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What reviewers are saying about
The Secret Portrait

 


Mystery, history and sexual tension blend
with a taste of the wild beauty of the Highlands: an enjoyable
tale.—Kirkus Reviews

 


In pursuit of information about Bonnie Prince
Charlie's legendary lost gold, reporter Jean Fairbairn discovers a
new corpse instead. Before all is said and done, she tangles with a
nouveau-riche Stuart aficionado and Inspector Cameron. An
entertaining blend of policing and sleuthing.—Library
Journal

 


An excellent book with a bit of woo-woo and a
lot of painlessly delivered culture and history. Throw in a gold
coin from the Bonnie Prince Charlie’s missing hoard and a couple of
men who look fine in kilts, a dash of bagpipes, and descriptions of
Edinburgh so vivid you can almost taste the haggis and you have a
most enjoyable read.—Shirley Wetzel, Over My Dead
Body.com






The Secret Portrait is a terrific tale
that mixes Scottish lore and legend with murder, madness and the
paranormal. The author's characters are richly drawn and authentic.
Jean’s natural curiosity from academic research makes her the
perfect amateur sleuth. The pacing is perfect for an entertaining
read. The dialog is sharp and witty.—Roberta Austin, Murder and
Mayhem Book Club

 


As always, Lillian Stewart Carl crafts an
exceptionally well-written and tightly plotted tale. And as always,
her characters draw you into her stories until you find yourself
standing in Jean's shoes on the staircase of Glendessary House
while ghostly footsteps clump closer and closer. Engaging,
absorbing, rousingly good and finally—highly recommended. I very
much look forward to more adventures with Jean and Alasdair.—Teri
Smith, Crescent Blues Book Review
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To Jared Sullivan Carl and his bride,
Shirisha Reddy, M.D. We haven’t lost this son, either; we’ve gained
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Chapter One

 


 


Jean Fairbairn sat on the stone windowsill of
her office, if hardly in command then at least in admiration of all
she surveyed.

The bloodstained walls of Edinburgh Castle
loomed over a row of modern shops. The dour medieval houses of the
Old Town turned their backs on the sprightly Regency façades of the
new. Car parks overlooked cemeteries. Businesspeople carrying cell
phones and briefcases threaded their way among tourists dawdling
over their maps, all pretending not to see the homeless.

Edinburgh itself, Jean thought with a smile,
should have been the protagonist of native son Robert Louis
Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. It was an appropriate
place for her to either find herself or lose herself, depending on
her mood of the moment. And right now her mood was upbeat,
confident, eager to explore. She must be getting in touch with her
feline side, and not only in posture.

“You’ll have me barring the window,” said a
voice behind her. “We can’t have you falling out and scaring away
the paying customers.”

Jean looked around to see Miranda Capaldi,
her friend of twenty years and business partner of four months,
peering into the room. Jean’s smile grew into a grin. “Funny how
the tourist brochures never show the throngs of tourists. It’s
quantum travel. The act of looking at the sites changes the nature
of the sites you look at.”

“Oh aye. The cafe up at the Castle is serving
iced tea. Seems you Yanks can’t leave home without bringing your
bad habits along with you. That much for their authentic Scottish
experience.” Laughing, Miranda strolled across to the window and
sat down on the other half of the sill.

Jean gathered in her denim skirt, not that
Miranda’s svelte figure needed much room. The subtle fragrance of
her Chanel moderated the odors of diesel and frying food rising
from the street four stories below. Jean’s perfumes usually
evaporated into a brown sludge, sour with reproach, before she
remembered to use them. Speaking of odors, she said, “Two hundred
years ago people were emptying chamber pots out this very window.
If tourists want authenticity. . . .”

“Authenticity? Not a bit of it. They come
here chasing romantic fantasies. Like you, I’m thinking.”

“Me? I’m a hard-bitten old cynic. Look at the
articles I was doing for the magazine even before I moved here,
about legends hitting the road and blowing a tire. Playing reality
off illusion.”

Miranda cocked a tweezed eyebrow.

“Okay, okay.” Jean raised her hands in
surrender. “I wouldn’t have moved here if I didn’t think the grass
was greener or the tartan brighter, whatever. It’s merciful fantasy
that keeps you going. Still, I maintain that anyone who moves to
Scotland in January isn’t chasing illusions, romantic or
meteorological.”

“Oh aye, the winter was dreadful, right
enough. But look now, a May afternoon with sunshine enough to warm
the cockles of your heart.”

Yes, just as the sunlight transformed
Edinburgh’s Calvinist gray to cosmopolitan color, some similar
alchemy was going on in that part of Jean’s psyche known as
“heart,” whether that included the ambiguous “cockles” or not. Home
is where the heart is, she thought. Heart of Midlothian. My heart’s
in the Highlands. Queen of . . .

“Is living here what you were expecting,
then?” Miranda, as always, cut to the chase.

“Scotland is. Owning half the magazine is.
Living alone, that still seems strange.”

“Just you wait, you’ll meet someone new.”

“No way,” stated Jean. That was the last
thing she needed, another man to complicate the life she’d gone to
such lengths to simplify.

Miranda’s other brow rose to meet its mate,
but she held her tongue. A soft knock on the door announced Gavin,
the teenager who minded the reception desk. “Ms. Fairbairn, you’ve
got a visitor.”

An elderly gentleman peered around Gavin’s
shoulder. His diction betrayed his national origin south of
Hadrian’s Wall. “I wasn’t quite sure I should call in, I suppose I
should have rung for an appointment. . . .”

“Come on in.” Jean stood up.

Miranda sauntered away, her murmured, “I’ll
leave you to it, then,” pierced by a curious backward glance.

“Good of you to see me. I’m George Lovelace,
Leicester University, retired.” The old man extended his hand.

Jean took it. “No problem.”

While many old men had a handshake that felt
like an empty glove, his was firm, almost fierce. He stood so
ramrod straight his ivory-headed walking stick must have been not
support but swagger stick. Maybe his gray regimental moustache,
thick glasses, and tweed suit—sturdy old-fashioned tweed, not
today’s lighter fabric—boded less an hour of polite boredom than an
interesting new story-quest to complement the day’s sunlit
affirmations.

“Please, sit down. What can I do for you?”
Adjusting her own glasses, Jean maneuvered around the corner of the
desk and into her chair.

Lovelace took the other chair in the room, a
straight-backed number that belonged in a collection of torture
devices, and looked vaguely around at Jean’s books and papers
before looking somewhat less vaguely at her. “Miss Fairbairn. Dr.
Fairbairn, rather.”

Her doctorate had been awarded to Jean
Inglis. Just because the marriage was over didn’t mean the degree
wasn’t valid. Still, she defaulted to, “It’s Jean.”

“I’ve been enjoying your articles in Great
Scot, er, Jean. Fine magazine, that. Miss Capaldi has made a
good fist of bringing it to life again. It was one of my childhood
favorites, Scotland being another world to me as a lad in the Home
Counties. Happy days, those, when I’d play at Arthur and his
knights or William Wallace or Bonnie Prince Charlie in the heather.
Not that we had heather in Orpington.”

Jean had seen Orpington. It was a suburb of
London teeming with traffic. She suspected Lovelace would not agree
with those who thought the change meant progress.

“Well now.” He leaned forward, focusing. “I
most especially enjoyed your article about Prince Charles. Not the
present one, of course. The Young Pretender, the Bonnie Prince of
the seventeen forty-five rebellion. History creates different
versions of such figures, doesn’t it?”

“Like running them through a hall of
mirrors.”

“Quite right. That’s how history is
transmuted to legend. Not that I mean to disparage legend. As you
said yourself, legend is the yeast that makes history rise. Nice
turn of phrase, that.”

Miranda had wanted to edit out that flight of
verbosity. Jean decided Lovelace was a charming old gentleman.

“I understand,” he went on, “that you had a
most distinguished career at a university in America.”

Her biography was printed in the back of the
magazine. The fact that her academic career was dead, buried, and
eulogized was not. She said neutrally, “I taught British history
for almost twenty years. What’s your field?”

“Eighteenth-century literature, specializing
in first editions, ephemera, arcana, curiosa, and marginalia.”

“Love letters, diaries, political pamphlets,
penny dreadful novels, and menus from the Titanic—well, not
in the eighteenth century. Menus from the Bounty, maybe.
Historical gossip columns.”

“Very much so. Fascinating, but quite tiring
to the eyes, which is why I took to watching birds. I spent many a
holiday in the Western Highlands, and finally moved house there.
Mind you, I was stationed at Achnacarry for a time during the war.
That was a shocker, coming to such rough country after my youth in
Kent. Although that’s the point of commando training, to toughen
you up. They used live fire in those days, none of this
limp-wristed please-and-thank-you business you see today. But our
backs aren’t against the wall today, thank God. We lost too many
young people then, too many who gave their todays for our
tomorrows. . . . Well, I’m sure old soldiers since Marathon have
been uttering the same sentiments.”

“It comes with the territory, yes.”

“So does my bewilderment with today’s
culture, I suppose. Music, clothes, the telly—not mine to
criticize, though. Must keep up with the times. But oh dear, this
modern food, a few stunted vegetables in a pool of muck with some
contrived bit of protein perched on top. What happened to the good
honest chop, potato, and veg, I ask you?”

He shouldn’t ask Jean. She was grateful for
the proliferation of exotic foodstuffs like nachos and Thai curry
on menus all over Scotland, let alone in sophisticated Edinburgh.
But food, like humor, was a very personal subject.

Lovelace’s watery blue eyes blinked rapidly.
“I’m rambling. Old men have a tendency to ramble. Too many memories
stored in the gray matter, I expect—can’t quite lay your hand on
the point of the exercise.”

“I’m still with you,” she assured him,
although as yet she had no idea where they were going.

“Well then.” Reaching inside his jacket, he
produced a flat white box and set it on the desk. He whisked away
the lid like a magician pulling a rabbit from a hat.

Good Lord. Jean’s eyes bulged. Without
looking away, she fumbled for the desk lamp and turned it on.

Inside the box, on a bed of white cotton, lay
a massive coin. Its surface blazed a fiery gold. Every mound and
furrow of the face stamped on it was finely etched: the double
chin, the long, sloping forehead.

From a long way away Lovelace’s voice said,
“Have a look at the reverse.”

She reached out, mentally slapped her own
hand, and instead opened the desk drawer where she kept her supply
of tissues—in Edinburgh in the spring, you soaked the rain up
through your feet and blew it out your nose.

The tissue covering her fingertips, Jean
gingerly picked up the coin. Yes, it was heavy, and even through
the tissue ice-cold. On the back was a design of the Palace of
Versailles, every window so finely detailed she expected to see
Madame de Maintenon pull aside the drapes.

She turned the coin face-up again. The words
surrounding the haughty, regal visage—grace a dieu—yes, they
were in French. Exhaling through pursed lips, she settled the coin
back into its cotton bed and looked up. “That’s a Louis d’Or. King
Louis the Fourteenth in gold.”

Lovelace was staring at her, no longer
blinking. “An excellent specimen. Almost three hundred years old,
and bright as the day it was minted.”

“You must have found this in Lochaber or
Moidart.”

He managed a thin, asymmetrical smile. “Well
done! But then, a scholar like you would know where Bonnie Prince
Charlie’s French gold was hidden.”

“I don’t know exactly. No one does, which is
just the point, isn’t it? You’ve found a clue.” Jean beamed on the
old man. Oh yes, this promised to be a very exciting story, a
historical treasure hunt, no less. “So as a child you played at
being the Bonnie Prince on the lam, and as an adult you find a coin
that has to have come from his lost hoard. That’s karma for you.
Fate.”

Did he shudder at that? Or did he just droop
wearily over his hands knotted atop the walking stick? “Especially
when you consider how often I double-timed it through that same
area as a youth. Although having bullets whistling past one’s ears
is hardly favorable to prospecting.”

“Now, though, you walk slowly around watching
birds, and turn up a needle in a haystack.”

“I wasn’t searching for the coin,” he said,
still talking to his own hands, his diction slurred. “You’ll excuse
me if I don’t reveal just where I found it.”

The coin glowed like a good deed in murky
world. Many a bad deed had been done for just that glow. Was
Lovelace worried that bad deeds would follow his discovery? If so,
then why not just chuck the coin into his desk drawer? “You’ve come
to the press with this,” Jean pointed out.

Abruptly Lovelace sat up straight, as though
bracing himself to some unpleasant duty. His gaze was so direct she
almost expected him to start barking orders like a drill sergeant.
In spite of herself, she shrank against the back of her chair.
Was it something I said?

“I’ve come to you, Jean, because I’d like you
to help me have the coin declared treasure trove. I’m a widower, so
have only myself to support on my pension, but a bit of the ready
wouldn’t go amiss—the taxes nowadays, some inheritance for the
grandchildren.”

She managed to lean into his fixed look, like
swimming against a current, and said, “I’m not up on the laws of
treasure trove, but I know a curator at the new Museum who is. I’ll
set up an appointment for you.”

“Thank you, but no. I’d much prefer you take
the coin there yourself.”

“Oh.” Jean didn’t exactly frown, but her
eyebrows tightened. “Well yes, I can do that. There’s really no
need, though. They’re very discreet.”

“I would greatly appreciate your seeing to
the matter.” Funny how he was no longer discursive, but as direct
as though he’d rehearsed his spiel before he got here.

He must be embarrassed to admit that he
needed money. “I’ll have to tell the Museum people your name, but
they won’t pass it on. I won’t either, but still I’d like to do
something for Great Scot about the coin, maybe work it into an
article about the lost hoard.”

“Yes, yes, that goes without saying. You must
make your efforts worthwhile and all. But please leave the
particulars unclear. Don’t want to cause a gold rush. We have quite
enough people beating about the area as it is, leaving gates open,
littering, frightening the sheep. . . .” His voice ran down. So did
he, bowing over his walking stick again.

Growing more intrigued by the moment, Jean
asked, “Are you planning to look for more coins?”

“Oh, no, no, not at all.”

Why not? she wondered. More coins, more
money.

“This coin,” he mumbled, “is worth much more
as a historical artifact than as its component gold, I expect. I
should hate to see it destroyed.”

Now he was evading the issue as deliberately
as he was evading her eyes—hot-cold, hot-cold. She tried reassuring
him. “The Museum’s bottom line is historical value, yes. They won’t
destroy it. They’ll probably want to buy it.”

“Right. This is where you can reach me,
then.” Lovelace reached inside his jacket, pulled out a metal case,
and extracted the small white rectangle of a business card.

Jean took it. His hand was trembling. Did he
need some sort of special treatment beyond that provided by the
National Health Service? Was that why he needed money?

This time she did frown, hiding her
expression by looking down at the card. It was engraved with,
“George Albert Lovelace,” followed by his address and phone number.
“Corpach, by Fort William. That’s a beautiful area. What’s the name
of the American millionaire who bought the old mansion out there?
Surely you’ve heard of him.”

When Lovelace didn’t answer, Jean looked back
up. All she could see was the top of his head, the gray hair
meticulously parted and pomaded. “Ah yes, I’ve heard of the man.
We’ve all heard of the man. One of the local celebrities. We get
quite a few celebrities in the area, film stars and the like. I
remember Mel Gibson.” He sat up abruptly, eyes hard and somehow
hurt.

Yeah, well, Jean was not a fan of Gibson’s
Braveheart, but she had a feeling that wasn’t the
problem.

“If you’d be so good as to give me a receipt
for the coin,” Lovelace said to the wall behind her, “I’ll leave
the matter in your capable hands.”

“Sure.” Might as well play along, Jean told
herself. She swiveled around to her computer, tapped out, “Received
from George Lovelace one Louis d’Or in excellent condition,”
printed the message on the magazine’s letterhead, signed, and dated
it.

He took the paper and folded it into his
pocket. “Thank you. Now if you’ll excuse me, it’s almost time for
my train. I didn’t drive—my automobile is a bit of an old banger
and the traffic in the city is . . .”

“A circus,” Jean concluded when he
didn’t.

Lovelace levered himself to his feet and for
a moment stood supporting himself heavily on his stick. Then he
drew himself to attention. Mission accomplished. Nodding gravely at
Jean, even while avoiding her eyes, he started toward the door.

Climbing back out from behind her desk, she
walked Lovelace through the hallway and past the reception alcove.
“I’ll be in touch,” she told him, and opened the door.

He stepped out onto the stair landing, then
spun back around, focused, intent. “Miss Fairbairn, Jean, I think
you should know. . . .”

That was one sentence she couldn’t finish for
him. “What?”

Again he blinked rapidly, bent over his
stick, and turned away. “Ah no, I beg your pardon, I shouldn’t
speak out of turn. Good day.”

What the . . . But he had started down
the stone spiral of the medieval turnpike stair. Jean stood, arms
crossed, monitoring his progress down the steps by the receding pad
of his shoes and the tap of his stick. She was afraid if she
shouted after him, asking for explanations, she’d hear the sound of
a falling body. After centuries of use, the narrow triangular
treads were hollowed and lopsided, and even at her tender age,
comparatively speaking, she had been known to catch her heel or
stumble.

But no. The slam of the outside door echoed
up the stairwell, punctuating Lovelace’s departure like an
exclamation mark after a shout.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


Jean hadn’t quite reached the level of a
frustrated shout. A sigh, though, one that split the difference
between bafflement and irritation, that seemed appropriate. With
the uneasy feeling that a cloud had just coasted across her sun,
she walked back into the reception area.

So what was all that about? Lovelace had been
chatty, pouring out numerous petty details of his life, none of
which concerned her. Then, as soon as he produced the coin, which
did concern her, he’d turned—coy, perhaps. Secretive.

Jean knew only too well that her curious
nature had developed a tendency to suspicion. Still, Lovelace had
as much as admitted he was hiding something from her. Whether it
was anything as straightforward as a medical condition he didn’t
want to reveal, or something more—sinister, if that wasn’t too
strong a word—she had no way of knowing. Yet.

For just a moment she wondered, why me? Then
she ordered herself to can the paranoia. Lovelace’s simply was not
the let-it-all-hang-out generation. He was being careful of his
sensibilities. She’d have to be, too. Like a priest or a lawyer,
she was now in possession of privileged information.

Miranda lay in wait in the door of her
office, her blond crest of hair tilted forward eagerly. “What was
he on about?”

“He found a gold coin from Bonnie Prince
Charlie’s Lochaber hoard, and since I wrote that article on Charlie
last month, he wants me to do the treasure trove legwork for him.
At least, that’s his story.”

“Bonnie Prince Charlie? Gold hoard?” Klieg
lights shone in Miranda’s eyes. She grasped Jean’s arm, pulling her
into the room. “His story?”

“What he told me of it, not exactly chapter
and verse.”

“Of course he’s not telling you the entire
story. He’s not after giving away the location of thousands of gold
coins.”

“It’s not that he wouldn’t tell me where he
found the coin, it was more his body language and that he said. . .
.” Jean told her own sensibilities to calm down, already. Lovelace
had an ulterior motive. She didn’t know what it was. Period. “I can
write a good article without knowing the intimate details, let
alone naming names.”

“There you are, then.” Miranda inspected her
overstuffed bookshelf. She always found what she was looking for,
Jean thought admiringly, even though her office looked like an
archaeological dig. Magic, probably.

Miranda pulled out an atlas. “The barrels of
coins were hidden where? Lochaber?”

“The western Highlands north and west of Fort
William, anywhere from Loch Arkaig to Loch Linnhe to the sea. Rough
country, even today.”

“Bonnie Prince Charlie country. The prince in
the heather and his buried treasure. There’s a brilliant marketing
hook for you. You can make a start with an article, then do up a
book—loads of photographs, interviews, and the like. Ghost stories
as well. You’re always turning up the ghosts. They come to you like
bees to honey.”

“Not on command they don’t,” Jean pointed
out. Miranda was one of the very few people who knew of what she
called her paranormal allergy, although it was more curse than
joke.

“We’ll post an excerpt on the website, with a
click-and-order for the book. And a tour, do you think. . . .”

“Whoa!” Lovelace might ramble, but talking to
Miranda could be like careening through Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride. “Let
me get the coin authenticated first. Not that I think Lovelace made
it in his basement. Whatever he’s up to is more subtle than
that.”

Miranda’s manicured fingertips drummed on a
map. “Western Highlands. Lochaber. The Road to the Isles. Loch
Arkaig. Well then, here’s a bit of luck. Glendessary House is just
there, along the loch. An interview would go down a treat.”

“An interview with a house?”

“With the new owner. A dot-com billionaire
keen on owning a bit of the Auld Sod. He’s taken Glendessary House,
the hunting lodge on the north side of the loch, and done it up
something posh. I met him last autumn during the Season. He’s a bit
cracked, I’m thinking.”

“Or,” Jean suggested, “since he’s filthy
rich, eccentric.”

“Eccentric. He is that, aye. Most Yanks buy
themselves a title and ponce about in society circles, Lord-this,
Lady-that, but not him. MacLyon keeps to himself with a small
circle of friends, I hear. Very exclusive.”

“I know who you’re talking about, sort of,
but I couldn’t remember his name. When I asked Lovelace about him,
he said something about everyone in the area knowing the man, that
he was one of the local celebrities. I got the feeling he wasn’t
thrilled by the proximity. . . . Oh my.”

“Aye?” Miranda asked.

“What if Lovelace found the coin on MacLyon’s
property? Maybe that’s why he was being so cautious. It sounds like
he needs the money and MacLyon doesn’t. I don’t want to betray the
old guy’s confidence or get him into trouble—but I’m sure not going
to cover anything up.”

“Mind you,” Miranda counseled in turn, “the
coin wants authentication first.”

Once again Jean tamped down her questions, an
activity equivalent to herding cats. “Then I’ll take it over to the
Museum right now. I’m not going to find out anything more about
it—or about Lovelace—until I do.”

“Away you go, then. I’ll have the lad
organize a hire car and book you a room in Fort William tomorrow
night. No need to hang about.” Miranda closed the atlas with a
decisive thump. “This looks to be a grand story and no mistake.
We’ll plot strategy the morn, eh? Half-past eight.”

Tomorrow, Jean thought. Fort William. A
secretive old man. A historic coin. An eccentric billionaire. This
was getting away from her. She wasn’t in Jekyll and Hyde,
she was in Treasure Island. At least Lovelace didn’t have
one leg and a parrot on his shoulder. Shaking her head, she offered
her friend a backhanded British salute, said “Aye, aye, Captain,”
and headed down the hall.

If Miranda’s office had once been a drawing
room, Jean’s was what had once been called a closet. The desk and
two chairs filled the few square feet of floor space, leaving space
only for narrow shelves crammed with books, magazines, maps,
leaflets, and manuscripts. And the window. But she didn’t begrudge
Miranda the larger office and the responsibility that came with it.
Being the silent partner in Great Scot, Ltd.—the sleeping partner,
in Britspeak—suited her just fine. She was, after all, only a
mild-mannered academic. Most of the time.

It was Miranda who’d turned her journalism
degree into a trans-Atlantic career. On the way, she’d gathered the
skills, the contacts, and the cash to rescue a moribund magazine,
expand it into a mini-publishing empire, and plant it firmly in the
twenty-first century. Jean expected that soon she’d find the
Capaldi coat of arms, which Miranda had duly ordered and paid for,
installed above the Castle drawbridge in the same fashion as the
Nokia Sugar Bowl or 3Com Stadium. The Capaldi Castle. It had a ring
to it.

So far, though, Miranda sponsored only this
four-hundred year old building. Jean was just now getting used to
floors that creaked and plumbing that groaned and the occasional
silken whisper in the hall, which at first she’d thought was the
swish of ghostly hoop skirts but which had turned out to be a draft
rustling the racks of newspapers. If any spirits lingered here,
they murmured so faintly behind the wainscoting that her sixth
sense couldn’t hear them.

Which was just as well. The occasional ghost
that she could sense was quite enough to make her see herself
as—hypersensitive. Eccentric, even. But not cracked. At times she
felt almost too sane.

Supposedly artifacts could be haunted, but
that sensation was not one Jean had ever experienced. Still, she
spent a long moment contemplating the gold coin in its box on her
desk. She imagined the French ship sailing silently into Loch nan
Uamh in May of 1746, barely a fortnight after Charles Stuart’s
cause had come to a grisly end on the battlefield of Culloden. She
saw sweating men and pack animals trundling the barrels of gold up
into the hills, even as their prince himself wandered destitute
through the country whose crown he’d claimed but failed to win.

She saw Charles at last meeting another
French ship and making his escape. Until the end of his life, forty
years later, he’d believed Scotland was ready to rise again in his
family’s name. He’d been wrong. But then, being right hadn’t
exactly been Bonnie Prince Charlie’s strong point.

Reality was never all it was cracked up to
be. Knowing that, Jean told herself, was both a drawback and an
advantage to working in the history business.

She put the lid on the coin box and the box
into her small backpack. A dash of lipstick, a tug of her comb
through her short, naturally surly hair, and she was ready to go.
In her younger days she’d been so afraid of being the type of girl
who “had a good personality” she’d fussed over her hair and her
clothes. Now she hadn’t so much let herself go as met herself
halfway, letting her comfort zone find its own level. Occasionally
she felt like the sale rack next to Miranda’s window display, but
then, Miranda liked to shop and Jean didn’t, so that was that.

On her way out, Jean stopped by the reception
desk. Gavin looked fifteen in spite of claiming to twenty. His very
proper suit and tie had obviously been handed down from an older
and larger relative. Contemplating an Internet listing of car
rental agencies, he asked, “Any particular sort of car you’re
wanting, then?”

“Something larger than a tin can and smaller
than a tank.”

He looked up at her, eyes dancing. “Well that
narrows the field a bit.”

“Mid-size, two-door, decent gas mileage,”
Jean told him. “Gas stations can be few and far between in the
Highlands.”

“Gas, is it then? Are you not wanting one
that runs on petrol?”

She resisted the impulse to ruffle his hair,
said, “Thank you, Gavin,” and headed toward the turnpike stair.

Halfway down, she met the postman coming up.
She turned sideways and balanced on the narrower side of the treads
as he passed by, greeting him with a breezy, “Hi! How’s it going?”
His return mumble seemed a bit forced. It wasn’t until Jean reached
the bottom of the steps that she remembered that passing someone on
a spiral staircase was considered bad luck.

Don’t, she ordered herself, go
looking for omens. This was going to be a grand story, and no
mistake.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Jean emerged from the cool, slightly musty
building and turned her face to the warmth of the sun. Now there
was a new habit. After two decades in Texas, she’d gotten used to
either hiding from the sun or trudging along in dumb misery as her
skin fried and her eyeballs frizzled. But not here, no. Here
sunshine was a blessing.

To Jean’s right the buildings on either side
of the street dwindled to a slit packed with a slice of the Castle.
To her left the Royal Mile snaked downhill, two banks of
storefronts, historical façades, and sidewalk cafes channeling a
roaring stream of traffic. Beside her, a plump middle-aged couple
draped in L. L. Bean safari gear—they might just as well have been
wearing placards reading American!—hesitated outside the
tartan-draped doorway of a shop. A tartan-clad clerk pounced. “I’ll
have a look, just see if we’ve got your family tartan, shall
I?”

The couple could be named anything from
Alvarez to Zimmerman, and the shop would carry their family tartan.
Jean would say that merchant and tourist alike were participating
in a role-playing game that went cheerfully on, over, around, and
through real life, except searching for your identity, whether on a
personal or a national level, was real life.

She darted across the street and around the
corner onto the George IV Bridge, which, from this perspective,
looked like just another building-lined street rather than a
viaduct crossing a ravine. Ahead rose the new Museum of Scotland.
The sleek curves and angles of its walls, part ancient castle and
part futuristic bunker, made a stark contrast to the intricacies of
the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century buildings surrounding it. So
did its stone, shades of amber as yet unstained by the smokes of
the city.

Jean paused at the front desk and asked the
guard to call up to Michael Campbell-Reid’s office. Then she
genuflected before the words of the Declaration of Arbroath painted
in foot-high letters in the entrance hall: “It is not for glory or
riches or honours that we fight, but only for liberty, which no
good man will consent to lose but with his life.”

Or any good woman. Not that the Scots,
men and women both, hadn’t through bad luck or bad choices lost
their liberty repeatedly. The struggle for freedom was as eternal
as that for identity, and as likely to include illusion. But then,
playing illusion off reality was as much the Scottish national
pastime as nursing old wounds and rehearsing old glories. Jean
found the Scots’ edgy self-awareness to be as stimulating as it was
annoying, both grandly romantic and chip-on-the-shoulder petty. It
all depended on the perspective.

She made her way past the familiar displays
to a door leading to the rear echelon and found Michael waiting for
her. “Jean! Hello!”

“How’s it going?”

“Overworked and underpaid as ever,” he
replied with a grin and a firm handshake. He inserted his key card,
pushed the door open, and waved her through a nondescript hallway
into an elevator.

At any other time in her life Jean would have
found Michael’s dashing good looks as compelling as chocolate. But
even if she had been in the market for eligible males, Michael
wouldn’t have qualified. He was as married a man as Jean had ever
met. “How’s the family?” she asked.

“Waiting to say hello,” Michael said.
“Rebecca’s just come from Holyrood, brought in a ring needs
cleaning. . . .”

The elevator doors opened. Michael’s wife was
reading the notices on the bulletin board just outside.

“. . . it being a bonny day for a dauner with
the bairn and all,” he concluded.

“She’s not a bairn yet,” retorted Rebecca.
“The word means ‘born,’ I’m thinking. Hey, Jean, how are you?”

“Great. Enjoying the pretty day myself.”

“Have we seen you since we decided on the
baby’s name?”

“No. What’s it going to be? Mary, after your
favorite sixteenth-century queen?”

“Linda, after my favorite
twenty-first-century aunt.”

“That’s brilliant.” Jean made a face. After
four months in Edinburgh, she had to make a conscious effort to
speak in her own American accent.

Rebecca had been here three years. No
surprise she spoke with a bit of a lilt and a burr. Whether her
bright eyes and rosy cheeks could be attributed to the Scottish
air, pregnancy, or her Midwestern American upbringing Jean had no
way of knowing. What she did know was that Rebecca’s insightful
smile complemented Michael’s eager intelligence.

And his sense of humor. Thumping on her
rounded abdomen, he pronounced, “Not quite ripe. We’d best be
giving the wee one two more months.”

“Is that an imperial or an editorial ‘we,’
Michael?” Rebecca waddled through a light, spacious area filled
with tables and chairs to Michael’s book-lined office, where she
lowered herself into the desk chair. “And how are you enjoying life
in Scotland, Jean?”

“Very much, now that I’ve survived the
winter.”

“Oh aye,” Michael said. “Scotland’s not for
the squeamish.”

“Neither are the Scots,” added Rebecca with a
glance at her husband.

He drew himself up, exuding dignity. “And
what’s bringing you in the day, Jean? A new article for the
magazine?”

“More or less, yes. I have something that
needs to be authenticated.” She pulled the white box from her
backpack.

“It’s a box, right enough,” Michael said.

Jean opened it with a flourish. “And inside
is a gold Louis d’Or of seventeen-twenty.”

“Well, well, well.” Michael took the box and
angled it so Rebecca could see the coin.

“Who turned it up?” she asked.

“An elderly English gentleman named George
Lovelace. Not that he wants his name spread around, you understand.
He found it in Lochaber, not at all surprisingly.”

“You’re on the trail of Bonnie Prince
Charlie, are you?” Michael set the box on a counter that ran the
length of the small room, between a computer and a rack holding
exhibition leaflets. Folding his long limbs onto a stool and
pulling on a pair of cotton gloves, he hefted the coin, turned it
over and around, and peered at it through a magnifying glass. “Your
auld Sassenach was clever enough not to wash it. We’ve got bits of
dirt—peat, most likely—fluff, a wee thread of some sort, several
minor scratches. Did you pack it away in the box or did he do?”

“He brought it in the box. Looks like a
jewelry box, actually.”

“He’s carried the coin about in his pocket
for a time.”

“When he first found it,” suggested
Rebecca.

“I expect so.” Michael’s forehead creased in
thought. “Lovelace, George. That name sounds familiar. Lives in
Lochaber, you said?”

“I didn’t say, but yes, he lives in
Corpach.”

“Corpach.” Michael waggled the mouse of his
computer, waded through a couple of screens, typed in a password.
“Oh aye. Just there.”

Rebecca was craning forward. “What?”

Over Michael’s shoulder, Jean could see the
words, in plain pixilated English, “George Lovelace, 5 Beaton
Terrace, Corpach.” What the . . . ?

“He brought in a Norse brooch last year,”
explained Michael. “Said he turned it up on Skye. Not my
department, mind, but I remember the announcement. The brooch was
declared bona vacantia, ownerless goods, and of significant
historical interest. I dinna ken how much we paid for it, but I’m
guessing it was no small sum. No surprise Lovelace was motivated to
look out more items.”

Jean’s perspective screeched, ran up the
curb, and landed on its side. “He brought you a. . . . He knows the
laws of treasure trove better than I do!”

“Maybe he thinks this way he won’t have to
tell us where he found it,” Rebecca offered.

“But if he’s already dealt with you, he knows
that eventually he’ll have to come out with the location.” Jean
shook her head. “I knew he was hiding where he found the coin—and
probably more than that—but this is weird.”

“That it is, not sensible at all.” Brows
knit, Michael put the coin back in its box and replaced the lid,
quenching the beguiling glimmer of gold.

“Maybe he found several coins,” Rebecca
offered, “or at least knows more are there, and he wants to hand
them over one at a time so as not to flood the market and bring
down the price.”

“Or perhaps he found the coin on a protected
site,” added Michael. “Did he say he turned it up on public
land?”

“He said—no, all he did was give me the
impression—that he found the coin while he was bird-watching. I did
wonder if he found it on private property.” Lovelace hadn’t
actually told her very much at all, had he? About his discovery, at
least. As for what he had told her. . . . “I’d like to think
Lovelace is just being a public-spirited citizen and trying to
protect the site, but he doesn’t need me for that. If anything, his
coming to me has made me very suspicious.”

“So ask him what he’s on about,” Rebecca told
her.

“You bet.” With her entire hand, not just one
finger, Jean gestured toward Lovelace’s name gleaming in the cold
blue light of the computer. “No more Ms. Nice Guy. Tomorrow I am
having a very serious conversation with George Lovelace, Leicester
University, retired.”

“In the meantime I’ll report the coin to the
Advisory Panel and send it for analysis.” Michael took off his
gloves and started filling out a label.

What else was going to happen, Jean wondered.
“I don’t suppose the French government will try to claim it the way
Spain’s been trying to claim the stuff hauled up from shipwrecks
off Florida.”

“Louis the Fifteenth gave Charlie the money
to begin with,” said Rebecca, “but Charlie doesn’t have any
descendants to claim it.”

“Might as well let the Crown claim the coin
and pay for it, make an ironic historical footnote out of it.”
Michael stuck the label to the box. “The Crown’s ancestors would
have confiscated every last coin and most of Charlie’s body parts
if they’d ever caught him up.”

“Brutality as public policy. A time-honored
tradition.” Jean leaned back against the door, her arms folded.

Through the windows across the room she could
see several rooftops, their slates laced with green lichen. Beyond
them rose the gable end of Greyfriars Church. In the sunlight, the
old building seemed greeting-card peaceful. One dark, damp evening
in March, though, Jean had taken a tour of the graveyard with its
rows of broken, moss-covered stones. The guide had stopped beside a
walled-off area lined with rotting tombs that had once served as a
prison for religious dissenters. Jean had needed neither his lurid
stories nor the wind moaning in the naked tree branches to convince
her that ghosts lurked there. She could sense their presence, like
seeing a whisper or feeling a shadow. But then, Scotland’s history
was dark and bloody enough to produce armies of uneasy spirits,
enough to sneak up even on people who, unlike Jean, had spent their
lives blithely oblivious to the presence of the past.

But then, the country provided comic relief
as well. “Speaking of private property, Miranda’s also setting me
up an appointment to interview Rick MacLyon. The rich American who
bought Glendessary House.”

Michael and Rebecca exchanged a glance of
amusement edged by caution. “Oh aye. Rick MacLyon, esquire. Born
Richard Douglas in Ro-a-noke Vir-gi-nee-yah.” Michael drawled the
names.

“Douglas is a good Scottish name,” said Jean.
“Why the theatrical, not to mention artificial, ‘MacLyon’? Do you
know?”

“Only that he’s gone over the top playing the
laird of the castle.” Rebecca nodded toward an engraved wine glass
sitting at one end of the counter. “The amen glass there, that’s
his. Or will be.”

Michael flicked the glass with his
fingernail, producing a clear chime. “A dealer gave me it last week
to authenticate, with an eye to MacLyon buying it. And it’s
authentic, right enough. The provenance is in apple-pie order as
well, been in the same family two hundred years. You’d know the
name. Ancient title, ancient house needing repairs, no money—the
usual story. They’ll make a packet off the glass, though.”

“No need quite yet to marry a son to an
American heiress?” Jean looked more closely at the solitary wine
glass standing atop a small turntable. An air-twisted stem spread
into a trumpet-shaped bowl, which was engraved with several lines
of elegant eighteenth-century script and an intricate cipher. “A
crown, ‘JR’, and ‘8’. Jacobus Rex, James Stuart, Prince Charlie’s
dad, the Old Pretender, who would have been James the Eighth of
Scotland and the Third of England, if Charlie had won. What’s the
rest say?”

“‘God save the King, Send him victorious,’”
Michael read. “Sound familiar?”

“That’s the British national anthem. Is that
where it came from, an old Jacobite hymn? Talk about irony.”

“This part of the world is lousy with irony,”
Rebecca commented.

“I’ve noticed,” returned Jean. “Works for
me.”

“MacLyon is right keen on Charlie and the
Forty-five and all,” Michael went on. “He’d fancy this coin
especially.”

“Unless it was found on his land to begin
with, in which case he’d claim it.” Second verse, same as the
first, Jean added to herself. “So how do I approach MacLyon—with a
shaker full of salt?”

“He’s reality-challenged, no doubt about it,”
said Rebecca.

“Living a fantasy,” Michael said.

Jean smiled wryly. “Aren’t we all.”

“But then,” Rebecca went on with a laugh of
agreement, “Popcom Technologies is known as much for games as for
software. Or was, before MacLyon sold out to Microsoft for God only
knows how many million. Talk about timing—he got out of the dot-com
business five minutes before the walls came tumbling down.”

“Claymore’s a grand game.” Michael
joined his hands on an imaginary hilt and made a sweeping motion,
lopping off an imaginary English head. “I’ve seen more historical
accuracy on cereal boxes, mind you, but it’s a grand game.”

“Myth can make a lot better story than the
truth,” said Jean. “After a while it becomes the truth. If it
didn’t, I’d be out of work.”

“So would we.” Rebecca’s motion included the
Museum and the city surrounding it. “Would you like a cup of tea,
Jean? We can actually sit out on the balcony for a change.”

“Thanks, but I’ve got to get home and collect
my wits, such as they are. You know how it is, Miranda proposes and
I dispose.”

“Have a safe trip then,” said Michael. “Give
us a shout if we can help out.”

“Don’t worry, I will.”

“And let us know what Lovelace’s story is,”
Rebecca added.

“I’ll do that, too. Take care.” Jean wended
her way back to the elevator, allowing herself to remember her one
all-too-brief pregnancy, years ago when she and Brad were
emotionally as well as legally married. But that water was so far
under the bridge it had already evaporated and come back to earth
as rain. National past glories were the stuff of legends. Personal
might-have-beens were the stuff of neuroses.

She took the door leading from the new
building into the vast Victorian atrium of the old Royal Museum
next door. The odor of coffee from the snack bar almost tempted her
off her course, but no, it was too late in the afternoon for
caffeine, the excellent British tradition of teatime to the
contrary.

Instead, she pitched a penny into the koi
pond. Several other coins shimmered beneath the water the way the
gold Louis d’Or had shimmered beneath her desk lamp. On a distant
balcony a clock chimed, counting off the minutes, the hours, the
years that coin had lain—somewhere.

Gold, Jean thought, was incorruptible. A
shame she couldn’t say the same about people.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


 


By the time Jean reached the Lawnmarket and
the building occupied by the Great Scot offices, she’d
turned her conversation with Lovelace over and around and peered at
it through a magnifying glass, like Michael inspecting the
coin.

Her indulgent attitude toward the old man had
curdled into resentment blunted only by bewilderment. He could have
been trying to hide the site where he found the coin, but what a
ham-handed way of doing it! Maybe his real motive was the opposite,
to publicize his find and make himself a celebrity. All his
protestations could have been intended to pique her interest. And
yet, again, what a clumsy way of going about it. Surely she didn’t
come across in her articles as a reporter who’d rush out and reveal
off-the-record details the instant she heard them.

So she didn’t have privileged information.
What she did have was two options. She could believe Lovelace was a
nut case. Or she could give him the benefit of the doubt. She
didn’t know what was going on in his life. She didn’t know what
pressures had driven him to—no, he hadn’t lied to her, not in so
many words. But he’d sure as hell meant to use her. What he’d
accomplished was to give her curiosity an edge of urgency.

Two open-topped buses edged by each other in
the street, the tourists with their headphones listening to some
version or another of national myth. Music leaked out of an open
shop door, a lushly-orchestrated easy-listening arrangement of the
otherwise fiery “Scotland the Brave.”

Now that, Jean thought, was sacrilege.
Scottish music was passion in sound. To buff off its jagged edges,
to pour sweet oil on its turbulence—to take away its
challenge—betrayed its beating heart. But then, she understood only
too well the craving for safety.

She walked on by the office and headed up
Castle Hill, picking her way through the tourists crowding the
sidewalks and spilling out into the street, then veered right into
Ramsay Lane. In the distance, a siren wailed. The late afternoon
air was thickened by a mingled scent of musty age and cooking food
that was distinctly Edinburgh, where the dead and the living
occupied the same space if not the same time.

Shortening her steps on the steep downhill
grade, Jean turned left into Ramsay Garden, strolled across the
courtyard, and arrived at her own front door.

The Garden was a cluster of buildings tucked
in between the Castle and the University’s School of Divinity.
Despite having been built in the heavy-handed Victorian era, the
buildings with their cupolas, towers, and chimneys had a whimsical
air, like the illustration to a fairy tale wedged into a book of
sermons. The site not only suited Jean’s taste for incongruity, it
was so close to the office she didn’t need to keep a car. Plus her
apartment had just been renovated. The new appliances and colorful
Arts and Crafts wallpaper had not only exorcised any temperamental
plumbing, but also any lingering traces of earlier residents,
leaving Jean to fill the four small rooms with her favorite books,
prints, movies, and music, claiming them as her own.

She opened the door, collected a couple of
letters from the basket attached to the mail slot, and pitched them
onto the desk. In the bedroom she found her roommate dozing on what
had been her neatly-smoothed bedspread, a ball of yarn shredded
beside him. At least it wasn’t the yarn from her current knitting
project. Jean pointed to the basket-and-cushion combo beside the
coal-effect fireplace in the living room. “You have a bed.”

The small gray cat looked up with a yawn.
Jean didn’t need to speak feline to interpret that remark. “Fine,”
she said. “Have it your way.”

Dougie had had it his way since a week after
Jean moved in. She’d opened the front door one afternoon to find
the cat lying on the stone step, basking in a rare moment of
sunshine. He might just as well have announced, “Lucy, I’m home.”
The next thing Jean knew, she had two bowls on the kitchen floor, a
litter box in the bathroom, and a warm furry beast to sit purring
on her lap when rain, fog, and regret blurred her view.

Today, though, the view through the bow
windows was crystal clear, over Princes Street Gardens and past the
tidy Age-of-Reason squares of the New Town to the Firth of Forth, a
shining strip of silver, and the blue hills of Fife beyond. Today
the clear evening lingered like a man with a slow hand. . . .

Jean laughed. Spring must mean the rising of
her sap. But even if she could imagine the physical side of sex
again, the emotional side, the intimacy—the passion, to use a
loaded word—was still beyond her. By initiating an academic
scandal, she’d burned the safe bridges of her job and her marriage.
Now she was not only reinventing her exterior life, she was
rediscovering her emotions. That was quite enough to deal with now,
thank you.

She changed into her comfortable old jeans
and a sweatshirt and tucked her knitting bag away in a cabinet.
Dougie—not the “Duggie” of American dialect but Scotspoken
“Doogie”—was waiting expectantly in the kitchen door. Jean triaged
the leftovers in her refrigerator, trying to decide which to eat
tonight and which to throw out. She’d be gone two nights, probably.
Which reminded her. . . .

A strain of music filtered through the wall,
one of the more energetic Wolfstone pieces, accompanied by a live
fiddle. The band wasn’t the first to realize that bagpipes made a
splendid rock ‘n roll instrument, but it was among the best.
Tapping her toe, she poured kitty kibble into a bowl and pitched in
a bit of leftover moo shu pork. Dougie’s crunches repeated the
rhythmic reverberation of the drums.

Jean slipped out of her front door and down
the steps to her neighbor’s. She knocked. Inside the flat the music
came to an abrupt halt. The door opened a crack and Hugh Munro’s
sharp blue eyes glared through the slit. “Ah, it’s you, is it?
Thought I was having another visit from the music Gestapo. Come
through, I’ve got a grand new single malt.” He opened the door and
stepped back, shouldering his fiddle like a rifle.

Hugh’s bald head with its fringe of white
hair, his crisp gray beard, and his stomach bulging coyly between
his suspenders made him look like Santa Claus. But Hugh’s sleigh
had two left runners. He’d earned his place in Edinburgh’s
traditional-music scene with social protest folk-rock, skillfully
balancing his diatribes about the evils of capitalism with its
benefits there in Ramsay Garden, in a flat bequeathed to him by an
admirer with a sense of humor to equal his own.

“Thanks, but I can’t come in,” Jean told him.
“I just wanted to tell you I’m leaving town for a couple of days,
and ask if you’d mind feeding the cat and cleaning out his
box.”

Hugh beamed. “No problem at all. Off on
another historical quest, are you?”

“I’m doing an article on Bonnie Prince
Charlie’s French gold and another one on Rick MacLyon and
Glendessary House, more or less at the same time. You were telling
me about him, weren’t you? MacLyon, although you’ve certainly told
me enough about Charlie.”

“Oh aye. MacLyon hired the lads and me for a
Hogmanay concert. Brought in the New Year right and proper we did,
with all the old customs and a few new ones we invented for the
occasion. All the same to him.”

“It must have been one heck of party,” Jean
said.

“Brilliant.” Hugh licked his lips
reminiscently. “Not so many guests but lashings of food and drink
even so, all best quality. And his staff and us tucking in with the
rest. No sending the working class away with second best.”

“Was anybody famous there? Besides you, that
is.”

He shrugged that away. “A couple of film
people, aye. And MacLyon himself done up like a tartan nightmare,
dirk, plaid, and all. But mostly there were businesspeople
muttering about stock prices and some po-faced sorts I took to be
toadies. Several locals were there as well—at least MacLyon’s not
playing the absentee landlord, exploit and run. The only sour note
was some regional functionary quarreling with a retired military
chap.”

Her ears perked forward like the cat’s. “A
retired military chap?”

“Pleasant enough old fellow, except for his
tendency to blether on and on about his childhood in
Orpington.”

Orpington. Feeling as though fate was
dealing from the bottom of the deck, Jean asked, “His name wasn’t
George Lovelace, was it?”

“Could have been, didn’t really notice. You
know him?”

“We’ve met. He was arguing with a local
official? What about?”

“Haven’t a clue, just heard them getting up
each other’s noses. MacLyon’s wife Vanessa dressed them down, told
them to boil their heads or whatever it is you Americans say. She’s
just a slip of a girl but she’s right—assertive—even so.”

Nothing wrong with assertive, Jean thought.
Within the bounds of courtesy, at least. She was feeling rather
assertive herself at the moment. “I can hardly wait to get out
there and start digging around! Not literally, my chances of
actually finding gold aren’t too good. I’ll settle for some
explanations and a good story.”

“The cast of characters looks to be right
dramatic,” Hugh said with a twinkle that had a sharply-honed edge
to it. “Put the spare key through the letter box then, I’ll see to
the moggie.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it. If you need me, you
have my cell phone number.”

“Have a safe trip now.” The door shut. A
moment later the music started up again.

It’s got a great beat, thought Jean, and if
you don’t dance to it, you haven’t got a nerve in your body. With a
shimmy and a pirouette she regained her own flat.

Dougie, who was named after rock ‘n’ reel
piper Dougie Pincock, was sitting on the window sill washing his
face. His ears rotated like radar dishes when Jean walked into the
sitting room, but he didn’t actually look around. “Already taking
me for granted?” she asked. He smoothed his whiskers, concealing
what was no doubt a smug smile. Funny, she hated smug in men, but
found it appealing in cats.

Lovelace hadn’t acted smug. If she had any
consolation at all, it was that he hadn’t seemed to be enjoying
himself while he scammed her.

Sitting down, Jean booted up her laptop and
started making notes. While she could come up with any number of
scenarios explaining Lovelace’s actions, she couldn’t prove a thing
without more evidence. The nugget that Hugh had given her, that
Lovelace knew MacLyon well enough to rate an invitation to a party,
could well be irrelevant. Still, there was a chance that Lovelace’s
relationship with MacLyon or the stuffed-shirt official might have
something to do with his true motive.

No, he hadn’t told her everything she needed,
let alone wanted, to know. Whether he would come clean about
his—scheme, scam, whatever—when she confronted him was another
matter. Even if he did tell her or the Museum where he’d found the
coin, though, that didn’t mean archaeologists could uncover the
entire stash. The odds were that the barrels of coins had been
hidden in different places. Some of the money had been paid out in
1746. The rest could have been stolen either en masse or in bits
and pieces down the years. . . .

Just as Jean reached for a reference book,
the phone emitted its double blat.

She picked it up and switched it on. Miranda,
with another inspiration? “Hello?”

“Is that Jean Fairbairn?” The voice was
female.

Jean didn’t recognize it. “Yes.”

“Stay clear of George Lovelace. He’s
trouble.”

“What? Who is this?”

“Whatever he’s asking of you, leave it. . .
.” The voice stopped abruptly. Was that another voice, a man’s,
faint in the background?

Dead air filled Jean’s ear. Punching the Talk
switch produced only a high-pitched dial tone. She tried bouncing
the call back, but the phone rang and rang without anyone
answering. It was probably in a public call box, a glass cubicle on
a busy street or lonely red-painted booth on a back road.

Frowning, she switched off the phone and put
it down. While the mysterious voice had an American accent, the
syntax was British. Miranda could do a devastating American accent,
even though her normal speech patterns were Brit frothed with
Scots, but the voice on the phone hadn’t been hers. It hadn’t been
Rebecca Campbell-Reid’s, either. And even though Jean was beginning
to feel like the victim of a practical joke, neither Miranda nor
Rebecca was inclined to play them.

The voice belonged to a stranger. A stranger
who knew a lot more about Jean’s work than she should have. Maybe
it was a friend of Lovelace’s playing a joke on him. Or maybe it
was his—enemy was a strong word, rival, maybe?—either warning Jean
to keep her out of trouble or warning her off, to keep her from
causing trouble. Of the two Jean voted for the latter, on the
grounds that anonymous phone calls usually had the welfare of the
caller in mind, not the recipient.

“What am I getting myself into here?” she
asked Dougie. “What is George Lovelace getting me into? And, for
heaven’s sakes, why?”

Dougie stretched, strolled back into the
bedroom, hopped up on the bed, and curled himself into a snug ball,
leaving Jean to her notes and a long list of questions she had
every intention of getting answered. Because unlike many
imponderables of life, the universe, and everything, these
questions did have answers.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


Jean looked up at the three bronze commandos.
They looked out over the Western Highlands, stoically square-jawed.
The stone panel below their boots was inscribed: United We
Conquer. In memory of the officers and men of the commandos who
died in the Second World War 1939-1945. This country was their
training ground. Wreaths of red paper poppies stacked against
the base of the memorial rustled in the wind.

A beautiful if harsh training ground it was,
Jean thought. To the southwest the dark snow-streaked hump of Ben
Nevis resembled a huge terrestrial whale breaching the surface of
the land, earth rolling away in waves from its flanks. All around
rose smaller mountains, shaggy below, craggy above. Clouds sailed
through an achingly blue sky, dragging shadows across the hills. A
rosy glow in the sunlight hinted of summer, but the frosty wind
felt like a slap across her face. Thanks, I needed that.

The landscape lacked only a soundtrack, an
emotional Celtic folk-rock piece or a movie score by John Williams
or Howard Shore, something that would complement the sensation Jean
felt in her chest. Either her heart was expanding with a desire she
wasn’t prepared to analyze, or her lungs were expanding with
oxygen. It was about time she escaped the noise, litter, and
jostling crowds of the city, all the bits and pieces of input she’d
trained herself to let roll off her nervous system even as she
worried she was missing something.

A cloud blotted the sunlight. Above the
monument an eagle tipped his wings, dived, and a moment later flew
up from the bracken gripping a small, wriggling creature in his
talons. Telling herself yet again not to read omens from
happenstance, Jean walked past an area set aside for memorials to
individual commandos and climbed into her rental car.

This morning Miranda had reacted predictably
to Jean’s update from the Museum and her account of the cryptic
phone call. “Oooh, nothing like a bit of gold to bring out the
villains! Hard to credit Mr. Lovelace might be up to something,
though, him being such a nice old gentleman and all.”

Jean’s enthusiasm was tempered with
caution—it was her body that wasn’t wanted on the scene, not
Miranda’s. Lovelace was up to something, nice old gentlemen
being as likely as anyone else to have a secret agenda.

She pulled her cell phone out of her bag and
hit redial. She’d tried Lovelace’s number from Callander, where the
gentle green hills of the Lowlands gave way to the stony mountains
of the Highlands. She’d tried again from Fort William, the town
tucked between the beetling brow of Ben Nevis and the deep waters
of Loch Linnhe. This call didn’t produce an answer—or an answering
machine—either. So much for contacting Lovelace before she talked
with Rick MacLyon. She’d just have to go on out to Glendessary
House and try again afterwards.

Dodging a behemoth
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