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Chapter 1

 


The rolling gray waves of the north Atlantic
stretched beneath me to the horizon in all directions. For a kid
from New Mexico who’d always had a mountain, a rock, or a tree as a
focal point, all that gray shimmering undulation felt a bit
unnerving. I glanced again at the waypoint I’d programmed into the
GPS and gripped the cyclic a little more firmly. I was right on
course.

Eyes on the horizon, I refused to think about
the water’s depth and my stomach settled back into position. In the
distance, between the heavy gray sky and the steel-gray water, I
thought I could see the tiny dot I was aiming for. It appeared to
be too far to the north. I was going to miss it by a half mile at
least. But I resisted the temptation to change course. The main
thing I’d learned from Drake during my flight lessons was to trust
my instruments, not my eyes. I rechecked the GPS reading once
again.

The two men in the back seat, both burly,
rosy-complexioned Scots, watched the back of my head. They both
nodded curtly when I asked over the intercom if they were doing all
right back there. The one whose red checked shirt showed above his
survival suit raised the corners of his mouth in what might have
been taken for a smile when I glanced over my shoulder at them. The
other held his lips in a straight line that made me wonder if he
was naturally stern or was struggling to keep his breakfast
inside.

“Almost there, guys,” I announced in the most
chipper voice I could manage.

The outline of the oil rig was becoming
clearer now, its assortment of blocks and protrusions making it
look like some kind of tenement apartment building that had
collided with a communications tower, all stuck onto a couple dozen
stick-like legs coming up out of the water. I approached from the
south, eased the right pedal so we made a gentle turn, and circled
the rig to come into the wind. The big yellow H on the deck was
clear and I flared slightly and set the JetRanger’s skids squarely
on it.

A dark-haired crewman, ducking to avoid the
spinning rotor blades, approached and opened the back doors for
each of my two passengers. They shook themselves a little, like
dogs out of the bath, when their feet touched the solid platform.
Gathering a bulky pack each, they headed toward the crew
headquarters without a backward glance at me.

I tightened down my cyclic stick and removed
my headset so I could give the ship a look before taking off again.
Improperly latched doors have caused more than one helicopter crash
and I wasn’t taking any chances out there over the water. The
crewman glared at me from under heavy black eyebrows as I circled,
rechecking the doors he’d just handled. I gave him a smile and a
nod, and made a show of checking the cargo door and fuel cap just
to let him know it wasn’t personal. He backed away from the ship
and stood at the edge of the helipad, hands on hips, waiting for me
to leave again.

Colin Finnie, the crew chief I’d met for the
first time yesterday, stepped out of his office and gave me a wave.
Several other men waited in the background, talking quietly among
themselves.

“Anyone going back this trip?” I asked as
Finnie met me halfway.

“Not this time, Charlie. Tell Drake we’ll
have five transfers on Thursday.”

“Got it.” I shook his hand and turned back to
my aircraft.

As I rechecked my controls and brought up my
engine speed, I noticed the other crewman talking behind his hand
to Finnie. His eyes darted toward the helicopter as he spoke, those
black brows dipping ominously.

What was that all about, I wondered as I
pulled pitch and lifted off the platform. An hour later, bringing
the aircraft in over the Inverness airport, it was still on my
mind. I’d have to remember to ask Drake about it when he got
back.

 


 


The warmth inside the tiny office at Air-Sea
Helicopters hit me with force the second I stepped out of the
brisk, cool outdoors. I reached for the zipper on my red survival
suit, ready to peel it off.

“Drake left you a message, Charlie,” Meggie
piped up. “He’ll be in by three and wondered if you’d still be
around?”

Meggie Flanery came with the job, and I was
thankful that she knew the ropes and was willing to work with me.
We’d taken the summer job in Scotland as a favor to an old friend
of Drake’s. Brian Swinney had known Drake back in their years of
flying tours together in Hawaii. He’d returned to his native
Scotland a few years ago and started his own helicopter service,
but an illness in the family forced him to London just after he’d
received a lucrative contract servicing the oil rigs in the North
Sea. Since Drake’s fire contract had ended in July, we’d just been
able to get away from New Mexico, get to Scotland, and take all the
tests and check rides to get our UK licenses by the first week of
August. Brian was paying good money, but truthfully, Drake and I
were really here for the adventure.

Meggie looked at me expectantly, her wide
blue eyes and cupid’s-bow mouth pursed in question.

“Sure, I can wait.” I glanced at my watch. It
was only another hour. Maybe Drake and I could grab some dinner
together at a pub in town before we headed back to our rented
cottage.

Meggie picked up the radio’s microphone and
transmitted Drake’s call sign, the tail letters for the company’s
other aircraft. His voice came over the speaker and I could hear
the Eurocopter’s turbine whine in the background. I loved the way
his voice sounded over the air, calm and professional at all
times.

“Looks like you’re all set, then,” Meggie
said after she signed off with Drake.

I slid the padded survival suit off my
shoulders and freed my hands. “Whew! That thing sure feels good out
there over the water, but I’ll tell you, it’s hotter than blazes
indoors.”

Meggie watched me with something bordering on
awe. For all her twenty-one years, she had that flawless skin that
comes only from a lifetime of exposure to cool, moist air and the
pure blond, blue-eyed purity handed down from her Nordic ancestors.
Still, she hadn’t worked with many women pilots and never one who’d
been known to double as a private investigator once in awhile. I
got the feeling at times that she’d like to adopt me as a big
sister.

“Can I make you a cup of tea, then,
Charlie?”

“Um, sure. That sounds nice.” I tugged the
legs of my jeans straight and rolled the sleeves of my plaid shirt
past my forearms. “Let me wash up and run a brush through my
hair.”

I remembered something. “Meggie? One other
thing—”

“Sure,” she replied.

“The flight manual for the JetRanger. It’s
not in the aircraft. Have you seen it around here? I’m not supposed
to fly without it on board.”

“Haven’t seen it here. Sorry. But I’ve got
the information on the computer. I can print out another one.”

“Thanks.”

She turned to her monitor, made a few clicks
with the mouse, and the printer began to feed out sheets of
paper.

Ten minutes later I was sitting in the spare
office chair, feet up on the waste basket, with a warm mug of tea
in one hand and a buttery shortbread cookie in the other.

“Karen called,” Meggie said. “She says
Brian’s mother is a wee bit better today.”

“It must be hard on them, watching her go
through the chemo and all.”

“Yes, I think so. I can’t imagine me own mum
bein’ sick like that. How about you? Your own parents in good
health?”

I told her how I’d lost my parents very
suddenly when I was fifteen and Drake only had his mother now.

Meggie gave me another of those awestruck
looks when she learned I’d basically been on my own since my teen
years.

“But I have a neighbor who’s like a
grandmother to me,” I assured her. “And two brothers. It’s about
all the family I can handle.”

The radio crackled, Drake announcing, “I’m
beach-in. Fifteen minutes ETA.”

Now that he’d cleared the coast, I swigged
the last of my tea and went outside to tie down the JetRanger’s
rotor blades and get everything secured for the night.

I’d just finished my duties when I caught the
distinctive sound of the Astar’s blades beating the air behind me.
A British Air flight had just departed five minutes earlier, so I
assumed Drake would be cleared by the tower for immediate landing.
Sure enough, he brought the sleek red and white aircraft in
smoothly and set her down on his designated pad. He grinned at me
from the right seat as he gently pumped the rotor brake and the
turbine engines wound down. As always, my heart did a little skip
when I saw his gorgeous smile. Nearly two years of marriage haven’t
dampened things a bit for us.

An hour later, we’d secured both aircraft for
the night, let Meggie go home, and driven into town in search of a
pub and dinner. At the Lantern Wick I was debating whether to brave
it and try the Scottish delicacy, haggis, or to go with the less
scary roast beef.

“You know how they make that haggis, don’t
you?” Drake teased.

“Please, I really don’t need the details.” I
only knew that they used just about everything from the inside of a
sheep, but didn’t really want the whole play-by-play on how it was
made. Every Highlander I’d asked about it simply said that it was
very good and very rich. “Okay, I’m hungry tonight. I’m gonna brave
it. If I don’t like it, I’ll get a sandwich to take home.”

Drake opted for shepherd’s pie, which smelled
good enough to make my knees weak when it arrived. For a few
minutes we didn’t have much to say, as we dug into our meals. The
haggis did turn out to be very good and very rich, with a warm
whiskey gravy and a side dish called clapshot that tasted a lot
like mashed potatoes. After I’d rolled my eyes and moaned
pleasurably with the first bite, Drake even bravely tried a
little.

“What’s with that attitude I’m sensing out at
the oil platform?” I finally asked him after we’d curbed our
initial starvation pangs.

“Did someone give you a hard time?”

“Not really, it’s just a sense of hostility I
get when I go out there.” I told him about the crewman who’d openly
glared at me when I landed. “Today wasn’t the first time.”

“Brankin, I think that guy’s name is,” Drake
said. “He’s one of the union leaders.”

“Uh-oh. Are we getting into the middle of
something nasty here?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” His face was solemn and I
knew he was trying to be straight with me without alarming me.

“Well, let me in on what you do know. I don’t
want to get hassled out there.”

“I met a few of the union guys yesterday,” he
said. “I remember Robson, Ewing, Barrie, Tolliver . . . some of
them. But I haven’t managed to put the names and faces together
yet.”

We’d agreed that I’d handle some of the
flying in the JetRanger, an aircraft I was used to flying at home,
while Drake would take the bulk of the time, flying the French
machine. It was more complicated, with some of the controls
operating the opposite ways of those I was accustomed to. The
contract called for nearly constant use of that machine, while the
secondary one, mine, would probably only be called out once or
twice a week.

“There’s some kind of union squabble going on
between the boat operators and the helicopter operators. The oil
companies like the convenience of using aircraft, but the boat
operators don’t want to lose the business. They’ve got some of the
oil crews steamed up against us. A few of the men have refused to
fly, wanting to only be transported back and forth to shore aboard
the boats. Some of the ones you saw today, by the sound of it.”

“But Brian has a contract. Would they
actually try to harm us?”

“I don’t think so. I think the real beef is
with the oil company. But Brian’s in the middle.”

“And since he’s in the middle, that means you
and I are in it too, aren’t we?”

He nodded and drained his glass of ale.


Chapter 2

 


I rolled over and slowly worked my eyelids
open. The window looked out on acres of emerald green lawn,
bordered by low heather and tall pine forest. Gray sky gave the
room a feeling of pre-dawn gloom, but a glance at the clock told me
we were well past that. It was after eight o’clock.

Drake had left sometime before daylight,
needing to get to the airport and be ready to fly early. I’d
checked Meggie’s calendar yesterday afternoon and noticed that,
even though the oil company didn’t have any flights for him today,
she’d booked a couple of sightseeing tours for the morning and a
recon of a farm later in the afternoon. Rain speckles on the window
made me wonder if the weather would end up nixing the day’s
work.

I threw my legs over the edge of the bed,
instinctively watching for the dog I was accustomed to seeing
asleep on the floor beside me. Unfortunately, we couldn’t bring our
big red Lab, Rusty, with us. The UK’s laws on quarantining pets
that come into the country made it impractical, which was probably
the real point of the law anyway, more so than the supposed one of
keeping the country rabies-free. Well, it was only for a couple of
months that I’d have to do without canine companionship.

After a quick trip to the bathroom and
brushing my teeth, I slipped on jeans and a light sweater. A sound
outside caught my attention and I went to the window and peered
down. From our second-floor bedroom I couldn’t see the source so I
padded down the stairs in my socks and pulled aside the drape
covering the sliding glass door in the living room. The noise had
elevated and I picked out two male voices in a heated exchange,
although I couldn’t make out the words. No one was visible here, on
the south side of the cottage, so I went into the kitchen.

From the small window over the sink I could
see a young man stalking toward our driveway, two border collies
trotting along at his heels. His back was to me and I could only
see that he had reddish-blond hair and wore khaki work pants, heavy
boots, and a plaid shirt. He carried a long shepherd’s crook. The
two black and white dogs stayed right with him and I was suddenly
overcome with the need to pat a friendly doggy head. I sidestepped
quickly to the front door and went out, belatedly realizing that I
didn’t have shoes on and that it was raining a steady, light
drizzle.

The man looked my way as I closed the door
behind me, somewhat louder than necessary.

“Hi,” I ventured.

The golden brows, which had been pulled
tightly together over an upturned nose, relaxed somewhat and his
expression became a tad less surly.

“I’m Charlie Parker,” I said, putting more
perkiness than necessary into my voice. “We’re renting the cottage
here for a couple of months.”

He was gentleman enough not to ignore the
hand I extended to him. “Ian Brodie,” he replied as he stepped
forward.

“Are you a neighbor?”

“Near enough.” His head tilted toward the
long drive that led to our cottage.

“Beautiful dogs,” I commented. “I really miss
ours.” I leaned forward and the two collies came immediately to
sniff my hands. I ruffled their ears and patted both heads at
once.

Ian softened considerably now that I’d gotten
down on one knee and was letting the dogs lick my face. “Aye, I can
see that ye do.”

“We’re just here for the rest of the summer,”
I said. “Not long enough to try to bring him with us.” I told him
about Rusty and his friendly manner.

“These are working dogs,” he said. “We run
sheep.”

“Nearby?”

“Here on the property. We rent from the
Dunbars, too.” Something hardened in his face but I had no clue
what caused it.

Our landlords were, I guess in the most
literal sense, land lords. The family Dunbar went back just about
to the dawn of time, and the thousands of acres where we now
resided contained a few rental cottages, plenty of farm land, and
one real, authentic castle. I could see its turrets from our upper
windows, but had caught only the merest glimpse of the whole
structure the day we arrived to pick up our keys from the estate
manager’s office.

I told Ian briefly what we were doing here
and suggested that he drop by anytime, and bring the dogs.

“Well, my wife and I are around a lot. You
can always find a friendly dog or two with us. Our place is the
second turn after the bend in the road.”

“I thought I heard voices a minute ago,” I
mentioned.

Ian stared pointedly at my feet, which were
clad in thoroughly soggy socks now, and shrugged. “Was nothin’.” He
turned and gave a sharp whistle to the dogs, who immediately
snapped to attention.

I stood slowly and watched the three of them
follow the drive toward the road. Something had sure touched a
nerve.


Chapter 3

 


The phone was ringing when I opened the front
door. My socks made squishy noises as my feet hit the tile in the
entryway. I reached to peel them off, trying to hop toward the
kitchen phone, and nearly landed on my face in the effort. It took
about three giant stumbling steps to recover and reach the
telephone. I managed a breathless, “Hello?” as I slid the last two
feet and knocked one knee into the refrigerator. “Shit!”

“Excuse me?” a cultured female voice
answered.

“Oh, I am so sorry,” I breathed. “I was
outside.”

“In this weather? No wonder.” She paused a
long few seconds. “Is that Charlie Parker, then?”

“Yes, yes it is,” I stuttered, wondering who
on earth had our number here. Meggie was the only female I’d spoken
to, and this voice was a few decades older than hers.

“Yes, Charlie. It’s Sarah Dunbar, up at
Dunworthy.”

“Oh.” Brilliant, Charlie. What a charming
answer to the lady of the castle. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Dunbar. I didn’t
mean to be rude.”

“Oh, nonsense, girl. The weather’s a fright
today. I should give you a minute to towel off. Would you like me
to phone back later? And, please, it’s Sarah.”

“No . . . Sarah, this is fine. No need to
make another call. I’m doing just fine.” I was, in fact, toweling
off as we spoke, rubbing a kitchen hand towel vainly over my hair
in an effort to keep the water from dripping into my eyes. Why
hadn’t I noticed how wet I was getting while I petted the dogs?

“Actually, I just phoned to see if you and
your husband might be free this afternoon for tea? Say around
four?”

Tea with the gentry? I wondered if she
extended this invitation to every renter on the castle grounds?
“Four would be lovely,” I said, picking up on the few manners I’d
once possessed. “I’m not sure what time to expect Drake in, though
. . .”

“Well, then, you come—with or without him.
I’m looking forward to meeting you.”

I replaced the receiver softly and caught a
glimpse of myself in the reflection of the microwave oven’s small
door. Shoulder length hair hanging in damp strands, bangs pasted to
my forehead, no makeup. And my dripping socks had now made sizeable
puddles on the tile floor. Yes—I’m going to tea at the castle. I
couldn’t help it, I broke up laughing.

I peeled off the socks and squeezed them out
over the kitchen sink. Thirty minutes later I’d changed clothes and
dried my hair, toasted an English muffin, and switched on the
electric fire in the fireplace. It glowed orangely through its fake
logs and emitted a surprising amount of warmth. Stretched out in a
hugely padded armchair with feet on a matching ottoman, I nibbled
my muffin and contemplated my plans for the day. Buying an umbrella
or two should definitely be part of the plan, I decided. I’d known,
leaving New Mexico, that we would need them but since we didn’t own
any, the purchase had been put off.

The keys to our rented Vector hung on a hook
by the door. Drake had been driving Brian’s company vehicle and I’d
been watching the way he handled the right-hand drive and getting a
feel for the art of driving on the “wrong” side of the road. I
thought I could handle it, at least for the short ride into the
nearby village where I’d spotted a tiny general store, one gas
pump, and the offices of the Royal Mail. Tackling the bigger town
of Inverness, where they had traffic lights and everything, would
have to wait.

The rain abated during the time I’d eaten my
breakfast and tidied the kitchen so I donned boots and pulled a
light jacket from the hall closet. The air felt cool and pleasantly
damp as I walked the short distance down the cottage’s flagstone
path to the grassy area beside a stone wall where we’d been
directed to park the cars. From habit I walked to the left side of
the car and almost sat in the passenger seat before I caught myself
and circled back to slip in behind the wheel. Luckily, no one had
seen me; I felt like such a tourist.

I took a few minutes to familiarize myself
with the controls—gearshift on the left, pedals the same way I was
used to, locating the wiper switch and turn signals. Finally, I
felt ready to tackle the driveway.

The three miles into the village went
uneventfully and I began to get the feel for thinking in
drive-on-the-left mode. I pulled into a small dirt parking area
beside the one all-purpose building. Inside, the small store was a
combination gift shop and general store. Touristy items such as
mugs, scarves, and ceramic models of Nessie filled the gift shop
portion, while the rest of the store clearly catered to locals.
Bins of staple food items including potatoes, onions, and other
vegetables stood along the wall near the cash register. Three short
aisles carried a surprisingly complete selection of groceries,
while high shelves along the walls were filled with household items
ranging from extension cords to toasters to lamp shades. A portly
woodstove in the center of the room told me that this was a
year-round operation, frequented by local residents, and not merely
a seasonal tourist shop.

I browsed the shelves, getting a feel for the
stock, and tried hard to resist the smell of the freshly baked
bread being set out on the counter by a plump lady in tweed slacks
and heather-gray sweater.

The door creaked open while I was involved
with deciding between chicken noodle or tomato soup for lunch, the
sound of male boots clumping against the wooden floor and the door
swinging shut with a solid thump.

“ . . . believe the price we’re given?” one
of the male voices muttered.

“Makes ye ill, doesn’t it?” the other
said.

“I’m goin’ broke, I’ll tell ye. We don’t get
wool prices back up, there’s no point in doin’ this.”

The two sets of boots made their way to the
counter, where the clerk apparently pulled bakery goods as they
pointed. I heard the rustle of paper and the clink of coins. When I
stepped to the end of the aisle and looked that direction, I
noticed both men held some kind of puffy pastry in a slip of bakery
tissue. The tall, dark haired one dropped a few more coins onto the
counter and the woman passed across two paper cups of coffee. The
man took a large bite of his pastry and picked up the coffee in his
other hand. The shorter man was Ian Brodie, the farmer with the
collies I’d met this morning. I took one step back so he wouldn’t
see me.

“Aye, this bein’ dictated to by the
government—” The dark haired man mumbled an expletive as he stuffed
more pastry into his mouth. They had nearly reached the door
again.

“Well, I for one ain’t standin’ for it,” Ian
agreed. “Somethin’ bad’s gonna—”

His words were cut off as the door thumped
shut behind him. I stepped to the window in time to see the two men
approach a dark green Range Rover with a crooked front bumper. Ian
brushed powdered sugar from his fingers onto his pant leg before he
reached for the door handle. His face was contorted in anger as he
said something to the other man, who had climbed into the driver’s
seat. The vehicle backed sharply out of its parking spot and turned
left onto the road. I glanced toward the woman at the counter, but
she seemed busy stacking boxes of shortbread and didn’t indicate
that she’d paid the men any attention.

I’d gathered a small basket of grocery
items—some cans of soup, fresh fruit and salad makings—and took
them to the counter.

“Umbrellas?” I asked.

“Oh, in the gift shop,” the woman told me.
“Just pick one up. You can pay for it in here with your other
things.”

I spotted a display spinner and pulled two
umbrellas from it.

“Guess we didn’t come very well prepared,” I
commented to her.

“Staying long?”

“A couple of months. I’m sure I’ll become a
regular in here over the next few weeks.”

“Aye, well you’ll need these, then.” She
finished totaling my groceries and told me what I owed.

As I was struggling to remember the
denominations of the strange-looking coins, she spoke again. “You
the couple who’s renting out at Dunworthy? Those pilots?”

Beauty of a small town. You never have to
introduce yourself. I grinned at her. “Yes, we’re the ones.”

“Amanda Douglas,” she said. “Think you got
some mail here.”

“Mail?” I couldn’t imagine what we’d be
receiving so soon.

Amanda stepped through a doorway that led to
the third section of the small building, the post office.

“Yeah, here you go,” she announced, bringing
a small parcel with her. “Looks like it’s from New Mexico,
USA.”

I looked at the return address. The box was
from Elsa Higgins, my surrogate grandmother and neighbor who was
watching Rusty for us during our stay in Scotland. What on earth
could she be sending? Probably some little item I’d forgotten,
something she thought I couldn’t live without.

Amanda was watching me with frank
curiosity.

“Let’s see what she sent,” I suggested.

A pair of scissors appeared like magic from
below the counter and Amanda watched as I opened them and used one
blade to slit the tape on the package. Beneath a cushion of
crumpled newspaper sat six small cans of Hatch green chile. I
couldn’t suppress the laugh that bubbled out of me.

“Whatever . . .?” Amanda was examining one of
the cans, her face screwed up in puzzlement.

“It’s hard to explain,” I chuckled. “Guess
she knew Drake and I wouldn’t last long without a chile fix.”

She set the can back into the box with the
others.

“It’s a Southwestern thing, I guess. Kind of
like, if you went to live in the U.S. for awhile and couldn’t find
haggis.”

“Ah . . ..” She nodded in complete agreement.
“Like that.”


Chapter 4

 


The sky had lightened considerably now that I
owned two umbrellas, and by the time I got back to the cottage
there were patches of blue showing. I puttered around, organizing
our few belongings and rearranging a couple of pieces of furniture
in the living room until it was more to my liking. I spent the
afternoon exploring the tiny garden that surrounded our little home
and getting some exercise walking through the forest.

After a quick shower, I donned a pair of
slacks and cashmere sweater, hoping the outfit would be casual
enough for afternoon tea and dressy enough for my first visit to a
real castle. I envisioned the lady of the manor wearing a Chanel
suit and pearls, tasteful black pumps and little button
earrings.

I arrived promptly at four, guiding my rented
Vector down a storybook lane flanked by rows of trees whose trunks
were close to four feet in diameter and whose branches had become
so entwined with time that the overhead canopy was nearly solid. I
emerged into an open area and spotted two other vehicles—a brand
new Land Rover and a fifty-year-old Bentley—sitting to the side of
a circular drive. I pulled to the side, staying a respectful
distance from the Land Rover.

The castle itself towered five stories above
me, a tasteful gray stone edifice with turrets pasted to its sides
in seemingly random fashion. Wings extended from either side of the
central structure, and archways led to unseen courtyards and other
mysterious places. Turning my attention the other direction, I
noticed that I had, in fact, crossed an old moat, which was now a
grassy swale with precision-manicured lawns extending at least
fifteen or twenty acres before thick forest took over. An
English-style box hedge formed a maze to my left and led the eye
upward to a rock garden with plantings of brilliant flowers. A rose
garden, easily fifty feet in length, grew along the side of the
castle itself, with bushes that reached the lower edges of the
first floor windows. I was just noticing how small all the windows
were, narrow slits in some cases, when a commotion behind me caught
my attention.

“Ruffie! Ruffie, get over here!” a woman’s
voice shouted.

Bounding toward me came a small furball, some
kind of terrier, with white hair that dragged the ground and a
high-pitched bark that sounded like a midget with the croup. Behind
Ruffie, a blond woman trotted with a dangling leash in her hand.
She wore a baggy pair of tweed slacks with a large mud stain on one
knee and a brown sweater whose cowl collar lay askew over one
shoulder. One sleeve was pushed up nearly to her elbow while the
other flopped down around her wrist. She tugged at it while vainly
trying to catch up with the dog.

“She won’t bite,” the woman called. “She’s
just a bit exuberant.”

I knelt down, keeping my knees off the wet
lawn, and extended a hand to Ruffie. As soon as I reached out, she
came to a halt, planting her tiny feet and staring suspiciously at
my hand. The nose wriggled, but at least the barking had
stopped.

“I’m so sorry,” the woman said, breathless
from her dash across the lawn. “I’d just reached down to attach her
leash when your car pulled up. Once she saw you there was no
stopping her.”

“It’s okay. I love dogs.” I didn’t mention
that yipping little ones weren’t usually my favorites. We’d see how
Ruffie decided to treat me before making that judgment. For the
moment the dog was keeping her distance, so I stood up.

“You must be Charlie,” the woman said. “I’m
Sarah Dunbar.”

She tugged her flapping sleeve up and righted
the cowl collar with one gracious flip before extending her hand to
me.

“I’m dreadfully sorry to greet you this way,
Charlie. I’d meant to be done with the gardening and walking the
dog, and planned to have put on something a bit more decent before
you got here.”

“Would another time be . . .” I began.

The picture of the pink Chanel suit blipped
out of my mind instantly. This woman was completely down-to-earth
with her mud-smeared knee and the blond hair tossed out of place. I
guessed her age to be somewhere in her sixties, although her
slightly thickened torso and a few spots on her hands were the only
things that gave it away. Her complexion was smooth, with the
texture of a baby peach and none of the sun damage so common in our
part of the world.

“Oh, not a bit. Let’s just go on in.” She
ushered me toward a massive wooden door. I noticed the family crest
carved in stone above the lintel, a shield shape with some kind of
animal entwined with something else. My quick glance didn’t reveal
much.

We stepped into a narrow vestibule that
opened immediately into a larger hall. Sarah draped the dog leash
over a wooden peg on the wall where coats and hats had been
deposited. She knelt and caught Ruffie by the collar.

“Molly!” she called out. “Molly, can you
bring a towel for Ruffie?”

A plump girl in a housedress and apron
appeared with a small towel and she set to wiping the dog’s tiny
paws and blotting the dampness from the fur that had trailed in the
grass.

“Pesky bit,” Sarah commented, fluffing her
own hair in front of a hall mirror. “I don’t know why we don’t just
shave her down so we aren’t constantly minding that thick fur.”

I stood aside, unsure what to say to
that.

“You can set your bag here, if you don’t want
to carry it.” Sarah indicated an empty peg, and I deposited my
shoulder bag there. “Now let’s see about that tea.”

She bustled through the hall, past a set of
double doors, and into a huge, modern kitchen, cautioning me to
“mind the step” as the uneven floor dipped downward.

“There we go now,” she said, after filling a
kettle with water and setting it over the gas flame on the stove.
She took a deep breath and surveyed the spacious kitchen. “Heavens,
Charlie, take a seat—just there—while I find something to go along
with this.”

I perched myself on a stool at the long
counter that edged one side of a center island made of butcher
block.

“This kitchen is probably the biggest one
I’ve ever seen,” I told her.

“Humph—can be a damn nuisance, when you’re
hiking from one end to the other just cooking for two,” she
snorted. “But it’s nice when we entertain and I guess it came in
handy in the old days.”

“So, are there only two of you here now?”

“Usually just Robert and me for dinner
anymore. The children—well, they’re in their forties—hardly
children. They’ve gone to the bigger cities. One in London, one in
Edinburgh. Grandchildren scattered all over. The nearest one’s
Richie, going to school just outside Inverness. He’s still on
summer holiday and he pops in. He and two chums are here now.
You’ll probably see them all, hanging about, while you’re
here.”

“But doesn’t it take a huge staff to keep a
place this size?”

Sarah bustled around the big kitchen, pulling
a cake under a glass dome from a pantry, a box of chocolate cookies
from a cupboard. She cut several narrow slices of the cake and
arranged them, along with some of the cookies, on a crystal
plate.

“Oh, goodness, yes. We’re lucky that the farm
still supports us all. So many of our friends have resorted to
opening their homes to tourists just to cover their taxes. It’s a
burden, that’s sure.”

The water boiled just then and I watched
Sarah expertly pour from kettle to teapot, steep the leaves, warm
the cups and set everything on a silver tray.

“Let’s do have a civilized tea in the drawing
room,” she said, lifting the large tray. “Get that smaller tray
with the cake, would you?”

I picked up the second tray and followed as
she butted a swinging door open at the far side of the room. It
opened into a narrow hall, which led directly to a lovely room
furnished in celery green and persimmon. Soft, upholstered chairs
flanked a fireplace that had been freshly stoked so that a warm
glow lit the room. We set the trays on a huge ottoman that stood
between the chairs and Sarah poured tea while I eyed the cake.

“There now, that’s better,” she said after
sinking into one of the deep chairs and taking her first sip of
tea.

“This land has been in your family forever,
I’d imagine.” I pressed my fork into the raspberry filling between
the delicate layers of white cake.

“Since the eleventh century,” Sarah answered.
“Scotland has such a rich history, you could study for years and
not get it all. I’m foggy on many of the details myself and I’ve
had this fed to me from the cradle.” She chuckled at the memory of
early school years. “I guess my interests always lie with the
gardens and the animals. Didn’t care much which clan killed which,
or which king held power at what time.”

She set her cup back on the tray. “Have you
any Scottish kin, Charlie?”

“I’m not sure,” I confessed. “I guess I
haven’t taken the time to study much of our family history
either.”

She patted my knee. “Well, I can’t hold that
against you,” she said. “But if you’re interested, I have a book.
What’s your family name?”

“Well, Parker on my father’s side. My
mother’s maiden name was Davidson.”

“Ah, Davidson!” Her face lit up. “Now that
one’s an old Scottish name. Want to take a look?”

I set my cup down and she led the way through
two more connecting rooms to a library. Shelves filled two sides of
the room, floor to ceiling, and most of the books were bound in
leather and appeared very old. Sarah opened one of the glass doors
on the front of a section and pulled out two books, one a small
paperback modern book titled Scots Kith & Kin, and a
thick, leather-bound edition of another.

“This little one’s available at all the
tourist shops. Just gives an overview, but it’s a handy little
thing,” she said, handing it to me. “Now, this thing—this one’ll
tell you all about your clan. If it doesn’t give you a hernia
first.”

I offered to take the big book from her, but
she’d already hugged it securely to her chest.

“Let’s take these back in the drawing room,”
she suggested. “We don’t run the central heat in the summer months,
and no one’s set the fire in here. Feels chilly to me.”

The shadowy room did, indeed, contain a chill
so we carried our books back to the warmth of the other room where
Molly was in the process of stirring the fire.

“Shall I clear the tea things, Mrs. Dunbar?”
she asked.

“Oh, leave them a few more minutes, Molly. We
may pour another.”

The girl actually dropped a slight curtsy as
she left the room. Sarah poured us each another cup of tea and
spread open the large clan book. After a minute or two of paging
through it, she came to the spot she wanted.

“Here we go, Clan Davidson,” she said,
turning the book to face me.

I felt a sense of pride and an odd sense of
connectedness, learning that my mother’s family name went back to
the twelfth century and earlier. Me, whose only sense of family
came from my one brother who is my business partner back home, and
another brother I rarely see. I felt a wide grin coming on, and I
looked up to see Sarah watching me.

“Sorry,” I said, “this is just the first time
I’ve known any of this existed.”

She reached over and squeezed my hand.
“Borrow the book if you’d like,” she said. “You’ll have fun reading
up, I imagine.”

“You must think I’m being silly,” I told her
as I closed the large book and pulled it toward me. “You’ve known
your own family history forever.”

“Well, there’ve been Dunbars in this house
since the 1500s. And my family, the Murrays, allied themselves with
the Dunbars and other clans as far back as the 1100s. So, yes, I
guess you could say we go a way back.”

“I’ll get the book back to you in a day or
two,” I promised. I could see that this new fascination with family
history might begin to occupy me on my days off from flying.

A deep thud that sounded as if it came from
several rooms away, interrupted my thoughts.

“Sounds as if Robert is home,” Sarah said.
“Come, I’d like you to meet him.”

I set the clan book on a round library table
and followed her back through the halls to the entry. A rotund man
of about seventy, with white hair that dipped in a wave over his
forehead and intense blue eyes, focused on taking off his hooded
parka. He patted each of the side pockets, then flung the jacket
onto one of the wall pegs. He seemed to be muttering something
under his breath.

“Robert!” Sarah called out, stopping him in
mid swing.

“Damn it all,” he bellowed. “Two more lambs
are missing!”


Chapter 5

 


“Robert, we have a guest,” she said
quietly.

He glanced up and noticed me for the first
time. “Oh, sorry.” His florid face went another shade brighter.

“This is Charlie Parker, the lady who’s
renting the Red Fern Cottage. Remember, she and her husband are
flying for that helicopter service.”

Robert dusted off a hand and offered it to
me. “Sorry, miss, I didn’t mean to go off that way with company
around.”

“It’s okay. Really.” I noticed his grip was
firm and he had a winning smile, once he turned it on.

“Wash up, dear, and come have your tea. We’re
in the drawing room.” Sarah bustled her husband toward a small
powder room off the central hall, while she and I headed back
toward the cozy fire. “I’d best just give this a little re-warm,”
she said after feeling the side of the teapot. “Be right back.”

I browsed the room now that I was alone. The
soft green wallpaper was silk and it perfectly matched the fabric
on the chairs that showed just a genteel bit of wear. Bright
persimmon pillows picked up the same shade in an Oriental carpet.
Family photos covered one table top, modern pictures of the Dunbars
and their offspring, some posed and some casual. A windowsill
displayed a grouping of porcelain figurines, one of which I
recognized as Chinese and very old. The others were traditional
English figures and I assumed they were also antiques.

“There, this should hit the spot,” Sarah
said, bustling back in with the tea.

As quickly as she’d reheated the pot, I had
to assume that even ancient castles had microwave ovens in the
modern age. She glanced up at the door.

“So, what was that you were saying about
missing lambs?” she asked as Robert entered the room.

“Rrrr,” he growled. “Two more. From the same
flock as before. Don’t get me started—I’m angry as hell about
this.”

“Here, have your tea,” Sarah soothed,
offering him a cup which she’d poured and laced with milk and
sugar.

He took it and eased back into one of the
overstuffed chairs.

“What do you think has happened to the
missing lambs?” I asked, not catching Sarah’s warning glance in
time.

“Same damn thing.” The growl was back in his
voice. “Stolen.”

“Now, Robert, you don’t know that for a
fact,” Sarah said quietly.

“I bloody well do!” He glanced at me. “Excuse
my language.”

I waved it off.

“That young bloke . . . whatever his name is.
You know bloody well that he’d love to increase his own flock. And
he’s made no secret that he thinks I’m part of the problem with
price controls on wool. I wasn’t one of the MSPs who voted that in,
you know.”

Ian Brodie, I thought, remembering the snatch
of conversation I’d overheard at the store this morning. I almost
opened my mouth, but didn
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