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Chapter One

 


 


Jean Fairbairn angled her toothbrush away
from the one already in the glass beside the sink, giving them each
some personal space. Although, considering how many body fluids she
and Alasdair had swapped over the last couple of months, moving
their toothbrushes was no more than symbolic.

She wondered if she would ever get used to
Alasdair complicating the life she’d gone to so much effort to
simplify. She wondered if he’d ever get used to her complicating a
life that had never been simple.

In the bedroom, Alasdair spoke in staccato
bursts interspersed with moments of silence as he listened to
whoever was on the other end of the telephone line. Or
transatlantic satellite transmission, perhaps—the male voice that
had asked for him spoke with his own Scottish accent. What was up
back home? It was almost midnight there.

“That’s not sensible at all,” her significant
other, her other half, was saying.

She’d pretended not to eavesdrop long enough.
With one last glance in the mirror—so she looked a little frayed
around the edges, it was just the jet lag—Jean strolled out of the
bathroom as nonchalantly as she could wearing a long dress and high
heels. Or heels higher than usual, the better to achieve this
evening’s level of posh.

It would take heels of nosebleed height to
boost her to even average stature. But that wasn’t the issue. Her
forty-year-old feet, attached to her forty-year-old body, were the
issue. Tripping over her own shoes would threaten more than her
dignity. But the demands of fashion were far down the list of
worries that had over the last couple of years evoked silver
strands from her crown of auburn hair. At least, in a rare moment
of style serendipity, those silver strands tonight coordinated with
the metallic threads in her black and auburn jacket.

Not that anyone was going to pay attention to
her, not with Alasdair wearing his kilt. “All right, then, Ian.
I’ll see to it,” he said, and clicked the receiver into its cradle.
His eyes, the blue of cold steel, turned toward Jean. His lips
curved in a thin smile that didn’t mitigate the cogitational crease
between his brows, and his brushed-velvet voice was stroked against
the nap. “Here’s me, thinking we were due a bit of a busman’s
holiday, but no, that was my chap Ian from P and S. Soon as my
mobile’s out of range of headquarters, all hell breaks loose.”

Jean restrained herself from grabbing the
lapels of his Argyll jacket, dragging him off the edge of the bed,
and demanding details. Of course it was a holiday. They’d already
tried for a honeymoon, in August. “Satan broke out of the dungeon
of Hermitage Castle? Protect and Survive does handle security for
Hermitage Castle, doesn’t it?”

“Oh aye, that we do, but the only devil’s
involved now is the one who stole the Dunmore Witch Box from Blair
Castle. A copy of the Box, that is. Why go pinching a copy?”

“When the original’s here in Williamsburg.”
This morning the bright lights of the display case had made the
tendrils and leering faces carved on the small chest seem pale and
wan, drained of the power they had once had in candlelit rooms. Or
so Jean hoped. “No, that’s not sensi . . . That doesn’t make
sense.”

“The villains working art and antiquities
thefts have no more class than any other. Like as not this one
could not be bothered with the facts.”

“Like the fact that any potential buyers will
know the Box is on display at the DeWitt Wallace Museum.”

“Next the portrait of himself, Lord Dunmore,
last British governor of Virginia, dressed for the grand opening of
the exhibit.” Alasdair’s smile went lopsided as he glanced down at
his own finery, the white kilt hose or tall socks with their red
flashes, the red-and-green Cameron-tartan kilt, the simple leather
sporran—not a fur one that looked like a scalp—and the staghorn
buttons of the dark jacket. A silver pin in the shape of a
basket-hilted sword was affixed to the apron of his kilt,
complementing the glint of frost in his short-cropped dark blond
hair.

Very tidy, Jean thought. And quite
modest, considering the finery the male of the Scottish species
could put on, given an excuse.

She almost repeated the mantra she’d uttered
several times between Edinburgh and Virginia, “All we have to do is
the opening reception, then we can play tourist.” But that hadn’t
been true even then.

For one thing, she still had her part of the
holiday bus to drive, an article for Great Scot about Lady
Dunmore, her fabled family charm stone, her notorious Witch Box and
all that implied, the implications including an interview she’d
been anticipating with wicked glee ever since her partner at the
history and travel magazine had set it up. That the Witch Box was
turning out to be trouble was just grist for her creative mill.

She asked, “You vetted Blair Castle last
month. How did the thief get the Box out?”

“Thieves, or so it appears. A woman created a
diversion by opening a door into a private area and setting off the
alarm. Someone else walked away with the Box at just that time,
likely by tucking it up beneath his coat. Or her coat. It was
protected by no more than a velvet rope, much good that’ll do, but
these old stately piles, they’ve got loads of artworks and bittie
historical artifacts like the Witch Box.”

“Which is all three.”

“You can lock them up tight, you can hide
them away in dungeons and the like—and we do, during the nights—but
come the daylight, and you open the doors, then they’re
vulnerable.”

Jean considered Alasdair’s armor-plated face
and repeated silently, vulnerable. “Was it a spur of the
moment theft, then? Or were the two people working together?”

“The woman’s saying she opened the door by
accident, that she knew nothing of the Witch Box itself. Perthshire
Constabulary took her name and address, but could not charge her
with more than ignoring a ‘private’ sign.”

“Hardly a hanging offense, not like ownership
of the Witch Box might have been,” Jean said. “So what does P and S
expect you to do about it here? Or was Ian just letting you
know?”

“Ian’s followed procedures right smartly,
informing Scotland Yard, Interpol, the FBI here in the States. The
first Williamsburg connection, now, is that the replica Box was
made here. The second is that the woman blundering through the door
is named Kelly Dingwall. She looks like being the sister of your
Timothy Dingwall.”

“He’s not my Timothy Dingwall.” Jean dropped
onto the bed, so close to Alasdair she caught the scent of
toothpaste on his breath. Only one solitary dust mote, a testament
to the hard work of the housekeeper, wafted down from the flowered
cloth of the canopy onto her glasses. “So the tendency to rush in
where angels wouldn’t risk their shoe leather must run in the
Dingwall family.”

Alasdair’s left eyebrow quirked upward. “Your
sort of folk, then.”

“Not necessarily,” she protested. “I only
know him and his wife through their reputation, and believe me, we
academics don’t call them the Dingbats in the belfry for nothing. I
can hardly wait to meet them for the interview tomorrow—you know,
about the whole occult angle.”

“I could do with getting shot of that
particular angle. And the people round the bend with it.”

“It’s what I do, Alasdair.”

His right eyebrow curled downward.

“We’ll never get away from that angle. Or its
true believers.” Well, he could get away from it, more or
less, by getting away from her. But if Jean hadn’t made a
profession out of questioning true believers, they’d never have
met. She reminded him, “We’re spooky, you and me. We see dead
people.”

Alasdair emitted a scorched snicker. “Lately
dead and long dead as well, though I’ve noticed nothing here.
Yet.”

“Yet.” Jean glanced into the living room,
like the bedroom furnished in tasteful mock-colonial. The small
house that was their temporary home, modestly named the Dinwiddie
Kitchen, was an original structure, over two hundred years old—a
mere blink of an eye in Scotland—and, compared to a Scottish stone
cottage, its frame-and-clapboard construction was no more
substantial than the little pig’s house of twigs.

The faintest of sweet, smoky scents had
tickled Jean’s nose in the wee hours of the morning, when she’d
awakened momentarily from the opium-dream sleep of the jet-lagged.
With even her sixth sense comatose, she hadn’t considered whether
the scent came from this dimension or another, but had simply
slipped back into oblivion, glad to have Alasdair tucked similarly
comatose beside her.

Now he pulled himself to his feet and paced
toward the living room. Each heel hit the wide planks of the floor
with the snap of a drumstick on a snare drum.

Small as it was, the house was still larger
than her flat in Edinburgh. The city itself, with its medieval
pends and wynds, had been starting to get a little claustrophobic,
never mind her flat, where she and Alasdair and her cat, Dougie,
jostled for personal space like colliding and overlapping
set-theory circles.

Jean had thought back in June she read
Alasdair altogether too well. Now, at the end of October, she
couldn’t exactly read him like a book, but she could scan his index
as though on the spines of a set of encyclopedia: A to Ab, Ab to
Ac, Ac to Ad, and on over the horizon and far away.

Yesterday they’d crossed that horizon, flying
west from Scotland to Washington, D.C. There she had rented a car
and headed south on the right-hand side of the road. Driving on the
right was like riding a bicycle, she’d told herself. A body-memory
you don’t forget. Like making love.

Despite offering his own driver’s license to
the rental-car people, Alasdair had sensibly allowed her the first
foray onto the highways. He’d only twice grabbed for the armrest
and winced at the traffic whizzing by on what seemed to him to be
the wrong side of the Beltway, not for her occasional “no, the
other left” wobble—or so his story went. Her story was delivered in
paragraphs as they wended their way down I-95 past trees aflame
with crimson and gold, passing places with names to conjure
with—Mount Vernon, Gunston Hall, Rappahannock, Fredericksburg,
Richmond.

She had conjured, at least. Alasdair,
well-read on history as he was, and well-traveled, too, knew but
didn’t feel the ghosts of the American past. Her past. She’d come
back, for the first time in almost a year, not to Texas but to
Virginia. The Union Jack flew over the Historic Area, but the Stars
and Stripes occupied pride of place before the Williamsburg Inn
just behind their little house.

The last time she’d visited Williamsburg,
she’d been a history professor attending a conference. She’d been
married. Now she owned part of a Scottish travel and history
magazine. Now she was living in sin with Alasdair, a former
detective with Scotland’s CID who was working to establish a good
rep as the chief of security at Protect and Survive. Whose allergy
to the paranormal was as strong as hers.

Picking up her sequined bag, barely big
enough for their invitation to the reception and their tickets,
Jean followed Alasdair past the tiny pantry that held a coffee
maker, a microwave oven, and assorted amenities. Modern amenities,
unlike the antique cooking implements and bits of crockery lining
the living-room mantel on either side of a clock.

He stood at a front window, hands clasped
behind his back, shoulders set, as though he evaluated the view of
the small octagonal building called the Magazine for clues. She
evaluated her own view, the tartan pleats still swaying back and
forth provocatively. Nope, nothing was worn beneath that kilt.
Everything was in good working order.

Everything between his ears was in good
working order, too, his intellectual mill grinding even specks of
evidence exceedingly fine. She said, “Alasdair, we need to get over
to the reception. Miranda’s going to meet us there. We can either
take the bus or we do a little roaming in the gloaming.”

He nodded, and by the time he turned around
his forehead was almost smooth again. “Grand idea, a wee dauner
will clear the head. You’ll be needing a wrap—that jacket’s none
too thick.”

“I don’t have anything to wear over it that
won’t look clunky. It’s only a couple of blocks and I’ll walk
fast—see, sensible shoes.”

“That’s us away, then, lass, minding that
this was meant to be a holiday.” With a smile that was anything but
thin, Alasdair took Jean’s hand.

That’s us, she repeated silently, and
aloud said, “It will be a holiday.” Never mind her little internal
skeptic adding, Yeah, right.

Hand-in-hand, they strolled outside into a
dusk like blush on bronze. Lights shone from the two big hotels,
the Williamsburg Inn and the Williamsburg Lodge across the street,
but twilight shrouded the Historic Area. The fire-basket burning
between the Magazine and the Courthouse glowed such a bright
orange, the human shapes gathered around it seemed as insubstantial
as the smoke rising ghost-like above it. Harsh smoke, Jean noted
with a flare of her nostrils, not the sweetly scented smoke of her
dream.

Somewhere close by, a helicopter beat up and
down—there it was, just over the trees to the southeast, a black
shape against the translucent sky. The beam of a searchlight
extended downward from its belly like a transporter from an alien
spacecraft. From the eighteenth-century street, it looked like an
alien spacecraft.

Alasdair tilted his head in consideration.
“Police. Chasing a villain or lighting up an accident, I
reckon.”

“I bow to your expertise,” Jean returned, and
pulled him gently away.

Just down Francis Street, the uneven brick
sidewalk became a more uneven gravel path. It dipped into a ravine,
into the shadow of overhanging trees and a pool of cold, damp air
thick with the mud and root scent of an open grave. The slightest
of chills touched the back of Jean’s neck, like refrigerated
cobwebs. “Do you feel that?”

“Oh aye,” said Alasdair, his pace faltering
and then steadying again. “It’s gone now.”

“No surprise there’d be a few lingering
spirits in a place like . . .” Something rustled in the overgrown
garden beyond a picket fence and Jean jerked. “A squirrel. A bird.
A cat, maybe, in pursuit of the above. I thought I glimpsed one
outside the house this afternoon.”

Alasdair’s warm hand engulfed hers, steadfast
as his tread. Up the opposite slope, and they saw the lights of the
Public Hospital, its cupola outlined against a sky glowing Prussian
blue and pricked by stars. A dozen or so people walked across the
lawn and converged on the lamplit entrance. Jean glanced over her
shoulder, ready to make the dash across the street and join them. A
car was coming, catching her and Alasdair in headlights as bright
as searchlights picking out escaped prisoners. The white SUV slowed
and a piercing wolf whistle emanated from inside.

They were hardly so old that their holding
hands could be considered cute. Jean’s best we-are-not-amused
glance at the car intercepted Alasdair’s iciest version of the
same. Oh. Some idiot local is making fun of his kilt.

The SUV pulled onto the shoulder and the
passenger window slid down, revealing a familiar face, the upturned
crescent of a smile beneath brown eyes gently crinkled with
intelligent humor and a cap of smooth, brown hair. Rebecca
Campbell-Reid said, “We were thinking that was you. There aren’t
many guys wandering about the town wearing a kilt, at least, not
until the re-enactors set up camp in July. Good for you, teaching
the natives the meaning of style.”

Another familiar face leaned into the pale
aura of the dashboard lights, a rectangular grin beneath blue eyes
dancing with humorous intelligence and a head of shaggy, light
brown hair touched with auburn. Michael Campbell-Reid added, “Most
likely the Yanks will go muttering about men wearing skirts, all
the while handing you bourbon, not real whiskey, and just when
you’ll want bracing up for the honor of the Auld Sod.”

“Their loss, then.” Alasdair’s teeth flashed
in a smile, even though he couldn’t brace his back and shoulders
any further. “No worries, I’ll mind my manners.”

“I’d be careful who you call a Yankee here
below the Mason-Dixon Line,” Jean told Michael.

Rebecca said, “My brother in Richmond was
telling him that this morning, but he thinks he gets a pass, being
an outlander.”

“You’re after driving yourself, are you?”
Alasdair asked. “Good man.”

“I learned to switch sides of the road whilst
I was working in Ohio some years since.” Michael nodded at his
wife, another benefit of that job in Ohio.

Silver-white headlights flashed as a speeding
car almost bottomed out in the ravine, then dodged the SUV idling
at the side of the road. Jean’s skirt and Alasdair’s kilt fluttered
in its chill draft and she suppressed a twitch of evil memory.
Never mind that they were standing on the sidewalk, such as it was,
they were still vulnerable to a careless driver. Or a malicious
one.

With a screech of brakes and a flare of
taillights, the car rounded the corner onto Nassau Street and then,
a block further on, turned right into the parking lot behind the
Hospital. “Good grief,” said Rebecca. “The invitation to the
reception didn’t say anything about having to punch a time
clock.”

“It’s just now gone seven.” Alasdair raised
his wrist and its watch into the light.

Jean asked Rebecca, “You’re not coming to the
reception after all?”

“We have to get back to my brother’s place
and rescue Linda. My mom probably hasn’t put her down since we left
this morning. You think she’d be used to grandchildren by now, but
no. Maybe she’s checking this one over to make sure she’s not
growing thistles or something.”

“Linda’s getting on famously with your folk,”
said Michael soothingly. “It’s high time she made the acquaintance
of the American side of the family.”

Jean supposed the umbilical cord between the
Campbell-Reids and their four-month-old daughter stretched only so
far, and the fifty miles to Richmond was its limit. Not that she
could offer any advice. She’d never had children, and her nieces
and nephews had been presented to her as faits accomplis, enjoyable
to entertain and just as enjoyable to give back.

Alasdair had no offspring, and, being an only
child, no nieces or nephews. What he had was the wisdom not to
comment on matters he knew nothing about. “They’ll not have
rearranged the exhibition since you approved the installation this
morning.”

“No, the artifacts from Scotland are the
Museum’s responsibility now,” said Rebecca. “You said then you
thought the security arrangements were good.”

“Oh aye,” Alasdair agreed, and glanced at his
watch again.

Jean got the message. Business now, chat
later. “We’ll represent Scotland, then, the Museum, the
National Portrait Museum, Protect and . . . Oh! Alasdair just heard
that the copy of the Witch Box at Blair Castle was stolen
today.”

“Was it now?” asked Rebecca, and Michael
asked simultaneously, “They’ve nicked the villain, have they?”

“No, more’s the pity,” Alasdair replied, and
presented the situation in full outline form, signing off with the
name of Kelly Dingwall.

“Another Dingwall, is it?” Michael asked.
“You’ll have heard about Sharon, then.”

“No, what about Sharon?” Jean stepped a bit
closer to Alasdair and crossed her arms over her chest. He’d been
right, her jacket wasn’t heavy enough for the increasing cold of
the evening. But curiosity came before comfort.

He put his arm around her. She wasn’t sure
which was warmer, the wool of his jacket or the solid flesh of the
arm beneath. Two more cars passed at much more suitable speeds, one
going on toward the intersection with Henry Street, another also
turning on Nassau toward the Hospital. “What of Sharon?” he
repeated.

“One of the Museum curators was telling us
that Sharon, and, I assume, Timothy, are suing a professor at the
college for slander.” Rebecca waved in the general direction of the
campus. “Or libel—that’s the one in print, isn’t it, while slander
is verbal?”

“It’s all defamation of character,” said
Alasdair.

“You Yanks being right quick off the mark
with the lawsuit,” Michael said, “though we Brits are catching you
up.”

“Whoa.” Jean’s agenda cartwheeled, top to
bottom, and then sprawled sideways. “Will Tim and Sharon do the
interview tomorrow—well no, they won’t turn down a chance to talk
about their theories—but they’re probably not supposed to say
anything about a pending lawsuit. Unless they want to present their
case in the media. The suit I was in a couple of years ago, that
was for wrongful termination, and the slander was against me.
However, I had a good reputation to fall back on, which the Ding,
er, walls don’t especially have. Not beyond The National
Enquirer and the fringes of talk radio, anyway.”

“The lawsuit’s concerning their theories?”
Alasdair’s gaze shifted from Jean to Rebecca and Michael’s faces
framed in the window. “I’m using the term loosely, mind. Theories
can be proven.”

“Their fancies?” suggested Michael. “I don’t
know, we’ve not heard details.”

“Just,” Rebecca went on, “that a Professor
Evesdottir called Sharon either a witch or a bitch or both, though
there’s got to be more to it than that. Do you know her? Professor
Evesdottir, that is.”

“Evesdottir?” Jean repeated. “No, I don’t.
Sounds Icelandic, except in Iceland it’s the father’s name followed
by ‘daughter’. But there are lots of historians jostling for
precedence. More than a few of us get pushed off the academic
merry-go-round and then go looking for someone to blame.”

“You weren’t pushed. You jumped.” Again
Alasdair raised his watch, this time giving it a long, hard look.
“Let’s be getting on, Jean.”

It wasn’t that he was on duty—his security
chieftainship was only honorary, here—or that he was anticipating a
social occasion. It was that he’d agreed to appear, so appear he
would.

So was she at his side? Or was he the
sidekick of Jean Fairbairn, girl reporter? Hard to say, other than
that this evening, this trip, was one more exercise in
team-building.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


With promises to share information as well as
entertainment—dinners, tours, concerts—Rebecca raised her window
and the SUV rolled off toward Henry Street and the highway to
Richmond.

Jean’s teeth were starting to chatter. She
leaned into Alasdair’s embrace as they scurried across the street
and onto a sidewalk angling toward the Public Hospital building.
Clever, she thought, how historical Williamsburg compromised
between anachronistic street lights and letting the customers trip
and fall—and probably sue—by hiding downward-focused lights in the
branches of the trees. Still the glow of Merchant’s Square and the
college campus, just two and three blocks away respectively, washed
out the stars to the northwest.

Pausing at the foot of the steps leading to
the entrance, Jean glanced back toward the darkened Historic Area.
Above it, the indigo sky was strewn with stars. “How dark were the
nights before Edison and his cronies gave humanity a
twenty-four-hour day?” she murmured, half to herself.

Alasdair answered anyway. “Dark enough to be
generating witches, vampires, werewolves.”

“But we’re still generating witches,
metaphorically, no matter how bright the lights.”

“That’s another sort of darkness, lass. A
matter of perception.”

“Like sensing ghosts?”

That one he didn’t answer, and almost
succeeded in concealing his half-smile, half-frown by pulling open
the heavy doors.

Within the Public Hospital’s orderly
Enlightenment-era, Georgian lines, had once been confined the
community lunatics. Or mentally ill, as they’d be called today,
unless political correctness had decreed some term even less
direct. Reality-challenged, perhaps. Jean could sometimes apply
that label to herself.

A door to the left of the well-lit lobby
opened onto re-creations of both the eighteenth and
nineteenth-century hospitals, showing the transition from
warehousing, and often abusing, the insane to attempting to treat
them, if with methods that now seemed little more than abuse. And
what, Jean wondered, was being done to sick people today that would
make future generations roll their eyes in horror?

“May I see your invitations to the reception,
please?” asked the college-age woman behind the desk, and, with a
quick look at the thick, creamy paper suitably engraved with
Jeffersonian script, waved them toward the elevator. The gleaming
metal doors glided open the moment Jean pressed the button.
Alasdair bowed her inside, not without a half-glance back at the
woman, whose black-lined eyes not only hadn’t blinked, they had
opened wide enough to reflect a ripple of tartan.

Jean swallowed her grin.

Just as the doors started to close, two women
entered the lobby, the younger one flashing an invitation, the
older saying not nearly far enough beneath her breath, “Rachel, for
the hundredth time, get those damned hearts and flowers out of your
head! Love doesn’t conquer all. It doesn’t conquer anything. It’s
the woman who’s conquered.”

Alasdair lunged, arm extended, and the doors
bounced open again. The two women stepped into the elevator and
stood just inside the doors, vibrating like high-tension wires.
They acknowledged their captive companions only by their averted
eyes and their tightly closed mouths.

The metal cell slipped downward. Alasdair and
Jean exchanged glances, his cautious, hers curious.

The two women looked like a sinner with her
clerical escort. Rachel’s bolero jacket only partially covered her
scarlet mini-dress, made of something shiny that squeaked as she
shifted her weight on spike heels so tall and thin they could stake
a vampire. Chin-length curtains of blond hair framed her crimson
lips and tip-tilted nose, and set off her earrings and necklace,
Celtic-interlace silver wires set with small chunky stones. It was
probably her perfume that was permeating the confined space, rich
and flowery, with an undertone of bubble gum.

The older woman’s long, straight, black coat
flapped open over a long, straight, black-and-white dress. The
high, square, solid heels of her shoes seemed less appropriate for
stabbing than for crushing and grinding. Her face was a lived-in
version of Rachel’s, shrunken around the wide cheekbones and soured
about the dimpled chin, with something grim stuck in the corners of
thin, red lips. Her blond hair was wrinkled rather than smooth, a
streak of silver rising above her forehead and sweeping around to
the side.

Jean’s brows tightened into a frown. She knew
that face and that streak of silver, like crumpled tinfoil. She
knew that astringent voice. She just couldn’t think of a name and a
provenance.

The elevator doors opened and the two women
bolted. “Mom, get out of my face and get a life. We’re over
twenty-one. We’re nobody’s business but our own. Hearts and
flowers? Yeah, right.” Rachel’s voice was typical of so many young
American women, squeezed through her sinus cavities so that it
produced a mosquito-like whine.

She had a point about the hearts and flowers,
but what a shame she’d reached it at her tender age. Shaking her
head—ah times, ah attitudes, ah when did she start feeling so, er,
mature—Jean stepped in front of Alasdair into the lobby of the
DeWitt Wallace Museum of the Decorative Arts, which was concealed
beneath and behind the Public Hospital building like a secret
government installation in a spy movie.

The mother and daughter tapping briskly
across the marble floor didn’t stop to look at the gift shop across
the lobby, where every article for sale—books, pottery, textiles,
high-quality souvenirs—was temptingly illuminated. Neither did they
pause by the small but choice exhibits of antiques and period art
that lined the corridor to the Museum’s central atrium.

Jean had to admire Rachel’s skill in
maneuvering those shoes. Shoes. That was it. “I know her,” she
murmured to Alasdair. “Rachel’s mom, there, in the sort of clerical
outfit.”

“Eh?”

“She’s Jessica Finch, in Women’s Studies at
the university at Charlottesville. I’m not surprised she’s here.
Her specialty is the artifacts of witchcraft, like the Witch Box
and the charm stone. I met her at a conference a couple of years
ago, when she spoke about finding shoes walled up in old houses to
defend against witches, something she traced back to shoes being
good luck—you know, how you tie them onto the bride and groom’s
getaway car.”

“Shoes,” Alasdair repeated, one corner of his
mouth twitching suspiciously.

Fine. Let him laugh. To him, shoes left
prints at a crime scene. “Her husband Matthew’s a historian at the
college here. His field is Scots immigrants, not just the convicts
and indentured servants but educators and religious figures. Though
he’s not really well known. More of an Indian than a chief.”

“Ah. A long-distance relationship,” said
Alasdair, perhaps remembering the six weeks or so that he had lived
in Inverness and she in Edinburgh. What was it about distance
fanning a big fire but extinguishing a little one? Could you draw a
similar conclusion about proximity?

The Finches, mother and daughter, peeled away
from each other. Jessica zigzagged past the groups of people
gathered in the atrium and disappeared down a side hallway. Rachel
ran up the central staircase beneath the huge Peale portrait of
General George Washington. His painted eyes seemed to peer
bemusedly over the railing at her dress, an assertive but scanty
splash of red against the white marble, the white surrounding
columns, the white latticework of the ceiling.

A waiter costumed in stockings, knee
breeches, and a long waistcoat offered a silver tray filled with
tall flutes. All right! Champagne! Alasdair seized two
glasses and handed Jean one. She drank, the bubbles tickling her
nose and throat, and sized up the scene as several of the attendees
sized up Alasdair.

To one side, a quartet of musicians dressed
in eighteenth-century clothing played light but elaborate music
that Washington would have recognized. On the other side, against a
display of guns and swords, stood a linen-draped table stocked with
food and drink that, Jean assumed, Washington was intended to have
recognized—pastries in decorative stacks, dollops of pink fluff
that was probably Virginia ham relish, carved pineapples spilling
out-of-season grapes and strawberries, mounds of cheese bits and
swirls of toast squares.

At the foot of the staircase, front and
center, sat a sign reading: Lord Dunmore and the End of Empire. A
man in a tuxedo stepped forward to the sign and the music paused.
So did the murmur of voices echoing from the giant box of the
atrium.

Rodney Lockhart had greeted Jean, Alasdair,
and the Campbell-Reids that morning with a gleaming smile. Now his
mahogany face wrinkled in an expression that was obviously intended
to be another smile, but which was closer to a shocked grimace. His
deep voice, like Jehovah’s rumble, welcomed all and sundry. Then he
spoke briefly of the exhibit and of the Scottish institutions that
had lent their precious items, the National Portrait Gallery, the
Museum of Scotland, the duke of Atholl and Blair Castle—here
Lockhart nodded toward Alasdair, who nodded graciously back—and
thanked several contributors, including Big Oil, Big
Pharmaceutical, and Great Scot magazine.

Jean looked around for Miranda Capaldi, her
full-time partner and part-time boss at Great Scot, but
didn’t see her. She had probably stopped off at either a nail salon
or a boardroom and was going to be fashionably late.

Lockhart stopped even pretending to smile.
“I’d also like to recognize the contributions of Wesley Hagedorn,
who passed away suddenly this afternoon—a tragic accident, or so .
. .”

Or so they say? Who said, the police?
Bereaved relatives? Or Lockhart himself, spinning . . . What? Jean
didn’t have to look around at Alasdair to sense his police-antennae
bristling. He had to be remembering the police helicopter.

Lockhart cleared his throat. “Welcome to Lord
Dunmore and the End of Empire.” To a smattering of applause, he
faded back into the crowd and the musicians glided into Pachelbel’s
Canon.

“Who was Hagedorn?” asked Alasdair. “What
happened to him? Just this afternoon, was it?”

“I haven’t a clue. Miranda will know who he
is—was—though. She’s been working to set up a beachhead here for
several months. You know, Williamsburg and its Foundation as the
first step in her conquest of the Americas.”

People drifted up the steps much more
sedately than Rachel had run up them. “Shall we? Not that we
haven’t already seen everything.”

“But I’m by way of keeping up appearances,
and you’re working, more or less.” Placing their empty glasses on a
tray to one side of the table, he eyed a pile of gelatinous green
cubes. “Jelly?”

“I bet it’s pickled watermelon rind.”

Alasdair’s eyes rolled in her direction.

“Look at it as American chutney.”

“Right.” Alasdair offered her his arm and up
the stairs they went, making their entrance, showing Alasdair’s
tartan colors and probably disconcerting General Washington, who at
different times in his life had fought both with and against
kilted, red-coated troops.

On the landing, Thomas Jefferson, not in oil
paint but in the person of an interpreter-scholar, spoke with a
couple in black tie and evening gown. “. . . Charlotte Murray, Lady
Dunmore, is a most charming lady, both in personality and
appearance. Hers is the better family, related to the Stewarts of
Galloway and through them to the now extinct royal line, as well as
to the present Hanoverians, with whom she has found great favor.
Her connections have served her husband’s ambitions very well
indeed, when late he was His Majesty’s Lieutenant, Vice Admiral,
and Governor-General of the Colony and Dominion of Virginia.”

Very late, as in long-dead, Jean thought. But
then, in historic Williamsburg, time bent back on itself like a
Möbius strip. Modern-day restorers and interpreters had no fear of
living amid spirits, ghosts, whatever you wanted to call them and
however you might, or might not, sense them.

At the top of the stairs, galleries opened
right and left. Since a crush of warm bodies filled the entrance to
the Dunmore exhibit, Jean tugged Alasdair in the opposite
direction, past long curving platforms studded with chairs, desks,
and chests of drawers like jeweler’s windows set with gems. Wood
shone like satin and intricate carvings cast even more intricate
shadows. Jean caught a faint whiff of linseed oil and another of
pesticide.

Alasdair looked around politely, but then, he
dealt with antiques like these every day, many of them even older
and most of them still in use. When they stopped in front of
several marriage chests, wooden sarcophagi painted with flowery
designs, he said, “There’s a custom lasting several centuries, the
bride setting off to her new home with a supply of linens and the
like.”

“My mom had what she called a hope chest,
though by the time I came along it was the place you threw games
and puzzles missing half their pieces. It sure wasn’t anything as
interesting as Charlotte Murray’s Witch Box. Which probably wasn’t
a marriage chest—it’s too small for linens.”

Jean leaned forward to peer more closely at
the band of script running around the top of one box, but it was in
German and she could read only Gott mit uns. God with us or
God help us, which was just the sentiment probably felt by a newly
married couple.

Alasdair pulled her back. “Lean too far and I
reckon you’ll go breaking a laser beam and setting off an
alarm.”

“Oh. Yeah.” Jean glanced up at the metallic
tracery of the ceiling—it no doubt concealed cameras as well as
virtual trip wires. “I did that at the Smithsonian one time. Scared
the heck out of me. But you’d think a criminal would be careful not
to do that.”

“The alarm at Blair Castle worked a treat for
the criminal.”

“That took teamwork.” Her nostrils caught
another scent—Rachel’s perfume. Her ears picked up a faint giggle
that sounded much too girlish to come from the studiedly
sophisticated young woman. But there she was, emerging from behind
a temporary partition, her face as red as her dress, her hair
rumpled. A young man walked not so much beside her as entwined with
her. His long, carrot-red hair tied back with a ribbon, his white
neckcloth and high collar tucked beneath his chin, his long
tailcoat and embroidered waistcoat above breeches, stockings, and
buckled shoes all proclaimed him a member of the landed gentry. Or
an interpreter playing one.

His sharp, pointed, fox-like features turned
toward Jean and Alasdair. Tightening his grip on Rachel’s
infinitesimal waist—if she’d been wearing a colonial gown, she
wouldn’t have needed stays—he made a very contemporary “Ya wanna
make something of it?” face, pursed his reddened lips, and guided
her away.

Again Jean and Alasdair exchanged glances,
this time suffused with laughter. “That must be the unsuitable
boyfriend,” she said. “I bet Mom would think any man was
unsuitable.”

“No flowers, but hearts beating as one, if
hearts are the relevant organs.” Alasdair urged Jean in the
opposite direction, back toward the Dunmore exhibit.

Speaking of the family Finch, there was
Matthew himself, hurrying his steps to match those of an older
woman. She wore silver lamé sneakers below a royal blue satin sack
of a dress, which, with the white hair piled atop her whip-thin
body, gave her a passing resemblance to a cotton swab. A tall
cotton swab. She was almost Matt’s height, and he had to be six
feet.

Jean glanced back over her shoulder, but
Rachel and Unsuitable had disappeared around a corner. Matthew
stopped dead. “Jean Inglis, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” she replied. “And no. I’m no longer
married, I went back to my maiden name, so I’m Jean Fairbairn now.
This is Alasdair Cameron, from Scotland.”

“You don’t say?” asked the woman. Her
honey-brown eyes took in the entire scene, from Alasdair’s shoes to
his collar to his glance at Jean. Her own smile, turning every
wrinkle upwards, revealed the even white teeth of a denture
commercial. She extended her hand. “And here I thought you were
Chinese. Barbara Finch, mother emeritus. My son, Matt.”

“How do you do,” Alasdair returned, with
polite handshakes back and forth. “Mind you, Jean here’s a
journalist, with a talent for stating the obvious.”

Jean laughed, if dryly.

Matt considered her face as if gauging how
much she’d changed since they last met, and trying to remember what
facade he’d presented then. She considered that the fringe of hair
around his scalp, an academic tonsure, and his tidily-trimmed
goatee had gone iron-gray. The furrows cut horizontally across his
forehead and vertically down his cheeks were now deep enough to
plant herbs in, and Jean was willing to bet that those herbs were
bitter ones. What had happened to him?

The prototypical Mrs. Finch, Barbara, was
saying, “Welcome to the Old Dominion State, Alasdair. You probably
have a lot of relatives here you’ve never even heard of. The Scots,
they got around. Look at Rodney Lockhart, Lockhart is an old
Scottish name, I bet he’s got a Scot or two in the family.” And she
added to Matt’s small noise of objection, “You’re the expert on
Scots settlers.”

“I’m not disputing your facts, just the way .
. .”

“That’s the one good thing about getting
old,” Barbara concluded, “you can damn well say what needs to be
said and do what needs to be done. I gather you’ve been here
before, Jean.”

“Yes, more than once, actually. The last time
was an archaeology conference a few years ago. I heard Jessica
speak about the artifacts of witchcraft.”

“Do you want to tell her,” Barbara asked
Matt, “or shall I?”

The light flashed off Matt’s glasses like a
warning flare beside a traffic accident. “I’m no longer married,
either. And Jessica didn’t even go back to her maiden name—she made
one up. Evesdottir, daughter of Eve or something like that.”

“Clever,” said Barbara. “Tips you off right
up front that she’s a rabid feminist. Although she would have
gotten more mileage out of ‘Lilithsdottir’. You know, Lilith the
demon?”

Matt’s wince half-reversed itself into a
smile, vinegar-sweet as pickled watermelon rind.

Jean caught Alasdair’s nod from the corner of
her eye. So it was Jessica who was the target of Sharon Dingwall’s
lawsuit. Surely Matt and Barbara knew about that. And just as
surely it wasn’t a good topic for reception chitchat. She ventured,
“We saw Jessica and, er, Rachel . . .”

“Rachel.” Matt looked around the atrium, but
the scarlet girl wasn’t in sight.

“. . . on the elevator. Is Jessica still at
Charlottesville?”

“No, she’s at the college here. In my
department.” His eyebrows tightened and then rose, rejecting
further comments or second thoughts. “I’ve been offered a position
with an imagineering company, if you’ll excuse the neologism on the
company letterhead. A place that designs historical exhibits for an
audience that has the attention span of fleas—and therefore
believes the sort of pseudo-history that you’ve always worked to
debunk, Jean.”

She wouldn’t necessarily use the word
debunk—that implied reality was set in stone instead of in
little human gray cells—but it was close enough.

“Ah,” said Alasdair. “Those of our properties
in Scotland that have the money are after doing the same, setting
up videos and the like.”

“Do the dog and pony shows make it all more
accessible, or is it just one more example of dumbing history down
to the lowest common denominator?” Jean asked, having more than
once had this same conversation with Miranda about her stable of
dogs, ponies, and Loch Ness monsters.

Matt’s head made a circular motion, both
nodding agreement and shaking in protest. “If I take the job I’ll
have sold out. I’ll have run away.”

“Now that I’m working for Great Scot, I’ve
been accused of selling out and running away. But I see my work as
publishing without worrying about perishing. Not perishing at the
hands of a tenure committee, at least.” But the terrifying moments
of the last few months, thankfully shared with Alasdair, counted as
too much information.

“Jessica’s just had a book published,
Witches and Wenches in Colonial Virginia, about witch hunts
as a function of gender politics. She’s been on a lecture tour.
She’ll be speaking here tomorrow night, Halloween. She’s a fine
scholar, better than most.” Matt’s hands clenched into fists at his
sides. “Take my advice. Never marry someone in the same profession
as yours.”

Jean didn’t point out that Michael and
Rebecca were in the same profession. The wounds of Matt’s divorce
were still raw. So were the wounds of Jessica’s academic
competition, the thick heels of her shoes bruising Matt’s shoulders
as she climbed past him, not that his shoulders had been supporting
much of a reputation to begin with, unfortunately. Did he have
anyone to pat him on his baby-bottom-smooth head and reassure him?
Jean tried a smile blending rue and sympathy, but his
molasses-brown eyes were focused on the far distance. And a bleak
distance, too, it appeared.

“You’re in the history business, too,
Alasdair?” Barbara asked.

“Oh aye. I’m heading up Protect and Survive,
providing security to historical sites. You might could say I’ve
sold out as well—I was a police detective ’til August.”

“Is that how you met Jean, did you arrest
her?”

“I only just avoided arresting her,” Alasdair
answered blandly.

Barbara grinned. “How romantic!”

That was one way of looking at it. But before
Jean could change the subject, the harsh jangle of an alarm
ricocheted off the marble walls, blanking out the murmur of music
and conversation, and was followed a nanosecond later by a woman’s
piercing scream.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Jean clapped her right hand to her right ear
and hit herself in the left ear with her sequined bag. Spinning
around, Barbara got tangled up in her own feet, but in a smooth,
athletic move had already steadied herself before Matt clutched her
arm.

Alasdair took one step forward, then stopped,
poised on the balls of his feet, tartan swirling around his knees.
Williamsburg wasn’t his patch.

It was the patch of a security guard in a
neat blue suit, who strode purposefully but unrushed up the stairs.
Another, walkie-talkie in hand, pushed past several rubberneckers
into the exhibit.

The alarm stopped, leaving Jean’s ears
ringing, but not so loudly she didn’t hear two voices raised in
protest. The man’s words and the woman’s overlapped and intertwined
like the parts played by the different instruments in Pachelbel’s
Canon, just not nearly as melodious.

The second guard strolled into the exhibit
and a moment later retreated, his expression more cautious than
concerned.

“Someone leaned too close to a display,” Jean
said.

Alasdair nodded. “Someone had himself a wee
false alarm. Bit of an epidemic of false alarms, eh?”

“Yeah, but I don’t see anyone making off with
the original Witch Box.”

Alasdair muttered something about lads crying
wolf just as a very familiar face and form appeared next to another
End of Empire sign. Miranda Capaldi looked around, homed in
on Jean, and beckoned.

“There’s my partner. Excuse me, duty calls,”
Jean said to Barbara. And to Matt, but he had spotted Rachel at the
far side of the atrium, standing alone beneath a portrait of a
woman hemmed in by the folds, frills, and multiple fabrics of her
dress. Rachel was unaware of the contrast between her clothing and
that of the portrait—her head was bowed and her hands together, not
in prayer but in the throes of texting a message on her cell
phone.

Barbara followed Matt’s tight-lipped gaze at
his daughter and said, “Good heavens, she looks like she’s wearing
a handbag. The jewelry’s lovely, though. She made it. Very talented
child. All she needs is opportunity and direction.”

Smiling and mumbling excuses, Barbara and
Matt headed one way while Jean and Alasdair, muttering
pleasantries, went the other. Rachel might not appreciate being
directed, but the jewelry was beautifully imagined and made.

Miranda was waiting, one stylish but
reasonably heeled pump tapping the floor.

“You made it in one piece, I see,” Jean
said.

“British Airways being dependable as always,”
returned Miranda. “First time I’ve seen you in your glad rags,
Alasdair. You’ve missed out your sgian dubh.”

Alasdair waggled a sock-clad calf, innocent
of the small dagger usually considered part of Highland dress. “The
natives might be objecting to a semi-concealed edged weapon.”

“No kidding,” said Jean.

Most people would have been glassy-eyed and
gray-faced with jet lag. But not Miranda. Her flowing garment of
ice pink and mauve threaded with gold—colors that would have made
Jean’s skin look like cheese—flattered her exquisite Scottish
complexion and glistened in eyes as clear as her discreet diamond
jewelry. For twenty years now, Jean had accepted Miranda as a force
of nature, like a rainbow. And what was there to resent in a
rainbow?

With a twitch of her golden-red head and a
meaningful arch to her eyebrows, Miranda indicated the two voices
in the gallery—sober, oh-so-reasonable voices that Jean now heard
were lecturing the guard. “. . . Hair-trigger mechanisms
frightening your visitors . . . should try for a higher standard .
. .”

“What are they on about?” Alasdair asked.

“Sharon Dingwall leaned over the railing,
having herself a closer look at the Witch Box,” explained Miranda.
“The alarm went, and so did she.”

“We heard. I wondered if they’d been invited
tonight.” Jean gave Miranda a quick abstract of the Blair Castle
situation.

Miranda’s eyes brightened even further.
“Well, well, well.”

She also recognized Alasdair’s cogitational
crease, which had reappeared at the words “Dingwall,” “alarm,” and
“Witch Box.” “All the better to be keeping Mr. and Mrs. Dingwall
under surveillance, then.”

“Good man, Alasdair. Over the top!” Miranda
led the way inside past the hapless guard, who was making tracks
out of the exhibit.

The 1765 Joshua Reynolds portrait of John
Murray, Lord Dunmore, hung just inside the entrance. The soon-to-be
governor of Virginia stood proudly, swathed in a great kilt of
brown-toned tartan material, with a red-and-black tartan coat and
waistcoat and red-and-white checkered socks. A diagonal black belt
suspended a basket-hilted sword at his side. From beneath an early
version of a Balmoral bonnet, he peered off into the middle
distance, no doubt at the unlimited horizon of his ambition.

Dunmore’s ensemble might have seemed like a
cacophony in pattern—to modern eyes, anyway—but it delivered the
message. The noble pose, the showy clothing, the unlined face set
in the calm confidence conferred by noble birth and an advantageous
marriage, all proclaimed the privilege that attracted power.

“He must have found it incomprehensible,”
Jean mused aloud, “the way events in 1775 slipped through his
fingers like sand through an hourglass.”

“The American Revolution was all part of the
master plan,” said the already-familiar male voice several paces
away. “Dunmore was no more than a pawn for the genuine movers and
shakers, the ones who have been secretly orchestrating our history
since time immemorial.”

Oh yeah, that was Tim Dingwall. Instead of
the great man theory of history, it’s the great conspiracy theory
of history. Jean turned around to see what appeared at first to
be John Paul Jones, a tall, heavyset man encased by a navy blue and
white colonial admiral’s uniform.

Miranda opened her mouth and inhaled. Before
she could speak, the admiral stepped forward. The lights
illuminating the portrait glinted off his scalp between the
stiffened strands of his comb-over. “You are Jean Fairbairn.
Miranda here says you will be conducting the interview
tomorrow.”

“We read some of your articles on the
Great Scot website before we agreed. It’s okay, you can
write.” The little woman beside him—and she was little, shorter
than Jean—was enveloped in a Martha Washington-style get-up,
ruffled cap, billowing skirts, and all. Except the first First Lady
had no doubt worn a fichu, a fine cloth tucked into her
bodice, and Sharon Dingwall did not. Her breasts bobbled between
the ridges of her collarbones and the rim of her bodice like two
bowls full of jelly.

Jean sensed rather than saw Alasdair’s eyes
cross. “Thank you,” she replied to Sharon’s comment, swallowing
the, I think.

Smiling her most gracious smile, Miranda
tried again. “Mr. and Mrs. Dingwall, may I introduce my friend and
partner, Jean Fairbairn? And this is her companion, Alasdair
Cameron, head of Protect and Survive in Scotland.”

Companion was as good, and as neutral,
a description as any, Jean thought as she shook hands. Tim squeezed
too hard and Sharon barely squeezed at all, as if afraid she’d
catch something from Jean’s grasp.

His smile polite but cool, Alasdair gripped
Tim’s hand back again, drawing the slightest of winces from Tim’s
plump face.

Tim said, “Protect and Survive. That’s the
British security agency.”

“We handle security for historical properties
such as Blair Castle.” Alasdair was looming, Jean noted, as much as
he could loom when he was only five-eight, not that anything about
Alasdair was “only.”

Tim’s considerable height, on the other hand,
was crouched combatively. Whether that was a reaction to Alasdair’s
mention of Blair or his habitual stance, Jean didn’t know. He said,
enunciating clearly to the fools who surrounded him, “This museum’s
security arrangements are in dire need of updating.”

His jaw set, Alasdair stepped back, but
hardly out of the line of fire.

Two spots of color burned high on Sharon’s
cheekbones and her eyes glittered—she was angry at the alarm rather
than embarrassed at her scream. Her head didn’t even come to Tim’s
shoulder. For just a moment, Jean imagined her seated on his knee
like a ventriloquist’s dummy. But she was perfectly capable of
speaking on her own. “We were just telling Miranda, Jean, what a
good thing she’s not trying to drive here, on the right side of the
road and everything.”

Did Sharon mean “right” in the sense of
“correct”?

Tim took up the tale. “There’s adequate
illumination elsewhere in Williamsburg, but here in the Historic
Area they’re trying much too hard to achieve authenticity. By doing
so they’ve left the place impossible to navigate. The place where
Francis Street dips into a ravine, we would not have seen the car
stopped in the middle of the road if it had not been white and had
its brake lights on. Very dangerous situation.”

“Boys from the college cruising for girls,”
Sharon said. “They’d stopped to talk to a couple of them. We have
two sons, we know how boys are, always chasing skirts.”

Jean did not look at Alasdair, even when she
heard the tiny rumble in his throat. So that had been the Dingwalls
who’d passed them and the Campbell-Reids, appropriately enough
driving like bats out of hell. No wonder they’d misinterpreted
Alasdair’s kilt.

Now Tim glanced from the portrait to Alasdair
and back. “You’re aware, I’m sure, that kilts and tartans and all
of that paraphernalia began with Sir Walter Scott around 1820 as
part of the development of the Scottish tourist industry.”

As one, Jean and Alasdair turned toward the
explanatory plaque below the Dunmore portrait. “That was painted in
1765,” said Jean.

Sharon’s pale eyes, already so large as to be
bulbous, grew even larger. “You can’t believe everything you hear.
Or see.”

“You’re saying this portrait is, ah,
misattributed. Or a forgery,” said Alasdair.

“You never know who you can trust,” Tim told
him with a gentle smile. “Let me suggest that you consider the
Witch Box.”

This time it was Miranda who rumbled faintly,
the purr of a cat scenting prey. As she always said, quoting
someone accurately played out sufficient rope for them to hang
themselves. And watching people hang themselves made for
revenue-garnering entertainment. Which is where I come in,
Jean told herself.

And she recognized where Alasdair came in,
his mouth twisted like hempen rope. Yes, it was time to consider
the Witch Box.

A knot of guests drifted away from the railed
platform in the center of the room, revealing the object of
interest. The object of such desire to someone in Perthshire that
he or she had stolen a replica of it.

The cracked and dried oak panels of the
double-shoebox-sized chest were darkened with age, but its carvings
had been done in relief, so that the raised tendrils and leaves and
the initials “F”, “S”, and “B” had been repeatedly wiped clean of
grime and were a dull, deep reddish-brown. Iron hinges and an iron
clasp showed little rust, but were still grainy as soot. On its
circular dais behind the railing, the small Box seemed to hunker
down like a toad.

The explanatory plaque was printed in two
paragraphs, the first about how the chest probably dated to the
sixteenth century and allegedly had belonged to Charlotte Murray’s
Stewart relatives. Charlotte brought it with her to Virginia in
1774 and took it when she fled back to Britain in 1775. There it
came down through one of her children to a present-day John Murray,
the Duke of Atholl, who owned Blair Castle.

Jean noted the qualifiers greasing the first
two sentences. So far so good. It was in the second paragraph of
the plaque that the modifiers thickened into lard. “The vegetal
motifs of the Box are likely no more than decoration and probably
have no occult meaning at all, let alone any linked to the supposed
Green Man legends. Despite the initials carved on the Box, it is
not known whether it ever belonged to Francis Stewart, Lord
Bothwell, the supposed witch and nemesis of his cousin, James I of
England and VI of Scotland, only that a similar Box, complete with
what appears to be a stone inset, appears in the woodcuts
accompanying ‘Newes from Scotland,’ an account of the Berwick witch
trials published in England in 1592.”

Even though “Newes” was part propaganda, part
pornography, it had helped inspire Shakespeare to write “The
Scottish Play,” Macbeth, and was as valid a source for the
provenance of the Witch Box and the charm stone as any.

Although, since it was standard practice to
ignore that which you couldn’t explain, whoever wrote the plaque
hadn’t pursued the story of the charm stone, the mythical object
that had reputedly occupied the smooth spot in the center of the
Box where the carved tendrils parted. The three-sided smooth spot
was, at least, undeniably there.

“It’s Charlotte Murray’s marriage chest,”
Sharon stated.

“A mite small for a marriage chest,” said
Miranda. “Some here in the Museum are almost large enough to be
coffins.”

“She was a wealthy woman from a respected and
influential family,” Tim said. “She had a large collection of
boxes, chests, and coffers to hold her linens and other household
items. The fact that she carried this one around with her and used
it for her special things, like a treasure chest, proves it was
important to her.”

“Or that it was a convenient size,” Jean
suggested. “How do you know for sure she had it with her at all,
let along used it for anything more than odds and ends?”

“There’s an inventory in the Rockefeller
Library,” said Sharon, and pointed at the plaque. “See, it says
right there, Charlotte brought the Box to Virginia.”

Alasdair inhaled. Jean predicted his next
words: That proves nothing.

But Miranda spoke first, more interested in
dangling bait than in debating. “I’m seeing where a marriage chest
or the like would be decorated with leaves and plants and all, as
fertility symbols. But what about the wee faces?”

Even in the Museum’s carefully calibrated
spotlight, the small, rudimentary human visages—like leering
happy-faces—hidden among the leaves weren’t easy to make out.
Sharon had probably broken the laser beam trying to see them
better. Now she said, “As if the initials aren’t enough, the faces,
pagan green men, prove that the Box belonged to Charlotte’s
ancestor Francis, the witch.”

Prove? Jean went after something a
little closer to provable. “He was her distant collateral ancestor,
maybe. Lots of people have ‘F’, ‘S’, and ‘B’ in their names. And
the initials are in different corners of the chest, not in any
particular order.”

Sharon bobbed up and down, causing Alasdair
to avert his eyes from her all-too-fleshy chest. “Very observant,
Jean! Yes, that ‘B’ could stand for ‘Bacon’, couldn’t it?”

“The seventeenth-century scientist,” Miranda
established with a smile so bright it revealed each well-tended
tooth.

Better and better. They’d just crossed
the “what if?” boundary into Francis Bacon mythology. Among other
feats, the seventeenth-century scientist had supposedly written
Shakespeare’s plays. What she’d be writing was an entire series.
Jean rubbed her brain cells together in glee.

“I’m hearing that the Museum sent their best
craftsmen to Blair Castle to study the Box,” said Alasdair,
offering his own juicy worm, “so’s they could make an exact copy
for display there whilst the original’s here.”

“Exact is as exact does,” Tim said
inscrutably and unhelpfully, and plunged on. “Charlotte Murray, nee
Stewart, used her contacts to get her husband appointed governor of
Virginia.”

“Yes, she did,” said Jean.

“She obviously wanted, nay, needed, to get to
Virginia and recover the Clach Giseag, the Am Fear
Uaine, her family’s missing charm stone. That’s clearly why she
brought the Box with her.”

Miranda acknowledged that statement. “The
stone was here, was it?”

“Clearly?” Alasdair picked an easier target
than Tim’s Gaelic pronunciation. “Obviously?”

Jean tried mental telepathy, thinking in his
direction: Miranda and I are playing good cop, bad cop. They’re
not going to spill the beans about the theft. They’re not going to
tell you whether there are any beans to spill. Work with us
here.

Sharon said, “Charlotte was the only
governor’s wife to make the trip—and it was a difficult trip
then.”

“Difficult enough to make six or so hours in
economy class look like a piece of cake,” Jean said.

Tim and Sharon stared at her.

Okay. Jean went on, “All of the
eighteenth-century governors except two sent lieutenants to do the
job, they didn’t come themselves. Most of the lieutenant-governors
brought their wives. The only other governor besides Dunmore to
come himself was a bachelor.”

“Q.E.D.,” said Tim, his gentle smile
annotated by a roll of his eyes. “Proof that Charlotte had a good
reason to travel to the colonies. It was essential for her to
recover the stone.”

“And did she recover it?” asked Miranda, not
just hanging on every word, but making sure Tim saw her hanging on
every word.

“Charlotte and her husband were forced to
leave the area quickly when the Revolution heated up,” Sharon said.
“Or did someone intend for them to leave quickly, before she
retrieved the stone? Hmmm?”

“The stone being good for what? Why was it
essential?” Alasdair stood with his hands folded behind his back,
but his pose was hardly casual. He was playing neither good nor bad
cop, but straight cop, always after just the facts, ma’am.

“It was—it is—green, like the green men
carved on the Box. A green stone in a triangular silver mounting.”
Tim looked around to see several other guests pressing in closely,
taking him to be an interpreter like Thomas Jefferson on the
staircase, dispenser of historical wisdom.

With a wise smile, his forefinger tapping the
side of his nose meaningfully, Tim lowered his voice to a
conspiratorial whisper. “Tomorrow, Jean. We’ll let you in on some
secrets tomorrow.”
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