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“Pursue some path, however narrow and crooked, in which you can walk with love and reverence.”

~ Henry David Thoreau
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“All are kept in sacred care. All are kept in divine care.”

~ Ernest Holmes (1887 -1960)
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Prologue

[image: image]


A hush lay over the forest in the predawn. Time passed. 

Into that stillness came the call of a raven as the sun rose and sent its light among the trees, revealing the stones so carefully built to mark the entrance to a chamber. 

The light caught, too, the glint of something just inside. Only someone who came close would be able to tell it was the edge of a bier, and they would need to come even closer to see the shrouded body upon it.

.
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Ria Quinn surveyed the attic with a feeling both of awe and dismay. It hadn’t occurred to her to explore the space until she saw the poster outside Sarah’s Café announcing a rummage sale. She looked down at her golden retriever, Hailey, who had faithfully followed her upstairs.

“My goodness! This is massive, and here I’d thought it would be little more than a narrow loft,” she said. Her dog let out a soft bark.

Ria moved a few steps further in, where it seemed to her there was as much furniture as in the rest of the house. “How on earth am I going to sort this out and find something to give away?” she said, mostly to herself, since Hailey had left her side and begun sniffing near a large oak chest with a tarnished buckle.

In truth, she felt hesitation, but not because she wanted to keep everything. Besides, the poster had announced all proceeds would go to a good cause. No. It was more that Ria wanted to go through whatever her sister Harriet had stored in the space and not hurriedly let go of anything beforehand. She wanted to feel the connection first. 

Still, there were sure to be some small things of no direct sentimental value to select and offer. 

“Back in England, this kind of event is called a jumble sale, or a boot sale where everyone shows their goods from the trunk of their car. Here they are setting it up rather like the market days English towns hold during the summer. In fact—” Ria stopped. She always talked out loud when exploring an archaeological dig, but an attic wasn’t quite the same thing. Then, gazing at the array of objects all around, she chuckled. Or maybe it wasn’t so different!

Hailey had stayed near the chest.

“Okay, girl, I can start there if you want. Maybe it has good things inside I can part with. Let’s see.”

To her surprise, the buckle slipped out of its binding easily and she lifted the cover.

“Dresses. These certainly aren’t Harriet’s clothes. She wore an elegant and modern style.” The clothes bundled into the chest were very old, by her estimate. Ria lifted one out and held it up. It was stunning, or must have been once. The velvet was worn in places and the lace frayed, but beneath the folds the white satin looked pristine. Ria laid it over a silver birchwood chair nearby. Standing back she studied it and shook her head. 

“I think this just might have been a wedding gown, Hailey.” The thought astonished her. To her knowledge Harriet had never married, or surely someone who knew her when she lived in Shokan Falls would have mentioned it.

She reached again into the chest, finding more old garments, most now faded and fragile to the touch. Ria took them out one by one, wondering if someone might like them as costumes, despite their age. Then her hand hit against something hard beneath a knitted, pale blue scarf. 

She moved it aside to reveal a long, wide wooden box with a gold padlock. There was nothing else in the chest. The pale birch wood was fine-grained and felt like satin. It had intricate patterns carved on it and was inlaid with mother-of-pearl.

The box was heavy to lift and it flashed into her mind it could hold the jewels of King Solomon’s mine, a fanciful idea that made her smile. Not long ago she had watched the 1950 film version of the adventure story with one of her favorite actors, Richard Carlson, playing the role of John Goode.

“It really was a great movie!” she said to her golden retriever, who seemed fixated on the box.

Ria looked closely at the gold padlock. It required a key to open and she wasn’t about to use a hammer on such a beautiful object. Surely the key must be in the chest somewhere, but a careful search revealed nothing. 

On impulse she picked up the clothes she had set aside and went through them thoroughly, for some had pockets, but found nothing. With a sigh, she put everything except the box back into the chest. She’d ask Sarah if old clothes were merited at the jumble sale. Standing up, Ria was about to close the cover when she remembered the wedding dress, or what looked like one, on the chair behind her. She leaned over and studied it, checking folds and hems. Nothing. If a key existed, it was elusive. 

As she started to fold it up to return it to pack it away, she noted the exquisite detail of the stitches on the seams that lined the satin panels. A small gap in the front princess seam caught her eye. She knew what it was, instantly. Men’s clothing of the time had the same thing—a hidden watch pocket. She remembered seeing it when she had to take over wardrobe at Dracon Follies for a production of a film titled Madness by Candlelight, a disastrous imitation of the Charles Boyer and Ingrid Bergman film Gaslight. Angela Lansbury had been a marvelous villain in her role in the classic movie, though just seventeen at the time. 

With a feeling of intense anticipation, Ria slipped her hand into the small space and to her delight, her fingers closed around a small object. She took it out and studied the gold key. How extraordinary!

“What do you think, girl? Am I clever, or what? Are we about to find a treasure?” She sat on the floor of the attic and placed the carved birch box in her lap. Hailey sat down beside her, as if on alert. 

The key fitted perfectly, as she had known it would. She gave it a gentle turn, and the padlock snapped open. Inside was a pair of gloves covered with stones the color of teal, small ones in a circle and a large one in the center. In a sudden ray of sunlight from a high window, the stones gave out a radiant scintillation. Why were the gloves in the box? Harriet must have put them there. Intriguing.

Setting the box aside to bring it down with her, Ria wove her way through all the marvelous trove of furniture and lamps and rugs that filled the attic. Alongside one wall she found a glass-enclosed shelf of beautifully carved crystal animals. Her friend Aletha might like to have those for her “Other Worlds” shop, she thought. 

Near the back was an immense mahogany sideboard half her height, clearly Victorian, at least three feet wide and seven feet long. “However did Harriet get this up here?” she wondered aloud. It didn’t match anything Harriet had placed in the rest of the house and she couldn’t imagine why her sister would even want such a thing. 

Out of curiosity, Ria opened the two doors in front and found a shelf of books. Most were nonfiction, including several about Native American stone chambers in the northeast. She took them out and saw they were first editions and put those aside. Most of the other books seemed devoted to the subject of cooking, which held less interest for her. She’d have to see if they appealed to Sarah for the sale. 

On the right side were two thick, wire-bound journals. Ria opened them with anticipation, hoping they might be some of Harriet’s handwritten works, but was met with yellowed pages giving meeting notes for the Historical Society from 1927 to 1938. She would show them to Trevor Aiken, who as Chairman of the Historical Society might find the journals of value. If not, maybe Sylvia would like to see them—she was, after all, not only the town librarian but a noted authority on old documents.

Lastly, Ria approached the back of the attic. Another window high up let in more light, enough that she was able to see a painting leaning against the wall, easily five feet long and over four feet high, she guessed.

It was striking, showing the excavation of a woolly mammoth in a township close to Shokan Falls. Trained as a professional archaeologist, her sister Harriet had found prehistoric evidence of occupation by Native Americans in Raven Woods and elsewhere, locally. This painting had surely held meaning for her in some way because of that. Why had she kept it out of sight? Why wasn’t it hung downstairs in the study?

If only Kyle were here, he might know. Instead, off he’d gone again to help a town and corporation in Croatia agree on remuneration for the pollution of the river that flowed through the town from copper mining. Right, Ria, she thought to herself, you think he should be helping you decipher a painting in the attic? She smiled ruefully. Kyle was a brilliant negotiator and doing a valuable service—it was his calling, she knew.

It was possible someone in Shokan Falls knew about it or what it meant, though. She’d ask her friend Glynis, who’d been close to Harriet. Snapping a photo of the work with her cell phone, Ria sighed and looked around. “Not much headway on the jumble sale, I fear,” she said out into the room. It really had felt a little like being on an archaeological dig—still so much to uncover!

As she was leaving with the carved wooden box and the books, she saw a basket of shawls. Maybe they would be welcomed at the sale? It was summer, but the seasons changed quickly in the northeast—cool weather would be there soon enough. She laid the books on top of the shawls and with the basket in one hand and the box in the other, Ria followed Hailey down the stairs.

Setting the basket near the front door, she gave a quick pass through the shawls. None were moth-eaten and all of them seemed handmade, with beautiful crochet and knitting work in intricate patterns. They were surely the work of an artist, perhaps a local one. 

In the kitchen she made a lunch of ricotta and spinach and sautéed red pepper, along with toasted bread from Sarah’s Café. Hailey hovered near until Ria gave her some chopped banana with just a bit of peanut butter, her golden retriever’s favorite snack, next to watermelon. 

“What do you think, precious, will Kyle be back soon? I love what he does, his devotion to his work, even though I have the feeling his life is always going to take him somewhere else and I’ll only ever get to see him a few weeks at a time.” The realization made her pause. It was true. Kyle was one of those people who was meant to help others as a way of life, and given his international reputation for negotiation, it was unlikely he’d be much in demand in Shokan Falls, or find staying in the town for very long to his liking. 

Their last conversation before he left for Croatia had been telling on that exact point. They had taken a walk through Stone Field just beyond Raven Woods. Early wildflowers were in bloom and the leaves of the trees blew in random motions in the light wind. Kyle had taken her hand in his. 

“This field—all this land—once belonged to the Munsee tribe, did you know?” he had asked. “The name of the tribe means ‘at the place where the stones are gathered together’ and how aligned that is with these mountains around us.”

“I know this was land taken from them.”

“Yes. An old and violent story,” Kyle said, “and not a finished one, either.”

“What do you mean?”

“There is so much work to do still, to bring about healing from our history. The Lakota people, my people, say, ‘The joy of one is the joy of all, and the suffering of one is the suffering of all.’ I want to alleviate the suffering, to help the healing.”

He had asked her to sit with him on the grass, laying down his jacket for her with a flourish, making Ria laugh.

“Yet sometimes I’ve wondered why I let this work take me away from home all the time.” He’d paused before going on. “Away from you. What do you think?” He had looked at her with such intensity she had wondered if he was asking her to decide something. There was only one answer she could give him, despite her own feelings. 

“Everyone gets a chance at happiness and peace, some of us more than once. And we can let it slip by. I know, for I’ve done just that. Who knows where we’re meant to find happiness, or how? But I do know if we don’t do work we love, the work that calls to us, we tread water and can get lost. It’s like breathing—we must do what is in our heart. And we can’t ask anyone else to do less.”

Later, when she had described their conversation to Glynis, the former Intelligence agent had clapped her hands together in an uncommon show of enthusiasm. “It is remarkable you said all that to him. How brave of you, Ria. His commitment to what he does has always been an essential part of who he is.”

“None of that means I don’t miss him dearly,” she said to Hailey, who lay quietly beside her now empty bowl.

Ria carried the birch box into the dining room, which faced the side of the house, and stood looking out at the magnolia tree in full bloom. Morning glories climbed the trellis on her left bordering the driveway. A row of rose bushes had finally opened, their rich deep golden rod an intoxicating color. She also saw things that needed trimming and care in the yard that the teenager who mowed the lawn had no time for. Never having been a very good gardener, she decided she’d have to get recommendations for one. 

A memory of her adoptive mother’s garden came to mind. There really was nothing quite like an English garden, she thought, filled with a sudden nostalgia. 

So much had changed for her in her journey from England. Gaining awareness of a sister she had never heard of, inheriting such a beautiful house, experiencing a new culture, leaving everything she had ever known behind. Still, the gain had been hers, and the choice to stay.

“Not to mention, I’ve encountered some grand friends,” she said into the room. Shokan Falls had given her acceptance and welcomed her. She knew a lot of that, at least initially, was due to their respect and affection for Harriet, who had lived so long in the town. It was because of the town and its residents that Ria experienced gratitude and a certain contentment she hadn’t felt in a long time, not since her adoptive mother had died. Some of the townspeople were definitely a bit odd, but that didn’t take away from their appeal so much as it seemed to enhance it.

Hailey had joined her and begun to growl softly. Ria caught sight of the orange cat, who was always teasing Hailey by walking along the fence, as she was doing now.

“Of course, life here hasn’t all been plain sailing,” she said to her dog, who was forever a patient soundboard, though right then her attention was still fixed on the orange cat, who Ria would have sworn was watching Hailey with regal disdain. 

Fingering the inlaid carvings on the box, she turned it upside down and to see if there was an artisan’s stamp. In one corner there were indeed strange markings on the bottom, which she instantly recognized as the Ogham alphabet. In her handwritten journal, the one that over a year before had led Ria on a journey exploring a thirty-year mystery, Harriet had written about studying Ogham with Aletha, especially learning the alphabet. Words were shown in notched grooves along a vertical line. It had been the first known writing in Britain, the symbols carved onto birch bark. These markings were just like that. Harriet had chosen a silver birch box for the gloves—or had it specially made was more likely. But why had such a splendid thing been left up in the attic? 

“I’d say it’s time for us to go into town, Hailey, and get a few answers. I want to know what these symbols mean, among other things. Ready for a ride in the car?”

Her dog raced to the front door, orange cat forgotten. 

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Ria placed the box in a carrier and picked up the basket of shawls and then set everything down to attach Hailey’s teal leash. The Celtic symbols stamped on it were still pristine, despite some outdoor adventures she and her dog had encountered. It still amazed her to have found such a lovely and unique collar and leash at The Country Store, which catered to canned and dry food, fishing gear, paint, and even auto parts. Not an aesthetic bone in the place, yet there the leash had been.

Getting in the car after Hailey had jumped into the back seat, Ria saw a man walking by at the end of her driveway. His gait was uneven and he wore an ankle-length black robe tied in the middle. His hair was short and his hands had been tucked inside the folds of the robe. He didn’t look her way and the next second was out of sight. A stranger come to town?

Wait, was she making a judgment call? The idea made her smile. She was still seen as a stranger herself to many in Shokan Falls.

“Enough of that,” she said aloud, and started the engine.
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Deidre was standing outside the Merlyn Inn talking with a tall man in a black trench coat as Ria drove up. They were having some kind of argument, or so it seemed, for Deidre threw up her hands and went inside the inn, letting the screen door slam shut. The man stood for a moment gazing after her and then went down the porch stairs and got into a British green Mercedes, a car Ria had favored immensely ever since seeing Pierce Brosnan drive a green Mercedes 2002 XKR convertible in Die Another Day.

“Wait here, Hailey, all right?” Ria patted her dog’s head and left the car windows half open. “The parking lot is full so that means the inn is, too, and Deidre won’t have much time to spare. I’ll just ask her if she recognizes this box at all. Then how about we go see Aletha and get a treat at Sarah’s Café?” Hailey never liked staying alone in the car when clearly more fun was to be had outside it, but she lay down on the back seat with a sigh of resignation.

It was the height of midsummer and the inn was surrounded by beds of bright flowers in bloom and hanging baskets in colorful arrangements. Someone had been working hard to create a new landscape, she thought, as she opened the screen door and walked into the main lobby. The sudden blast of a brass band near the back startled her but the crowd gathered in front of her cheered at the first chords of a Sousa march.

Deidre appeared at her side. “It’s a July Fourth practice session for the town band,” Deidre shouted in her ear and laughed. She gestured for Ria to follow her out onto the porch. The music was only slightly muffled.

“I thought bands played on the Town Green.”

“Usually, but the town repainted the gazebo last night and it’s not dry yet and the band needs a permit to play anywhere else and the Historical Society building is locked, so in a mad moment I told them they could have a couple of hours here. I thought my guests would complain but as you can see, they love it! Hailey is staring at us from your car. Why not let her out?”

“I only came for a minute, to show you something and see if you recognize it.” Ria took out the inlaid box. 

“Oh, how exquisite! No, I’ve never seen it—you must have found it among Harriet’s things?”

“In the attic. I thought it’d be a small space but it’s as wide and long as the house and simply filled with all kinds of things—including this box.” 

Ria opened it and the gloves sparkled in the afternoon sun when she held them up. “All these teal stones make it pretty unique, though it isn’t in the style of anything else my sister owned.”

Deidre took the gloves from her and studied them.

“These aren’t your everyday stones, Ria. Look how they catch the light. These are teal sapphires. They are sourced from Australia, Tanzania, Madagascar, why, right here in the U.S. in Montana. And they are worth a great deal. These gloves must have meant something to her. I’ve never been in the attic.”

“There’s more. Look at this.” Ria turned the box over and showed Deidre the artisan’s stamp.

“Ogham! I only recognize it because Aletha taught Eona about that Celtic language—it is Celtic, right? Anyway, that’d be right up Harriet’s alley, for sure. Not a clue what the symbols mean, of course. Aletha will know.”

“Yes, I’m going there now. There’s also a painting up there—massive in size—that I thought you might know about, and some first edition books, and one of those old-fashioned mahogany sideboards. If you get a chance, would you come by and I’ll show you the attic and maybe you can tell me what I can give to the jumble sale—I mean, rummage sale?”

Deidre’s eyes lighted up. 

“I’d love to do that. It’ll be like a treasure hunt! And I think I know that painting. Count me in.”

“You’ve altered your garden. It’s much more beautiful than it was, not that I—”

“Trust me, I know. I don’t have a green thumb, not by a long shot. I got a new gardener, a strange man, but dedicated to his work.”

“Is he local? How is he strange? I need someone to take care of the yard. I’m much happier when someone else makes the flowers bloom.”

“He says he’s a monk and only arrived here a couple of months ago. He lives in a bungalow on Rainy Road, rented it from Trevor. Aletha introduced him to me. Apparently, he visits her shop often. Ask her when you see her, and I’ll mention you to him the next time he’s here—he comes once a week. 

“You looked like you were arguing with a man in a black trench coat when I arrived. I hope he wasn’t a problem.”

“Blackguard is more like it. That was Clive Wickery. ‘Wicked’ would be a better name for him. He wanted the inn to host a gun show for hunters, and offered to pay me double when I refused. I told him I didn’t allow guns and he told me I was unpatriotic. Who decided owning a device to kill someone was a fun pastime? Though I’m beginning to think it might be a national pastime in the making.”

“He looked like he wasn’t ready to give up.”

“Who knows, but my answer won’t change. No doubt he devotes his weekends to hiding behind trees until innocent wild animals walk by and shooting them. Talk about unfair odds. Now, I’d better get back inside and make sure the band doesn’t go on forever, though by the sound of it no one in there would mind, despite the fact the French horn section is off-key.”

Driving to Aletha’s shop on Center Street, it was obvious to Ria the tourist season was in full swing, for there was nowhere to park. Wishing a space to open up, to her surprise Ria saw a car drive away from a space in front of “Other Worlds” and she took it quickly. 

Eona was inside sorting things on shelves, wearing as usual her gothic attire, this time netted gloves, a long black dress covered with spiders that seemed all too real and black lipstick. Her hair stood up in sharp spikes and her eyes were shadowed with deep purple and red, making them stand out disconcertingly like small beacons. Music sounded in the background, the ethereal kind Aletha liked, and it was in sharp contrast to her daughter’s preference. Eona gravitated toward ethereal wave with its dark atmosphere and post punk romantic drama, as she had once informed Ria.

“Welcome to my lair, Hailey. Cool as you are, try not to knock anything over.” Eona looked at the retriever with affection. “I wouldn’t mind having a familiar like your dog.”

Ria chuckled. “The last thing Hailey could be is an attendant to the dark forces and I know for sure you are not a witch—you’re too good a chef and you like to help your mother.”

“Speaking of which, Aletha is in the back room playing her crystal bowls,” she said. “A new set my mother bought came today and she’s been in there working with them ever since. They just might never get put up for sale!”

Ria went down an aisle past a collection of hammered dulcimers and an array of fantastical decks of tarot cards. Hanging from the ceiling was silver netting that glittered in the lights, with chimes attached here and there ringing softly at random. She came to thick, oaken door and pushed it inward and was instantly met with a sea of sound, the physical pressure of it going right through her in rolling waves, making her gasp. Aletha was sitting on the floor surrounded by frosted and clear bowls of all sizes. She was moving a wand of some kind over the edge of one of the largest bowls and it was emanating the immense vibration that filled the room. Seeing Ria, she stopped and got up, almost knocking over one of the lighted candles she had placed around the room.

“I’m so sorry to interrupt!” To Ria it sounded as if her own voice had become distorted, far lower in pitch—or was it higher? How curious, she thought.

“You must try these for yourself, Ria. Heavenly!”

After hesitating a moment, Ria sat down and took the wand from Aletha and began to move it around the bowl. Nothing happened and she was about to hand it back when suddenly the sound came, as intensely as she had felt it before. It only lasted a few seconds but it was enough to make her very curious. 

“Wow. What exactly is happening with this?”

Aletha swept her arms in a wide gesture that included everything around her. “Sound, Ria! Primordial sound. Like those singing stones you found months ago! We are surrounded by vibrations on this earth, vibrations from the earth itself and the cosmos. Why, they teach us! They bring revelations and help us heal!”

“Do you need healing?”

Aletha gave her high, musical laugh. “I would say most likely, but I help others do the same, too, after all. One day you will accept your own power to assist people in healing, Ria. A crystal bowl like this one could help you know the truth of what I say! They enhance meditation, too. I keep some upstairs in my apartment and use different ones to tune my chakras, to open them, which brings balance. The crystal bowls are very good at that, and for re-energizing your auric field.”

Not at all sure if she wanted her chakras adjusted or her auric field meddled with, but feeling the bowl somehow carried meaning for her, one she couldn’t explain, Ria nodded her head. 

“It’s quite beautiful to look at, and the sound is extraordinary. I’ll give it a go. Why not? I mean, if they are for sale.”

“You will make my daughter very happy. She is sure I am going to keep all these for myself. I do believe Eona has a remarkable business sense.”

Ria was amused. Aletha was a sharp business woman herself, even with her other-worldly skills. She had just sold her an object Ria had never considered owning, hadn’t she?

“I’ve been so immersed and happy sitting back here among these treasures. Still, I should probably go out and help my daughter in the shop.”

It was more likely the customers, if they were tourists, would need help when they saw Eona’s gothic clothes and makeup, Ria thought. Yet she knew Eona for who she was—articulate, independent, creative like her mother. They let each other be who they were. For her part Aletha was always metaphysical and had introduced Ria to another way of seeing. 

Ria doubted Aletha’s insistence she was a healer, but she often still thought of the paintings in Aletha’s apartment above the shop. Invited to a dinner where Eona did all the cooking, those paintings had been absorbing, the impression of stars in motion, of nebulae and supernovas in the black emptiness of space, all of it vibrant, holding an uncommon energy. And hadn’t she also used one of Aletha’s drums at a fire ceremony not long ago in early spring? She didn’t see herself as a healer, but she could keep an open mind about the mysterious nature of vibration. 

Aletha looked at a sheet of paper lying on top of a packing box. “Now, each one has its own precious tone that matches a chakra. So this frosted one you just played is pure crystal and in the note of F for the heart chakra, so it is all about connection and isolation, both. Interesting how that one resonated for you enough to persuade you to buy it.”

Ria smiled. “If you say so. My take is that you did all the persuasion.”

“I’ll have Eona wrap it up for you.” Aletha picked up the bowl, which measured eight inches across, along with a suede mallet, and went into the main shop, where her daughter showed her surprise. 

“You have to let me know what happens! I’ve never used them, despite Aletha’s wish I did. My mother says she often floats above the sound.” 

Eona placed the crystal bowl into a box and began to fill it with crumpled paper as a protective cushion.

“Um, I’m not planning to do that. Oh! I almost forgot why I came here.” Ria turned toward Aletha, who had moved near a display of dragon statues and was standing in a yoga crane pose.

“I’m listening.” Aletha’s long, blond curls were now touching the floor as she moved into a warrior pose, something Ria recognized from her old job at Dracon Follies in London. For weeks, an entire cast had practiced yoga moves for a film that had neither music nor dialogue, just an endless sequence of yoga performed against a backdrop of Dracula’s castle. It was, strangely, one of their few successes.

“I was up in the attic and Harriet stored some marvelous things there, including a shelf of crystals and small geodes I thought you might like for your shop. Deidre is going to come over to see a painting that’s there, too. But I also found this—Deidre said you’d know what it meant.”

Aletha stood upright and joined Ria. “How exquisite!” She traced the inlaid patterns. “It’s beith—made from birch wood.”

“I know. That’s why I thought you might know why Harriet had it, especially because of this stamp.” Ria turned the box over, revealing the two patterns of Ogham lettering.

“Inigena. How remarkable.”

“What does ‘inigena’ mean?” Eona asked.

“Most Ogham inscriptions found refer to the names of people or land or land ownership, and a lot of it announces the names of sons, like son of Cailech. But this word here means ‘daughter.’ Remember when we toured Wales, daughter of mine?”

“I try not to,” Eona said. “My mother took me to every place that had evidence of Ogham between here and Ireland when I was ten,” she informed Ria. “I thought I would die from boredom.”

“Not true,” Aletha said. “You were an ideal companion, always engaged.”

Eona laughed. “I can do no wrong with you.” She began to seal the box containing the bowl with silver tape.

“Wales is the only place I know of that shows a female name in Ogham, at Eglwys Cymmin in Carmarthenshire,” Aletha said. “It was Avitoriges Inigena Cunigni, meaning Avitoriges daughter of Cunigni.”

“Avitoriges is an Irish name and Cunigni is Brythonic,” Eona added.

“You see? My daughter does remember and isn’t she amazing?”

“You are both amazing. I know Brythonic is Celtic. It didn’t get absorbed into Old English, though—just a few military terms, nothing more” Ria said. “I’ve always wanted to understand the pre-Roman languages, but there is so little to go on.”

“That’s why Ogham matters, why I went to see where it had been used. It is a not quite lost language, though I mourn its being forgotten,” Aletha said. “But the words and names we do have are so wonderful—we know the Ogham words for wolf, that’s Cuna, and for alive like fire, Bivaidonas, and Gattaglan for one who is wise, and pure. My favorite is Branogeni, born of Raven. You know for yourself the Ogham names for trees, from Harriet’s journal.”

“I remember. She wrote of the Rowan tree and the Yew.”

Ria opened the box and both Aletha and Eona leaned in to see the gloves.

“Oh, teal sapphires!” Aletha said.

“Deidre said so, too. I’d thought they were just earth stones. How is it do you and your sister know for sure?”

Aletha fingered the gloves. “Can I try them on?”

“Why not? Of course.”

After pulling on the gloves, which fitted perfectly, Aletha took them off and fingered one of the small diamonds. “Our father was jeweler and dealt in precious and semi-precious stones. He taught us how to know if they were real when we were teenagers. I have loved sparkly things ever since.”

“Not that you can tell,” Eona said, gesturing out into the shop, where sunlight caught the geodes and crystals in a dazzling display. 

The chimes in the silver netting all rang out as the door to the shop opened. Someone stood in the doorway for a moment, backlighted by the sun, arms wide, making Ria think of a sun-god statue she had once seen in a museum. Then he stepped forward, a tall man wearing a black robe tied in the middle.
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“Brother Jocelin!” Aletha called out.

As the man came closer, Ria could see the graying hair at his temples. His gait was uneven. She guessed he was in his fifties.

“I didn’t expect you until tomorrow,” Aletha said. “Your dulcimer is still being repaired by Eona’s boyfriend.”

Eona’s boyfriend? When did that happen, Ria wondered...was he a musician?

“Edmund can take his time. I have two other instruments to play when I’m inclined.” He had a British accent and gave a slight bow to Ria. “You are?”

“Ria Quinn.”

“Harriet’s sister! I should have realized. The resemblance is very evident.”

“Surely you didn’t know her?” Ria said.

“Ah, but I did. Not here, though Aletha has spoken to me of her. No, I met Harriet when we worked together on a dig in Somerset many years ago. She mentioned the town she lived in often, and with great affection. I vowed one day to come over here and visit with her. I’m only sorry I did so too late. I was saddened to know she had passed.”

“My sister must have made quite an impression on you.”

“That she did. Great integrity. She talked of you.”

His words stunned Ria. 

“You seem surprised,” he said.

“Of course she is,” Eona said. “None of us had ever heard a word about Ria before she showed up here last year.”

Ria regained her composure. “Some knew. Glynis did. You came all this way to see my sister without contacting her first, simply based on meeting her at an old dig?” 

“Oh, no. I was invited by Professor James Bradley to give a semester of lectures at the college in the fall and I decided to come early to see Harriet. He was at the same dig in Somerset. We all got along famously, conversations well past midnight more often than not, along with imbibing some of my homemade wine. Quite a good one, I must add.”

“Why wouldn’t he tell you my sister had died before you came over? I find that hard to believe. James cared about her.”

“My schedule was all done by formal invitation through his secretary. He has since expressed how regrettable that was and told me you had moved here. A remarkable coincidence.” 

“There is no such thing as a coincidence. Everything has a purpose,” Aletha said. “You hadn’t mentioned the college course to me, Jocelin. Here I thought you were a professional gardener, and you’re an archaeologist like Ria!” 

“I’m an amateur,” Ria said.

The shop door opened again and the chimes sang out as a family of four entered. Aletha excused herself and went over to help them.

“What on earth will you teach?” Eona asked him.

“Earth-related, at least.” Jocelin gave a quick smile. “I gather the college lost one of its archaeology professors last year in a rather terrible event, the poor man killed by a mad woman. I’m taking his place, temporarily. My home is in Bury St. Edmunds in Suffolk.” Jocelin looked at Eona. “That’s one reason I liked your boyfriend. His name belongs to history, my history, at least.”

“I’ve been there,” Ria said. “Walked all through the town and lovely abbey grounds and ruins. Why, the Abbey of Bury St Edmunds was once one of the richest Benedictine monasteries in England, until that 1539 Dissolution of all monasteries, alas, just so Henry VIII could marry the ill-fated Ann Boleyn. I loved being in Bury St. Edmunds,” Ria added. “I felt the strangest connection to the place.”

“There may be a reason for that. Did you know your great-great grandfather came from there, lived in the town for half his life? I showed his house to Harriet. It is still standing almost two hundred years later, all stone and brass railings and happily occupied by a barrister.”

“How extraordinary! I couldn’t know. I was adopted,” Ria said. 

Jocelin looked stricken. “Of course you were. I had forgotten. If there is anything more you’d like to learn, I’m glad to comply.”

Ria nodded, uncertain. So much of her birth family was a mystery. It had never occurred to her to think about having ancestors, even though she spent so much time researching the past. A sadness rolled through her that she shook off. It wasn’t her way to mourn things gone past. Far better, she felt, to sustain a sense of well-being and focus on the here and now. 

Aletha returned, the family in tow. Their young son was clutching a small wooden flute and his sister was holding an amethyst geode. The parents seemed happy in the company of their children.

While Eona wrapped up their new gifts, Aletha’s phone rang. The ringtone was from the theme to ‘Merlin,’ a television series Ria had watched years before. Not what she would have expected Aletha to choose, even if the lead was a wizard.

“Deidre is telling me in this text to be sure to connect you with Brother Jocelin because you need a gardener. I think I can tell her I have woven my magic already.” Aletha waved her arms in the air in delight.

Ria’s curiosity got the better of her. “Your ringtone—what made you choose it?”

Aletha sighed. “My sister made it do that and I have no idea how to change it. Eona offered but I’m used to it now. Deidre always wants me to share her love of all things Arthurian, though I told her to give me the theme to ‘Somewhere in Time’ because it is such a romantic fantasy—just imagine, love out of hypnosis.”

“O call back yesterday, bid time return,” Jocelin recited. “From “Richard II,” he added, seeing the question in all their faces. “The bard always said it so well.”

A man of many talents, thought Ria.

“Brother Jocelin, according to this text message from Deidre, who is psychic whether she believes me or not, Ria loves what you did with the garden at the inn and needs help with her yard,” Aletha said.

“No worries. I couldn’t impose,” Ria said. “You must be preparing for teaching.”

“Working with the earth and flowers centers me. I would be delighted.”

“Ogham!” Aletha said, clapping her hands together. “How could I forget? You know Ogham,” she said to Jocelin. “Show him your box, Ria, do. He translated some of my stone replicas here in the shop.”

“Remarkable,” the monk said when the box was in his hands.

“You can see the Ogham letters on the back. I’ve been wanting to translate them. Thanks to Aletha I know one of them means ‘daughter’ but not this other one,” Ria said, pointing to the symbol when Jocelin turned the box upside down.

“It means ‘here lies the son’ and I’ve seen this before, carved into a prehistoric stone chamber not three miles from here, west of your Raven Woods.”

Ria’s breath caught. “A stone chamber? I just found a book Harriet stored on stone chambers in the northeast. Neolithic?”

“That’s my belief, though the idea is not widely accepted by archaeologists—or anyone—that any Neolithic culture could have flourished in this region. Evidence is here, but not acknowledged.”

“Like the rock shelters, they hold ancient memories,” Aletha said. 

“You’ve seen them, too?” Ria said, surprised.

“I don’t have to. All these woods and mountains are filled with the creations of those who lived here for thousands of years. I reverence them and feel their presence when I walk in among them.”

“My mother dwells in the real world but has a foot in the other worlds more often,” Eona said.

“That is her gift,” Jocelin said.

“I’d like to see this chamber, very much,” Ria said. “How extraordinary if the symbol carved in the stone there actually does match what’s on this box.”

“I assure you it does, and I can take you there—right now, if you like,” Jocelin said.

Ria couldn’t think of anything she’d rather do more. “I would, only I have this bowl to bring to the house, and I’d rather not take my dog Hailey into the woods.”

“She’d be safe. No lions and tigers and bears out there,” Eona said. “But I can deliver the bowl to you later on and if Aletha frees me from doing inventory now, I can take Hailey over to Sarah’s Café—she’s always welcome there and I’m hungry anyway.”

It seemed settled. Ria reached down and gave Hailey a hug. “Back soon, precious. Thank you both,” she said to Aletha and Eona, as she went out the door with Jocelin.

“Don’t disturb the stones,” Aletha called out as the door closed behind them and muffled the sound of the chimes in the wind.

Ria had assumed they’d be going toward Raven Woods but Jocelin had her turn right off Center Street onto Pargeter Way and then straight past the diner into the forest. They were not far from the mining cave where she had once found a small altar, and she wondered if that was the stone structure Jocelin meant, but he told her to follow the road another mile. It sloped upwards towards the hills.

“Are you named after Jocelin de Brakelond? When I toured the abbey in Bury St. Edmunds I remember he was described as its official scribe back in the twelfth century.”

“How attentive you are to detail.”

“If it’s Neolithic or medieval, yes. I love immersing myself in those times.”

“As it happens, my parents found the abbey ruins an inspiration and thought it was a perfect name for their only child. It pleases me. I’m retired now, if a monk can ever be said to retire, given the work of God is always present. I have followed much the same path as he did, though I write in English and Jocelin de Brakelond wrote his Chronicles in Latin, a very accessible Latin, I might add.”

“But how did you manage to go to digs, then?”

“You mean why did they let me out of the protective walls of the monastery? It isn’t difficult now. We Benedictines aren’t expected to be reclusive unless it is what we prefer. Plus I did such work before I entered the order, as well.”

“Monk is from the Old English word ‘munuc,’ which means being solitary and alone in its origins.”

Jocelin laughed. “Harriet told me you had a brilliant mind.”

Ria was startled and stopped the car on the shoulder of the road. “How would my sister know if I did or didn’t? How come you know what she thought and I never got to find out?”

The monk said nothing but instead turned to look out upon a meadow could be seen beyond the trees on the right. In the stillness of the summer afternoon it seemed to Ria time had been suspended. Then cicadas began to sing and she became alert, wondering what kind of trance had overtaken her.

Jocelin shifted position so he was facing her. “I was not sure I should say this, but somehow I believe Harriet wouldn’t mind. Maybe she even expected I might, if there ever came a time we met, you and I, unlikely as it seemed. Yet here we are. She told me why she stayed away from you.”

“She told me, too, in a letter, the same letter telling me she was leaving her property and money to me, though I never knew I even had a sister. She explained how and why our parents put us both up for adoption.’

“Yes, that is so. But her reason was something else, something that I think is relevant. When I knew her, she had some symptoms of Parkinson’s.”

“I know. James—Professor Bradley told me. Surely that isn’t why my sister didn’t contact me? She knew I was living and working in London.”

“No. You see, for all her wisdom and her own brilliance, Harriet was never able to come to terms with the way your parents had abandoned you both. She told me, on one of those late nights over wine, a lot of wine, in Somerset, how becoming an archaeologist was her way of making the past right, finding answers to lost places and people. I don’t mean she was emotional about it—your sister was always level-headed. But because of her own grief she believed you were better off without her, better off living a carefree life.”

“That’s nonsense,” Ria said, starting the car. “Absolute nonsense.” She felt tears sting her eyes. Looking over at Jocelin, she shook her head. “I suppose it made sense to Harriet, of course. I guess it doesn’t have to make sense to me.”

“What a remarkably compassionate thing to say.”

“I’m not saying I agree with her decision. I don’t. I would have traded my ‘carefree life’ for time with my sister in a heartbeat. It’s just—I know we each make choices, right or wrong, according to who we are at any given time. Maybe that means all choices we make are right in the time we make them, before we indulge in hindsight. It takes a lot to be conscious of what we’re doing in the moment.”

“Maybe you were indeed a contemplative in a previous life,” Jocelin said.

“Not all of that idea is my own. I keep close at hand a book Harriet apparently loved that I found in her study, Precious Journey, by an archaeologist named Elias. Maybe I’ve absorbed more of his point of view than I thought. Even just holding the book gives me a sense it transmits this strange vibration. Goodness, now I sound like Aletha.”

“Another wise woman.”

Ria drove the car back onto the road and stepped on the accelerator. “Time we got to this stone chamber of yours.”

“Another half mile you’ll see the road widen slightly for a few yards on your right. You can park there. The stone chamber is about fifty yards in from the road.”

“How did you ever find it?”

“Most of the stone chambers have been mapped by researchers. There are claims some of the entrances to these structures have magnetic properties, though what that means no one really knows. But I found this one on a random walk in which I lost my way a few weeks ago, and it isn’t on any map.”

“And you saw the Ogham symbol.”

“As you will for yourself,” he added, as they reached the place he had indicated and Ria stopped the car again. 

There was no path leading in and they had to push through vegetation and low-hanging branches of trees.

“You just happened to find this stone chamber on a walk?” Ria said as she pushed away a climbing vine. “That doesn’t seem likely.”

“I confess I was following a path that led behind Harriet’s house—your house—from the Merlyn Inn, but got turned around when I went exploring a bit into the forest and ended up lost. I walked what seemed several miles through unchartered territory and stumbled across this structure.”

“Unchartered territory?” Ria laughed. “I rather think most of this forest is on survey maps and from my house to this road is only two miles as the crow flies. We passed the spot where I once explored a mining cave not far back from here, which is just a mile and a half from my house.” The memory of seeing Jocelin going past her driveway suddenly came to her. He must have been on one of his walks.

“I may be exaggerating. It all felt quite disconcerting, nevertheless, but then I heard cars go by off to my left and managed to follow the sound enough to reach this road. Of course, I followed the road back to town then. The good part was seeing the Ogham in the stone chamber, as you can imagine.”

“Which is why I am here.”

Just as Ria spoke the trees parted and they were in a small clearing where the stone chamber stood, clearly man-made given the arrangement of the stones around its five-foot opening.

“Would you believe the most common theory by
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