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			For Colin

			From our handfasting at the Ring of Brodgar to the Barber Stone in Avebury, you have indulged my never-diminishing obsession with standing stones. Thank you for sharing the journey and my life.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Nadia

			The (Almost) Present

			I can’t tell you the first time I laid eyes on the Neolithic circle of majestic standing stones that had graced the rural hamlet of Landane for millennia. It seemed I had always known them, those magnificent sarsens towering above my head. I nearly convinced myself that I had been created by them. That somehow, incredible and impossible as it might seem, they had given birth to me. How stupidly fanciful is that? Yet now, as I drive closer, I feel that old rush of excitement flowing through my veins as it has since…well, forever.

			It’s a feeling, a real sense of coming home. And I know that sounds crazy. Here we are in the south of England, yet I have lived all my life in the north, two hundred and fifty miles away. But much as I love the Pennines and their rugged beauty, I never felt I truly belonged there. Recently, I have come to realize that, only when I am in Landane, surrounded by those ancient stones, do I feel grounded, at home, where I belong. Even if it isn’t always easy.

			Safe? Is that the right word? Maybe not safe exactly but…protected, shielded from something I don’t understand. Something I have never understood. It exists on the edge of my sight. I can’t quite see it, but it’s there. Like a fleeting shadow. When it happens, it’s for a split second only. So fleeting that I am left unsure of whether it even happened. And it can occur at any time, without warning. Like that day at work….

			I don’t have a fancy job. I work as a sales assistant in a branch of a chain of high street pharmacies. One day, I was advising a customer on which type of moisturizer might suit her best when, out of the corner of my eye, it…whatever it was…flashed by. I let out a little cry. I didn’t mean to. It just happened and it scared the wits out of the poor woman. Next thing, she summoned the manager, not to complain but to express her concern for my well-being. I was duly bundled off home for the remainder of the day and told to make sure I had a good rest, despite my protestations that I was perfectly all right. Evidently, my shocked face and the color draining out of my normally olive skin led him to think otherwise.

			“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Nadia,” he said, so I suppose I must have. And he wasn’t far off the truth anyway.

			We have just whizzed past a road sign. Landane’s only five miles away. Beside me, my partner, Jonathan, has fallen asleep. He did the lion’s share of the driving this time. We’ve been together for over three years and even briefly considered marriage, but decided it wasn’t for us. Likewise with children. I never felt maternal, and Jonathan’s first marriage broke up because he had no desire to be a father. I have always believed that if the feeling’s not there, you can’t force it. Anyway, by the time I met him he had already had a vasectomy, so that was quite a relief.

			Four miles now. My nerve endings are tingling. It’s as if the stones are calling to me. They always have. It’s been two years but I always knew I would return. They knew too. I only wish it wasn’t under such sad circumstances but…well, I’m here now and this time feels different, as if something important is going to happen. No, important isn’t a strong enough word. Life-changing. Monumental….

			Jonathan stirs. He opens his eyes, yawns and stretches. “This looks familiar,” he says. I wish he could sound more enthusiastic.

			Both sides of the road are bordered by fertile hedges, resplendent in their bright green spring foliage. It’s late April and the sun is shining.

			It’s late April and I’m coming home.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Jonathan

			How We Began

			When I first met Nadia Gale, it was as if I had known her all my life. You know that feeling you get when you find yourself so immersed in conversation that you lose all track of time? It was like that. It was odd too that we should meet at a party when neither of us could ever be described as a party animal. In my line of work, as a journalist, I have had to attend my fair share of them. Not as many these days since I went freelance and mostly work online, but back then I was a reporter working on the local rag and dreaming of better days, bigger fish.

			I was fresh out of a marriage that should never have happened in the first place. A well-meaning friend had used all his powers of persuasion to nudge, cajole, persuade and then bulldoze me into accepting an invitation to his housewarming. I very nearly backed out at the last minute but gave myself a severe talking to and called a taxi before I could change my mind.

			Ten minutes later, Jake introduced me to the most amazing woman in the room.

			“This is Nadia. She lives next door.”

			I didn’t hear what he said after that. I was captivated by her eyes. Okay, I know that sounds like the plot of a cheap romance novel, but this time, I swear it was true. She had these clear hazel eyes, fringed with dark lashes, and her hair hung glossy, shiny and black over her shoulders. When she smiled at me and ran her long, slender fingers through it, I had an almost irresistible urge to kiss her. Needless to say, I fought that urge, but it wasn’t easy.

			Armed with large glasses of an indeterminate red wine, we found a sofa sufficiently far away from the melee so that we could hear ourselves speak. The music wasn’t too loud, the thirty or so other guests were far too wrapped up in themselves and each other to pay us any attention and we talked, listened, took sips of wine, then talked and listened all over again.

			Over the course of around four hours, I discovered that she was single, thirty-three years old, born on Friday 13th November, had studied for a degree in history, but dropped out of university after two years. She was an only child and an ‘anomaly’ as she put it. Both parents were fair-haired, and light-skinned. She, on the other hand, had black hair and a Mediterranean skin tone. I got the distinct impression this had led to her feeling as if she didn’t belong somehow.

			Nadia had lived alone for the past thirteen years – a free and independent spirit, she told me, and I had no reason to doubt her. She was a sales assistant by day, advising women on makeup, perfume, and every cosmetic preparation on the market. The job was interesting, she said. She met a wide range of people. The pay covered her needs without a lot to spare, but from the way she spoke, I knew materialism wasn’t her top priority. Neither was the latest scent by Yves Saint Laurent or Dior.

			It was when she talked about her interests that those hazel eyes lit with such an intense fire, she drew me in and took me with her. As she spoke, I became entranced by her descriptions of circles of standing stones and the power they exuded. Power, it seemed, she could somehow tap into. As I write this now, I can see how crazy that makes me sound. Any geologist would have a field day with me. Those massive blocks of stone, each one weighing goodness alone knows how many tons, dragged into position by a labor force numbering in the dozens, if not more, for some purpose long since forgotten. How could they possess supernatural powers or the ability to transmit forces drawn from…who knows where?

			But Nadia was sure. She was so certain. More than that, she offered to take me to the place where she had first ‘realized’ their unique and special power.

			Landane.

			I had heard of it, of course. There are so many stone circles and the like dotted around the landscape of the British Isles, but only a few have earned the status of household names. Stonehenge, the Ring of Brodgar and Callanish in Scotland. And Landane.

			We would go there, she said. She would show me ‘her’ stones.

			It was around then that Jake appeared with a bottle of red wine in hand.

			“Well, you two seem to be getting on like a house on fire,” he said. “Have a top-up.”

			It was as if he had broken a trance. The room had gone quiet. The music played softly in the background – an old Captain and Tennille song, ‘Do That to Me One More Time’. All the other guests had departed and a swift glance at my watch showed me why. It was one-thirty in the morning.

			I declined his offer of a drink. “I have to get back home. Work tomorrow and a lunchtime deadline. Not all of us get the weekends off, you know.” I thanked him and his partner, Mario, for a lovely evening and left with Nadia.

			I don’t remember either of us suggesting she come home with me that night but we both seemed to know she would.

			We fitted together perfectly, as if we had known each other for years. As that spring became summer, she mentioned Landane again and again but my work was relentless then. Truth be told, I didn’t exactly need too many excuses to get out of a trip wandering around standing stones. The thought didn’t appeal to me in the slightest, but the months went by and a year after we met, I simply ran out of excuses. The decision was made. We would spend a few days in Landane staying at the local pub, The White Hart. Nadia made the reservations before I had time to change my mind. I heard her on the phone, talking to the landlord as if speaking to an old friend. She told me she had lost track of how many times she had stayed there, but this would be the first time she had ever taken anyone with her.

			The booking was made for July. When we set off bright and early in my car, the weather was warm, sunny and perfect. I squeezed her hand and moved a stray lock of hair out of her eyes. She smiled at me, caught my hand in hers and kissed it. “You’re going to love Landane,” she said in her soft voice. “And Landane is going to love you.”

			* * *

			Approaching Landane for the first time is an unforgettable experience, even to a total philistine like me. Coming off the motorway onto a single carriageway main road, you wend your way around sharp bends, fields of wheat and barley on either side, interspersed with cattle grazing in green pastures. Trees, hedgerows, and the occasional parking place for weary drivers to stretch their legs for a few minutes all add to the pleasant, timeless rural landscape. Breaks in the tree cover allow for views stretching for miles over gently rolling green hills.

			And then you see it.

			Landane Mound is an impressive man-made structure resembling a conical hill and is some four thousand years old. It somehow manages to blend in completely with its surroundings, yet still retain an air of having been plonked down there by some alien race in ancient times. I really shouldn’t have read Erich von Däniken quite so avidly all those years ago.

			“Pull over. Pull over!” In the time we had been together I had never heard Nadia so excited. “There’s a small car park. There!”

			I saw it and just had time to signal and move over, earning myself a loud honking of another driver’s horn accompanied by some furious and highly explicit hand gestures. I had no sympathy for him. After all, he shouldn’t have been so close up behind me in the first place. I gesticulated back, using a gesture I had picked up on holiday in Italy.

			Nadia laughed.

			I switched off the engine and we climbed out of the car. We were alone, the only sound to disturb the peace being the occasional vehicle passing us on the road. As we negotiated our way along a narrow stony path taking us closer to the mound, I began to get a much better appreciation of the scale of the structure.

			“There used to be a moat all around it but that dried up when they altered the course of the river,” Nadia said. “The ground is marshy though, so we need to keep to the path.”

			I let her lead. The closer we got, the more I felt something I had never experienced. It was as if I was being drawn in by a magnet. A gentle breeze blew, but suddenly I found it hard to breathe. I bent double, gasping, trying to fill my lungs and failing. Panic rose inside me. I was suffocating for lack of oxygen and yet it was all around me. Fresh, clean, sweet country air, but it seemed I could get none of it.

			Nadia put her arm around me. “Don’t worry. It’ll soon pass. It’s always this way at first. Next time you won’t feel it.”

			The sensation was so unpleasant, I wondered if there ever would be a next time, but I hadn’t enough air left in my lungs to voice this.

			“Oh, poor Jonathan,” she said, cradling my head.

			Darkness, like a fuzzy black veil, descended on me. A loud buzzing as from a hive full of bees echoed through my head.

			Nadia kissed me full on the lips, and suddenly I could breathe again. She broke away so I could cough and splutter the air back into my straining body. The buzzing stopped. I blinked in the sunlight and there, only for a second, I swear I saw her in a different light. Not as I knew her, but as she might have looked many lifetimes ago, back when Landane Mound was being built, swathed in animal furs, her arms raised to the sun, her face shining with reflected light. And then the vision was gone.

			“Jonathan? Are you all right now?”

			I couldn’t speak. I put my arms around her and held her to me so tightly I felt her flinch. I lessened my grip and she pulled away. Her expression was concern mixed with surprise, maybe a little shock.

			“Perhaps I was wrong to bring you here,” she said. “I thought…. This place means so much to me, I hoped we could share it and you would grow to love it as much as I do, but maybe that’s not possible.”

			“No, you weren’t wrong. I don’t know what that was, but it’s passed now. I’m fine and Landane Mound is magnificent. We’ll come back tomorrow, but let’s get checked in at The White Hart and have something to eat. I’m probably just tired from the driving.”

			“That’s my fault. We should have switched over when we stopped at the service station. I’ll drive us the rest of the way – not that it’s far. Only a mile and we’re there. Back when it was constructed, Landane Mound was probably some kind of beacon guiding people to the stone circle. It would have really stood out in this flat landscape. Of course, it would have been as white as the Cliffs of Dover back then. Its outer construction is all chalk. Over the centuries grass has grown over it, but it must have been quite something. You wouldn’t miss it.”

			“I doubt you could miss it now,” I said, looking back over my shoulder as we started back to the car.

			She had been right to change the subject. Concentrating on her words and the information she gave helped take my mind off the peculiar experience that had so affected me.

			Nadia smiled and we were back on track. I had scared her. Hell, I’d scared myself. I gave an involuntary shudder and hoped she hadn’t noticed.

			* * *

			The proprietor of The White Hart greeted her with a hug. “Hello, Nadia. So lovely to see you again.”

			“Hello, Ken. Good to see you again too. This is Jonathan, my boyfriend. It’s his first time in Landane.”

			“Well, I sincerely hope it won’t be your last. Welcome to The White Hart, Jonathan.” The middle-aged man with a broad grin shook my hand and steered us to the bar, where he took down a twinlock file and proceeded to handle our registration the old-fashioned way. “My accountant says I have to start getting all this on the computer but I keep putting it off. Hopefully my son will sort it out for me when he gets back from university next month. He’s promised to get me set up with something called Excel? Is that right?”

			I nodded. “It’s a standard spreadsheet program. You’ll soon get the hang of it.”

			Ken shook his head. “I doubt that. I really do. At Easter he tried to get me using something called Access. He kept rattling on about relational databases and how it was going to make my life much more straightforward. By the time he’d finished I felt like I’d gone six rounds with Mike Tyson.”

			“I’m not surprised,” I said. “Anyway, you don’t need that. Any accountant will be more than happy if you submit your accounts on an Excel spreadsheet.”

			Ken gave a wry smile and nodded at Nadia. “Does any of it make sense to you?”

			Nadia laughed. “Not really. But then I don’t run my own business.”

			“Neither do I…yet,” I said. “But it’s good to try and keep up with technology if you can. Within reason anyway.”

			“I’ll take your word for it.” Ken handed me a pen and I duly signed on the dotted line. He then took the ledger and slid it under the bar. I swapped the pen for the room key and Nadia led the way upstairs.

			The White Hart was exactly what you would expect from a mostly fifteenth- and sixteenth-century amalgam of a village inn. Low ceilings and original exposed timbers, with an array of small bars leading from one to another before rambling off around corners. A narrow, carpeted staircase took us to the upper floor, where uneven floors creaked when you so much as looked at them and protested when you put your foot down.

			Our room smelled pleasantly fresh and well aired. The ceiling was lower up here than downstairs and the first thing I did on crossing the threshold was bash my head on the timber doorframe. My exclamation of “Fucking hell, that bloody hurt” received scant sympathy.

			“That’s what you get for being six-foot-two,” Nadia said. “People were shorter back when this was built.”

			I grimaced and rubbed my sore head. After that I took to stooping, with my shoes off.

			Everything about the room was in keeping with its age except the modern duvet that topped the oak four-poster bed. The windows were small with chintzy curtains, a little twee for my taste, but they suited the general ambience. Nadia opened a door to reveal a closet with plenty of hangers.

			The second door led to the bathroom. It creaked and groaned like an old man with constipation. “We’d better keep that open at night or we’ll wake each other up if we need the loo,” I said. I peered around the door. An old-fashioned bath with clawed feet promised a wallow after a day’s walking. The shower was in the corner of the room and seemed out of place as it was unashamedly modern, but at least Ken was doing his best to cater for changing tastes. An array of white fluffy towels adorned the towel rail that was heated without burning your hand.

			“I think I’m going to like it here,” I said, circling Nadia’s waist with my hands.

			She nestled into me and before long we had christened the room in our own special, intimate way.

			* * *

			Not every pub can boast a view of the remains of an ancient stone circle, but then not many pubs have one at the bottom of their garden. It was Monday and the sun was dipping down, ready for its final descent into sunset on a wonderfully balmy summer night. We were alone, mellow from the effects of a bottle of Merlot and a couple of brandies, and replete from a delicious homemade fish pie. A whole choir of songbirds twittered happily and I recognized the distinctive trill of a blackbird, but the identities of the others were a happy mystery.

			“It’s so peaceful here,” I said, “I can see why you keep coming back.”

			Nadia took a sip of wine. “It is peaceful, but that’s not why I keep coming back. I have to.”

			“You have to?”

			“I know. I sound crazy, don’t I? But it’s true. I keep being drawn back here as if Landane’s a kind of magnet. I’ve thought many times about moving here permanently. Maybe I should. What do you think? Could you be happy living here?”

			I didn’t see that one coming and my face must have registered the surprise I was feeling because she turned away from me.

			I covered her hand with mine. “I’m sorry, Nadia. You startled me. I had no idea you felt like that. Are you serious?”

			She looked back at me, a lock of hair falling over her face as it so often did. She nodded. “I am, but…sadly I don’t see how to make it work, financially. I mean, look at this place.” She waved her free hand expansively. “There aren’t exactly hundreds of jobs going. It’s a tiny hamlet in a rural community and I know nothing whatsoever about any aspect of farming or anything else, for that matter. There’s one shop, this pub and that’s it.”

			“Maybe Ken needs an extra pair of hands.”

			“The White Hart is strictly a family business. His wife, Jackie, does the cooking, his older son and daughter are the waiters and bar staff, and everyone mucks in with the guest rooms. And before you suggest the shop, I asked. It’s been in the same family for generations. In fact, they can trace their ancestry back to the eighteenth century when some property speculator called Robinson started felling and breaking up the stones in the circle for building material. The shop and the cottages along the main street were all built by him. Mr. Merrick, who owns the shop, told me that his umpteenth great grandfather was one of the laborers Robinson brought in to do the felling. Living here is just a dream of mine. One day maybe, but I can’t see how it would ever work. So, until then I keep coming back as often as I can. To go a whole year is possibly the longest gap I can remember since my early twenties. If you hadn’t agreed to come when you did….” She let her words hang there for a few seconds.

			Would she simply have come down here by herself? Possibly. But that hadn’t happened. We were here now.

			“Anyway, as I say, living here is a pipe dream.”

			I can’t say it wasn’t a relief. Much as I liked the place, and loved Nadia, I had no inclination to swap my town life for a rural idyll that would see me bored out of my brain within six months. Less even. What would that do to our relationship?

			Nadia drained her glass and jumped up. She grabbed my hand. “Come on. Everyone will have gone home now. It’s the perfect time for me to introduce you to the stones.”

			Her enthusiasm was infectious, much as I was perfectly content at that moment to relax for the rest of the evening. I held her hand, marveling as always at the touch of her smooth, warm skin. We half-ran to the stile that took us into the field where the stones of Landane ruled supreme.

			Nadia was right. An hour earlier, there had been tourists by every megalith, some hugging them, touching them, trying to tune into the magnetic energy they believed was contained within them, most taking photos of themselves standing in front of this stone or that one as people must have done since photography was first invented.

			“I’m going to take you to my favorite stone,” Nadia said. “There’s a legend about it. I’ll tell you when we get there.”

			I lengthened my stride to keep up with her. She had changed from being a mature, sensible thirty-four-year-old woman into a sixteen-year-old girl in a matter of a few minutes. I wasn’t sure I welcomed the transformation. It made me feel far older than the couple of years that separated us.

			We passed one stone after the other. I couldn’t see much difference between them. Each was at least twelve feet tall, broad, and didn’t look as if they had been chiseled in any way. How on earth the prehistoric builders had transported them there, let alone stood them up on end and lowered them into their prepared foundations, I had no idea. And why do it in the first place? Religion? Maybe. That was the popular theory anyway. It certainly seemed to work for Stonehenge.

			“You must look at that one, Jonathan. If you stand where I am now, and especially with the light fading as it is, it looks just like a hooded monk.”

			I duly stood right next to her and peered at the megalith. It took a moment but then I saw what she saw. A stone monk, head bowed and concealed under a hood. The resemblance was uncanny. I shivered.

			“You’re not cold, are you?” she asked. “It’s still quite warm. We can go back if you want.”

			But she didn’t want to, so I shook my head. “It’s not that. You’re right. It looks a lot like a hooded monk.”

			“Imagine if he came to life. Imagine if he moved. Right now.”

			I nearly jumped out of my skin. “My God, Nadia, warn me when you’re going to do that, will you? You scared the life out of me.”

			She laughed like a schoolgirl. “Warn you? Where would be the fun in that? Oh, your face. It’s a picture!” The giggling seemed unstoppable. It unnerved me. Coming from her it didn’t feel right.

			“Nadia, please.” I put a restraining hand on her shoulder. She shrugged it off like a petulant child. I froze for a second. This was a Nadia I had never met before. I almost felt as if I was in the company of a stranger, not the woman I hoped to spend the rest of my life with.

			“Come and meet my stone.” She skipped. Yes, skipped to the next sarsen. I followed her, relieved that at least that insane laughter had ceased.

			Her stone was different. It was as big as its neighbors on either side but instead of being basically straight and lozenge-shaped, one side was slanted so that it resembled one half of a diamond.

			“Jonathan, meet the surgeon’s stone. Surgeon’s stone, meet Jonathan.” That irritating tinkle of laughter punctuated her introduction.

			“Nadia. Please.”

			“Say hello to the stone, Jonathan.”

			“Hello, stone.”

			“That’s better. The stone says ‘hello’ back.”

			I stared at her. Was she simply playing a juvenile game with me? The trouble was that when she had instructed me to greet the stone, her expression had been deadly serious. Maybe I simply didn’t know her as well as I thought I did. Fifteen months was hardly a lifetime of getting to know each other.

			Nadia seemed to be studying my expression for some reason. I didn’t know why, and it made me uncomfortable. All around us, the light was fading, and it was so quiet. Impossibly quiet. Then I realized. The birds had stopped singing. It felt unnatural. As if something was waiting to happen. Whether Nadia sensed it too, I couldn’t guess. Her expression didn’t change. Her eyes never wavered from mine until she spoke.

			“See these holes?” She indicated some small, perfectly round indentations in the stone.

			“Yes,” I said.

			“The stone made them. If you put your finger in, you’ll feel something. Try it.”

			I moved up close to the stone until I almost touched it. A strange sensation of being too close to some source of power came over me. Unpleasant. It made the hairs on my arms prickle.

			“Now put your forefinger in the hole there.”

			I backed away. “Maybe tomorrow. It’s almost dark now, Nadia. Let’s call it a day.”

			“No. It has to be in the evening or at night. After sunset and before dawn. The energy is different.”

			Against my better judgment, I stuck my finger in the hole. At first there was nothing. Then a strange tickling started on my fingertip and spread rapidly up to the knuckle. I withdrew my finger and stared at it, expecting to see some insect wriggling away. But there was nothing. Nadia was doubled up with laughter.

			“My stone likes you,” she said.

			I stared at her incredulously. “What did you say?”

			“I said my stone likes you. Look, you have to see this.”

			Nadia pressed her body against the stone. Almost as if she was caressing her lover and so intense that I felt a wave of ridiculous jealousy. She nuzzled the stone and then spread the fingers of her right hand over three of the small holes. “Watch carefully,” she said.

			I stared as her fingers seemed to elongate then retract twice. It had to be a trick of the murky dusk because, for a second, I was sure her whole hand became transparent. I could see the stone through it.

			“Stop it, Nadia. Stop it now!” I grabbed her and an electric shock shot through my body, flinging me back onto the ground.

			I lay there stunned. Nadia’s face looked down at me. She had detached herself from the stone and was now kneeling beside me. “Jonathan, are you all right?”

			I sat up and let her help me stand. My legs buckled under me.

			“We’ll go back. I’ll help you,” she said.

			“What the hell was all that about?” My voice was as unsteady as I was. I concentrated hard on keeping upright, but it took every bit of effort I possessed to stop me from collapsing under the weight of my own body.

			“It’s magnetic energy. The stones generate it somehow, but it only happens after sunset, and I don’t think it affects everyone the same way. I seem to be particularly sensitive for some reason. I’ve no idea why.”

			Finally, my legs obeyed me and I stood straight and firm again. “Remind me again why it is you love it here so much?”

			My weak attempt at humor apparently resonated with her. When she laughed this time, it was the usual Nadia laugh, not that odd parody of a child from a few minutes earlier. Thankfully, that had departed, leaving my girlfriend back in charge. Silently I thanked whatever deity might be listening and took a deep, calming breath.

			* * *

			“You look like you’ve had a nasty shock,” Ken said, taking in my disheveled appearance. “Have a seat. I’ll bring you a brandy.”

			He shot a questioning glance at Nadia, but as she had her back to me, I couldn’t see her reaction.

			“I’ll have one too please,” she said, and two large Courvoisiers arrived moments later.

			“So, what have you two been up to then?” Ken asked.

			“We went to the stones,” Nadia said. “And you’re right, Jonathan did have a bit of a shock.”

			“Of course. It’s your first time,” Ken said. “Nothing ever prepares you for it.”

			“So, you’ve experienced it too?” I said.

			“Oh, aye. It’s a sort of rite of passage around here. Of course, it’s mostly a local tradition the tourists don’t know about, but Nadia here discovered it by accident and now she’s shown you.”

			I took a swig of the drink. It burned and then warmed me. A pleasant glow spread through my veins. “Does that make me part of some exclusive club or society then?”

			Ken smiled. “No, nothing like that. It simply means you’ve done something our ancestors have done for centuries. That’s all. Nature’s strange and wonderful, isn’t it?”

			“In this case, I think it’s rather more strange than wonderful.”

			Ken nodded, smiled and went back behind the bar to serve a customer who had just wandered in.

			“Sorry,” Nadia said. “That was unforgiveable of me. I should have warned you not to touch me when I’m up close and personal with the stones, especially that stone.”

			“Why that one particularly?”

			She took another swig and shrugged. “I don’t know. I was…drawn to it is probably the best way I can describe it. It sounds crazy but it’s as if the stone chose me.”

			“What do you feel when you’re close to it like that?”

			“I feel safe. At home. It’s where I belong. The only place I belong.”

			The loneliness of her words hit me like a punch to the stomach. Her right hand lay limply on the table. I clasped it and drew it to my lips. Her skin tasted salty where it had touched the stone. “You’ve got me now, Nadia. You’re safe. You belong.”

			She smiled. But there were tears in her eyes.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			I woke suddenly. The room was shrouded in darkness and I wanted to simply go back to sleep, but increasing pressure in my bladder dictated otherwise. If I switched on the bedside lamp, I risked waking Nadia, who was sleeping soundly. A sliver of moonlight cast a silvery glow diagonally across the carpet, so I slid out of bed and aimed for it. Fortunately, there was nothing in my way. Equally fortunately, there was no one to see a six-foot-two, naked, thirty-six-year-old man staggering around in the dark as I felt my way to the bathroom. There it was clear I would have to risk the creaking hinges. No way would I manage to relieve myself without some illumination.

			As gently as I could, I pushed the door closed. The hinges protested and I heard Nadia stir. I waited, doing my best to ignore the increasing urgency of my full bladder. Silence. I pushed again and the door closed with a slight click. I flicked the switch and the bright light made me blink.

			In a few seconds, I was washing my hands and caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Behind me seemed strangely dark. I looked down to turn off the taps and reached for a towel from the rail on the wall next to me. I almost dropped it. Someone had moved close up behind me. Warm hands slid around my waist. I glanced up at the mirror. Everything behind me was cast in shadow and I could see no one else there. But my reflection was out of sync. I moved and a split second later my reflection moved. I must have been in a state of fugue between sleep and wakefulness and my brain was playing tricks on me. I blinked and looked once more into the mirror, where everything had returned to normal as if I had imagined it all. The darkness had vanished and I could see the shower behind me where it had been lost in a gray murk. More than that, I no longer felt the arms around my waist.

			Fearful that it would all change back again, I switched off the light and opened the door, but I had forgotten the hinges and they gave a loud creak. Nadia’s bedside lamp switched on and she hoisted herself up, peering at me through sleep-filled eyes. “Are you okay, Jonathan?”

			“Sorry. I forgot the damned door. Go back to sleep. Everything’s fine.”

			Maybe my voice betrayed me because she hesitated before fatigue won out and she lay back down, asleep before I made it back into bed. Her lamp was still on. I left it that way.

			* * *

			“You look so tired,” Nadia said as we made our way along a path that stretched for nearly a mile from where we had parked the car. We were bound for an ancient burial site – a chambered tomb where, a century earlier, the remains of more than forty people had been found.

			“I didn’t sleep too well,” I said. “Weird dreams.”

			“My lamp was on when I got up,” Nadia said. “I vaguely remember you coming out of the bathroom.”

			“You were so sleepy I thought I’d just leave it. I’d already disturbed you, so I thought it would only make it worse if I started scrambling around.”

			Nadia smiled.

			“Come on then,” I said, “tell me about this place.”

			“Okay then. Here’s the history bit. Moreton Landane is a Neolithic chambered tomb built around five and a half thousand years ago. It seems to have been a place where the dead would have been venerated but was probably only in use for around a thousand years before they sealed it up. The odd thing is the archeologists only found partial remains. It’s likely that there were a number of stages in the burial process and that the barrows were an important part of the ritual.”

			“If they only found partial remains, which bits were missing?”

			“It varied. There weren’t enough skulls for a start. In some cases, there were leg bones but no arm bones. Ribs were missing on some but not others. It could be that when a person died, their body was exposed to the elements. A sky burial, like they did in Tibet and elsewhere, where the body is left to decompose in the open air, usually on a hill. It would explain the missing bones because they could have been carried off by scavenging birds or animals.”

			Nadia stopped. We had reached our destination. Ahead of us, three massive sarsen stones, that could have easily enhanced the stone circle at Landane, towered above us.

			“This way,” Nadia said. She weaved around the first stone and I followed her, my feet scrunching the gravel-strewn path as we negotiated two more stones that acted as sentinels either side of the narrow entrance.

			The contrast of warm, bright sunshine outside with the cool, sepulchral darkness within was striking. Around us on three sides were walls constructed of expertly matched, weighty stones laid as if the tomb had only been constructed yesterday. “This is one hell of a restoration job,” I said.

			“Oh, there’s been no restoration. They built it this way. These people were master stonemasons. Look up at the ceiling.”

			I did so. All I could do was marvel. “How the hell did they get those stones up there and position them like that? Each one must weigh tons.” My voice echoed. With no one else around, the place was eerily quiet. The stones provided wonderful insulation so that no external sound penetrated. Here was a place of tranquility. I lowered my voice. “I don’t know how they could do it. They only had primitive tools like deer antlers, flints and stone axes to work with.”

			“They knew what they were doing, and it was important to them.”

			I noticed Nadia was whispering too. Moreton Landane exerted a strong influence even after all these centuries. I wandered a little ahead of her, stepping into semicircular chambers, noting the shelves built into the walls. I felt Nadia at my elbow. “Is that where they put the bones?” I asked.

			Her voice came from outside the chamber. “Sorry? I didn’t catch that.”

			I gave a jump as Nadia entered.

			“I could have sworn you were just here. Standing next to me.”

			She shook her head. “No, I was out in the main passageway.”

			“But….” It was no good. I had imagined it. This was a spooky place, so no wonder my imagination was fired up. “I asked whether these shelves were where they put the bones.”

			“Yes. I believe so. A lot of them anyway. Skulls mostly, I think.”

			“And to this day we don’t really know why they did any of this.”

			Nadia shook her head. “There are lots of theories but, as there are no written records, I don’t suppose we’ll ever know for sure.”

			“Do you have any theories?”

			Nadia laughed, the sound echoing and bouncing off the walls. “Plenty, like everyone else,” she said at last. “I don’t subscribe to the human sacrifice theory, nor do I think that it had anything to do with aliens from outer space. Personally, I believe that Moreton Landane, like others around the country, was a place of the Noble Dead. Tribal leaders, shamen, that sort of thing; people who were venerated, maybe even worshiped in life. When they died, their spirits lived on, and the general population would gather at Landane for rituals and Moreton Landane was part of that. Maybe at Landane they worshiped life and here they celebrated the dead.”

			“Or the other way round.”

			“I doubt it. There are no burials at Landane. Well, only one. I never did tell you the legend of the surgeon, did I? The surgeon’s stone was lying where it had fallen – or had been deliberately toppled in an earlier century – when archeologists excavated early in the last century. When they lifted it, they found the skeleton of a man who had various tools with him in what had obviously been some kind of leather bag attached to his waist. From these they determined he was probably an itinerant surgeon who had come along to Landane to see if anyone needed a tooth pulled or a boil lanced back in the fourteenth century and had become involved with a stone felling. You know, like that Robinson man who built the cottages and the shop two or three hundred years later. Unfortunately for him, though, the stone must have toppled and landed on him, so they left him there, buried under it.”

			“Some gravestone.”

			Nadia nodded. “When they found him, they gave him a proper burial, but you can see a plaster cast of him in the museum. It’s pretty lifelike.”

			We moved out of the chamber and farther along until we came to a dead end. “There’s more of this surely, isn’t there?” I asked.

			“Much more, but it’s never been excavated. You can see from the outside that the barrow continues, but so much has collapsed that it would take a great deal of money and time to excavate thoroughly. Plus, this is actually on private land. There’s a public right of way that we came up, but the barrow itself belongs to the local farmer. Maybe he doesn’t want a posse of archeologists and enthusiastic students, not to mention a load of New Age hippies, trampling around his meadows.”

			It was so dark at that end of the barrow I could barely make out the two small chambers on either side of the passageway. Then there was a sudden burst of light.

			“Good job one of us thought ahead,” Nadia said, and waved her flashlight around.

			Out of nowhere, a face gleamed a ghostly greenish white. I gasped, “What the hell?”

			“What’s the matter, Jonathan?”

			My mouth had dried up and I couldn’t speak. I pointed at the apparition, but even as I did so, it faded and a second later was no longer to be seen. I moved my dry tongue around my mouth in an attempt to stimulate some saliva. Finally, I could speak. “Didn’t you see that? You must have seen that.”

			“What?”

			“On the wall. Some kind of…. Nadia, I don’t know what it was, but there was something there. I swear it. It was a figure…like a photographic negative. You’ve seen pictures of the Turin Shroud? Like that.” I shuddered. “Come on, let’s get out of here. This place is getting to me.”

			She stepped aside to let me pass, her face expressionless. I couldn’t get out fast enough. My heart beat so fast I thought it would explode any second. Once outside, I swerved around the stones and sat down heavily on the grass verge.

			Nadia joined me and squatted down. “Whatever’s wrong?”

			I tried to explain but out there in the open air with the warm sun, gentle breeze and soft smell of wildflowers, my story seemed as ridiculous as it must sound. She heard me out and at least she didn’t tell me I was stupid.

			“It’s a strange place and it’s your first time in there. It’s easy to see things, especially with me switching the flashlight on without warning. I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary, but then I didn’t have a disturbed night. Come on, let’s go back to Landane and get a coffee.”

			“Good idea. Maybe it’ll flush the cobwebs out of my brain.” At least, once I had put into words what I had seen, I had more perspective. It had been an illusion; my brain playing tricks on me. I could smile now. And my heart had stopped racing. As for my imagination? I would have to keep it in check.

			* * *

			Back at The White Hart we went up to our room to take off our boots and don some lighter footwear. An afternoon mooching around the museum seemed in order and would give me more of a handle on the surrounding area and its vast history.

			I was in the bathroom, combing my hair, when Nadia sidled in, naked. She stood right behind me, and I closed my eyes to savor her nearness. I felt her hands slide gently around my waist…as my world went black.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			“There’s nothing wrong, honestly, Nadia.” I could tell she didn’t believe me. It was hard to sound convincing when my insides felt as if they were being wrenched apart. I kept telling myself it wasn’t her fault I had had that waking dream or whatever it was in the bathroom. When I regained consciousness and staggered out of there, my watch showed barely a minute had elapsed. She was standing, fully dressed, hair neatly groomed, staring out of the window. She heard my gasps for breath and spun round, her face registering the shock my odd appearance must have caused her. As she couldn’t be in two places at once, it couldn’t have been her in the bathroom. Hell, I couldn’t even bring myself to tell her about my peculiar experience. Whenever I tried, the words would not come. Or those I could think of uttering made no sense. In fact, precious little of anything had made sense since we had set foot in Landane. Three more days and then we could return to civilization. Would we make it?
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