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Introduction




This is a story set in Bronze Age Britain, c.1500 BC, when the great circles of standing stones that were such a feature of the Neolithic Age were already more than a thousand years old, yet still in use as sacred temples. Hundreds of stone circles have been found throughout Britain, the most famous today being Avebury and Stonehenge in Wiltshire. That such a homogeneous culture flourished in communities so widely separated by dense and dangerous forests, mountains, and wild and stormy seas, is extraordinary.




The Tall Stones begins in a stone circle in Scotland where a young girl, Kyra, finds that she has psychic powers usually only possessed by the Priesthood. She is thrust into a situation of great danger in order to attempt to rescue her community threatened by a dark and menacing evil. She is forced to ‘spirit travel’ before she is ready, to seek the help of the mighty Lords of the Sun.













Chapter 1




The Discovery




Karne and Kyra lay on their bellies in the long grass within sight of the tall stones of the Sacred Circle, but well hidden from view themselves. They were about to commit an act of blasphemy. They were about to spy upon a priest.




Behind them, some distance to the east, was the straight silver line of the sea, from which liquid strangeness the sun came each day to watch over them.




The Sun!




It was said that men of power had built a Temple to the Sun in the south that contained within its circumference the answer to all the secrets of the universe. It was to this Temple Karne longed to go; it was these secrets he longed to learn.




But first there were matters in his own village that needed explanation.




* * * *




The priest of their community knew many things. He stood alone within the circle of stones and learnt answers to questions that most ordinary people never dared to ask. Karne dared to ask, but Karne was a boy among other boys supposed to work the fields and not question the ancient mysteries. He did not know why he felt compelled to question. The other villagers seemed content enough to follow the daily routine and accept whatever the priest told them, but Karne always found himself discontented, wanting to know more.




The rituals satisfied the others. They chanted the words, beat the drums, lit the fires, did everything the priest commanded and found that that was enough for them. But to Karne there was an invisible part to the ritual which he knew was the most important part of all, understood only by the priest.




Why?




Why were these things kept from him? His mind felt capable of grasping much more than he was given.




‘These things are no concern of ordinary people,’ his father told him. ‘Maal is special. He was chosen in the ancient days and born to bear the burden of knowledge for our people. It is not an easy way. He has nothing of the love and companionship we ordinary people have among ourselves. He lives alone and carries all our lives upon his back. See sometimes how he bends with the weight of it all.’




Karne thought about the priest. He was old, bent and shrivelled like a withered fruit. Surely Death itself walked not far behind his back. But — and now another picture of the priest came to the boy’s mind — on holy days when he walked the processional way towards the standing stones upon the hill his back straightened and he carried himself tall and steady, like a young man. He entered the Sacred Circle and he was transformed. Karne had seen him, his eyes burning with a sudden fire as though he saw things they could not see that made him young again.




Karne was silent, thinking on these matters, but on another day Karne asked his father, ‘What if Maal dies? There is no one in our village or in the land as far as any of us has ever travelled who is trained to be a priest. What will become of us without a holy man who knows the mysteries?’




‘These matters are not for us to think about,’ his father replied. ‘It will be taken care of!’




And he would say no more.




‘It will be taken care of!’




How that sentence irritated Karne.




How?




How would it be taken care of?




By whom?




When?




In what manner?




Karne felt his head would burst if he did not get some answers.




Maal lived alone and, as he aged, hardly ever spoke except on holy days. When it was the turn of Karne’s family to provide food for the priest, Karne volunteered to take it to him, hoping to have an opportunity of conversation. But the old man was not at home and Karne was forced to leave the food and go back to his chores before Maal returned.




But one day when Karne had forced himself between the adults crowding beside the processional way to see Maal pass during one of the rituals, he fancied he caught Maal’s eye looking into his. He had a strange feeling that the eyes of the priest could see right into his head, see what he was thinking. He fancied the priest’s lips moved slightly in a smile, but it was all so fleeting and so quickly past that Karne could not be sure he had not imagined it. All he knew was that he was trembling and his head felt as though it were buzzing.




It was just after this that he first noticed there was something unusual about his sister Kyra. Up to that time he had been aware of her as one of his family, two years younger than himself, female and therefore of not much interest to him. His brothers were more fun to be with, companions on hunting expeditions, helping him by taking his place when he wanted to escape some planting or some ploughing, coming with him when he explored beyond the village to the far hills or the forests, even helping him with the building of a boat of wood and hide which he was planning to take down to the sea one day in an attempt to find the fabled Temple of the Sun. He did not believe it was as impossible as the Elders said it was, and he had managed to persuade at least two of his younger brothers to be companions in the adventure.




It was on one of the days when he was working on the boat by himself that the thing happened with Kyra. She came looking for him with some bread she had baked and, while he finished what he was doing, she sat on a log and watched him, breaking off pieces of the bread bit by bit and popping them into her own mouth.




He had told everyone he was making the boat to go fishing. Only Ji and Okan knew what it was really for and he had forced them to draw blood and swear they would tell no one. He did not want his handiwork broken up by some irate Elder on the grounds that it was against the will of the Holy Ones that he should go looking for the Temple.




Karne pulled one of the hide thongs tight with all his strength, binding it again and again round one of the ribs. He tried to hurry, smelling the delicious hot bread and feeling annoyed with Kyra for breaking off so many pieces.




‘The journey to the Temple of the Sun requires more than just a boat, you know,’ she said suddenly.




‘What do you mean?’




He finished the last knot hastily and shot out his hand for the last piece of bread before it vanished down his little sister’s throat.




‘It is a journey on many levels,’ she said calmly.




He stared at her astonished. Her face had a strange expression.




‘You know I am right,’ she continued patiently. ‘There is no need for you to pretend.’




He swallowed a lump of bread unchewed and it stuck in his throat. He choked and thought bitterly about his two younger brothers. But even as he thought up suitable punishments for their betrayal of his confidence, he knew there was something more to Kyra’s knowledge than it was possible for the boys to have given her.




She was staring at him calmly and for a second he had the same peculiar feeling that he had had when he had met the eyes of the priest.




Kyra could see into his head!




She also knew things that he did not know.




He was horrified and dismissed the idea immediately.




‘Go away!’ He was angry with her. ‘What do you think you are doing interrupting me like this? I am busy! And besides,’ he added with extreme irritation, ‘you have eaten all my bread!’




He picked up a stick and pretended he was going to throw it at her. She laughed and jumped lightly to the ground. As he watched her running and leaping across the field she looked just like an ordinary little girl again and he was sure he had imagined that she could see into his thoughts.




He returned to his work disturbed and disgruntled.




Somehow it no longer went so well. He lost confidence that the boat was ever going to be able to sail across the sea. The hides, however taut and oiled, would not withstand the buffeting of the really big waves. He had seen sea-going boats. In fact he had modelled this one upon them, though his was smaller, and knew this one was not good enough.




Perhaps that is what Kyra had meant.




No, it was not what Kyra had meant.




‘The journey to the Temple of the Sun requires more than just a boat,’ she had said, and she had said it with authority as though she had secret knowledge.




‘Nonsense,’ he said loudly, packed up his belongings, pulled his boat under the awning of leaves and branches he had built for it and left, marching and striding back to his home as though he were being watched by someone he was trying to impress.




* * * *




Some days passed without much of note happening. It rained a great deal. He saw Kyra but she seemed such an unexceptionable little girl that he thought more and more he had been mistaken about her.




And then on the next ritual day something happened to renew his suspicion that his sister was not quite as she seemed.




The people gathered as usual along the processional way on the night of the full moon to watch the priest tread his slow measured way to the stone circle at the top of the hill. They bowed their heads as usual as he passed, whispering softly the names of the gods so that their voices sounded like wind through the leaves and the air vibrated gently to a kind of rhythm. This was not to be the spring ritual when they brought the branches of blossom, nor the winter ritual of fire, it was the moon ritual when the priest stayed alone with the spirit of the full moon and listened to the messages of night. For the Rising the people stayed with him, the vibrations of their voices important for his work.




‘Why is it so important?’ Karne thought defiantly. ‘What are these sounds that they matter so much?’




He knew they were the names of gods, but there were many gods and these were only a few of their names.




‘What would happen if I whispered different names?’




‘Do not,’ Kyra whispered in answer to his thought. ‘It would be dangerous for him.’




He spun round and stared at the dark shape of her face. The moon had not yet risen and it was too dark to see clearly, but he had the feeling her eyes were upon him and that she could ‘see into his head.’ A chill ripple passed under his skin, but he said nothing. He made sure he whispered the correct words.




At moon rise the momentum of the vibrations changed and finally stopped. With the first glint of brilliant light the whispering became chanting which grew louder and louder, faster and faster, until the time when the enormous disc of blazing light was in full view, its lower rim resting on the horizon. At this point the priest raised his arms in a sudden splendid movement, and with that the immense vibrating sound of the chanting cut, stopped, utterly ceased. In dead silence the visible counterpart of the invisible moon spirit lifted clear of the horizon and sailed majestically into the realm of the stars.




The villagers watched with an awe that never grew less no matter how often they took part in this ceremony.




After a timeless moment of watching, of worshipping, the priest moved again, his arms lowered to shoulder height, cutting the air sideways with a sharp movement. The villagers turned to go, leaving their priest to communicate with the spirits and the gods.




In the morning, when they gathered again at the coming of first light, Karne noticed that the priest, who normally walked lightly as though he felt no strain, stumbled slightly on the path, and as he did so looked up swiftly to see if anyone had noticed. No one except Karne and Kyra had, and the priest’s eyes found them out immediately. His sharp eyes penetrated Karne’s mind briefly and blazingly, daring him to repeat what he had seen, and then turned to Kyra’s, where his gaze stayed, and Karne could sense a shaft of consciousness leap between them like lightning in a stormy sky.




But even as he registered it, it was over, and the old priest was gone, surrounded by the Elders.




This time Karne was determined to find out what was happening with Kyra.




‘I did not imagine it,’ he told himself and followed her closely. But she was walking with her mother, their arms linked, and there was no way he could talk to her alone.




It was not till late that afternoon that he managed to corner her.




‘I must talk to you,’ he said urgently, knowing that it was only a matter of moments before their baby sister would tire of playing in the mud puddle and demand Kyra’s attention again.




She knew at once what he meant and nodded.




‘Where?’ he asked tersely.




She thought about it seriously for a moment.




‘Near the boat?’




She knew this was a relatively secret place and a place he went to often to get away from people. Ji and Okan were far away this afternoon helping their father in the forest, so they would be no bother.




‘Good,’ he said. ‘When?’




She shrugged and looked at the baby covered in mud from head to foot. It grinned up at her with its little toothless gums black with the mud it had been stuffing into its mouth.




They could not help laughing.




‘You had better get it cleaned up,’ Karne said. ‘I will be at the boat. Come when you can.’




He was glad he did not have the task of cleaning the baby and he wondered how much mud it had swallowed and whether it would be sick as it had been the last time. Poor Kyra.




Poor Kyra?




The priest had looked at her in a way he had never seen him look at anyone else.




The priest had smiled at her.




Why?




He had looked at Kyra as though he knew her in some way.




Something was beginning to happen out of the ordinary, and Karne was finding it very intriguing and exciting.




He waited impatiently for Kyra to come to him. If she did not hurry they would have no time to talk, it would be time for the sun to set and the setting sun meant family prayers and then the evening meal. By rights he should be helping now with the animals, but with any luck the rest of the family would manage and he would get away with a mild reprimand from his father. For all his questioning he would not like to miss the evening prayers. The dark was not a thing to face unprepared.




Kyra came at last.




He pounced on her.




‘What is going on?’ he demanded.




She hesitated a moment.




‘I do not really know,’ she said slowly, her face thoughtful, ‘but it seems to me... sometimes... I know things... I mean I feel as though I know things... I cannot possibly know... like... like people’s thoughts... before they say something...’




‘I knew it,’ shouted Karne triumphantly. ‘You can see into my head!’




‘I cannot!’ Kyra answered indignantly and vehemently.




‘Well, sometimes you look as though you can!’




Kyra’s expression was distraught.




‘I do not mean to,’ she said miserably. ‘It just happens.’




Karne was very excited and was walking up and down restlessly.




‘It is great! It is the most wonderful thing! Why on earth are you looking so miserable?’ He was talking faster and faster as he walked about. ‘There is no end to the things we can do with a talent like that...’




‘We?’




Kyra looked astonished, but Karne took no notice of her.




‘The priest Maal can do that. I know he can. He looked into my head in just the same way as you did the other day. We will be able to find out all kinds of things this way. We may even be able to find out what he is thinking...’




‘Karne,’ Kyra began to be really alarmed. ‘What are you saying? You will be stricken by the gods for such blasphemy! A priest’s thoughts are sacred. All his ways and his knowledge are secret. They must be secret...’




‘Why must they be?’ Karne challenged, his eyes blazing at the thought of all the power they could have if Kyra really could see into people’s thoughts.




‘It has always been so, since the ancient days!’ she cried.




‘Well, these are not the ancient days! And why do I feel in myself such urgency, such desperation to know the things it is forbidden to know if the time has not come to know them?’




Kyra looked at him with wide eyes. He seemed inspired. Possessed?




‘Karne,’ she whispered, afraid for him. ‘It cannot be! Calm yourself! Besides...’




She hesitated.




‘Besides what?’ He found himself shouting.




‘Besides... I do not have this great power you seem to think I have... only sometimes... occasionally I get glimpses... only bits and pieces... nothing one could rely on. And besides...’ she said again.




‘Besides what?’ He shouted again, his voice amazingly loud and unlike his own.




‘Besides... even if I had the powers you think I have I would not use them the way you want me to use them. Only the priest can know the High Secrets. It is not fit for us to know them.’




‘Why not fit?’ He challenged her angrily, but she held her ground bravely.




‘Well, not safe then.’




‘How not safe?’




‘We cannot know the whole, and to know only the parts can be misleading.’




He thought about this for a while, somewhat sullenly. He sat on the grass with his head in his hands, thinking deeply.




‘You see,’ she said at last in a very small voice, ‘I cannot see what you are thinking now. I can never make it happen. It just seems to happen... by itself... sometimes...’




He still said nothing.




She strained to catch his thoughts, ‘to see into his head,’ but she could not.




She felt miserable and wished that she had never told him. She wished that it had never happened to her in the first place. Before this day she had found it disturbing, but not frightening. Now she was wondering if it was an evil. She had never seen Karne in such a mood.




But his mood was changing even as she was thinking this.




‘Kyra,’ he said, raising his head from his hands and looking at her more calmly, but with something in his eyes that had not been there before. ‘I am sorry. I did not mean to frighten you.’




She noticed that there was a hint of respect in his voice, and affection.




She looked at him uncertainly.




‘This matter is important. We must think about it. The gods must have given you this gift... surely to some purpose?’




She still looked doubtful and unhappy.




‘Think?’




She shook her head sadly.




He could see there was no point in pushing her further at the moment. Her pace was not his pace. He would have to be patient with her, but he would not let the matter rest forever.




They walked home together, and yet not together, two very small separate figures in a huge landscape, the gigantic red sun god that ruled over their lives sliding past them into the dark regions of the west, the tall stones on the hill growing taller as they grew darker and sharper in outline against the brilliant luminosity of the sky




Kyra shivered slightly as she looked at them. They had always seemed holy before, protective, the priest’s concern and none of hers. But now it came in to her mind that somehow her destiny was crossing theirs and her life as a little girl minding babies and grinding meal for the family was going to change. She stopped walking and stared at them. They grew longer and longer, dark shapes reaching great distances into the universe, the light behind them growing in intensity of pale yellows and greens to an incredible white. It seemed to her that she was staring into the heart of Light and it was blinding her.




She dropped her face into her hands and squeezed her eyes shut to avoid the hurting of the light, but she could feel it still.




The light and the circle were both within her in some way, and yet, at the same time, outside her, encompassing everything that existed.




She encompassed everything that existed?




She was the circle encompassing everything that existed.




Nothing existed that was not within herself.




* * * *




Karne was shaking her.




‘Kyra! Kyra!’ he was calling, his face a study of anxiety. ‘What is the matter? Kyra!’




The vision disappeared and she was left a shaken and shuddering little girl in the growing dark, her brother’s rough hands upon her shoulders, his worried face, very much outside her own, staring at her in consternation.




Still shivering, she looked around her. The light was gone and the sky was dimming rapidly. The stones on the hill looked very ordinary and were almost fading from sight. A last straggling string of birds was trailing off to the forest in the south, some of them calling mournfully. Friendly smoke from home fires was rising beyond the barley field.




‘Oh Karne,’ she cried, tears streaming from her eyes, but laughing at the same time with the sheer pleasure of the ordinariness of everything. ‘That beautiful, beautiful smell of wood smoke!’




Karne dropped his hands from her shoulders and took her hand. They ran towards their home together, looking at nothing but the ground beneath their feet.













Chapter 2




The Mind of Maal




They did not refer to this again for some time, but both thought a great deal about it. They had touched on something they had not understood, about themselves and about the world they lived in. Although there was no outward sign in their daily lives that anything had changed, they both knew there was no going back to where they had been before.




* * * *




One day the Elders called a meeting of the community.




There was some murmuring and grumbling from many of the villagers. It was not convenient to leave the work they were doing at this point, but a command from the Elders could not be disobeyed.




As Karne hurried from the fields in answer to the call he found Kyra carrying their baby sister on her hip. He walked beside her.




‘Do you know why there is to be a meeting?’ he asked.




She shook her head.




At that moment they were joined by others asking the same question.




The village gatherings were always held beside an enormous flat stone that formed a kind of natural platform. It was heavily striated from north to south, scratched and gouged in the ancient days by some force the villagers did not dare to contemplate.




While the people were arriving the Elders walked with measured, dignified steps around the outside circumference of the Sacred Circle on the hill, and when everyone was present and the expectant chattering had died down, they took their places on the platform, each one standing in a position echoing the position of one of the major stones in the Sacred Circle. They formed a kind of living circle, their chief spokesman nearest to the people.




The ordinary members of the community never entered the Sacred Circle of standing stones. The seven Elders were permitted under special conditions at special times, but otherwise no one dared to go within range of its powerful influence except the priest who had been trained for many years to work safely with its secret energies.




There was something very awesome about the stones. They had been chosen in the ancient days in ways the villagers did not understand, for purposes they did not understand. They were content to leave them well alone.




Karne was beside Kyra and they put the baby on the grass to play. He noticed that as Thorn, the chief Elder, began to speak, Kyra stiffened slightly and began concentrating on his words in a way that gave Karne the impression that she was hearing more than he was saying. He was so interested in her reactions he missed the whole first part of the message. When he became aware at last of what the man was saying it was something about change... and adjusting their lives...




His attention was riveted at once. Was something actually going to change in their settled ways at last?




‘What... what is going to change?’ he whispered urgently to Kyra.




She raised her hand to stop the interruption of her concentration and he fell silent immediately. This was not the gesture of his little sister, but of some stranger with authority.




‘...he has been chosen by the gods and will serve us with the dedication that the Lord Maal has shown throughout his time with us. Nothing will be disturbed. It is the natural time for change.’




For the first time Karne noticed that the priest was not present in his usual place.




Was he dead?




As the Elder stopped speaking, a kind of movement went through the crowd of listeners that Karne had seen in a barley field on a windy day. The hillside did not seem to be covered with individuals but with a kind of composite being that reacted, sighed and moved as one. Only Karne, seeing it, felt himself separate and apart.




He turned to Kyra. She too stood alone.




‘Is the Lord Maal dead?’ he asked.




She shook her head.




‘No, but he is about to die,’ she said calmly.




‘Is he ill?’




Karne remembered seeing the old priest stumble.




She shook her head again, but said nothing. There was a line between her eyes and he could see that she was deep in thought. He tried to keep from asking her questions, but he found he could not hold the silence between them for more than a few moments.




‘Who will be the new priest?’




Kyra had picked the baby up and turned to go. She did not reply.




Karne followed her insisting on an answer.




‘A new priest is coming to take Maal’s place?’




‘That is what he said,’ she replied, but there was something in the flatness of her voice that made him know that there was more to the story.




‘What do you mean “said”?’ he said. ‘Do you think he will come?’




Kyra walked on thoughtfully for a while.




‘Kyra?’




‘I do not know,’ she said impatiently at last. ‘He said there would be a new priest coming from the Temple of the Sun, but... I do not know... I sensed something else... something wrong...’




‘What do you mean?’




‘I cannot be sure... but Thorn seemed not to be speaking the truth... and it is a strange thing...’ Here Kyra seemed to be staring at something Karne could not see. ‘I do not see a new priest coming to us...’




‘Perhaps Maal will not die?’




‘Maal will die...’




‘Perhaps he will die before the new priest has arrived and there will be a period when there is no priest.’




‘The gods would surely not allow that,’ Kyra said firmly, but she sounded more like her ordinary self when she said it.




Karne had taken to distinguishing two people in Kyra, the child sister and the stranger who could ‘see into heads’. The stranger had been there a moment before, but already the child was taking over. There was no point in questioning her any longer. He moved off and went back to his duties with much to think about.




* * * *




The priest in the community was the guardian of the Mysteries, the messenger of the gods. He communicated with a network of priests across the world and spirits across the universe, so that their community could develop in harmony and peace as part of a greater whole.




Maal had served them well for many years, attending to their sick, presiding at birth and death, guiding them on good and evil, on rain and drought. They were sorry his time had come to move on to other duties in the hierarchy of the spirit world, but they accepted it.




It was the way.




* * * *




While the rest of the village was anticipating the arrival of the new priest with pleasurable excitement, Karne was worried and intrigued by what his sister had experienced.




It was to find out what was behind that experience that he and his sister came to be lying on their bellies in the long grass within sight of the circle of Sacred Stones, unseen but seeing, as the priest Maal came alone and without the ceremonial crowds to commune with whoever he communed with, within the circle.




As they watched he seemed not to be aware of their presence. His face was thoughtful and withdrawn as he walked evenly and calmly between the entrance stones.




They had never been so near the sacred place before and Karne could hear his heart beating loudly. At first he thought it was the earth pounding with a kind of deep rhythm, but then he realized it was coming from inside himself. He wondered if Kyra’s heart was doing the same, but she looked calm enough. Her head was raised slightly and her expression was one of concentration and intensity.




The priest walked to each stone in turn, touching it with his forehead and pausing as though he were sensing something from the stone through his forehead, and came to stand at last before the huge recumbent one in the southwest quadrant that was a different shape to the others and was flanked by the tallest pair of standing stones. He stood for a long time in front of it, his head slightly bowed, thinking... or was it listening? Then he put his back to it, lay against it, with his arms spread out on either side, the tips of his long and sensitive fingers stretched towards the two uprights on either side. He tipped his head back to lie upon the stone with a sigh, and the two watchers noticed the sun was at its highest point of the day and blazed down upon his face.




They dared to creep a shade nearer the circle the better to observe his face and were startled to see a strange pallor upon it, the muscles relaxed in a way that made them think of dead people they had seen.




‘He is dead!’ Karne whispered in horror. ‘He has come here to die!’




But Kyra held up her hand and her inner senses were alert. She shook her head almost imperceptibly and with the gesture of her hand prevented Karne making any further movement or sound. Her face was strained and she was leaning forward as though she were trying to catch some minute breath of sound too small for normal ears to catch. He recognized the stranger in her and waited patiently, watching her more than the priest now, admiring the concentration of her attention, the stillness of her body. She scarcely seemed to be breathing.




As the time went on every muscle in his body ached and itched to move. He dared not and yet he could not stop himself. He sensed there was almost a thread as fine as a spider’s web from the girl to the priest and any movement on his part would snap it. But he could bear it no longer. They seemed to have been there for hours and as far as he could see nothing was happening. He moved at last and as he had feared his movement cracked the girl’s delicate and subtle concentration.




An expression of loss, followed by irritation and almost dislike, flitted across her face as she turned to him. She seemed at first bewildered as though she had forgotten where she was and looked as though she were about to say something. He seized her shoulder and pulled her lower in the grass, at the same time indicating with a jerk of his head the danger of their situation so close to the Sacred Circle, spying on the priest.




Her face registered recognition, quickly followed by panic. He flung his arm around her comfortingly and they lay flat in the grass. They could hear the priest moving in the circle now, but were too frightened to raise their heads. Karne could feel his sister’s body trembling under his arm. He suddenly wished they were far away and had not done this blasphemous thing. It seemed to him the footsteps were coming nearer and nearer and he braced himself for some terrible blast of wrath.




But nothing happened.




Maal walked calmly out of the circle between the two entrance stones and steadily and quietly down the path as though he knew nothing of their presence.




‘He knows,’ whispered Kyra, tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘He knows!’ She was very much the little girl again.




‘Nonsense!’ he said, feeling bolder now that the priest had moved off. ‘He would have said something to us. Come on, let us leave this place!’




He was longing to ask her what had been happening when she had been concentrating so intensely. He was sure something had been going on that was beyond his senses, but the place had become oppressive for him now and he wanted to get as far away as he could from it.




She felt the same and before the priest was safely out of sight the two were scrambling down the hill and running and tripping and sliding down into the valley where Karne kept his boat.




Once there they flung themselves panting down on the grass and tried to collect their thoughts. After giving her what he considered enough time to recover, Karne asked her what had happened in the circle. She was a long time answering and then spoke slowly as though she were trying to find words for an experience that did not really have words to express it.




‘Strange,’ she said. ‘Very strange. He seemed to... I mean... he seemed to... go away...’




Karne was staring at her intently, anxious not to miss a word.




‘What do you mean? As though he were dead?’




‘No. Not like that. As though he had gone away... somewhere else. At first when I was trying to reach his thoughts I could not get anything... but it was different to the other times when I try to see people’s thoughts and I cannot. Those times I cannot because there are too many thoughts crowding... making too much “noise” somehow... This time there was nothing there... a sort of absolute blank... a sort of silence... as though there were no thoughts to see.’




‘He looked dead.’




‘At first I thought he was dead... as you did... but I knew he was not. I could not make out what was happening... and then it seemed to me I was inside his head looking out.’




Karne sat bolt upright at this.




‘What did you see?’




She was silent, struggling to find the right words.




‘I did not see what I expected to see,’ she began slowly.




‘What did you expect to see, for the gods’ sake!’ cried Karne impatiently. She was so slow!




‘The Sacred Circle, the sun, the hills and fields all around us here...’ She swept her arms in an arc to indicate everywhere in every direction they could see.




‘What did you see then? Darkness?’ Karne prompted.




‘Sort of. At first.’




‘And then?’




‘And then... I saw other people... very dimly... I could not make out their faces... standing round him in a circle all touching hands... in a circle...’




‘And?’




‘And beyond them, standing stones...’




‘Ours?’




‘No. Much bigger... different ones... the circle seemed to be enormous... and beyond the stones there seemed to be a kind of hill... I suppose a bank that went right round behind the stones... you could not see over it... there was no landscape beyond...’ Her voice trailed away.




‘What else?’ he cried impatiently.




‘I am sorry,’ she said miserably, putting her head in her hands, ‘I am trying... but it was all so... so... strange... and already I cannot believe I really saw it...’




‘You did. You did see it! Try and remember.’




She shook her head.




‘That was all.’




‘Were they saying anything... the other people?’




‘No... I do not think so...’




‘What were they... priests? Elders? Ordinary people?’




‘Priests I think... I am not sure... but they were inside the stone circle and they were trying to communicate with Maal...’




‘Communicate? You said they were not saying anything!’




‘They were thinking... they were all thinking the same thing... that was why they were holding hands in a circle. They were really trying...’




‘What were they thinking?’




‘I do not know.’




Karne gave an exclamation of disgust.




‘Think!’




‘I am! I am!’ she cried, ‘but it is so hard. My head is hurting!’ She rocked backwards and forwards holding her head in her hands.




Karne pulled himself together.




‘All right. I am sorry. Let us see now what we have. Maal enters the Sacred Circle, our Sacred Circle, goes round touching the stones with his forehead... goes into a kind of... a kind of death... or... sleep... and in that sleep he travels somewhere else to another, larger Sacred Circle... leaving his body behind here. You somehow get into his head and go with him. Other priests ‘think’ in a circle round him... but you do not know what they are thinking. Is that right so far?’




‘Yes.’




‘What happened then?’




‘I do not know. I was suddenly in my own body again and you seized me and pushed me down in the grass.’




Karne was silently cursing himself for having moved when he did. It was his fault she had jerked back. He sat, thinking hard, his hand automatically stroking Kyra’s hair. He could see from her eyes that she had a very bad headache. She had become very important to him and must be looked after. The germ of an idea began to grow in his mind but he had sense enough to see that Kyra had had enough strain and worry for the day and would not take kindly to his latest scheme, which was even more dangerous and daring than the last. How he wished he did not have to work through Kyra all the time. If only he had these powers himself! He wondered if she could teach him, but he knew she did not really know how they worked, nor even how to control them herself, although it seemed to him they were certainly growing. What she had done this day was so much more complicated than what she had ever been capable of before.




‘Kyra,’ he said gently, ‘how do you do it?’




She looked at him questioningly.




‘I mean... can you explain... what do you do to get into someone’s head?’




‘Nothing,’ she said sadly. ‘It just happens.’




‘But surely you notice something...’




‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘It just happens.’




And she would say no more. He decided to leave it for the day and led her home. Their mother watched them coming slowly along the path and was ready with a sharp and voluble stream of abuse for their laziness in leaving her to do all their chores for a whole afternoon. They would not be drawn on where they had been and eventually she gave up trying to find out and settled for doubling their evening duties as punishment.




Karne, seeing that Kyra was near to dropping with fatigue, took over some of her tasks and let her crawl into her warm straw bed early.




Although he was tired too, when he came to lie down he could not sleep for a long time. There was much to think about. A shaft of moonlight came through the doorway and fell upon Kyra as she lay sleeping, one pale arm outside the fur rug, lying beside her on the stamped clay floor, her face hollowed with shadow but curiously beautiful and peaceful.




‘She is growing up,’ he thought. ‘It will not be long before she will be given in marriage.’ And he began to feel the urgency of what he wanted to do with her pressing upon him. But he knew that if he rushed her too much, worked her too hard, he could get nothing from her. It was like watching a plant grow, nothing would hurry it beyond its natural pace, though watering and care would help a little.













Chapter 3




The Experiment




The next day Kyra would not talk of the matters of the previous afternoon. She avoided Karne and worked very hard and very close to her mother. He decided not to push her but to work on the background to his new plan by himself. When Ji and Okan called him to work on the boat he said he had more important things to attend to and that they could have the boat for fishing sometimes if they were prepared to spend time on it by themselves. They were overjoyed and rushed off to it at once.




He sought out one of the Elders of the community, Faro, and set about questioning him as much as he dared. He wanted to know all there was to know about the Sacred Circle and the priest, and how often the priest visited the circle. He really wanted to know when it would be safe for him and Kyra at the circle. He also wanted to know if Faro could throw any light on the mystery Kyra had sensed surrounding the arrival of the new priest.




No one knew when he would arrive, Faro told him, but he was expected soon. They all hoped Maal would not die before the new priest appeared.




‘He does not seem ill,’ Karne said as casually as he could.




‘That is because he is a brave man and knows how to hide it,’ Faro said. ‘Thorn says he is very ill and very near to death.’




‘How does the new priest know when it is the time to come?’




‘The gods tell him.’




‘Where does he come from?’




‘From the Temple of the Sun in the south.’




‘What is this Temple of the Sun? Is it for men or for gods?’




‘It is for both. It is a place so holy that families of importance come from all over the world to worship and to bury their dead within sight of its Sacred Circle. But it is used for training as well, and initiates from this land and from beyond the seas come to learn the mysteries from its powerful priesthood.’




‘It sounds a place of great wonder. How I would love to go there!’




‘No one of our community has ever been there except the Lord Maal,’ Faro said. ‘He was trained there. He has told me of it.’




‘What did he tell you? What is it like?’ Karne’s voice was eager.




‘There are many temples to our gods in our land but none so grand as The Temple of the Sun upon that southern plain. It is not just one circle, but several. One is so filled with magic that it controls the sun and moon.’




‘How can that be? The sun and moon are gods! No man, however holy, can command obedience from them!’
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