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PROLOGUE

 


 


Martin latched onto Isabel’s arm with his
free hand, using his full weight to lean back and sink into the
rocks. It took all his strength to stop her from hurtling headlong
down the cliff. She twisted around, her other arm flying out to
grasp his jacket, and collapsed on a step. She squeezed her eyes
shut, gasping, as if she had asthma and couldn’t get enough
air.

“It’s OK, I’ve got you,” he whispered. “Are
you hurt?”

“No. Just give me a second.” She waited until
her breathing returned to normal. “Maybe we should go…go back, give
this up.” Her voice shook slightly.

Martin bit his lower lip. “We’ve come this
far. We can’t quit now.”

Isabel took in a ragged breath. “OK. I’m
going the rest of the way on my backside.”

They scooted down the remaining stone steps
on their seats. When Martin’s feet hit the sand, he let out a long
sigh of relief. “That strange glow at the end of the beach must be
the cave.”

The wind had picked up speed, cutting through
Martin’s jacket and knit cap like an icy knife. Being out here
is completely insane.

Isabel grabbed onto his arm, and they trudged
through the sand, hugging the side of the cliff. They neared the
entrance to the cave and ducked behind a boulder, crouching down.
Light flickered and danced from within the cave, matched by a
strange chanting that drifted into the freezing night.

“We need to get closer,” she whispered.

“I’ll look.” He edged his way past the rock,
peering around the entrance while staying in the shadows. Isabel
leaned over his shoulder, and her warm breath fell on his neck.

Martin counted twelve figures holding lighted
candles and circling a blazing fire on the cave floor. The hoods of
their long white robes cast deep shadows, making it difficult to
distinguish faces. A woman led the procession, uttering strange
words while others repeated each phrase. Their voices bounced off
the walls, creating an eerie echo. After several times around, they
stopped and bowed their heads toward the fire.

Martin stood with his mouth hanging open. It
seemed unreal, like watching some B-rated horror flick. It was
laughable, only these people were dead serious.


Chapter 1

 


GRAY SKIES

 


 


Martin McMillan glanced across the tearoom as
two drenched figures, hidden under black hoodies and green rain
slickers, paused at the front door. The pair scanned the room then
bolted through, nearly knocking down an old lady in their rush to
nab the table next to Martin and Isabel. The one person shook off a
wet jacket, dripping water all over Martin’s arm.

Martin scooted closer to Isabel and muttered,
“Geez, some people.”

“What’s taking my dad so long?” Isabel said
with a big sigh.

They’d been waiting twenty minutes for her
father, James, and his new girlfriend, Moira. Martin’s stomach
needed food and fast. It was torture watching waitresses pass with
plates of sandwiches, freshly baked scones, and slices of cake
smelling of butter and chocolate.

She sighed unhappily. “Maybe we should
order.”

A guy and girl, maybe twenty years old,
emerged from under the hoodies at the table next to them. The girl
smoothed her short, dark curls while the guy ran a hand through
dirty, blond hair streaked with purple dye. He had a scraggly beard
and a gold ring through his left nostril. Both had sharply pointed
noses and narrow faces. The guy’s eyes kept darting back and forth
between Martin and Isabel like a beady-eyed bird.

What was this guy’s problem? Martin wondered.
He searched the front door again as James strolled through with his
arm draped across Moira’s shoulders. He cringed when James leaned
in to kiss her cheek.

Isabel scowled. “Doesn’t my dad realize he’s
in a public place? Now you see what I mean; he’s not acting like
himself at all. Right?”

“I guess.” Considering Martin had only met
James for the first time two days before, he found it difficult to
judge.

She clucked her tongue. “Take my word for it,
this whole trip is going to suck with that…that woman along!”

“Hey, we’ll have fun.” He’d find a way to
cheer her up.

It was day one of their two-week trip to
Scotland, but the way things were going he thought Isabel might be
right. He felt sympathetic. It had been pretty uncool of her dad to
spring it on her the week before that their father/daughter trip to
Costa Rica had suddenly morphed into a trip to Scotland with Moira.
Inviting Martin along had been the consolation prize.

Isabel spent alternate years with her
divorced parents, split between her mom in Madrid, Spain, and her
dad in Berkeley, California. She and Martin had become good friends
the previous spring in Peru where his parents and Isabel’s mom
worked at an archaeological dig. Now she would be in California for
the next school year, which made Martin happy. It was a lot closer
to Chicago, where he lived, and they already had several visits
planned.

James hurried over. “Glad you found the
tearoom all right.”

“Dad, we’re thirteen, not five,” Isabel
snapped. “It’s only four blocks from the hotel.”

Moira eyed the couple next to them, who were
watching her with intense interest. She placed her oversized purse
on the floor and unwound the cotton scarf wrapped around her
neck.

Martin thought Moira looked kind of like a
gypsy with her brightly colored, flowing skirt, embroidered blouse,
dangly earrings, and dozens of bracelets that jangled whenever she
moved. Dark red hair flowed down her back in thick waves, while
soft wisps floated around her face. He thought she was pretty with
her pale, freckled skin and turned-up nose, but he knew better than
to mention that to Isabel if he wanted to stay out of trouble.
Isabel said Moira was thirty, but she appeared a lot younger to
him.

Moira’s enormous, aqua blue eyes looked out
of proportion with the rest of her face. They got even bigger when
she seemed uncertain, like now as she spoke to Isabel. “Good news.
The airline found our luggage. The bags should be at the hotel when
we get back.”

“Great. I’ll have my skateboard,” Martin
said.

James laughed. “And we’ll all have clean
underwear.”

“Dad, really.” Isabel folded her arms
and sighed.

James ruffled his blond hair, which was a few
shades lighter than Isabel’s golden color. Isabel also had gotten
her green eyes from her dad. “Let’s order. I’m famished.”

“Me, too,” Martin said. “Is it OK if I get
the full tea, Mr. Hoffman, I mean James?” James had insisted Martin
call him and Moira by their first names.

James smiled. “Of course. This is our
breakfast and lunch since we only got up an hour ago.”

Thunder-storms in Chicago had delayed their
red-eye flight to London by five hours. It meant they had missed
their connection to Edinburgh, and the next three flights were
full. After four and a half hours in Heathrow Airport, they finally
boarded a plane. They’d arrived at the Balmoral Hotel in Edinburgh
in the middle of the night, minus their luggage.

After the waitress took orders, silence
descended. Isabel sank farther and farther into her velvet chair.
Her face was a portrait of discontent. Rain splashed against the
shop windows. So much for August in Scotland, Martin thought.

“I hope you don’t mind,” Moira said at last.
“A professor from the university is meeting me to talk about the
research for my new book. He translated a set of family documents I
found recently from Gaelic into English.”

“Moira teaches creative writing at UC
Berkeley, where I lecture,” James explained to Martin. “And she
writes the most amazing historical novels.” He gazed at Moira with
an adoring expression. It made Martin think of the way his dog Max
looked when he begged for food.

“Great,” Martin said. Of course Isabel had
already told him all of this as she complained about Moira the
entire way over on the plane. She didn’t think anything about Moira
was great.

“Your novel is why we came on this trip,
right?” Isabel’s voice dripped an icy chill.

Moira’s eyes widened even more. “Well, the
initial reason, but…”

“We’ll see Loch Ness and all sorts of great
places,” James jumped in. “It’s going to be terrific.”

“Awesome. I hope I see the Loch Ness
Monster,” Martin said. “I watched this really cool History Channel
show about Nessie after you invited me to come. I’m convinced.”

“Seriously?” Isabel scoffed. “You can’t
believe that stuff. It’s a fairytale.”

“You should see the video. Stories about
kelpies--these half-horse, half-fish creatures--existed since the
first people lived in Scotland. I know Nessie is real. Lots of
people have seen him.”

“We’ll certainly do our best to spot him,”
James said.

“There’s Professor Duncan.” Moira motioned to
a man at the entrance.

The professor was a short, stocky man with
graying hair. He wore a brown tweed suit and cape and a Scottish
tam. He edged toward them, leaning on a cane. Martin caught sight
of a furry black ball that appeared from under his cape then
disappeared. What the heck?


Chapter 2

 


MACBETH

 


 


“Moira MacDonald, I presume.” The professor
stuck out his hand. “Ian Duncan. Delighted to meet ye.”

Moira’s cheeks turned a blotchy pink as he
vigorously pumped her arm up and down. “This is James Hoffman, his
daughter Isabel, and her friend Martin McMillan.”

“Och, the clans are well represented,”
Professor Duncan said, grinning as he took a seat and removed his
tam. “Or is that an Irish McMillan?”

Martin swallowed a huge bite of ham sandwich,
struggling to understand the professor’s Scottish brogue. “My dad’s
family came from Scotland. I don’t know where exactly.”

“Ye’ll have to investigate and take the
McMillan tartan home for yer father.” Professor Duncan said. He
pointed to his blue and green plaid tie. “Tis the Duncan
plaid.”

A bulge on the left side of professor’s cape
moved, and a black furry head popped out. He lifted up a Scottish
terrier wearing a Duncan tartan bow tie. “Meet Macbeth.”

“He’s so cute.” Isabel leaned forward. “Look
at his soft hair and pointed ears. And I love his name.”

“It comes from King Macbeth in Scottish
history. Ye no doubt know of the Shakespeare play about him,”
Professor Duncan said.

Isabel nodded.

“It’s a dark tale of treachery and murder,”
James said.

Professor Duncan petted the dog’s head. “Aye,
but this Macbeth is quite innocent, I can assure ye.”

”May I hold him?” Isabel asked.

Duncan handed Macbeth to Isabel. “He loves
everyone.” The dog curled up in her lap and licked her fingers.

“Please have some tea,” James said as the
waitress brought another cup and plate.

“Professor,” Moira said, “I’m so grateful for
the translations.” She removed a tightly wrapped folder from her
purse and carefully opened the packet. It contained a pile of
papers and below that an even thicker stack of yellowed, wrinkled
sheets.

Martin noticed the girl at the next table
lean over, trying to peer at the papers. How rude.

“I’m quite astonished by the details my
great-great-grandfather recorded.”

“Impressive,” Professor Duncan agreed. “There
are very few accounts from this era that can match it. And ye say
ye only recently discovered it?”

“Yes. My grandfather passed away in February.
When my father and I cleaned out his house, we found an old trunk
in the attic. The inside lining had worn away and split open, or we
would never have discovered the papers hidden inside.”

Martin’s mind had wandered to what he and
Isabel might do after tea when Moira’s last words caught his
attention. “Why were the papers hidden?”

“I don’t know,” Moira said. “I hope to find
some answers while we’re here.”

“Aye, ye uncovered quite a treasure, tis
clear.” Professor Duncan poured a healthy measure of milk into his
teacup. “For whatever reason, yer ancestors wanted to keep their
story private,” Professor Duncan said. “But then, things were
different in those times.”

“I knew from a family tree in an old Bible
that my ancestors left the Isle of Lewis for Nova Scotia in 1803,
but little more. These papers tell a sad story.”

“Not Scotland’s, or should I say England’s,
finest hour,” the professor said.

Martin looked up from feeding Macbeth a bite
of scone. “What happened?”

“My family were crofters, or farmers, who
rented their fields from the laird, who owned the estate,” Moira
said. “But as the wool industry grew in England, the lairds began
to force the crofters off the land so they could graze sheep
instead.”

“Tis called ‘the clearances,’” Professor
Duncan added. “It continued for nearly a hundred years. Some
crofters moved to smaller, less fertile plots, but others were
forced onto boats and shipped to the new world.”

“Your father’s family most likely left during
this time as well, Martin,” James said.

The thought of his own relatives being
affected sparked Martin’s interest. He’d never thought to find out
where they came from or why they left for America. Now he wanted to
know.

Duncan sipped his tea. “Och, it was a great
injustice. And believe me, lad, the people of Scotland have ne’er
forgotten those days.”

Moira spoke up. “Your translation of the
documents has given me the details I need to go forward with my
novel.”

The professor bowed his head slightly. “I’m
honored to play a small part. It will make a fascinatin’ tale.” He
pulled out a package and handed it to Moira. “Here is another copy
of the translations. I read through them again and made a few
additional notes.” He bent over the papers, pointing out words that
could be interpreted in various ways.

Moira smiled. “Thank you so much.”

“Do ye know that Moira means ‘great’ in
Gaelic?” The professor winked at her. “I can see tis a proper name
for ye.”

Isabel choked on a bite of cake and coughed.
Martin thumped her on the back.

Moira’s cheeks grew pink again as she smiled
and riffled through her papers. She drew two pages from the bottom
and placed them on top. “I’m still curious about the ones you
couldn’t translate.”

The papers were filled with strange words and
drawings of oddly shaped objects. The guy at the next table
practically fell out of his chair as he leaned near Martin trying
to catch a glimpse. These people were so weird, Martin
thought and pretended to yawn as he threw out his arm to block the
guy’s view.

“I’m sorry not to be more help,” Professor
Duncan said, wiping his damp forehead with his napkin. “The text is
early Gaelic with a few Norse words. I translated parts of it, but
the words make no sense. Tis a wee bit of a mystery. These are
obviously from a much earlier period than the rest of the
documents.”

“They look the same age as the others,”
Martin said, glancing at the yellowed and crumpled pages.

“Maybe they were copied from something
older,” Isabel said, paying attention to the discussion for the
first time.

“That would be my guess,” said the
professor.

“Do you have an extra copy I could look at,”
Isabel asked.

Moira tilted her head to one side. “Why yes,
if you’re interested.” She handed Isabel the papers Professor
Duncan had brought. “Take these for now, and we’ll make another
copy tomorrow.”

“We have a young detective on our hands,”
Professor Duncan said.

“Isabel loves solving mysteries,” Martin
said. You have no idea what she’s capable of.

“I want to show these to another colleague at
the university…” Duncan began.

A light flashed above them. The girl from the
next table stood behind Moira, focusing her camera on the papers.
Isabel shot her a look.

“Sorry,” the girl said. “Just takin’ a photo
of this lovely tea for our maw.”

Macbeth stared at the girl and issued a long,
low growl, baring his upper teeth. Maybe Macbeth didn’t love
everyone.

Professor Duncan gave a growling humph of his
own. “Keep yer pictures to yerself, lassie, and point that camera
in the other direction.”

“Aye. Sorry, sir.” The girl sat down.

“As I was sayin’,” the professor continued,
“there is someone who might be able to help ye. Professor Blair
MacKay is an archaeologist at Edinburgh University, but at present
he’s headin’ up a dig on the Isle of Lewis. Perhaps he’s run across
somethin’ of interest.”

Martin glanced at Isabel and raised his
eyebrows. Another archaeologist. He might as well be with his
parents on one of their digs. He couldn’t escape, even all the way
across the Atlantic Ocean.

Moira scribbled down the name on one of the
pages. “I’ll call him.”

“I don’t know if I mentioned in my e-mail,
but there’s a Celtic and Gaelic Studies Conference at Inverness
College this comin’ weekend. Blair helped organize it. Macbeth and
I will attend.”

Moira’s face brightened. “That’s perfect.
We’re spending five days in Drumnadrochit on Loch Ness.”

“If ye come to the conference Friday, I’ll
make the introductions.”

The girl at the next table wrote something on
a slip of paper. Martin whispered to Isabel, “I can’t believe these
two. Ever since they came in, they’ve totally eavesdropped on our
conversation.”

Isabel wrinkled her brow. “Why would
they care?”

“Exactly,” Martin said.


Chapter 3

 


BROKEN LOCKS

 


 


Once the adults began talking academic work
and university politics, Martin and Isabel left for the hotel. They
drew their jacket hoods tight and leaned into the rain, splashing
through puddles.

She plunged her hands into her pockets. “To
think last month we were in Thailand, and it was boiling hot.”

“Seems like a million years ago,” he
said.

In July Isabel had stopped to visit Martin in
Chicago for two weeks on her way from Madrid to her father’s in
California. But the theft of a major art work sent them on a trek
to Thailand with Martin’s parents and their Thai friends. The
search for the fifteenth century Ruby Elephant quickly evolved into
a wild and frightening experience.

Martin smiled at Isabel, remembering the
eventful trip. “I know you don’t like Moira, but at least we’re on
a normal vacation without anyone chasing us or knocking me
down.”

“You wimp.” She squeezed his arm.

“Hey, you’re not the one who ended up with a
broken arm.” He knew she was kidding, but he wanted her to think of
him as tough and brave, not a wimp. Being with Isabel was the best.
He’d never felt as comfortable and at ease with anyone. Well, any
girl at least.

She wiped away water dripping from the end of
her nose. “I guess we’ll find a way to have fun. How would I have
survived if your parents hadn’t let you come?”

He wouldn’t tell her his mom and dad almost
had said no. They were beginning to think that he and Isabel
together spelled trouble. Luckily James had convinced them there
wouldn’t be any problems in Scotland.

In the hotel lobby, they found their luggage
waiting at the side of the check-in counter. Isabel retrieved her
suitcase. “My lock is broken.”

Martin checked the others bags. “All the
locks are broken, and somebody searched my stuff.”

“Probably airport security went through
them.”

One of the clerks stepped out from behind the
front desk, straightening his jacket and clearing his throat. “I
must apologize. It seems someone has tampered with the bags since
they arrived from the airport not half an hour ago. We’re not sure
how it happened. I’ll speak with yer parents, but please report
anythin’ missin’, and the hotel will take care of it.”

Martin rummaged through his boxer shorts,
t-shirts, and socks until he reached the large item wrapped in a
towel. “Whew! My skate board is still here. That’s all I care
about.” When the cast for his broken arm had been removed on the
previous Monday, the doctor recommended he forego skating for at
least two weeks. His parents told him to leave his skateboard at
home, but he’d slipped it in his duffel bag at the last
minute.”

“I don’t think we’ll be doing much skating in
this weather.” Isabel pushed her damp hair behind one ear and
grinned. “I have a surprise for you. She opened her bag and pulled
out a brand new skateboard. “I’ve been bugging my dad to get me one
for ages. He felt so guilty about changing our trip, he finally
gave in.”

“Awesome. No roller blades?”

“Nope. I’m a little rocky on the board still,
but maybe you can teach me some tricks.”

“You’ll get it in no time.”

 


Martin left his bag in his room and joined
Isabel across the hall. She was on her laptop, looking at a
website, Top Ten Things to Do in Edinburgh.

“Did you check if anything is missing from
your bag?” he asked.

“Everything’s there. They probably wanted
money or electronics.”

He leafed through the stack of Moira’s papers
that Isabel had placed on the table. The main document was a
history of the MacDonald family in Scotland. The other two pages
written in Gaelic seemed to be verses with small sketches along the
edges. He studied the few words Professor Duncan had translated:
serpent, fire, nature, oak, and hazelnut.

“These drawings are really strange,” Martin
said. “This one looks a lot like the seated Buddha we saw in
Thailand.”

“What?” Isabel mumbled, scrolling down the
web page.

“This one looks like a bunch of grapes.” He
squinted, peering closer. “Or maybe it’s acorns. Weird.” He glanced
at the second page. “I saw an apple cider press on a farm once that
was exactly like this drawing.” Professor Duncan had written “a
tool of some sort” next to it. Another sketch had a series of five
concentric circles fanning out from the center.

“Why are you interested in this?” he
asked.

“Just curious. Maybe I’ll figure the pages
out before Moira does.”

“Not that you’re competitive or
anything.”

Her green eyes flashed his way. “What if her
family has some dark, evil secret in its past? Anyway, I bet I’m
smarter than her.”

“No kidding. You’re the smartest person I
know.”

She smiled and turned back to her screen.
“This says the best things to see are Edinburgh Castle, the Royal
Mile, which is the main street from the middle-ages, and a bunch of
museums.”

He made a face. “The castle might be cool,
but museums?”

“I know. Too boring.” She scanned down the
screen. “How about a ghost tour of the old town? It starts at nine
tonight.”

“It’s probably really bogus. They’ll drag us
through a bunch of dark places with fake, scary noises.” He stood
behind her, moaning like a ghost.

Isabel giggled. “I think it’d be fun. You’re
not afraid, are you?”

“What? Of course not.”

“Good. Cause we’re going!” She clicked on
“buy tickets here”.

cover.jpg
Martin WcMillan

ard the
Sacred Stones

BY ELAINE RUSSELL






