them up a bit,’ she says, cementing herself as a firm friend. ‘And, Davey, the mistress looks after her staff. These men are a short-term sting, but you can back the right horse here and have more in the long run,’ she adds and watches her words sinking in.

‘It’s London the mistress is from?’ he enquires, adding, ‘the big city,’ to the end of the question. From this Eleanor understands a great deal.

‘She’s said she’ll take some of the staff when she goes,’ she tells him. This isn’t a lie though it’s Cook, of course, who’s attracted Mrs Moore’s interest.

Davey happily digs no further. Eleanor has no qualms about misdirection but draws the line at outright lies, except in the necessary matter of Messrs McGhie and Thom. By the time they’ve finished talking, he’s agreed to misdirect the gentlemen in the same way Eleanor plans to. The pair of them will back each other up.

At the foot of Hanover Street, she hops out of the carriage.

‘You’d best get back,’ she says. Davey tips his hat and watches as Eleanor starts along Princes Street. Then he turns in the direction of the West End. It’s been an eventful morning. A few doors along, Eleanor glances back to check the carriage has gone. She hopes that with Davey on her side, the mistress’s story might wash. Still, her hands shake as she approaches number two. She stops before the window to pluck up her courage, then lays a hand to the door knob. Inside, the boy directs her to the back room where today, Mr McGhie is sober. He doesn’t refer to what happened the last time.

‘Miss Thrale,’ he greets her, businesslike. ‘What news?’

‘You owe me two shillings and two more, sir,’ Eleanor says. ‘For you did not pay me last night.’

‘Ah yes.’ McGhie is unperturbed and sorts four coins from his pocket, laying them in an untidy pile at the corner of his desk – something for the girl to aim at. ‘What’s your mistress been up to then? Come on, earn your keep.’

‘She’s been reading in her great aunt’s library and became excited when she received a letter this morning.’

‘A letter?’

‘She ordered the carriage round directly, sir, but didn’t take me with her. I’m not sure where she went. I thought to ask in the kitchen, later.’

‘The kitchen?’

‘When the staff are at dinner. One of the others might know. Or I could engage the carriage man in conversation. I could go to the mews on a pretext, sir.’

McGhie waves off this suggestion for reasons that are obvious to Eleanor now. ‘She went without you?’ he double-checks.

Eleanor knows this is unusual though not unheard of; a lady unaccompanied in her carriage. He’s right though, Mrs Moore generally takes Eleanor when she goes out, or at least she did until last night. ‘Where’s the other gentleman?’ she asks.

McGhie glares. ‘That’s none of your concern.’ But Eleanor’s question is answered nonetheless when the shop door opens beyond the glass partition and Mr Thom, his face like thunder, storms into the rear office.

‘Sir,’ Eleanor drops a shallow curtsey. Mr Thom ignores this nicety. He doesn’t remove his dapper burgundy coat or set down his ebony cane, instead advancing upon her and grabbing her wrist. Eleanor lets out a squeal as he almost throws her onto an oak bench under the window.

‘You lied, you little bitch.’

Eleanor’s heart pounds as her mind races. Has Davey betrayed her already?

‘What is it? What’s happened?’ McGhie demands.

Thom turns. ‘I’ve just come from the castle. I fell into conversation with one of the soldiers. The McKenzie woman visited the treasury. They got the crown out for her.’

McGhie’s gaze turns menacingly back towards Eleanor who pulls away, trying to make for the door. But it’s useless. Thom catches her by the waist this time and throws her back onto the bench. He strikes her on the cheek for good measure. Last night McGhie was the violent one and Thom her saviour. Now it seems both men are in concert. Eleanor starts to cry.

‘She went with Colonel Fraser, sir. I don’t know where,’ she manages to get out.

‘She didn’t go off with Fraser, you damn liar. You were with her throughout. Did you think I wouldn’t check? Gossip about women visiting an army barracks is easily obtained. How many times have you palmed me off with a bunch of lies?’

Eleanor finds that she cannot get a single word to cross her lips. Mr Thom has never in all these years said ‘damn’.

‘How many times have you lied?’ Thom repeats furiously. ‘What else have you withheld?’

‘Nothing!’ Eleanor exclaims. ‘I swear it!’

Thom’s eyes narrow. ‘Bloody liar!’ he repeats. Then, more terrifyingly, ‘You little whore.’

Beyond the glass partition the shop boy peers from the far side of the counter. Angus McGhie bursts out of the room and shoos the boy down the cellar stairs. Then he locks the shop door. Eleanor thinks to make a break for the back entrance onto the lane, but Thom is leering over her like a hound sniffing its prey. She’s tried to be too clever. She’s stupidly treated it, like Mrs Moore said, as a game.

‘Oh God,’ she murmurs. She wishes she’d left for Wimbledon two nights ago. She’d be out of this godforsaken city and halfway to Newcastle by now if she’d been lucky on the road.

Harry Thom bends down so close that she can smell the wine he had for breakfast. ‘Has your mistress got the crown? Tell me the truth,’ he sneers. ‘Where does she keep it?’

Eleanor shakes her head with a degree of violence. ‘No, sir. The crown is in the treasury. She showed little interest in it but the colonel insisted.’

Thom’s face twists. He’s about to correct her: not that crown. But then his eyes lighten.

‘What did she show an interest in?’ he asks.

Eleanor is terrified. Her mind darts so quickly that she can’t hold on to a single thought. ‘The church,’ she gets out.

Thom brings down his cane, sharp upon the bench. ‘The church in the castle?’

‘Yes, sir.’ She’s said it now. ‘The chapel. Mrs Moore is devout,’ she adds, managing one lie in her terror, at least.

‘And what did she find there?’

‘Find, sir?’

‘What attracted her attention?’

‘The windows,’ Eleanor burbles. ‘The view. I don’t know. She loitered by the window.’

She starts to wail. Mr Thom puts his hand round her throat.

‘Do you swear it?’ He squeezes, not hard enough to throttle her but enough that she wheezes.

‘Yes, sir.’

He holds his hand on her windpipe for five more seconds that feel like five minutes. She kicks out uselessly. Behind him McGhie watches. His eyes are alight. Eleanor thinks she’ll die in this back room, amid the ledgers and the wooden boxes of spirits packed in hay. She wonders if her soul will be able to return to Wimbledon if her body expires in Scotland. When Thom desists it takes her a moment to understand that he’s let go. McGhie swipes the coins off the desk and returns them to his pocket. ‘Filthy lying bitch,’ he growls.

Thom removes a carefully folded handkerchief from his pocket and wipes his face as if strangling Eleanor has worn him out. ‘This shouldn’t be necessary,’ he says, as if it’s the girl’s fault. ‘Make no mistake, I’ll hunt you down, Eleanor Thrale, if you defy me again. If you run, I’ll not cease until I have you. Now go to your mistress and do what we’ve commissioned. Next time I’ll not be so lenient.’

Eleanor blinks. She doesn’t understand. Hunt me down, she thinks, before her an image of dogs to the chase up Richmond Hill. He can’t really expect her to return, can he?

‘Go!’ Thom shouts, and she jumps up like a fox out of a hole.

McGhie laughs and opens the office door, leading her through the shop. He pauses before unlocking the door to Princes Street. ‘I never trusted you,’ he snarls.

The cold air is a relief as she tumbles onto the pavement. Two cab drivers opposite watch as she scrabbles, almost tripping over her own feet before finally making off. It feels as if she’s being followed but she dare not look back, so she fixes her gaze on the pavement and charges towards the West End. At Charlotte Square she doesn’t walk down the steep hill at the far corner for that, she thinks, is where they’ll expect her to go. Instead, she cuts down the side of St George’s with the merest brave glance behind as she continues into the mews courtyard where two carriages are being brought out by stable boys from other houses. She doesn’t acknowledge them, but pushes open the door to the McKenzie stable. The carriage is gone. Davey must have been summoned. She feels sick as she flops onto an upturned crate and begins to cry, cursing as she runs over the mistakes she’s made. She believes Mr Thom will pursue her if she runs, and he knows well enough where she comes from. Why did she stay to help Mrs Moore? The mistress doesn’t care about her anyway. ‘I’m in a bloody rat trap,’ she sobs and tries not to think what happens in those.

The stable is freezing. She warms herself beside the embers in the stove until she hears the carriage pulling up. The doors open and Davey removes the harness on the first horse before he realises she’s there.

‘Eleanor! You were right.’ He sounds triumphant as he removes two shillings from his tweed waistcoat and holds them up like a prize. Then he notices her swollen eyes. ‘What is it?’

Eleanor shakes her head. ‘Mr Thom realised I wasn’t telling the truth.’

Davey leads the horse into a stall and draws a bucket of water. ‘I told him what you said, that Mrs Moore visited a fancy house today. He asked where it was, so I said one of the new ones down at the botanic garden. I couldn’t think of anywhere further from where we really went. I said my rate was up anaw and he made no fuss about that.’ He returns for the other horse and peers at Eleanor, realising that something serious is wrong.

Eleanor pulls back her scarf. The skin round her neck is circled in pink. ‘He took me by the throat,’ she says. ‘He’s going to kill me.’

Davey stables the second horse. ‘He can’t do that.’

Eleanor begins to cry. ‘I wish I’d never . . .’

Davey puts his arm round her shoulder. ‘Come on,’ he says. ‘You’re all right now.’

Eleanor sniffs. ‘I’ve got bruises on my wrist too,’ she adds. ‘I thought I was a goner.’

‘I’ll get you a cup of beer.’ Davey goes to the firkin, propped on an old, oak saddle rack. The barrel is refilled monthly on the McKenzie account at Mrs Hamilton’s. He’s seeing to Eleanor like one of his horses, she realises. Tears roll silently down the girl’s cheeks. ‘I wish I could just disappear,’ she whispers.

Davey pauses. ‘You can stay here if you like.’


Chapter Eighteen

A search is started in the household around five of the clock, as the sky darkens. When it bears no fruit, Brodie sends notes to the houses nearby asking if anyone has seen Eleanor. This provokes a response, for on the other side of the square a housemaid was scrubbing the steps of number seven South Charlotte Street when Eleanor passed, and she noticed the girl was crying.

‘It may be that she’s bolted,’ Araminta says dismissively upon receipt of this news. ‘She said she wanted to go home.’

Brodie, not knowing enough about Eleanor’s activities to make a solid judgement, satisfies himself by looking doubtful. The girl is unlikely to have enough money to buy her passage from Leith or even the cheapest ticket on the stage that leaves every afternoon from White Hart Close. Her room in the attic has been searched and none of her things are missing. The mistress seems strangely unperturbed.

‘Had you sent her out, ma’am?’ he enquires. ‘Do you have any idea where she went?’

Araminta shakes her head. She can’t admit to Brodie what has passed between her and her maid nor where Eleanor was going.

‘She was upset when she was last spotted, and given it was so close and she was coming from the direction of Princes Street, she was probably on her way back to us. To go missing between South Charlotte Street and the kitchen door seems . . .’ Brodie searches for the word. ‘Odd,’ he finally settles. ‘I wonder if she met somebody she knew. She didn’t seem like a flighty piece.’ He does not mention seeing Eleanor last night or the time she came in from the back, delivered by the cab.

‘She isn’t flighty,’ Araminta adds and proceeds to pace about the drawing room. Perhaps her plan has gone awry, but she cannot confide that to the old butler.

At ten that evening and still with no sign of Eleanor, Araminta is out of the front door like a shot. Sister Winifred said this time she’d arrange a key to St John’s on Princes Street. Araminta checks nobody’s following her as she proceeds past the square and across the main road. The church is in darkness, so newly built that its stone walls glow white in the light of the moon, which tonight is full and bright with no cloud to obscure it. Along Princes Street windows are lit by flaming gas lamps. Carriages come and go, several at once as if a theatre performance has finished somewhere in the East End. Araminta darts along the terrace to the south of the church and is rounding the corner when she sees the nun pull up on a carthorse. As Winifred dismounts she takes a swig from a silver hipflask. Araminta’s eyes narrow.

‘A nun riding a carthorse is hardly inconspicuous,’ she says, stepping forward.

Winifred looks over her shoulder. She removes a large iron key from her pocket and leads the way to the door.

‘Eleanor’s gone missing,’ Araminta gets out before the key is even turned. She finds she’s worried though she feels cross with herself for that. Eleanor has betrayed her after all. ‘I sent the girl to Mr Thom but she never returned. She was seen on the other side of the square coming back to the house. Then nothing. Brodie has posted notices about the district.’

Winifred takes in this information. ‘I can’t see that Thom would have the kech for a kidnapping. What would he do with the girl? There’s no point in that.’

‘It’s said she was crying.’

‘He scared her then and she’s run.’ The old nun fiddles with the key, finally getting the lock to turn. She leads the way inside to an empty anteroom off the cavernous church hall, where, lighting a candle, she offers Araminta her flask. ‘Sherry,’ she says. ‘Have you made progress?’

Araminta takes a sip and nods. ‘I found another clue.’ She pulls the map from her sleeve.

Sister Winifred opens it against the wall. ‘What did you find?’

‘An equilateral triangle,’ Araminta says. ‘Etched onto the stone of Heriot’s statue.’

She hasn’t marked the map, knowing her great aunt would consider it imprudent. Instead, she traces the line with her finger, from the castle to Heriot’s and onwards, back into town. She taps the point on the High Street she visited earlier. ‘This is the apex,’ she says. ‘It’s a run-down back yard between the old fleshmarket and the poultry fair. I looked but found nothing. I checked the other side of the wall too. The building next door is where the Act of Union is said to have been signed. Of course, this map may be slightly different from the one that Berenice had. We’ve no way to know. But on Eilidh’s map, this is where the triangle lands.’

Winifred smiles. ‘Show me what was etched,’ she says. ‘Exactly.’

Araminta looks for something to draw with but the room does not house so much as a pencil, so she uses her finger on the wall.

‘The line bisecting the first axis was like this?’ Winifred mimics her great niece’s motion. ‘You’re certain?’

Araminta nods.

‘You’ve gone in the wrong direction, dear,’ the nun says. ‘Your triangle doesn’t point to town but the exact opposite. The apex lies beyond Lauriston.’ She peers at the map and lands a bony finger on the point.

Araminta squints in the low light. The area shown is an open space beyond the toll cross. It’s peppered with pictures of trees. ‘But there’s nothing there,’ she says. ‘If Berenice sited clues in places that couldn’t change, why would she choose the edge of a field, where a boundary could move at any time? Or a building be thrown up?’

Winifred chortles. ‘They’ll never build anything there. They call it the Links. It’s the edge of the plague pits, as were. The very north-western corner. It’ll be open ground in perpetuity.’

‘She buried something?’ Araminta realises. ‘In a mass grave?’

‘Maybe.’

Araminta sighs. She doesn’t relish the idea of digging up a plague pit, where hundreds of bodies may be interred, albeit from centuries before. Apart from feeling sacrilegious, she isn’t sure it’s even safe.

Winifred says, ‘Berenice was most inventive. We’re getting close now.’

‘Clue number ten,’ Araminta confirms. ‘Though I remain unclear about a great deal.’

Sister Winifred folds the map and takes another swig of sherry. ‘Do you have questions?’

Araminta raises her eyes as if to say of course she has.

‘The men lost the honours too,’ Winifred offers. ‘After the Act of Union was signed. The Scottish aristocracy was determined the English should not remove the crown. I think at that point, had things been different, the McKenzie women might have returned the Queen’s Jewels. However, circumstances conspired against it. They walled up the King’s Honours in 1707; the ones you saw in the castle’s strongroom. Over the years they were forgotten. The regiments at the castle often change. It was Walter Scott who tracked the King’s Jewels, though Eilidh and I gave him a nudge. I was in Edinburgh, that day,’ she adds wistfully. ‘Not at the castle, but at the party afterwards.’

‘I don’t know enough about history,’ Araminta admits. ‘I read one of Great Aunt Eilidh’s books last night but it didn’t tell me much.’

‘Books seldom do,’ Winifred says sadly. ‘Oftentimes, as a lady, I find the meaning between the lines.’ She lapses into French – quoting from a manuscript she’s been studying in the convent library. ‘L’histoire est juste peut-être, mais . . . elle a été écrite par les vainqueurs.’ Noticing Araminta’s inability to understand, she translates, ‘History may be just, but it was written by the victors. In this case that means English men and Scottish men. Hanoverians of late. When the queen’s crown was first sent away, nobody would have been able to foresee any of this. It was a complicated time. I often think that 1647 is the dullest, most complicated year on record. Then Cromwell triumphed. He was a woman hater. Well, he hated everything. And the crown was threatened.’

‘I understand why it was sent away,’ Araminta chimes. ‘I don’t understand why we kept it. Catherine of Braganza,’ she adds.

Winifred waves a hand dismissively. ‘Personality, merely. The McKenzies didn’t judge her a worthy queen. But as I say, I think in 1707 there must have been a thought it’d be handed over. Queen Anne was on the throne and she wasn’t a bad egg, though she lost the Stuarts the crown for none of her children lived, poor thing. Still, the Act of Union put everybody’s nose out of joint. It really wasn’t supported. Then only a few years later, the Hanoverians took the throne on Anne’s death and they were Germans, you see. Royal cousins, but distant. You were concerned that the McKenzies have been Jacobites but really George the First’s ascension was a travesty. They overlooked a lot of royal blood, Catholic or not. Berenice was only doing her best. She knew after Culloden she’d be arrested, and perhaps Mhairi too, and that she must comprehensively hide the crown in a way that might not be got out of her under torture. She chose to do it . . . like this,’ Winifred gesticulates at the map. ‘It’s really been bad luck. Were the jewels in our possession in 1818 when Scott unearthed the honours in Edinburgh Castle, Eilidh and I would definitely have unveiled the crown. We’d have got away with its loss being a triumph, rather as Scott did. Amid the celebration there were few questions asked. But alas . . .’

Araminta sighs and Winifred offers her the hip flask.

‘No. Thank you.’

‘I’m really very sorry this has fallen to you,’ the old nun adds.

Araminta thinks she’s found something in Edinburgh she didn’t expect. A part of herself that’s always been missing. She wants to be a McKenzie. She wants to regain the family honour. ‘Was Berenice tortured?’ she asks, almost afraid to hear the answer.

Winifred nods. ‘She told Archibald Thom nothing. But again, she can’t have known she’d have the strength to withhold. What she did was probably for the best.’

‘And her sister?’

‘Mhairi escaped that particular indignity. Most of the women who had supported the Bonnie Prince were fined. She paid a hundred pounds – a great deal more in those days than it is now. Three years later she was dead. A carriage accident on the way to Duddingston Kirk, not far from where your mother died. I expect Mhairi was trying to unravel Berenice’s first clue – as we all were for the following decades. McKenzie women tramped around Arthur’s Seat a thousand times. My sister only uncovered it because she realised an old cairn had been moved. This made sense of the first clue, and we were off. Not exactly like greyhounds after a rabbit,’ she chortles, ‘but we had begun. We’ll win this like a game of chess if we win it at all.’

Araminta is about to say something about how she intends to win. About how different she feels now she knows where she comes from. But there’s a knock, distant, at the church door. Both women start and Araminta hides the map inside her sleeve. ‘I’ll go,’ she says.

When she returns, ushering Eleanor before her, Winifred feels an unaccountable sense of relief.

‘Good heavens, where have you been, Eleanor? I hear the household has been in a state of alarm,’ Winifred says.

‘Mr Thom tried to strangle me, ma’am,’ Eleanor gets out. ‘I had to disappear. I knew you’d be here at ten of the clock. I came the back way out the mews and up Queensferry Street. Nobody saw me.’

‘Are you all right?’

Eleanor nods. She turns to Araminta. ‘Mr Thom’s been paying the carriage man, ma’am. That’s how he knew we’d been to the castle.’

A flash of anger lights Araminta’s eyes. Is there nobody she can trust? Eleanor continues.

‘I talked him round. Davey, that is. He’s on your side when it comes to it. I didn’t manage to tell the falsehood to Mr Thom, but Davey did. He said you went to a house across the Water of Leith. He’ll tell them whatever you like.’

Araminta thinks for a moment. ‘That’s good,’ she manages, tight-lipped. ‘Well done.’

Winifred thinks that her niece appears to have a strange attitude to what’s important. People, as Mother often says at the convent, are the Lord’s true treasure. It doesn’t take a genius to see that Eleanor has been hurt today, and not only physically. But then, Araminta’s been hurt too. Winifred recalls last night and her great niece’s cheeks pink with tears. Still.

‘We must keep you safe, Eleanor,’ Winifred says. ‘That must have been a frightening experience.’

Eleanor is grateful for the nun’s concern. She elaborates, talking in a rush. ‘Mr Thom was furious angry, ma’am. He said he’d pursue me if I ran. He wants me to report to him every day. But I can’t go back there. I won’t.’ Her jaw juts defiantly. ‘He’s set to kill me.’

Sister Winifred takes this in. ‘You must come with me,’ she offers.

The young maid looks nervous but her mistress replies for her. ‘Yes. That would be wise,’ Araminta cuts in. ‘I’ll make up some nonsense to Mr Brodie and call off the search.’

‘Don’t do that,’ Winifred insists. ‘Think for heaven’s sake. They’ve two of your staff in their pay. There could be a third or more. I’ll hide Eleanor with my sisters but you keep folk looking for her. If we’re lucky Thom will take up the chase, which will distract his attention from you, my dear. Perhaps you and I might investigate this latest clue, Eleanor,’ Winifred suggests. ‘It amazes me that nuns are invisible beings. I used to think they were like angels, but now, I know a good deal more about nuns.’ Her eyes sparkle. ‘You’ll be safe in the convent.’

‘I was hiding in the mews,’ Eleanor starts. ‘I could stay there if it’s inconvenient. Davey wouldn’t mind.’

‘That won’t last, child,’ Sister Winifred dismisses the idea. ‘There are a dozen lads coming and going – you think a lass biding in the hayloft won’t be noticed? I’d give you a day.’

Eleanor looks sheepish.

The old nun gets to her feet.

‘Come along,’ she says. ‘Araminta, you must manage your coachman. Have him pass more false leads to Thom. It’s a tried and tested way of dealing with these men. Send him to the Pentlands. To Trinity. As far as Leith. Meanwhile, Eleanor and I shall take the tenth clue in hand tomorrow and meet you after, at the usual time. I’ll send note to say where.’

Araminta nods. Neither she nor Winifred consults Eleanor further and the maid obediently follows the women to the door. Outside, Winifred locks the church with the large, iron key.

‘I must write to my husband again,’ Araminta says absentmindedly. ‘And start packing Great Aunt Eilidh’s things.’

‘You watch out,’ Winifred says. ‘That’s what you need to do.’ And with that they bid each other good night.

Eleanor stares as her mistress’s figure recedes across Princes Street, walking smartly back towards Charlotte Square in her cape, like a dark princess in a fairytale. Winifred watches too. She always liked that green velvet. She stitched it herself. Eilidh helped with the hood.

‘My horse is this way,’ she tells the girl, pulling herself back to the here and now. ‘You might ride behind. It’s not more than twenty minutes.’

Eleanor gulps. She’s ridden before. She was brought up a farm girl but it’s been a while. ‘Will I serve as your maid, ma’am?’

Winifred chortles. ‘You must call me sister,’ she says. ‘We’ve no maids at the nunnery. You’ll be our guest, child.’

On Princes Street, Eleanor thinks that the old nun’s horse is the biggest she’s ever seen. ‘She’s old, but strong,’ Winifred says cheerfully as she unties the Clydesdale from the post. ‘This breed comes from the west. She’s a carthorse, really, but she’ll get us there.’ She pulls a carrot out of her pocket and feeds it to the chestnut nag, before mounting more nimbly than Eleanor expected. Eleanor climbs up behind. This horse must be eighteen hands, she thinks. She wonders if her father might like such a beast on his smallholding. As they set off, she smiles at the sound of hooves on the setts and the animal’s pale fetlocks streaking below as they head into the black night, past the looming grey outline of the castle just visible above the tenement roofs on Lothian Road, on and on through the city until there are open fields. With the clear sky tonight the temperature has plummeted. A tiny vortex of snow swirls through the dark air. ‘I’ll be a guest,’ Eleanor repeats, low, under her breath. Then she feels the old nun’s body ripple with laughter.

‘You’ll have chores, mind,’ Winifred says. ‘But there will also be singing.’

*

At Glenfinlas Street Araminta sneaks upstairs. She pulls her notebook from the desk drawer and reads back what she’s written.

Aunt Eilidh left me a tartan kerchief.

Clue 8 led to the castle.

Clue 9 from the castle to Heriot’s: a third point on the triangle.

Clue 10 The triangle led to a house on the High Street.

Raising the pencil she scores out Clue 10 and amends it to The third point was a plague pit. Then she shudders and rings for Brodie. The old butler appears in the drawing room immediately. If Araminta were less distracted she might notice his cheeks are still pink from the cold.

‘We ought to notify the constables about Eleanor’s disappearance,’ she says.

Brodie nods, his grave expression not shifting an inch. ‘As you wish, madam,’ he replies. Since they last spoke he’s checked everywhere he can think of and even alerted Mrs Hamilton to spread the word along the Water of Leith. However, he’s now appraised of the mistress’s nighttime jaunts to see her great aunt and has just watched the girl mount behind Sister Winifred. The mistress knows Eleanor is safe and so does he, but like the first-class butler he is, he says nothing and retreats to his sitting room in the basement. Here he peers out towards the mews and decides that to get any further, he’ll have to speak to Davey. Tomorrow.


Chapter Nineteen

Mr Thom orders lamb chops and tipsy pudding to his rooms, after spending his afternoon writing a full account of what has occurred so far in Edinburgh and sending it to the Grand Master in London. Setting out Eleanor Thrale’s deceit, the details given by Davey of Mrs Moore’s movements, and his success in uncovering Araminta visiting the honours focusses his mind. After eating, he settles by the ashy fire in his sitting room to consider his situation. McGhie is little help in anything except his knowledge of the city, but, Thom concludes, the other man has provided little so far that might not be got from a map. Thom can’t imagine he’d have tracked Eilidh McKenzie for years, as the spirit merchant has, and made so little progress. McGhie is too hands-off, he concludes. That afternoon the men had bickered after Eleanor fled, the argument, in fact, running to the effect that McGhie is merely a voyeur.

‘Eilidh McKenzie was circumspect in her dealings.’ McGhie tried to excuse his failure. ‘I kept an eye on her, but she never betrayed her actions. There’s a line beyond which it’s difficult to intrude upon a lady. I was hands-on, as soon as I was able, with that girl,’ he smirks, relishing the memory of Eleanor’s eyes flashing in terror.

‘I fear you must have seen little all the time you watched. The hag must have done something of interest, McGhie,’ Thom snapped back. ‘These women . . . they’re slippery. One can’t stand still as if one is fishing. One must hunt.’

‘The old quine never went to the castle,’ McGhie said. ‘This one, Mrs Moore, is more active. Perhaps if we continue to follow her, we’ll find out what they’re up to.’

Thom has been considering this exchange ever since. He won’t let down the memory of his father or the trust placed in him by the Grand Master. He takes out the letter he drafted earlier to London and adds a postscript about his brother’s lack of commitment. Then, sealing it, he decides that where McGhie is weak, Thom will take action. He jumps up from his chair, pulls on his coat and hat and takes a brisk walk along George Street and up the Mound in the darkness. He turns right at the Lawnmarket where fiddle music is leaking onto the frozen, muddy setts and a thin, barefoot woman with, admittedly, haunting violet eyes, offers herself for sixpence, down the close. ‘Any business, sir?’ Thom ignores her and continues onwards to the Esplanade. At the picket fence that blocks the castle entrance, two soldiers of the Royal Scots Guard stand to attention.

‘I’d like to speak to the chap in charge,’ Thom says with all the confidence of an Englishman abroad.

One of the soldiers falls at ease. ‘The governor, sir?’

Thom considers. ‘Who’s in charge of you?’

‘Colonel Fraser, sir.’

‘Him,’ Thom says, as if he’s picking a new cravat from a box of silks at the tailor’s. ‘He had a visit the other day from a friend of mine. You might tell him I’m here on account of Mrs Moore. My name is Mr Thom.’

The soldier nods sharply. ‘It’ll take a moment, sir,’ he says and disappears through the gate. Thom’s breath clouds the black air. To left and right the gas lamps of Edinburgh twinkle beneath the Esplanade in the darkness. It’s so clear tonight Thom can pick out the Firth of Forth; a wedge of absolute darkness beyond Leith and then over the sound, tiny pinpricks of light round the East Neuk.

‘It’s a pretty city, isn’t it?’ he comments, not expecting an answer.

The soldier returns and leads Mr Thom through the internal gates and up the slope towards the officers’ mess. The horses are stabled at this time of night in the carthouses to the right of the governor’s residence. Thom hears them shifting; a whiff of manure on the freezing air. The battlements are impressive. The castle is well sited. Inside, the man takes his coat and hat and leads him upstairs to a room where two officers are smoking. A burst of laughter echoes from further inside as a beefy blond fellow in immaculate uniform gets to his feet.

‘Colonel Archie Fraser,’ he introduces himself. ‘Mrs Moore sent you, did she?’

‘Not at all.’ Thom holds out his hand, which Fraser clasps firmly. ‘I’m Harry Thom. I’m here on important business.’ He isn’t sure, as he does it, that what he has in mind will work, but he shifts his thumb and his pinkie slightly, and Fraser responds with the same subtle gesture. The colonel can’t be much of a card player for his face lights up at seeing the mason’s hold. Not the sign of Harry Thom’s order, for the Hermits have other ways of recognising each other. This is the sign of the Grand Lodge. Thom suspected as much.

‘We should talk in camera,’ Fraser says. ‘Do you mind, Hodge?’ He tosses the words to the other man.

‘Not at all, sir,’ Hodge responds and disappears into the other room, in the direction of the laughter.

Fraser pours a measure and motions to Thom to sit. ‘Well, brother,’ he says, ‘it’s nice to meet you. I knew there was a lodge in Edinburgh but—’

‘I’m from London,’ Thom cuts in. ‘I arrived shortly after Mrs Moore, sent by the Grand Master himself.’

‘I sailed up with her. We met on the boat,’ Fraser admits. ‘Interesting lady . . .’

Thom lifts his glass. ‘I’d not thought to ask for help,’ he says. ‘There’s nobody in Scotland of the adequate rank. But I’m sure the Grand Master will forgive me for talking to you. I’m on a mission of the utmost secrecy.’

Fraser pulls his chair closer. ‘To do with Mrs Moore?’

‘I can’t tell you everything, Colonel. But yes. Mrs Moore has come to Scotland to uncover a treasure that belongs to the Lodge. A treasure that was stolen more than two centuries ago and has been hidden all this time by . . . Scottish women,’ he gets out with a good degree of venom.

Fraser blinks. Mrs Moore is the most English lady he’s ever come across. ‘What?’

‘I know,’ Thom says. ‘She seems perfectly harmless. But her family aren’t. They stole what we seek. These women are infamous across the generations. Mrs Moore’s great grandmother was a notorious Jacobite who was executed in this castle, in fact. For treason.’

Fraser’s eyes widen.

‘Her grandmother was said to be a courtesan, or as good as,’ Thom adds for good measure.

Fraser’s mouth opens. ‘Good Lord,’ he says.

‘I understand you visited Mrs Moore at home, Colonel, and that you attended her great aunt’s funeral.’

‘I’d no idea of any of this,’ Fraser protests. ‘I simply met her on the ship.’

Thom relishes having the colonel on the back foot. ‘Don’t worry,’ he assures his new friend. ‘Your actions may prove useful. Firstly, I need to know what you saw in number four Glenfinlas Street. The smallest detail might reveal her. And secondly, I want you to recount the details of her visit here the other day. I have it on authority that she took an interest in the church.’

Fraser scarcely hesitates and certainly does not question where Thom might have got this information. ‘The house,’ he says. ‘Right. I was received in the drawing room which was furnished mostly with books. She had a map on her desk. In fact, she showed me it. It was an old thing – mid-eighteenth century. The garrison chapel was marked. Mrs Moore was insistent about seeing it.’ His mind is now running over his several encounters with Araminta McKenzie Moore, as if he’s picking up porcelain to examine the maker’s marks. ‘But she was less interested in the chapel when we got there. She went rootling about the ordnance store.’

Thom sits forward. ‘A storeroom? That’s interesting. Can we look at it now? Just the two of us?’

Fraser nods.

Outside, the men climb the wide carriageway in the dark. Fraser holds high a lamp from the mess. The colonel is hard-eyed. He knew when he joined the masonic lodge that he was swearing to something beyond his vows to king and country, but this has never conflicted with his military duty. He likes the feel of Harry Thom – a gentleman who knows his business. There’s something glamorous about him – his purpose, perhaps. At the old tower, Fraser swings the lamp to indicate the garrison chapel and the store above it.

‘We can go straight into the store from the steps through the ordnance yard,’ he says.

‘No,’ Thom insists. ‘We must go as Mrs Moore did. I want to see what she saw.’

Inside the chapel, he inspects the pews and the pile of bibles. ‘And from here?’

Fraser indicates the steps to the storeroom. Thom takes the lamp, leaving the colonel in a patch of moonlight through the thin window at the altar. He recalls Eleanor saying something about her mistress looking through the windows. The storeroom windows are mere slits and the view can only be of the old royal hall on the other side of the pathway. Still, he feels he ought to check. He hoists the lamp above each sill in turn until he comes to the ancient graffiti, scratched into the stone. ‘Ha!’ he lets out. It’s incomprehensible, of course, but it reeks of the McKenzies. Pearls. Crowns. Jewellers.

He emerges back into the garrison chapel. ‘She left the castle after this, did she?’

Fraser shifts. He feels foolish. ‘I took her to the treasury,’ he confesses sheepishly. ‘I had them show her the honours.’

Thom is pragmatic. ‘Did she show much interest in that?’

Fraser considers. It didn’t occur to him at the time. ‘No,’ he gets out, the word slipping across his lips, unexpectedly. ‘Actually, not at all.’

‘Thought not. Good work, Colonel.’

Fraser nods. Thom hands him back the lamp. ‘If she gets in touch again, let me know immediately. I’ve taken rooms on North St David Street.’

Fraser leads the way back into the freezing night air. This kind of intrigue is what he’d hoped of Scotland. Though as he comes to think on it, he’d rather be in Thom’s shoes than his own. He’s never been given a private mission. He wonders how one might seek such a commission. He walks his guest down the Lang Stairs to the main gate. ‘Anything I can do, brother, you need only let me know. Faith, hope and charity,’ he says, adding the maxim that refers to faith in the Great Architect who binds all masons in brotherhood. Thom nods. ‘Indeed,’ he says, though he despises the cosy adage. The Hermits don’t pander to childish indulgence. Their meetings are altogether more Spartan affairs. Fraser, however, seems satisfied. He raises his hand and watches Mr Thom stride across the Esplanade.

Back down the Lawnmarket, Harry Thom can’t conceal his glee. He’s found a clue. It’s the first time a Hermit has done so – tangible evidence that the women are up to something. He doesn’t know what it might lead to, but that isn’t the point. He’s finding them out. He stops at the violet-eyed girl still loitering at the head of the close, and hands her a sixpenny bit. It’s more than the little bitch is worth as he judges it but he’s feeling generous. ‘In the doorway,’ he snaps. ‘Quickly. Down on your knees.’


Chapter Twenty

The convent has a set of sounds and smells with which Eleanor is unfamiliar and in addition a large network of corridors. The girl has never visited an institution larger than the local church; not a library nor a college nor even a bank. The day starts no earlier than in the Moore household, when the housemaids set fires and Cook bakes bread. Eleanor is given a plain robe to replace her apricot dress and, with her boots echoing along the high-ceilinged passage and the windows damp in the early morning air, she joins Sister Winifred in the chapel for the first service of the day. The old nun plays the organ. After this there’s warm bread and small beer in the refectory. It’s difficult to tell the nuns apart, all dressed the same with their hair covered. In fact, it’s impossible to estimate the women’s ages. The air smells of scrubbing soap and marzipan. The sisters chatter in a low hum. Eleanor feels safe.

After breakfast, a bell sounds and the nuns scatter, leaving only a few women to clear the tables. ‘It’s not far,’ Sister Winifred says, matter-of-fact. ‘A pleasant walk through Hope Park.’

In darkness last night, Eleanor had not taken in the mansions along the roadside. Now, just after dawn, as they come onto the highway, she eyes the double-fronted stone houses.

‘Is this still Edinburgh?’ she asks for this place looks different from the grand terraces of the New Town. Here each house is set in its own grounds and the highway is made of compacted mud.

The old nun chuckles. ‘We’re outside the city, dear. This is the old Borough Muir. Many families keep country places here. It’s popular, especially in summertime.’

‘Does your family have a house?’ Eleanor looks round nervously, as if a McKenzie residence in the vicinity would put them both in danger.

‘Och no,’ the old nun replies. ‘This isn’t really the country, if you’re a Highland lass.’

Eleanor has no idea what this means, but does not enquire further.

They tramp across open ground punctuated by a couple of ancient oak trees, then they cut into Hope Park which is bounded by railings. Inside are manicured paths and more trees; this time sycamores; younger ones. A footman throws a stick for a spaniel and a nanny pushes a perambulator. To the east, Arthur’s Seat rises majestically and Eleanor can just make out two tiny figures who’ve made it to the top. In the other direction, not as far as she’d like, she takes in the dark castle with a shudder, as if it’s a malevolent force observing their progress. Keeping her head down, they continue to more open, hilly ground. Sister Winifred tramps across the grass past a crescent of houses shielded by private planting. At the far western corner, she stops near a hostelry on the main thoroughfare, which Eleanor realises is the road they took to the convent last night. A faded wooden sign proclaims it the Golf Tavern, not that Eleanor can read, though there’s a picture of a golf club and some grass. Further down the hill there’s a Celtic cross, a memorial to the victims of the plague. Winifred removes a trowel from her pocket. ‘That’s the place,’ she says. ‘It’s as well there’s nobody around.’

Eleanor surveys the area, realising that the sister is right. There’s nobody going in or out of the tavern or the houses. The park and main road are quiet. At this time of day gentlemen and ladies are only just rising to their bowls of steaming washing water and trays of boiled eggs and toast.

‘Keep an eye out,’ Sister Winifred directs, and Eleanor is glad that she’s not being asked to break ground.

At the corner, in front of the cross, the old nun falls to her knees, marking out a patch of grass. The earth is frozen. It’ll be hard digging. She’s brought a pair of cotton gloves to protect her hands. Efficiently, she peels back the top layer of turf.

For a good while nothing passes on the road. Then a gentleman on a horse at a gallop, heading into town. In a field to the south, Eleanor can just make out a groom exercising two piebald ponies that have been put to grazing. Sister Winifred stands up and shakes her legs.

‘Would you like me to . . .’ Eleanor offers. It seems an easier job now it’s started and she isn’t accustomed to allowing her betters to do the lion’s share of the work.

Matter of fact, Winifred hands over the trowel and the gloves and Eleanor scrapes at the small, muddy pit the nun has opened. The digging gets easier as the hole deepens. When they’ve made it over a foot down, perhaps nearer two, Eleanor squeals. Winifred peers into the hole, where a thin, mud-streaked bone sticks through the wall of earth. She crosses herself and says something in Latin. ‘Poor soul,’ she adds. ‘An arm bone, I think.’ And she reaches again for the trowel.

‘You’re not going to continue.’ Eleanor can’t believe it.

‘What we’re looking for won’t be lower than the bodies,’ Winifred says with great pragmatism. ‘These folk were long-rotted when it went in.’ She starts to scrape the outer edge of the little pit, above the line of the gruesome discovery.

Eleanor’s breathing becomes shallow. This whole trip, day on day, has got more and more confusing. Richmond seems like a dream; her time spent darning and polishing boots, dressing her mistress and arranging flowers. Since they came to Scotland everything seems to be getting worse, until here she is, digging up a grave in the soft morning light, in hiding from a man who’s assaulted her. She’s about to say something to object, when Winifred lets out a triumphant ‘Ha!’ and excavates a small golden box from the muddy wall. ‘We needn’t have dug so deep,’ she says. ‘We only missed it by an inch. It just goes to show you.’

The nun climbs out and kicks a pile of loose dirt into the hole. ‘Fill it, would you?’

Eleanor obliges. The job of putting the earth back is easier than taking it out and she’s glad the bone will once more be covered. She presses down the infill, but at the end there remains a small mound protruding above the grass, on which she lays the sod Sister Winifred cut out, like a tiny picnic rug. When she turns, the nun’s cheeks are wet.

‘Are you all right, Sister?’

‘I’ve never found one,’ Winifred sniffs. ‘A clue. My sisters . . . that is, my McKenzie sisters, Eilidh and Aoife were always the ones to succeed.’ She steps onto the grass-topped hillock to tamp it down. ‘It’ll level in time,’ she says.

‘Are you going to open it?’ Eleanor asks, her gaze falling to the box still in Winifred’s hand.

The old nun’s eyes are like pistons. ‘In time,’ she says.

‘It’s gold, though,’ the girl persists.

‘Gold doesn’t rot, that’s why it was chosen. Its treasure is its practicality.’

‘What do you think is inside?’

Winifred secretes the box in her pocket. ‘You can’t know, Eleanor. The fewer of us, the better.’

Eleanor feels a flush of anger. Her mistress has put her in terrible danger and she isn’t even allowed to know why. She’s admitted her guilt to the McKenzie women and still, it seems, they don’t trust her.

‘We should get back. I’ll show you the sewing room,’ Winifred continues. ‘Everyone has to earn their keep,’ she adds. ‘You’re a ladies’ maid. You can stitch, can’t you?’

Eleanor nods. She doesn’t mind sewing. ‘Thank you,’ she manages, but she finds her eyes drawn to the pocket of Sister Winifred’s robe where the box is now hidden.

‘You’re too curious a cat. You know what happens to them,’ Winifred warns.

The nun leads the way and Eleanor starts to follow, but out of the corner of her eye she catches sight of something in the distance. She squints. Far off, on the other side of the park, a gentleman on a horse is riding towards them at a gallop. She recognises him; his greatcoat a plummy shade of wool so dark it’s almost black.

‘Oh God,’ she gets out. She grabs Sister Winifred’s arm. ‘It’s Mr Thom,’ she squeals.

Winifred peers. Her eyesight is not as good as it once was. She can make out the chestnut horse but not the figure.

‘You’re sure it’s him?’

Eleanor doesn’t answer, just starts to run up the hill back towards the convent. The nun catches her arm. There’s no way they’ll make it to safety in that direction. ‘Come with me,’ she says, and quickly discounting the nearby houses as possible hiding places, she pulls the girl towards the tavern. Eleanor trips as they scramble across the wet grass and clatter past two clucking hens, pecking the hard ground in the courtyard. The women burst through the door into an almost empty public room where a hefty-looking barmaid is rolling a keg into place. It’s early for there to be drinkers but a man by the ember-strewn grate sighs in his sleep, his dishevelled appearance indicating he’s been there all night. The air smells stale though somewhere there’s a pot of barley broth bubbling, its scent overlaying the hoppy remnants of last night.

‘Sister!’ the woman declares, clearly surprised for nuns do not normally frequent the hostelry.

‘We need to hide,’ Winifred gets out. ‘This girl,’ she pushes the maid ahead. Thom, after all, can identify Eleanor but as far as she knows, he has no idea who she is. In fact, now she thinks on it, she’d like to get a look at him. ‘I can pay,’ she adds, pulling three shillings from her pocket.

Businesslike, the woman takes the money and thankfully asks no questions. Someone in her position, Winifred is sure, has seen many women fleeing menfolk. She puts out a hand to manoeuvre Eleanor away, her chunky arm as pink as pork.

‘Right,’ she says.

Winifred peers out of the small window beside the door. It’s dark in here, the daylight illuminating the scene like a light box. Thom is almost at the place they dug up Berenice’s clue, but he shows no sign of halting.

‘Stop,’ she calls, and Eleanor, not yet through the door, turns. She throws the golden box and Eleanor catches it cleanly. ‘Hide that,’ she instructs.

Eleanor lifts her skirt and sticks the box down her stocking, then disappears with the woman.

When Harry Thom bursts in, Winifred is next to the sleeping man by the half-dead fire. She’s taken up the fellow’s pipe, though the tobacco is only rough shag. At Glenfinlas Street in her youth Winifred used to smoke smooth Equatorial Mac Baron, imported at Leith. Now, despite the inferior flavour, she realises she’s missed the ritual of lighting up.

‘You harpy!’ Harry Thom explodes, his blood high from the chase. He’s been up all night, working his way through the clue he found at the castle. He’s written to the Grand Master already this morning, his excitement telling on the page. I am on the point of finding what they have hidden. What they seek, he said. But it’s an ominous kind of sisterhood. All these women.

Thom’s shouting prompts the man at the fireplace to wake and take in, with some surprise, the nun smoking next to him and, at the other side of the room, this furious gentleman.

‘I hope you don’t mind,’ Winifred addresses the fellow, lifting his pipe in the air.

‘Naw, Sister,’ he says. ‘You go ahead.’

‘Are you a McKenzie? How many of you are there?’ Thom splutters.

Harry’s dark eyes remind Winifred of his father. That and his stature. He has no better manners either though he’s dapper, she’ll give him that. The plummy coat and silk cravat are smart. She takes great pleasure in cocking her head and saying, ‘Sorry, my son. I’m an old woman and my hearing is dreadful. You seem exercised. Can I help?’ She spreads her arms.

‘You were digging outside. Do you have the clue?’ He’s insistent.

Thom feels as if he’ll explode. He visited Heriot’s Hospital at first light, and realising the possibilities of an equilateral triangle, though not being in possession of the requisite map, he quickly ascertained two approximate spots for the apex of Berenice McKenzie’s geographical riddle. This is the second point he’s visited. If only he’d done it the other way round, he thinks. He’s the first Hermit in decades to get this far. He feels the promise of fame ahead. The weight of history.

Winifred takes a slow draw on the pipe. ‘A novice dropped her prayer book while out walking,’ she says steadily. ‘We found it on the grass.’

Thom sneers as he advances. He isn’t going to fall for some stupid story. He wants the truth. ‘Damn you bloody women!’ he spits. ‘You take me for a fool. I saw George Heriot. I’m onto you.’

The man in the chair rises at this unmannerly outburst. He’s a fair size, Winifred notes gratefully, though she hopes the matter won’t come down to muscle. She can take a beating but she’d rather not.

‘You can’t speak to the sister like that,’ the fellow says gruffly.

‘I can do what I damn well please,’ Thom counters.

‘Gentlemen,’ Winifred steps in. Thom gives a look as if to say that the man is clearly no gentleman. ‘What’s all this fuss about?’

‘You know,’ Thom spits. ‘And you will tell me.’

The pink-armed woman returns. Winifred prays silently that she has stowed Eleanor safely.

‘Where’s the other one?’ Thom barks.

‘Sir?’ the woman says.

‘The other nun.’ He points at the door.

Sister Winifred hands back the pipe and adopts a businesslike tone. ‘No other sister was with me. It was this woman who helped find the book.’

The barmaid crosses her arms. ‘Aye,’ she says. ‘Can I fetch you a cup of ale, sir?’

Thom is having none of this. ‘I’ll find her,’ he shouts, his patience snapping. ‘If I have to rip this place apart!’ He storms through the door and noisily climbs the stair.

Winifred eyes the woman who shakes her head only a fraction, indicating that the girl isn’t on the upper floor. They listen to Thom crashing into the hostelry’s bedrooms. A man shouts and a woman screams. Doors are slammed.

In the bar, the woman heads behind the counter and withdraws a serviceable stick, perhaps the club the tavern is named for: an old mashie niblick. Winifred wishes she had Araminta’s muff gun, though the barmaid looks as if she knows how to use the golf club. The room is tense, the drunk man eyeing the door.

‘Off you go, Jimmy,’ the barmaid directs and he disappears outside without looking Sister Winifred in the eye.

The women listen as Thom stomps back downstairs and through a door on the other side of the hallway. The barmaid starts across the room. This, Winifred realises, must be where Eleanor is secreted. ‘I’ll find you, you little bitch,’ he says. The barmaid hoists the club over her shoulder. Winifred takes up the rear.

She’s made it as far as the hallway when beyond the front door, she sees Eleanor, who, panicked, has burst out of a cupboard and escaped through a window. She’s running up the road. The barmaid continues after Thom, but Winifred exits. She steps onto the highway. There’s a horse and cart outside, a poor rag and bone affair, loosely tethered. The driver must be touting for business at one of the houses. Winifred unhitches the reins and jumps into the seat, stealing it without a second thought. She quickly catches up Eleanor, who mounts without Winifred having to stop.

‘Oh God. Oh God. Oh God,’ the girl babbles.

Winifred whips the horse and it picks up a little pace. The barmaid must have kept Thom busy for they are at the peak of the hill when he bursts out of the hostelry. At first he starts to run after them but then he realises he’ll never catch up on foot and disappears round the side of the inn to fetch his horse. Winifred crests the hill. ‘He’ll figure out fast enough there’s a convent nearby,’ she says. It comes to her that this means she cannot return to her sisters. ‘We have to turn before he has sight of us again,’ she says and directs the horse down the hill towards the new canal. The animal struggles with the gradient and they can’t go as fast as Winifred would like. They pass a ropemakers’ yard but it’s closed. Then, near the water there’s an ironworks and Winifred skilfully steers off the highway, through the arched entrance, where a fellow in a worn leather apron comes into the cobbled courtyard.

‘Sister?’

Winifred jumps down, sprightlier than her years. ‘We need help,’ she says. ‘My novice and I.’ She removes another shilling from her pocket, her last. ‘First,’ she says, this cart must be hidden for a while, then returned to the Golf Inn, not too soon mind. Nobody must be told where it came from. There’s a bad man pursuing us. Second, we must get away from here. Quickly.’

The fellow takes the coin. ‘Where do you want to go?’

Winifred tips her chin in the direction of town, then she has a second thought – something less obvious. Along the canal there’s an old church that hid Covenanters fleeing the king’s wrath. It was centuries ago, but the crypt proved a safe haven. Perhaps it still would. She takes Eleanor’s arm. ‘Is there a way along the water?’

The man nods. ‘We have a barge.’

‘Can someone drop us further along the bank?’

The man asks no questions. ‘Yes, Sister,’ he says obediently and Winifred makes the sign of the cross. In moments of extremis, she’s noticed that people gravitate towards the insignia. ‘Bless you,’ she says. ‘You’ll go to heaven for this.’

*

Back on the Links after a wild goose chase that takes almost an hour, Harry Thom dismounts his hired chestnut horse and sets it to the water trough. He’s been round the park, along to the nunnery and up and down the hill to the canal twice, but there’s no sign. The rag and bone man tried to get him to pay for the cart that the women stole, and, his temper at its height, Thom struck the man, who’s now retreated inside the inn. The horse drinks noisily as he stands on the grass feeling tearful. He knows there’s no point in digging the raised sod the women left. They’ve gone; the clue with them. He remembers his father feeling the same frustration, the same rush of fury, and also his advice. ‘The McKenzie women are a scourge. The worst kind of black-hearted, evil bitches. Too clever by far.’ Harry’s mother, the daughter of a Tory peer, never learned to read and that, his father said, was the reason their marriage was happy. He was in the habit of quoting Hippolytus who, it’s said, wouldn’t let clever women enter his house. ‘The McKenzies won’t prevail. We’ll win the long game, son,’ he promised. ‘We’ll whip them.’ This, Harry Thom divines, is the long game his father spoke about. McGhie has been pussy-footing for far too long. Look at the progress he’s made since he took matters into his own hands. He’s found two clues in the last twelve hours and solved them both. He just has to keep going. For a moment he contemplates what to do, then he mounts his horse and turns back towards Edinburgh.


Chapter Twenty-One

Davey isn’t worried when Eleanor doesn’t return to the mews. In fact, it’s a relief. He’s never shared the stable with anyone else, let alone a plump, pleasing, green-eyed girl who smells of woodsmoke and cherries. He saw her off up Queensferry Street last night and he has faith she knows what she’s doing. Davey’s a lad who lets folk be. That night, he sleeps in the hayloft and is woken by Hester, bringing his tin of buttered porridge a little later than usual.

‘The mistress was out again last night,’ Hester confides. ‘We don’t know where she goes.’

Davey doesn’t say that he has some idea, not now he is inducted to the mistress’s benefit and has his second shilling.

Hester drops her voice to a dramatic whisper. ‘Do you think it’s an affair?’

‘She’s only just got here,’ Davey argues, warming his hands on the porridge tin. ‘What does Cook say?’

‘A lady’s consent to what happens in her petticoats is nobody’s business but her own,’ Hester recites.

‘Well then. I’m sure Mrs Moore is only exploring the district.’

‘Her maid has run. Me and Agnes was surprised. She didn’t seem the type.’ This last was delivered with especial gossipy confidence. Davey wonders momentarily what kind of girl Hester thinks would run off. ‘The mistress wants the carriage at eleven, mind,’ the girl adds. ‘Something about buying rocks.’ She shrugs at this inexplicable occupation and disappears through the garden gate.

Davey eats his porridge outside, sitting on an old barrel. Then he readies the horses. He’s alerted to the fact that the Black maid, Malvina Wells, has been sent to the next-door stable by the sound of whooping from some of the other carriage men. The girl has been dispatched to order the McLean carriage for her mistress who’s planning an outing to Kennington and Jenner later this morning with her sister. Several of the coachmen emerge onto the setts and one of them shouts, ‘You look strange, Blackie!’ The girl’s gaze drops to her feet. The McLean coachman looks embarrassed and holds his tongue. Davey tethers the mare and steps up.

‘Miss Wells,’ he says, ‘let me fetch you safely from the mews.’

The other boys whoop, this time in derision but Davey doesn’t care. He doesn’t need Cook to tell him what’s right or Hester to decide which maid is worthwhile, and he doesn’t care what the other lads think. He escorts Malvina to the corner of Queensferry Street.

‘Thank you,’ she says.

Davey gives a little bow. ‘You needn’t mind them. I’m sure they’ll get used to you.’

He’s about to turn back along Charlotte Place when he notices Mr Thom approaching at a smart trot down Queensferry Street. He puts his hands in his pocket to check his shillings, then raises his palm in greeting as Thom dismounts. ‘Fine horse, sir,’ Davey comments.

Thom has no interest in the carriage man’s opinion of his hired nag. ‘Your mistress has been out this morning, boy?’ he says, half-question, half-statement.

‘She’s ordered the carriage for eleven,’ Davey confirms. ‘I’m readying the horses.’

‘She’s been out before this though?’

‘Not with me, sir.’

Thom grimaces. ‘She went to the south of the city,’ he says, as if this will loosen the boy’s lips.

‘That’s a long way to walk,’ Davey says. ‘I’m sure the maid who brings the mistress’s orders would’ve told me.’

‘Have you ever taken her there? To a convent?’

Davey shakes his head.

‘And your mistress before. The old McKenzie dame?’

Davey shakes his head again.

‘How about a tavern on the Links? Have either of them visited such a place?’

Davey raises his eyebrows. Mrs Moore is a fine lady and would hardly frequent a public house. Miss McKenzie the same. ‘No, sir.’ His denial is emphatic.

Thom decides the boy is telling the truth. ‘She’s ordered the conveyance for eleven then?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘I’ll follow.’

‘Right you are.’ Davey doesn’t argue.

Thom checks his pocket watch. It’s not far off eleven, he thinks as he mounts his horse. ‘I’ll loiter on the far side of Charlotte Square,’ he says.

Once he’s gone Davey bridles the horses in the courtyard. Brodie appears and sternly motions the coachman inside. There’s a moment’s silence. Davey thinks he’s had a deal of visitors this morning. He wonders what’s happened.

‘Mr Brodie,’ he tries. ‘The mistress asked for the carriage at eleven.’

Brodie clears his throat. ‘I think you best tell me what you’re up to, lad.’

Davey’s jaw tightens for he stands in the centre of a web of commitments that suddenly feel too complex. It’s like trying to rein in a half dozen horses at once.

‘I know you’re a good fellow,’ Brodie assures him. ‘I can see from the way you helped that lass. I’m proud of you for that, but Jeez, boy, what’s going on?’

Davey’s eyes search the stable floor. If Brodie saw Malvina Wells, there’s a fair chance the butler also saw him in conversation with Mr Thom.

‘Thank you, sir,’ he gets out. ‘Miss Wells doesn’t deserve unmannerly attention.’

Brodie waits but Davey can think of nothing more to say. The butler reasons that he’d like to leave the stable at least understanding whether Davey is working for Mrs Moore or against her. ‘This household runs for the benefit of the mistress,’ Brodie declares. ‘We’re not here to accommodate anyone else.’

Davey understands perfectly and the words are out of his mouth before he can stop them. ‘But the mistress knows, sir. Eleanor has it in hand.’

‘Eleanor?’ Brodie’s gaze is steady. He doesn’t give his own knowledge away. ‘Everyone thinks the girl is missing. Cook is half-distracted with worry. Do you know where she is?’

Davey hesitates but gives up his secret. ‘She left last night.’

Brodie looks grave. ‘You know the whole district’s been looking for the girl?’

‘Yes, sir. But, like you said, everything’s for the mistress’s benefit . . .’ And there Davey stops.

Brodie sighs. At least he’s made some headway. ‘Are you suggesting that Mrs Moore wants to make out the girl is lost, when she’s no such thing?’

‘Not at first, sir. It’s only that Eleanor was afraid and came here, but then last night, she went up the road to see the mistress and never returned. And this morning Hester still thought she was gone.’

Brodie nods curtly, adding this account to the fact that Mrs Moore explicitly instructed him to keep looking for Eleanor despite what he’d seen with his own eyes.

‘Do you know why the mistress would do that?’

Davey’s eyes widen. He does not.

‘So who’s the gentleman with whom you just tarried?’ Brodie continues.

Davey bites his lip. ‘I canna say, sir. The mistress wouldnae like it.’

‘Would she not?’ Brodie pushes, but something makes him believe the boy. He wonders if Mrs Moore has taken a lover. He wonders if Eleanor has been engaged in the ferrying of illicit messages. But then why does Saoirse McKenzie keep returning to the West End? What could his erstwhile lover possibly have to do with such an arrangement? If Davey won’t tell him, he’ll need to uncover the matter another way.

‘Perhaps it’s for the best,’ he comments drily. ‘You better get on.’

*

Inside the house, Araminta is unlikely to be ready for eleven. She’s received a letter from Johnathan which she has now read three times. In large part the letter is concerned with the properties of igneous rock under discussion at her husband’s committee. The rest reads like a jocular if veiled request for her to return to London. You must be thoroughly enjoying the porridge up there. It’s not yet been a fortnight. Araminta reclines on the yellow sopha and considers the journey to Edinburgh, Aunt Eilidh’s death. The family she is finally proud to belong to, the thrill of finding Berenice’s clues and, better yet, solving them. London feels more than a few hundred miles away. She misses her husband. But still. In the gilded mirror between the long windows, she can see she looks the same, but she doesn’t feel it. With some surprise, she realises that she feels better. Bigger. Perhaps, she muses, here in Edinburgh she’s found more than just where she comes from. She’s found who she’s capable of becoming.

She goes to the desk to reply. She doesn’t want to lie, but neither can she tell him the truth. Dodging round dark streets isn’t respectable behaviour. One unheard-of great aunt was surprising, never mind two. A secret quest. Something to belong to. I am learning a good deal about my family, is the closest she gets to admitting it. It seems my forebears were ladies-in-waiting to the Stuart queens. He’ll like that. Then she describes the house, the family motto and the entirety of the McKenzie investments she’s inherited, repeating what was said by Mr Drummond when he laid them out before her. A not inconsiderable income. She carries on, Today I will seek the stones you asked me to buy, and adds as a post-script, I fear it may take a while to tie everything up, but it will be worth it, my dear. Yes, she thinks, if she can find the crown, her McKenzie inheritance, things will make sense. She likes being this new woman. Richmond is almost unimaginable. She seals the letter with green wax and rings for Brodie, who takes longer than usual to appear.

‘Yes, ma’am?’

She hands him the letter.

‘Is everything all right?’ he enquires, waiting for an opening. Anything, in fact.

Outside the window Araminta hears the traces shifting on the carriage as Davey waits at the door.

‘I’ll go down,’ she says, giving the butler nothing. He helps with her coat and hat and stands in the doorway, staring after her as if there might be answers to his many questions in the shape of her departure. From Princes Street the church bell sounds the half hour, and Araminta doesn’t notice Harry Thom, mounted, at a distance, following from the far side of the square. When they stop at the milliner’s, the first shop to be visited, Davey points him out as he opens the carriage door. ‘Ma’am,’ he flicks his head. ‘Mr Thom.’

Araminta peers obliquely. Then she smiles. ‘We’ll lead him a merry dance, shall we, Davey?’

Davey grins.

Over the next few hours, Mr Thom proceeds to witness a great deal of shopping. After the milliner’s on Princes Street Araminta proceeds to a jeweller’s booth on the first floor of a building on George Street adjacent to the Assembly Rooms, where it takes her almost an hour to choose the Cairngorm stones she thinks will most delight her husband. She discusses the formation of these smoky quartz gems and also takes two large beryls, rarer than the Cairngorms. A further hour is expended in buying several yards of good tweed and tartan in a dowdy-looking shop on Hanover Street, which, Brodie assured Mrs Moore yesterday, her great aunt often patronised. By half past one, Thom is ready to throttle someone. He loiters, overhearing Mrs Moore order wooden trunks from the carpenter on Thistle Street Lane to transport her great aunt’s goods to London. Through the small shop window, Araminta views Thom in the doorway of a saddler’s. He’s handsome, she thinks, in a dark-eyed way. And well-dressed. Something of the lothario about him. Smartly, she checks her pocket watch. Then she directs Davey to take her home.

Thom waits by the mews.

‘It’s surely inadvisable for you to be seen here, sir,’ Davey points out. ‘The butler asked me questions about you earlier.’

Thom kicks an old anvil that has been there so long nobody can recall where it came from.

‘I must take her in hand,’ he snarls.

‘In hand, sir?’

‘I must break her open.’

Davey’s eyes widen.

‘When your mistress went to the castle the other day, how did she seem after?’ Thom barks.

Davey grins. ‘Wet, sir. It was terrible weather. One of the maids said it took a full hour to dry the lady’s things.’

‘Speak to the maids often, do you?’

‘They bring my meals. Pies from the kitchen. Porridge. And notices from the mistress when she requires the carriage.’

‘And she didn’t seem unduly excited that day?’ Thom pushes.

Davey shakes his head. ‘I don’t see the mistress much, sir. She’s inside the carriage, you see.’

‘And the last few days she’s only required you for this shopping trip, a trip to her lawyer, Heriot’s Hospital and the castle? And her great aunt’s funeral?’

‘And the first night I took her to St Giles’, if you recall. I told you about that. And she went to that house, sir, beyond the Water of Leith,’ he adds, remembering exactly which lies he’s told.

Thom eyes the boy. He knows just where Davey means. The row of houses beyond the water, where that minx of a whore kept him busy most of the night before last. But he’s checked and no aristocratic personage resides there. Nowhere near, in fact. Things aren’t adding up but it’s difficult to tell if the boy is actually lying. He steps closer. ‘You must disclose everything, do you understand?’ he growls.

‘Yes, sir.’ Davey shows no fear, though the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end.

‘Have you seen nuns, boy?’

Davey shakes his head.

‘I believe your mistress has been beyond the city walls to the south. She’s been there recently.’

Davey isn’t sure what to say. He’s happy to lie, but there’s no need.

‘To Heriot’s Hospital, sir? Is that what you mean?’

‘Beyond there,’ Thom growls. Davey seems such a cheerful, simple fellow. He hates that. And he’s sure Araminta McKenzie Moore is laughing at him. The crown, the object of his mission, is under his nose and the damn woman is leading him a merry dance. In league with nuns, it seems she’s bamboozled him, playing cat and mouse across the city. Damn women and their damn shopping. ‘I won’t have it,’ he says, out of the blue.

‘Yes, sir,’ Davey responds obligingly.

‘It’ll be mine,’ Thom adds gruffly, and by this he means not so much the crown itself as the glory in which he will bask in London when he delivers it.

‘How many women has she met since she has been here?’ he pushes.

‘I don’t know who visits the house, sir. But she hasn’t returned any calls in the carriage.’

‘A nun,’ Thom pushes. ‘There’s been a nun.’

‘No, sir.’ Davey, again, can say this with complete honesty. He hasn’t seen Sister Winifred and is beginning to wonder if Mr Thom is deranged.

Thom’s eyes narrow. There’s something he can’t quite put his finger on but his instincts rarely let him down. The trouble is that there are no other members of the McKenzie staff to bribe. The butler is a family retainer of longstanding with, apparently, no personal proclivities upon which pressure might be exerted. McGhie approached the footman before the old woman died but Douglas was not amenable to his attention. Besides that, the maids of all work are too junior and McGhie in any case, judges them almost moronic. ‘I doubt they can distinguish between information and sheer nonsense,’ he said. Then there’s Cook, who scarcely leaves the basement floor. Thom lets out a disheartened sigh. He’s lost the trail. The castle. The visit to Heriot’s. The mound in the meadows. These all prove the crown’s existence. But the women got away with whatever they dug up. He hates having to doggedly follow – he’d rather lead – but it seems that’s his lot.

‘You’ll come tomorrow to Mr McGhie’s,’ he says as a parting shot to Davey, who he decides is better than nothing. In the meantime, Harry Thom knows he’ll have to press on. Somewhere there’s another clue. And to solve it the women will have to speak to each other. If he can catch them doing so, he’ll have another shot at taking matters into his own hands. They’re up to something, the witches. In the meantime, he’s hungry, and decides to return the horse and order an oyster pie and a pint of stout at a hostelry on South Bridge. It’ll give him an hour or two to mull things over.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Sister Winifred and Eleanor spend the day hidden in the crypt of the old church. The maid has been put in enough danger, the old nun thinks, little of it even to the McKenzies’ advantage. In any case, Winifred intends to get the girl away. She must wait for darkness. The church is run down, almost abandoned since the canal was cut. Eleanor passes the time drawing with a stick in the dirt. Winifred perches on the ledge of a monumental tomb. She considers Araminta and what they have, so far, achieved together. The progress has not been inconsiderable though their running start was gifted by Eilidh. Now with a reminder of mortality at her back, it comes to Winifred suddenly that she hasn’t mourned her sister’s death. The McKenzies hadn’t spoken in such a long time, it’s easier simply to imagine that Eilidh is still at number four Glenfinlas Street, but in thinking that, Winifred is forced to think of Cillian Brodie. This leads her down a twisted path and what she finds herself remembering is his smile. She wonders if it’s changed over the years. The butler certainly wouldn’t recognise her now, she thinks; an old lady in a dowdy robe.

Come five of the clock, just before sunset, Winifred instructs Eleanor to swap clothes with her. Sulkily the maid hands back the golden box secreted in her stocking. The nun slips it into her pocket. She runs a hand over her grey hair which was sheared when she first entered the convent but has now grown long and sits in a tidy bun. It feels odd to be without her wimple. The brown habit she’s now wearing means nothing. She simply looks like a pauper.

As darkness falls the women tramp up the hill, skirting the Links warily and passing on the far side of the Golf Tavern. The walk stretches a good mile and they’re both hungry. ‘Are we going back to the convent?’ Eleanor asks.

Winifred nods. ‘You are,’ she says.

At the east end of Hope Park, Winifred knocks at Reverend Reid’s door and the youngest of the orphaned sisters he has taken in answers. Reid is in his sitting room. He takes a moment to recognise Winifred, out of her usual habit.

‘Good Lord,’ he says, ‘what’s happened?’

Winifred does not give a full explanation but elicits the reverend’s help. Food first. Bread and ham. Then an undertaking that he’ll personally deliver Eleanor to Winifred’s sisters in a closed carriage and that he’ll do so armed. Lastly, he agrees to lend her the key to a private ecclesiastical library in Forres Street where a residence has recently been taken over to house books and manuscripts which once formed the collection of the late Bishop of Aberdeen.

Fed, and confident Eleanor will be safe, Winifred ventures on foot across Hope Park, past the old city walls and down the Mound. Town is busy tonight, at almost eight of the clock, the houses along the fine vistas left and right are wreathed in light with fancy coaches coming and going. Outside, working men fall into conversation; mostly coachmen drinking as they wait. An owl hoots from a chimney as Winifred walks steadily onwards to Forres Street. Here she withdraws the key and proceeds through the doorway, closing it with a decisive click. The house is dark and silent. She lights a lamp on the hallway table and in the old dining room settles into a comfortable chair amid the smell of old books and singed wicks. It’s easy to find a lead and some paper. She doesn’t write the address, but merely draws a map; a shape she trusts Araminta will recognise – the route from Glenfinlas Street to this place. It’ll make little sense to anyone else. With this, she slips back out, along St Colme Street and up the hill, posting the note marked ‘MRS MOORE ONLY’ under the front door of number four Glenfinlas Street. The best she can do. Then she returns to the library.

Araminta arrives two hours later, sharp on ten. Winifred is waiting in the window, the lamp dimmed and the shutter cracked. ‘I found it,’ she announces, drawing the gold box from her pocket once her niece is inside. ‘It was buried on the Links.’

‘Have you solved the clue?’ Araminta asks.

‘I waited to open it.’ The nun pushes the box across the desk. Araminta picks it up. She runs her thumb along the surface, rubbing tiny pieces of grit between her fingers.

‘It was where we expected,’ Winifred says. ‘We’re getting close.’

‘The tenth clue,’ Araminta confirms, thinking of her list. The lid is stiff and the two women lean forward as Araminta opens it. Inside, there’s a line of shallow engraving. Winifred squints for the writing is tiny. Araminta, shifting to get the best light, reads the words.

‘She is on the wall, it says. And there’s another triangle here, engraved into the gold.’

‘A triangle . . . Perhaps, it’s the opposite apex,’ Sister Winifred says. ‘You visited there. A garden, wasn’t it?’

Araminta considers. ‘The garden wall was roughly cut stone. Almost rubble.’

‘Think, dear. Was there nothing else? Nothing at all?’

Araminta recalls the stone crest carved into the rear of the building on the High Street. ‘The Maitland family crest,’ she says. ‘Mounted on the back of the house. But that’s not a “she”, is it? A “she” can only be a person.’

Winifred shakes her head. ‘Berenice is nothing if not precise.’ She peers inside the gold box. ‘Look,’ she says, ‘there’s something on the bottom, close to the edge.’

Araminta takes the box back. The text is so tiny it might be taken for a hallmark. ‘Follow her to the grave.’ She reads out loud.

‘So, a woman on a wall, that we must follow to her death,’ Winifred reasons, her tone businesslike. ‘Someone Berenice knew of, who had already died by 1746. How intriguing.’

‘You’ve no idea who it might be?’ asks Araminta.

Winifred shakes her head and Araminta lets out a sigh. This will necessitate another late night. ‘I’ll search in Aunt Eilidh’s library,’ Araminta says. ‘Tomorrow I can return to the house and see if anything strikes me.’

‘Good.’ Winifred gets to her feet.

‘You’re going?’

Winifred is not. She meant to see the girl out. ‘Do you wish to stay?’ the nun enquires.

Araminta nods. She’s made a joke of the old nun’s historical stories, but she’s enjoyed learning about her family. Discussing nothing but their investigation feels unsatisfying now. She pauses, forming a question.

‘The Thoms,’ she says. ‘They’ve pursued us over generations, you said?’

Winifred sits down again. She doesn’t want to frighten the girl by admitting her and Eleanor’s narrow escape from Harry Thom earlier today. History is somehow easier to talk about. ‘They’ve sought us since Berenice’s lifetime,’ she confirms. ‘The Jacobite uprisings brought a redcoat army to Scotland and a brace of spies. It was only then they realised we had something; almost exactly at the time we lost the treasure or, rather, Berenice hid it.’

‘Do you know what the crown looks like?’

Winifred’s blue eyes sparkle. ‘I’ve never seen it. No one now living has. But my mother held it once, as a child. She said it was heavy. Golden. Many precious gemstones and large pearls. Berenice told her it was made of Scotland. Pearls from our shores are rare. Gold is mined near Crianlarich. I always hoped the stones were emeralds but they could be ruby or diamond or sapphire, I suppose. Our people traded widely in the old days.’

‘Cairngorm, perhaps,’ Araminta interrupts. ‘It sounds beautiful.’

Winifred takes up the soft lead lying on the desk and doodles a crown on a scrap of paper. It looks like something from a fairy tale. Jewel-encrusted and ornate.

‘I hadn’t thought it so . . . tall,’ Araminta says, realising that this piece is more decorative than the honours she saw at the castle; more ornate even than King William’s crown in London, which she’s seen only in a painting. Her assumption was the McKenzie women would have something of less importance in their possession, and now she can’t reason why. Perhaps she considered a queen less important than a king or maybe in her mind it was Scotland that was of less import. ‘Do you think we’ll find it?’ she asks.

Winifred puts down the lead. ‘We’re closer than we’ve been in almost a century,’ she says. ‘My mother said the crown bespeaks a true treasure. A gem for womankind.’

‘I wonder what she meant by that?’

Both women are startled by the sound of a knock on the door. Sister Winifred hurriedly sets light to the drawing she’s made. Araminta stows the box in her pocket. The nun gestures towards the hallway, sending her niece ahead.

‘Who is it?’ Araminta calls, her fingers on the door handle.

‘Davey, ma’am,’ a voice announces. ‘I hoped to see you.’

‘It’s the carriage man,’ Araminta whispers. ‘He must’ve followed me.’ The women lock eyes. Winifred motions as if to say that opening the door is a risk worth taking. Then, thinking again, she puts up a hand and swaps places with her great niece. ‘If there’s trouble, I’ll hold him off. Run out the back door and return to the house,’ she instructs quietly, shooing Araminta to the far end of the hall.

Winifred pauses before opening the door. When it is indeed only Davey on the wide step, there’s a sense of relief.

‘Come in,’ Winifred motions. Davey doesn’t enquire as to who the old woman is, nor does he make the connection with Thom’s probing about women in holy orders. Winifred looks like any of a hundred poor folk he sees about the town; plainly dressed and bare-headed.

‘Davey. How did you know I was here?’ Araminta asks.

Davey freezes. He followed the mistress for it’s common knowledge in the household now that she takes the air at ten of the clock. Hester and Agnes have both said so.

‘Ma’am’ – he gives a little bow – ‘I followed you. I come with news. The gentleman who tailed the carriage today. Mr Thom. I’m unsure if he trusts me any longer. He questioned me before I came round this morning and on my return. I wanted to inform you.’

‘What did he want?’

‘Something about you being on the south of the city this morning. I told him you hadn’t taken the carriage. I’m not sure he believed me.’

Winifred sighs audibly. ‘But he believes your mistress was there?’

‘Yes . . . miss.’ Davey bites his lip. He’s not sure how to address her.

‘Sister,’ Winifred helps him.

‘Yes, Sister.’ Davey continues. ‘Oh. He asked me if I’d seen a nun.’ Araminta and Winifred lock eyes. ‘He told me to go to Mr McGhie’s tomorrow but, ma’am, I went today. I waited on the lane all afternoon, for you’d no need of me . . .’ His voice trails. He’s supposed to be at the mistress’s pleasure.

‘It’s fine,’ Araminta motions. ‘But why, Davey?’

‘I thought it was a taste of their own medicine,’ he ventures.

Araminta grins. She likes this carriage boy more and more. ‘Did you uncover anything?’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Davey says. ‘The shop boy. I fell into conversation with him when he left. Name of Ewan Fergus. He’s the same age as I am and stays in the old tenements at the foot of Calton Hill. His family’s dead. I stood him a pint of beer at the hostelry past St James Square.’

Winifred smiles. ‘They’ve bribed our staff and you thought to do the same?’

‘Yes, ma’am. I told him I was in the employ of Mr Thom’s mother. I said she was anxious for her son.’

‘Did he tell you anything?’ Winifred enquires.

‘Sister,’ says Davey, ‘I could scarce shut him up. He said Mr Thom’s taken rooms on North St David Street and that the gentlemen squabble, especially in drink. That Mr Thom dislikes Mr McGhie, who spends a deal of time trying to impress him, despite that. That after Eleanor left the other day the men almost came to blows. They call themselves Hermits.’

‘What does that mean?’ Araminta asks.

‘I don’t know. Neither did Ewan. The Devils are gentlemen that drink on Advocate’s Close. Perhaps the Hermits are something the same.’ Davey’s eyes fall to his boots as if he’s plucking up the courage to add something.

‘What is it?’ Sister Winifred pushes.

‘I wonder what they’re after, Sister,’ Davey says. ‘Eleanor didn’t say.’

‘Eleanor doesn’t know,’ Winifred snaps. ‘There’s no need for you to know either.’

‘Yes, Sister.’ The boy sounds apologetic.

‘Thank you, Davey,’ Araminta chimes in. ‘You’ve done well.’

They send him back to the mews. ‘Search Eilidh’s library’, Winifred tells her niece – a parting shot – ‘for any mention of that building but also these Hermits.’

‘Tomorrow I’ll return to the Maitland house,’ Araminta says. She’ll amend the list in her notebook when she gets home.

Aunt Eilidh left me a tartan kerchief.

Clue 8 led to the castle.

Clue 9 from the castle to Heriot’s: a third point on the triangle.

Clue 10 The third point was a plague pit.

Clue 11 Inverted, the point led to the Maitland house.

The women pause in the hall, the light of the moon through the fanlight falling onto the flagstones. Both are considering their progress. ‘Good luck,’ Winifred says and watches her great niece disappear up the street in anticipation of a long night at the old desk in the drawing room. Once Araminta is gone, Winifred gives a silent prayer of thanks that Edinburgh is small and she has a wide acquaintance in the town. She thought she might catch a few hours’ sleep in the library, but matters have taken a turn – one she did not elucidate to Araminta. She wants to shield the girl where she can. Thom is a menace but there’s a chance, she recognises, that she might get a handle to him. She checks the street’s clear, then slips out of the door and strides along Queen Street, turning south at the far end. North St David Street comprises a short run of townhouses, sited on a steep hill, much like Glenfinlas Street with a square at the top. Here, at the bottom, are three of the New Town’s oldest buildings; landlords’ apartments below with rooms to let on the upper floors. Winifred hasn’t been here in years. She trips up the stairs to number eleven as if she were a far younger woman, which, indeed, she was on the last occasion.

The windows are dark but she doesn’t hesitate to rap on the main door. After a minute it’s opened by a man in a linen nightgown with a navy lambswool dressing gown pulled loosely around his wide frame. ‘What do you want?’ He sounds short-tempered, eyeing her thick brown dress and workaday boots. He’d never speak to her that way if she was wearing her wimple. He peers past Winifred up the hill, as if there may be an explanation for this poor specimen of an old woman on his doorstep.

Winifred can’t help laughing. The last time she was here she had green silk stays and buttoned kidskin boots. ‘I’m sorry it’s late. I had a friend in this house. I’m here to speak to Grizel.’

The man steps backwards as if Winifred has uttered a secret password.

In the inner hallway a maid so small she looks as if she’s only a child loiters at the door to the kitchen stairs. At the doorway to the back room, a woman in a thick, creamy nightdress and lace-edged cap studies the visitor. A greying plait snakes down her back.

‘My God. Saoirse McKenzie,’ she says, her voice breaking.

The women embrace.

‘I wasn’t sure you’d recognise me.’

Grizel lets out a laugh. ‘It’s been a while. Your eyes are still blue as the sea at Portobello in June. Same smile too.’

Winifred grins even wider. Grizel was ever charming. ‘I’ve come to beg a favour,’ she admits, her gaze darting to her friend’s husband. ‘Women’s business.’

Grizel makes no matter of it. She motions the man back to bed, shoos the maid downstairs and leads her old friend into a small drawing room. She closes the door and turns up the lamp. The fire is mere embers. There’s a book laid spine up on a side table – a drab edition of an old Mary Brunton novel with a decanter of port half-drunk beside it.

‘I wasn’t sure you’d still be here,’ the nun admits.

‘Mother left me the place when she died. I never thought I’d see you again,’ Grizel says, pouring two glasses of port.

Winifred pauses. ‘You married in the end,’ she says.

‘He’s a good man. A widower when we met. Older though we’re all older day by day. His name is Frederick Campbell. I’m Mrs Campbell now.’

‘I’m happy for you.’

‘You disappeared so suddenly. I only heard afterwards you’d taken orders.’

‘I’m Sister Winifred now. I’m sorry I never wrote to say goodbye.’

Both women are silent. Many years ago, Grizel bore an illegitimate child. A son she named Edward. Most likely the only two people still alive who know this are here, in this small room. Her lover was from a good family and had a commission in the Black Watch. He died in the French Revolutionary war and the child was sent to a wet nurse in Ratho, which Winifred helped to arrange. He only lived a few weeks. Grizel doesn’t know any of Sister Winifred’s secrets, which are, Winifred thinks, much more shameful. There is much they could discuss, but Winifred decides to get straight to the matter in hand.

‘Have you a lodger?’ she asks. ‘A fellow called Harry Thom. Dark-haired. Arrogant. English.’

Grizel sits down on a red leather chair. ‘I do.’

‘What do you know about him?’

‘Only that he’s from London and keeps irregular hours. He took the rooms for a fortnight but says he might stay longer. He rents a horse from the hostelry at the end of York Place. He has oysters sent up. He doesn’t drink overmuch – a case of wine sent from McGhie’s the day he took the tenancy and nothing since. I can’t say he’s a pleasant gentleman.’

‘Has he said anything about a hermit?’

‘A hermit? No.’

Winifred’s lips twitch. ‘I’d like to search his rooms.’

Grizel scarcely blinks. She’ll deny her old friend nothing. How could she? ‘He’s abed just now. He came in earlier, the earliest he’s returned since he got here. I can send word to you at Glenfinlas Street when he goes out, if you like? Tomorrow.’

Winifred’s head drops, only slightly. ‘I’m not staying at home. I have, in fact, nowhere to stay tonight.’

Grizel takes this information in her stride. ‘Why don’t I have a room made up? And in the morning we can wait till he goes out,’ she says. ‘He left early doors yesterday. Perhaps he’ll do the same. We’ll search his things together.’


Chapter Twenty-Three

The following morning is so bright it might almost be spring. Araminta calls for the carriage to take her to the High Street. After hours in Eilidh’s library last night, she could find nothing useful. The shelves yielded several books and manuscripts that referred to Maitland men, who it seems were illustrious; poets as well as statesmen. None of the books recounted the story of a Maitland woman, however. Late, she fell asleep frustrated on the sopha, where she had a dream which she now cannot remember.

When she gets to the house on the High Street at the other end of the triangle on the map, she raps with confidence on the door, the gold box in her pocket. Today her knock isn’t answered by the barefoot child but by a tidily dressed, red-haired woman carrying a baby. She has ink on her fingers.

‘Mrs Lindsay,’ Araminta guesses.

Mrs Lindsay shifts. ‘I don’t know you, ma’am,’ she says, her tone stilted as if she’s smartening up her accent, like a pair of gloves that need to be stretched.

Araminta introduces herself. ‘My husband is a student of architecture,’ she lies. ‘He asked me to visit this building while I’m in Edinburgh.’

Mrs Lindsay looks doubtful.

‘History,’ Araminta adds by way of explanation. ‘Do you know anything about the old place? The Maitland family lived here, did they not?’

Mrs Lindsay hoists the child further up her hip. ‘The Maitlands resided outside town at Lethington. It was the daughter of the house who lived here.’

Araminta’s face betrays her surprise. ‘That seems unusual,’ she says. ‘Might I come in?’

She judges it best not to admit she’s already been inside the Lindsays’ rooms. Today the place is tidier with a pot of something simmering that smells of stewed leeks and pearl barley.

‘There’s a crest on the wall in the yard,’ Mrs Lindsay says.

‘Do you know anything about the woman. The Maitland woman, I mean?’

‘Her name was Marie, I think,’ Mrs Lindsay reveals. ‘She was old when she married. That’s when she had this house.’

‘This would have been her reception room?’

‘I suppose. Her bedroom must have been where we have ours. At the back.’

Araminta lingers at the painted wall above the stove. Its surface is roughly plastered, the image fresco al secco. The painting is indistinct but it’s certainly a woman. ‘Do you think this was Marie?’ she asks.

Mrs Lindsay shrugs. ‘Maybe,’ she says. ‘Or perhaps the other one.’

‘Other one?’

‘In the bedroom.’

‘May I?’

Araminta walks into the back of the house. This room is smaller and on the same side as the other painting, another fresco, a different woman, paler than the image in the front room. Better preserved too. Beside the strawberry-blonde figure, entwined with flowers, the words Nor Penelope, Nor Ruth, Nor Portia are inscribed.

‘What do you think it means?’ she asks.

‘My husband says they’re the virtues of good women.’

Araminta nods. ‘Of course. Self-control, gratitude and wisdom.’ She casts her mind back to her classroom classics. ‘But why is it negative? Not those women?’

‘Because the woman it describes is better,’ Mrs Lindsay says shyly. ‘Frank says she looks like me.’ Her colour heightens. ‘It’s from a poem, I think.’

There were love poems by Sir Richard Maitland, Marie’s father, in one of the books Araminta studied last night. She’d paid them little mind.

‘How nice. I’d like to pay my respects to Mistress Maitland. Is there a family tomb?’

‘I couldn’t say. The family seat might have a kirk. Perhaps there.’

‘But she lived here?’

‘Aye,’ Mrs Lindsay says. ‘As far as I know. She’d business in town, I guess. Society too in those days.’

‘I wonder the dates of her life.’

‘Mary Queen of Scots’ reign, I think, or thereabouts.’

Araminta takes in the dresses worn by the women in the frescoes. Mrs Lindsay’s assessment seems likely. She remembers the story of the queen’s forced second marriage and her own ancestor’s part in it. For a moment she feels the thrill of connection as if she might be tied through time in blood. ‘Thank you,’ she says.

Back on the street, Davey is smoking on the step of the carriage. He stubs out the cheroot and jumps up. On the other side, a robed advocate makes his way up the hill to the High Court. Araminta takes in the thoroughfare. The high kirk is close, fancy for a local parish church but if you lived here, that’s where you’d be bound to worship. The church opposite does not seem old enough.

‘I’ll walk up to St Giles’,’ she says and falls in behind the lawyer.

The kirk looks different in daylight with the nearby court in session. Inside, it’s shady despite the bright winter sun. The first night she visited, there were no priests, but today two young men wearing black cassocks are sitting like bookends in the first pew. Araminta approaches.

‘Excuse me, does St Giles’ have a graveyard?’

One man looks at the other and it’s the second priest who answers. ‘We bury folk at Greyfriars Kirk, ma’am, or at the Calton. Both a short walk.’

‘I’m looking for the grave of a woman who was a parishioner some time ago. Marie Maitland. Do you know her?’

‘She’s notorious. She had a run in with Reverend Knox.’

‘Knox?’

The priest’s eyes betray his disbelief that Araminta doesn’t recognise the name. He turns to the other fellow. ‘That’s why we must have a statue, Jamie,’ he says.

‘You’re English are you, madam?’ Jamie checks.

Araminta nods. The second priest raises his eyes as if to say that explains it.

‘John Knox,’ he lays it out. ‘Scotland’s most famous preacher. He was minister here and stood up to Mary Queen of Scots. She was a Catholic monarch; Scotland’s last.’

‘Reverend Knox was one for an argument with a lady then,’ Araminta ventures.

Jamie laughs. ‘He wrote a good deal about that, madam. He was buried here.’

‘Here? Not Greyfriars or the Calton?’

‘St Giles’ had a graveyard in Knox’s day. He was among the last to be interred. The new court library is built over the site and the lawyers’ chambers and holding cells.’ The man gestures beyond the wall of the kirk, as if Araminta might not have noticed the fancy new buildings.

‘Might Marie Maitland be buried here too?’ she asks.

The priest considers this. ‘Perhaps. She was younger than Knox. In any case, the graves were moved long before the recent building. The advocates have had their chambers here for a long time.’

The second priest cuts in. ‘There’s been a church here since the twelfth century. There were a lot of gravestones.’

Araminta sighs. ‘Do you have parish records?’ she asks. ‘Might there be something recorded about Mistress Maitland and this run-in with Reverend Knox? Or her burial?’

‘The lawyers would have it,’ Jamie says. ‘It’s been written about of course. Not as much as Knox and the queen,’ he adds dismissively.

‘And the lawyers are across the square?’

He nods.

There’s a doorman beneath the portico outside and today he’s sitting on a tiny stool enjoying the winter sun. He springs to his feet as Araminta approaches.

‘The minister at St Giles’ said there are church records in this building.’

‘I don’t know about that, ma’am. It’s a law library,’ the doorman says, matter of fact.

‘Is there a librarian?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Good.’ She makes for the door but he steps into her path.

‘No women allowed.’

‘What if a lady has a case?’

The doorman looks flummoxed. ‘I expect if a lady had a case, she might be brought by her advocate.’ He regards her. ‘Do you have a case?’

‘Perhaps,’ she says slowly. ‘My solicitor is Mr Drummond.’

The doorman looks pleased with himself. ‘A solicitor’s no good,’ he says. ‘You need an advocate.’

Araminta keeps a tight hold on her temper, which is fraying. ‘Do you think I might speak to the librarian?’

‘Here, ma’am?’

‘Might he be prepared to come out?’

This is clearly highly irregular, but the doorman disappears inside and emerges a minute later with a young man wearing spectacles who introduces himself as Mr Winter. He’s wearing an old-fashioned greatcoat without a hat, which, Araminta thinks, might mean he’s not one to stand on ceremony. This might work to her advantage. She shakes his hand and gives her name. She tells him that Drummond is her family solicitor and that she’s looking for information related to the burial of Marie Maitland.

Mr Winter sucks his teeth. ‘I know of her. She was her father’s secretary. Sir Richard Maitland of Lethington.’

‘I understand she resided nearby.’

‘She did. After her father’s death. I’m making a study of the surrounding area – so much has changed, you see, and I thought it prudent to keep a record for the library. Marie Maitland owned a house on the opposite block. It was ceded to her in her marriage contract.’

‘Was that unusual?’

‘For a married woman? Maybe. Scottish law is distinct from English. Property rights and such. And her family was venerable.’

Araminta doesn’t want to tumble down a rabbit hole of Mr Winter’s personal interests.

‘Do you know where she’s buried?’

Winter shakes his head. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘But her body may have been moved in any case, as I understand from the minister at St Giles’. The graves here were resited.’

Winter shifts from foot to foot.

‘Was she not moved, sir?’

‘I’m afraid our forebears . . . that is to say . . . it was a shoddy job.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The gravestones were moved. Much of the monumental masonry went to Greyfriars Kirkyard although it was piled in a haphazard fashion and a great deal was broken. The town council at the time didn’t deem it necessary to remove the remains. It caused quite a stir, in fact, when the foundations of the new building went in.’

‘You mean . . .’ Araminta lets this information drop into her understanding.

‘I’m afraid so,’ Winter confirms. ‘The bodies are still down there. We’ve been banned from storing anything in the lower basement. Quite a jumble, as I understand it. Centuries of cadavers, buried on top of each other. Thousands. Some quite notable.’

‘Knox?’

‘One of the last to go in.’

‘So if Marie Maitland was buried here . . .’

‘She’d still be down there. Reverend Knox wouldn’t like that, I expect.’ Winter smiles weakly at this attempt at humour.

‘Good Lord.’ Araminta shifts her weight, now she knows the dead are beneath her feet. ‘The minister said the law library holds the parish records,’ she pushes.

‘Indeed we do. Back to the day when they were written on velum.’

‘That seems odd. Why would the church not keep them?’

Mr Winter sucks his teeth again. ‘There’s a close association between the institutions. In fact, St Giles’ originally housed rooms used by officers of the law. Gown and crown operated together.’ He lowers his voice before confiding, ‘Especially during the era of the witch trials.’

‘What do you mean, crown?’

‘Our members are king’s counsels. The court is the king’s own.’

‘Might I see St Giles’s records from the time of Mistress Maitland?’

Mr Winter’s cheeks colour. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says. ‘They belong to our members. You’d need special permission. And even then . . . as a lady . . .’

Araminta sighs. Scottish law it would seem is not that different from English. She’s about to thank him and leave, when she has an idea.

‘Might you be able to look on my behalf, Mr Winter? It’s an academic interest. For my husband. Mr Moore isn’t with me but he asked me to check. I could certainly pay a generous fee.’

Winter considers this.

‘I’d be most grateful,’ Araminta adds.

‘How grateful?’ he ventures.

She tries to guess how much a librarian earns. Most likely as little as a clerk. ‘If you can get me details of her burial . . . Say ten shillings?’

Winter’s cheeks become suddenly rosy. ‘Most generous.’

‘Good. I reside at number four Glenfinlas Street. Please let me know as soon as you turn anything up.’

In the back of the carriage she’s glad she’s made progress. She instructs Davey to take her to Greyfriars Kirkyard where, just as Mr Winter said, there are stones piled like sticklebacks, covered with moss. Carved angels lie scattered on the grassy mounds like at some kind of heavenly picnic. It would take a team of men to move all this, she thinks, and much of the engraving is badly weathered. She can’t make out a single name. Araminta stares at the sunshine through the bare branches. The solution to Berenice’s tenth clue will have to wait. Hopefully Mr Winter will uncover it.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Thom leaves North St David Street at ten of the clock that morning. Grizel asks if he’ll be back for lunch, and he gruffly shakes his head. As soon as he’s out of sight of the drawing room window, the women sweep up the close to the rented apartment. Grizel has provided her friend with a simple, blue day dress, prettier than anything Sister Winifred has worn in a decade. She catches sight of herself in the mirror by the door and laughs. ‘Your old dress needed a good wash,’ Grizel comments. ‘Why shouldn’t you look respectable?’

This concept is so far from Winifred’s normal life now that she takes a moment to understand it. A nun’s habit, after all, is the most respectable robe a woman might don. She no longer speaks the language of well-cut sleeves and laced bodices. Though, she notes with some surprise, she still has a waist as small as when she resided in the West End.

Thom’s room is tidy. The tiny maid runs ahead of the women like a wisp and immediately sets to making the bed and removing the wooden plate on which Thom’s breakfast was served and the crystal glass stained red by his morning wine. She bobs a curtsey and disappears downstairs as Grizel and Winifred get their bearings.

‘What is it we’re looking for?’ Grizel asks.

Winifred’s eyes narrow. ‘I want to know why he came to Edinburgh. Anything about him.’

She crosses to the large travelling chest under the window.

‘That’s his,’ Grizel confirms.

The lid is not locked. Inside there are two neat piles of well-packed linens; stiff collars and a selection of taffeta cravats which, as Winifred lifts them, remind her of the colour of bruises. She puts this out of her mind as too poetic.

‘Aha,’ she chimes, for under the clothes there are books and papers. She lifts the books one by one.

Grizel inspects them. ‘No novels.’

‘Nor poetry,’ Winifred adds, opening a leather-bound volume about military tactics and another by Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. Winifred flicks through the pages noting passages underlined about the inferior physiognomy of women. Below that, an older book. ‘Reverend John Knox,’ she reads, recognising the name, and then the book’s title, sensing a theme, ‘The First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment of Women. A polemical work, I should think.’ She finds more passages underlined, including a diatribe against the rule of queens. ‘A ponderous argument,’ she comments. The letters seem workaday: a notice from a club on Pall Mall where Thom is a member and a few lines from a relation in the matter of a younger cousin’s education.

Grizel checks the chest of drawers on the other side of the room. ‘Nothing here,’ she says, ‘only hose and woollen semmits.’ She moves on to the bed, shifting the long pillow and then the mattress, to see if there’s anything underneath.

Winifred runs her eyes across the room. On the nightstand beside Thom’s half-drunk bottle of Burgundy is a leather wallet which opens into a double picture frame. Inside, there’s a miniature of a woman on the left. This, she expects, is Harry Thom’s mother, for the lady has his high cheekbones, higher than those of Thom’s father, Winifred recalls. She’s wearing an empire-line frock that would have been fashionable about the year Harry was born. In the other frame there’s a painting of a bearded man, his head framed by a golden halo. He’s holding a deer in his arms.

Grizel looks over her friend’s shoulder. ‘Mr Thom doesn’t seem a devout sort,’ she says. ‘Is that St Francis?’

Winifred shakes her head. ‘St Francis usually has a lamb; sometimes doves. I think this is St Giles.’

‘The kirk in the town seems too fancy for that loon,’ Grizel grins. ‘He looks as poor as you did in that old brown robe.’

‘I took a vow of poverty,’ Winifred says. ‘So did he.’ Then she notices a candle lamp in the painting, small in the corner, and she recalls something. She snaps the leather case shut. ‘A hermit!’ she says delightedly. ‘St Giles is the patron saint of the lame and the unworthy. He was a hermit! Do you see?’

Grizel folds her arms. ‘I don’t see,’ she states plainly. But Winifred doesn’t explain. Instead, she opens the leather wallet once more and slips her finger behind the paintings. There’s nothing in the half with the image of Thom’s mother, but stuck down the back of St Giles is a slip of wood. It’s painted with a crest, rather grand with gilded edges and beautifully finished.

‘Some kind of . . . order.’ Winifred pulls it out. ‘The Order of the Hermit.’ She tries the words. ‘Funny . . . I can’t see St Giles as a woman hater.’ She recalls vaguely that Giles is the patron saint, among other things, of nursing mothers.

Grizel perches on the edge of the bed. ‘I thought St Paul was the hermit,’ she says. ‘There really are too many saints!’

Grizel always had a sense of humour. Winifred’s lips are just stretching into a smile when the door to the bedroom opens and Harry Thom stands in the doorway, a walking cane in his gloved hand.

‘Mistress Campbell,’ he greets his landlady. Then his eyes light as they land on Winifred. ‘Sister,’ he growls, recognising her immediately despite her change of clothing. He snatches the sliver of wood from Winifred’s fingers and puts it in his pocket.

‘We’re cleaning,’ Grizel says weakly.

The little maid appears in the doorway, too late to warn the women. Thom closes the door in her face. ‘Well, well,’ he says, stationing himself so there can be no prospect of an exit.

‘I thought you were out for the day, sir,’ Grizel adds.

‘Clearly,’ Thom says drily. He’s not interested in her though, his full attention coming to rest upon Winifred. ‘I’d like to know what you disinterred on the Links yesterday, Sister.’

Winifred decides not to deny it. ‘You must know I’ll not divulge that, Mr Thom.’

Thom manages to smile without looking happy. ‘Then I shall whip it out of you,’ he snarls. ‘If that’s how it has to be. I’ve had enough of your cloak and dagger.’

Grizel steps between the lodger and her friend. ‘We don’t allow that kind of talk in this house,’ she says. ‘Not to anyone, but especially not a sister in holy orders.’

‘I don’t give a damn what you allow, madam. I’ll have the clue this woman uncovered and she shall give it to me.’

He raises his walking stick to make the threat clear.

Winifred sighs. She moves her friend to one side gently as if she’s sweeping aside a curtain. ‘I’m not afraid of you,’ she says, staring Thom down.

Grizel tries to push past him to the door. ‘Freddie!’ She manages to call her husband’s name before Thom strikes her with the stick and she falls with a thump. Winifred punches Thom in the stomach, realising immediately that wearing a dress with a bodice restricts her movements in a way to which she is now unaccustomed. Before she can catch her breath and strike again, Thom turns her as if she’s a mannequin and holds her in front of him with his arm round her throat.

‘What did you find? The next clue?’ he growls. ‘Tell me.’

Winifred doesn’t hesitate. She moves her body behind his with one elegant step and uses her weight to force him to the floor. A cross might be a target, but that doesn’t mean she’ll stand still for him to aim at. Grizel gets up and with Thom down, she staggers out of the room, shouting her husband’s name all the way down the stairs. Far off, Winifred hears the door to the street bang. She only has to last a minute or two, she thinks, before her friend will return with help. She can certainly manage that. Thom pushes her over, manoeuvring his body on top. It’s been a long time since she’s felt the weight of a man, and with surprise she realises he’s hard. She struggles as he searches her frame, running his hand down the line of the bodice. ‘Get off me,’ she squeals.

‘You hag,’ he spits. ‘What would I want with a crone such as you?’ He pulls up her skirts roughly and easily uncovers the gold box. Taking the idea from Eleanor, Winifred secured it this morning inside the top of her stocking, bound in place with a short length of ribbon. ‘Ha!’ He’s triumphant. He kisses her wetly on the cheek. Rather than disgust, Winifred feels a wave of fury. She kicks out, making to trip him as he goes for the door, but he dodges the ploy and stamps on her stomach, hard. There’s a sudden, sickening crack. Winifred cries out and Thom laughs, barrelling down the stairs with the box in his hand. Winifred manages to haul herself to her feet and holding on to the bedstead tries to get to the door. The hallway brightens beneath as Thom makes it outside. She screams in frustration. Another thirty seconds and Frederick Campbell flings open the door below and belts up the stairs.

‘He ran!’ she shouts. ‘See if you can get him. He took something. A little box!’

Mr Campbell turns and Grizel enters the hallway behind her husband as he disappears outside.

‘I think I broke a bone,’ Winifred manages, holding on to her old friend for support.

Grizel helps her to the edge of the bed and gingerly checks over her friend with gentle fingers. Winifred yelps.

‘That bastard,’ Grizel curses. ‘He won’t get back in here.’

Winifred edges backwards so she’s supported by the mattress. Grizel tends to the pillows. ‘I’ll send for the doctor.’

‘Not Anderson,’ Winifred cuts in. She doesn’t want the McKenzie family doctor.

‘There’s a fellow on Queen Street,’ Grizel suggests. ‘I’ve heard he’s good.’

‘I need to get a message to my niece.’

‘Your niece?’ Grizel sounds amazed.

‘Great niece. Grainne’s girl.’

‘I knew Grainne had married but she died so young.’

‘We kept it quiet,’ Winifred admits. ‘Mr Thom is not the first man to take an interest in our family affairs.’

Grizel asks nothing further. ‘You’ll stay here, of course,’ she says. ‘Moving you will be difficult and he’ll not be back. I’ll send the girl for the doctor.’

They hear Frederick Campbell enter below. He’s breathing heavily as he comes up. ‘I lost him,’ he says. ‘There was no sign outside. He’s either jumped over the railings into the garden or dodged down one of the streets off St Andrew Square. I’m sorry.’

Winifred moans. ‘Thanks for trying.’

‘I can put the word round the district,’ Campbell offers.

Winifred considers this. ‘Only folk you can trust,’ she says.

Campbell nods, taking orders easily. A good man, as Grizel said. ‘I’ll see to it,’ he adds and disappears.

‘I’ll send the maid for the doctor and fetch you a pen and ink to get a note over to . . .’

‘Araminta.’

She smiles. ‘Lovely. McKenzie?’

‘McKenzie Moore,’ Winifred says. ‘I want to search the rest of Thom’s things,’ she adds.

‘Right you are.’

‘And Grizel, thank you for being such a good friend.’

Grizel squeezes the old nun’s fingers. ‘You were a good friend to me,’ she says and sets off downstairs to get matters started.

*

Harry Thom squats on the mews behind Abercromby Place, heaving for breath. As his mind races, he runs through the items in his possession at the boarding house and decides there’s nothing that reveals his mission. Some books. The order’s crest. Nothing explicit. He puts his hand to his jacket pocket. Earlier, he picked up a missive that arrived this morning from the Grand Master. Now he opens it. The palace is set upon the young princess for the crown. William’s health is failing. You must do what you need to for this crown they are said to have is queen’s business. And there is more to it, I’m sure. Behave as if I am beside you. These women may be sorceresses of the ages. Do what you must. Thom pauses momentarily as the weight of this injunction settles upon him. He’s been in the right to pursue the McKenzies with more vigour, then, and he is certainly getting closer by putting his back into it. A maid passes on her way to an outhouse and he leers as she hurries on, casting a glance over her shoulder. But he’s no time to exploit such fripperies now. There’s a fire burning in a brazier outside one of the mews. He casts the Grand Master’s letter into it, just in case. He wouldn’t like the McKenzies to read it. Thom’s resolve hardens further in the flames. Sorceresses indeed. Witches by another name. He’ll redouble his efforts. He’ll do, as the Grand Master suggests; whatever he needs to.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Araminta has promoted Agnes to assist in Eleanor’s old tasks. The girl isn’t competent and dressing has become a trial of fighting in and out of the mistress’s clothes. It’s only the second day but there’s been little sign of improvement and Araminta has decided not to let Agnes loose on the dressing of her hair. When she returns from the High Street, she lingers in the drawing room, searching for Aunt Eilidh’s copy of the Maitland quarto and pulling out books that detail any facet of the reign of Mary Queen of Scots. Almost all the Maitland poems are written in Scots and Araminta struggles, though her education in French helps and she finds if she sounds the words she can tell their meaning. Within the first hour it’s clear she’s drawn to the poetry that’s marked ‘anonymous’; passionate declamations of love and lust that make her think of her husband. It reminds her of the work of John Donne which she studied in Mary-le-Bone. If there’s women’s work here, she thinks, it’ll not be given a name. There are several, she suspects, alongside poems by the Maitland men and even the king. In earlier days, it seems, political life was compatible with the writing of verse. Araminta struggles to imagine Charles Gray or Lord Melbourne indulging themselves this way, but then, she chides herself, you never can tell a person’s private life from their public persona.

Brodie loiters, fetching ham and cheese and a bottle of sherry from the cellar. ‘Delicious! I’d never have paired these,’ Araminta comments, and the butler blushes.

‘The sherry was a favourite of your great aunt,’ he replies.

‘She had none among her decanters.’

‘I didn’t mean Mistress Eilidh, ma’am, but her sister, who had a sweeter tooth.’ The butler drops in this detail as if it’s nothing, for he’s burrowing an opening into a conversation he wishes to have.

Araminta glances at him. It’ll seem odd, she thinks, not to enquire. Brodie waits. It’s his job. He can wait as long as he has to.

‘What was she like?’ Araminta ventures carefully.

‘An elegant lady. She favoured the colour green. She made the cape to which you’ve taken a fancy.’

‘She didn’t mention that.’ The words are out before Araminta can stop them.

‘Madam?’

‘Nothing.’

He’s about to admit that he’s seen the women at night twice now. Perhaps even offer his assistance. But the front door bell sounds and he must answer it. He brings up a note on a salver and Araminta slits the seal. She sits straight as a willow stem as she reads. Beware. Thom has the box. I am injured but in good hands. You must solve it before he does. Come tonight at the usual time. 11 North St David Street. She rises and consults the map. North St David Street isn’t far. Efficiently, she crosses the room and burns the note in the grate, watching as it darkens to ash.

‘Madam?’ Brodie enquires. He wonders if he ought to add, Is that from your great aunt? for he knows it is. He recognises the handwriting. But he’s held back by years of never intruding on the women who people this drawing room.

‘That’ll be all,’ Araminta replies. Then as Brodie approaches the door, she calls, ‘Send for the carriage, would you?’ Damn the notion of waiting until ten of the clock. She wants to see her aunt now.

Outside, though it’s daylight, the moon is a white nick on the blue sky, Jupiter shining above it like a lantern. As she mounts the carriage, the shape reminds Araminta of a mark her fingernail made once on Johnathan’s skin as she held on to him. It occurs to her how much she’s changed since she left Richmond. On departure she felt her husband had abandoned her. Now she feels that he trusts her. At least, she hopes he does. Ten minutes later, Davey deposits her outside the boarding house and she raps on the door. Grizel and the maid both being occupied, Mr Campbell answers. He directs Araminta to the lodging rooms on the second floor where Winifred is tucked into bed. The doctor has set the old woman’s rib. Having refreshed the linens and brought up a potpourri of dried gorse and lemon peel, the tiny maid is clearing Thom’s things, packing his clothes into his trunk, dusting as she goes. Winifred is methodically working through Thom’s books, paying particular attention to the marginalia. Apart from passages that denigrate women (sometimes underlined twice) it would seem he also paid attention to arcane symbolism. Waning moons, goats, candle magic and the like. The old nun sighs loudly and lays down a particularly heavy tome on the mattress, listening to Araminta’s steps rising on the stair. Grizel has gone to fetch the locksmith to secure the door so Thom will not be able to return, and Winifred is surprised when it is her great niece who enters the bedroom.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I was concerned,’ Araminta admits, taking in the incongruity of the nun, tucked in bed, wearing a pale-pink, brushed cotton nightgown with a ruffle at the shoulder.

‘You shouldn’t have come,’ Winifred chides sternly.

Araminta looks round. ‘He was here, then?’

‘He lodged here. These are his things.’ Winifred gesticulates beyond the edge of the bed. ‘I doubt he’ll return. We uncovered him.’

‘Still, to stay must be dangerous. Wouldn’t it be better to make up a room at Glenfinlas Street? We have more staff.’ Araminta’s eye falls to the maid, who’s not stopped working.

‘I’ll never go back to that house,’ Winifred says flatly. ‘Nor would I lead him to the nunnery. This place belongs to a friend. She’s been kind to me.’

Araminta doesn’t push the old woman as to why she will not come home. ‘All right,’ she says. ‘Tell me what happened.’

In this, Winifred is more forthcoming. ‘My rib’s broken. The doctor’s bound it. It’ll heal in time.’

‘Can you walk?’

The nun gives a little shrug. ‘It’ll be painful,’ she adds vaguely. ‘Perhaps I might rise with the help of a stick. It’s a victory for Thom, anyway.’

‘He got away with the box?’

‘Yes. So he knows the clue. The tenth. You must solve the riddle first, Araminta.’

Araminta pulls a chair to the bedside. She leans in, whispering so the maid won’t hear. ‘I returned to the house on the High Street. There are frescoes on the plaster – two women. Both long dead. One must be Mistress Maitland, the other’s a mystery.’

‘And the grave?’

‘I enquired at St Giles’ but they don’t know where she was buried. Perhaps Greyfriars Kirkyard, but I can’t find her stone. I’ve engaged a fellow who works in the library to search the parish records.’

‘Can you trust him?’

Araminta raises her hands to indicate that she can’t tell. ‘Women aren’t admitted to the library.’

‘Pah!’ In her time at the convent, Winifred has almost forgotten the restrictions placed on her sex. In a world of women, the library is open to all, no doors barred, no job unsuitable. She herself has acted as a notary on her sisters’ behalf. ‘Such nonsense!’ she grumbles.

Araminta sits back. ‘You know, you’ve told me nothing about my mother,’ she says.

Winifred shifts. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I never knew her. I’m curious. Did she ever live at Glenfinlas Street?’

‘For a short while. She married your father but he was stationed abroad and didn’t expect her to follow him.’

‘What was she like?’

Winifred regards her great niece. ‘A little like you,’ she admits. ‘Pale. Determined. Clever.’

Araminta smiles at these compliments.

‘She liked to ride. She liked green tea, as I recall, and fruit cake and game pie. She recited poetry well.’

‘Robert Burns?’ Araminta casts her mind back to the snow melting in the river.

Winifred laughs. ‘John Donne was more to her taste.’

‘I like Donne’s poems.’

‘Also love poetry in Gaelic,’ Winifred continues. ‘There’s a long tradition of women writing about love in our mother tongue.’ She almost blushes for the tradition is also for women to write poetry about their lust.

‘My mother spoke Gaelic, then?’

Winifred raises her eyebrows as if to say of course she did. ‘She was born in the Highlands,’ she says. ‘Gaelic is more suited to poetry than English. I’m sure your mother would have been proud of you. We’re at clue number ten, my dear. We mustn’t lose our advantage. We must turn ourselves to the riddle of the box and this matter of the Hermit to which your coachman alerted us. Thom had a coat of arms concealed behind a miniature of St Giles. I suspect it’s emblematic of a vow. He’s most interested in symbols.’ She taps the book beside her. ‘I suspect Mr McGhie has made the same vow. They’re both Hermits, the boy said. It is . . . some kind of club,’ she continues, searching for the right word. ‘As we’re a sisterhood, they’re a brotherhood. Though this’ – she gesticulates towards his books – ‘doesn’t have the feel of the usual brotherhoods. University fellows. The Royal Society and so forth. Nor a religious order of the Christian kind.’

There’s a clatter from the direction of the fireplace as the maid overturns a brass warming pan propped against the mantle. Winifred peers past Araminta as the girl scrambles to right it.

‘Discretion, child. Do you understand?’

The maid nods. ‘It’s only, ma’am, if you don’t mind me saying . . .’

‘Go on,’ Winifred allows.

‘I think the gentleman may be one of them who meets in the lodge on Rose Street Lane.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Along from my cousin’s husband there’s a place. Masons they say but not the lads who cut stone. They’re too fancy for that.’

‘What makes you suspect Mr Thom is a member of a masonic lodge?’

The girl crosses to the trunk and opens a small drawer from which she removes a carefully folded purple sash.

‘I see,’ Winifred says, holding out her hand so she can examine it. She passes the satin to Araminta.

‘This embroidery shows a lamp,’ Araminta says. ‘What does that mean?’

Winifred shrugs. ‘A symbol of the order, I imagine. We have an evergreen wreath at Sciennes. It’s carved in stone over the main entrance and is on the order’s seal which Mother uses. The hermit is often shown with a lamp. St Giles, that is. Lighting the way. A symbol of enlightenment.’

Araminta’s eyes fall to her great aunt’s wound.

‘Masons. Monks. There have always been fighting orders, the Templars the most famous. Holy warriors – or at least that’s how they consider themselves.’

‘I hardly see Mr Thom as holy.’

‘Nor do I, but what we see, isn’t what he sees. Thank you,’ Winifred says to the maid. ‘I don’t recall your name.’

‘Bella,’ the girl provides. This is the first time a guest at the boarding house has ever asked.

‘We must seek to find out more,’ Winifred adds, turning back to Araminta. She shifts in the bed, wincing.

‘Did the doctor provide you with something to ease the pain?’ Araminta asks.

Winifred nods and Araminta notes a small bottle on the nightstand. ‘The poppy takes more than pain away,’ Winifred says. ‘I’d rather keep my senses. Leave this with me. I’ll send a friend to seek the information. I’ve never heard of these Hermits.’

‘And I?’

‘Araminta, you must solve the clue. We must split our forces.’

As if on cue there’s a knock at the door. ‘Come,’ Winifred calls.

Davey steps inside holding a note. ‘This was delivered at Glenfinlas Street, Mrs Moore. Mr Brodie sent the footman with it.’

Winifred glances at her great niece. ‘You told Brodie where I am?’

Araminta shakes her head. ‘He held the coach door. I told Davey the address,’ she ventures.

Winifred’s lips purse in annoyance. ‘What is it, then?’

Araminta opens the paper. ‘It’s from Mr Winter. The librarian. He’s found something.’ She gets to her feet and briefly clasps Winifred’s hand. ‘You must send for me if there’s anything you need.’


Chapter Twenty-Six

It’s raining again as the carriage pulls up at Parliament Square. Beggars shelter in the doorway of St Giles’, none of them under the colonnade in front of the library. Araminta surmises the doorman must be as efficient at keeping them away as he is at repelling the enquiries of women. She sends Davey to ask for Mr Winter, who emerges, this time having donned his hat and a green knitted scarf. The coachman holds the door and Winter climbs into the carriage. The raindrops beat a steady grumble on the roof.

‘Good day, Mrs Moore.’ The librarian’s breath clouds even inside.

‘Did you find the lady’s grave?’ Araminta asks.

‘It’s interesting.’ Winter pauses. ‘Unusual,’ he adds.

‘Well?’

‘She died in 1596. I can’t find a birth date but she was in her fifth decade, I would guess a few years into her forties, for she had a run in with John Knox when she was barely twenty years old and he an old man.’

‘What did they fight about?’

‘A theological point about the nature of marriage. Mistress Maitland took marriage vows later in life. She would have been considered a spinster, then as now. It seems she wasn’t keen on the institution. Reverend Knox’s view was that it was a woman’s duty to wive. To have children.’

Araminta remembers, in a flash, her own failed attempts to fulfil this wifely duty. She puts her hand on her stomach. Winter doesn’t register her reaction. He’s a man who lives for words and keeps himself quite separate from the effects of them.

‘Knox died long before Mistress Maitland made her marriage vows, but it seems she took to the institution in the end.’

‘And you’ve found where she’s buried?’

‘That’s the interesting part. Her father was a high court judge, and her husband sheriff principal of the city, so she came from a well-connected family and married into one too. Lauder, her husband, was younger. I doubt their union was a love match – he married again after her death. It seems they scarcely lived together. He’s buried at the palace of Holyroodhouse, down the hill, in the Chapel Royal with his second wife.’

Araminta becomes testy. ‘My enquiry is about Marie Maitland not her husband or anyone else.’

‘Indeed. Forgive me.’ Winter’s nose is pinking in the cold. He takes a breath as if he’s about to unveil a work of art. ‘The thing is, the lady was interred with a different family. I can’t understand why her husband agreed to it, although he remarried so quickly, perhaps he simply didn’t care. Her will doesn’t state the arrangement, but there may have been other papers, lost over time.’

‘So where is she?’ Araminta’s tone is insistent.

Winter seems almost surprised to be brought back to the point. ‘She’s interred at the Chapel Royal at Holyrood Palace. Not with her husband. She was buried with the Gibsons.’

‘Who are they?’

Winter’s eyes widen. ‘I’d need another day or two to fully ascertain that. I’ve never come across them before. Minor nobility, I should think. Only one of the Gibsons died in Edinburgh, Isobel McKinnon. She must have been similarly well connected to Mistress Maitland to be allowed space at the abbey. The tomb is close to the Lauder family’s plot – that is, Mistress Maitland’s husband, but she was interred with the Gibson woman, no doubt about it.’

Araminta recalls the second fresco. ‘Isobel McKinnon,’ she says. ‘So she was a Gibson by marriage, you think?’

‘It was a different time.’ Winter’s tone is dismissive. ‘Women then didn’t take their husband’s name.’

‘And the McKinnons?’

‘Highlanders, I should think. Gaels. Minor nobility.’

‘Like my family,’ Araminta notes.

Winter regards her as if seeing her for the first time. ‘Good heavens,’ he says. ‘I’d never have guessed. You seem so very English.’

Araminta doesn’t respond. She withdraws three crowns from her reticule and hands them over. Winter scrambles in his pockets, revealing a threadbare patch around the seam of his trousers. ‘It’s all right. You may keep the change, Mr Winter,’ she says. ‘Although I’ll impose a condition.’

‘Indeed?’ The librarian’s curiosity is roused.

‘You’ll not share this information with anybody else.’

Winter’s brow furrows. ‘Madam, these records are the property of the Crown. If an advocate requires them . . .’

Araminta is steady in what her thirty extra pennies must buy. ‘I understand. However, if it’s requested, especially over the coming few days, you must delay the information. Say, by a week. You’ve done an excellent job. It might have taken you longer, do you see?’

Winter considers this. ‘If there are further enquiries. Yes.’ He gives a perfunctory nod and leaves the carriage in possession of the extra money. As he enters the library he glances back, something of the fox about him, Araminta thinks, as she instructs Davey to the palace.

‘Are you sure, ma’am?’ he checks.

‘Of course.’

‘It’s only . . . Holyroodhouse is not what it was.’ He looks uncomfortable.

Araminta doesn’t enquire further. ‘There’s something I must see,’ she insists.

If the buildings from St Giles’ to the Tron Kirk are dilapidated, those below South Bridge have the feel of a rookery. Handcarts are roped to rusting iron rings outside the arches leading to brewery yards. Old washing lines hanging from the upper windows give the impression of greying, tattered flags running the length of the street. As they pass the Canongate Kirk, Araminta sniffs the yeasty air and notes that this place of worship is architecturally more to her taste than the grand gothic cathedral of St Giles’; more like St Mary Magdalene.

A barefoot woman carrying a heavy basket crosses the road ahead of them as Davey pulls up at the bottom of the hill.

‘Holyrood Palace, ma’am,’ he announces.

Araminta surveys the scene. The palace is certainly imposing, but if anything, Davey understated its poor condition. He helps her down from the carriage.

‘What is . . . all this?’ she asks, motioning at the ramshackle stone buildings on either side of the gates.

‘It’s the debtors’ prison, ma’am.’

‘At a royal palace?’

‘It’s been a long time since nobility have stopped here. Perhaps one or two, down on their luck. It’s a sair fecht,’ he adds.

She does not ask what this means.

‘Where’s the Chapel Royal?’

Davey points along the curved road at the foot of the hill. ‘It was there.’

‘Was?’

‘Some of it’s still standing. The roof has gone.’

‘Come with me,’ she says and waits for him to tether the horses.

Together they make their way past the old garden lodge towards the chapel. It’s a substantial building. Looming above, its nave open to the sky, Araminta wonders if it’s safe to walk inside. There’s a scatter of gravestones and a tomb upon which the engravings might still be read. No Lauder. No Maitland nor Gibson nor McKinnon.

‘I shall pass inside,’ she tells Davey.

He knows better than to try to stop her.

Through the gaping arch where a heavy door used to hang, Araminta passes into the nave. The Chapel Royal may be a wreck but it’s still impressive with a wide aisle on either side containing more burials and substantial columns that used to hold up the roof. Goosebumps freckle Araminta’s arms though she tells herself it’s only the cold. Kings and queens worshipped here and her ancestors too, no doubt. In Berenice McKenzie’s day this holy place might have still been in use. To one side there’s a centuries-old statue commemorating a man wearing a crown but it’s so badly chipped that his face is indistinguishable. She must be methodical, Araminta thinks, and starts on the north aisle, reading each of the plaques, several peppered with moss for the wind, she calculates, must come from the south-west. The stones are dedicated to noblemen, knights mostly, and one man a McKenzie though she doesn’t recognise his name from the family bible. Still, she lays a gloved hand in memoriam on the ancient stone and squints to make out the carving – a broadsword. This must be a McKenzie warrior. Slowly, she moves on to inspect what’s left of the apse. On the south side there’s a royal vault with a stone for King David and two King Jameses, one buried with his wife. These are the most ornate, some five or six centuries old, others raised a mere three hundred years ago.

On the south aisle there are fewer internments; a vault for the Roxburgh family. Three noble children all named Marjorie. Lady Jean Stewart. Then, just past the transept, a long stone in the floor, engraved to James Lauder and his wife – the second one. It’s here, Araminta thinks. Her eyes dart. Then she sees it halfway between the royal vault and a small door that must connect to the palace. She doesn’t need to read the name to know that this plaque is different from the others, for it has a raised carving of a crown rather than a cross or statue. Below it, lines of poetry.

Pass this way in peace

All our pleasures praise

We wasted not our dawn

Praised heaven all our days.

The names are chipped but legible. McKinnon. Maitland. Two dates in the 1590s. There are no forenames to reveal that this grave contains women. Araminta flicks her fingers across the stone, removing dust and debris lodged in the carving. ‘Where’s the clue?’ she thinks, beginning to fret. She steps backwards, examining it from different angles, but there’s nothing obvious. She reads the inscription half a dozen times. Momentarily, she feels sick, wondering if Berenice intended this grave to be dug up, like the edge of the plague pit, but that seems unlikely in what must have been a functioning church, in her day, with everything carved of stone. This plaque must have been costly, she thinks. The detail is intricate, the crown especially. Araminta puts her head to one side, realising that the shape resembles the tower of St Giles’. It’s a distinctive design with an ornate finial. She steps closer. ‘It’s not a crown, it’s the lantern tower,’ she says under her breath and runs her fingers across it again. All the stones in the abbey are pock-marked by the weather but there’s a hole here that looks different; drilled, not worn away. She blows on the crown to remove the last of the dust. It’s only a pinprick but Berenice McKenzie must have stood exactly where she’s standing and drilled the stone to mark a spot on the roof of St Giles’. ‘Follow her to the grave,’ Araminta says and smiles. ‘Clever.’ The mark is on the inside of the base of one of the buttresses.

She feels elated and lays a hand on the stone for here there’s a direct connection to her great grandmother. She wants to sense something on the air, but nothing comes. Still, she has the clue. She’s about to turn back to her carriage when she hears shouting through the abbey’s open doorway. It’s Davey. He’s speaking too loudly. She steps back, feeling in her pocket for the little muff gun. ‘Mr Thom,’ Davey shouts, ‘I’d not thought to meet you here.’ He’s warning her. Her heart pounds. She can’t make out Thom’s reply. The nearest exit is the door in the direction of the palace and she knows she should take it without delay, but if Thom’s outside, he must know what he’s looking for and she doesn’t want to leave him the clue.

Drawing the muff gun she takes careful aim and fires at the stone, smashing the corner of the crown. Then she reloads and fires again. It’s still vaguely recognisable, though the clue, the tiny hole, is gone. She’s taking aim for the third time when Thom bursts into the nave, making straight for her. Davey isn’t far behind. She gets out another shot, satisfied for only a second that the carving is ruined before Thom huckles her against the stone column that fringes the aisle.

‘Unhand me!’ she shouts, turning the gun on him, but it’s out of bullets and there’s no time to reload. Quickly, he snatches the weapon and flings it to the ground.

‘Sir!’ Davey tries to pull Thom off his mistress, but he’s not as strong as the older man who unhands Araminta only a moment to punch the boy hard, jabbing left and right to put him down. While Davey stumbles, dazed, Araminta makes for the closest door. In her panic, she trips on the uneven stone floor and Thom has her again, pushing her against the abbey wall this time; a plaque along from the one she has just desecrated. He shoves her closer to the Maitland McKinnon stone and reads the inscription. ‘What was here?’ he snarls, indicating the shattered crown. ‘What was it?’

‘You broke my great aunt’s rib,’ Araminta gets out.

‘Your great aunt is dead,’ Thom spits.

Araminta’s blood is up. ‘I’ve more than one great aunt,’ she snaps in anger.

This information sinks in. ‘Of course. A nunnery is a cesspit of female weakness,’ Thom spits. ‘She hid herself.’

Araminta tries to raise her knee but her boned underskirt makes it impossible to kick him hard enough to get him off. He laughs, tightening his grip.

‘I’ll do more than break your bones, Mrs Moore. What was here? Tell me.’

She squirms but he has hold of her too tightly. He takes a few seconds to memorise the verse. Then, realising she’s not going to tell him what she’s destroyed, he drags her outside like a petulant infant.

‘Help!’ Araminta shouts, but there’s nobody here. Davey is still laid out on the floor of the abbey. Two men from the debtors’ prison, wearing fine but worn damask jackets, stare from the far side of the palace courtyard. They move off, perhaps to alert their jailers, for the debtors cannot leave the precincts. Thom bundles her into the carriage, slamming the door. He turns to tether his horse to the rear mudguard, but Araminta hasn’t given up. She unlatches the door and makes to descend. With a roar, Thom thrusts her back. ‘You’ll bend to my will,’ he snarls and hits her. It’s in this moment that she realises that Mr Winter had already spoken to Harry Thom when she met him earlier; the careful way he made his promise about further enquiries. The look on his face as he made off into the library with her money. ‘Snake,’ she gets out under her breath and curses that Agnes did not secure her hat with a pin today as Eleanor usually does. She has nothing to use as a weapon and her fury is insufficient. Then Thom hits her again and the world disappears.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Davey gets back to Glenfinlas Street a full hour later. He has no idea for how long he lost consciousness, but when he wakes, he stumbles out of the empty Chapel Royal to find the carriage gone. There’s no transport for hire along the Canongate – it’s too poor for that. He runs up the hill, dodging the beer carts and children playing hopscotch and cuts across the bridge where he picks up a driver at Waterloo Place. The cab returns him to Glenfinlas Street at a pace fired by the extra shilling Davey has the sense to promise the man. ‘Wait for me,’ he orders and wheels down the basement stairs straight into Cook.

‘For goodness’ sake,’ she berates him.

‘The mistress,’ he pants.

Cook puts her hands on the boy’s shoulders and makes him sit. She pours a cup of milk. ‘Dinnae fash,’ she says. ‘It cannae be as bad as that.’

‘Is she here?’

Cook doesn’t keep note of the mistress’s comings and goings. She rarely ventures upstairs and the mistress so far has never ventured down. ‘Is she no with you, son?’

‘Mr Brodie,’ Davey says. ‘Where is he?’

Brodie is in his sitting room copying a tidy pile of receipts into the household ledger.

‘I’ve given him milk but he hasnae touched it,’ Cook reports.

‘The mistress is gone!’ Davey exclaims. ‘He took her!’

Cook glances sideways as if the boy has gone mad. Brodie, however, swings immediately into action. ‘Where?’ he asks. ‘Was it the same man who hurt Mistress McKenzie?’

Davey nods to confirm it. ‘Holyrood. In the Chapel Royal,’ he says. ‘He stole the carriage anaw. Knocked me flat.’

‘You took Mrs Moore to Holyrood? Unaccompanied?’ Brodie sounds furious.

‘She insisted. She had a gun, sir.’

The butler realises he’ll get nowhere berating the boy. ‘When was this?’

But the carriage man has no pocket watch and little sense of time. ‘We went from the boarding house on North St David Street to Parliament Square and thence to Holyrood,’ he reasons. ‘We weren’t there long before he turned up. He knocked me out cold. I can’t say how long for. His name is Mr Harry Thom.’

Brodie calls Douglas and instructs him to the magistrate, Mr Neill, on Heriot Row, with a mandate to report the mistress being taken by force in her own carriage. Then the butler grabs his hat and greatcoat. He should have been more insistent, he thinks. He should have protected the mistress and Saoirse too.

‘I’ve a cab waiting, sir,’ Davey says.

‘Good lad. You’d better come with me.’ Brodie is already making for the door. ‘You’ll answer my questions on the way.’

By the time they get to St Andrew Square, Davey has told Brodie what he knows. The butler pays the cab man and sends the boy to Mr McGhie’s to make what he terms ‘discreet enquiries’ of the shop boy. ‘If the mistress is there, fetch me immediately.’

‘Where will you be, sir?’ Davey asks.

Brodie tips his chin to indicate North St David Street. ‘Mistress Campbell’s,’ he says.

Despite the urgency he cannot help but pause before knocking. It’s the work of seconds to lift his hat and draw a hand over his hair. Bella answers, and when Brodie introduces himself as the McKenzies’ butler, she sees him up to Sister Winifred’s room. ‘Someone to see you.’

Winifred has been asleep. She comes to slower than usual. It’s a moment before she feels the pain in her rib. Then she sees Brodie. Time stops. She stares. It’s almost impossible to take in that he’s here. She curses herself for blushing. She puts her hands over her face. There’s a whiff of dried lavender from the nightstand. Her palms are icy. Her side aches. Between her fingers, she can’t look him in the eye. ‘Get out!’ she calls. ‘Dear God.’

Brodie thinks how nice it is to see her again, like this, in a colourful nightgown. How little she’s changed.

‘Sister,’ he manages, stifling the urge to call her Saoirse. ‘It’s Mrs Moore. She’s been taken.’

Winifred peers round her raised palms. ‘Was it Thom?’

Brodie nods. ‘The lady went to Parliament Square and met the librarian from the Faculty of Advocates. Then she had the coachman take her to . . .’ here he pauses because it’s so inadvisable. ‘Holyrood. The Chapel Royal.’

Winifred’s hands return to her lap. ‘She found the eleventh. Clever girl.’

Brodie doesn’t ask what Winifred means. ‘The coachman says Mrs Moore fired her gun into a plaque – a grave perhaps. He heard more than one shot. If she was armed, I don’t understand why she didn’t fire on Thom when he attacked her? Do you have any idea where she may have been taken?’

Winifred takes a breath. ‘I don’t know, but there’s a connection with St Giles, Cillian,’ she admits. ‘I went through Thom’s things.’

Brodie’s eyes light at the sound of his name in her mouth. He smiles. It’s been so long. He wants to take her hand, but he doesn’t. ‘I’ve never intruded on your business,’ he says, ‘but I’m not sure how to help if I don’t understand what’s going on.’

‘If there’s one thing my devotions have taught me, it’s that we don’t always need to understand to follow instruction,’ Winifred responds crisply. Her gaze falls to her lap. ‘I can’t get up,’ she adds. ‘I can’t do anything.’

Brodie takes this in. ‘I’ll be your hands. Your legs,’ he says. ‘Your eyes. I can lift you if you’d like.’

Winifred feels her heart skip. Silently she curses that he’s still so handsome. Then she recalls why she left Glenfinlas Street. Brodie belonged to Eilidh first. The betrayal still twists.

‘No,’ she says baldly.

Brodie, however, ventures ahead. ‘I hoped you might come to the funeral,’ he says, restraining himself once more from using the name he knew her by when they were lovers. ‘I’ve missed you.’

Winifred will not have that. ‘The cheek,’ she gets out. ‘Of course I didn’t go to my sister’s internment. Thom was already in Edinburgh. I sought to protect both myself and my great niece. She’s quite extraordinary, Brodie. She reminds me . . .’ her voice trails, unable to put words to exactly what Araminta has reminded her of. Hope, perhaps. Family. Trust. Duty.

‘Please, let me bring you home,’ Brodie says. ‘Cook’s broth is as good as a rest cure.’ This, he recalls, is something one of the McKenzie sisters said a long time ago.

Winifred shakes her head. ‘I need you to find Araminta,’ she says. There’s no time for this dilly-dally.

‘I’ve sent Davey to make enquiries and Douglas to the magistrate.’

‘Will you enquire at St Giles’?’ Winifred pushes. ‘There’s a connection there. This man’s order bears the name.’

‘He’s a monk, you think?’

‘Not as we think of a brother,’ Winifred says. ‘More dangerous.’

Brodie knows when he is dismissed. He nods in a businesslike fashion and glances back as he closes the door. Winifred listens as he descends the stairs. When she’s sure he’s gone she bursts into tears. She’s not certain if she’s snivelling at the shame of being seen this way or the fact Araminta has been taken. Both perhaps. And all the things that happened before. She blows her nose and pulls Mr Thom’s book onto her lap. There must be something here. There has to be. Araminta needs help.

*

It takes almost two hours for the news of Araminta McKenzie Moore’s kidnap to reach the nunnery at Sciennes. Mr Neill, the magistrate, has a cousin residing at the order, and Neill’s daughter, in regular correspondence, sends a note. It’s not a silent order and the news spreads quickly. Eleanor is one of the first to be told. She won’t stay put under the circumstances and makes an application to leave. Within a few minutes she’s sent upstairs, to Mother’s sanctum.

Mother has a good deal on her mind. It’s been a troublesome day. She received a missive from Sister Winifred before Mr Neill’s niece so much as put quill to paper, and has been pacing her study ever since, turning the key Winifred sent with the letter in her hand as she pieces together events. She’s slowly coming to an understanding of Sister Winifred and indeed all the McKenzie women, that has heretofore passed her by. When Eleanor knocks on her door she’s so distracted that she doesn’t even hear at first, for she’s in the process of making a decision.

The convent’s library is kept in order by the redoubtable Sister Gloria, a nun from Tranent who, as a child, survived the massacre when the king’s dragoons repressed an uprising against the Militia Act. Sister Gloria recalls her mother saying they had to make a stand, for she didn’t want to lose her husband to the army. In the event, however, the child lost both parents that day and was sent to an orphanage run by nuns where it was discovered she had an extraordinary talent with words. Gloria didn’t so much promise herself to God when she was eighteen as to the convent’s library, where she’s been cataloguing the nuns’ collection ever since. On receipt of the note Winifred sent that morning, Mother summoned Gloria. ‘I require anything we hold about the Order of the Hermit or, indeed, St Giles,’ she said. But although Gloria has checked the stacks, little has been forthcoming. The convent library is dedicated to the works of female saints and philosophers. To fulfil Winifred’s request, Mother has realised she may have to send Sister Gloria beyond the convent’s walls and possibly, in addition, contact the bishop. What Winifred says is disturbing on many levels. A renegade order. A secret Winifred cannot reveal. A family quest. Not any family, either. But the McKenzies who, like Mother’s own forebears, served the Stuart royal house for generations.

She’s considering all this when Eleanor puts her head around the door. Mother starts. ‘My goodness,’ she says, and before she knows it Eleanor has come in. The girl is distracted, babbling about her mistress’s disappearance and something about the violent nature of a gentleman on a chestnut horse. Mother tries to focus. In the general run, little transpires at the convent. A debate about how to allocate funds, perhaps. An interview with a postulant, which turns up a family secret. But certainly not a kidnap and one which, it would seem, may have been undertaken by a group related to the church. Masonic Lodges are Christian institutions. Mother knows there are bishops in London who are members of such clubs. Men. All men. She’s wary of them. She invites Eleanor to sit down.

‘Your mistress has been taken, you say?’

‘Yes!’ Eleanor cries.

‘Sister Winifred’s great niece . . .’ It would seem matters are escalating. Mother doesn’t like it. Not at all.

‘My sister sent you here for safety,’ she says. ‘Sanctuary.’

‘Yes, Mother,’ Eleanor replies. She’s dressed in the robes of a novitiate, Winifred’s vestments being unsuitable for a woman who hasn’t taken orders but no other clothes being available in the robing room. The nuns also gave Eleanor a prayer rope though she isn’t sure what to do with it. ‘But when they find my lady, she’ll need me. Perhaps I can assist in the search. I was attacked by the same gentleman . . .’ Eleanor’s green eyes become suddenly liquid and a tear slips down her cheek. ‘This is all my fault.’

Mother takes the girl’s hand. ‘Now, now,’ she says, patting it gently. ‘Whatever’s happened I’m certain it has nothing to do with you. The shame for the man’s actions is his own.’

Eleanor shakes her head emphatically. ‘I took a bribe, Mother,’ she blubs. ‘I betrayed my lady. I thought it didn’t matter but the gentleman is wicked. He’s the one who pursued Sister Winifred and I. He said he’d see me dead and now . . .’

Mother’s gaze hardens. She makes the sign of the cross to stop the girl speaking. She’s trying to think. This man is of the renegade order Winifred has asked her to look into. That much is clear. Mother wonders if she ought to speak to the bishop straight away, but she can’t do so without proof. Men, even holy men, are quick to dismiss the suffering of women.

Eleanor sniffs. She’s calmed down enough to realise the tension in the room; already present when she entered. On Mother’s desk there’s a tray; a cup of tea half drunk and left carelessly aside from its saucer and two biscuits which have been snapped into pieces but not eaten.

‘Do you know anything about St Giles?’ Mother tries.

Eleanor shakes her head. ‘You mean the church?’

‘What about the Order of the Hermit?’

‘What’s that?’

‘Your mistress never mentioned these things?’

‘No, Mother.’

The old nun sighs and makes the decision that she can’t keep the girl at the convent against her will. ‘Sister Cecilia will drive you into town in the cart. Let’s hope they’ve found your lady by the time you get there. If not, you might be of use to Sister Winifred. I’m afraid she has also been attacked.’

Eleanor’s eyes flood once more. ‘What?’

‘Now, now. None of that. Sister Winifred is made of extremely stern stuff.’ Mother smiles. ‘She’s received medical attention and is in the care of a friend. Still . . . this gentleman . . .’ Mother finds she cannot summon a word to encapsulate the brutality that has taken place. It’s not the first time one of the sisters has encountered violence, far from it, but generally, once nuns have taken orders, violent gentlemen cease their pursuit. ‘Winifred is safe,’ she settles.

Eleanor takes this in. Winifred saved her at the Golf Tavern. ‘Shall I go to the sister first?’ she asks.

Mother nods. ‘That seems sensible.’ It would seem that the matter, whatever it might be, is coming to a head, and she trusts the McKenzies are in the right.

‘You needn’t hesitate to come back, should you require to. Day or night. Do you understand?’

Eleanor nods gratefully.

‘You might remind Sister Winifred that we have an infirmary here,’ Mother says and writes 11 North St David Street on a scrap of paper. Eleanor doesn’t admit that she can’t read it. She hopes Sister Cecilia will be able to do so.

‘Thank you, Mother,’ she says and, after dropping a shallow curtsey, disappears back downstairs.

Mother waits for the door to close. She casts her eyes over the vegetable patch through the window which at this time of year is mostly comprised of roots. Placing the key Winifred sent onto her desk, she rings the brass bell to summon assistance.

‘How might I serve, Mother?’ the nun asks, her eyes falling to the unaccustomed state of the tray. Mother’s favourite biscuits uneaten.

‘Send for Sister Gloria,’ the old nun says decisively. ‘I’ve a duty for her to undertake. And have the chapel bell rung, please. As a community, we must pray.’

‘Yes, Mother,’ the nun replies.

As the door closes, Mother hopes Gloria will find something by way of proof that will allow her to contact the bishop. ‘Men,’ she says, the word dropping from her lips into the empty room as if it were a curse.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

When Araminta wakes, all of her head is sore, including her face. She pulls herself onto her elbows and ascertains that she is contained in a dingy room, with tiny barred windows at the top of one of the walls. It’s light outside but she can’t tell the time of day. Slowly she gets to her feet and steadies herself through a wave of nausea. As soon as she’s able, she carefully walks to the door and tries the handle. It’s locked. She shouts, ‘Hello! Let me out!’ But nobody comes. She bangs. Nothing. On tiptoes she tries pulling the bars but they’re solid and she can’t make out anything beyond the glass other than the sky. Her head, though, is clearing. She must get to St Giles’. She must get to the roof.

The windows are so small that even if she managed to remove the bars, she would never be able to squeeze through, certainly not without removing her skirts, so she turns her attention to the door. There’s no key in the lock on the other side and when she peers through the keyhole, the hallway is nondescript. ‘Hello!’ she calls, but there’s no reply. At length, however, a grey-haired man in a uniform walks along the corridor. His step is heavy and there’s a ring of clinking, iron keys on his belt.

‘Let me out!’ Araminta calls. ‘What is this place?’

‘Leave off your nonsense,’ he snarls and bangs on the door.

‘This is an outrage!’ she declares.

His laugh is like gravel as he recedes.

Momentarily, hopelessness settles round her, but she rallies. She has to get out of here. Whatever’s happened, she’s a McKenzie with a duty to solve the next clue. She’s heard of locks being picked but has no idea how to do it. Upon examining the door, the hinges seem more promising than the windows. Though sturdy, they’re screwed on the inside. If she can get out the screws, she’ll be able to open the door. This seems impossible. For a moment Araminta panics but then she thinks of Sister Winifred’s steely determination. Invoking the spirit of her forebears, she pats down her dress, considering whether the whalebone corsetry might be of use, though she concludes that bone will be too soft. Then she realises her wedding ring is slim enough to fit into the grooves on top of the screws. She wonders how Johnathan would feel about her using it like this, but, she concludes, he would most assuredly want her to escape. She removes her gloves, takes off the sturdy band of gold and gets to work. It’s slow and the screws are rusty but she patiently removes them one by one until she can pull the door open. Then she peers into the hallway. The jailer is nowhere to be seen. She listens. All is quiet. So she takes a breath and squeezes into the hall.

The ring has bent a little but she slips it back onto her finger and, looking out of the window along the corridor, ascertains she’s on the top floor of a building on the High Street. Below, on the ground, tidy stacks of freshly cut sandstone sit on the setts. From the angle of the winter sun, it’s late in the afternoon. Ahead, there’s a staircase with a wooden banister. Hardly thinking about the danger of barrelling into Thom somewhere below, she descends. A man, a clerk, she assumes, comes out of one of the rooms ahead rather suddenly. Her heart pounds but she manages to nod at him, as she might acknowledge anyone. He averts his eyes and gestures her down the next flight of stairs in an act of good manners. She proceeds as quickly as she can. The floors below house offices. She pulls into a doorway as two men wearing the same uniform as the jailer burst out of an office and hammer downstairs without noticing her. In the main hallway, at the bottom, there’s a mirror and she catches sight of her face. Bruises are forming over her left cheek. She wonders if that’s where he hit her, or perhaps where she fell. She can’t remember. No wonder the clerk looked away. Still, she thinks, she looks respectable enough. Her hands, she realises, are shaking.

She passes a palm over her hair. She’s left her gloves in the room upstairs but she can’t go back for them. ‘Can I help you?’ says a man who appears from what looks like a library room.

‘I’m fine. Thank you,’ she manages, and trying not to hurry, she steps outside. She can’t see any sign of Harry Thom but she recognises her location. She’s only two buildings away from Parliament Square, and the dark, looming form of St Giles’. This must be some kind of administration office for the court. Perhaps the top floor is where they hold prisoners or witnesses. These buildings seem interrelated; the law library, chambers, places to house clerks, officers of the court and these men in uniforms. Policemen, she thinks, remembering the newspaper she neglected to read on her last day in London. The woman locked away. Fleetingly she realises that Thom has made connections that allow him access here. The men in uniform can’t be trusted.

Checking she isn’t followed, she passes across the square and into St Giles’ as the clock chimes five. Soon it will be dark. Her knowledge of church architecture means she doesn’t dilly-dally finding the roof, but passes through the nave towards a door which she guesses must lead to a stairway. Three or four people sit in silent contemplation in the pews as she moves like a shadow. It’s a steep, tight spiral and she has to pull in her skirts as she climbs, past the clock’s mechanism, the great bell and a collection of carved wooden angels and saints. At the top she realises she’s climbed almost a hundred steps. There have been alterations and part of the roof has recently been raised, which she can see from the colour of the stone. The new windows are surrounded by creamy, virginal white compared to the worn grey of the medieval kirk. Her heart pounds as she steps over a raised threshold onto the roof. The slates are glossy from the rain earlier. It’s cold up here. The steep fall makes her wary. It seems odd that the people below don’t notice her, incongruous, looking down. A seagull lands on one of the finials at the far end and Araminta gasps as beyond the bird she catches sight of Harry Thom, barrelling round the corner at Bank Street and past the Royal Exchange. She recoils involuntarily. She’s afraid of him and hates herself for it. Unable to peel her eyes away she watches him cross the High Street and disappear into the building from which she’s just escaped.

Quivering now, she turns her attention towards the crown at the top of the tower and deliberately slows her mind, to recall exactly the carving on the Maitland-McKinnon tomb. The roof might have been raised but the crown is original. Getting her bearings, she chooses the south-western corner at its base, on the buttress. The stones are roughly hewn and each one is different in size. She checks carefully for carving on the surface, like the writing on the window ledge in the castle, but there’s nothing and no obvious point in the pattern of stonework to draw her attention. Quickly, she runs her gaze over the other corners, in case she calculated incorrectly. Then she notices there’s a difference. In the first corner the smallest stone is smaller than the others, by far. It’s barely the size of a brick-end, rounded at the corners, and the lime fixing it in place is a shade thicker than on the other stones.

Araminta fumbles under her cloak and lays her hands on her bodice. She undoes half a dozen tiny buttons, tearing the fabric to expose her boned corset. Her fingers are cold and she stubs a nail, but she picks apart the stitching until she can get at one of the thin whalebones that form the structure of her undergarment. Then she slowly slides the bone out of the seam. A trowel would be better. A knife, perhaps, but this is what she has. An image of Eve in the Garden of Eden flicks into her mind – a woman made of Adam’s rib. She dismisses it and begins to hack at the old mortar which comes away in small chips. She wonders what Thom is doing. He must be aware by now that she’s escaped and she tries to calculate the odds of him being able to track her. The clerk who waved her ahead down the stairs couldn’t know which direction she took, but she doesn’t know who might have seen her on the street as she left the building. If the man who asked her if she needed help noted which way she turned . . . Who noticed in St Giles’ below when she entered and took the door to the spiral stair?

Her eyes dart to the little threshold where she emerged, but she keeps hacking at the mortar, a small pile of lime forming at the base of the old buttress as her fingers get pinker in the cold. She sticks at it. The light is leeching out of the sky and up the hill, what little she can see of the castle framed in the peachy glow of dusk. Finally, she manages to manoeuvre the smallest stone out. On the rear there’s an image scratched into the rock; a rose and two buds surrounded by a rectangle made of curlicues. Araminta stares, unsure what to do. Her fingers are so cold now they’re painful. She silently curses Berenice because she has no idea what this clue means though she’s risked her life to get it. Flowers in a frame, she thinks, desperately, but nothing comes. She can’t put the stone back – the lack of mortar will make it too obvious. But if she takes it with her and she’s caught by Thom, she’ll be handing him the twelfth clue.

She quickly settles on wedging the stone behind a gutter beyond the lead flashing. She edges carefully along the roofline and glancing down sees Thom once more, this time emerging from the building she was held in, with another man. They’re in animated conversation, looking up and down the High Street, stopping passersby. Araminta has to remind herself to breathe. She reaches to jam the stone behind the gutter, but her fingers are so cold that she lets go too soon. The stone scutters downwards. She reaches to catch it and loses her footing, gasping as she falls, saving herself by grabbing a gargoyle’s ear. Her feet scramble on the wet slates and she manages to pull herself up as the twelfth clue comes to rest above the gutter, under its own steam. She rests for a moment, panting, hardly able to believe that she didn’t fall. That nobody below noticed.

Then on the street past County Hall, a lamplighter carrying a ladder points upwards. ‘Hey!’ he booms. ‘Lassie!’

She steps backwards, out of his line of sight and makes an assessment. The stone isn’t wedged where she wanted it, but neither is it obvious. The wind might dislodge the clue, but it isn’t windy now. And no doubt, Thom is coming. She must flee. She scrambles back into the church and thunders down the stairs in a panic, pulling herself together with deliberation before emerging into the rear of the nave. As she steps onto the flagstones, she draws the green cape round her body so that the damage to her clothes isn’t visible. She tells herself she must simply disappear into the darkness. There’s a kerfuffle at the door, the lamplighter, having divested himself of his ladder, is explaining loudly to one of the ministers that he’s seen a woman on the roof. Araminta ducks behind the pulpit. The church is lit only by candles, and now the windows are darkening, it’s getting dimmer and dimmer. She pulls up the hood to shield her face. The minister is remonstrating with the lamplighter and it looks as if he might get rid of him when suddenly Thom appears in the doorway and realises immediately that the man is talking about her. The concerns of a gentleman are a different proposition. Thom raises his voice. ‘My sister. Quite mad. Widowed.’ She catches the concern in his tone. ‘I’m afraid what she might do . . .’ The charlatan. This is how it happens, she thinks. This is what the lady in the newspaper had to endure. Araminta feels anger stir in her belly. He had her locked in that room in this shabby guise of caring. By lying that they’re related. That she’s somehow mad. And nobody asked. Nobody checked. How dare they? The minister doesn’t question Thom’s story any more than it seems the men who jailed her did. He points towards the doorway that leads to the staircase. Araminta watches Thom pass through it, scarcely able to believe that he doesn’t notice her. But he’s focussed on going upwards. He thinks she’s there. She can hear his first few steps, hammering up the stairs, so she takes her chance, moving smooth and low past the pews, towards the main door. The minister is talking to a congregant. Just as she reaches the exit he looks up.

‘Madam,’ he says loudly. He makes a movement as if to flag her down, but she keeps going, gives an elegant nod and steps outside.

The lamplighter is smoking on the setts as she emerges into the freezing dusk.

‘Ha!’ he lets out. Perhaps it’s the cape. ‘I’ve caught you bonnie now.’

Araminta silently puts her finger to her lips, her mind racing over which direction she ought to take as she makes off as fast as she can across Parliament Square and down the steps to the Cowgate. The minister emerges. ‘Madam!’ he exclaims again, but she doesn’t stop. St Giles’s roof is not afforded a view in this direction. It burns her that Thom has got away with his lies. But, she reasons, she’s shot three bullets into a tomb and climbed onto the roof of the cathedral. She must keep going. Casting a glance behind she sees the minister in conversation with the lamplighter, as they decide whether to pursue her. She continues swiftly down the close.

A drunk man birls out of a door. ‘Och, lassie,’ he says, wagging a finger. But she presses onwards down the hill past Hingy’s house, superstition be damned. At the bottom, she glances back again. The lamplighter loiters at the top of the stairs. The minister, she concludes, must have gone to raise the alarm. Glancing left and right, she thinks that the road east will take her to the church where she first met Sister Winifred. She knows nobody in that direction so instead she turns westwards. She’s glad the light is fading and that her clothes are dark. Her senses heightened, she takes off, feeling the cold so keenly that her teeth chatter. She smells burning coal and a tinge of hops from cheap beer being brewed. A child crying. Two men laughing. The sound of a drum far off. Now and again she glances over her shoulder but it seems she’s not being followed, or at least, her pursuers are far enough behind. She keeps her head down for Thom is sure to come after her and the lamplighter saw the direction she took. She must go as fast as she can and not draw notice; that’s the main thing.

After perhaps three hundred yards, the road opens onto a paved market with the castle above. The Grassmarket, she thinks, recalling the name from Aunt Eilidh’s maps and the view of it from above when she visited Colonel Fraser. She keeps to the south side of the cobbles, as far from the public houses as she can. An old woman slumped in a doorway snores suddenly, and the sound makes Araminta jump but she doesn’t stop. Head down, she takes the muddy bow on the far side of the square into a rats’ nest of streets with ramshackle tenements and tumbledown hostels on either side.

‘Hello, lovely,’ a male voice says and a hand catches her arm, but she pulls away. ‘You’re not a cheery one, are you?’ She doesn’t stop to remonstrate, and as she turns, Harry Thom and two men in uniform appear in view on the far side of the market square. She starts to run beyond the tenements, dodging in and out until she emerges at a rough patch of waste ground. Ahead in the distance, there’s a road along which an old cart pulled by a Clydesdale is being driven by a nun.

‘Winifred,’ she shouts. ‘Thank God.’

She races towards it, waving, and then remembers her great aunt’s broken rib and the impossibility of this conveyance bearing the old woman. One nun looks much like another from a distance. She glances behind but they haven’t caught up yet. There are four exits to the Grassmarket. They’ll have to figure out which one she’s taken. Ahead, the cart stops. A nun climbs down, wearing different robes to the woman driving – pale blue with a prayer rope tied to a leather belt and a wimple that’s fitted incorrectly. She looks rather young. Araminta peers. The nun starts running towards her. ‘Madam!’ she shouts.

Before she knows it, Araminta is crying. She’s shaking. She’s flung her arms round the girl. ‘He took me, Eleanor,’ she babbles. ‘But I got away. He’s behind. He’s following.’

The nun driving the cart tethers the reins to the brake pole efficiently and dismounts. Neither she nor Eleanor ask questions. ‘Come on,’ Eleanor says urgently, as they hoist Araminta onto the back. Araminta cannot stop talking as she clambers up. ‘I didn’t understand how terrifying he was. I didn’t look after you properly when he hurt you. I sent you back. You must have been so brave.’ Her nose is streaming. Her eyes are pink. Her hand touches Eleanor’s cheek. ‘He’s the worst kind of person. I’m sorry. I didn’t understand.’

‘It’s all right, ma’am,’ Eleanor says. ‘It’s my fault he’s after you at all.’

Araminta shakes her head vehemently. ‘It’s my fault you were pulled into it. If he hadn’t sent you, he’d have engaged another.’

‘Did he get the clue?’ Eleanor asks, ever pragmatic.

Araminta lets out a stifled laugh. She’s more than one clue further on from when Eleanor left. ‘He did not. He has that old box, though. The gold one.’

Sister Cecilia does not enquire about this odd conversation. She clambers into the driving seat and looks to Eleanor for instruction. ‘We must still go to the address on the paper,’ Eleanor says decisively, climbing into place behind her mistress. ‘Quickly.’

Sister Cecilia gees the horse. Araminta cannot take her eyes off the opening beyond the tenements where she emerged. As they trot smartly down the road, she makes out one of the policemen emerging onto the wasteground. He looks around, foxed. The cart is far ahead now and the man is looking, she realises, for a woman alone. A woman running. Still, she ducks down. Thom will not be far behind.

‘I can see where he struck you, ma’am,’ Eleanor says. ‘The devil. We shall fix that with a little witch hazel.’

‘He’s coming,’ is all Araminta can get out.

‘He’s on foot, though, isn’t he? Too slow,’ Eleanor says with a smile.

Araminta clasps the girl’s hand. This is not a matter of a few stray ribbons or some missing change. No household management book could cover this situation. Mrs Rundell be damned.

‘Did the nuns look after you?’ She squeezes Eleanor’s fingers.

‘Yes, madam,’ Eleanor says. ‘Though it was a little too quiet for my liking.’


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Cillian Brodie checks at St Giles’ when Winifred commissions him to do so. But he finds nothing, for his visit takes place more than two hours before Araminta McKenzie Moore escapes from her prison. Having made enquiries to no avail at the church, he asks at the police office, where Mr Neill’s instructions have already been received. Davey turned up nothing at Mr McGhie’s where the shop boy explained that the gentlemen had quarrelled. ‘I doubt Mr Thom will be back. It was a humdinger,’ he confided. Now, Brodie decides to walk back down the Mound to consult once more with Mr Neill.

The McKenzie coach is not distinctive. It’s more than ten years old and painted black, though with fancy brass fittings, admittedly. Still, now Brodie comes to think on it, it may be that finding the coach will be easier than finding the mistress and doing so might provide a clue as to where she’s been taken. He wants to check that Neill and his men haven’t neglected this matter.

At Heriot Row he rings the bell and is admitted to the magistrate’s office. It’s late afternoon now and Neill is at his desk, halfway through a bottle of port.

‘News?’ he enquires brusquely.

Brodie shakes his head. ‘I wondered, sir, about the coach?’

‘I’m a good deal more concerned about the lady, Mr Brodie,’ Neill says drily.

Brodie explains his thinking and the magistrate considers this, sipping his Douro. He notes Brodie’s description of the conveyance and the horses, which are, again, not unusual. Two chestnut mares. Eilidh McKenzie did not hold with stallions for drawing a coach about the town, though some gentlemen prefer them. ‘Giving the coachmen a harder task,’ she termed it.

‘I’ll pass this on to Mr McLevy, the detective in charge. Good thinking, Mr Brodie,’ Neill allows.

‘McLevy has men searching then?’ Brodie checks.

‘Everywhere we can think of. Several have been dispatched to Holyroodhouse. Folk will have seen the fellow leave and might have noted which direction he took. He may well be holding Mrs Moore nearby. All about the district, there are yards where a coach could easily be concealed. Mr McLevy is a good man in a crisis, never fear. Now, if that’s all, sir, I’ve correspondence to attend.’ Neill gestures at the scatter of papers across his desk.

Back outside, in the chill on Heriot Row, Brodie finds himself walking eastwards under the frozen branches which overhang the pavement. It’s getting dark and the temperature is dropping. At Dublin Street he stares in the direction of the building where Sister Winifred is residing. He doesn’t want to go back to her without news, but still, he climbs the steep hill and cuts back along Queen Street. Instead of knocking at the main door, however, he rounds the corner, where the Campbells’ basement opens onto the lane. He raps briskly, and the side door is opened by a kitchen maid even smaller than Bella. Brodie asks for Cook and the girl lets him inside. In the kitchen, Cook is making potted haugh and the air is tinged with marrowbone and bay leaves. Her sleeves are rolled up to her elbows as she piles the meat onto a walnut chopping board.

‘That’ll be on account of my mistress, I expect.’ Brodie gives a little bow. ‘You’re taking good care of her.’ Cook takes in the handsome butler and smiles. ‘Sister Winifred,’ Brodie adds and introduces himself. ‘I expect the magistrate’s officers have been here.’

Cook shakes her head. ‘Nobody’s been, Mr Brodie. Nobody like that. This is a respectable kitchen.’

Brodie worries that the men are not doing a thorough enough job whatever Mr Neill believes. Where are they looking for Mrs Moore, if not questioning the staff here, where Mr Thom has resided?

‘I wondered about the gentleman who’s caused the trouble. What do you know of him?’

‘Sir, I don’t go upstairs.’

‘Come now,’ Brodie coddles her. ‘My guess is you know more about this man you never met than the man’s own sister does.’ He flashes his most charming smile. Cook tips the meat back into the jelly.

‘Fetch the small beer from the shelf, Senga,’ she says.

Brodie sits at the table and lets the kitchen maid serve him. ‘I wonder if Bella might join us,’ he suggests. ‘I’m interested in everything about the fellow.’

They make an odd assortment at the table, for the staff at North St David Street don’t wear livery. Brodie naturally takes charge, at first answering the servants’ questions for nobody has fully explained to them what’s happened.

‘Lucifer himself,’ Cook declares. She’s a woman, it seems, who is all opinion. ‘Your poor mistress. The fellow wanting his way with her and she a married lady. And Mistress Campbell’s poor friend, attacked anaw and she in holy orders.’

‘I suspect it’s Mrs Moore’s inheritance the man is after,’ Brodie says. This is as close as he can get to what Mr Thom wants. It’ll serve as an explanation anyway and keep Mrs Moore’s virtue safe.

Bella has gone quiet, the girl’s eyes honed on a soft oat-and-honey biscuit that has been placed before her along with an untouched glass of milk.

‘You must’ve met the gentleman a few times,’ Brodie opens the conversation.

Bella nods. ‘Aye, sir. I told the mistress. I think he’s a mason; a lodge man, that is. He has a fancy sash and some tokens.’

Brodie raises an eyebrow but before he can speak, Cook bursts out.

‘Well, them’s devils. Secret meetings. A nod and a shake. I wouldnae join such an undertaking if they paid me.’

Brodie does not point out that Cook would most certainly not be invited.

‘Did the gentleman attend a meeting that you know of?’ he asks Bella. ‘Here, I mean. In Edinburgh?’

‘I dinna ken, sir.’

Brodie wonders if Mr Neill might be a member at the lodge. He’s certain that several of the policemen will have taken the sash. It is, as he judges it, that kind of profession. He feels justified in not entirely trusting them.

‘He hired his horse at the inn at the far end of York Place,’ Bella adds. ‘It’s handy stabling. The boy there said he drove a hard bargain.’

‘That’s helpful, Bella. Thank you,’ Brodie says.

‘I hope you find him, sir. He hurt the lady and she has taken orders. He’ll no get to heaven.’

‘He will not,’ Mr Brodie agrees, and after a little more questioning, he bids the women goodbye and heads back into the cold and dark.

*

Upstairs at North St David Street, unbeknownst to Brodie, Cook or indeed Bella, Eleanor and Araminta have arrived. Spirited inside by Grizel Campbell, the women are closeted in Sister Winifred’s room where, after a brief recap of events, Araminta tries to explain to her great aunt the nature of the twelfth clue, a representation of which she draws on a piece of paper. She runs through the clues in her mind, thinking she will add what she has found to her notebook soon enough.

Aunt Eilidh left me a tartan kerchief.

Clue 8 led to the castle.

Clue 9 from the castle to Heriot’s: a third point on the triangle.

Clue 10 The third point was a plague pit.

Clue 11 Inverted, the point led to the Maitland house. Which led to the insignia of St Giles’ roof on a grave.

Clue 12 Roses in a picture frame.

‘The roses are a Stuart symbol,’ Winifred says. ‘King James and his sons. The true heirs to the crown.’

Grizel looks appalled. ‘Lord, Saoirse, what have you got us into?’ she demands.

‘My dear, as James and his sons are long dead, I’ve got you into nothing at all,’ Winifred snaps back. ‘We’re following an ancient trail. Almost a hundred years old, in fact.’ She peers at the curlicues round the roses. ‘The Bonnie Prince famously plucked a white rose at Fassfern. Here the flowers are framed, as a picture.’

‘Is there such a picture? Of James and his sons?’ Araminta enquires. ‘Or the prince picking the rose perhaps?’ It seems whimsical.

‘Hundreds,’ Winifred declares. ‘Every Jacobite with means will have had something of the sort.’

‘Was such a thing not treasonous?’

‘The treason, of course, was in saying that the Stuarts were the rightful heirs to the throne. Not the possession of an image. James was noble. A cousin to the Hapsburgs. How could it be treasonous to have a picture of a member of the nobility? Some were afraid, however, of prosecution, and as a result there were many symbols for the rebellion, such as these three flowers which folk used to hide their allegiance. Thistles. Roses. Bears.’

‘Did Berenice own anything like that?’

‘I’ve not seen a picture of the Stuart royals anywhere among our things, though there used to be a set of brandy glasses engraved with thistles in the dining room.’

Araminta sighs in frustration. She grips the edge of the padded quilt on Winifred’s bed. ‘I don’t understand why Berenice made it so impossible,’ she says.

‘The times,’ Winifred lets out. ‘She must have been terrified. But much of this will have seemed more obvious to her than it does to us today.’

Araminta thinks the times feel dangerous enough now, with Thom in pursuit. But if Berenice had to bear it, she decides she must too. ‘Is there a monument to the Stuarts?’ she asks.

Grizel lets out a ‘pah’ and looks as if she might choke.

Measured, Winifred continues. ‘A painting in a private residence is one thing, a miniature kept amongst one’s things, but a dedicated monument would have been a place to mass. There’s nothing I can think of though I’ve seen these roses on old graves. And there’ve always been rumours of folk gathering at Culloden on the anniversary of the battle but there’s nothing there. It’s only a moor.’

‘This isn’t a gravestone.’ Araminta indicates her drawing. ‘It’s a frame, as you said. I think I should return to Glenfinlas Street. Perhaps there’s a print in the library. A picture need not be in oils.’

Grizel rises. ‘I’ll send to the magistrate to say you’ve been found, Mrs Moore.’

‘Yes,’ Winifred chimes. ‘We’d best call them off.’

‘I wish you’d come with me,’ Araminta cuts in. ‘We have men at Glenfinlas Street. Mr Brodie, Davey and Douglas. We could arm them.’

Winifred says nothing but thinks that the men at Glenfinlas Street are rather the problem.

‘I cannot be moved, dear,’ she says. ‘Doctor’s orders.’

Grizel doesn’t say that the doctor specifically said that Winifred might move as long as she was careful.

‘Very well,’ Araminta concedes. ‘Where was the place the prince picked the flower?’

‘Fassfern,’ Winifred repeats. ‘In the north. There’s little there.’

‘I’ll check the maps. You never know. And I’ll look out for the glasses with the thistles. Perhaps there’s something nobody’s noticed.’

‘And Thom?’ Winifred checks.

‘I think it’s unlikely he’ll find this clue. He knows I was on the roof of St Giles’, that’s all.’

‘You climbed onto the roof?’ Winifred is shocked. Somewhere among Araminta telling her the story, she hadn’t realised this.

‘Like my great great grandmother before me,’ Araminta points out. It strikes her that such acrobatics no longer seem particularly unusual to her, though she was afraid. She bends to kiss her great aunt on the cheek before leaving with Eleanor.

Downstairs, they decide it’s too dangerous to walk the mile home in the dark. Mr Campbell sends for a hired cab and dispatches a note to Mr Neill to call off the search though the detectives must still catch Harry Thom. He’ll be charged, no doubt, when they do. But at least, as Mr Campbell puts in the note, the lady is safely recovered.

Back at Glenfinlas Street, Douglas attends the women. Mr Brodie, he says, is out. Agnes, appearing from below stairs, seems relieved when the mistress heads upwards with Eleanor to change her clothes. The fussing over corsets hasn’t suited her.

In the drawing room, the clock on the mantle strikes and sandwiches are brought with mulled wine and, on a separate tray, the thistle glasses from the dining room. Slowly Araminta peers inside each glass, then turns them upside down looking for some kind of message, but there’s nothing. She takes a sip of mulled wine and turns to the library shelves, pulling down maps of the Highlands and searching for engravings. After over an hour she flops onto the sopha and stares at the painting of her great grandmother, hoisted between the long windows in a complicated gold frame. She’s young in the picture. Like many of the paintings, allegorical symbols are depicted. A dove hovers overhead; the Holy Ghost. The background is streaked with shadows. ‘You were from the west,’ Araminta recalls, out loud. ‘Clementina. A temptress. An event.’ She echoes Great Aunt Eilidh’s words. It strikes her that Berenice McKenzie would have called the same woman, ‘daughter’, so the girl must have been born by 1747 – much earlier, in fact. Yes, she recalls the list in the bible, Clementina might be seventeen in the picture, easily. In which case it was painted before Berenice’s death and most likely was in her possession.

Araminta puts down her glass and fetches the library ladder. A week ago she’d have considered this a duty for Douglas, but so much has changed that she doesn’t even think of ringing the bell. Studying the portrait more closely, along Clementina’s intricate lace collar she notices tiny white roses worked into the design. Stuart symbols; a detail too small to be seen when the painting was mounted. ‘The flower of Fassfern,’ she mumbles, curious, and checks the back of the canvas which is secured into the frame by bent nails. Fetching the letter opener from Eilidh’s desk, Araminta levers these upwards. There’s nothing hidden behind the painting – no words written on the wooden frame or tacked into the back. ‘The next clue will lead me to the crown,’ she says to herself and slumps against the cushions. She should keep going but it’s been a terrifying day, and safe now and on her third glass of Cook’s honeyed wine she falls asleep. Later, Brodie will return and he and Eleanor will bring a Paisley cashmere rug and lay it over her sleeping frame.

‘She doesn’t look harmed,’ Brodie will say, and Eleanor will whisper that Araminta’s skin is a little bruised but that she’ll be fine and then, sneaking out of the room as if it’s a nursery, they’ll go to their separate beds. Eleanor, exhausted, will sleep as soundly as her mistress, but Brodie will toss and turn until dawn breaks over the other end of George Street.


Chapter Thirty

The same evening.

Sister Gloria has not left the convent in several years. After Eleanor’s departure with the convent’s horse and cart, she’s dispatched into town in a carriage borrowed from one of the neighbouring houses. She peers out of the window at the inevitable changes along the road, her spectacles clouding in the cold as the light fades from the sky. In the pocket of her robes she fingers the iron key to the ecclesiastical library that Mother has entrusted to her, and when the carriage draws up at Forres Street she steps nervously onto the pavement. Gloria comes from ordinary folk, her education an unexpected boon resulting from her childhood tragedy. She isn’t accustomed to five-storey townhouses though she draws up her courage on the doorstep and recalls that, at first, the grand architecture of the convent felt intimidating. Perhaps she’ll get used to this as well. She knocks on the door. Mother has given her a letter of introduction, but as nobody comes, Gloria thinks she won’t need it. The carriage is to wait and the coachman has climbed down and drawn an apple from his pocket. He’s standing in the pool of light under a gas lamp. Gloria turns the key and looks to him, perhaps for approval. The man winks cheekily. ‘Go on then,’ he says.

‘I’ll be a while,’ Gloria replies.

‘I’ll tether the horses and take a wander,’ he ventures. ‘It’s not often I’m in Edinburgh of an evening. When I get back, I’ll kip in the carriage till you need me.’

Inside, there’s a lamp on a table. Gloria lights it. She can smell the books, the musty combination of ink, leather and old paper. There are four rooms on this floor, she notes, and the stair ahead. Her first job is to ascertain the extent of the library so she walks into one room and then another, perusing the shelves with the lamp held high. Each has a chair and a desk. There are thousands of publications. It would be the work of a lifetime to read them all, but Gloria reassures herself that Mother’s brief was clear. Anything to do with St Giles. Anything to do with hermits. Anything to do with masonic lodges and the like. She tuts at the sloppy shelving in the fourth room, which is dedicated to maps, mostly of the Holy Land and architectural drawings of cathedrals. No need to look further there. The second room is floor-to-ceiling copies of the bible, some editions of which are now considered blasphemous. She passes them by. The third room is a kind of fancy stationery cupboard with bottles of pre-made ink (an unnecessary luxury in Gloria’s opinion; the quality is never as good), large, uncut sheaves of paper, various lengths of string in a terrible fankle and some journals which belong to a bishop, perhaps the original owner of the library. Yes, only the first room is of interest, she thinks, containing commentary upon biblical scriptures and lives of the saints and, also, books pertaining to the running of religious institutions. Still, some challenge.

She pauses at the foot of the stair and decides she’d best check above. On the first floor, what must have once been a drawing room is now fringed with shelving and, raising the lamp again, Gloria squints at the old bindings. These are copies of ancient texts, none of them in English or Latin, but from what she can immediately see there are more bibles and commentaries on biblical texts, some in Hebrew, some in Arabic. Jewish perhaps. Mohammedan. One section would appear to be mathematical in nature and very ancient, with marginalia written in Aramaic. Gloria crosses herself. The only run of books here that looks potentially interesting is mostly in German from the time of the Reformation. In what would have been the main bedroom suite there are oddities; remnants, she realises from the witch trials; handwritten testimonials and a glass case containing what look like instruments of torture. A stack of slate boxes full of strange, gritty ashes. She flees back into the hall. On the upper bedroom floor the bookcases are locked and only one of them has glass doors. Peeking through she sees an array of pentangles and goats’ heads branded into the leather-bound spines.

Her heart racing, Gloria draws up her courage. She has been sent by Mother and her mission is important. She must execute it well. She takes the final set of stairs, simple pine this time, a curving tight, little flight that rises to the attics, where once the maids slept on one side and the footmen on the other. The ceiling is coombed and casts strange shadows across the bare boards. A set of wooden trunks and boxes are piled haphazardly. She gives these a cursory check, but mostly they’re empty and what books are in them are pedestrian copies of hymnals and bibles. ‘Right,’ she thinks. ‘I’ve two rooms to work through.’ Far off in the distance, a church bell sounds. Gloria counts eight bells. It’s going to take all night but she will not let Mother down.

*

Harry Thom is in less comfortable surroundings tonight. He has rented a garret room off the Cowgate where no questions are asked. The two floors below are a grubby kind of brothel where working men come and go and there’s a good deal of noise. Thom has no interest in such pleasures today. He takes a deep draw on a pipe that he had one of the lads downstairs fetch. It’s cheap tobacco but it’s all he can put a hand to. That and an elver pie with a tankard of small beer; claret being out of the question. The lodgings on North St David Street were more comfortable and a lot cleaner but worldly considerations are fripperies; Thom has a greater mission. He’s painfully aware, however, that again, he’s at a low point in his quest. The police have been making enquiries. James McLevy, the detective, was summoned when a whip-smart junior clerk in the office on the High Street made the connection between the gentleman who was concerned about his dear, widowed sister and the man who stole away a lady.

Thankfully, Thom had time to check the roof of St Giles’ before he fled but Araminta McKenzie Moore had taken a stone and with it, he assumes, the clue. He trailed her through the Cowgate but didn’t so much as catch a glimpse of the woman and his enquiries as to where she went have come to nothing. He has to be circumspect now. He has to hide. The boy who fetched the tobacco also brought second-hand clothes; a poorly cut, dun-brown woollen coat, unfashionable, coarse-tweed trousers and poorly-made boots. No longer in the guise of a gentleman he’ll be able to traverse the city tomorrow, scarcely drawing notice. He decides not to shave, to complete the disguise.

Sipping the last of the small beer, he pats his stomach, where, wound round his frame, he’s concealed a good deal of cash. He intends to buy the information he requires, not from the McKenzie servants who have proved too loyal to their mistresses, but from others in the district. The bitch, he tells himself, will not get away. He’ll catch her all right and the clue she fled with too. He has to.

*

Sister Gloria pinches herself to stay awake come six of the clock. It’s still dark outside. There are small bruises up her left arm for she’s done the same all night. The Bishop of Aberdeen, it transpires, cross-referenced his collection and this has been extremely helpful in her quest. Beside Gloria, on an apricot wood table there’s a pile of books. She’s collected these mostly from the two main rooms she first identified but also among them are journals concerning the witch trials and three books in German from the bishop’s Reformation collection. She’s learned a good deal, in fact, which has taken her field of enquiry to John Knox. From what she’s seen she can’t judge the old minister a hater of women, exactly. In fact, it seems he spent a good deal of time talking to his female parishioners, mostly to encourage what he considered suitable behaviour. Which is to say, guiding the women to fulfil their roles as wives and mothers and to pray while they went about it.

Gloria has kept aside a letter in Knox’s own hand, furiously scribbled when Queen Elizabeth I, having knighted a swathe of church ministers, refused to elevate him on account of the tome Sister Winifred identified among Thom’s travelling library: The First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment of Women. Sister Gloria thinks she’ll investigate Elizabeth I later. She seems like a sonsier lass than might be expected of an English queen. In his letter, Knox calls her a ‘vile aberration’ and ‘a sweetmeat for the Devil’s mouth’. Sister Gloria considers Knox’s disapproval something to which she and her sisters might aspire. Wives and mothers indeed.

The key, though, is in the witches’ papers. Two intriguing references, some years apart, long after Knox’s death, to ‘the Hermits’ duty’. Further digging among the German books turns up mention of some kind of ‘league’ as Sister Gloria translates it, controlled from St Giles’ centuries ago. This comprised gentlemen, not churchmen, who took a vow in line with Knox’s creed. ‘The Hermits,’ she mutters under her breath. It seems this order was instituted at the time when women were hunted as witches. Centuries later, Gloria wonders, could this league still exist? It chimes with Mother’s brief. The only other reference is in the bishop’s diary where he was, some years before his death, summoned to London to a meeting that was not ecclesiastical in nature and which is marked with a pencil drawing of a hermit’s lamp and a few scrawled notes. I prefer the Speculative Society among them. Sister Gloria feels a tingling anticipation rarely felt by a librarian. She jumps at a knock on the door. Outside, the coachman stands on the step, his hair ruffled from sleeping in the carriage, dawn breaking behind him. He offers her a tin cup of warm milk. ‘From the cart,’ he explains. ‘I thought you might be hungry.’

The milk is delicious. Gloria downs it almost in one and, thanking him, adds that if the coachman will only give her a moment to reshelve the books, she’ll be ready to go.


Chapter Thirty-One

Araminta wakes around eight of the clock. It takes her a moment to recall that she’s in the drawing room at Glenfinlas Street. That she was kidnapped and escaped. That Eleanor is back in her service. Her eyes fall to the picture of Clementina McKenzie propped against a side table, a slice of bright winter sunshine cutting across it like a knife. The line falls above Clementina’s head, making the dove glow. She rings for breakfast and takes a turn round the sopha, regarding the image of her great grandmother. She peers at the odd pattern of shadows behind the woman as Brodie arrives with a tray.

‘Mr McLevy is waiting, ma’am,’ he says.

Araminta doesn’t look up. ‘I’m not receiving, Brodie.’

‘Mr McLevy is a police detective,’ the butler continues. ‘He’s on the trail of the man who abducted you.’ His tone makes it clear that Araminta has to admit the fellow.

‘Very well,’ she says, pouring a cup of tea from the pot and lifting a slim slice of toast. ‘If I must.’

James McLevy comes up. He’s unprepossessing, slightly rough, even, with a whiff of wash-house soap. Somewhere in his early forties, his eyes seem older, as if he’s witnessed a great deal. His gaze is steady.

‘Mrs Moore.’ He bows as he takes her in and straightens his waistcoat when he stands upright. Araminta changed her clothes last night, so the only visible sign of what happened is the bruise blooming on her cheek. ‘You’re hurt, madam,’ he observes. ‘I’m sorry.’

This is kind of him, but for obvious reasons, Araminta doesn’t trust the police. ‘I’m fine,’ she dismisses his concern. ‘Shall I ask Mr Brodie to bring you something, Mr McLevy?’

The detective waves off this suggestion as she gestures him to sit. ‘We’ve found your coach and the horses,’ he says. ‘My men are returning them to your stable as we speak.’

‘Thank you.’

He notes that the lady doesn’t ask where the men found her property. That, he thinks, is unusual. ‘The man who took you’, he continues, ‘has thus far eluded us. I hope you might know something that will help us bring him to justice.’

‘Me?’ Araminta says. ‘I’ve no idea.’

‘A description perhaps.’

Araminta can hardly deny the detective that. ‘He’s older than I am. Perhaps a little over thirty. A dark-haired gentleman. Tall and well-dressed.’

‘Mr Harry Thom,’ McLevy chimes for he’s found the name during the course of his enquiries. Thom never tried to hide it.

‘Yes,’ she admits.

‘Do you know what he meant to do, madam? What he wanted with you?’ McLevy’s gaze becomes suddenly sharper. He’s well aware how some gentlemen treat women, though generally not ladies, unless they are married to them.

Araminta finds the shift unsettling. ‘No,’ she lies. She cannot tell him – why would she? ‘I was acquainted with Mr Thom in London,’ she admits. ‘Only in passing. He’s the cousin of an old school friend.’

McLevy lets a silence come to rest. ‘I see,’ he says. ‘I wasn’t aware you knew the scoundrel. Was there ever anything between you of a romantic nature?’

‘Certainly not.’

‘It’s important you tell me everything, ma’am.’

‘As I said, I only met Mr Thom in passing.’

McLevy nods, workmanlike. ‘Did he take anything from you? Did he . . . hurt you in any way, other than the mark on your cheek?’

Araminta understands what McLevy is referring to. ‘He hit me. That’s all.’

McLevy shifts. Women usually want his help. People recount crimes over and over. They find the repetition healing. Not this lady.

‘Your maid went missing the other day,’ he tries. He heard that too, though nobody thought to call him in, it seems, on that occasion.

‘A misunderstanding,’ Araminta explains. ‘The girl was attending an old aunt of mine.’

McLevy sniffs. He casts his eyes round the bright, well-furnished room, his gaze falling to the painting of Clementina. ‘Ah,’ he lets out warmly, ‘I’ve seen this kind of thing before. A Jacobite relic.’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Araminta lies again.

‘Why have you taken it down?’

‘Lately, I’ve inherited my great aunt’s estate. This house.’ Araminta gestures. ‘The painting is of my great grandmother, Clementina McKenzie. I’ll be taking it to London.’

‘It’s a curiosity, then?’

‘An heirloom.’

‘Are you returning to London soon, madam?’

‘I expect so. There’s a great deal to organise here in Edinburgh before I go.’ Not entirely a lie.

McLevy rises from his chair. ‘May I?’ He indicates the gilt mirror in which Araminta checked her reflection last night. Araminta motions to allow him to remove it from the wall. It is, she thinks, heavier than he expects and he stiffens as he places it beside the painting. Reflected, the grey lines in the background form a fine-looking stone building behind a lake in the mirror. The dove disappears into them.

Araminta gets up and examines this magic trick. Interested, it would seem, for the first time.

‘My goodness.’ She smiles.

‘It’s a Jacobite relic, as I said,’ the detective observes. ‘Though I expected a picture of the Bonnie Prince in his armour. That’s usually what the reflection shows.’

‘How clever!’ Araminta exclaims. ‘I wonder where that building is?’

She thinks that the structure does not look Scottish. It has the feel of a fortified medieval manor on a lake. The lines of Mr Tennyson’s famous poem, ‘The Lady of Shalott’, come to mind. Her eyes sparkle. She has unravelled the twelfth clue, or at least James McLevy has.

‘Perhaps this lady lived wherever it is,’ the detective says. ‘It’s more a castle, really, than a house.’

Araminta thinks it doesn’t look like a castle. Not a Scottish castle anyway. There are no turrets or stepped roofs. ‘Clementina was lively – much loved, I think. She came from the west,’ she gets out. ‘Dumbarton.’ It’s all she knows about her great grandmother.

‘I’m glad in any case to see your person has been recovered,’ McLevy smiles.

‘I was not recovered, sir. I escaped.’ Araminta can’t help saying it though she bites her tongue afterwards.

McLevy slides into this conversational opening, leaning the mirror against the wall. ‘I’d like to know. How did you do that?’

‘I unscrewed the hinges on the door,’ Araminta says after a moment’s silence. He must know already, or he’s no kind of detective at all.

‘Clever,’ McLevy judges. ‘You’ve no idea how many people have been kept in those holding rooms and not thought to do the same.’

Araminta gives a little shrug. ‘I used my wedding ring.’

His eyes fall to her hand. ‘And you escaped along the Cowgate. Why did you go that way instead of the more direct road, down the Mound? Why didn’t you ask for help? There are plenty of people on the High Street; respectable people at that time of day.’

Araminta’s jaw hardens. ‘Mr Thom lied in order to have me locked up, sir. He told people that I was mad and that he was my brother. I didn’t trust anybody. So I made off down the steps.’

‘The Cowgate’s a dangerous place for a lady.’

‘Safer than the High Street or the police cells,’ she parries. ‘He took me in broad daylight.’

McLevy concedes this point. ‘Do you not wish the fellow caught, madam? What if he were to come for you again? Or take another lady? Any help you can give me will forestall that possibility.’

‘I hope you catch him, Mr McLevy. But I’ve nothing more to say.’ Araminta makes for the bell to summon Brodie.

McLevy sighs. This woman’s response will not stop him searching. She’s lying or at least not being fully honest. When Brodie opens the door, McLevy turns.

‘We can’t have this kind of gentleman free about the town,’ he says. ‘Edinburgh won’t thole it. We value our womenfolk. I intend to have this fellow up in court.’ He bows and takes his leave.

Araminta waits. She lets out a long breath as she hears the front door close. Then she manoeuvres the mirror at ninety degrees to the painting once more to examine the building McLevy revealed. There’s nothing to indicate where it is. Berenice McKenzie clearly expected it to be recognised. This task is, however, beyond her. She rings the bell for Brodie but he doesn’t know either.

‘Mr McLevy said we have the carriage back?’

Brodie nods. ‘Yes, ma’am. I believe so.’

Quickly, she instructs him to fetch dustsheets to swaddle the painting and the mirror, and call for Davey. The men load the items into the carriage and Araminta and Eleanor climb aboard. Brodie hovers on the doorstep. Araminta peers up the hill and across the square. Nobody’s watching, however, she’s mindful of Mr McLevy’s words about women requiring protection. ‘Mr Brodie,’ she says. ‘Would you join us?’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Brodie jumps at the chance. ‘I’ll fetch my coat.’

They wait only a moment for him to do so. Then he climbs up next to Davey.

‘Where are we off to?’ he asks cheerfully.

‘Back to the old nun,’ Davey grins. ‘Do you know what they’re doing, sir?’

Brodie shakes his head. ‘Not a clue, son. But hold on,’ he says and jumps down, returning into the house to retrieve a polished chestnut cane with a mother-of-pearl handle inlaid with silver side panels. He knocks on the carriage door and hands it to Araminta.

‘What’s this?’ she asks.

‘It was Mistress McKenzie’s, ma’am. I thought you might find it useful.’

‘Perhaps my great aunt will. I’m not an invalid, Mr Brodie.’ She makes to hand it back.

‘Of course not, Mrs Moore.’ He grips the handle, squeezing the side panels to release a catch that clicks smartly, and frees a vicious, serrated blade, encased inside the walking stick. Their eyes meet. ‘Ah. Thank you,’ Araminta says. ‘How helpful.’


Chapter Thirty-Two

Grizel Campbell feels that her boarding house has been overtaken. She’s never had a guest quite like her old friend for the quantity of visitors and the long list of requirements. This morning already a basket of conserves and pickles has been received from the convent as if Grizel’s cook does not make her own most acceptable comestibles, and the doctor has called to check Sister Winifred’s bindings. Messages come and go at an alarming rate. Bella is run ragged, though the girl seems cheerful and appears to like the old lady in the top suite. Grizel does not recall that Sister Winifred required so much attention in the old days.

She watches from the drawing room window as the McKenzie carriage pulls up. Mr Brodie and the coachman cursorily check the empty laneway behind the building, and then more carefully, the fringes of Queen Street Garden. Grizel wonders what exactly they are looking for. It seems unlikely Mr Thom will return, what with Mr McLevy enquiring after him and the neighbours alerted. Then as Araminta and Eleanor are handed down, she opens the door before they knock. Behind the women, the butler and coachman are carrying two large parcels. It’s beginning to feel as if Winifred is taking over. The nun has still not divulged what she’s up to and Grizel remains suspicious. Her folk were Hanoverians from the off and the mention of Jacobites the last time Araminta called is uncomfortable. She keeps returning to it. Any mention of Charles Edward Stuart feels at best ill-advised and, at worst, a downright embarrassment.

Nonetheless, Grizel says, ‘Come away,’ opening the close doorway and leading the party upstairs.

She lets everyone enter the bedroom ahead of her. Winifred is sitting up, reading another of Mr Thom’s books. She never used to read half so much, as Grizel recalls. As young women the pair of them gossiped about their parents’ friends and Mr Hume’s strange pink turban and the move to the New Town which both families made in the same year. At first the girls missed the hubbub of the old place and declared themselves bored by the New Town’s emptier streets and classical vistas. There used to be more fun, she thinks. Giggling especially.

‘Visitors,’ Grizel announces briskly, and Winifred puts down the book.

‘Araminta,’ she greets her great niece, ignoring everybody else, especially Mr Brodie though she pulls her bedjacket closed.

Brodie and Davey prop the painting and the mirror carefully against the wall.

‘Whatever are you doing? Poor Mother,’ Winifred says when she sees the picture.

‘Clementina McKenzie,’ Araminta announces.

Grizel bristles. It’s such a Jacobite name.

‘She’s the thirteenth,’ Araminta adds. ‘I need your help.’

She motions to Brodie to move the mirror into place. Grizel’s lips tighten as the painting reveals its secret, though Winifred gives a chesty laugh. She reaches out to her great niece. ‘Help me up,’ she says. Araminta does so. Winifred winces but does not complain as she pulls the sheets aside and steps out of bed. In thick bedsocks she pads across the floorboards. ‘Clever,’ she says.

‘Do you know where it is?’ Araminta asks.

Winifred shakes her head.

Araminta sighs. ‘It doesn’t even look Scottish to me. Does it look Scottish to you?’

Winifred’s eyes widen, the idea dropping that Berenice perhaps hid the Queen’s Honours somewhere unthinkable. ‘Surely not England,’ she gets out.

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ Grizel says, unable to hold back.

Winifred and Araminta turn, as if noticing her for the first time.

‘What is it, dear?’ Winifred asks.

Grizel’s expression is frozen. Araminta thinks the old woman’s face reminds her of a bead-eyed blackbird about to peck a worm. ‘I won’t have this Jacobite nonsense,’ she says. ‘Not in my house.’

‘What do you mean?’ Winifred asks. ‘This isn’t a picture of the Bonnie Prince and even if it were, it’s over a century old.’

‘They burned it down. I’m sure there are those who’ll never forgive that,’ Grizel spits.

‘Burned what down?’

Grizel gestures towards the reflection. ‘The palace,’ she says. ‘The redcoats razed it in 1746. It’s a ruin now. There’s not even a roof and the palisade is completely gone.’

‘You know where this building is?’ Araminta surmises.

‘It doesn’t look like that any longer. It’s Linlithgow Palace,’ Grizel replies. ‘My aunt lives in the town. I suppose the Jacobites will go on about what happened forever. The gates of Traquair House being locked. Linlithgow open to the skies. All that Stuart nonsense. But they lost the conflict. They brought it on themselves. Things might not be perfect but the Hanoverians are the future.’ She turns to Winifred. ‘I thought you’d know better! Really I did.’ Her eyes are burning.

‘Linlithgow,’ Araminta repeats, unsure where this place might be.

‘Mary Queen of Scots was born there,’ Winifred recalls. ‘It’s a couple of hours’ ride from Edinburgh. I’ve never been.’

‘Mary Queen of Scots! Our most hopeless queen.’ Grizel can’t contain herself. ‘French,’ she sniffs. ‘Like Charles Edward Stuart. Don’t think I can’t see what they’ve done here with the perspective. And the dove. Such a Catholic symbol!’

‘Mother wasn’t a Catholic,’ Winifred says matter-of-factly. ‘It is odd that they’ve painted the dove above her head like that. I never thought of it before.’ She squints. ‘What do you mean about the perspective?’

‘The palace gate.’ Grizel points. ‘It’s in the wrong place.’

Winifred’s eyes meet Araminta’s. She draws herself up. ‘Do you know,’ she says, ‘I feel much better. Eleanor, could you help me dress? I think it’s time to leave.’

Grizel’s cheeks burn. She owes Saoirse McKenzie a great deal and feels guilty that she resents her staying these few days, and worse, now her feelings are apparent. ‘I didn’t mean . . .’ she starts. ‘I just don’t understand why you keep casting up this divisive nonsense . . . the Jacobites are done with.’

Winifred clasps Grizel’s pink fingers. ‘They are, dear,’ she agrees. ‘Please, don’t exercise yourself. You’re quite right. You’ve been good to me. Thank you. It’s kind of you to have had me to stay.’

Grizel finds Winifred’s kindness overwhelming as the old nun intended and cannot object. Araminta gestures for Brodie and Davey to remove the picture and the mirror. They leave in a clatter as Eleanor looks about for Winifred’s clothes.

‘I rather miss my wimple,’ Winifred says and touches her hair. ‘Might I borrow your dress, Grizel?’ she asks. ‘I’ll have it laundered and returned of course.’

‘Please take whatever you need. Oh dear,’ Grizel says, her eyes filling with tears. ‘I owe you such a lot . . .’

Winifred doesn’t let her continue. She gives her old friend a hug to forestall any further outburst, then motions to Eleanor to assist her into the frock and fetch a wrap from the back of the chair. ‘We’re only going as far as Glenfinlas Street to start with,’ she says. ‘This will be fine. You’ll forward any messages?’

Grizel looks defeated and merely nods.

In the carriage, Araminta takes her great aunt’s hand. ‘I don’t understand what she was cross about.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Winifred replies. ‘It’s all in the past.’

Araminta doesn’t question this. Still, it seems, in Edinburgh, the past is ever present. Winifred winces. The rocking of the cab makes her ribs ache, but no more than she can bear. At Glenfinlas Street, Winifred lets Brodie help her onto the pavement. ‘Can you manage the stairs, ma’am?’ he asks and she doesn’t correct his address to ‘Sister’. ‘Araminta will help me,’ she replies stoutly and loiters on the doorstep, hoping it’s not going to be as difficult to walk through the door as she’s always dreaded.

In the hallway, she relaxes into the smell of Cook’s stock pot that has snaked up from the kitchen and recalls the light tumbling down the staircase from above as if it’s an old friend. They go up to the first floor slowly, step by step, past the white marble statue and the golden mirror and the family crest. On the landing, Winifred stops to wipe away the single tear she has allowed herself.

‘Bring tea and cake, would you?’ Araminta instructs the butler and then lays her hand on her great aunt’s back to guide her into the drawing room. She fetches pillows to make a day bed of the sopha and instructs Eleanor to look out a set of better clothes.

‘We can’t replace your robes,’ she adds, with some practicality, ‘but I think we can find something warmer, perhaps.’

Winifred eases herself onto the pillows. ‘A map, dear,’ she orders, to the point as ever.

Araminta scrambles among Eilidh’s things, up and down the library ladder, and finds a map of Linlithgow that is fifty years old, perhaps. She lays it on the carpet in front of the sopha, weighting the edges with the ornaments of ancient goddesses retrieved from the ledge. A weighty Aphrodite tumbles to one side.

‘It’s only a single street,’ she says. ‘With a church and the palace. There’s not much to the place.’ She squints at the writing which is rather small. ‘Ruin of Linlithgow Palace,’ she reads, placing her forefinger on the outline. ‘I wonder how much of it’s still there.’

‘Let’s hope the crown is. Berenice chose a fitting place to hide it, in the end. Twenty miles of road will take two hours in this weather, if we’re lucky.’ Winifred scrutinises the map. Her forehead rumples. ‘How curious. The riggs running from each property in the town are named.’ She has, she knows, no prospect of being able to read the tiny script without a glass. ‘Each house has its own plot then. And there’s no sign of the palace gate. If it’s been painted wrong, there’ll be a reason.’

Araminta shakes her head. ‘The palace is shown as a footprint is all, but when we get there, perhaps we should dig where the gate is shown in the picture.’

‘Tomorrow,’ Winifred says. ‘We must go in the light. We can leave at dawn.’ She settles onto the cushions and closes her eyes.

Araminta sneaks to the desk and pulls out her notebook and pencil:

Aunt Eilidh left me a tartan kerchief.

Clue 8 led to the castle.

Clue 9 from the castle to Heriot’s: a third point on the triangle.

Clue 10 The third point was a plague pit.

Clue 11 Inverted, the point led to the Maitland house. Which led to the insignia of St Giles’ roof on a grave.

Clue 12 Roses in a picture frame led to Clementina revealed in a mirror.

Clue 13 Linlithgow Palace and the crown.

Brodie arrives with the tray and Araminta shoves the notebook back into the desk. She lifts the map of Linlithgow elegantly and shoos him into the hallway. ‘My aunt is asleep.’ She pauses and then whispers, ‘I shall go to Linlithgow, Brodie. Have Davey bring round the carriage. Will he know the way?’

‘I’ll check, ma’am. He’ll need to leave town westwards, then proceed through Corstorphine village and north of Broxburn. The new canal runs to Linlithgow, it’s easy enough to follow it.’

‘Broxburn,’ Araminta repeats. Place names here sound foreign still. She glances back into the drawing room where Winifred’s breathing is even. It’s only just after midday, she reasons. There’s plenty of time to drive twenty miles and still have an hour or two of light. She imagines bringing the crown back to her great aunt by the time the old woman wakes. She smiles at the celebration that will ensue. She’ll need help, though. ‘Fetch Eleanor,’ she directs the butler, quietly. ‘I think you ought to join us too. Are there tools, Brodie? A spade? A crowbar? We shall also take Douglas.’

Brodie glances protectively in the direction of the drawing room.

‘We’ll leave Agnes at the door for when she wakes,’ Araminta says.

The butler hesitates. ‘I think my first duty is to look after . . .’ he starts, but the mistress cuts him off.

‘She’ll be so pleased,’ she gets out. ‘We’re almost there.’

Brodie raises an eyebrow. He still isn’t sure what it is that’s almost upon them.

‘Madam,’ he tries, starting to form some kind of sentence, but Araminta is off, taking the stairs down.

‘Come along,’ she says.

Brodie abandons the tray on the iron stand built into the banister. As he closes the drawing room door he peeks at Winifred, propped in place, and for a second, he allows himself a smile before he turns to the tasks in hand.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Mother cannot sit still. This is unusual, if not unheard of, for a nun of her experience and a woman who since childhood has practised decorum in all things. Unlike Sister Winifred, Mother did not come to the convent as a reaction to a lost love nor did she have a terror of married life. She was simply a devout young woman who, unlike Winifred, and indeed Grizel, forswore the gossip of old Edinburgh in favour of singing psalms. Her mother despaired of her – a child who looked forward to Sunday morning in church more than Sunday afternoon with her family, but the church has always felt like home to Mother. Jesus called her long before she became a postulant at the age of sixteen, and she’s remained inspired by the poetry of the bible for more than seventy years.

Now she frets back and forth in her study and has opened the window for she feels suddenly unaccountably warm. Sister Gloria waits, tired and still-eyed, in a chair beside Mother’s desk as the thick chill of February seeps across the room. Mother has known all her life that men frequently disrespect women and often lay down rules to restrain them, but what Gloria has told her is an escalation. Before she dispatched the younger nun, she imagined the worst. Now it seems she did not go far enough. ‘John Knox,’ she gets out, as if the ancient minister’s name is a curse. Her eyes flick to Gloria, who, realising that this might be a question rather than an exclamation says, ‘Yes, Mother. There were numerous papers, but I believe it was Reverend Knox who started the sect. The Hermits. It seems likely he named the order for St Giles, the patron of his own kirk. Originally it appears there was an inner group of ministers who monitored the women in their congregations but during the time of the witch trials the sect became more secular. They’re led from London now and not allied to the church as far as I can see, apart from broadly being Christian. Much of the symbolism they employ is masonic. Their stated mission is defence of the realm. I can’t say what they mean by that.’

Mother clenches her fists though Gloria can’t see this, for the sleeves of Mother’s robe cover her hands. She’s trying to reason why these Hermits are pursuing Sister Winifred, Winifred’s great niece and her maid. In life, Knox concerned himself with matters of state quite as much as his congregants’ private lives, and the pursuit of the McKenzies, it seems to Mother, must have a larger significance than, say, an inheritance left by Eilidh McKenzie or Winifred taking orders. Defence of the realm, she ponders. Mother’s forebears attended the Stuart court like the McKenzies did.

‘Knox hounded Mary Queen of Scots, did he not?’ she says, the wrinkles at the corners of her eyes especially papery today.

‘Yes, Mother,’ Sister Gloria confirms. ‘He wrote a book objecting to her reign as a Catholic queen, but he wasn’t in favour of women ruling whatever their religion. Queen Elizabeth of England declined him a knighthood on account of his stance.’

‘The reverend didn’t believe in the divine right of kings, then?’

Gloria’s expression shifts. ‘Not in the matter of queens,’ she says.

It interests Mother that instead of Knox interpreting Mary’s reign as God testing his obedience, he interpreted it as God expecting him to sort out the crown’s succession. She feels personally affronted by this, given her family’s close ties to the Stuarts. She recalls rumours when she was a child that the McKenzies had tried to save the queen and that, as a result, they were entrusted with some kind of relic. Something valuable. But that’s centuries ago. Why would this blow up now? A smile twitches on her lips. Then a sudden thought stills it. The old king is dying. George’s brother, William, is childless. It’s his niece who will take the throne. Knox would be appalled. The girl is little more than a child. She’ll be the first regnant queen in more than a century. Mother’s face drains of all colour. ‘You can go,’ she tells Gloria. ‘Get some sleep,’ she adds.

She watches from the window as the younger nun crosses the garden to her quarters. The sky is blue today, and a hawk is wheeling lazily back and forth. Mother draws a deep lungful of freezing air and allows it to refresh her. It seems odd that here, in the middle of the Scottish countryside, she, a simple nun, might come to the conclusion she has; that these men are a threat to the throne. Mother never felt a grand calling. God’s voice has always been quiet. She’s had little interest in matters of state over the years and cannot even recall the Hanoverian princess’s name, but she’s Lizzie MacDonald quite as much as Sister Winifred is Saoirse McKenzie. And she’s worried for her friend, for her friend’s great niece, their maid and indeed the young heir to the throne. Now she has some proof, at least, that the Order of the Hermit is a force for harm. The modern Church does not venerate Knox. Far from it. She glances at her desk but knows she cannot commit her suspicions to paper. And whether she’s right about this or not, something is afoot. She must go herself and she must go at once. To the bishop.

*

Harry Thom watches Winifred’s arrival at Glenfinlas Street from the garden of one of the houses on the north side of Charlotte Square. He peers with increasing interest as the large items, swathed in cloths, are unloaded by Davey and the butler and brought inside. Now he sees the carriage brought round again and the butler, footman and coachman climbing aboard, the footman with two spades and a garden fork and the butler with a large hammer and chisel. Lastly, Araminta and Eleanor ascend into the box. The McKenzies’ house has held a fascination for Thom for a long time, and as he calculates it, the only people inside now are the old nun and the below-stairs women. He must find out where this motley party is going.

As Araminta’s carriage recedes, he steps out from his hiding place and strides to the front door. He doesn’t ring the bell, but tries the handle. Like every house in proximity to the square, it isn’t locked. Who would dare break in, in broad daylight, in the New Town where many folk have upwards of seven or eight staff? He smiles at their foolish confidence. Inside, the McKenzies’ house isn’t as grand as he’d imagined. The hallway is not wide, a single marble statue making it feel crowded. The furnishings are old-fashioned. A fancy mirror all the rage three decades ago on the pale green wall. Pausing a second, he listens to the ticking of a clock. He can hear no other movement. He checks the room to his right, which is a dining room, and behind it a morning room which appears unused. Then he climbs the stairs, glancing out of the window on the landing at the mews where he interrogated Davey a few days earlier.

As he emerges into the first-floor hallway, a maid rises from her chair outside the drawing room.

‘Who are you, sir?’ the girl asks nervously.

Thom does not hesitate. He grabs her by the hair and bangs her head off the wall. She doesn’t even have time to scream before passing out. He lets her body drop to the floor without checking if she’s still breathing. Then, twisting the brass handle, he opens the drawing room door and for a moment is almost confused by the riot of detail and colour; sunny yellow walls peppered with too many paintings and a library at the far end. On the sopha Winifred is asleep. He notices the image of Clementina propped on the carpet next to the mirror. ‘Catholic nonsense,’ he mutters.

Winifred stirs. She opens her eyes. At first she doesn’t recognise him.

‘The fire,’ she directs, sleepily, assuming he must be bringing wood from a cart outside, dressed as he is in shabby, workaday clothes.

Then Thom smirks and she realises who he is. She sits up, gasping at the sharp pain in her side.

‘Good to see you again, Sister.’

‘Brodie! Help!’ Winifred calls, attempting to stand.

Thom chuckles. ‘They’re all away. Where have they gone, Sister?’

Winifred’s gaze jerks towards the picture of her mother.

‘Something to do with this woman, is it?’

The old nun searches for a weapon but there’s nothing within reach. ‘Help!’ she gets out again, and Thom laughs. Then he takes her by the throat. ‘What does this painting mean?’

Winifred gurgles. She tries to pull back but he’s too strong and she even weaker than usual. After only a few seconds, he tires of throttling her and pushes her onto the pillows. Then he crouches to examine the painting.

‘Jacobites,’ he sneers, realising the meaning of the background streaks. He lays a hand to the mirror to reveal the image of the palace. He doesn’t recognise it.

Winifred, meantime, has recovered enough to make for the desk. She scrabbles for Eilidh’s letter opener but can’t put her hand to it. However, in the drawer, she finds the tiny, silver knife that came with Johnathan’s gift of the notebook.

‘I knew I’d pick up the trail,’ Thom says nonchalantly. ‘Where is this old house?’

‘The police are looking for you,’ Winifred says.

Thom laughs again. New-fangled magistrate’s men are no more than hired hands, and he’s confident will hardly be up to the task of tracking him in this new guise. ‘Where is it?’ he repeats. Winifred doesn’t answer. Instead, she walks unsteadily forwards. He waits for her to get close enough to strike, but she is swaying erratically, and when he lunges towards her, she slips past him. Thom is wrong-footed, stumbling against the wall. Winifred holds him in place with all her might and jabs with the tiny knife, which is sharp enough to pierce Thom’s skin, though not deeply.

‘What have you there? A darning needle? Where have they gone, Sister?’ He motions towards the painting as three small lines of blood trickle down his neck.

Then, becoming annoyed with her repeated jabbing, he grabs Winifred’s arm and bends it behind her back. Winifred drops the knife and stamps on his foot instead.

‘Your father wasn’t such a brute,’ she spits.

Thom smiles. ‘My father didn’t succeed, Sister. But I shall.’

Bored of using the walls of the McKenzie house as a weapon, or perhaps thinking it a more gentlemanly way to rid himself of Winifred, he punches her face hard, twice, with his free hand. Winifred blinks and falls to the ground. He steps over her.

The drawer of Eilidh’s old desk is open and he rifles it, pulling out the silver-backed notebook. He finds it difficult to focus on Araminta’s tidy script for his mind is racing. Blood rage, he’s heard it called. He breathes for a second so he can follow the words.

Aunt Eilidh left me a tartan kerchief.

Clue 8 led to the castle.

Yes, he was there.

Clue 9 from the castle to Heriot’s: a third point on the triangle.

Clue 10 The third point was a plague pit.

Indeed, he concurs. The nuns on the Links.

Clue 11 Inverted, the point led to the Maitland house. Which led to the insignia of St Giles’ roof on a grave.

Ah. That was what was on the gravestone in Holyrood Abbey. He merely followed Araminta to the roof. His mind brightens, for now he’s coming to a clue he hasn’t yet solved. It warms his heart that perhaps Araminta will do so for him.

Clue 12 Roses in a picture frame led to Clementina revealed in a mirror.

He glances at the painting and grins.

Clue 13 Linlithgow Palace and the crown.

Linlithgow. Only a few miles off. That’s where they’ve gone in the carriage. He shoves the map into his pocket and strides out of the drawing room past Agnes, still prone on the carpet, leaves the front door open and makes for the mews. One of the stableboys will lend him a horse if he offers enough coin. He’ll promise to have the beast back by nightfall.


Chapter Thirty-Four

The building of the canal to Glasgow has changed Linlithgow, and not all its residents consider the differences for the better. The town is busier for a start. Boatmen moor for a half pint, walking down the hill to the local hostelries and frequenting the bakery where Margaret Hall, or Mags as she’s known, the comely daughter of the baker, serves mutton pies and drop scones for thruppence and tuppence respectively. Today, three such boatmen stand on the corner, eating Hall’s pies and smoking as the McKenzie carriage pulls up in front of the Cross Well on the Kirkgate. The horses haven’t fully come to a halt as Brodie jumps onto the cobblestones. As the animals settle, he hands down the ladies. Araminta brings her deadly walking cane.

‘Where’s the palace?’ she demands bluntly.

Brodie indicates the hill behind the cross with a laneway up the side of the Burgh Halls. ‘We can’t pull into the grounds of a royal palace, ma’am,’ he says. ‘It’s up there.’

He motions to Douglas and Davey to mind the horses, then hurries to follow Araminta and Eleanor who are already making their way across the small, paved square. At the top of the hill, past a few cottages, the old covered entry gate is worn, the remains of a burned-out palisade beyond it and a medieval abbey on one side, surrounded by an overgrown ornamental garden. Far below, there’s a view through the bare winter trees to a lake. Araminta surveys the exterior of the roofless palace, getting her bearings in relation to the image of the building shown in Clementina’s portrait. The pale sandstone is long blackened by the fire that destroyed the palace almost a century before. As Grizel noticed in Edinburgh, the real gateway isn’t where it appears in the picture, but the ground is paved. It’s been paved for hundreds of years. Araminta walks along the long, stone wall with carvings high above on what would have been an upper floor. A crown. A lion. A thistle. And there, a dove. She points. It is, she reckons where the doorway on the painting is shown. ‘We must go there,’ she says.

Brodie and Eleanor follow her. Inside is a finely carved hexagonal well in a courtyard. A worn stone stair runs up the inside of one wall, though there’s no banister. Across from it, ragged, leaded glass panes hang like torn pieces of lace, but the façade of the building has clearly been the most affected by the fire. It’s a shell. Moss has grown on the stonework and a small tree has taken root, growing out of what was once a window.

‘Careful, ma’am,’ the butler warns, and Araminta casts him a black look as she takes the open steps upwards and edges along what remains of the ruined floor. At the nearest window void, she leans out. The dove is in view, carved onto a stone at least three feet square. She cannot see how Berenice could possibly have left the crown here. She must have been desperate, Araminta thinks. Knowing she was going to die, yet trailing breadcrumbs across Edinburgh and beyond. She leans a little further but there are no tell-tale scratches anywhere on the bird as there were at Heriot’s Hospital, and even with a proper floor to work from, it wouldn’t be possible to scrape out the lime and remove the carved stone to conceal something behind it. It’s too heavy even for a strong man. One would need a scaffold, winches, ropes and three, maybe four people. It might take a day. Would that be possible, she wonders. Did Berenice bring a crew to help? Would she have had time? She glances below at a forlorn sandstone fireplace open to the elements, as she dismisses the idea. All the other clues were left by Berenice alone. Why here, with the crown to conceal at last, would she trust anyone else with her family honour?

Back on the ground once more, Araminta paces the courtyard for a goodly while. ‘The abbey wasn’t ruined,’ she says eventually and leads the others back outside. There’s no indication that Berenice left anything in the church or the graveyard surrounding it, but Araminta requires a moment’s reflection. St Michael’s it says by the door, which isn’t locked. ‘Michael the Archangel,’ she thinks and pictures an angel wearing battle armour in the oriel window at St Mary Magdelene. Inside, the church is grand; a fitting place of worship for Scotland’s royals, larger than the tiny chapel at Edinburgh Castle. It’s been well maintained – better than the Chapel Royal. The roof looks almost new. She wonders how many McKenzie women have worshipped here over the centuries, for it seems some of her foremothers, at least, must have done so when they were in attendance on the Stuart queens. She slips into a pew and tries to reason out the thirteenth clue.

She guesses the painting of Clementina McKenzie might already have been completed when Berenice got into trouble. She then altered whatever was originally in the background to the image of Linlithgow in the mirror. She didn’t have long to do so. Did she also add the dove, Araminta wonders and decides that she must have. Winifred said that her mother wasn’t Catholic, and a dove is a Catholic symbol, particularly overhead. Araminta has seen pictures of Jesus that way. It seems such an odd thing to add to a painting, at a time of great trouble. To a painting of your daughter, most particularly. Jacobites were being executed and yet Berenice left this as the final and arguably most important clue. One that she expected her sister to understand and her daughter too. They must have known Linlithgow, Araminta concludes. Was Berenice directing them here, to somewhere they’d recognise? If not the palace, then where?

The town is small. She decides she’ll look round. Back at the carriage Davey and Douglas have availed themselves of Hall’s famous pies, which they’re eating on top of the box. Davey slips his, half munched, into his pocket while Douglas stuffs what remains of the crust into his mouth as the mistress’s party approaches.

‘Sorry,’ he gets out, and the carriage man and footman jump down and stand to attention.

Araminta pays them no mind. It’s one long High Street, she thinks. More than one church. More than one hostelry. A town hall. A few shops. The houses run along either side of the main street, with thin riggs up the hill. From here she can see vegetable plots and fruit trees on the steep slope, a few slim chickens pecking the ground and a pig sty. Nothing catches her attention.

From a shop further up the street a woman emerges with a box over her arm, tied with string. She looks respectable.

‘Madam, do you live here?’ Araminta asks as she gets closer.

The woman nods.

‘I’m a tourist,’ Araminta continues with a charming smile. ‘I heard a story about a dove in Linlithgow – something from history. Do you know anything about it?’

The woman’s lips tighten. ‘You can’t have come about that. The doos. Surely not. The minister can take you round the palace, you know.’

‘How helpful,’ Araminta exclaims. ‘Where might I find the minister?’

The woman motions in the direction from which they’ve just come. ‘Last wee house on the hill,’ she says.

‘And the dove?’

‘She was only a child, but.’

‘A child?’

The woman shudders. ‘I cannae talk of it,’ she says and carries on down the street.

‘Stay here,’ Araminta tells Brodie. Then she and Eleanor return up the paved slope, Araminta raps on the door of the last house which at length is opened by a maid with her sleeves rolled up to her elbows. The smell of carbolic soap oozes onto the cobblestones.

‘Ma’am?’

‘I hoped to see the minister,’ Araminta says.

‘He’s not here. Washday.’

‘I wonder if you might be able to help us?’

‘I don’t know anything about the palace, if that’s what it is,’ the girl snaps.

‘We’re not here about the palace. We heard a story about a child. Something to do with a dove?’

‘The doocot, you mean?’

Araminta has no idea but she nods enthusiastically.

‘Most folk come for the palace,’ the maid says.

Araminta beams and waits.

The girl sighs. ‘She was murdered, the wee lass. I cannae mind her name. They got the wrong man for it was her father in the end. They hung the wrong person, see. It was centuries ago,’ she finishes, as if such a thing might never take place in the modern age.

‘What has this murder to do with a dove?’ Araminta enquires.

‘They found the lass’s bloodied clothes in the doocot at Baron Ross’s rigg. The lost wee doo, folk called her then.’

‘I see. Where might I find the present baron?’

‘There’s no Rosses in the town now,’ the maid says, as if Araminta has asked about a two-headed dog. ‘The line died out a century since. The last of them never married. The doocot’s still there. On the other side of the High Street, up the hill. Almost as far as the new canal.’

‘Thank you.’ Araminta reaches into her reticule and hands over a coin. The maid closes the door.

The women turn back towards the carriage.

‘It sounds like a famous story,’ Eleanor says. ‘Hereabouts anyway.’

‘Infamous, more like,’ Araminta responds. She wonders if Berenice and, indeed, Clementina knew the Rosses. The McKenzie women were ever well connected and the story of the murdered child and the injustice of the wrong man being hanged has lasted. If Berenice showed her sister or her daughter a painting of Linlithgow and the image of a dove, it seems reasonable she might expect them to know about it.

‘We better search out this doocot,’ Araminta says. ‘Whatever that means.’

Eleanor laughs. ‘It’s a dovecot, ma’am.’

Araminta grins at the absurdity of not being able to understand a word so close to the English pronunciation. ‘Of course.’

The men bring the tools, which do not look out of place for along the canal there are building sites with plots marked for new houses along the basin, two of which are under construction. A mason is chiselling stone beneath a scaffold. The dovecot is easy to spot, near the canal on private garden ground, at the top end of an old rigg. It’s tall, built of rubble with a rat course visible and pigeons flying in and out. The shape reminds Araminta of the beehives at the manor house across the Thames in Richmond, though this is larger. A hundred years ago there would’ve been nothing else round here, the dovecot would have been at the fringes of the little town, discreet in a way, though sturdily constructed. The walls, when Araminta checks, are thick. It’s a clever hiding place – notable yet ordinary. Berenice again did well. The small wooden door on the south side of the structure is locked. Douglas uses the hammer to smash it. Roosting pigeons flap into the trees.

With the door open, the smell takes Araminta aback. Douglas coughs and Davey retches. There’s a thick seam of bird droppings lining the dovecot floor and two dead pigeons, partly decomposed. The other birds have been pecking their flesh. Eleanor wrinkles her nose. ‘God,’ she exclaims. ‘Are you sure?’

Araminta nods. ‘I think so.’

Eleanor wonders if this is a better or worse place to dig than the plague pit, and comes to the conclusion that it’s worse. Brodie draws himself up.

‘In the dead centre, do you think, ma’am?’

‘Indeed, Brodie.’

The butler loosens his cravat and ties it over his nose and mouth.

‘It’ll be deep, I should think,’ Araminta says, and he ducks inside with one of the spades. The remaining birds exit at this intrusion in a pounding of wings though one plucky dove pecks at Brodie, who catches it gently and throws it upwards, through the doorway.

There’s more than a foot of guano, eggshell and bird bone but he gets through it, coming out only when his eyes are streaming. Davey sighs and, resigned, puts out his hand for the spade. A couple of men working on the boats glance in the direction of the dovecot but they don’t approach the unusual party. Then the back door of the house at the bottom of the rigg opens and a woman appears. She pulls a shawl over her shoulders and strides through the snowdrops poking through the thin grass.

‘What are you doing?’ she demands when she reaches the doocot.

Araminta puts out her hand. ‘My name is Araminta McKenzie Moore. I’m sorry to bother you.’

‘You can’t go poking about other folk’s property,’ the woman objects. ‘You’ve broken my door. What are you doing with my birds?’

‘It’s a long story. My great grandmother came to Linlithgow many years ago. I think she left something here. Perhaps she even knew Baron Ross.’

‘McKenzie Moore?’ the woman repeats Araminta’s name. ‘What was your great grandmother called?’

‘Berenice McKenzie.’

‘No. That’s not it.’ The woman’s forehead creases as she tries to remember. ‘It was another woman,’ she continues. ‘I’m sure of it. A McKenzie though.’

‘Clementina?’ Araminta tries.

‘That’s it. The marriage never went ahead.’

‘Do you mean that Clementina was to marry here? Was it Baron Ross’s son?’

‘Clementina McKenzie,’ the woman repeats the name as if she is grasping a wisp on a breeze. ‘There were papers when we moved in. The marriage was called off. Her mother was a notorious . . .’ the woman’s eyes suddenly harden as she recalls the details. ‘Get out of my garden,’ she snarls. ‘Get out, you Jacobite hoor!’

‘Well, really,’ Araminta manages as her mind makes the many connections. The portrait of Clementina must have been made in advance of the girl’s marriage. It was a common practice. But in the wake of Culloden the engagement must have fallen apart so the portrait had no use, at least until Berenice had it altered. Perhaps it was put away, she posits; a shameful memory of what might have been. It must have been hung on the wall when the family moved to the New Town decades later – a sad reminder of a young woman’s marital hope, slain alongside her mother. The meaning lost, over time, till now.

From inside the dovecot, Davey exclaims, ‘There’s something here. A box, I think.’ Douglas gingerly goes in to help him lever it out and together the young men carry a small oak chest with a rusted catch onto the grass. It’s damaged beyond repair by the soil but not rotted through.

‘What’s that?’ the woman asks.

‘It’s what my great grandmother left,’ Araminta says. ‘We shan’t keep you any longer.’

‘Is it a treasure trove?’ the woman enquires, folding her arms.

Araminta shakes her head. ‘It’s family business. Look,’ she gets out, ‘I shall give you ten shillings for the inconvenience. And to get the door fixed.’ She reaches into her reticule and the woman takes the money like a wary dog being fed a treat.

‘Aye, well,’ she says. ‘You’d best be off.’

Brodie picks up the box and the younger men gather the tools. As they turn to go, a smile spreads across Araminta’s face and Eleanor squeezes her arm. ‘You found it, ma’am,’ she whispers. The party walk towards the canal away from the garden ground and Araminta checks that the woman has gone back into the house. When she’s sure they’re out of sight, she motions to Brodie to stop at a small copse of thickly planted hazel just beyond the basin. The sound of horses’ brasses clink in the distance as they haul barges heaped with coal. On the breeze someone’s whistling.

‘Let me see,’ Araminta directs the butler.

Brodie puts the box on the ground. With the chisel Araminta herself levers open the rusted catch and finds a well-made lead lining and an object wrapped in linen. It’s there! Her hands quiver as she lifts it out and peels back a tiny part of the cloth to reveal an ornate peak of gold, topped by emeralds surrounded by pearls.

‘The thirteenth,’ she says under her breath, but what comes into her mind is how happy Winifred will be. It’s only the two of them who can truly appreciate the century of searching that has culminated in this find. The crown looks fresh as the day it was buried. She wraps the linen round it and is about to return it to the box, when a voice barks from the fringe of the trees.

‘Stop!’

Araminta takes a moment to recognise Harry Thom, who looks as if he might be a mate on one of the barges. His colour is high. He’s made good time on the ride from town. She grasps her cane, her fingers on the silver mechanism.

‘I’ll take that,’ he says, stepping forward between the branches.

Araminta doesn’t hesitate. She shoves the crown at Eleanor and draws her blade, lashing in Thom’s direction. The Hermit deftly dodges her cut and thrust, smashing into one of the trees. Recovering, he laughs and pulls Araminta’s muff gun from his pocket. He cocks the trigger.

‘Put down the blade,’ he says coldly. ‘Or I’ll shoot you and as many of the others as I can.’

Araminta pauses. She can’t be sure he hasn’t procured bullets. She raises her free hand to indicate surrender, then sticks the blade into the damp earth. Thom moves forward to remove it.

In the split second that follows, two things happen. Mr Brodie fearlessly knocks the gun from Thom’s grasp and Araminta grabs back the crown from Eleanor and dodges through the trees with it in her arms, swaddled as if it’s an infant. When she glances back, Brodie is punching Thom around the head with an impressive upper cut as Douglas and Davey look on in open admiration. ‘You hurt my lady,’ she hears him snarl, and realises that he means not her but Sister Winifred. She stops running, since the threat has been contained, but Thom gets his hands on the blade she left sticking out of the soil. He steps back from Brodie’s deadly fists and swipes at him. Brodie dodges the first two attempts but then suddenly halts, mid-punch, as Thom thrusts the blade a third time, finding its mark in Brodie’s side. The butler falls. Eleanor screams. Davey and Douglas pile in, furiously, like poorly trained pups, wielding the tools they brought as weapons. Araminta makes off again, out of the copse and along the muddy towpath. Her heart is pounding. From here it’ll be difficult to get back to the carriage. She must disappear in the other direction. Some way along the water, she steps onto a moored canal boat and crouches along the far side, shielded from the towpath by the boat’s cargo, secured under a tarpaulin. She wonders if she should weight the crown and drop it into the water, but that seems too obvious. Surely she can’t lose it now. She hides, crouching, her fingers fluttering over the jewels, feeling their way. The golden base is lined with a band of soft leather to protect the queen’s brow. It’s loose, she realises, as she picks it open, the leather still supple. There’s something inside.

She’s distracted by the sound of Eleanor screaming and stops to peek over the top of the tarpaulin. The maid emerges from the trees, running. Araminta almost stands up to call the girl along the path but just as she’s about to do so, Thom bursts out of the copse in pursuit and, catching up easily, grabs Eleanor from behind. She screams again. Two boatmen appear. ‘What are you doing?’ one of them shouts. ‘Leave that girl alone.’

‘She’s my daughter,’ Thom barks. ‘This is none of your business. She stole my money.’

‘You’re no father of mine!’ Eleanor exclaims.

But the men are clearly cowed by Thom’s assertion and he realises he has the whip hand.

‘I’m within my rights,’ he shouts, seeing them off. ‘Go on!’

Eleanor struggles but the men turn away, looking back now and then as they return to work, not wanting to become involved in a domestic dispute.

Araminta’s breathing has become shallow in horror. A man can get away with anything, if he only says he’s related to the woman he’s terrorising. Fingers fluttering, she pulls open the soft calfskin concealed in the base of the crown. Inside there’s a velum. A document. It’s covered in careful handwriting. Latin, she realises, with a tiny seal over a red ribbon showing a coat of arms. A fleur de lis and a lion. She reads, hurriedly, crouched and hiding. Lura Feminarum. The Rights of Women. She scrambles to the bottom of the page where there’s a signature. Mary Regina Scotorum. Mary Queen of Scots and two words in the same hand, that she recalls from the family bible. Ad libertatum. Towards freedom.

Ahead, Thom waits until the men are far enough away.

‘Mrs Moore,’ he calls, as if he’s tempting a pussycat to a bowl of cream.

She wonders where Douglas and Davey are. Has Thom dispatched them with the blade as he did with Brodie? He seems wild-eyed and determined enough to kill three men. ‘You think I won’t hurt her?’ he jeers. ‘You think I give a toss about your brassy little bitch?’

‘You run, ma’am,’ Eleanor shouts pluckily. ‘There’s no point in him getting the pair of us.’ Then she squeals as he pulls her hair to bring her to her knees.

‘I’ve got your sword, Mrs Moore. And I’ll use it. Poor Eleanor Thrale. I wonder if I can behead her in one stroke.’

Eleanor squeals again and Araminta peers round the side of the boat. A line of blood is trickling down Eleanor’s face where he’s cut under her cheekbone. Araminta ducks back down. She wonders if she ought to wade to the other side of the canal and run along the far side of the water. The boatmen will help her, surely. She’s dressed like a lady, after all, and Thom looks like some kind of shabby artisan. She’s calculating how much more difficult it will be to run, weighed down by a sodden skirt. He’s bound to catch her.

‘Mrs Moore,’ Thom calls again. ‘What’s it to be?’

Araminta’s mind races. She thinks about everything Sister Winifred has told her. Everything the McKenzies stand for. Women can have it all. But to do so they’ll need help. Why, she wonders. Why a worthy queen? Why not Catherine of Braganza, as Derbhille had it? Nor any queen after apparently, at least till the crown was lost. She re-reads the dark words on the vellum. It’s an edict, she understands suddenly. It proclaims the rights of women. According to this, women might own property. Sue for divorce. Mary’s signature at the bottom stands as a totem. There’s something she can’t quite make out about ancient law being enshrined into the Scots statute. She realises this deed then is part of the law that governs Britain, for the countries are now joined. Towards freedom. ‘This is the treasure,’ she whispers, as understanding drops. The crown it’s been concealed in is a symbol merely. A bauble. But this velum might change the world. Araminta rolls it up and conceals the deed in her bodice, careful to protect the ink from her skin. She takes a breath and stands. He has no idea.

On the towpath, Thom has Eleanor by the throat.

‘Unhand her. I’ll give it to you,’ Araminta shouts.

Thom grins. He throws Eleanor onto the towpath and reaches across the tarpaulin. For a moment they both have a hand to the crown but then Araminta lets go.

‘Ma’am!’ Eleanor lets out in shock.

‘You stupid cow!’ Thom spits, as he turns with the Queen’s Honour held ahead of him, Eleanor on her feet, springing out of his way as he strides along the path and disappears in the direction of town.

Araminta steps off the boat. ‘Are you all right?’

Eleanor gazes after Harry Thom. ‘Why did you just give it to him?’ she demands.

‘Let him go,’ Araminta says. There’s no time to explain. ‘Come on. We must check what happened to Mr Brodie and the others.’

She cuts down the path and into the copse with Eleanor trailing after.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Mother is waiting in the bishop’s study in his house at 22 Stafford Street in the West End. The order is affiliated to the Anglican Church, being episcopalian in nature. The Catholics have a far more blousy bishop’s palace but this townhouse will do for the Protestants. It’s been a long time since Mother has ventured into town, though little appears to have changed in Edinburgh. A few more houses that look much like all the others. She clasps her hands in her lap and tries to be patient. The ticking of the clock on the mantle is a kind of torture and she rises from the oak chair to stand by the window and watch the sun sink along the street. The study smells pleasantly of cloves. The door opens and the Reverend James Walker enters in bishop’s robes, with a handkerchief to his nose. The scent of cloves gets stronger.

‘You’re unwell, Your Grace,’ Mother observes.

The bishop coughs. His eyes are pale brown and, today, rheumy, though they haven’t entirely lost their usual sharpness. The Bishop of Edinburgh has known Mother for years and is glad to see her. When his wife, Madeline, required respite after giving birth to their twin daughters, she went to the convent for a month and Mother nursed her personally. Mrs Walker recovered in a grand room overlooking the garden and often talks fondly of Mother’s kindness and her delight at the nun’s voices raised in song. This has left the order in particular favour with the bishop, and he’s always happy to visit the convent in Sciennes. The place is exceptionally well run.

‘I wasn’t expecting you, Mother,’ His Grace says and sits down, motioning for Mother to do likewise. She settles once more into the oak chair.

‘Thank you for seeing me.’

The bishop waves this off. Mother takes a deep breath. She’s thought long and hard about how to outline Sister Gloria’s findings. It occurred to her that the bishop is himself a man, a gentleman as was, and she’s realised that, however kind he’s been in the past, she must be circumspect. She must test him.

‘It’s the Order of the Hermit. St Giles, Your Grace,’ she announces and waits for his reaction. The bishop merely leans forward.

‘I’m not familiar. Hermits, eh? Iona, is it?’ he ventures.

Mother relaxes a little. Had he frozen or blustered she would have continued differently, but as it is, she deems it safe and proceeds to lay out clearly the case as she sees it. A group of violent men hounding a group of women. John Knox instituting the order. ‘It’s a recent action against a local family,’ as she terms the McKenzies. When she’s finished, the bishop pauses. The knot of worry tightens once more in Mother’s stomach. She isn’t entirely sure what he will do.

‘What is it you believe they’re after, these latter-day Templars?’ he asks, at length. ‘They sound like brutes.’

Mother shrugs. ‘I’ve no idea, Your Grace. However, the McKenzies are an ancient family. Like my own forebears, they attended the Stuart kings and’, she adds, ‘the Stuart queens. I can’t help but think our next monarch will be a queen, as it stands. It’s always been rumoured that the McKenzies have a queenly duty. A relic of some kind. I don’t know what that might be. In any case, these men are bullies and one of their number is terrorising women in your parish.’

The bishop takes this in. ‘And you say one of these Hermits has done real harm?’

‘He strong-armed a maid and attacked one of my sisters, who was a McKenzie in her day. She has broken ribs and severe bruising. The same man appears to have kidnapped my sister’s great niece, who’s the only remaining McKenzie woman in secular society, as I understand it.’

‘In Edinburgh?’ The bishop is incredulous.

‘Indeed. I’m at a loss as to why but I fear there may be a connection to the throne – past or present. Such a man cannot have the right of it anyway.’

‘Thrones’, the bishop ponders, ‘are both past and present at once. And this violence – shocking! Have they not informed the magistrate?’

‘He’s been told about the kidnap though the woman’s now free. The magistrate’s men haven’t succeeded in apprehending the villain. It’s the Church’s responsibility, I believe, to step in if we can. The order started here. In Edinburgh. With us, or rather, our forebears. It has returned to this parish now.’

Walker takes in this explanation. ‘Knox was a disgrace,’ he says. ‘His views on many things. Women included.’ It’s not that the bishop has two daughters or indeed two sisters that makes him speak as he now does. He’s a fair-minded fellow, aware of the trials of the fairer sex. Like Knox, he listens to his congregation but unlike Knox he does not believe that a woman’s only value is in her role as wife and mother. Part of his joy in the bishopric, in fact, has been meeting Edinburgh’s lady poets and painters. He’s personally acquainted with several of the capital’s extraordinary bluestockings, including the lately departed Lady Henrietta Liston, a skilled botanist, as he made a point of saying when he delivered her eulogy. ‘This will not do,’ he agrees with Mother, who feels the knot in her stomach relax once more. ‘These people are not directly under my jurisdiction, but the late Bishop of Aberdeen appeared to know them, you say?’

Mother nods. ‘He attended a meeting in London. I was hoping you might exert your influence, Your Grace. To call them off, perhaps. If you can.’

The bishop considers. He nods. ‘I’ll make enquiries. This behaviour is craven, Mother, and unbefitting of the Church or anyone who, through historical connection, might be associated with it. The McKenzies are our congregants, one way or another. I’ll pass on your concerns in these matters as high as I need to. Thank you for making me aware.’

As Mother leaves and mounts the cart driven by Sister Cecilia, who’s been waiting with the carthorse in the roadway, she sees the Bishop reach for his ink, pen and paper. ‘As high as I need to,’ she thinks and understands that he’s taken in her worry about the young woman who’ll inherit the throne. She hopes she’s wrong. Outside, the lamps are lit along Stafford Street. She’s near the McKenzie house, she realises, as she glances east. ‘Let’s take a turn round Charlotte Square,’ she directs Cecilia. Now she’s in town, she might deliver this news to Araminta McKenzie Moore and enquire after Sister Winifred’s recovery.

*

Number four Glenfinlas Street is in uproar. The first Araminta knows of it is a gentleman’s top hat, cane and greatcoat abandoned in the hallway when she returns, helping Mr Brodie through the front door, while Eleanor sees to Davey, who was knocked out in the copse and required dousing with water from the canal before he’d waken. Douglas has fled.

‘Hello!’ Araminta shouts up the stairs. She hopes the gentleman whose items have been unceremoniously dumped on the hall table might be Dr Anderson visiting her aunt. Then it comes into her mind that the coat was tailored in Jermyn Street, if she’s not mistaken. It’s somehow familiar. ‘Johnathan,’ she lets out with a smile, and as if by magic her husband appears on the landing.

‘Darling!’ he says and trips elegantly down.

She feels an urge to fling herself into his arms but she’s holding up the butler. ‘You came!’ she gets out.

‘The magistrate wrote when you were kidnapped,’ he says. ‘Naturally I got on the first packet north.’ He stares at Brodie, who, having lost a good deal of blood, is flagging. ‘What’s happened to this fellow?’

‘This is Brodie, our butler. He’s sustained an injury,’ she explains.

‘Araminta, what on earth is going on?’

‘I must speak to my great aunt,’ she gets out. ‘Help me get Brodie upstairs. He needs a doctor. I can send Eleanor when she gets back.’

‘The doctor’s just been,’ Johnathan says. ‘I found your great aunt when I arrived. The second one. The nun.’ His eyes make it clear that he is taken aback that his wife did not inform him about Sister Winifred, never mind her person being taken in broad daylight in an incident that has necessitated the involvement of James McLevy. ‘Mr Neill told me everything,’ he adds. ‘I’ve read the letter several times. It still makes no sense. Why didn’t you tell me? Then, when I got here your aunt had been assaulted. She and one of the maids. They call Edinburgh the Athens of the North but I rather think it’s bandit country.’

Araminta has no time to argue. She motions to her husband to help and Johnathan puts Brodie’s other arm across his shoulder.

‘Thank you,’ she says, as he takes most of the butler’s weight. ‘That’s much easier.’

On the first floor, Araminta guides them into the drawing room, where there are splashes of blood on the carpet.

‘That’s not Winifred’s,’ Johnathan says. ‘If that’s what you’re thinking.’

‘Where is she?’ Araminta asks.

‘I carried her up to bed. Dr Anderson gave her a sleeping draught. The maid was out cold in the hallway when I arrived. I had the doctor look at her as well – bed rest, he said. I surmise that there was an intruder though it seems nothing was taken. I’ve sent a note to Mr Neill, of course. Why on earth didn’t you tell me about all this?’

Araminta is about to attempt an explanation, when Brodie lets out a moan. Together, the Moores manoeuvre the butler onto the sopha and as he folds back, it’s apparent that his uniform is soaked in blood. Johnathan pulls out his handkerchief and makes to staunch the wound. As Eleanor arrives, Araminta dispatches the girl to fetch Dr Anderson again. Once she’s gone, Araminta turns to her husband. She’s grateful he’s come; always reliable, the McKenzie way. ‘I must speak to Winifred, my dear,’ she says. ‘Will you stay here with Brodie?’

Johnathan’s jaw hardens. ‘I think I’m due an explanation.’

Araminta crouches next to him. She kisses his cheek. ‘You are, my love. I’m sorry I couldn’t write to you about it directly. I’ll tell you everything but I must speak to Winifred first.’

As Araminta takes the stairs to the second floor, the hallway seems too orderly for what’s occurred in this house. Winifred is asleep in Eilidh’s bedroom. The peach curtains are drawn and the fire newly lit, the dancing flames cast shadows onto the pink walls. Araminta lights a candle and from that sets a flame to the lamps. Winifred doesn’t stir. Araminta shakes her arm gently, then her shoulder. The old woman opens her eyes. She tries to sit up.

‘Was it Thom?’ Araminta asks gently.

Winifred nods. ‘I can’t remember much. The doctor came. There was a man.’

‘My husband, Johnathan,’ Araminta says.

Winifred smiles. ‘Handsome,’ she pronounces. ‘Helpful.’ Then, as a memory returns, ‘What about the girl? The maid?’

‘Bed rest. Anderson has seen to her.’

‘Anderson,’ Winifred says regretfully. ‘I shouldn’t have come back.’

Araminta pauses. ‘I found it, Winifred,’ she says.

The old nun brightens. ‘The crown?’

Araminta nods. ‘There’s something else.’ She reaches into her decolletage and pulls out the velum. Winifred’s eyes narrow. ‘I can’t read without a glass, dear. What is it?’

‘It’s in Latin. An edict signed by Mary Queen of Scots.’

‘What does it say?’

‘This is the true treasure. It’s about the rights of women. Just as Wollstonecraft wrote them. As your mother said, women can have it all.’

Winifred shifts under the counterpane. She recalls the day that Mrs Wollstonecraft’s book came to Edinburgh; the queue along George Street outside the bookshop. The conversations in the weeks that followed about the right to property. The right to divorce. The right to education. The right to vote. Men’s laughter at the very idea. That, she thinks, is when I knew I should never marry. Is this really what her mother meant?

Araminta is rereading the velum, this time in less of a hurry. ‘It says these rights should be enacted “as in the ancient law”. What do you think that means?’

‘Gaelic law,’ Winifred pronounces. ‘Highland law. Redress not punishment. It was the law of the Highlands and of the west for many centuries.’

‘And something about the rights of women to be baillies?’ Araminta translates.

Winifred’s eyes dart. ‘That’s an officer of the burgh. Mary would want that, of course, to combat Knox. The earls must have found out what she was planning. So they kidnapped her after her husband was killed.’

‘And she was made to marry the Earl of Bothwell,’ Araminta recalls from Eilidh’s history books.

‘They’d make her do anything to stop this,’ Winifred says. Walter Scott had laughed at Mrs Wollstonecraft’s book. Smith and Hume would have torn her argument apart, he said. Though stalwarts of the Enlightenment, both Adam Smith and David Hume had both lately died, so several of Edinburgh’s gentlemen undertook the job, while recognising that in Scots law, women had more rights than in England. They pronounced it ‘enough’, she recalls. Gaelic law gave women more. Ad libertatum.

‘This was hidden with the crown?’ Winifred checks.

Araminta nods again. ‘Inside it. I took it out and gave Thom the crown to call him off.’

The old woman is shocked. ‘You forwent the crown?’ she says in disbelief.

‘In favour of this. Yes. It’s the true value of our duty. I suppose Mr Thom thought the crown was imbued with power. After all his books about magic candles and goat heads. But this is the treasure. Freedom, Winifred. Thom was going to kill Eleanor. He’d already stabbed Mr Brodie. So I gave him what he wanted and kept this instead. If it’s ancient law, it’s still law, don’t you think?’

Winifred’s eyes widen. ‘So the Hermits have the crown,’ she reasons.

‘Thom walked away,’ Araminta confirms. ‘The minute he laid hands on it. He has no grounds to follow us. Or so he must believe.’ Araminta folds the velum.

‘A worthy queen. Of course,’ Winifred says, catching up. ‘Otherwise, it could be destroyed or laid aside.’

‘A worthy princess perhaps,’ Araminta repeats. ‘Let’s see.’

‘And you said Mr Brodie is hurt?’ Winifred comes back to it.

‘He’s downstairs,’ Araminta says. ‘The doctor is coming.’

There’s a knock at the door and Johnathan peers into the room. ‘May I?’

‘Sister Winifred, this is my husband, Johnathan Moore. Johnathan, this is my great aunt Saoirse McKenzie, who has taken orders. You must call her Sister Winifred.’ Araminta makes a formal introduction as if they’re meeting for the first time at some kind of salon. As if Johnathan hadn’t carried the old woman upstairs and put her to bed an hour before.

Winifred lets out a giggle at the ridiculousness of it. ‘Mr Moore, thank you for helping me earlier.’

Johnathan’s expression remains grave. ‘The doctor is downstairs. I’m afraid the man . . . the butler, that is. He’s fading. Anderson has called for Mr Neill for if he dies it will be murder. It’s a deep stab wound.’

Winifred moves to get out of bed. Her head swims for Anderson’s draught was strong.

‘Take me downstairs,’ she demands, grabbing Araminta’s arm.

Anderson has cut away Brodie’s waistcoat and shirt. Beside him, Hester, her face pink from crying, holds an enamel basin of warm water that’s been used to clean the butler’s wound. Brodie’s breathing is unsteady as Anderson binds his torso, blood seeping through the bandage. Winifred hovers. The world without Eilidh seems strange now she’s back in the family home. The world without Brodie is unthinkable. They might not have been together for over a decade, but somehow he’s always been there. She sits beside him and takes his hand.

‘Cillian.’

‘Saoirse. I always . . .’

She brings her finger to her lips and says something softly, in Gaelic. Then: ‘Dr Anderson will help you.’

The doctor does not confirm this. He’s generally encouraging to his patients, but unless he can staunch the bleeding the man will certainly die.

Downstairs someone raps on the front door. Araminta motions to Hester to go, worried that she’ll have to explain Brodie’s injuries to Mr Neill, but it’s not the magistrate who is shown up to the drawing room but Mother. Winifred rises and the women embrace.

‘Whatever has happened?’ Mother asks.

‘Mr Brodie was attacked. He was defending me,’ Araminta gets out. She finds suddenly she’s crying. ‘It was Great Aunt Eilidh’s sword stick,’ she burbles. ‘I’d put it down and the fellow used it against Mr Brodie. Brodie had disarmed the man already – he was terribly brave – but the blade got the better of him.’

Brodie begins to mumble, low. He’s not speaking English. Mother and Winifred lock eyes.

‘I shall do it,’ Mother says and starts to recite the last rights in Gaelic.

Winifred falls to her knees and intones her own prayer. It’s hard to hear what she’s saying. She stops when Brodie pulls her hand to his lips and kisses her fingers once more. Then he turns away, as if his death should be more private than this, here in the McKenzies’ drawing room. And suddenly, he’s gone. Johnathan curls his arm around his wife’s frame. He’s solid as a tree, she realises gratefully. She’s glad he took the packet north.

‘He’d want to be buried at St Columba’s,’ she says. ‘I’ll send a note to the minister.’

‘Close to Eilidh,’ Winifred adds. ‘Yes. That’s where he belongs.’


Chapter Thirty-Six

Cillian Brodie’s funeral, three days after his death, is an august affair attended by what is left of the McKenzie clan, Johnathan Moore and the household staff of number four Glenfinlas Street, excepting Douglas who has not returned. Also, the Bishop of Edinburgh, Mother, James McLevy, Ina Hamilton and some ne’er-do-wells who reside in the vicinity of the Water of Leith. The grounds of St Columba’s are awash in daffodils. It’s a crisp, bright day and Winifred is put in mind, as she always is in the first days of spring, of the smell of grass being scythed. She feels a twist of sorrow that the world continues.

After Brodie is interred, Winifred declines to accompany her great niece and her husband home to Glenfinlas Street or to return to the convent with Mother. She dreamt last night that she and Brodie recuperated side by side on the yellow sopha. She wishes they had.

‘I’m not ready,’ she explains. ‘I’ll linger.’

Alone in the graveyard she crouches with one hand on Brodie’s freshly filled grave; the other on Eilidh’s, at the head of which there is a newly raised stone. He must have arranged it for the inscription is in Gaelic Thig crìoch air an t-saoghal, ach mairidh gaol is ceòl. The world may come to an end, but love and music will endure. The old nun’s face twists as she cries, mourning the loss of the people who knew her best, and tortured with regret that she’s only forgiven them now that they’re gone. She wonders what her life would have been like if she hadn’t entered the convent. Eilidh wanted her to stay at Glenfinlas Street. So had he. Pride, she thinks. The sin of it.

At length, she pulls herself upright with some difficulty for her wounds still pain her. Anderson’s draughts make her woozy so Mother has arranged for powders to be sent from the convent’s infirmary, and Winifred’s head is muddled with grief alone now. She sends away the carriage and walks slowly back to the house as a penance. Cook has prepared meat pies piled tidily on a tray and a carafe of warm, honeyed wine in the drawing room. It’s only family now. Johnathan helps Winifred into a yellow satin chair and fetches her a drink.

‘Thank you, dear,’ she says, as he returns to his wife’s side on the sopha. The couple have settled into the bedroom upstairs over the last few days. The sheets are more rumpled than the McKenzie laundry has seen in years, Johnathan relishing his wife’s new independence.

‘To Mr Brodie,’ Araminta raises her glass and so do the others. Once they’ve drunk, she raises her glass again. ‘To Berenice McKenzie,’ she says.

Winifred’s eyes dart to Johnathan who’s as bluff as ever.

‘She seems extraordinary,’ he grins. ‘Of course, once I found out my wife had a family, I knew they would be.’

‘You told him.’ Winifred is shocked.

Araminta nods. ‘I did. Everything.’

‘Quite the tale,’ Johnathan adds cheerfully. ‘I’m all for Minty having her freedom. I mean, why shouldn’t a lady manage her own money? Minty’s twice as bright as I am, that’s for sure. Education as well! She’d be an asset to a university department. I can’t see what kind of fellow wouldn’t be in favour.’

The women lock eyes. They know exactly the kind of fellow.

Winifred lets a sip of warm wine slip down her throat. ‘We’ll need to manage this carefully,’ she says. The truth, like the world of women, lies between the lines. Bringing it into the world will be dangerous. The bishop has evaded talking about what he’s done, Mother said. A whiff of the backroom deal already pervades the business.

Araminta nods. Over the last two days she has researched the matter. ‘I don’t believe an edict such as this can simply be added to the law. That was a foolish hope.’

‘No,’ Winifred confirms. ‘The monarch can’t do that anymore. It’ll have to pass parliament. And that will require power behind it.’

‘The Whigs,’ Johnathan says. ‘Melbourne seems a decent chap. It’s only a matter of time,’ he adds wistfully, as if the velum in his wife’s possession is not more than three hundred years old.

‘A worthy queen would be a start,’ Winifred continues with a sigh. ‘I wonder if she will be.’

‘Who?’ Johnathan isn’t following their train of thought.

The women pause. ‘King William’s niece,’ Araminta says. ‘She’s the next in line.’

‘But she can’t be more than a child . . .’ Johnathan objects.

‘Seventeen,’ Winifred says stoutly. She’s checked. The princess will gain her majority in May, in only a few weeks. The old king is ill; if rumours are to be believed, dying. ‘Several kings have been crowned as far younger children,’ Winifred posits.

Johnathan searches his memory. Medieval kings, perhaps.

‘Can you help, darling?’ Araminta chimes. ‘I’ll need an audience.’

‘An audience?’

‘With the princess,’ she spells it out. ‘Victoria. Of Kent.’

Johnathan squirms. ‘I know a few chaps at Buckingham House through the Geological Society,’ he manages.

‘We can’t tell more men,’ Winifred says definitely.

‘No, we can’t, Johnathan,’ Araminta agrees.

‘Perhaps if you wrote to the princess, I might see that she gets the letter,’ he offers.

The women take this in.

Winifred says, ‘That may work. Araminta, you must tell her that in Scotland you uncovered a royal treasure and explain the service our foremothers performed for the Stuart queens. Let’s hope she’s intrigued. I would be.’

When Johnathan leaves the room Winifred turns to her niece. ‘I may be able to see to it through the bishop but there will be trades and more secrets.’

‘Let’s give Johnathan a chance,’ Araminta replies, and Winifred squeezes her great niece’s hand.

‘When I die—’ Winifred starts.

‘We’ll take a plot on the other side of them,’ Araminta says and realises that it’s a sign of her having a family now, that she need not be told her great aunt’s wishes.

*

The same day Cillian Brodie is interred, Thom makes it to London. He elected not to sail but to ride. At Carlisle he forwent his disguise and clothed himself once more as a gentleman. The roads are not bad now the weather is brightening and on the third day he rides into town through Essex, past the market gardens and into the east of the city, the oldest part of the capital. He feels he is truly at home when at last he passes the Bank of England on Threadneedle Street. The smell of woodsmoke is on the air, the sound of passersby talking, a mist of rain as he trots past the Mansion House; all the comforts of England. He’s grubby from the journey, but he doesn’t want to wait so he dismounts at the inn at Blackfriars and pays a boy to see to his horse. Then, with the crown in a leather bag which he procured just outside Edinburgh, he walks north through Covent Garden to the Grand Order, rapping on the door the requisite number of times and giving the password to a sallow-faced servant.

In the inner sanctum, the Grand Master waits. He rises as Thom enters.

‘I have it,’ Thom announces showily, and places the leather bag on the desk, drawing out the crown and unwrapping it from its linens. That it is an extraordinary, intricate treasure is immediately apparent, even here in a room where not one square inch of space survives without ornamentation; a collection of golden clocks on one wall, another skirted with strange, stuffed animals and a mural overhead depicting the signs of the Zodiac in the night sky. Thom holds up the crown which catches the light, glowing gold and green, the creamy pearls reflecting the flickering candles.

The Grand Master smiles without a hint of warmth.

‘I’m afraid your travels are not over, Brother Thom,’ he says.

Thom shifts. He expected this to be a moment of triumph. He anticipated elevation within the order. Something is wrong. He momentarily hopes he won’t have to return to Scotland. His legs suddenly feel sore from the long ride. Perhaps, he thinks, he ought to have bathed.

The Grand Master takes the crown and examines it. He lets out a short and violent tut.

‘Master . . .’ Thom cuts in. The man surely does not understand what he has achieved. Thom wants to explain the lengths he had to go to, the lack of support from Angus McGhie, the amount of money he expended. The hardships he endured. The McKenzie women’s wickedness and how, finally, he triumphed.

The Grand Master wraps the crown back in its linen. ‘We’ll have to release it to the Tower of London,’ he says. ‘To save our embarrassment.’

‘Embarrassment, sir?’ Thom isn’t following. ‘Do you mean after everything I’ve done, we aren’t going to keep it?’

‘Everything you’ve done? You killed a man, injured another two and’ – the Grand Master lifts a letter from his desk, one which is graced with the seals of not one, not two but three bishops – ‘repeatedly attacked an elderly nun. You kidnapped a married lady. You misled a magistrate. As far as I can see, you didn’t even think to hide your actions. Good God, you might as well have invaded with an army, Harry. Cromwell did less damage in Scotland. I told you to be an ill wind not a damn hurricane.’

‘But I got it!’ Thom objects. ‘I wouldn’t have got it otherwise.’

The Grand Master sighs. He doesn’t intend to argue with this brute, a personage he’s clearly over-advanced in the order’s business. Thom’s father was the same, he recalls. Poor decisions made under pressure. It’s perhaps in the breeding.

‘I’ve given an undertaking that you’ll leave the country,’ he announces.

Thom’s temper flares. He’ll not be set aside like this. ‘How dare you treat me like an errant schoolboy after all I’ve done,’ he snarls. ‘This is nothing but lily-livered nonsense—’

‘You idiot,’ the Grand Master snaps. ‘I’m saving you from a murder charge for which you would most assuredly swing. I want you to understand I’ve not done this for your benefit, but for ours. Let that be an end to it.’

Thom’s jaw hardens. ‘I shan’t leave. My home is here. You said there’d be a reward. You promised advancement.’ The Grand Master doesn’t grace this with a reply. Thom, furious, pulls a knife from his jacket. ‘A Hermit always keeps his promise,’ he growls.

The Grand Master has had enough of this debate. He considers it beneath him. He’ll not be threatened, here, in his own inner sanctum. He unholsters a pistol concealed under the altar with one hand and with the other raps Thom’s fingers sharply with his walking stick. Harry drops the knife.

‘The palace shall have the crown. That will be the forfeit. Don’t put yourself in a position where you must forfeit something greater. Go home,’ the Grand Master says. ‘Have them pack your things. You know where to get help while you’re away, should you need it.’

Thom nods. The order has outposts. His family has friends.

‘I’ve had funds made available, but if you’re not gone by sunset tomorrow, they’ll be withdrawn and I’ll do no more for you,’ the Grand Master adds.

Thom turns. For a moment he thinks he’ll walk out of the lodge. He imagines going to Rome and the dark-eyed women he might demean there. He’s heard of brothels on the Arno where girls are bought as slaves and must do whatever you want. He almost takes a step towards the door. But then fury overtakes him. He’s done everything the master asked. He captured the crown of the Stuart queens. He outfoxed the Jewel Keepers. He should be covered in glory, yet the master has just treated him like some kind of novice. A mere child. He picks up his knife and turns. If the Hermits don’t value his contribution, he’ll take the damn crown with him, by God. He moves fast as a phantom, brandishing the blade as he knocks the master’s gun to the ground. He kicks the ceremonial staff across the floor, reaching for the bauble and pushing the Grand Master away simultaneously. He’s a young buck at the height of his power. ‘I deserve respect,’ he barks. ‘You couldn’t have done it without me.’

The Grand Master doesn’t panic. He observes. ‘Put it down,’ he says, his tone tart as he draws himself up.

Thom laughs. ‘I’m not a dog, old man. I can’t be trained. I defeated the McKenzie women. That’s more than anyone else has ever managed!’

He never thought in a thousand years that he’d speak that way here, of all places. He’s always respected the order. It’s been bred into him.

‘Put it down,’ the Grand Master repeats coolly.

Thom moves forward. He presses his knife to the old man’s neck. His eyes shine, the tradition of respect melting away. Perhaps there are no boundaries left, he thinks. ‘I remind you, you’re unarmed,’ he sneers. He’s about to break the skin, when he feels cold steel against his jugular. Glancing over his left shoulder, he sees the servant has a blade too. Thom jabs backwards with his elbow, like a piston, and the servant falls to the floor. He turns once more to the Grand Master, but the wily old fox has reached his gun.

‘I’m going to have to execute you,’ he says, cocking the trigger.

Thom is smiling. ‘Execute me?’

‘We haven’t had to deal with a traitor for generations. The tradition is for seven men to pull your heart out, here on the altar.’

A chill blooms in Thom’s blood, then he steels himself. He’s nothing to lose then. He makes to thrust the knife. But the master hasn’t lost the edge of his younger days. He fires without restraint. The lodge is well insulated. The walls are a foot thick. No one can hear what happens inside. He empties the barrel three times though his first shot goes through Thom’s heart.

‘Even your father would be shamed by your actions, Harry. Even he,’ the Grand Master tells the corpse.

He helps the servant to his feet. ‘Throw the body in the river,’ he says.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Tuesday 18 April 1837.

The weather in London is milder than in Edinburgh, and though Araminta has been back for a month, the warmth on her face still surprises her as she dismounts her carriage to meet Eleanor. The water is rancid and she tries not to retch as she spots the maid on deck, above, and motions her to disembark.

‘Ma’am.’ Eleanor makes a formal curtsey on the quay and, rising from it, smiles widely. The women embrace. ‘The longshoremen will unload,’ Eleanor says. ‘It’ll take a couple of hours, I should think. The boatswain engaged three carts with drivers on our behalf.’

‘I’ve had one of the stables cleared,’ Araminta replies. ‘We can unpack it all there. There’s room in the attics if need be.’

The women fall to silence, unsure what to say now the day-to-day arrangements are covered. A stevedore with a trolley passes and Araminta is caught unaware by the stink of the fellow. She clutches her stomach.

‘I’ve become unaccountably sensitive,’ she explains. ‘I can’t seem to settle . . .’

‘I’ll see to everything,’ Eleanor offers, glancing at the coach. ‘If you need to lie down.’

‘I didn’t come for the unloading. I’m hungry for news,’ Araminta admits.

Eleanor grins once more. ‘More than Mr Drummond wrote to you?’

‘Certainly. All the matters Mr Drummond did not include,’ Araminta confirms.

They remove to the carriage and Araminta sends the coachman to fetch refreshment from the Prospect.

‘Well?’ she opens. ‘Don’t keep me in suspense!’

‘Cook will come,’ Eleanor announces. ‘She won’t hazard a trip by sea but will catch the stage next Friday and should be with us on Monday. She’s bringing the kitchen maid. She wouldn’t leave her.’

‘And the others?’

‘I paid off the housemaids. They’ve secured positions elsewhere. Mr Neill helped with that. Davey said he’d come at first, but then he was offered a place on Anne Street. I couldn’t convince him otherwise.’

‘I see.’

Eleanor leans in, for the next is gossip. ‘He’s fond of Malvina Wells,’ she says.

‘Who’s that?’

‘An American. A freed slave. She’s the talk of the West End. In service to the McLean family on Randolph Crescent.’

‘Will he marry the girl?’

‘I’ve no idea. Cook says he ought to. I paid him six months as you said, for his loyalty in Linlithgow.’

The coachman returns with two cups of stout and a pie on a pewter plate. Araminta sets the tray between them. Eleanor takes a sip of the beer. ‘It’s good,’ she says, but Araminta can’t face it.

‘How’s my great aunt? She’s written but she doesn’t tell me about her health.’

‘She’s well. Back in the convent. They say she’ll have to walk with a stick, but she’s determined that won’t inhibit her.’

‘Was she sad to see the house cleared?’

‘I think so. But also glad in a way. She’s started a drive to educate young women. They’re going to offer classes at the convent to teach girls how to read.’ Eleanor pauses. ‘I’ve news of my own, ma’am,’ the maid admits. ‘I’ve been stepping out with a gentleman. An officer. From the castle. Am I permitted?’

Araminta nods. ‘You are if you wish.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Is he . . . ?’

‘The lieutenant who fixed your great aunt’s umbrella. I happened upon him at St Columba’s one afternoon. I planted flowers on Mr Brodie’s grave. It’s pretty in the graveyard now the blossom’s out. Did you sort out your business, ma’am?’

Araminta pauses. This is difficult to explain. The queen’s crown has been reported in the newspapers, said to have been found walled up in a castle in Northumberland. At present it resides in the Tower of London but there’s been a request for it to be returned to Edinburgh where it would join the rest of the Honours of Scotland at the castle. It’s been named the princess’s crown, which is curious, for all the evidence points to it being made for a queen. In their almost daily correspondence, Sister Winifred explained to her great niece that while successful in the crown’s recovery, and having struck a deal on how the crown is to be termed, the Church hasn’t managed to uncover the whereabouts of Harry Thom. Where’s the justice in that? Winifred scrawled. For Mr Brodie. James McLevy turned up information that Thom had fled to the Baltic. Then he turned up some more that indicated the Americas. He mustn’t get away with it, Winifred repeated in another letter. I just hope he turns up eventually. It’s plain to Araminta that Winifred might be aware of only some of the terms around the crown’s recovery. Something she did make mention of is that while the Bishop of Edinburgh is respectful of books, he recently required the removal of all items in the Forres Street library that relate to the Order of the Hermit. What did he get for that, Araminta wonders.

In any case, now, she’s more concerned with the business in hand. ‘Mr Moore’s succeeded in procuring an audience with the Princess of Kent,’ she says at length. ‘But her uncle the king is sick and it’s been postponed.’

Eleanor does not question further. She finishes the pie and licks her fingers.

‘Will we ever go back to Scotland, ma’am?’

‘So you can see your soldier?’ Araminta laughs. ‘Perhaps,’ she says. ‘Next summer. I should like to see Edinburgh in better weather.’

‘I’m glad to be back. You look well,’ the maid says. ‘The undermaid must be looking after you.’

‘She’s competent to dress me, certainly, but I feel dreadful,’ Araminta admits. ‘Quite bilious. Johnathan thinks it’s the stress of waiting for a reply from Kensington Palace but I swear I can smell the breakfast tray as far as the landing when the girl brings it up.’

Both women stop, the understanding coming to them simultaneously now they are together. Eleanor has always kept track of her mistress’s courses but events in Scotland have meant that she’s not done so for months. The last time Araminta bled must be January, just after the new year.

‘Oh, ma’am,’ Eleanor lets out. ‘Congratulations. When do you think you might be due?’


Epilogue

Friday 30 June 1837.

Her Majesty has had the crown brought from the Tower; an indication that she knows it was never walled up in Northumberland or anywhere else. Araminta considers this a good sign as she waits in an unexpectedly dowdy day room at Buckingham House. Her eye is drawn through the window towards the sun-dappled garden. Eleanor has altered her day dresses in the last weeks, taking them out as her pregnancy is beginning to show. Johnathan is pleased as punch. ‘We’ve never made it this far before,’ he said cheerily this morning, as he watched her moving about their bedroom in her negligee. The sickness has dissipated and she feels stronger; powerful even. She’s changed and everything has changed with her.

The queen is late, though a queen of course can never be late. She is in fact writing an angry note to her mother who’s trying to impose her opinion on her daughter’s actions. It’s a fight Victoria cannot afford to lose. ‘A vexation’ as she terms it to her ladies-in-waiting. Nonetheless, she has decided to meet with the Scottish lady. She tried on the crown only this morning for the fun of it, when it arrived. Once the note’s dispatched, she makes it known that she’ll go to the requisite withdrawing room.

Araminta bobs a low curtsey when Victoria enters. The first thing apparent is that the queen is very young. No more than a girl. Still, she has poise.

‘Mrs Moore, we understand this treasure is returned thanks to your good offices,’ she says, her words formal but her tone warm. ‘It’s beautiful but we don’t suppose we’ll ever have reason to wear it.’

‘Really, Your Majesty?’ Araminta says. ‘Not even in Scotland?’

Victoria’s eyes dance. ‘We’ve never been to Scotland,’ she replies. ‘Perhaps one day. Your family is Scottish?’

‘From the Highlands,’ Araminta clarifies. ‘They served the Stuart queens. On my mother’s side.’

‘I have Stuart blood,’ the young queen chimes enthusiastically. She’s related to many European royal families, of course. That is the way of it.

Araminta pauses. She’s here to assess what to do. To find out whether this young woman is a worthy queen. She has to admit, she hoped Her Majesty might feel like more of a warrior, but then Araminta was timid at the start of her own adventure.

‘Mary Queen of Scots was a heroine, I think. She’s much admired in Edinburgh,’ she says.

Victoria shrugs. ‘She was beautiful, but not a successful monarch. She was beheaded by her cousin.’

‘She was. But she sought to change the world. To make things better for women, I think. In Scots law women have more rights to property.’

Victoria raises a solitary eyebrow. Many at court would like it if she did something like that. Many at court are waiting to brand her too naive to rule. She pictures her prime minister Lord Melbourne’s face were she to ask him to shepherd such a measure through the chamber. The queen has little interest in the rights of women, except her own right to the throne, which she’s painfully aware is currently widely questioned. They say she’s too young and foolish. She has no intention of proving them right.

Araminta continues. ‘I brought you something.’

Victoria looks delighted. ‘A gift?’

Araminta pulls out a copy of Mrs Wollstonecraft’s book on the rights of women.

Victoria looks disappointed. Araminta wonders if the queen hoped for another medieval jewel. However, Her Majesty rallies. ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘It shall be added to the library.’

The queen’s attention turns once more to the crown. ‘The emeralds are magnificent,’ she smiles.

‘My great aunt considers them her favourite stone,’ Araminta gets out. ‘She hunted this crown before I did.’

‘You’ve done us a great service, Mrs Moore,’ the queen says. ‘We really are most grateful.’

*

Johnathan waits in the velvet chair by the fireplace, eager for the carriage to return. Today, the long windows are open and he can hear birds singing in the trees. Beside him, a bottle of champagne is ready for the celebration. He’s ensured there’s adequate ink on the desk for, no doubt, his wife will want to write to her great aunt.

Araminta’s face is streaked with tears when she comes in.

‘Darling,’ he says, ‘did Her Majesty not see you?’

‘Worse,’ Araminta replies. ‘She didn’t care. I didn’t even tell her. There’s no point.’ She flings herself into the other chair. ‘My mother died, her mother before her. Brodie sacrificed everything, and that child has no interest. She isn’t the worthy queen we’ve waited for all this time. What was the point of risking so much?’

Johnathan crouches next to his wife. He places his hand on her stomach. ‘It’s frustrating but you must stay calm. The doctor says it’s bound to be a boy.’

Araminta knows different. A smile curls at the edge of her mouth. ‘It certainly is not. I can feel it’s a girl. First things first, Johnny,’ she smiles. ‘A McKenzie.’

‘Something to fight for then.’ Johnathan observes. ‘A new name in that family bible of yours.’ Araminta squeezes his hand. Johnathan has been a rock these last months.

She considers what she’s learned over the course of this year about duty and goodness. She thinks about Winifred and Eilidh and Mr Brodie. She feels grateful to have a good husband; a man who’s on her side. Someone she loves to the bones, as she’s read now from the Gaelic, though only in translation. The Highland way. But edicts and crowns and promises don’t matter if there’s no power behind them. The ancient velum sits in a walnut box on the desk. They may have to keep it hidden.

Johnathan gets up. The sunlight through the window brings out the auburn undertone in Araminta’s hair. It reminds him of the day he first kissed her, in his cousin’s garden on a sunny day just like this many years ago. He knew then there was more to Araminta than the schoolgirl she was – the wife she might become, a mother to his children. ‘The world changes when people make it change,’ he says. ‘Slavery’s over. That took time and determination. Like the movement of tectonic plates. Like the formation of calcium carbonate into marble. You know, you don’t need an edict,’ he says. ‘Not really. If this is something you want to do.’

Araminta feels more urgency than that. This is something she can’t not do. But the world has changed since Mary secretly slipped the velum into her crown and trusted it to the McKenzies.

‘You think we can make a case?’ she ponders.

‘I think we can certainly try,’ Johnathan replies. ‘I’m sure Mrs Wollstonecraft’s book has supporters. We must find them. The edict mentions an older law. We must speak to scholars about that. Perhaps you’ll write about it. Speak about it too. Maybe we must work towards what’s right in a different way. No chases. No guns.’

Araminta considers this. ‘Perhaps we will,’ she says. ‘Both of us. Not for me or for what’s past, but for the future. Her future.’ She lays her hand on her stomach.

Johnathan opens the bottle of wine. Veuve Cliquot. All these years later.

‘It’s not the celebration we’d hoped for.’ He pours the frothing liquid into the thistle-engraved glasses from Glenfinlas Street and raises a toast. ‘I think we might manage though. Here’s to the McKenzies and their traditions. We’ll hold the legacy through thick and thin. We’ll bring it on, my darling.’

‘Yes. The McKenzies,’ Araminta says with quiet determination, letting this sink in. Then she adds, ‘Towards freedom. Always,’ clinking her glass against his as they toast.


The line of the MCKENZIE women

Derbhille (1623–1689) and Aine McKenzie

(1625–1690) CIVIL WAR ♦

Enoch McKenzie (1659–1730) ACT OF UNION ♦

Berenice McKenzie (1698–1746) and Mhairi McKenzie

(1700–1749) JACOBITE UPRISINGS ♦

Clementina McKenzie (1730–1800) ♦

Saoirse (1760—) Eilidh (1770–1837) and Aoife McKenzie

(1775–1815) ♦

Grainne McKenzie (1792–1816) ♦

Araminta McKenzie (1812–) ♦

The line of the THOMS

Archibald Thom (1714–1786)

Sholto Thom (1746–1807)

Fitzpatrick Thom (1782–1835)

Harry Thom (1801–1837)


Historical Note

The genesis of this book was a lunch in Glasgow in February 2024 during which my editor, Jo, took her heart in her hands and admitted that she didn’t like the idea I had for my next novel, which I intended to set in 1916 in Edinburgh Zoo. I stand by my idea, by the way, but I was curious about what Jo thought was missing. I respect her eye. I’m an animal lover and WWI Edinburgh, bombed in a zeppelin raid that spring, felt to me like a shoe-in for an historical novel – a part of the capital city that hasn’t been brought to life in fiction with more than enough real history behind it to intrigue a reader. The early days of the zoo were WILD. You can tell I still want to write this book, can’t you? Anyway, Jo looked nervous over the starters. Writers are a tricky bunch and generally don’t like being told what to do. I’m so glad she braved it out when she said she didn’t think the story was glamorous enough.

I processed that on the spot – I’d written about botanical treasures in The Fair Botanists, about the history of chocolate production in On Starlit Seas and the birth of erotic photography and the female gaze in The Secrets of Blythswood Square. However, considering it, I could see that tenements coming down in the Grassmarket and the first penguins in the Northern hemisphere being, honestly, poorly looked after weren’t nearly as glossy a proposition. ‘Well,’ I challenged her, ‘what would you like me to write about?’ ‘Jewellery,’ she replied. We were a cocktail in, I admit it, and I immediately related the story of Walter Scott in 1818 uncovering the ‘lost’ Honours of Scotland which had been walled up in Edinburgh Castle for over a century. ‘Scott found them, but what if there was a queen’s crown? What if he didn’t know and it was still out there somewhere?’ I ended the story, feeling triumphant. Jo sat there wide-eyed. ‘I’ve never seen anyone do that before,’ she said. ‘Just come up with an amazing story like that.’ My agent, also at the table, smirked. She’s used to the mad, rambling brain of creative historians – mine in particular. In truth, I felt guilty cos I hadn’t really come up with much of a fictional story, I’d just related a piece of actual history with a tiny add-on. But the truth is, we all knew we were off and The Jewel Keepers had been born.

The actual Honours of Scotland have been spirited away a few times over the course of their history, most famously in 1707 when they were walled up at the time of the Act of Union to stop them being taken to (gasp) England. Fifty-seven years before, they had been entrusted to a group of women in Dunnottar to save them from the clutches of Oliver Cromwell, who had already destroyed the English Crown Jewels and, after Charles II was crowned by the Scots at Scone, decided to march north to capture the Scottish crown and, presumably, destroy that too.

Giving women the country’s biggest and most important symbol (one that was of itself hugely valuable) may seem counter-intuitive given the way we traditionally consider historical women’s roles, but firstly, I’m well aware of the kick-ass nature of Scotland’s foremothers and secondly, ladies were (despite this) less likely to be searched. Also, at times of crisis, Scotland’s aristocratic menfolk were generally taken up by the important matters of warfare or siege. A woman’s crown would be more likely again to be considered ‘woman’s business.’ In real history, when Charles II was crowned, he was unmarried, so a Queen’s crown, had one existed, could easily have been spirited away separately to the main Honours – in fact preferably so. I decided quickly this was the point of entry for the story – the start of the McKenzie women’s duty was set at 1650. Sometime between that date and 1837, they would have to lose track of the crown, probably in the chaos caused by the Jacobite Uprising of 1745. In real life, the way these priceless items were moved around, held on trust, hidden in unlikely places mitigated towards their loss. If the real Honours had got lost in Edinburgh Castle, I reasoned, how much more likely would it be that a crown held in a non-military location might go missing, or that knowledge around the codes required for secrecy in a pre-digital age might be lost or miscommunicated.  

I should add that although upper-class ladies commanded respect, punishments meted out for non-conformity could be brutal. The Scottish witch hunts were still ongoing in 1650 (the last execution in Edinburgh was astonishingly late – in 1720). Scotland’s witch hunts, remember, were five times worse per head of population than the European average and 86% of accused witches executed in Scotland were women. The punishment for a conviction (and the majority of women were convicted – there was little way out) was drowning and then burning. This is consistent with punishments that were meted out during the medieval period when aristocratic women captured in time of war were frequently ‘caged’, which entailed being kept in a cage. These cages were sometimes hung off the side of a castle or other fortification. Caging, whatever the weather, might last months or even years. Lesser offenders might be whipped or locked into the stocks. Being a jewel keeper would be a dangerous occupation – a serious business. (Should you wish to find out more about Scotland’s Accused Witches I can heartily recommend How To Kill A Witch by Claire Mitchell and Zoe Ventidozzi.)

Anyway – I wanted this imaginary queen’s crown (an item which has intrinsic and symbolic value) to be consistent with precious regalia of the period. So I began to search for early European crowns among museum collections and came across the Crown of Princess Blanche currently held in the Munich Treasury. In the 15th century, this treasure probably belonged to Anne of Bohemia, Richard II of England’s first wife. This is the crown I chose as a model for the crown in this book.  Scotland had natural pearls, diamonds and yellow gold and I liked the idea of local natural resources being used to create it. Later, when I started writing, feeling my way through the characters, I changed the sapphire and rubies of Anne’s crown for similarly non-indigenous emeralds, to appeal Saoirse McKenzie’s love of the colour green. Scotland traded widely in the medieval period at the time the stones would have had to have been sourced, so emeralds would have been available to Scottish craftsmen of the period.

I had a crown, a juncture in history when it would have to be hidden and a plausible way it might again be lost. Now I needed a setting.

Returning to a book set mostly in Edinburgh for the first time since I wrote The Fair Botanists was a fascination. 1822 in the run up to the visit of George IV felt light-hearted – most of the story set beyond the city limits, where Belle Brodie and the Rocheids could act out the drama with more freedom from prying eyes than they would have been afforded inside the confines of town. 1837 in the grand West End was immediately a more judgy affair – the architecture saw to that – but I knew that I would be siting at least some of the story in the now much-abandoned Old Town, which would have slid fifteen years further down the social scale than when I fleetingly wrote about it in The Fair Botanists.

By 1837 it was home to the town’s working poor and sundry breweries that co-existed alongside students and drinking clubs for New Town gentlemen sneaking up the Mound in search of more visceral pleasures than those accommodated by James Craig’s design. The comments in the book about the New Town not accommodating the needs of the working class is one that is rarely made by tour guides in the capital and it’s not much discussed but it should be – Edinburgh is an innately upper-middle class city even today. By contrast, all classes co-existed in the medieval and Renaissance Old Town and this fact is often cited as a reason why the capital was such a melting pot. It fired the social creativity that led to the Enlightenment and has been studied as an academic model of the ‘creative city’ to see how it might be reproduced. The New Town with its light, airy houses and copious private parks was a more pleasant place to live, but it separated people into social strata. Edinburgh’s people remain separated, in fact. It’s a city that doesn’t include its working class in the same way as Glasgow does, in its central public spaces, for example. Or Dundee. However, in this it presented a great canvas and I wanted to set a good part of the story there and create characters like Cillian Brodie, the butler, who bridges that social gap.

The disparity between English, Scots and Gaelic law is likewise based in fact. I first realised the more favourable terms women living under Gaelic law enjoyed when reading about the life of the Irish ‘pirate’, Gráinne O’Malley, who obtained a divorce in the mid 1500s and afterwards retained access to her children. Gaelic law applied in the medieval period in Ireland and in some areas on the west coast of (today’s) Scotland. I already understood the basic differences between English and Scots law (which continue to exist) the most relevant aspect of which in 1837 would have been the (limited) property rights enjoyed by women north of the border. After the Battle of Culloden in 1746, Scottish women tried for their involvement in the uprising (in courts across the UK) paid the fines imposed upon them using their own funds. This shocked English women who were unable to own property, being, in law, property themselves, and in fact led to the first call for women to be represented at Westminster. It would take 172 years for the argument for the suffrage to be won but it’s fair to say that Scots law was the initial catalyst. If you can’t see it, you can’t be it and when upper class English women saw that Scottish law afforded something they wanted – i.e. their own money – they demanded the ability to change governance.

The additional rights afforded by Gaelic law had lapsed into history by 1837 and in fact, Gaelic was considered a ‘base language’ in the capital, with Gaelic speakers (sometimes called Erse or Earse speakers) in the Scottish court system being considered shifty ne’er do wells who were hiding information by ‘refusing’ to speak English. However, I didn’t have to delve far to realise the Scottish queen to whom Gaelic law would have been most useful in a period where the language was not disparaged. Mary Queen of Scots: a woman who had the power to enact laws in Scotland. This led me to the idea of the legacy held in trust by the McKenzie women not only being a valuable piece of jewellery invested with royal status, but a document held with the crown that they only realised the significance of after it had been entrusted to their care. They could only hand over this document to a ‘worthy’ queen who would undertake to honour it.

Later I ended up chatting to historian Alistair Moffat when we met on the ferry to Arran Book Festival one Sunday. Hugely knowledgeable, Alistair gave me an insight into the larger ethos behind Gaelic Law – namely the principle of reconciliation and redress rather than the more English- based legal concept of punishment for crime. This fitted so well into the storyline that I immediately extended it into the story and the McKenzie women’s ethos as a family. Later, discussing these issues with Dr Rebecca Mason, extended my understanding of the differences in legal ethos that formed the societal norms of the time and the expectations of different characters.

In terms of changing the law as Araminta hopes she will, Victoria would have most likely not been the worthy queen awaited by the McKenzies. She relished her role as monarch but did not support the campaign for women’s suffrage that grew stronger throughout her reign. Above all, she championed the role of the ‘angel in the house’ – wives who operated mostly in the sphere of the home. In both these causes, she left unchallenged (and in fact supported) the subservient role of women in marriage at the time so it also seems questionable whether she would have legislated against, for example, marital rape. She did support the enactment of the Married Women’s Property Act, however, in 1864. This all lies ahead of the McKenzies, though Araminta has to decide at the end of the book whether Victoria’s ascension to the throne is the event the women in her family have been waiting for almost two centuries.

I was commissioned to write a book some time ago as a TV tie-in edition to accompany ITV’s drama series in which Jenna Coleman played Queen Victoria. I admit it was Jenna who was in my mind’s eye when I wrote the epilogue scene to The Jewel Keepers where Araminta’s hopes are dashed. Also, however, in my mind was the fact that Victoria rehabilitated the Stuarts in the royal collections. Far enough away from the Jacobite uprising to feel secure, and with an eye to the romance of the Stuart court, the meeting between Araminta and Victoria felt like Victoria’s introduction to what would become, in real life, the queen’s dedicated interest in Scotland and Scottish heritage, while remaining consistent with HM’s difficult position as a young monarch at the start of her reign and her refusal during the course of the 19th century to back a great deal of reform in the field of women’s rights.

I have played with some aspects of history – details here and there. The tincture of coca leaves and caffeine that causes Eilidh McKenzie to have a heart attack at the beginning of the book was not available in 1837, or at least not generally. Cocaine was first explored as a medicine in Vienna in 1860 by Dr Alfred Niemann. However, the drug was written about by Amerigo Vespucci in his 15th century memoir and (as I have written about extensively before – Edinburgh benefitted from a first-class medical botanical resource in its Royal Botanic Garden) so access to coca leaves was possible. Doctors in this period frequently experimented both on themselves and on patients. Famously, James Young Simpson, first tried chloroform on his dinner party guests in 1847 in his house on Queen Street, just round the corner from the McKenzie’s townhouse on Glenfinlas Street. I allowed Eilidh McKenzie’s doctor to prescribe her the tincture as it felt a fitting way for her to die and connected with the medical ethos of the time. Dovers’ powders (in the same vein and mentioned briefly) were available and also problematic in that they were packed with opium, though they remained in use until the early 20th century.

Likewise, the first Veuve Cliquot vintage in 1815 was marked with the sign of the shooting comet which famously crossed the sky that year, visible from Madame Cliquot’s vineyard in Champagne. In real life, almost the entire vintage was destroyed in transit, with only a few bottles surviving. It’s not likely these treasures would make their way to Scotland, even to the house of so venerable a personage as Walter Scott. However, I indulged my imagination in order to make Charlotte Scott a fan of this pioneering female vintner with whom she shared a nationality. Unlikely is not impossible. To paraphrase the great poet, Kathleen Raine, miracles can sometimes be reliable.

I made Colonel Fraser an officer in the Royal Scots because that is Edinburgh Castle’s ‘local’ regiment. His father being Scottish would have provided him with an ‘in’ for the commission. Over the course of the 1830s the Royal Scots were stationed in Scotland, in India, in the West Indes and in Canada – I decided this meant that the Colonel’s commission could put him in charge of men at the castle although later that year, in the summer, they’d probably be deployed to Canada where the regiment quelled the uprisings and fought at the Battle of St Denis. Fraser of course, has no idea of this yet. If he thinks a Scottish winter is cold wait till he gets a load of Quebec in November, which is when the battle was fought.

I also want to put my hand up to a quote, slightly out of time in this context: L’histoire est juste peut-être, mais qu’on ne l’oublie pas, elle a été écrite par les vainqueurs – essentially, history is written by the winners. While this quote is often attributed to either Goring or Churchill at the time of World War II, it was written as here, in French as early as 1842. This suggested to me it might be spoken even earlier or perhaps written down in a previous, lost manuscript. Given this, I put the words in Winifred’s mouth where it suited the story to do so. Likewise, the McKenzie family motto in real life, is two-fold. In Latin it is ‘Luceo non uro’ which means ‘I shine, not burn’ but the McKenzies also have a Gaelic motto ‘Cuidich ‘n righ’ which means ‘Help the King’. I changed this to ‘Cuidich ‘n banhrigh’ or ‘Help the Queen’ for the McKenzie women. The use of this motto was straight up, Jo, my editor’s idea, to give Araminta something clear to identify into with her new family. When I found out the McKenzie’s real life family motto I was delighted – it fitted almost perfectly. A quick nod here to the real-life McKenzies in my world. They certainly do shine, not burn.

When it came to constructing clues, I didn’t rely on an existing map (though I consulted several drawn in the broad period) including one in particular in the National Library of Scotland’s collection which was drawn in 1747 (not 1746). The fact that early maps use multiple viewpoints allowed me to play with the geometry I laid on top of the closes and wynds of the Old Town. The apex of Berenice’s triangles would not land exactly in the same places as a modern map, which would be drawn absolutely to scale and from above. 1746 was a crossroads for this new technique. After Culloden Scotland was mapped by a military-led ordnance which was efficient. These drawings were more modern than anything that had been mapped before. Choosing a map from 1746 allowed me lassitude in, for example, having the apex of the triangle land wherever I liked within reason.

In 1837 St Margaret’s Chapel was indeed used as an ordnance store and was attached to a (probably) wooden structure that was the garrison chapel. In 1845 an antiquarian visited the castle who spotted this tiny medieval gem for what it was – the chapel of Scotland’s royal family. During the 1850s it was refurbished with the present-day vaulted ceiling being added and the original doorway reinstated. In the 1920s stained glass windows depicting St Margaret and three other saints, were installed. It’s the oldest building standing in the castle complex and it was an obvious choice for the first clue in the novel.

Heriot’s Hospital is now a private school in Edinburgh, quite far from its original purpose as a school for ‘fatherless’ boys. Nowadays it also admits girls. However, the ceremony that the schoolmaster tells Araminta still happens every year in June, when the statue of George Heriot is decorated with garlands of flowers and the whole school turns to thank the founder. Heriot is an interesting character – acute in business but clearly concerned with his immortal soul. Today’s billionaires could learn a thing or two.

Marie Maitland lived in the 1500s and came from a distinguished family. When her father was blinded, she became his secretary and as a result she didn’t marry (or rather, wasn’t married off to the benefit of her family) until after his death by which time she was around 40 years of age. As his link to the world, Marie had access to more information and liberation that most women of the era and was given a good deal of leeway to manage her own financial affairs. In the acknowledgements I’ve tipped Ashley Douglas’s biography of Marie who wrote beautiful queer love poetry, sitting in plain sight for centuries until Ashley brought her eye and considerable research skills to bear. We don’t know the name of Marie’s lover, nor where ultimately, she was buried so I took the liberty of making up these details to fit in with my story. Marie has no documented argument with John Knox, but certainly her family derided him.

John Knox was a gift from Edinburgh itself for this story – the railing, extreme, misogynistic 16th century minister of St Giles was a shoe in. He made Mary Queen of Scots’ time on the throne far more difficult than it had to be and his book The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women (OMG) presented itself as a kind of credo for the Order of Hermits, which I decided were a Protestant, Reformation answer to the Knights Templar. As Sister Gloria discovers, Knox was indeed denied elevation to the peerage by Mary’s cousin, Elizabeth I and he was furious about it. He hated powerful women and his jibes in the book against them – ‘vile aberration’ and ‘sweetmeat for the Devil’s mouth’ – were real insults he used (the latter, famously, about the Countess of Mar). Knox was not a favourite in the Maitland household – Marie Maitland’s brother, William called him ‘a drything prophet’ (I’d probably translate that as ‘a bullshitting prophet’) so Marie’s run-in with Knox is on brand for the Maitlands. St Giles is patron saint of outsiders so the Hermits fitted in perfectly there too. It’s interesting how history sometimes rises to greet a novelist and when I started the book Knox was not on my radar, but as I went on writing, I realised the hermits required a back story and he was the man for the job.

James McLevy was Edinburgh’s greatest detective and has a whole historical crime series dedicated to him in fiction by David Ashton and has been played on radio by Brian Cox. It was fun inserting him into this story (though he is in passing). The early police force was an improvement on what had gone before (which verged on vigilantism but with magistrates…) however, there were no female police officers and the status of women generally in the late Georgian and early Victorian was low. Today, women fret about going to the police for help so it’s not a stretch of the imagination to understand that the McKenzie women (given the private nature of their quest) would not be interested in asking for support. As I’ve said above, I feel we underplay in history the huge impact for many generations that the witch trials had for women. Authority was to be feared.

The Edinburgh I have created in 1837 is part of a continuum, Rosemary Sutcliff, historical novelist, once said: ‘In history books, history is chopped into little static pictures but it isn’t like that. It’s a continuous process like a tree growing or a river.’ In this spirit, I wanted the Edinburgh I wrote about in this story to fit in with the Edinburghs I’d written about before in The Fair Botanists and briefly in The Secrets of Blythswood Square. So, I wove into the text tell-tale remnants of Belle Brodie, Duncan Tenant and his Mhairi MacDonald as well as Reverend Reid who has in 1837 just taken Ellory Mann and her ill-fated sister, Nora, into his house in Sciennes – the differences between the sisters already apparent. These mentions are tiny but if, as Rosemary says, history is a continuum, historical fiction should be too. I hope if you’ve read the other novels, you have fun spotting old friends.

In terms of my old friends, I was brought up in Merchiston (not far from Sciennes) in a rambling mid-Victorian mansion next door to a convent. When it came to constructing Sister Winifred’s post-Glenfinlas Street life, I drew on this experience, plus the brilliant historical novel, Matrix by Lauren Groff (2021) and the wonderful 1974 novel by Muriel Spark, The Abbess of Crewe. I think Winifred’s cosy but socially stratified existence falls somewhere between these three stools. There’s a long history of convents in and around Edinburgh – in fact in the 1830s a Cistercian order of nuns was based on Holyrood Road not far from St Andrews Church where Sister Winifred and Araminta McKenzie Moore first meet. There’s nothing left of it today. However, I wanted to place Sister Winifred on the southside of the city so I created an amalgam of nunneries in the area, drawing on the convent next to our old house, the convent of Catherine of Scienna (built in 1517 and long gone by 1837) that gave the Sciennes area of Edinburgh its name and the convent at Lauriston Place – St Catherine’s (today a mission against homelessness) – which the Sisters of Mercy set up later in the Victorian era. Originally, I thought to have Winifred take her vows as a Sister of Mercy but as the order didn’t exist until the early 1830s (when it was set up in Ireland) that didn’t feel likely.

In fact, the Sisters of Mercy didn’t come to Scotland until Victoria was well on the throne. In the event, I made up an order for Winifred instead – something cosy but charitable. She has taken a vow (like all nuns) of poverty, chastity and obedience but I didn’t want to tax her too harshly on the obedience front. I wanted to feel her among friends and also be able to get out! I’m drawn again and again to write about nunneries and nuns – my 2020 novel Celtic Cross – the final book in my 9-part 1950s murder mystery series, is set partly in a nunnery at South Queensferry in 1959 when the ‘new’ bridge was being built over the Forth. I also wrote, at one point, a short story about a crumbling nunnery which its sisters hope to save from ruin by means of divine tips on the races. The nuns who lived next door to us when I was a child, clearly had a strong impact on my imagination – they were lovely women; always extremely kind and while I’m certain there exist convents where nuns live in a state of deprivation and continual punishment, that wasn’t my experience of our neighbours, so I haven’t made it Sister Winifred’s experience either.

As to the plague pits, the ancient area of Borough Muir contains the bodies of medieval plague victims – many from Leith as well as Edinburgh. Plague hit these settlements several times during the 15th and 16th century and there were almshouses, hospitals and other religious institutions to the south of the city limits. This is where local councils banished those who had the deadly symptoms of this (at the time) incurable disease. While what we know today as Bruntsfield Links was not a plague pit in the sense of being the only burial site in the area, there are certainly bodies beneath it. I understand that gravestones and skeletons are sometimes uncovered in the gardens of the surrounding Georgian and Victorian houses as far south as the Astley Ainslie Hospital, which was in the period the boundary of the Borough Muir, a densely wooded area, none of which today remains, though I noticed recently that the City Council have planted swathes of saplings on the now open park ground, perhaps hoping to return a sense of what was once there. Adding the Golf Tavern to the story was a bit of fun that Edinburgh locals will recognise – a barmaid brandishing a golf club feels somehow extremely modern.

Edinburgh’s street names change rarely but present-day Randolph Lane and Randolph Mews are shown on 1830s maps as Charlotte Lane with the mews not given the courtesy of a title. For those readers who like to plot the geographical locations, be assured, I went with what was on the maps of the day.

The church of St Giles itself has undergone many changes over the centuries. It originally housed part of medieval Edinburgh’s apparatus of justice – there were cells near what is now the main entrance. In 1837 the building had undergone renovation – a second row of windows added above the line of the original stained-glass – as well as changes to the roof. Interestingly the building was oriented the other way around – the main entrance being at the east end of the church, not west, as today. For any mistakes I’ve made in the architecture of the building, I apologise. I’ve done my best to get it right.

The clue found in the already derelict Chapel Royal at Holyroodhouse Palace easily fitted into what was a dilapidated area during the 1800s – the faded grandeur of the Canongate continues to intrigue me. I’m sure I’ll be back in future stories.

The Jacobites lie mostly beyond my field of interest but Jacobitism didn’t die after Culloden – far from it. It enjoyed a late Victorian/ Edwardian renaissance in fact, which became conflated with the Home Rule movement (a nascent Scottish Independence movement.) Many familiar names from the turn of the century supported this – some predictable like Hugh MacDiarmid but some less so (Robert Louis Stevenson.) In this book, the Jacobite movement is certainly in hibernation (true in 1837) but like today, the artefacts from the period are pervasive. Images of Kings over the water, roses with two buds, thistles etc were a key part of the Stuart legacy. Jacobites had money and they invested it in symbolic manifestations of their beliefs. It might have been treasonous to say that Charles Stuart should be king, but these material objects were not prosecuted. Today, many have found their way into Scotland’s brilliant museums and art galleries. A turn around the Stuart gallery at the National Portrait Gallery in Edinburgh is highly recommended if this interests you.

Writing this book has been a pleasure over what has been a difficult time. It has allowed me to dip in and out of Edinburgh – a place I love as much (though differently) as my newly acquired hometown of Glasgow. Edinburgh is a city that reveres its past to this day and in this the McKenzies as I wrote them, felt akin to the modern culture of the capital – women who recognise the importance of where they come from and the influence of our built environment in creating the history we remember, and the history we choose to forget: much of women’s lives in particular. We owe our society and our culture to our grandmothers quite as much as our grandfathers, even if that is not explicit in the physical world around us. When the minister in St Giles remarks to his colleague that a statue of John Knox would be an important part of remembering this firebrand hero there is, for me, a subtext. That statue now stands next to St Giles. Edinburgh at the time of writing still has no city centre monuments to non-royal named women though there is a planning application for one as I write this.

The Doocot at Linlithgow still stands, as does the ruined palace (now in the keeping of Historic Environment Scotland). The masonry is highly ornamental though I haven’t yet found a dove there in real life. Forgive my artistic license.

Thank you for reading to the end of my historical note. My earliest reader of the completed manuscript called it a Scottish, female, Victorian Da Vinci Code. I love this description though my detailed narrative voice is different from Dan Brown’s octane fuelled (and much-criticised) writing style. For me, I hope the story takes you to a place of imaginative engagement, which as someone who loves to read is my greatest pleasure: that feeling when you have forgotten the real world and instead are completely enmeshed in the fiction. When your inner voice says ‘Go on, read just one more chapter’.
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Any mistakes of course are mine . . . honestly, some are deliberate.


Questions for reading groups

1 What distinguishes Araminta, Eleanor and Sister Winifred as characters who are essentially on the same mission?

2 What unexpected historical detail did you uncover?

3 How does class define Cillian Brodie’s story?

4 Which character in the book would you most like to meet and why?

5 What is the role of humour in the story?

6 What difference might the enacting of Mary Queen of Scots’ edict have had on the Victorian era if it had been adopted into law in 1837 when Victoria ascended the throne?

7 Did reading the historical note change your understanding of the novel?

8 Which places in the book would you like to visit? How important is it that historical novels relate to actual geographical locations? If you are already familiar with those locations does the detail of the story land differently?

9 How important is it to you as a reader that historical fiction is ‘true’?


Keep reading for an extract of Sara Sheridan’s next spellbinding novel, The Counterfeit Affair . . .


Chapter One

Monday 17 May 1824. Richmond, London.

Belle Brodie glances across the room at her desk. It is in disarray, for yesterday she wrote several letters, which today must be dispatched. She hasn’t discussed her plans with her friends. Her closest confidante, Mrs. Elizabeth von Streitz, departed London three months ago to visit her husband’s family outside Vienna. The Buckland sisters, with whom she frequently spends an afternoon gossiping over the scent of fruit scones still warm from the oven, are also unaware that she will be leaving.

This is despite their recent excursion across the English channel being part of what made Belle’s scheme seem possible. Granted, the Buckland sisters might be high society darlings, and she, a former courtesan, but this is of no matter to Belle. At heart there is nothing she believes she cannot do. She first made her way in Edinburgh, as the city’s most elevated courtesan and a perfumer of some renown. She has for the last two years forgone the former activity while relishing in the latter. She mixes scents for many of London’s most prestigious ladies, for her expertise is not only in perfuming their bodies and their linen, but in creating scents that will encourage others to behave in certain ways. ‘Perfume provokes feeling,’ she often says.

Belle’s maid, Janet, knocks interrupting her reverie with a breakfast tray. Belle’s favourite way to start the day is, of course, with tea and whiskey. Janet lays the tray on Belle’s lap and draws the curtains as the peaty scent of the whisky mixes with the briny scent of the oysters and wafts across the bedcovers. The sun streams into the room, cutting a line across the edge of the carpet.

‘Shall I send these, madam?’ Janet asks briskly, her hand reaching towards the missives on the desk.

‘Not yet,’ Belle directs. There’s still much to do, and she isn’t certain that the plan she’s made will come together. She paddles her whisky in the glass and watches herself in the mirror mounted beside the window. Her hair looks auburn in the summer sunshine. The green dress Janet is laying out will set it off nicely.

She considers her slated travel. It’s not, to paraphrase the great Samuel Johnson, that Belle is tired of London, or, for that matter, that she’s tired of life. But she’s curious and is looking for something different now. Something contained in the stories she’s heard about the continent with its fabulous dress fabric and oil paintings. Of French pastries, Italian coffee and risqué performances at the ballet.

And then, of course, there’s Byron.

She regrets that she never met the fellow, only relished his work. The poet’s death has hit London hard. Two townhouses on nearby Haymarket have hoisted black flags since the news came. Ladies in particular appear to have been affected. Many who never met the man wear mourning dress, though Belle deems this a step too far. Yes, Byron is the talk of the town, that’s for sure. His memoir, you see, has been circulated among a chosen few. Belle hasn’t read it. But though his life was unconventional, for he loved widely and wasn’t constrained by society, to put it lightly, she feels strongly that Byron’s life story should be made public. Many, she knows, do not agree.

Belle had been considering travelling in Europe in any case but the unseemly cafuffle over Byron’s manuscript has prompted her to go now, and go swiftly. For if his lordship’s trustees do decide to burn his words, she has a plan to save them.  

Only a few streets away, in a five-storey townhouse at 50 Albemarle Street in Piccadilly, Byron’s trustees, a group of six men, who’ve spent far too long with each other over the last few days, have come to the very decision to which Belle so objects.

Despite agreeing at long last on the necessary course of action all six remain angry. They are observed by a studious boy who’s been admitted to the drawing room by his father, John Murray, the owner of the house. The eldest son, at sixteen years of age, he’s also called John, as is the family tradition. For the last hour, since his father came home, John has loitered on the second flight of stairs, trying to make out the raised voices. Now he stands beside the leather-topped desk in the drawing room, as still as a piece of fine furniture, as the men grapple with the two manuscripts which are the cause of the rumpus. His heart thumps as they rip the papers from their bindings and cast them into the fireplace. Thomas Moore, the Irish poet, looks as if he might cry. John’s father’s face is dark. Mr Hobhouse, usually genial, flings himself with vigour into the task of tearing the last of the quarto and consigning it to the flames.

‘That’s an end to it,’ says one of the other gentlemen. A lawyer, if the boy guesses correctly. He’s seen him a few times since news of Lord Byron’s death reached London.

Young John met Lord Byron several times. His father publishes Byron’s poetry after all, or at least, he did. The men had a disagreement the last time his lordship came home.

The newspapers have printed obituaries, little of which chimes with the young boy’s experience of the famous poet. The London Times called him a towering hero, though his lordship was of distinctly average height, and walked with a limp. And as to being a hero – yes, he’d gone to Greece to fight for the country’s independence, before promptly dying, before the battle could even begin. The London Courier, John recalls, had Byron as the greatest poet of the age. That adage the boy has to concede may be true, although Robert Burns has his devotees, as does the late Percy Bysshe Shelley. The papers also make mention of Byron’s estranged wife, though not in the same terms as his mother, Anne, does when she gossips with her friends about Lord Byron. ‘A monster,’ the women dub him. ‘He made his marriage solely for the money, poor Annabella Millbank.’

These disparities intrigue John. It seems Byron was crueller than even his mother and her friends supposed. Even so, young John didn’t find the memoir as shocking as it would appear these six men have decided it to be. Yes, alongside many of his father’s friends and acquaintances, he’s read the manuscript that’s now burning to ash in the fireplace. One copy in Byron’s own hand, written in a notebook he purchased in Paris as he passed through the city; the second, a copy, was commissioned by Young John’s father a few weeks previously, for the original was becoming tattered.

‘It’s done. I’ll inform Annabella at once,’ the lawyer says, turning away from the flames. Falling in behind him, the others take their leave one by one, but John’s father doesn’t see them downstairs or even bid a solicitous goodbye. He merely nods gravely as they go.

The covers of the notebook are abandoned on a table beside the fireplace. Mr Murray Senior listens to the front door closing downstairs. He peers out of the window as the men part ways, one into a coach towards St James’s, the rest on foot: two along Piccadilly and two in the other direction along Albemarle Street. Then London’s greatest publisher sinks into a seat beside the fire.

‘Are you all right, Father?’

Murray looks up as if he’s forgotten his son’s presence. The sun highlights the imperfections in the glass, casting irregular light onto the drawing room’s grey silk-lined walls. Above the mantle an oil painting of Byron stares down.

‘That fire will be your most historic memory,’ Murray says. ‘I was left with no option.’

John tips his head to one side. He’s not sure what his father means, for he does have the option. Legally, that is. He owns the manuscript, having paid two thousand guineas for it.

‘The lawyer referred to me a good half dozen times as a bookseller,’ Murray adds with a dash of bitterness.

The boy’s eyes move to the flickering flames in the blackened grate. The Murrays are on the cusp of being gentlemen. Day-to-day society accepts them as such, but when push comes to shove, they remain trade. It feels a trampling kind of insult. All this despite Albemarle Street’s many visitors; his father’s gatherings of four o’clock friends, comprised of the city’s greatest minds, and, indeed, Murray’s ongoing involvement as the publisher of many landmark books. The kind of books that are found on every shelf in England. Jane Austen. Maria Graham. Mrs Rundell and her advice on domestic matters. Sir Walter Scott, and Lord Byron, of course.

The door of the drawing room opens and Anne Murray enters. She’s a tidy, well-mannered lady, in public anyway.

‘Well?’ she enquires of her husband.

‘Burned. All his shameful, scandalous recollections. Gone. Every one.’

‘Both copies?’ Murray nods sadly. ‘It would have made us a fortune.’

Later, dinner is a sorry affair taken in the small dining room next door to the site of the burning. They don’t even set a flame to the candles, for it’s light until late at this time of year.

‘I can’t understand why you did it. I didn’t consider it so very shocking,’ Anne posits, stirring her celery soup without supping a single spoonful. ‘It’s not as if everyone didn’t know. He wrote about it in the poetry and the letters . . . ’

Murray gives a perfunctory nod. He’s read out Byron’s letters many times at the gathering of four o’clock friends. People found them scandalous; sometimes lacking in taste, but everybody wanted to hear what the great man had to say. London liked being shocked.

‘We could have kept the papers locked away. A few decades, I suggested.’ He smiles at John. ‘You might have had it typeset, son. Imagine that. As an old man, you’d have been able to complete the story by putting Lord Byron’s memoir to press. Such a thing would make us.’ John doesn’t reply. The Murrays are a dynasty already. There’s no question that Young John will follow his father into the business, but he’ll be damned if they say he’s a bookseller. He’ll call out any fellow out who tries.

‘Was it the . . . ’ Anne’s voice lingers. She can’t say the word but both men at the table know what she’s asking.

Murray sighs. ‘The sodomy, dear? It’s illegal of course but hardly unknown in the upper echelons.’ Many aristocrats view the practice as a right of passage on the Grand Tour. Although as one of Murray’s naval associates, an Admiral, remarked the week before, ‘not with one’s wife’. That was the rub. Annabella.  

‘The women will never fully recover, I shouldn’t think. Their reputations, I mean,’ Murray adds, and John and his mother know to whom he is referring; Annabella, yes, but also Byron’s half-sister, Mrs Leigh with whom it’s rumoured he fathered a daughter. And that’s not to mention the women he engaged in a string of love affairs that left illegitimate children and broken hearts in the great poet’s wake, from Britain all the way to the Adriatic.

John excuses himself after the meal and climbs the stairs to his bedroom, relishing the feeling in his belly. For he has a secret. He closes the door and pulls an oak chest from underneath his bed, opening the iron catch and lifting the lid with a sense of ceremony. This is an historic moment, as his father would say. He peers. He rummages in the empty box as if what he’s looking for might have disappeared into its very fabric. It’s not here. His copy. The one he made over five nights, sitting at his father’s desk, ink on his fingers and eyes heavy with exhaustion. His heart pounds and his mind races. Does his father know? Had he removed it? Or was it one of the staff? Worse, one of the five visiting gentlemen? John’s cheeks burn. He’s told nobody what he’s done. He runs through the last two days in his mind, the tension in the house, the meeting of the four o’clock friends, cut short yesterday when he accompanied Belle Brodie fifteen minutes west by foot, to see her safely home. ‘You look tired, Mr Murray,’ she teased him as they cut in the direction of Panton Street, along St James’s Square. ‘Were you up late, reading?’

‘And writing,’ he’d admitted, with a satisfying sting of secret pride.

But she can’t have known, surely. Not from that one remark. Miss Brodie wasn’t accorded sight of Byron’s notebook. It was only shared amongst the great man’s close friends, a few of them women, admittedly. Mrs Shelley read it. Lady Caroline Lamb too. Could Miss Brodie have surmised John making the illicit copy? It doesn’t seem possible.

Earlier that afternoon Belle Brodie finally enjoined her staff to pack. Jamie Duffin, her handsome coachman, had been in her service since before her Edinburgh days, and knows better than to ask questions, but the maid, Janet, is not so well appraised of her requirements. She hasn’t fitted into the household and now quarrelsome, presses the mistress, which both Cook and Jamie know is a dire error.

‘But where are we going?’ she demands.

‘We?’ thinks Belle, archly.

Janet will not be going, though it would benefit her to have someone along. If she dressed up Cook, she wonders, might the old lady pass as an aunt for the sake of respectable appearance on this journey? She dismisses this notion swiftly. Helpful as it might be to appear to have a chaperone, the ruse would never succeed, for as soon as the old woman opened her mouth she’d betray herself. Cook hails from a mile east of Panton Street, close to the hub of the city. That mile makes all the difference.

‘Just pack my things, would you?’ Belle snaps at Janey, as, sitting at her desk, she scribbles a final note to the landlord, giving a month’s notice on the house. She seals a half-sovereign inside, closing the little package with red wax embossed with a stamp in the shape of a rose, to which she took a fancy when she first arrived in London. The Brodie coat of arms with three stars on a shield belongs to Belle’s brother, but she wanted to have a mark of her own. Belle is fond of roses, blousy and sweet. She has her linens prepared with rosewater made to her own recipe with a tiny splash of jasmine oil and a drip of cumin. Her signature scent this last while.

The pile of letters on her desk were dispatched an hour ago. As soon as she knew that it was indeed tonight that she’d leave. These were to her lawyer and her banker and also a couple addressed to friends. Next, she has Jamie arrange for the furniture to be sent to auction, thinking that she may regret letting go her gorgeous old Chippendale desk, but she can hardly drag it with her on the boat. ‘See to it that they put a good reserve on that,’ she instructs. Then she pays off Cook and says the old woman may stay in the house for a fortnight while she finds another position. She writes a reference saying that excellent dumplings and pies have emanated from the kitchen. Last of all, she pays off Janet less generously and tells her to leave at once. She sends a note by message boy to Ina Pleitch at 50 Albemarle Street, the upstairs maid, who has been in Belle’s pay for some months now. I’m leaving. If you wish it, I have a position. You might be my ladies’ maid.

Ina arrives at the kitchen door not even an hour later with a single, scrappy leather bag that looks half-eaten by red rot. The boot boy read the note to her, for she never learned her letters. ‘I told Mrs Murray I’d been called home,’ she admits. The lie feels especially shameful for Anne Murray gave the girl an extra sixpence for her trouble.

By the time it’s getting dark everything is arranged; an admirable feat. To Belle’s neighbours it seems that Miss Brodie must always have lived in London, even though she arrived scarcely two years before. Belle has that quality about her, of always seeming to belong. Well, she thinks, Jamie will have to do by way of chaperone. Ina doesn’t count but she’ll come at least. She’s a tidy girl and an extra pair of hands. The carriage is brought round and the trunks loaded. Jamie hands Belle up and waits. She’s wearing her green dress – velvet, for travelling in. A matching hat with a gold rosette. Jamie’s hair is greying which makes him look distinguished. Belle frequently buys him livery. Not the kind festooned in ribbons and brocade favoured by the Mayfair set but something ‘more Beau Brummell’, as she terms it. A well-made suit in a neutral shade and smart brown boots. Above everything else, Belle Brodie values discretion. She likes that even now he doesn’t ask her destination.

‘Dover,’ she says at the last possible moment. That, of course, is only the beginning of her journey. From Dover she’ll make for Dieppe. Calais is too obvious and besides Belle is a Scottish lass and Dieppe has a long association with her hometown. There’s a Rue D’Ecosse there, she’s heard. But truly, she knows that she’s making for the capital. She glances at her trunk where she has secreted the manuscript that Ina purloined on her instructions earlier in the day. And now, it’s time to be off.

Yes, she thinks, as if a town crier has made the announcement. Belle Brodie is going to Paris.
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness. (OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html)

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home. (National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024)

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:

	•
	Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference



	•
	Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!



	•
	Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations



	•
	Encourage them to listen to audiobooks



	•
	Support school libraries



	•
	Give books as gifts



There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.
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