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Ashes. It is
not necessary to read Ashes to Ashes, though, as Carl does a fine job about giving the
reader a little bit of background if they are not familiar with the
story. Still, Ashes to Ashes is a great book so I recommend you read it...
Rebecca and Michael are in that interesting stage of a relationship
where they are serious enough to have to determine if what they
have is worth taking to the next level or if they should just give
up on the whole thing. It was also wonderful to have a dig in
Scotland as the backdrop. I particularly enjoyed learning about
Scottish history and the archaeological aspects were fascinating.
The book is a wonderful read and I highly recommend it to anyone
who enjoys romantic mysteries!—Debbie, Resident Scholar on
AllReaders.com
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Chapter One

 


 


Rebecca’s ancestors had crossed the
Atlantic from Scotland to America in steerage. For her, going back
in an economy seat in a DC-10 was somewhat better. The torture
lasted only during those few hours stretched between New York and
Europe.

She closed her eyes and tried to
convince herself she was sleepy. The tendons in her neck and
shoulders were tight with tension. With a sigh she opened her eyes.
Her contact lenses felt like cockleburs against her
pupils.

Beside her Adele breathed tiny
ladylike snores, deep in the sleep of a person with a clear
conscience. Across the aisle, Dennis was a blanketed cocoon, his
mouth open, his snores anything but delicate. The sleep of the—well
no, Rebecca decided generously, not the dumb but the innocent. She
had just met the two students, it was premature to be passing
judgment on either of them. She simply wasn’t in a very generous
mood. She’d slept only fitfully for a week, and now, so close to
Scotland at last, she abandoned all hope of sleeping now. Her
feelings ricocheted from anticipation to apprehension and
back.

Michael, Rebecca said silently, his name a kiss on her lips. Six
months ago he’d asked her to return to Scotland with him. She’d
replied that she couldn’t; she didn’t want to blame him if she
never got her doctorate.

She’d submitted her dissertation at
the beginning of June. It would be September before the degree
she’d struggled toward these many years would be granted or denied.
Now she was spending six weeks of those months shepherding a group
of students to the excavations at Rudesburn Priory. The job didn’t
pay much, but it would be an important asset to her resume, and she
would once again be living and working with Michael.

If everything went well at the dig,
maybe she could find a job and launch a career. Then they could
afford to marry. If they wanted to marry. If she wanted to stay in
Scotland.

An American professor of British
history searching for a job in Edinburgh would give new meaning to
the expression “coals to Newcastle”. Of course Michael already had
a job, a toehold on the career ladder, as a curator at the National
Museums of Scotland.

If only she hadn’t heard those rumors
about the excavation—she needed that excavation to be successful. .
. .As if she didn’t have enough to worry about without worrying
over the dig itself. Body, mind and soul, love and money. She
squirmed, her mind still trapped by the random strands of thought.
For a 28-year-old, she was feeling very immature.

Rebecca sensed rather than heard the
change in the timbre of the engines. She glanced at her watch which
she’d set to Greenwich time while the plane was taxiing for
take-off. Six a.m. The plane was scheduled to land at Prestwick at
seven. To Rebecca’s internal chronometer, as crumpled as her
sweater and khaki pants, it was barely past midnight. But she’d
grown very familiar with this wide-eyed weariness in the last few
months.

She raised the blind on the window and
peered out. Dawn. The sky was an impressionist painting, pale blue
lavished with gold. Far below was a green coastline frilled with
white breakers—Ireland. Ahead lay the peninsula of Kintyre, and
Scotland. Rebecca’s heart swelled; she was coming home, even though
she’d been here only twice before.

The lights flickered on in the cabin,
bringing groans of protest from the huddled masses wrapped like
corpses after a battle. Adele stirred, brushed at her no-nonsense
sheaf of gray hair, and looked up. “Are we almost
there?”

“Terra firma Scotia is on
the horizon.”

“Good.” Adele polished her
glasses, adjusted her double-knit jacket, and applied her only
concession to make-up, a bit of lip balm. Her pale blue eyes were
as bright if she’d spent eight hours asleep in her own
bed.

Rebecca was vaguely embarrassed at
finding herself with a student twenty years older than she. But if
Adele chose to go back to school after being widowed, more power to
her. When the flight attendant came down the aisle doling out
coffee and sweet rolls, Adele told her, “I don’t drink caffeine or
eat sugar. I’ll just take some juice.”

Across the aisle, Dennis wriggled
against the confines of his seat, yawned, and asked Adele, “If you
don’t want your roll, can I have it?”

Rebecca drank her own cup of caffeine,
wishing she could take it intravenously, and choked down the sugary
flour and preservative patty the attendant optimistically called
food. She picked up her purse, dug her toothbrush out of her
carry-on bag, and eyed the line waiting for the
lavatory.

Adele asked, “Your young man will be
at the airport?”

“My young man?” Adele made
it sound as if she and Michael had courted discreetly in the front
parlor under the watchful eye of a chaperone. “He said he’d be
there ‘to collect me’. I can see myself chloroformed and poured
into a bottle labeled ‘American Historian’.”

“How appropriate, to study
British history all your life and then find yourself a nice British
boy.”

“Yes.” Rebecca scrambled
into the aisle, adding to herself, maybe
just a little bit too appropriate. What if
she only loved him because of his accent? If he got laryngitis, the
relationship would fall apart.

She hated the fluorescent light in
airplane lavatories. Her complexion was tinted green, and the
circles below her dark, faintly crazed eyes were purple bruises.
Yesterday her brown hair had been combed into a tidy Princess
Diana; now it was cowlicked from leaning against the seat, looking
more like Bride of Frankenstein. Rebecca tried applying a little
blush to the hollows in her cheeks. Michael’s discerning eye would
notice immediately that she’d lost weight she hadn’t needed to
lose. Well, it was his own fault she’d eaten soup and crackers for
dinner so often. Trans-Atlantic phone calls weren’t
cheap.

She squeezed her way down the aisle,
picked up Dennis’s napkin from the floor and gave it back to him.
He gazed at her quizzically and stuffed it into the seat pocket.
Despite his twenty or so years, she thought, Dennis was just like
her ten-year-old nephew, not quite domesticated.

Adele was looking through the stack of
books and papers with which Rebecca had tried to while away the
night. “Have you ever been to Rudesburn?”

“No, I haven’t. That’s why
I’ve been reading up on it.” Rebecca packed the books away. “This
one’s a pretty good account of Scottish monasticism—did you know
Rudesburn’s one of the few medieval convents in the country? And
this one on folk customs tells about the Lammas Fair, the August
Borders Festival the village development group is
reviving.”

Adele indicated a third book, a
paperback illustrated with a ghostly figure looming over a castle
that owed more to Disney than to defense. “That one says the
fair-goers would avoid the ruins of the priory, because the ghost
of a sixteenth century prioress puts a curse on lovers.”

So that’s where I’m going
with my lover, Rebecca thought. She shook
her head. “There’re a dozen versions of that story, applied to half
the ruins in the country. Ghosties and ghoulies, clanking knights
and spectral nuns, buried treasures and magical artifacts.
Typical.”

“But the priory might be
haunted,” Adele insisted. “Sometimes people can’t make the
transition into the other world; they stay behind because of an
unresolved need. Guilt, or to guard something, or to avenge their
murder.”

Tell me about
it. Rebecca quirked a brow at Adele. “Most
of the time it’s only legend.”

“It wasn’t legend at Dun
Iain, was it?”

It was uncanny how the woman knew what
she was thinking. Rebecca’s other brow shot up. “The problems there
were caused by human beings. I’m surprised you heard about
it.”

“When I heard from the
University Archeological Network that you were going to be our
instructor, I recognized your name. I live in Pittsburgh, we get
the news from Ohio, and I was fascinated by what happened at Dun
Iain last winter. Of course, if you don’t want to talk about it. .
.” She paused both discreetly and expectantly.

Rebecca turned back to her bag,
wedging the sheaf of photocopies Michael had sent from the Museum
between the books. “I’d prefer not to, if you don’t mind. It was. .
.” She groped for a word, remembering moments of terror, of
exhilaration, of farce, and settled on the innocuous “. . .
demanding.” She was biting her lip. She stopped it, telling herself
she had nothing to hide. What had begun as a straightforward job
helping to catalog the artifacts in an old house had become a
desperate struggle to save not only the house and artifacts but
also her life. And the life of her temperamental Scottish
co-worker. Funny, how at first she and Michael had barely tolerated
each other.

“I’m sorry,” Adele said.
“I’m not trying to pry. It’s just that it’s so seldom you get a
parapsychological manifestation, a survival of consciousness, that
can’t be explained away.”

“There were ghosts, or
whatever you want to call them, at Dun Iain. But they went away—to
wherever it is we all go eventually.” Rebecca turned and looked out
the window again, hoping Adele would take the hint. She’d known the
older woman was studying religion, but she’d expected a more
conventional one.

“Maybe there are vibrations
of a life force at Rudesburn Priory,” Adele said, so quietly
Rebecca hardly heard her. “Some poor lost soul who needs help in
finding the door to the other side.”

Rebecca laid her forehead against the
cold glass of the window. The plane was gliding over Ailsa Craig,
the sharply pointed island puncturing the blue of the Irish Sea.
Ahead was the coast of Scotland and a tiny white town nestled
against the beach. The plane banked steeply to the left and the
early morning sunlight, diffused by gauzy cloud, glinted in
Rebecca’s eyes. Squinting, she looked down past the coping of the
window like a poor woman looking greedily through the glass of a
jewelry store. Streams and small lakes shone like diamond necklaces
against green velvet hills that faded imperceptibly into blue
horizon. Rebecca wondered if it were the magical light or her
weariness that made land and sky seem so insubstantial, like the
shimmering and yet distorted images of a dream.

The “Fasten Seat Belt” sign came on.
Rebecca buckled up without taking her eyes from the window. As the
plane lost altitude, the ground solidified. Gray stone fences and
sheep like tiny cumulous clouds made patterns on that transcendent
green. Then she saw a road, cars, light standards, and felt the
thunk of the wheels hitting the runway.

Rebecca stepped out of the door of the
plane onto the top of the staircase a few minutes later and inhaled
the cool, moist wind. She herded Dennis and Adele into a long, low
building and down a corridor into customs. The agent stamped their
documents with a flourish, lingering over Rebecca’s. “Reid—there’s
a good Scottish name. You’ve been here before, then? Well, welcome
home to you.”

Rebecca beamed at the man. He sounded
like Michael. She and the students claimed their suitcases and
passed through customs. Through wide automatic doors was the lobby:
no Scottish vernacular architecture, not a portcullis in sight,
just an expanse of linoleum dotted with plastic chairs and
rent-a-car booths.

Rebecca’s steps slowed. She looked
around eagerly for a tall, lanky, jeans-and-sweatshirt clad body.
Michael had said he’d be here. He’d called her last week to check
on her arrival time. He had said, “It’s damned expensive courtin’
via trunk call, lass. You’d best be gettin’ yoursel’ ower
here.”

So we can have it out right
and proper, Rebecca added to
herself.

Dennis paused by a video game and
looked suspiciously at his handful of British coins. Adele strolled
over to the information booth and gazed at their display of maps.
Rebecca kept on walking. Well, it was barely past seven. He’d had
to drive the fifty miles from Edinburgh—maybe the traffic was bad.
He’d said he’d be here. Her thoughts shifted painfully from worry
to doubt.

Then any thought at all vanished, as
Michael’s voice, his real voice, not an electronically transmitted
facsimile, called her name.

She stopped dead, causing
other travelers to bump into her back. He was standing in front of
the window of the gift shop, his image repeated in the glass. No
wonder she hadn’t recognized him. It wasn’t that he was wearing the
intricate but nicely rational fisherman’s sweater his mother had
made for him; she’d seen that. Below the sweater he wore a kilt of
blue-green tartan, complete with sporran and tall socks. Above the
top of one peeped the black handle of the traditional small dagger,
a sgian dubh.

She’d seen a photo of him in a
kilt—he’d played in a pipe band. But this vision was up close and
personal. Rebecca’s cheeks flushed and her eyes crossed. Michael,
enjoying this effect, unleashed his most dazzling grin.

She flew into his arms without ever
taking a step. “I’m impressed,” she exhaled into the collar of his
shirt, and inhaled his scent of soap and clean wool.

“I thought a cheap thrill
would wake you up,” he said into her ear. “You’ve never seen me
outwith my jeans, have you?”

“Sure I have, buck
naked.”

Michael laughed. Something flashed in
the corner of Rebecca’s eye, and she looked up. A middle-aged
couple from her flight had taken a picture of them. Of Michael,
rather, their first bit of local color.

Michael smiled graciously, dropped the
tourists a curtsey, and drew Rebecca back against the window of the
shop. “Dr. Reid, I presume?”

“I don’t know yet. They’re
going to write me.”

“But you did hand in your
dissertation, Mary, Queen of Scots, and all?”

“Mary, Queen of Scots, and
all. It was a strange few months—I haven’t studied full time since
I was a freshman. But if I’d gotten yet another teaching job it
would’ve taken me forever to finish.” She didn’t have to add, “And
that would’ve meant all the more time we’d have been hugging
telephone receivers instead of each other.”

He gave her a discreet peck on the
cheek, and said over her shoulder, “How do you do. I’m Michael
Campbell.”

“Adele Garrity, Dr.
Campbell,” returned the woman’s voice.

Rebecca remembered her duties and
peeled herself off Michael’s chest. Dennis was standing at her
elbow. “And this is Dennis Tucker,” she said.

His appraising glance fell to
Michael’s lower half and stalled there, hung up somewhere between
surprise and indignation. Then he noticed Michael’s extended right
hand. “Oh, hello.” He was somewhat shorter than Michael, and almost
twice as broad.

Adele hoisted her massive overnight
bag with surprising ease, considering that she was as slender as
Rebecca—probably from years of jogging and eating tofu rather than
years turning over academic compost heaps. “I understand there’s a
bus to Glasgow,” she said. “And I can get a train from there to
Newton Stewart, can’t I? Would there be a bus or something, do you
think, to take me on to Whithorn and St. Ninian’s Kirk?”

“Oh aye,” Michael replied.
“That’s a well-traveled route. There’re some fine stone circles in
that area, if you’ve a taste for such.”

“I’m going to visit the
shrine. King Robert the Bruce went there just before he died. I’m
going to pray for Christopher, he was always fond of Robert—such a
dashing figure.”

“I’m partial to him mysel’,”
said Michael. “My dissertation was on the Bruce and the Wars of
Independence.”

“Sorry,” Rebecca said,
confused. “I thought your husband was Harvey.”

Adele’s pale eyes didn’t blink.
“Christopher was my son. He died last year, too.”

Rebecca stammered something. Michael’s
brows tightened. Dennis asked, “Who’s Robert the Bruce?”

The boy was woefully unprepared,
Rebecca thought. She answered, “He was only Scotland’s most famous
king. Won the battle of Bannockburn in 1314.”

“Turfed oot the English and
kept them oot,” added Michael. “We could’ve used a few more like
him.”

“Well,” said Dennis, with a
sideways glance from the kilt to Rebecca to Adele, “all I’m going
to do tonight is check out a few pubs. Thought I’d try some of that
warm beer. What would you recommend, Mike?”

Michael flinched at the shortening of
his name. “McEwen’s Export is quite guid. At room temperature. Our
rooms are just a wee bit cooler than yours.”

Dennis nodded. Adele smiled
brightly.

“There’ll be a bus in
Galashiels tomorrow afternoon,” Rebecca reminded them both.
“Sunday. To take you to Rudesburn. See you there!”

Michael took her elbow and steered her
across the driveway into the parking area. “Where’d you find that
lot?”

“They found me. They’ve paid
for the privilege of mucking about in medieval Scottish mud,
remember. Don’t criticize. Even if Dennis is only here because he
needs a liberal arts course to get his bachelor’s in
business.”

“Business graduates get
higher salaries than we poor sods of historians do,” Michael
conceded. “Just as long as he can use a trowel.”

“The other two students
might not be as—er—startling. But I’ve never met them before,
either. They’ll be here tomorrow.”

“We’ll let the morn take
care of itsel’.” Michael stopped by a red Fiat with a “Made in
Czechoslovakia” sticker on the windshield and opened the trunk.
Boot, it was called here. Wellies, calf-high rubber boots. She had
to get a pair for that medieval mud.

Her mind was still a jumble.
Rebecca yawned, her jaw creaking. Now I get
sleepy, that figures. But it’s all right now, I’m here, Michael’s
here, everything’s okay, I can rest. . . . I have to warn him about
the dig, she reminded herself.
It’s American gossip, he won’t have
heard.

She stowed her overnight
bag, opened the car door, and confronted a steering wheel.
Oh, of course—they drive on the left
here. With a chuckle, Michael escorted her
to the passenger side, tucked her in, and climbed behind the wheel.
They regarded each other gravely, alone at last.

Tomorrow, Rebecca told herself, swimming a lazy backstroke in the deep
blue of his eyes. We’ll talk business
tomorrow.

“I missed you,” he said. His
forefinger touched her cheek.

She tilted her face against his hand.
“I missed you, especially when I was working with copies from the
Dun Iain collection.”

“There I was, unpackin’ the
artifacts I’d brought back, and I’d catch mysel’ holdin’ something
and thinkin’, ah, Rebecca packed this.” He mimed Hamlet considering
the skull of Yorick.” I’ve been makin’ a proper gowk oot of mysel’
ower you.”

“If I had a nickel for every
time I caught myself staring at my typewriter and seeing you, I’d
have had enough to buy myself a first class ticket.” She leaned
over the gearshift to kiss him.

A tentative nibble, and then a firm
kiss, and then an exploratory expedition that made Rebecca glad
she’d brushed her teeth. She came up for air. No doubt about it, it
was a lifetime of burred ‘r’s and rounded vowels had made his lips
and tongue wonderfully flexible.

His face swam, not quite focused,
before her. She’d never known a man who could steam up her contact
lenses. As her vision cleared she saw, several yards beyond
Michael’s back, the parking lot attendant leaning on his windowsill
and taking in the sights with a broad grin.

“Worked yoursel’ to a bone,”
Michael said disapprovingly and released her rib cage. He started
the car and caught the eye of the attendant. His brows saluted
cheerfully. The man laughed, and when they pulled alongside his
booth he waved them on without accepting payment.

The Fiat swung out of the parking lot
onto the main road just as another car swung in. Rebecca gasped,
certain it was going to hit them headlong. But it passed by
smoothly to their right. With a sigh of relief, she settled against
the seat. The tendons in her neck and shoulders were slowly
unknotting, and her eyelashes were gaining weight. She watched
bemusedly as the streets of first Prestwick and then Ayr unfurled
themselves, lined with sturdy stone buildings. Only the passing
cars, the advertisements, and the dress of the pedestrians—an
occasional punk strutting like a peacock among pigeons—assured her
that she hadn’t dropped into some time warp where the last two
centuries co-existed.

To her right she caught a glimpse of
the sea, shining blue gray in the full light of the sun. A pretty
day—how fitting. She sighed happily. “And where are you taking me,
young Lochinvar?”

“To a hotel in Ayr. A
B&B would’ve been cheaper, but less private.”

She turned her head against the
headrest and looked appreciatively at his profile. His features
were even, unremarkable except for the animation of mouth and
brows. Thank goodness he hadn’t altered his bravado haircut, short
brown strands framing his face, long ones down the back of his
neck. He looked like a rock star, an intellectual, and a
swashbuckler all in one.

“I booked a room wi’ two
beds,” he went on, “if you dinna want to start quite where we left
it last winter.”

They’d been colleagues for three
months, lovers for only a week. It was almost a matter of starting
over. “I intend to start where we left off. But if I don’t get some
sleep soon, you’ll be starting without me.”

“Oh, take a snooze, by all
means. I dinna have a taste for necrophilia.” He shifted gears. The
car plunged into a traffic circle, which in the morning rush hour
resembled a miniature version of the chariot race from “Ben Hur”.
Flung by some kind of centrifugal force, the car whizzed out the
other side right under the fender of a huge truck.

Rebecca blanched. She’d have to learn
to drive all over again.

Unperturbed, Michael shifted again.
His wrist caught the hem of his kilt and flipped it up his
thigh.

“Just a quick nap,” said
Rebecca with a slow smile.

He glanced at her expression, down at
his leg, and laughed. The car followed a residential street to the
driveway of a sprawling red sandstone building that had been new in
Victoria’s reign. “Here we are.”

Rebecca hovered, firmly convinced
she’d left something behind. She counted her two suitcases and
overnight bag, his suitcase and garment bag, a battered attaché
case that looked as if he’d used it as a football and a long tartan
bag with a handle. Golf clubs? He didn’t play golf. Then she
realized he’d brought his bagpipes. All right! It was Michael’s
music that had first touched her heart.

At the registration desk Rebecca
declined breakfast with a polite mutter. She sleepwalked up the
stairs, then into a large bedroom and across it to a dressing
table, where she plopped down and took out her contact lenses. That
was better, even if she did see the garden below the broad bay
window as a smear of green, pink, and yellow.

Michael was looking at her
indulgently. “I’ll do some shoppin’ whilst you evolve yoursel’ back
into a higher species.”

“Something higher than a
slime slug, anyway,” she said with a laugh.

He ruffled her hair, kissed the tip of
her nose, and left.

Rebecca stood basking in the lingering
heat of his smile, still mesmerized by the swing and sway of the
kilt above his knees, its movement like the lilt in his voice.
Then, with a wry smile at herself, she washed and pulled on a
flannel nightgown and a pair of socks—it might be June, but it was
also Scotland. She crawled beneath the covers of one of the beds,
reached behind her and pulled one of the thick pillows like a sack
of cement from beneath her head. There. She could sleep now.
Sleep.

The plaster dadoes surrounding the
ceiling light reminded her of the ceilings of Dun Iain, plastered
as intricately as wedding cakes. What if she woke up and discovered
she was still there, that she’d dreamed the intervening six months,
that Michael was leaving for Scotland tomorrow and their ordeal by
separation was still ahead of them. . . .

The roar of the jet engines
reverberated in her bones. Her body felt weightless, pressed into
the bed by the heavy covers. She was in the airplane, ensconced
regally in first class, watching the attendant spread a tablecloth
over her tray table. No, she was lying across the table. Michael
approached. The sgian dubh
glittered smooth and hard in his hand. . .
.

Rebecca jerked back into
wakefulness. Good grief, Dr Freud, I’m not
that nervous about seeing him again! Thank you Adele, for talking
about ghosts and murders.

With a snort she turned and burrowed
into the covers. She would deal with Adele and Rudesburn and their
ghosties and ghoulies tomorrow. Tomorrow would be sufficient unto
the evil thereof, or however that phrase went. Rebecca smiled.
Today was sufficient unto joy.
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Chapter Two

 


 


A strange noise pulled Rebecca
floundering from a dream as deep and dark as water cut by nameless
predators. She groped for the eyeglasses she’d left on the bedside
table. What she grabbed was her watch. Almost noon.

She was in a sunny room, bed linen
crisp and white, the polished oak of dresser and armoire tortured
into Victorian opulence. The room would have reminded her of her
grandmother’s house, if her grandmother hadn’t lived in a pink and
lime condo in Tampa.

There was the noise again, a kind of
trilling gargle. Her eye fell on the telephone on the wall between
the beds. That was the culprit. She reached for the receiver.
“Hello?”

“Good mornin’. Is this
Rebecca, by any chance?”

The warm smile in the man’s voice
elicited one from her. “Yes, it is.”

“Colin MacLeod here, from
Fort Augustus. I daresay Michael’s mentioned me to you a time or
two, if not nearly so much as he’s mentioned you to me.”

“Oh hello, Colin! Yes, he’s
mentioned you quite a bit. Even showed me a snapshot of the two of
you out hill-climbing. I hear you helped him do the geophysical
survey at Rudesburn.”

“The North of Scotland
Hydroelectric Board doesn’t mind my doin’ a wee bit of consultin’
on the side.” He hesitated. “I’m sorry if I woke you, but I need to
speak to Michael.”

“He’s not here. I’ve still
got my days and nights mixed up, so he went out shopping. I’d be
glad to take a message.” Rebecca perched on the edge of the bed,
her sock-clad feet swinging, and smothered a groan. Now
what?

Colin emitted a sound that he might
have intended to be a laugh, but which didn’t quite achieve humor.
“Sorry, but it’s a right awkward bit of muck, and no mistake.
Laurence Baird rang me from Rudesburn, lookin’ for Michael. Just to
let him know what to expect. Laurence doesn’t realize the
implications, of course. And it is quite a bargain for
them.”

“Yes?” prodded
Rebecca.

Colin took the plunge. “You already
know about the American archeologist, Jeremy
Kleinfelter.”

Oh, lord. Had that unsavory rumor
washed up on British shores already? She replied cautiously, “I’ve
never met him, but I know people who know him. By all accounts, his
ego matches his brilliance.”

“It’s the latter that caused
the RDG—the Rudesburn Development Group, the villagers—to hire him.
To direct a quick excavation before doin’ some preservation work
and buildin’ a museum—right?”

“Right. Like what’s been
done at Jedburgh, just down the road.”

“Well, Kleinfelter’s made a
bargain with a production company to film the dig. For a record for
the Historic Buildings and Monument lot and the Museum. The film
crew’ll work for free—if they can also make a program for the telly
about. . .” He cleared his throat and assumed a sonorous
announcer’s voice, “. . . the haunted convent and the lost treasure
of the spectral nun.”

“Oh, I see,” said Rebecca.
“The ghostly Prioress and the convent treasury looted by Henry
VIII. They’ll say Henry uncharacteristically left something
behind.”

“When reality fails,” Colin
said, “make something up.”

“Great.” Adele had certainly
come to the right place. Rebecca was beginning to wonder if the
woman was clairvoyant. As for Kleinfelter—well, publicity was a
necessary part of any excavation, but she’d expected the man to be
keeping a lower profile after the scandal on his last dig. “I’m
sure Michael won’t be thrilled at their sensationalizing the dig.
But a film for free—you can’t beat that.”

“You maybe could, Rebecca,
when I tell you that Kleinfelter hired Plantagenet Productions,
chief producer Sheila Fitzgerald.”

Rebecca’s brain lurched. The line
hummed in her ear. In the garden, a bird sang lustily. Someone
banged down the hall outside the door. “You mean,” she said between
her teeth, “the same Sheila Fitzgerald Michael knew in London two
years ago or else you wouldn’t be calling to warn him. Me.
Us.”

“So he owned up to that
one.” Rebecca couldn’t tell whether Colin were amused or relieved.
“Aye, the very same. She left her job as publicity director at the
British Museum to form the film company.”

“Sheila-bloody-Fitzgerald is
what Michael called her.”

“I’m not surprised. It’s you
he. . . .” Colin managed a genuine laugh this time. “Well, you know
your own business.”

Rebecca took a deep breath. “I
certainly hope so. I’ll break the news to him. That’s not the only
thing I have to warn him about.” Rebecca collapsed back onto the
bed, still holding the receiver, and changed the subject. “You’re
not quite what I expected, Colin.”

“Eh?”

“Your accent isn’t as thick
as Michael’s. I mean, he speaks perfect BBC Oxbridge when he wants
to, but he does tend toward broad Scots, especially when he’s
tired, or upset, or tipsy.”

“I’m a Highlander,” Colin
replied. “A teuchter, Michael calls me—just takin’ the mickey out
of me, mind you. A country bumpkin, you’d say in the States. My
ancestors gave up Gaelic for English only two hundred years ago,
during the English occupation. Michael’s ancestors come from all
over—Moray, Argyll, Galloway; the Lowlanders among them spoke
Scots, not English.”

“So he’s a good generic
Scot, if you’ll pardon the expression?” Rebecca asked.

“More self-conscious, I’d
say. Some of his vocabulary is deliberately old-fashioned. He never
spoke so broadly until he came back from London. His mates there
kept slaggin’ him off for bein’ a yokel.”

“So while some people work
hard to lose their accents he broadened his.” Rebecca grinned
indulgently. “I always said he had a wee tartan chip on his
shoulder.”

“Tenacity is one of
Michael’s more endearing traits,” Colin said with a
laugh.

“I’d call it stubborn,
myself.” She yawned. “Thank you for taking the time to call, Colin.
I think.”

“You’re welcome. Do get our
Dr. Campbell to bring you up to Fort Augustus. Anjali—my wife—makes
a wonderful curry.”

“I can’t wait to meet you
both. Good bye.” With Colin’s laugh still warming her ear, she hung
up the receiver and pulled up the bedclothes.

Jeremy Kleinfelter. Sheila Fitzgerald.
Adele, the missionary to The Other Side. At least Dennis was
normal. A normal nerd. The Haunted Convent. Whatever had happened
to good old-fashioned scientific research?

Nothing. The concept of dispassionate
science was a modern one. Historically, legend preceded science,
alchemy preceded chemistry, and magic preceded philosophy. Every
science had skeletons in its closet. So did everyone. She herself
had just broken an engagement when she’d met Michael. Then she’d
almost let herself be swept off her feet by a smooth-talking
lawyer, instead of homing immediately in on her thistle-covered
colleague.

Rebecca sank into the pillow, drifting
into a dream. She wandered through a ruined church, lost and alone,
calling for Michael. He wasn’t there. No one was there. It was
raining and cold, and she was frightened.

Someone touched her. She jerked awake.
Michael sat on the edge of the bed. “Here, sleepyhead, it’s past
two, time to be up and aboot. Did you have a good
snooze?”

Her mind was fuzzed by the lint of her
dream. She catapulted into his arms, almost knocking him off the
bed. “No. I had nightmares.”

He rocked her, making soothing noises
into her ear, and slowly her mind cleared. Her nightgown matched
his kilt, she saw, both in blue-green Campbell tartan. He’d given
her the gown for Christmas, a reminder that a spouse’s tartan
counted as one’s own. She smiled, straightened, and stretched. “My
biorhythms must be scrambled. Sorry.”

“For needin’ a hug? You’re
entitled, lass.” Michael offered her a quick kiss and then
indicated a plastic sack lying on the foot of the bed. “I stopped
by Safeway’s and got some things for a picnic. It’s a bonny day,
seventy degrees. A real scorcher. The sunlight’ll clear away your
cobwebs.”

“When I lived in Houston
seventy was cool.” Rebecca crawled out of the bed and staggered
around the room collecting her clothes. “A Safeway?
Here?”

“You’ve no fallen off the
edge of the world.”

“I’d rather thought I’d come
to its center.”

Grinning, he hoisted a bottle of
mineral water in one hand and a bottle of whisky in the other. “I
own Safeway’s brand of Scotch is no temptation, but I lost my head
and bought a bottle of Cragganmore. Single-malt. There’re two
things a Scot likes naked. . .”

“His knees?” Rebecca asked
from the bathroom door.

“Dinna step on my punch
line. There’re two things a Scot likes naked, and one o’ them is
whisky.”

Rebecca laughed. She was tempted to
rush across the room and push him down onto the bed, but the
anticipation was part of the pleasure. And she didn’t want to repay
his attentions with a growling stomach. “Just a minute,” she
called, and whisked into a skirt, blouse, and tapestry vest. She
inspected herself in the mirror. Her color was better, but her hair
was beyond redemption. She hoped she wouldn’t detract from
Michael’s sartorial splendor.

She said to the mirror, “Colin
called”. That came out just fine. It was the rest she had trouble
with. Rebecca stuck out her tongue at her image in the glass. Damn
Sheila.

 


* * * * *

 


Michael was standing by the door
jangling his car keys. This time Rebecca went to the correct side
of the car. “Where to?”

“Culzean Castle, a few miles
doon the coast. The gardens are open ‘til sunset. Past ten in these
airts.”

He guided the car out of town,
following the coast highway. Rebecca looked around so intently she
felt like a dog hanging out the window of the car, the clean air
ruffling her hair, the colors and textures—green grass, gray stone,
blue water—washing over and through her. Michael pointed out more
than one ruined castle, crumbling untended into oblivion like
abandoned gas stations in the United States. Rebecca shook her
head. “At home—I use the term loosely—any one of those would be
tarted up with hot dog stands and park rangers. But you have so
many you can’t save them all.”

“Bluidy waste,” Michael
agreed. “At least the Rudesburn folk realize what a treasure they
have. I’m convinced the priory was done by Jean Moreau. John
Morrow, whatever his name was.”

Treasure? Rebecca rolled her eyes.
“Rudesburn was a daughter house of Melrose, not surprising they’d
have the same master mason.”

“You did your homework.”
Michael prodded her ribs with his left hand.

“I’m a poor sod of a
historian, too.” She snaked her right hand across the emergency
brake and rested it on his leg. Michael was an unusual man in not
displaying professional jealousy. Of course, he already had his
Ph.D., and he probably considered a degree from Edinburgh more
prestigious than one from Missouri.

Culzean was a massive mansion perched
on a cliff above the sea. Its eighteenth century graciousness
concealed its origins as a medieval keep, like a socially conscious
family hiding its uncouth cousin in the basement. Michael and
Rebecca walked for over an hour among the avenues of pines and
beeches. The sunlight was warm, but the dense fluid shadow of the
trees was cool, reminding Rebecca of her dream. In spite of herself
she shivered.

“I’m lettin’ you go hungry!”
Michael exclaimed. They wended their way between clumps of
picnickers and found a vacant table overlooking a border of rose
bushes. He laid out the food—rolls, ham, Ayrshire cheese, tomatoes,
fruit and shortbread—and produced napkins and plastic
glasses.

Rebecca sang, “All the roses in the
garden would bow and ask his pardon.”

“Her pardon,” Michael corrected, and finished the verse, “For not
one could match the beauty of the Queen of Argyll.” He pushed his
sweater sleeves up to his elbows, pulled out his
sgian dubh and cut thin
slices of the tomato.

“I dreamed you were coming
after me with that,” Rebecca told him. “I’ve been reading too much
about the Border Wars.”

“I ken what a
sgian dubh was used for in
the past,” Michael returned, carefully wiping the blade. “But this
one’s never given the coup de grace to more than the odd
vegetable.” The knife slipped gleaming into its sheath and the
sheath went back into his sock.

Rebecca couldn’t remember food tasting
quite so delicious before. Michael placed morsels between her lips
and kept her glass of whisky and water full. A couple stretched out
under a magnificent copper beech turned on a radio, and the
evocative music of Debussy wafted down the wind. Rebecca
unashamedly stuffed herself before she spoke more than pleasant
banalities. “Michael, I have something I have to get off my
chest.”

“Here?” His brows rose
playfully.

“Not my blouse.
Business.”

“Oh.” He sighed,
crestfallen. “Well, if you must.”

“I must.” She leaned her
elbows on the table. “You know about Dr. Nelson, my dissertation
director. He had a student a couple of years ago named Laurel
Matheny. She got her degree and landed a plum of a job at an
excavation in Virginia last summer.”

“No the same one Jeremy
Kleinfelter directed?”

“I’m afraid so. Matheny was
the research assistant fired for fudging the results. Her career
was ruined before it started.”

Michael frowned. “We heard aboot the
cock-up in the results. The dig went ower time and ower budget.
Matheny was scramblin’ to save next year’s fundin’ by comin’ up wi’
results that didna exist—something aboot a Harington farthin’ in
the wrong stratum, was it?”

“It was.” Rebecca rotated
her glass, watching the pale amber fluid ebb and flow on the sides.
Back in Archeology 101 her teacher had explained the concept of
strata by stacking books on his desk. The book on the bottom had
been there the longest time, the one on top the shortest. The
strata of an archeological deposit were much more complicated, of
course; scientists often had to analyze different kinds of soil.
Finding a Harington farthing, a tiny copper coin used only for a
few months in the seventeenth century, was like finding an artifact
with a museum label on it. The stratum where the coin was found
could be dated very closely.

Rebecca sipped at her whiskey. It
stung her throat. “Matheny swore to Dr Nelson that she recorded
that farthing accurately. It was Kleinfelter who changed the
records to make it look as if the farthing dated a structure. And
he let her take the rap.”

“His word against hers,
eh?”

“The distinguished
professional against the neophyte. The man against the woman.”
Michael snorted. Rebecca ignored his comment. “But who would’ve had
the most motive for cheating? The person who was still on
probation, or the person with the reputation to guard and the ego
to guard it with?”

Michael asked, “What do you believe,
Rebecca?”

Ants trooped across the table,
scouting for crumbs. With her fingertip Rebecca shoved several into
their path. “I trust Dr. Nelson, and he trusts Matheny. She and her
husband went back to Michigan last fall while Nelson tried to clear
her reputation. He has no proof, though. And Kleinfelter’s standing
pat.”

“Where he’ll be standin’ is
Rudesburn. Wi’ you and me his assistants this time.”

“Oh yes. You may have a good
reputation at the Museum, but you’re responsible to them for the
dig. I don’t even have my degree yet. What I have are the
volunteers—four loose cannons. We’re the perfect
patsies.”

Michael tipped up his glass, drained
it, and set it back on the table with a solid thunk. An ant barely
escaped. “Dinna get the wind up. Even if Kleinfelter’s guilty as
sin, we canna assume he’ll pull the same trick here. We’ll make
sure the dig goes right and is done by the Festival in August. It’s
a minor grid and trench excavation, after all, no like that big,
corporation-funded expedition in Virginia. Which reminds
me.”

“Don’t tell me you have a
bit of scandal too?”

“I didna think it was until
you told your tale.” Michael grimaced. “I was talkin’ to the
archivist at the British Museum. . .”

Rebecca grimaced. British Museum.
London. Sheila.

“. . . who said that
Kleinfelter was researchin’ there last spring. He turned doon a job
in London itsel’ to come to Rudesburn.”

“Why would a publicity hound
like Kleinfelter choose such a small dig in what must be to him
such an out-of-the-way place?”

“I think I can answer that.
I sent you bits of the chronicle written by Mary Pringle,
Rudesburn’s last prioress, in 1602, did I?”

“Yes. But what . .
?”

“There’re some pages of the
manuscript that’re no in Edinburgh. I found them in the attic of
the old Kerr manor house at Rudesburn last month, when Colin and I
went ower the site. Mary implies that the heart of Robert the Bruce
may no be at Melrose, after all, but at Rudesburn.”

Rebecca exclaimed, “The first prioress
of the Cistercian house was Marjory Douglas, and the Douglases were
Bruce’s right hand clan! Pringle says that Robert himself had a
wheel-cross erected on that hill behind the priory, where there
used to be a castle, during the years the priory was
deserted.”

“Got it in one.” He poured
another splash of whisky into her glass. “But—and a muckle great
but—if I just found that hint aboot the relic heart last month, why
did Kleinfelter sign on to the dig in April?”

Rebecca sipped. The smoky-sweet flavor
seeped into her sinuses. Trees and lawns, gardens and romping
children, were bright as a crazy quilt. The couple beneath the
beech were getting down to serious business. She averted her eyes.
“I know why. Publicity. Spectral nuns and hidden treasures. And not
necessarily historical treasures like Robert the Bruce’s
heart.”

“What’re you on aboot?”
Michael asked.

She gritted her teeth and spoke to her
glass. “Colin called while you were out.” The inexorable words of
explanation fell like a sudden rain shower from a blue
sky.

Michael’s hands clenched into fists,
his forearms cording with sinew; his wrists were deceptively
slender and his hands delicate, but Rebecca knew how strong they
could be. He looked as if he’d swallowed a goldfish and was trying
to keep it down. “I’m no surprised she’d try to sensationalize the
dig. That’s her style, right enough. Flash and cash.”

“We all have skeletons in
our closets,” said Rebecca, more tartly than she’d
intended.

“Oh aye, like that bastard
of a lawyer in yours.”

“At least I never slept with
him,” she retorted.

Michael’s chin went up and out, a
gesture she recognized only too well. “Sheila didna come cheap, I
assure you. She and her mates did me ower right and proper. I’ll no
be makin’ excuses for it noo.”

“You have an excuse.
Galloping male hormones.”

“Well, I beg your pardon!”
he snapped.

They sat stiff and silent, facing away
from each other. Several children rushed by, shouting. Blackbirds
wheeled overhead. The breeze tickled the rich purple leaves of the
beech, making them rustle like distant laughter, and fanned
Rebecca’s hot cheeks. The couple turned off their radio, collected
their belongings, and walked away hand in hand.

I haven’t been here a day
yet, she thought, and already we’re fighting. “Sheila’s
a hell of an insignificant fly to land in our honey.”

“That she is.” Michael’s
hand moved across the table and clasped hers. “I lied to you once,
but never aboot her. If you’ve no learned you can trust me by noo,
love, when are you?”

“I trust you. That’s not
what I meant.”

He put his arm around her shoulders.
She wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed against him. His
sweater was as soft and warm as a cat. “You’re a puzzle, lass. Most
women haver aboot their man’s old loves. You’re upset because I
slept wi’ her wi’oot really carin’ for her.”

“Confirms my suspicion that
men and women come from different planets.”

“You may come from the outer
rings of Saturn, but I’m no so sure aboot Sheila.” He emitted a
rueful laugh. “Did I ever tell you what happened? It was the night
the Museum opened the Jacobite exhibit. I was wearin’ my posh
claes. A group of us went oot to the pub, and I found mysel’ wedged
into a booth next to Sheila. She’d been makin’ eyes at me—I’m no so
dense as to miss that. But there, at the pub, the first thing I
kent she had her hand beneath my kilt and halfway home.”

“She made a frontal assault,
then.” Rebecca couldn’t help but smile.

“Oh aye. I was so shocked I
almost spilled my beer.”

“And what does a Scot wear
beneath his kilt, anyway?”

“Traditionally, naething.
But that’s a wee bit breezy. I canna speak for everyone, but I wear
Fruit of the Loom y-fronts, mysel’.”

Rebecca laughed helplessly against his
shoulder. “With Sheila, then, things went downhill
fast.”

“At first it was quite
stimulatin’,” he admitted. “Later I heard her laughin’ wi’ her
friends aboot me. It went ower a cliff then, you might say, wi’ a
damned hard landin’.”

For a time they sat comfortably
together. At last Rebecca said quietly, “Rudesburn has its fair
share of ghost stories. Let’s hope that this time there aren’t
really any ghosts or treasures. Other than our own. Surely we have
enough to worry about.”

“Amen,” he replied, and
suddenly he yawned. “I was up at 4:30, packin’ the car and closin’
the flat. Should we be goin’ back to the hotel?”

“I should hope so,” she told
him. Heedless of the ants, the children, the birds, they indulged
in another long kiss.

In those far Northern latitudes the
early evening light didn’t fail, it thinned, like gold stretched
into finer and finer leaf. To Rebecca’s eyes the hills, the farms,
the sea glowed magically from within, lamps with crystal chimneys.
Her friend Jan in Ohio had once opined that distance extinguishes a
small flame and fans a large one. Now Scotland itself seemed to be
reflecting the conflagration in Rebecca’s—mind. Heart.
Stomach.

She saw a billboard proclaiming,
“Scottish Power”. “Are the nationalists making much headway?” she
asked.

“Nationalists?” he queried,
then laughed. “Ah, that’s the electric company, lass.”

It was when they were locked away in
their room that she noticed the snag in the sleeve of his sweater.
She was on him immediately. “Take it off. Careful. Let me see.
Either you caught it on something, or a thin place in the yarn
separated. . . . Whew, only a couple of stitches undone. Don’t wear
it again until I fix it for you, okay?”

Michael stood in his shirtsleeves,
looking at her with a peculiar expression. “Ah, she’ll have my
head!” he exclaimed, and opened his garment bag. From its depths he
produced a fisherman knit vest in a soft shade of heather green.
“My mum made this for you. I forgot to give it to you.”

Rebecca stroked the labyrinthine
stitches. The color complimented her tawny hair, and it fit
perfectly. “It’s beautiful! How did she know my size?”

“I told her.” Michael’s
hands outlined a female in mid-air.

“Just how much did you tell
her?”

He grinned sheepishly. “My tongue ran
away wi’ me. I told them all aboot it. Dad looked at me wi’ that
inscrutable fatherly look, and Mum said she’d just have to make you
a sweater. Maddy said you sounded like a fine braw lass who’d be
takin’ me properly in hand. And she threatened to write and tell
you all my bad habits. We may be adults, but she’s still my big
sister.”

“It must be nice to be such
good friends with your family. I’m convinced I’m a
changeling.”

“Left by wee kilted fairies,
I doot.” Michael patted her cheek reassuringly and handed over a
manila envelope. “Here, have a keek at these.” Grabbing his shaving
kit, he retreated into the bathroom. A few minutes later, his voice
in song rose over the splash of water. “Lang hae we parted been,
lassie my dearie; now we are met again, lassie lie near me. Say
that you’ll aye be true, never deceive me. . .”

“Never,” Rebecca said to the
blank face of the door. She folded the sweater and went through her
nightly ritual of make-up removal, contact lens cleaning, nightgown
and socks. Then she pulled up a chair and propped her feet on the
edge of the bed. Inside the envelope were computer printouts, the
results of the geophysical survey superimposed on a map of
Rudesburn Priory. That drainage ditch might repay some effort, and
there was more extensive vaulting beneath the remains of the lay
sister’s dormitory than she’d expected from the original
description of the site.

Among the print-outs was a photograph.
Michael stood next to a nine- foot-tall Celtic wheel cross, his
face turned up to it like a saint in a stained-glass window looking
up to heaven. Behind him the tracery of the west window of the
priory church imitated and multiplied the lines of the
cross.

Michael emerged from the bathroom
wearing his usual sleeping garb, a pair of soccer shorts. Her
interest in the plans evaporated. “I’ve enjoyed my nightgown,” she
told him, “even though you once told me you didn’t think flannel
gowns were very attractive.”

He threw his kilt over a
chair, tossed the sgian dubh
into his suitcase, and leaned over Rebecca’s
shoulder. “It all depends on how easily the gown comes off.” He
undid the buttons at the nape of her neck, reached inside the
opening and rubbed her shoulders. Gentle sparks of electricity
purred down her spine. “Do you still have the metal ring from the
wine bottle?” he asked.

“That you put on my finger
Christmas Eve? Of course I do.”

“Meanin’ that we’re engaged
to have substantive talks.”

“That’s one very important
reason I’m here, love.”

His hands met beneath her chin,
tilting her head back. She peered at his upside-down face. “Tae
you, comin’ here is comin’ home. Tae me—well, this is home, and I’d
no trade it for any place on Earth. But what I want, what I need,
is someone tae come home tae. Someone tae be my home. . . .” He
stopped, released her throat and turned away.

“I understand,” she
whispered.

Michael took the envelope and papers
and threw them onto the dressing table. He pulled her glasses from
her face and folded them away. He removed her socks and tickled her
feet. She jumped. Judging by the angle of his brows, her sudden
movement gave him an inspiring view up her nightdress.

With the smile of a cat contemplating
a pitcher of cream, Michael padded across the floor and flicked off
the light. The evening glowed through the curtains, filling the
room with translucent shadow. He dropped to one knee and scooped
the hem of the gown to her knee. “Welcome home, love.”

Rebecca kissed the tousled hair on the
top of his head, took his hand and laid it inside her thigh. “And
you, too, welcome home.”

 


1


Chapter Three

 


 


To Rebecca, the coffee pot smirked as
knowingly at the tea pot as she and Michael did at each other. They
clinked cups above the toast rack. The tiny sound was lost in the
general clatter of plates and cutlery. “Eat,” Michael said. “You’ve
been burnin’ a lot of calories recently.”

Rebecca’s cheeks went as pink and warm
as though she’d been basking in the brilliant sunlight outside
rather than in his arms. She ducked his amused scrutiny and cut
into her link sausage. Usually British sausage resembled a shell
casing packed with sawdust, but this one was delicious.

Sometime in the polished gleam of late
evening or the fresh glow of early morning she’d been so overcome
by emotion she’d heard herself demanding, “Love me, love me”. To
which Michael had wheezed, “That’s what I’m doin’!” And they’d
laughed so hard they’d almost fallen off the bed.

Later she’d embarrassed herself by
almost crying. “I’m so happy,” she’d explained to Michael’s
bleary-eyed query, “it’s almost frightening.”

Gallantly he’d roused himself. “We’ll
be havin’ our ups and doons. We have tae expect that. But there’s
naething we canna handle. “Then, the verbal proprieties observed,
he’d fallen comatose.

The birds were caroling as
hysterically this morning as they had all night long. Did they sing
in shifts, Rebecca wondered, or did they not sleep at all during
the short summer nights? She’d slept better in one night than she’d
done in months, tucked into the curve of Michael’s body, safe at
last.

This morning he was back in uniform,
running shoes, jeans, and the sweatshirt she’d given him for
Christmas emblazoned with a soup can label reading “Campbell’s
Cream of the Crop”. “When did Colin and Anjali get married?”
Rebecca asked. “I thought they were just living
together.”

“They were. But her mum’s
from Bombay, you ken, and wisna best pleased at her daughter livin’
in sin. So they tied it up formally at the Inverness registry
office in March. Just as well.”

“Oh?”

“Might as well be hanged for
a sheep as for a lamb.” He grinned.

Rebecca laughed. She took another
piece of toast and smeared it with marmalade. Back in the days of
her previous engagement, her mother had found Rebecca’s packet of
birth control pills. Wringing her hands, Mrs. Reid had wailed,
“You’ll never get him to marry you now!” Not that her father would
come after Michael with a shotgun. She’d long ago reached an
understanding with her family—they lived in their world, she lived
in hers.

“It’s a long way to
Rudesburn,” Michael was saying. “A hundred miles. We can stop at
Neidpath Castle or Abbotsford, if you like, and at Presto’s in
Galashiels to get groceries for the cottage.”

“Let’s just hope Dennis
isn’t too addicted to junk food and Adele doesn’t have to have
tofu. Heaven only knows what the other students are like. Mark’s
from Texas, maybe he’ll want chili on his corn flakes.”

Michael rolled his eyes. “Laurence is
rentin’ the cottage as usual in August—another reason to finish the
dig on time. But it’s less expensive for them to have only
Kleinfelter and his—well, he was budgeted for a secretary, but I
think she’s a groupie—livin’ in the hotel.”

Rebecca lingered another few moments
over her coffee while Michael dawdled over his tea. The real world
was lurking impatiently outside. All too soon she was folding her
clothes and arranging her toiletries in their compartments. She
tried not to wince when Michael blithely stuffed his suitcase every
which way, hung the kilt in his garment bag and seemed surprised
she wasn’t ready yet.

 


* * * * *

 


They headed away from the coast, into
those rolling hills laced with shining water that Rebecca had seen
from the plane. Before long she had a crick in her neck from trying
to look every way at once. Michael drove with one hand, using the
other to wave at passing sights, to shift gears, and to pat
different parts of Rebecca’s anatomy, as if assuring himself she
wasn’t going to vanish like Thomas the Rhymer’s fairy
queen.

Thomas met his queen on the Eildon
Hills, three green mounds rising south of Melrose. By late
afternoon Michael’s Fiat skirted the Eildons and descended through
thickets of beech and alder into Gowandale. He sang, “Seas between
us braid hae roared, sin’ auld lang syne.”

“Should auld acquaintance be
forgot,” Rebecca chimed in, and finished the song just as they
entered the village of Rudesburn. The gardens in front of the
houses were breathtaking; profusions of every flower Rebecca had
ever seen and a few she hadn’t, like some tall, spiky yellow and
orange blooms Michael called “red hot pokers”.

The narrow highway became Jedburgh
Street, the only street in town. Rebecca looked appreciatively at
the tidy houses built of rose-gray stone and black slate, many with
shops on their ground floors. Some of them provided supplies for
the local people while others sold antiques, fishing gear, and toys
to tourists. A sign before a glistening new whitewashed structure
proclaimed “Craft Centre: Hand-knit sweaters, woolens and
needlework.” A red phone booth, also freshly painted, stood just in
front.

Michael stopped at a much older
building across the street. A swinging sign over heavy wood and
glass doors read “Priory House Hotel.”

“Otherwise known as the old
Kerr manor house,” he said, climbing out of the car and stretching.
“Built of stones from the old castle on Battle Law and from the
Priory itself. Seventeenth through nineteenth
centuries.”

“The Kerrs got a little
carried away, didn’t they? Like crazed children with building
blocks.” Rebecca peered up at the building. Multiple wings and ells
sprawled from a forthright central tower. Windows dotted the facade
in eccentric patterns and chimneys sprouted from the roofs like
wagging tails. “Friendly place, though,” she added with a
smile.

“Aye,” returned Michael.
“This is where the pub is.”

A white police car with blue lettering
pulled up beside them. Two navy blue-clad officers clambered out
and hurried into the hotel. Michael looked perplexed. “The local
bobby was tellin’ me last month he never had to deal wi’ more than
dead car batteries, lost sheep, and the odd drunk.”

“I can’t see the first two
being a problem in a hotel lobby,” returned Rebecca. They stepped
into the building.

A wide staircase swept upward from the
center of the lobby. To the right was a registration desk complete
with guest book, flower arrangement, and pigeonholes. Just beyond
the desk a glass-paned door opened onto an office. To the left a
collection of overstuffed chairs and low tables faced a fireplace
filled not with logs but with an electric heater. Beyond the chairs
was a passageway Rebecca assumed led toward the pub.

The police constables stood deep in
conference with a husky man whose expanse of stomach was encased by
a kilt. He had more dark hair on his chin than on his head, as if
the follicles were migrating south. His gesture indicated a display
case half-concealed in an alcove beneath a stairway. “. . . broke
the lock on the case but ignored the cash box below the
counter!”

The bobbies nodded and made notes.
Another policeman stood just behind them, his hat with its
checkered band tucked beneath his arm. When he saw Michael and
Rebecca, he came toward them, his long mobile face trying valiantly
to suppress a smile. But still the affable creases in his cheeks
negated the worried frown that puckered his forehead.

“Hello, Grant,” said
Michael. They shook hands. “This is Rebecca Reid. Rebecca, Police
Constable Grant Johnston.”

Grant’s huge hand had a firm, dry
grasp; just the sort of reassuring handshake a policeman should
have. “Sorry you had tae arrive just as the balloon went
up.”

“What happened?” Rebecca
inquired.

Grant nodded at the kilted man.
“Laurence rang me aboot an hoor ago. Sometime the day—he disna ken
just when—someone did a bunk wi’ one o’ the big gold coins and a
paper. Theft ower a hundred quid—I had tae knock up the Galashiels
force.”

“One of the gold nobles of
Edward III?” Michael asked.

“Why would a thief take only
one?” asked Rebecca.

“That’s just it, miss,”
Grant said. “You’d think a proper thief would take both the coins
and leave the paper, bonny as it is wi’ a’ those seals.”

Michael blanched. “You mean the
warrant for Anne Douglas’s arrest?” He turned to Rebecca. “The
prioress who was tried for witchcraft in 1545; that warrant is all
the original documentation we have.”

“Anne, the spectral
nun?”

Grant glanced furtively at the other
officers, and said under his breath, “There’re some as say she
walks, right enough.”

“Just a local legend,”
called Laurence Baird. He left the Galashiels force examining the
display case. “Hello, Michael. Good to see you again. Sorry about
all this—I feel quite the idiot, going in and out all day without
ever looking into the alcove.” He made a dismissive gesture,
indicative of spilled milk and locked barn doors, and shook
Rebecca’s hand. “How do you do, Miss Reid? Did Mr. MacLeod tell you
about the film crew?”

“Aye,” said Michael. “We’ll
be needin’ a film record.”

“We’re lucky to get
Plantagenet Productions with their museum experience. Have you seen
their documentary about Boadicea and her revolt against the
Romans?”

“I must’ve been in America
when that was on.” The tendons in Michael’s jaw twinged.

“I have,” offered Grant.
“The blond lass doin’ the commentary dressed hersel’ in a short
tunic and went aboot drivin’ a chariot. First time I’d ever really
appreciated history.”

I’ll bet, thought Rebecca.

“Miss Fitzgerald has a very
creative approach. She hopes to make the excavations more
understandable to the general public. It’s a shame, after all, to
let the priory just fall to ruins when it could be preserved and
appreciated by so many.” Laurence rocked back on his heels, beaming
like a snake-oil salesman with a good audience. “The dig’s shaping
up beautifully. We were lucky to get Jeremy Kleinfelter. A good
omen, wouldn’t you say?”

Fortunately one of the other officers
called, “Sir?”, and Laurence excused himself before anyone answered
that question. Michael asked Grant, “The thief didna turn ower
those boxes of Francis Kerr’s in the attic, did he? Laurence has
promised the lot to the Museum.”

“The attic? I didna think
aboot that. But no keys have gone missin’.”

“We’ll make a recce.”
Michael leaned over the reception desk, opened a drawer and pulled
out a key. He beckoned Rebecca up the staircase.

Once out of sight they shared the same
look of mingled caution and exasperation. The Rudesburners were
working with the best of motives, keeping their village alive by
preserving its past. They’d hired Kleinfelter and approved his
choice of Sheila in the best of faith. The troops in the trenches
owed it to them to conduct themselves professionally, which still
didn’t stop Rebecca from muttering under her breath, “A
chariot?”

Michael, shaking his head, led the way
through a maze of hallways, staircases, and fire doors. At last
they emerged in a brightly lit landing at the top of the house.
Michael jiggled the knob on the solitary door, then bent to inspect
the lock. Threadbare carpet, Rebecca noted, but clean. And the
window at her elbow was sparkling. She glanced out.

Jedburgh Street ran down into the
furrow of the Gowan Water, crossed the stone arches of the New
Bridge—built in 1747—and disappeared to the east, toward Newtown
St. Boswells and Jedburgh itself. Beyond the willows on the far
side of the stream rose the priory church.

Rebecca gasped in delight. Photographs
didn’t do it justice. Even half-ruined it was praise sung in stone.
The smooth lines of buttress and vault and window tracery guided
her eyes toward heaven, as did the bell tower rising above the
expanse of remaining roof like a hand lifted in blessing. Its
height betrayed the priory’s origins as a Benedictine monastery,
only converted into a more austere Cistercian convent in 1381. Low
walls, the bones of the convent buildings, shouldered aside the
rich green turf that swept down to Battle Law. The craggy knoll’s
harshness was softened by flowering broom, yellow cascading among
the tumbled stones of the demolished castle. Beyond the Law the
land rolled in green and gold waves toward England.

She leaned so close to the window that
her breath fogged the glass and smudged the picture postcard
vision. Smiling, she turned away.

The door beside her was open. She
stepped into a long room, its low ceiling made even lower by
rough-hewn rafters. Three skylights admitted rays of sun, their
brilliant shafts filled with waltzing dust motes. Beyond the
stripes of sun the room was dim, the shapes of furniture and boxes
indistinct. But the cleanliness of the hotel extended even here,
Rebecca noticed approvingly; the wooden floor was neatly
swept.

Except for a matchbook lying to one
side of the door. She picked it up. The cover read “Edinburgh Pub”.
Michael himself might have dropped it last month, except it, like
the floor, wasn’t at all dusty. She put the matchbook in the pocket
of her jacket.

Michael was kneeling beside a stack of
cardboard boxes and an ancient trunk. “These should look familiar,”
he called.

“Just like the haystacks at
Dun Iain. Are there any needles in these?”

“I canna say. Kerr’s
collections were just like this when the Bairds bought the place
fifteen years ago. Laurence said he found some schoolboy copybooks
datin’ from the 1880’s and didna look further. He only mentioned
them to me last month because I asked aboot the coins and the
warrant.”

“Did Kerr find the
coins?”

“Well, naething’s been
disturbed, as far as I can tell.” Michael dusted his hands and
stood. “He found them whilst stravaigin’ in the priory grounds, but
didna bother to record where. The man meant well, but he was an
old-fashioned antiquarian, no a scientist. The best favor he did
Rudesburn was to leave the priory to the Historic Buildings and
Monuments Commission.”

“Who’ve been prodded by the
Rudesburners into finally doing something with it. But the manor
house has been a hotel for years, hasn’t it?”

“Aye. Laurence never met
Francis Kerr. The warrant for Anne’s arrest was in Francis’s family
archives, along wi’ the coins and Mary Pringle’s history of the
priory.” Rebecca waited on the landing while Michael locked the
door. He went on, “Francis gave the Museum the history back in the
thirties. Or some of the history, it’s turned oot. God himsel’ kens
when I can go through the rest of yon boxes—typical, naebody
thought they were important.”

He grimaced and heaved against one of
the fire doors, managing to open it far enough for Rebecca to slip
through. “The warrant’s been a piece of local lore for years, like
the ghost. Laurence put it on display because it looked pretty, as
Grant said. It was only when Dr. Graham from the Museum was makin’
a feasibility study last year that he recognized it for what it
was. He tried to buy it but Laurence didna want to sell. And it’s
well and truly his property, no treasure trove found in a field
somewhere.”

“You made a copy of the
warrant, of course.”

“Of course,” Michael
responded indignantly. “Mary’s Pringle’s account—the part we
have—skips very lightly ower the issue of Anne.”

“Must’ve been a heck of a
scandal. Whatever happened to her? Was she convicted?”

“Naebody kens. That’s why I
rang the archives at the British Museum, lookin’ for the other side
of the story. But all the records were lost. Selfish Sassenach
scholars—check something oot and never bring it back.”

“Maybe we’ll dig up a first
person account,” teased Rebecca, “complete with a lurid illuminated
cover.”

Michael laughed. “Pull the other one,
lass.”

The uneven floors creaked beneath
their feet. The building smelled faintly of dust and mold, more
strongly
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