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“...there’s time to savor the complexities of
the story and take in the scent and sense of Scotland. The author
has a wonderful sense of humor and a gives us a story that moves
right along and a heroine who doesn’t take herself too
seriously.”—Diana Vickery, Cozy Library

 


Carl creates vivid images of the Scottish
scenery and her characters ring true. There is an element of
woo-woo involved in figuring out the mystery, but it seems
appropriate to the setting. This is a thoroughly enjoyable addition
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Chapter One

 


 


When Jean Fairbairn picked up the newspaper
from her desk and turned to the friends melting into her couch, she
felt as though she were picking up a gauntlet and choosing her
seconds. “Did you see today’s Scotsman?” she asked, and read
aloud:

 


Inverness—American scientist Roger Dempsey
arrives at Loch Ness today to launch his Water Horse Expedition. He
intends to prove once and for all whether Nessie is an actual
animal or merely the sort of beastie one sees on the way home from
the pub. “The carvings on the Pitclachie Stone,” he says, “are
incontrovertible evidence that the ancient Picts were familiar with
the race of creatures we now call Loch Ness monsters. They clearly
show the creature’s head emerging from the water.”

Experts at the Museum of Scotland who’ve
studied the Pitclachie Stone say that it’s an incomplete class I
Pictish carved stone, dating from almost 2000 years ago, and that
the symbols are typical of its time period.

The Stone is situated on Pitclachie Farm
above Loch Ness, the home of environmental activist Iris
Mackintosh. Miss Mackintosh declined an interview, saying only that
Dr. Dempsey is not the first amateur scientist to see what he wants
to see.

Dempsey dismisses the anonymous letter
warning him off the expedition as the work of a crackpot, and will
open the Midsummer Monster Madness Festival as scheduled. The
Northern Constabulary is making inquiries.

 


Jean shoved her glasses up the damp bridge of
her nose and sent a significant look toward her guests. While she
theorized that most married couples grew to resemble each other,
this thirty-something couple had probably looked alike from the
beginning, their faces sculpted by intelligence, humor, and the
refusal to suffer fools gladly. Although who was the fool
now—Dempsey, Mackintosh, or Jean herself—remained to be seen.

“And you’re away to interview the pair of
them?” Michael Campbell-Reid asked. “Nothing like a bit of
controversy and a threat or two for increasing the circulation.
Yours and the magazine’s as well, I reckon.”

“Yes, Iris agreed to an interview with no
problem, but then, she’s never met me. Roger has, and he won’t be
so eager to please. Neither might the person who sent the anonymous
letter to him.”

Michael’s wife, Rebecca, said, “Good luck,”
but either her tone added a silent you’re going to need it
or Jean’s strolling paranoia added it in.

That Jean was taking the high road to Loch
Ness tomorrow was one reason she was sweating. Not with heat-sweat,
with flop-sweat. Luck? Never underestimate the power of luck, for
good and for bad. Or was it luck alone that had turned her last
trip out of town for an interview into a case of murder, which in
turn had introduced her to a certain Northern Constabulary
detective? Maybe it had been the variety of luck called fate.

Through the nearby window the Princes Street
gardens and the rooftops of Edinburgh shimmered in a haze of heat,
light, and water vapor. Jean felt as though she were looking into
deep water through a glass-bottomed boat. But water in this part of
the world more often hid than revealed. Especially the haunted
waters of Loch Ness, its abyssal depths dark with peat and cold
with snow-melt. Loch Ness never gave up its dead—or so the story
went.

Her business was checking out stories. Some
held water, some didn’t, and some were about much more than
H2O.

She set the newspaper on the desk, next to
the Kelly-green stuffed Nessie toy that had arrived with Dempsey’s
press kit, and opened the window to its miserly limit. A warm
breath of diesel, damp, and the sea filtered into the room. Ladies
might glow, not sweat, but right now a runnel of glow trickled down
her back beneath her T-shirt like the ectoplasmic tingle of a ghost
along her senses. Stifling the sensation, she sat down next to her
guests. “This is the first time since I moved here I’ve been hot.
Of course, back in Texas we’d be wearing sweaters because of the
air-conditioning.”

“Hot? Speak for yourself. I’m toting around a
little furnace, a.k.a baby Linda.” Rebecca patted the globe of her
abdomen, which strained against her Scottish: The Next Generation
hatching T-shirt.

With a glance at his wife’s stomach like that
of a farmer inspecting his crops, Michael uttered a string of
diphthongs and glottal stops that Jean interpreted as, “That’s as
may be, hen. Just now it’s time to be off. Some of us are working
for a living.”

“No need to be stroppy just because I’m on
leave.” Rebecca might be the American part of the Campbell-Reid
equation, but her accent was catching up fast with her husband’s.
She heaved herself toward the edge of the couch. Michael took her
hands and hauled her to her feet, where she swayed a moment,
orienting her center of gravity.

Jean stood up with considerably less physical
effort—it was her psychic center of gravity that had been wobbling
lately—and picked up the brown envelope lying on the coffee table.
“May I take this with me?”

“Oh aye,” said Michael. “The Museum has
copies aplenty.”

Jean pulled the large black and white
photograph from the envelope. She’d already inspected it over tea
and fortune cookies, but it was worth several more looks.

Judging by the meter stick propped against
the fine-grained rock, the Pitclachie Stone stood about four feet
tall and tapered smoothly upward to a jagged rim. The
photographer’s raking light, light that would have made a human
face resemble a bleached skull, here cast the carved symbols into
razor-sharp relief. A decorated crescent crossed by a right-angled
line was paired with a horse’s head that looked like the knight
from a chess seat. A line beneath the horse’s head could represent
anything from the sculptor trying out his stroke to, as Dempsey
claimed, the surface of Loch Ness.

Just above the crescent, a small hole pierced
the rock. A figure eight-shaped symbol called a double disc barely
fit between that and the broken edge, implying that a fourth
symbol, the other half of a second pair, had been carved on the
lost piece.

The stone conjured times past. It evoked
human hands long gone to dust and thoughts lost beyond memory. If
it had a voice, it would be calling Jean to its side. Even if none
of her interviews produced anything to write about in her
history-and-travel magazine, her journey would be worthwhile just
to see this stone. “What a shame it’s broken. I guess some old
farmer thought a symbol stone was no more than pagan rubbish. At
least he re-used part of it as a doorstep—face downward,
thankfully.”

“Oh aye,” said Michael. “Save the Stone was
broken a bit too recently for comfort. That edge isna weathered at
all, not like the hole, so smooth it’s dished out. Neither’s the
surface of the stone itself.”

“Oh. I see.” Jean turned the photo this way
and that, and had to agree that the serrations along the broken rim
were sharp as teeth, so long as the teeth were molars, not
incisors. That was an even bigger shame, that someone would use a
steel chisel on the stone . . . A chisel? Wouldn’t ordinary vandals
use a sledgehammer? “Do you think Ambrose Mackintosh did it?”

“He said he found the Stone there at
Pitclachie Farm when he renovated an old cottage,” Rebecca said.
“But he didn’t write about it in his Pictish Antiquities. He
barely wrote about his amateur excavating at all, more shame to
him. Or where he found that hoard of bronze and silver artifacts.
To his generation archaeology meant collecting antiquities, not
mapping out postholes.”

“Maybe he thought he could get twice the
money if he sold two stones instead of one,” said Jean.

“Even in the nineteen-twenties, he’d know a
Class I Pictish stone was more valuable in one piece. Besides, he
didn’t try to sell it. He didn’t even tell anyone he had it. It was
Iris who reported it to the Museum, just last year.”

“We were hoping you’d be asking her for the
details,” added Michael, “considering the Museum’s not got the
resources for a proper excavation at Pitclachie. And the site’s on
private land, not endangered by construction or the like.
Whatever’s beneath the sod is better off there, considering an
archaeologist murders his witnesses.”

While Jean appreciated that excavating a site
destroyed it, and agreed that not publishing your results was the
equivalent of burning and pillaging, she would have shied away from
that particular metaphor. More sweat trickled down her back. She
should consider trying out for an antiperspirant commercial.

Rebecca’s roll of her eyes toward Michael—no,
diplomacy was not his forte—footnoted her cheery, “Good luck.”

Well, Jean told herself in as chipper an
internal voice she could muster, since the Campbell-Reids had not
one but two murder cases in their past, the fact that Michael
didn’t shy away might mean that the raw scabs of memory could
eventually turn into scars. She slipped the photo back into its
envelope and said, “Yeah, right, that’s a great way to start the
interview. Hey, Iris, did your dad indulge in a bit of
archaeological vandalism along with Nessie-spotting and
wizard-watching?”

“Wizard-watching, eh?” Michael repeated,
undaunted by Rebecca’s wifely disapproval. “You’re covering—or
uncovering, rather—Ambrose’s old scandal, are you?”

“I’m afraid so. That’s Miranda’s idea. She
runs Great Scot, you know, I’m just the silent partner. I
can’t blame her for trying to get more bang for the bucks—the
pounds—she’s spending to set me up in Iris’s B&B.” Jean put the
photo on her desk, picked up a plastic Waterstone’s bag, and pulled
a paperback book from inside. Its cover was decorated with black
and white drawings of symbols as enigmatic as those on any Pictish
stone. In lurid red letters across the top was written, Loch
Ness: the Realm of the Beast. By Ambrose Mackintosh. “No, this
isn’t about Nessie. It’s a reprint of Ambrose’s biography of his
guru, Aleister Crowley.”

“That nut case back in the early twentieth
century who claimed to be a magician?” Rebecca took the book and
flipped through it.

“He was an egotistical maniac,” said Michael.
“So mad for attention he named himself the Beast from Revelations,
created his own religion, and made a meal of the scandals. Went
through women like loo paper, drove more than one to suicide.”

Rebecca considered a chapter heading. “He had
a house at Loch Ness, didn’t he?”

“Oh aye,” Michael said. “I was raised in
Inverness, mind. Folk thereabouts are right affectionate toward
Nessie, with her turning a few bob for the community and all. Never
saw so much as an air bubble myself, but there are those who swear
something’s there. Crowley, now, they’re squeamish about Crowley.
His estate at Boleskine has an eerie air even today.”

“Any ghosts?” asked Rebecca with refreshing
matter-of-factness.

“Never hung about long enough to notice. And
I canna speak for Pitclachie, either. Still, my granny was dead
certain Ambrose murdered his wife in some sort of occult
ceremony.”

“The verdict at his trial was Not Proven. The
prosecutors had no body and no real evidence, police procedure
being a lot more casual in nineteen-thirty-three than it is now.”
As I know only too well, Jean added to herself, anything but
chipper. She took the book from Rebecca’s hand and fanned its
pages, casting a wisp of cool breeze on her face. “Not that
evidence is Ambrose’s strong point—he says here that Crowley was
really able to work magic. Exhibit A being Nessie, which he called
from another reality.”

Rebecca grinned. “That theory is as good as
the one that says Nessie is the escaped pet of aliens who dropped
by the loch in their UFO for a picnic.”

“And just as likely,” said Michael. “Strange
how no one said a verifiable word about Nessie until Ambrose
Mackintosh reported that first spate of sightings in
nineteen-thirty-three. Not even Crowley, who’d have taken credit if
there’d been credit to take.”

“It’s the strange that’s going to make this
story—these stories—ones that will sell magazines. That’s the idea,
at least.” Jean set the book down on the desk beside the photo and
the Nessie toy. “Speaking of pets. Not to mention aliens . . .”

Her cat, Dougie, lay along the windowsill,
his paws extended like a miniature gray sphinx, his ears rotated
toward her. When she walked over and picked him up, he lay as limp
in her arms as a fur stole, his half-open amber eyes saying: The
shrine isn’t open just now, formal services are at
mealtime.

“You’re going to visit Riccio for a few
days,” Jean informed him. She carried Dougie into the bedroom and
thrust him into the pet carrier hidden behind the bed so swiftly he
didn’t have time to transform into a feline caltrop and jam himself
in the opening. Only when the gate clicked behind him did he
realize what was up, and Jean felt his baleful gaze through the air
holes.

She dumped his creature comforts into the
empty Waterstone’s bag, added Dempsey’s toy Nessie, and handed the
bag to Michael. “Thanks for taking the little guy in. Usually Hugh
next door looks after him, but he and his band are finishing their
tour at the Festival this weekend. It’s actually been quiet around
here—I love folk-rock, but not through the wall at two a.m.”

Michael, himself a piper, grinned. “Eh,
what’s that you say?”

Rebecca laughed. “If you don’t mind carrying
Dougie, Jean, we’ll walk up to the High Street and hail a taxi
there. I need to keep moving.”

“Sure.” Hoisting the cat carrier, Jean
followed the others outside and shut the door.

“Mind your step, hen.” Michael’s hand hovered
solicitously at Rebecca’s elbow as she started picking her way
across the cobblestone courtyard of Ramsay Garden.

From here, the tall brightly painted
buildings with their whimsical cupolas and balconies seemed merely
an idiosyncratic collection of apartments. It was only from Princes
Street that you could see the full picture, the fanciful structures
wedged in between the medieval threat of the Castle and the
Victorian sanctimony of the University School of Divinity. But
then, the street plan of Edinburgh was only one exercise in
perspective.

Rebecca’s rosy complexion ripened to crimson
and her steps faltered. Michael put his arm around her, propelling
her up the steep slope of Ramsay Lane. Jean dragged along behind.
Dougie was gaining weight at every step—on purpose, she was
sure.

They emerged onto the High Street and stood
panting next to the door of the Camera Obscura. The shadow cast by
the tall medieval buildings only partly relieved the hot, acrid air
trapped in the tunnel of the street. To the right the Castle loomed
beyond thickets of pipes and braces. Already the bleachers for the
yearly Festival were under construction. Statues of various
historical worthies looked as though they were playing hide and
seek in the scaffolding.

Scaffolds of death and dismemberment had once
stood on the castle esplanade. If Aleister Crowley or Ambrose
Mackintosh had lived several hundred years ago, they’d have met
those scaffolds up close and personally. But now sudden death was
shocking, not just one more encounter on your way to dinner. Thank
goodness, Jean thought, for changing human perspective.

Michael gestured. A taxi that had just
dropped off a couple at the posh Witchery Restaurant made a U-turn
and pulled up to the curb. Jean opened the rear door and stowed the
pet carrier inside. “Dougie, remember you’re Riccio’s guest and
behave accordingly.” Behind the grating, Dougie’s bright eyes
closed, resigned to his fate.

“Thanks for dinner.” Rebecca managed a
sideways hug. “Have a good trip, okay? Don’t worry, nothing’s going
to sneak up on you.”

“Nope, I’ll be glancing over my shoulder so
often I’ll see it coming.” Jean returned the hug. “You know me. I’m
evidence that worry works—ninety-five per cent of what I worry
about never happens.”

With an encouraging wink at Jean, Michael
piloted Rebecca into the interior of the taxi and clambered in
after her, leaving Jean to admire not only his denim-clad
posterior, but also how he could protect his wife without
patronizing her. “Give us a shout if you find the rest of the
Pitclachie Stone or anything else Ambrose left lying about in his
shrubbery. Or if Dempsey turns up Nessie, though I’m not holding my
breath for that.”

“Oh he’ll turn up something. He always does.”
Jean stood waving as the taxi moved off.

In the distance a siren wailed. A tourist bus
lumbered off down the High Street, known more evocatively as the
Royal Mile, strewing myth like pixie dust among the shops, pubs,
and offices of real life. But then, myth—personal, national, and
everywhere in between—was real life.

And right now real life demanded that Jean go
home and pack. She might not be entirely resigned to her fate, but
at least she could meet it wearing clean underwear. She made a firm
about-face and found herself confronting the window of the Tartan
Weaving Mill.

On it was taped a poster: Midsummer
Monster Madness, sponsored by Starr Beverages PLC and the NEW!
Cameron Arms Hotel. Drumnadrochit, Loch Ness, June 21-23.
Beneath the words a green cartoon dragon wearing a Glengarry bonnet
held a pint of beer in one hand—not flipper, hand—and a set of
bagpipes in the other. The conceit was innocuous to the point of
banality, the cold depths of the loch notwithstanding.

With a wry shrug, Jean headed back to Ramsay
Garden. She was just skirting a shiny red sports car that was now
parked next to and repeating the color of her potted geraniums when
she realized her front door was standing open. What with Dougie,
she hadn’t locked it. But she could have sworn she’d shut it.

Oh boy. And then there was the myth
that your own doorstep was free of danger. Clenching her fists at
her sides, she climbed the steps and paused on the threshold.
“Hello?”

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


From inside came Miranda Capaldi’s melodious
voice. “It’s only me.”

“Oh, hi!” Feeling vaguely indignant—she’d
earned her paranoia the hard way, darn it—Jean shut the door. She
should have recognized the car. It belonged to Miranda’s—well,
Duncan wasn’t a boyfriend, with the soda-shop implications of that
word. And “lover” was a bit bald for such a civilized
relationship.

“Sorry!” Like a cuckoo clock, Miranda glanced
out of the kitchen doorway and then vanished back inside. “I came
round with the papers for your hire car and chapped at the door
like a proper guest, and then I thought I’d just try the knob, and
I was inside before I quite knew what I was about. I’ve just missed
your friends from the Museum, have I?”

“Afraid so.” Jean found her friend and
business partner spooning leftover Szechuan tofu and rice onto a
clean plate.

“May I?” Miranda asked. “Your meal smells
delicious. And fortune cookies as well! Super!” Her manicured
fingertips played a solo on the microwave, the tiny diamonds on her
tennis bracelet winking. Today her crest of hair was chestnut red.
Fashionable high-water pants and a pastel cotton sweater
accentuated a figure that was almost as slender at forty as it had
been at twenty, when she and Jean were college roommates. The
brilliant silk scarf draped around her shoulders probably revealed
the designer’s name to anyone sophisticated enough to recognize the
symbols, or logos, as they were now called. The symbols on the
Pitclachie Stone must have carried similar meaning.

Self-consciously Jean brushed crumbs off her
size medium T-shirt with its decorative dribble of soy sauce—her
chopsticks, like the plans of mice and men, had gone oft agley.
She’d long ago given up on fashion just as she’d given up on
calculus, and was fond of saying she couldn’t tell the difference
between Armani and Old Navy. Which, Miranda was fond of retorting,
was snobbery of its own. That Jean had just recently started
coloring the strands of gray infiltrating her mop of brown hair she
attributed to Miranda’s influence, not self-consciousness, no, not
at all.

“You’re away first thing the morn, then,”
Miranda stated. “No need to go writing up the Festival, though
you’ll be asking Iris her opinion of it. She’ll say it’s all for
the tourists, I expect.”

“I’m not much more than a glorified tourist
myself.”

“Ah, no, like Dorothy in the Emerald City,
you’ve seen behind the screen.”

“That’s my job, writing about what’s behind
the screen.”

The microwave beeped. Miranda extracted her
plate and set it on the cabinet. Rejecting chopsticks in favor of a
knife and fork, she assessed a small bite. “Mmmm. Nice burn. You’ve
got a dab hand with a chili pepper, Jean.”

“I was weaned on a jalapeno.” Jean started
filing the plates and glasses in the dishwasher. “Michael and
Rebecca told me a bit about Ambrose Macintosh. But what can I
expect from Iris?”

“She’s a bit of an eccentric, but not so much
as her father, not by a long chalk. Mind you, I don’t know her
well. We cross paths at meetings of Scotland the Green, when
they’re sharing out the grants for deer fences, re-forestation,
mountain path repair, and such.”

“She’s a board member, isn’t she?”

“Oh aye. And you’re not invited to sit on the
board unless you’ve donated a packet to the cause, as I’m knowing
all too well. The B&B must be quite the success. Could be Iris
inherited from her mum, the American heiress, or is selling off her
father’s collections. I’ll ask about, shall I?”

What financial and social blips on the
contemporary Scottish radar Miranda didn’t know weren’t worth
knowing. “Please don’t. I’ll be prying into her personal affairs
quite enough as it is.” Jean shooed a fly away from the pots and
pans piled in the sink, turned on the hot water, and added a squirt
of Fairy Liquid. Steam billowed. Soap bubbles went floating upward,
each one a tiny prism.

Rebecca had volunteered Michael to help clean
the kitchen, but cleaning was Jean’s guilty pleasure. She could
achieve the same sort of Zen contemplative state washing, drying,
mopping, and sweeping as she could knitting, with the bonus that
she then had a tidy environment. Her ex-husband Brad used to say
her zeal for tidiness was a control issue. She hadn’t argued with
that. She hadn’t argued with much at all. That was one reason for
the divorce. Love hadn’t turned to hate, but to apathy.

Jean realized Miranda had gone ominously
silent. “What?” she asked.

“You’re having a problem asking Iris about
Ambrose, then.”

“Sort of,” Jean admitted. “Whether Ambrose
was mistaken about seeing Nessie or whether he was committing a
fraud is the question, and not one Iris may want to answer—assuming
she knows the answer—especially now that the story has taken on a
life of its own. Although, to give Ambrose the benefit of the
doubt, weird things do happen.”

“Weird things happen to you,” Miranda stated,
knowing that nothing weird would dare sully her own well-organized
life, and mashed the last of the rice onto the back of her
fork.

“I used to think weird things happened only
to me. Brad had me convinced of it, at least.”

“He was wrong.”

“No, he was playing it safe.” Jean rinsed off
Miranda’s empty plate and placed it in the dishwasher.

“If everyone played safely we’d have no
stories to write, would we now? Look at Iris’s mother’s
disappearance and all. There’s a grand mystery for you to solve.
Me, I’m thinking post-partum depression and suicide by loch, but
then, Ambrose was tried for murder.” Miranda leaned over and
stirred the fortune cookies in their bowl. She looked like an
oracle searching for an omen rather than simply making sure she
chose one whose cellophane wrapper hadn’t come open.

“Miranda, when you spoke with Iris, what did
you tell her I was going to ask?”

“I didn’t speak with Iris. I spoke with
Kirsty-something, who booked the room and said she’d set up an
interview.”

“Aha! Iris will assume I’ll be asking about
her work, not ambushing her about her parents’ personal lives.”

Miranda chose a cookie and looked around. “If
you’re afraid of asking tough questions, then you’re in the wrong
profession.”

“If you want me to be an investigative
reporter, then you took on the wrong partner. There are questions,
and there’s digging through dirty laundry. I bought into Great Scot
because I wanted to drag historical skeletons out of closets, not
air contemporary scandals. No one appreciates privacy issues more
than I do.”

“Privacy? Or secrecy? There’s a difference.
You’ve not lost your nerve, have you now . . .” Miranda bit her
sentence short. Her eyes softened. “Ah, Jean, I’m sorry. If you’re
not remembering your own scandal, then you’re remembering what
happened when you went asking questions last month. You’re quite
right. Great Scot is no tabloid rag.”

“Don’t apologize. Someone’s got to rouse the
rabble here. It’s just that I’ve realized what a hypocrite I can
be—show me yours, but I won’t show you mine. I’ve seen how
curiosity can kill, and not just kill me, either.” Jean swished her
dishcloth through the suds, her grimace suddenly buffered by a
chuckle. In her old life she had been accused of asking too many
questions. Making a new life out of asking questions had seemed
like vindication. Discovering that not all the answers were ones
she wanted to hear was poetic justice. Since justice was a rare
enough event, she could live with that. Or so she intended. “What
do you want to bet that my curiosity is only hiding under the bed,
like Dougie does when he thinks he’s completely concealed but his
tail is sticking out in plain sight?”

“There you are,” said Miranda, with one of
her wise expressions. She tore the cellophane away from the cookie
and wadded it crinkling into a ball. “I’ll not be telling you that
history doesn’t repeat itself. You and I both know better than
that. And we’re knowing that it can catch you up no matter where
you are or what you’re doing.”

“Well, yes.”

“And aye, I’m after being a bit cavalier with
Iris’s feelings, but then, I don’t know what her feelings are, do
I? Could be she’d fancy a chance to tell her story.”

True enough. “In other words, when I fall off
my professional horse into a murder investigation, I should climb
right back on?”

“Oh aye. Just that.” Case closed, Miranda
cracked her cookie. She read, “‘A man’s good name is his finest
possession.’”

“No kidding. And a woman’s good name is
hers.”

“You made your point about that, right
enough, when you sued the university for unlawful termination and
won. Well done, Jean.” Crunching, Miranda reached for a
dishtowel.

It was done, whether well or not. Feeling
like Lady Macbeth washing her hands, Jean pulled the stopper out of
the sink. With a gurgle the water spiraled down the drain.

Miranda polished the large platter, made a
face at her reflection, and said with lead-footed nonchalance, “I
suppose the Monster Madness folk will be laying on extra policemen
for the weekend. For the odd drunken brawl and the like. Not to
mention the odd anonymous letter threatening the paying
customers.”

“Probably,” Jean returned. Rats. She’d been
doing a great job of suppressing her queasiness over Dempsey’s
threatening letter.

“Drumnadrochit’s on the Northern
Constabulary’s patch, isn’t it? Your chum D.C.I. Cameron might be
there.”

She hadn’t been doing so well suppressing her
squeamishness over Alasdair Cameron. Her nonchalance just as heavy,
she said, “He’s not my chum. He’s just a business acquaintance. An
acquaintance made during a bad business.”

“Right.”

“Besides, he’s a detective. They’ll only have
the uniformed cops there. The plods.”

“You’ve not heard from Cameron, then? Or
worse, you’ve not contacted him?”

“No, why should I? Maybe we’ll run into each
other—eventually I’ll have to testify about the murder last month .
. .” And how would she react then? Jean imagined the formal
handshake and the sort of polite, “Hello, how are you?” that didn’t
require a truthful answer. Not that that would fool either of
them.

“And this Cameron Arms Hotel in
Drumnadrochit, the name’s only a coincidence, is it?”

“Of course it is. Cameron’s a common name.
It’s not a sign of any . . . Oh.”

Miranda was grinning, the tease. Still, her
keen perception was sandpaper against Jean’s rationalizations.
Fine-grained sandpaper, like a jeweler would use to polish precious
metal, but any sandpaper scraped harshly against a scab. “Damn it,
now you’re ambushing me!”

“You were telling me you moved house to
Scotland because you were tired of playing it safe.”

“Yes, I did. And I am.” Jean rinsed out the
sink, splashing so vigorously a wave leaped onto her T-shirt. “Oh,
for the love of . . .”

Her grin going lopsided, bracketing sympathy
and amusement, Miranda handed over the dishtowel and wandered
discreetly away.

The air in the kitchen was no longer scented
with garlic and soy but with Fairy Liquid and a whiff of Miranda’s
perfume, a clean, fresh scent like the intoxicating smell of the
Highlands. With a smile, one a lot dryer than her shirt, Jean threw
in the towel.

From the television in the living room came a
reporter’s oh-so-sincere voice. “. . . Madness, sponsored by Starr
Beverage PLC here at Loch Ness.”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


Jean found Miranda sitting on the couch,
waving the television remote like a wand. “ITN’s reporting on the
Festival just now.”

The screen was filled by the image of a large
pavilion set up in a field beside several buildings, all
silhouetted against a green hillside. Flags, both national and
decorative, rippled in the wind while people bustled around with
speakers, coils of wire, and chairs. Another shot filled the
screen, the familiar picture postcard of Urquhart Castle on the
shores of the loch. The ruinous red stone walls cut a ragged edge
against a mirage-like shimmer of water, reminding Jean of the
mutilated symbol stone.

“This ancient castle,” said the reporter’s
voice-over, “dates back to Pictish times. It was visited by Saint
Columba. Here he saved one of his followers from the monster. The
famous Shiels photograph of the monster was taken from here. Dr.
Shiels said he called the monster from the loch with his telepathic
powers.”

There was the photo, of an open-mouthed
serpent’s head rising from the waves. The picture could just as
well have been, and probably was, of a plastic dinosaur in a farm
pond. Jean laughed. “Are they going for the record amount of
misinformation or what?”

“Ah, but the consumers make a meal of it,”
Miranda pointed out.

Back to the reporter, who held up a rubber
Nessie probably made in Hong Kong, and squeezed a squeak from it.
His smirk said as clearly as words, what a joke. “A new
Nessie-hunting expedition is launching this weekend. Operation
Water Horse is directed by Dr. Roger Dempsey, from the Omnium
Technology Organization in Chicago, America.”

“His degree is in business administration,”
Jean told Miranda, “and his doctorate is honorary. He’s a
dilettante like Ambrose Mackintosh, except he’s using electronic
devices that Ambrose would have thought were magic.”

Dempsey’s image appeared on the screen. It
had been seven or eight years since they’d met, although she’d seen
a recent photo in the press kit he’d sent Great Scot—and no
doubt every other media outlet in the UK. Animated, his scrub brush
of a beard framing a grin too knowing to be childlike, the bill of
his baseball cap bobbing and weaving, Dempsey seemed more like a
teenager on a joy ride than a businessman testing the company
product. The wrinkles framing his eyes and the gray streaks in his
facial hair looked like aging make-up troweled onto a youth
performing in a high school play.

“Dr. Dempsey,” asked the television reporter,
“has the arrival of a second threatening letter discouraged you in
any way?”

“Second?” Jean asked. “There’s been another
one?”

“Well, well, well.” If Miranda had been a
cat, her whiskers would have gone on alert.

Or maybe ill, ill, ill, Jean thought, but
held her tongue.

“Those letters are too wishy-washy to be
threats,” answered Dempsey. “We’re not going to give up our quest
for the truth because some yellow-bellied yahoo who’s afraid to
face me sends a few letters saying that Loch Ness never gives up
its dead, that sort of pure-D crap.”

True, Jean thought, people who sent anonymous
letters weren’t automatically confrontational. But false, people
drowned quickly and easily in the cold, dark waters of the loch, if
drowning could be considered an easy death, and their corpses were
seldom recovered. Loch Ness was one of the deepest bodies of water
in Britain, given to odd winds and waves, as dangerous as it was
beautiful. Long before Ambrose or anyone else spotted Nessie, the
loch itself had been a tourist destination. There was a reason
Nessie was sometimes equated with the water horse, the each
uisge of Celtic legend, a creature that bore unwary riders down
into the depths.

The reporter asked Dempsey, “Do you have any
idea who’s sending the letters?”

“The scientific establishment doesn’t want us
to find any trace of the creatures that live in the loch because
that might upset their preconceptions. The tourist industry doesn’t
want us to prove there is no monster because that would close down
all the souvenir shops.”

“Not bloody likely,” said Miranda.

Jean said, “All the electronics in the world
can’t prove a negative.”

“Scientists or tourist officials are trying
to frighten you away?” the reporter persisted.

Dempsey waved his hand—devil take the
hindmost. “Whoever it is, we’re not taking their games seriously.
We’re not letting them disrupt our work.”

“Still, you’ve handed the letters in to the
police.”

“Far be it from me to deprive the Northern
Constabulary of work.”

“D.C.I. Alasdair Cameron of the Northern
Constabulary told us this morning that his technicians are
examining the letters,” the reporter intoned in an aside.

“Aha,” Miranda stage-whispered. “Kismet.”

The prickle of gooseflesh across Jean’s
shoulders—like the nettle shirt of a fairy tale—was not entirely
unpleasant. But this was no time to start analyzing her feelings
yet again, when, as Alasdair himself would be the first to say,
there was a threat to analyze. She said, “A nut threatened and then
fire-bombed an expedition back in the eighties. But two anonymous
letters don’t have to mean anything like that. The reporter’s
trying to build up his story. So is Dempsey, for that matter.”

“Public relations make the world go round,”
said Miranda.

On the television, Dempsey plunged onward,
parading his dogs and ponies. “Our expedition is using
state-of-the-art remote sensing devices manufactured by Omnium. It
will prove once and for all whether the Loch Ness monster exists,
or has existed in the past.”

“Some of your funding is from Starr
Beverages, as well as your own Omnium.”

“Let’s face it. The Loch Ness monster is
quite a draw. A real star, you might say.” Dempsey’s grin
emphasized his pun.

The camera drew back, revealing Dempsey’s
T-shirt. It was emblazoned with Celtic-style letters reading,
“Operation Water Horse,” as well as with a design that Pictish
scholars called a swimming elephant—not that Jean had ever seen
elephants with trunks sprouting from their foreheads. The same
symbol was also called a gripping beast, although it had neither
talons nor even hands to grip with. But since Jean believed
imagination was one of the most important human faculties, she
couldn’t fault either Picts or scholars for displaying it.

The camera panned to the side, taking in
several bystanders. A woman dressed in another Water Horse T-shirt
stood with her arms crossed. A broad-brimmed hat and sunglasses
concealed the top half of her face, but the diamond studs in her
ears winked with all the subtlety of a stop light. Mrs. Dempsey,
probably. The lower half of her face was fixed in the smile of the
politician’s wife, appearing to hang on every word while actually
thinking of England. Or Chicago, as the case may be.

Two young men, both wearing Water Horse
logos, and a young woman who was not stood a few steps away. The
square-shouldered and square-jawed man offered the camera a
matinee-idol smile. The one whose bulbous brow indicated either
intellect or Klingon ancestry, looked blank. The woman ducked out
of the shot, leaving Jean with an impression of long silky brown
hair veiling a delicate face out of a pre-Raphaelite painting of
Ophelia. Drowned Ophelia . . Imagination, Jean reminded herself,
was a wonderful servant but a poor master.

“Not everyone is pleased to have the
controversial Dr. Dempsey here,” the reporter’s voice went on.
“Earlier we interviewed Iris Mackintosh, the well-known
eco-warrior.”

Iris appeared on the screen. She looked like
the sort of elderly lady Jean intended to become in the far distant
future—an iron-gray-haired ramrod-straight gadfly wearing an old
cardigan and a no-nonsense expression. She didn’t appear to be
chained to a tree, which rather undercut the reporter’s
eco-warrior.

Her gray eyes, so icy they looked silver,
targeted the camera. She delivered her statement in the accent of
the class and generation of Scots who’d been taught “proper
English”. “It has been clearly demonstrated that nothing larger
than salmon lives in the loch. Sightings of the so-called monster
can be attributed to natural phenomena or fraud. Dr. Dempsey is
using the legend to further his own business interests, and in the
process is trivializing important environmental issues such as
logging run-off.”

Back to Dempsey. “Hey, if there’s a monster
in the loch, it’s part of the ecology, isn’t it? My assistants and
I would be glad to include Miss Mackintosh on our Saturday morning
cruise for the press. She can check us out—no logging, I
promise.”

“And there you are,” said the reporter with
another nudge-nudge-wink-wink arch of his eyebrows. “The Starr
Beverages PLC Midsummer Monster Madness Festival gets under way
tomorrow night with fireworks and a pipe band. Be there!”

A musical interlude and a sequence of
dissolving images of clouds, deserts, and monsoons, led into the
weather report. It predicted a generally sunny and warm Friday for
Inverness-shire, gathering clouds and cooler temperatures for
Saturday, and a deluge on Sunday. That figured, Jean thought.
Still, a little typical Scottish weather wasn’t going to stop her
curiosity from creeping out from under the bed. “You don’t suppose
Iris sent the letters?”

Miranda turned off the television. “I can’t
see her wasting her time on something like that, no. This Dempsey
chap, now, he looks to be a bit of a nutter. Could be he sent them
himself, for the publicity.”

“It’s possible, I guess. He’s a no-guts
no-glory type of guy. An engineer like Brad, except unlike Brad,
Dempsey’s mostly a businessman and a heck of a promoter. I met him
once, at a conference in Colonial Williamsburg on the archaeology
of standing buildings. He came sweeping through the meet-and-greet
handing out copies of an article he wrote for The Journal of
Field Archaeology that wasn’t much more than a commercial for a
remote sensor that can see through walls. Set my teeth on edge, I’m
afraid.”

“You shot him down, did you?” asked
Miranda.

“I couldn’t help myself. He was making some
generality about the structure of medieval abbeys that was just
flat wrong. I corrected him. He stared at me, turned around, and
stalked off. I spent the rest of the weekend angling for a chance
to—well, not apologize. To smooth things over. But he avoided me.
Maybe he still is avoiding me. He never answered my e-mail
confirming the interview you set up. I’ll tackle him when I get to
the loch.”

“He’d not be avoiding you if he’d been the
one to correct you,” Miranda pointed out.

“You think?” replied Jean. “It’s a shame Brad
was out playing tourist during the conference. He would have loved
to have picked Dempsey’s brains.”

“At least he attended the conference with
you.”

“That was the last one. He finally gave up
trying to explain even his consulting work to me, let alone the
academic stuff, just about the same time I gave up trying to
explain mine to him. It was like speaking different languages, he’s
going on about submersibles and electro-magnetic radiation and I’m
going on about the Casket Letters and the Red Book of Westmarch . .
.” There was an echo in here, Jean thought. She’d told Rebecca and
Michael the same anecdote, in almost the same words.

“Thinking about Brad quite a bit, are you?”
asked Miranda.

“That’s the first lesson in being Scottish,
nursing old grudges and rehearsing old glories.”

Miranda nodded, understanding Jean’s
sentiments if not her examples. “The Casket Letters have to do with
Mary Queen of Scots, but the Red Book . . .”

“The Lord of the Rings.”

“Oh aye.” Miranda said politely. Her reading
and movie-viewing leaned toward book-club weepies. Standing up, she
reached for her handbag and produced a folder bearing a yellow
Hertz label. “Here you are. A Focus. Not so posh as Duncan’s
Maserati, but reliable.”

“That’s all I ask. Thanks.” Jean strolled
beside Miranda toward the front door. “So are you off with Duncan,
or just with his car?”

“With Duncan, of course. We thought of
popping across to New York, but I’m thinking a quiet weekend—golf,
dinner at the club—would go down a treat.”

And sex more aesthetic than athletic, Jean
thought. Not that she lusted after Duncan, a silver-haired and
silver-tongued lawyer so polished Miranda must use suction cups to
keep from sliding off him. He was Miranda’s type, not hers. Like
Miranda, Duncan wanted his champagne dry, his facts straight, and
his lovers uncommitted. Although Jean had manifestly never figured
out just what her own type was, she had the awful suspicion that
commitment was too near her center of gravity to encourage a tidy
affair like Miranda’s with Duncan.

Jean watched Miranda and the Maserati
disappear into the sultry twilight, then locked the door. Just as
she returned to the living room the phone rang. She hurried to the
desk. “Hello?”

A hale and hearty male voice with an accent
like her own, ranging between a bleat and a quack, boomed into her
ear. She’d heard that voice emanating from the speaker on her
television only minutes earlier. Speak of the devil. “Jean! Roger
Dempsey! Long time no see!”

And the devil was speaking to her. Go
figure. “Oh, hello, Dr. Demps . . .”

“It’s Roger, it’s Roger. My go-to guy,
Brendan, tells me we’ve got an interview lined up. Tomorrow
afternoon at five, on the boat at the pier in the loch, tra
la!”

“Yes, that’s what my colleague Mir . . .”

“So you’ve gone over to the enemy, you’re a
reporter now! Using your maiden name, huh? Glad to hear you’re out
of the publish and perish rat race, girl! What’s Brad up to here in
the Auld Country? Engineering connectors and breakers in Silicon
Glen? It’ll be great to see you again, hope he can come along too,
we can lift a glass to old times and old friends, right?”

Wrong, on several counts, not least of which
was that she was no girl. But Jean didn’t owe Roger or anyone else
an account of her divorce and relocation-cum-escape. “Wel . .
.”

“See you tomorrow afternoon at five, okay?
Cheers!”

“And cheers to you, too,” Jean said, even
though he’d already hung up. Switching off her phone, she eyed
Ambrose’s book accusingly, as though it were responsible for the
holes in Dempsey’s story.

In her request for an interview she’d skipped
the inconvenient details, saying merely that she’d met Dempsey at
the Williamsburg conference and signing her name as “Jean Fairbairn
(Inglis)”. Maybe he did remember her, and his remark about publish
and perish was meant as a joke at his own expense.

Whatever, there were no old times to lift a
glass to. Dempsey was claiming a closer and more cordial
acquaintance than they’d really had. And not because of her
sparkling personality. Because he wanted her to hype his
expedition. Crass, yes, but hardly surprising. Although you’d think
Dempsey would have learned by now to lose the egregious “girl.”

However, unless she’d mentioned Brad in
conference small-talk before things heated up, Dempsey had no
reason to have even heard of the man . . . Oh boy. Jean spun
away from the desk with a two-fisted gesture of frustration.
Dempsey was so eager to ingratiate himself that he’d researched
her. Once past the Great Scot masthead, the first
items in an Internet search on her name were the headlines about
her lawsuit against the university, to say nothing—and heaven only
knew she’d like to say nothing—of the scandal behind it. And then
there was the murder case last month, generating more headlines.
His remark about going over to the enemy gave Dempsey away. It was
Jean who had occasionally found the media to be her adversary. To
Dempsey, reporters were the tools of his trade.

Jean stopped beside the window, considering
the ghostly shape of her own reflection. If her divorce from Brad
Inglis was mentioned on the net at all, it was buried so deeply
that Dempsey even with his remote-sensing devices hadn’t found it,
and so added gaffe to presumption. Typically over-the-top, to claim
Brad, too, as a friend. And odd, too, not that Jean could claim
immunity from oddness.

Outside, the raking light of late evening
glared off the western faces of the buildings but sank their
eastern sides in blackness. Even as she watched, the light faded
into a fragile gloom. Her damp T-shirt lay chill against her breast
and stomach. The water horse, she thought. You get up on it, and it
takes you down into the dark depths of your own soul.

If she had wanted comfort, she could have
stayed in Texas, bunkered in an air-conditioned office while the
sun beat on the parched earth outside. She could never have asked
Alasdair Cameron to dinner, last month, as the gentle rain softened
the green hills of—well, it was home now.

It was time, she told herself, for her voyage
of self-discovery to include a trip down the loch with all the
other tourists who hoped to see the head of something rich and
strange emerge from the waters. When you know fate is lying in wait
for you, you could do a lot worse than get up on your horse, water
or otherwise, and ride out to meet it.

 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


Jean peered around the tour bus clogging the
road ahead of her and spotted a sign reading Pitclachie
House. At last! She two-wheeled her rented Focus into an
asphalt drive before the harried paterfamilias in the car hugging
her bumper got a squeaky Nessie in the ear and rear-ended her.

The big blank spot to the southeast of Loch
Ness on a Scottish road map said as much about the terrain as a
topographical survey. Jean had had two ways to get to Drumnadrochit
from Edinburgh, neither of them remotely related to flying crows.
She’d chosen the northern route, through Inverness. That way she
could stop at Culloden, the 1746 battlefield, to pay her respects
to Bonnie Prince Charlie’s lost cause, scour the visitor center
bookstore, and eat lunch. Her cup of tea and sandwich had been
spiced by the presence at the next table of three re-enactors, a
Highlander, a redcoat, and a woman wearing an apron splattered with
red. Jean had driven away thinking that here time didn’t heal, it
only numbed.

The main road ran along the northwestern bank
of Loch Ness, the most scenic of scenic routes, especially on a
sunny day. To her left, the water had glowed an opaque indigo below
the green banks and braes of its far shore. To her right, steep
hills patched with yellow fields had climbed toward craggy heights
skimmed by clouds. But except for quick glances, all Jean had seen
was the tailpipe of a bus and its back window stacked with
knapsacks.

Now she sighed in appreciation of a gust of
fresh air and followed the long driveway as it wound up the hill,
toward several trees from which sprouted a square tower and the
peak of a roof. The former displayed a satellite dish and the
latter a set of intricate Tudor-twist brick chimneys. Parking her
car, Jean collected her things, turned toward the house, and
thought, Cool!

Pitclachie House might have been built in the
nineteenth-century neo-Gothic style beloved of horror movies, but
in the afternoon sunshine Jean found the place enchanting, every
mullioned window, half-timbered gable, and decorative spire of it.
The same reddish stone as that of Urquhart Castle peered cheerily
from between swags of ivy. The castellations of the tower were so
crisply defined, Jean suspected it wasn’t part of the original
1830's house, but was part of the renovations and improvements
program Ambrose had put into effect after marrying his heiress.

A path led across the corner of a lawn smooth
enough for the genteel arts of lawn bowling and croquet, and
skirted a slate terrace edged by rose bushes thick with large
blooms and broom thick with small blossoms. Jean made a point of
stopping to smell a rose, which was blood-red, of course . . .
Something rustled in the underbrush. She spun around. A cat was
watching her, its fur so aggressively calico it looked as though it
had been painted by Picasso. “Hello there,” she said, and grinned
as much at herself as at the cat.

It whisked away, like most of its species
unimpressed by mere humanity. Jean walked across a courtyard, past
a cottage whose door was set into a circular turret, and up to an
arched porch hollowed into the facade of the main house. The door
inside was equipped with a knocker shaped like a dragon dangling a
brass ring from its teeth. Tapping the ring against the door, she
produced a sound that was less a sepulchral thud than a comedian’s
rim shot. Jean’s grin widened.

The door opened silently, on oiled hinges, to
reveal a young woman. Her silky brown hair was swept in an Art
Nouveau swirl back from a delicate face. White jeans and a
lime-green blouse suggested rather than revealed a lissome figure.
She gulped, probably less in awe of Jean than in swallowing her
chewing gum, and smiled a well-rehearsed smile, just dignified
enough to set the tone of the establishment, just friendly enough
to be welcoming. “Good afternoon.”

“Hello. I’m Jean Fairbairn. Miranda Capaldi
booked a room for me for four nights. And she set up an interview
with Miss Mackintosh.”

“Oh aye. Kirsty Wotherspoon here. Please come
through.” The girl—she could hardly be twenty—waved Jean and her
baggage into the house.

In the moment it took her eyes to adjust from
sunlight to shadow, Jean saw the after-image of the scene on her TV
screen last night, the young woman standing with Dempsey’s
assistants and then ducking aside when the camera turned in her
direction. “Did I see you on television, Kirsty? The ITN piece on
Operation Water Horse last night?”

Jean’s vision cleared in time for her to see
Kirsty’s peaches-and-cream complexion redden into a
strawberries-and-cream hue. Her stance went from formal to stiff,
and she darted a quick glance toward a slightly open door marked
Private. “I was having a squint at the Festival is all,” she
said, more loudly than was necessary.

Uh oh. The girl doth protest too much.
And in a Glasgow accent that was two glottal stops short of
incomprehensible. She’d probably wandered down to the Water Horse
interview and then remembered that Iris, her employer, wasn’t on
the best of terms with Dempsey and company. Was Iris sitting behind
that door, listening as Jean made a meal of her own foot? An
apology would only compound her misdemeanor. She tried a diversion.
“Hugh Munro and his band will be playing at the Festival. I really
like his new album, don’t you?”

“That I do,” Kirsty returned, picking up her
cue. But this time Jean was the object of the quick glance, one
that barely concealed resentment.

Checking out the entrance hall gave her an
excuse to break eye contact. The vaulted ceiling and stenciled
arcades were exquisitely detailed. A staircase edged by intricate
banisters curved upwards. Beyond it, a doorway opened onto a
library. The gilded letters on the spines of leather-bound books
sparkled in the light streaming through tall windows. Not the
faintest breath of mold or mildew reached Jean’s nostrils, only the
odor of books, potpourri, and baking bread. Miranda could keep her
French perfume. Jean would rather dab bits of this heady mixture
behind her ears.

“. . . change in plans,” Kirsty was saying.
“Mr. and Mrs. Bouchard booked The Lodge, our self-catering cottage,
for their honeymoon. But now they’re after finishing out their
holiday in the main house. Aunt Iris went and transferred your
booking to the cottage. At no extra charge. You’re welcome to take
breakfast here in the dining room and to sit in the library as
well.”

Aunt Iris? Well, well, well. “The
Lodge is the cottage with the turret?”

“Oh aye, that. Right posh. No extra
charge.”

“It sounds great, no problem.”

Kirsty turned toward a small table. A rack
held not only the usual sightseeing brochures but also a collection
of environmentalist pamphlets. Next to a wicker basket labeled
“Letters” lay an iron key so large it was surely intended for a
dungeon. She handed it to Jean.

The key was heavy, and so cold Jean wondered
whether they’d been keeping it refrigerated. “When will Miss
Mackintosh be free to talk to me?”

“She’ll show you round the garden after
breakfast the morn. She’s mad keen to discuss her work.” Kirsty’s
brittle voice, not to mention the upward flicker of her dark eyes,
indicated that she did not share either Iris’s keenness or her
point of view.

From behind the private door came the sudden
rattle of an old-fashioned typewriter, the clicks syncopated, as
though whoever was hitting the keys was only doing so
perfunctorily. Like any good Gothic house, Pitclachie’s walls did
have ears. Jean, too, pitched her voice a bit louder. “I want to
write about her work, of course, but I was also hoping to discuss
her father’s work and life story as well.”

“Uncle Ambrose, is it?” This time Kirsty’s
complexion reddened to a cherry tinge. “The Lodge—it was a farm
cottage, by the road. He had it shifted up here and fitted out as
his study. All gentlemen had studies then, didn’t they? Places they
could go shutting themselves away?”

She was still protesting too much, Jean
noted. “Yes, of course they did. You’re related to the
Mackintoshes?”

“That I am, my great-grandmother was
Ambrose’s sister . . .” Making a quick sidestep toward the
still-open front door, an evasive maneuver if Jean had ever seen
one, Kirsty called, “Hello there! Miss Fairbairn, Charles and
Sophie Bouchard.”

The Bouchards, a handsome young couple
dressed like fashion models, minced their way in as though avoiding
stepping in dog doo. “Bonjour,” said the woman, and the man
added in French-accented English, “How do you do.”

“Hello,” Jean said. The couple glided on up
the stairs, leaning together like twining vines. Ah. Honeymooners.
Emitting a sigh more pensive than reminiscent, Jean turned back to
Kirsty.

She was holding the door open, her stance so
stiff she looked like a taxidermist’s sample. “Thank you, Miss
Fairbairn.”

“It’s just Jean. And thank you.” Feeling like
Eve turned out of Paradise even though she’d barely begun nibbling
at the apple, Jean trundled her suitcase out into the courtyard.
Behind her, the front door shut with a small but solid snick.

The key opened the Lodge’s heavy wooden door,
this one with decorative iron hinges. Jean stepped through the
circular vestibule and past a burgundy velvet curtain shoved to one
side, where it could stay. She wouldn’t need to keep out any
drafts, not this time of year.

She had half-expected the cottage to be full
of quaint and curious volumes of forgotten lore, but no, Iris had
done a thorough renovation to her father’s study. The Lodge owed
more to Martha Stewart than to Edgar Allan Poe. A fringed carpet
softened the flagstone floor, and bright printed fabrics covered
the furniture and the windows. A vase of flowers stood on a small
dining table. Shelves held ranks of books and magazines, and a
television and DVD player occupied a discreet corner.

Was that a hint of pipe tobacco below the
pervading flower-and-polish aroma? She wouldn’t have expected
Ambrose’s years in this room to be dismissed with only bleach and
paint. Whether Iris had cleaned away any negative feelings or bad
vibes or whatever pop culture was calling paranormal manifestations
these days, Jean couldn’t say. Not yet, anyway. When she was
pulling away from the house on her way back home, then she’d
say.

She nodded approval at the cleanliness of the
kitchenette and smiled at the old photos of Nessie hanging on the
walls, most of them now proved to be either fakes or mistakes.
Then, leaving her canvas carryall beside the table, she dragged her
suitcase up a narrow flight of stairs to a short hallway. The floor
creaked expressively beneath each step.

The first of three doors was locked. A second
opened into a bathroom. Through the third door she found a bedroom
with a four-poster bed and a dressing table set into the bulge of
the turret. The Bouchards’ loss was very much her gain, although
even someone who was curiosity-impaired would wonder why a
honeymooning couple had retreated to the not so private house.

Curiosity-ridden Jean had no clever theories
about the Bouchards, so she turned her inquisitiveness to Kirsty.
Her—well, “aunt” was more respectful than cousin—Iris had obviously
schooled her in upstairs manners, but her anxiety about
Pitclachie’s downstairs issues kept breaking through. The question
was, were Kristy’s issues Dempsey and his assistants, Ambrose’s
dubious reputation, Iris’s activism, all of the above, or none of
the above?

Jean hoped her remark hadn’t gotten the girl
into trouble, but then, if Iris had watched her interview she knew
about Kirsty’s visit to the expedition. Jean indulged herself while
she unpacked by speculating whether the anonymous letters had been
written on a typewriter.

She was contemplating her own renovations
when she heard voices. Through the windows behind the dressing
table she saw the courtyard and a good portion of the terrace lying
before her like a stage set, with the five ivy-covered stories of
the tower at dead center, ready for Rapunzel—or Kirsty—to appear at
the topmost window and let down her hair.

Toward the house walked a tall thin man who
looked so much like a stork Jean was surprised his legs didn’t bend
backwards—he had rounded shoulders, a long neck, and a sharp nose
supporting thick glasses. A tow-headed little boy bounded along
beside him. Behind them trudged a short, plump woman with a lank
dishwater-blond ponytail and the posture of a pigeon destined for a
pie.

The boy chattered away in the pluperfect
accent of a child who’s not yet watched enough television to
corrupt his native dialect, which in this case was mid-class
English. “. . . sonar readings. . . Nessie . . . dead brilliant . .
. must I have a nap, Mummy?”

It was Daddy who answered. “Yes you must,
Elvis, if you mean to stay awake for the fireworks. It’s midsummer,
won’t be dark enough for fireworks ‘til well past your
bedtime.”

“Fireworks!” Elvis’s enthusiasm made his
voice leap upward an octave. Oh, for the innocent enthusiasm of a
child, Jean thought. He wasn’t saddled by the knowledge that
tonight’s fireworks were the equivalent of the ancient midsummer
bonfires, which were as much fertility rite as celebration.

Mother and child disappeared into the house.
Father peered at the dragon knocker and scraped at it with his
fingernail before following them. The red numerals on the clock
radio by Jean’s bed rearranged themselves to read 4:25.

Almost show time. She cleaned her glasses,
applied lipstick, and ran a comb through her mop of naturally surly
hair, which wouldn’t be achieving any Art Nouveau effects. She
added a light jacket over her shirt and pants combo, signaling that
she was now on duty.

Locking the door, Jean dumped its key into
her mini-backpack and checked out the exterior of the Lodge. A
small skylight opened above the staircase. The window of the locked
room was neatly shuttered beneath the gingerbread-carved eaves.
Well, any self-respecting Gothic household needed a locked room,
although this one was more likely to hold cleaning supplies than
the body of Ambrose’s murdered wife. Who hadn’t necessarily been
murdered.

Jean didn’t see the harshly truncated pillar
of the Pitclachie Stone rising from the stretch of lawn below the
main house. It wasn’t propped up in the herbaceous border along the
terrace, either. She’d look for it later. Right now, on this lovely
afternoon, she was going to deny that either she or this personable
house had ever known death and destruction.

To her right lay the white-painted houses of
Drumnadrochit. Before her lay Urquhart Bay, a deep scoop in the
side of the loch. Boats large and small rode the slow waves, rubber
dinghies darting like insects between them and the shore. On the
far side of the bay, from a neck of land separating it from the
main body of the loch, rose the tower and walls of Urquhart Castle,
built in the days when travel down the Great Glen was by boat.
Boats in the water, towers overlooking the water—surely, Jean
thought, someone would have seen a large creature, one so unusual
its presence would have made waves both literal and
metaphorical.

Slinging her backpack over a shoulder, she
strode off down the drive. A brisk walk would not only wake up the
corpuscles in her brain, she’d earn a few extra calories at dinner
time. The bay and the castle disappeared behind trees as she
descended to the road, but Jean never lost sight of her goal—Roger
Dempsey, who like Ambrose Mackintosh, proclaimed himself a True
Believer.

 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


Jean had to walk only a short distance back
towards Inverness before she reached the road that led down to
Temple Pier, two docks jutting into Urquhart Bay. She stepped aside
as a van paused at the intersection, then eased itself into the
traffic. Its front door wore a sign reading Omnium Technologies
Organization. Dempsey’s public, apparently, leaving an
audience.

Several exclamation-pointed brochures in
Jean’s press release lauded Omnium, a multi-national corporation
devoted to inventing and manufacturing tools that increased man’s
dominion over and profit from every living thing that moved upon
the earth, not to mention those things that grew from it, could be
dug out of it, or swam in its waters.

While the looking-through-walls scanner
Dempsey had been touting at the conference would work just as well
for a SWAT team—or so he had insisted—Jean suspected that the
medical and scientific devices were his first love. Through them he
could dabble in archaeology and paleontology. Omnium super sonar
was finding sunken ships from Ireland to Indonesia. Their
remote-scanning equipment set the standard at excavations both
scientific and commercial.

A sports car was parked by the private pier.
Both a Stars and Stripes and a Union Jack waved from the stern of
the clunky barge-like boat tied up there. A youthful male figure
moved purposefully around canvas-shrouded bundles on the boat. A
second sorted through boxes stacked on the dock. A police constable
stood watch, his hands folded at parade rest and his poker face
turning back and forth like a radar dish. “Good afternoon,” he said
to Jean, but didn’t challenge her further.

“Good afternoon,” she returned. So the
Northern Constabulary—read, D.C.I. Cameron—was taking those letters
seriously. Not that one policeman could stop a frontal attack. His
presence was the equivalent of a video camera mounted behind the
cash register at a convenience store. Wondering whether he was the
local plod or a reinforcement from Inverness, Jean started along
the pier.

The man in the black diving suit slipped over
the edge of the boat and into the water like a seal. The other,
wearing a thin red and black life preserver vest, straightened up
from his box and targeted Jean with beadlike eyes. “Eh! Have you
got an appointment?”

“Yes I do. I’m Jean Fairbairn from Great
Scot.” She pulled a business card out of the side pocket of her
bag and handed it over.

From the water came a slightly muffled
American voice. “I set it up, Jonathan. Geez, relax already. You’re
as jumpy as a guy tap-dancing in a minefield.”

Jonathan tucked the card into the pocket of
his shorts without looking at it and with one last myopic glare at
Jean, turned back to his box.

Roger Dempsey ducked out of the main cabin of
the boat, a small metallic object in each hand. Jean assumed they
were not both cell phones. One might be a PDA and the other a GPS
unit—not that she knew anything about electronics. She felt about
devices such as computers and DVD players the same way she felt
about a car, wanting only to turn them on and make them go. She
knew even less about boats, except that they figured prominently in
the large bodies of water she found compelling.

Dempsey looked up from beneath the bill of
his Omnium cap and essayed an ingratiating smile, a flash of long
carnivorous teeth in his facial shrubbery. He put down his doodads,
wiped his hand on his dirty and sagging jeans, and extended it
toward her. “Jean! Welcome aboard!”

“Hello, Dr. Dempsey.” His hand was as soft
and damp as a sponge, but it steadied her sensible shoes across the
washboard-like gangplank and onto the deck, which was rising and
falling to the swell. Her stomach was more likely to react to the
faint odors of bilge, fish, and gasoline than to the motion, but
fortunately the wind blew the smell away.

Dempsey was taller than she remembered, but
then, she was short enough that most people seemed tall. He
squeezed her hand, approximating a handshake, and let it go. “It’s
just Roger. The PhD is honorary, recognition from the old alma
mater for my work, they said, but we both know it was actually for
my building them a state-of-the-art science lab.”

Jean smiled appreciatively at that. “Roger.
How’s it going?”

“Great,” he returned. “Sit down, sit
down.”

A large wave
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