
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Contents

			Cover

Also by Simon R. Green

			Title Page

			Copyright

			Praise for Simon R. Green

			About the author


			Prologue

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

		

			


		
			

			Also by Simon R. Green

			The Holy Terrors mysteries

			THE HOLY TERRORS *

			The Gideon Sable series

			THE BEST THING YOU CAN STEAL *

			A MATTER OF DEATH AND LIFE *

			WHAT SONG THE SIRENS SANG *

			NOT OF THIS WORLD *

			WHERE IS ANYBODY? *

			The Ishmael Jones mysteries

			THE DARK SIDE OF THE ROAD 

			DEAD MAN WALKING 

			VERY IMPORTANT CORPSES 

			DEATH SHALL COME 

			INTO THE THINNEST OF AIR 

			MURDER IN THE DARK *

			TILL SUDDEN DEATH DO US PART *

			NIGHT TRAIN TO MURDER *

			THE HOUSE ON WIDOWS HILL *

			BURIED MEMORIES * 

			HAUNTED BY THE PAST

			The Secret History series

			PROPERTY OF A LADY FAIRE

			FROM A DROOD TO A KILL

			DR DOA

			MOONBREAKER

			NIGHT FALL

			The Nightside series

			JUST ANOTHER JUDGEMENT DAY

			THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE UNCANNY

			A HARD DAY’S KNIGHT

			THE BRIDE WORE BLACK LEATHER

			* available from Severn House

		


			

		
			STONE CERTAINTY

			Simon R. Green

			[image: ]

		

			


		
			This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

		


		
			First world edition published in Great Britain and the USA in 2025

			by Severn House, an imprint of Canongate Books Ltd,

			14 High Street, Edinburgh EH1 1TE.

			This eBook edition first published in 2025 by Severn House Digital an imprint of Severn House Publishers Limited.

			severnhouse.com

			Copyright © Simon R. Green, 2025

			Cover and jacket design by Jem Butcher Design

			All rights reserved including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form. The right of Simon R. Green to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988.

			British Library Cataloguing-­­in-­­Publication Data

			A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library. 

			ISBN-­­13: 978-­­1-­­4483-­­1351-­­8 (cased)

			ISBN-­­13: 978-­­1-­­4483-­­1352-­­5 (e-­­book)

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Except where actual historical events and characters are being described for the storyline of this novel, all situations in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is purely coincidental.

			This ebook produced by Palimpsest Book Production Ltd., Falkirk, Stirlingshire, Scotland.

		

			


		
			Praise for Simon R. Green

			“Perceptive and witty … Great fun”

			Booklist on The Holy Terrors

			“A sleek and appealing … homage to vintage whodunnits”

			Kirkus Reviews on The Holy Terrors

			“The story here … is so strong”

			Booklist on Not of This World

			“A blast for urban-­­fantasy readers looking for a broken fourth wall riddled with dry-­­witted commentary, evil getting its just deserts, and the good walking away to fight the good fight”

			Library Journal on Not of This World

			“Features … one of the snarkiest antiheroes to ever front an urban fantasy series, turning the murder and mayhem up to 11”

			Library Journal on What Song the Sirens Sang

			“A wonderfully imagined setting … Perfect fare for fans of urban fantasy, thrillers, or caper novels”

			Booklist on A Matter of Death and Life

			“A treat … Exciting, witty, and stuffed full of fun”

			Booklist on The Best Thing You Can Steal

		


			

		
			About the author

			Simon R. Green was born in Bradford-­­on-­­Avon, Wiltshire, where he still lives. He is the New York Times bestselling author of more than seventy science fiction and fantasy novels which have sold over four million copies worldwide, including the Nightside, Secret Histories and Ghost Finders series, the Ishmael Jones mysteries, the Gideon Sable series and his brand-­­new Holy Terrors mystery series.

		


		
			

			PROLOGUE

			The stones stand in a circle, like dancers holding hands, and the song goes on forever. Built to last, built to endure, to serve a purpose that only the stones remember. Ancient sentinels, standing guard against the passing of time.

			The old stone circles are our only connection with a long-forgotten past. The only remaining evidence of a civilization that came long before ours, when people lived and thought and believed very differently. No records remain to tell us what the circles were for. We can only imagine, and wonder.

			Rough stones, roughly worked, set out in circles. They might have something to do with tracking the seasons, or the stars. They might have been places of worship, or celebration, or sacrifice. No one knows.

			Stone circles can be found all over the British Isles, still standing firm against anything time or the elements can do to bring them down. Messages from the deep past, written in a language no one can read. There are those who believe they generate mystical power, that they link ley lines, or open doors to strange faerie realms. But it’s all just guesswork. No one can be sure.

			There are stories, myths and legends about the stone circle at Chipping Amesbury. Tales going back centuries, of people going missing, never to be seen again. Of people found dead inside the circle. Of monsters and demons that emerged from the stones and did terrible things, before disappearing back where they came from. Some say the stones were built to allow these creatures access to our world, while others say the circle’s purpose was to keep them out. Believe as you will. All anyone knows for sure is that no monsters have been seen, and no people have died or disappeared mysteriously, since the stones’ positions were altered, in 1920.

			But all of that could be about to change.

		


		
			

			ONE

			Doorways Set in Stone

			A stone circle half as old as time stood silhouetted against the sky, the standing stones spread out like letters from some forgotten alphabet that no one can read any more. A warning from the past, that some old threats have never gone away.

			Alistair Kincaid, that most modern Bishop of All Souls Hollow, stood atop an old-time mound big enough to be considered a hill, and looked out over the open countryside. Nothing looked back. No matter which way he turned his gaze, it was all wildness and desolation, with no trees or shrubs or water features to break up the great sweep of open land. Just grass and mud, in varying shades of brown and grey, and the look of a place where living things thrived despite the setting. Dark and brooding, uninviting and proud of it, this particular area had been abandoned and shunned for a really long time, for really good reasons.

			A chill wind gusted around Alistair, ruffling his hair and tugging at his clothes. He narrowed his eyes and stood his ground, refusing to be intimidated. A handsome man in his late twenties, rimless glasses helped to take the edge off his good looks, while a sturdy frame made it clear he was not a man to be messed with. Alistair wore his dark suit and dog collar as a kind of armour, to ward off an intrusive world. His smile was warm, and his eyes were kind, which together with his classically regular features made him the popular face of modern Christianity on daytime television. Even though he couldn’t help thinking there had to be a better use for his time and talents. But Alistair was still an obedient son of his Church, so he went where he was sent and did the best job he could. Selling his religion to people he wasn’t sure wanted or appreciated it.

			There was a lot more to Alistair Kincaid than met the eye. Though, as he was fond of saying, there would have to be.

			He studied the barren moorland carefully, seeing nothing but nature in the raw, left to its own devices. It was not a place where people had ever lived, or would want to. In the distance, he could just make out the small town of Chipping Amesbury. Whoever originally founded the settlement, long and long ago, had gone to great pains to make sure there was a safe distance between the townspeople and the stone circle on the hill. It had to be at least a couple of miles, and Alistair felt he could vouch for every single yard because he’d walked all the way from the town to the stone circle. There was no road, no path, not even a beaten trail. No one from the town ever came out to the stones; that was strictly something for the tourists. No transport was ever provided for them, only polite but pointed comments that a healthy walk would allow them to enjoy the scenery. Which was possibly why the number of visitors had been dropping for some time.

			Alistair turned his back on the view and gave all his attention to the standing stones. A large circle of rough stone pillars, tall and jagged and only roughly fashioned, crusted with irregular patterns of moss and mould like ancient tribal markings. The stones stood in pairs, with no overhead lintel, like the two sides of an open doorway, and Alistair wondered why that particular thought was raising the hackles on the back of his neck.

			Perhaps because doors suggested the possibility of something coming through them.

			The circle covered an area roughly the size of a cricket pitch, though there wasn’t a blade of grass to be seen on the hard earth base. Whoever had raised the mound to make the hill had gone to great pains to make sure nothing lived inside the stones. Alistair turned slowly, taking in the whole circle, and the paired stones stared back at him like so many unblinking eyes. Alistair made a determined effort to think of the paired stones as wickets, and that at least produced a brief smile.

			He’d come to the small town of Chipping Amesbury to be a celebrity expert in a documentary on the stones. Because he was genuinely interested in ancient stone monuments, and because he’d been told the actress Diana Hunt would also be appearing. And Alistair very much wanted to see her again.

			Just the thought made his heart beat faster, but there was no denying it also made him feel just a little nervous. His mind drifted back to the strange circumstances that had first brought them together, as celebrity guests on the television ghost-hunting show Spooky Time! Guests and presenters had been securely locked inside the famously haunted town hall at Stonehaven, for a live broadcast on Halloween. The programme makers went there in search of ghosts, but instead they found sudden death, and murder.

			Alistair and Diana had worked well together, solving the mystery of what was really going on and uncovering the killers, and Alistair had developed deep feelings for the glamorous actress. He’d thought she felt the same way about him, but once they left the town hall, it seemed that events conspired to keep them apart. The Church had insisted Alistair hit the early-morning television circuit, jumping from sofa to sofa so he could tell sleepy-eyed viewers how his faith had supported him despite all the killings and the weird stuff, and how in the end it helped him uncover the truth.

			Alistair had followed Diana’s career afterwards, as she was kept busy in one high-profile television show after another, now that her well-­­publicized experiences made her a hot property. Diana’s agent rushed her from one project to the next, desperate to make some serious money while the public interest lasted. Alistair had often thought about reaching out to her, but the two of them moved in very different worlds, and somehow it never seemed the right time.

			Even though the tabloids had delighted in labelling them the Actress and the Bishop, or the Holy Terrors, and even now persisted in loudly wondering, What Will They Do Next?

			Alistair hoped their coming together on a new project would be a happy reunion, but after such a long separation, he had to wonder if she would be happy to see him. It was always possible that the closeness they’d felt was nothing more than a reaction to the dangers of the moment. And, deep down, did he want the connection to be real? They had so little in common. He was the youngest bishop to be anointed by his Church for many years, while she was an experienced actress who’d appeared in everything from Macbeth to Miss Marple. What would he even say to her? And then he heard her voice behind him, saying his name, and suddenly everything in his life made sense again.

			He turned quickly and there she was, standing framed between two of the paired stones as though posing in a doorway, half silhouetted against the evening sky. And Alistair couldn’t help but think, Trust an actress to make an entrance.

			Diana Hunt was a tall, striking woman in her early thirties, wearing a heavy woollen sweater with stylized Celtic designs, over sturdy blue jeans and crocodile-­­skin boots, topped off with a long leather coat. She looked just as lovely as Alistair remembered, with sparkling eyes and a ready smile, though her makeup was still so dramatic it was practically a production in itself. Dark hair tumbled down to her shoulders, blown this way and that by the truculent wind, and she brushed it impatiently aside so she could concentrate her gaze on Alistair. Her smile widened as she took him in, and her eyes were full of promise and mischief.

			He moved quickly forward to greet her, and she stretched out both hands to him as she stepped from between the stones. He grasped them firmly, and suddenly they were in each other’s arms, hugging tightly, as though they could drive away all the misspent time that had separated them. Alistair felt like he’d come home, to where he belonged. He buried his face in her neck, and her perfume filled his head. They finally let go and stepped back, though Diana couldn’t resist kissing Alistair on the cheek, and then laughing lightly as she brushed away the lipstick’s traces.

			‘It’s good to see you again, Bish.’

			‘It’s wonderful to see you, Diana.’

			And then they both just stood there, a little uncertain as to what they should say next. The only experiences they had in common were the terrible things they’d witnessed at Stonehaven town hall, and Alistair didn’t want that to be what held them together. So he deliberately turned away from the stones and gestured at Chipping Amesbury on the horizon, as though presenting the town to her as a gift.

			‘I got here early,’ he said. ‘Booked in at the hotel and came straight here, so I could get a clear first impression on my own.’ He smiled, just a little bashfully. ‘I’ve always been fascinated by standing stones and their history.’

			Diana nodded briefly at the circle, as though forced to acknowledge the most boring guests at a party. ‘You wanted some quality time together?’

			‘If you like.’

			‘I would have been here earlier,’ said Diana, ‘but I wanted to spend some time talking to the townspeople, so I could test the local temperature. See what they really think about the stones.’

			Alistair felt a small but very real twinge of guilt. It should have occurred to him to do that. He’d heard some of the locals weren’t happy about what was happening, and people in distress were supposed to be his business. Though he had to admit that when it came to upsetting stories about deadly monsters from other realms, and their anticipated return, he had no idea what he could say to ease their troubled minds. He’d have to give the matter some thought. He nodded to Diana and tried hard to keep his voice casual.

			‘What made you choose this particular documentary? Are you interested in stone circles?’

			‘Hardly, darling.’ The only way Diana could have sounded more disinterested would have involved her not being there. ‘I just felt a need to get away from all those terribly worthy television shows my agent had shoehorned me into. You know the kind: deep depressing dramas, where everyone stands around being emotional at each other … Really not my thing, darling. Give me a full-­­on action scene, some spicy dialogue and a stunt double ready to perform all the risky stuff for me … while I sit around sipping champagne and getting ready for my close-­­up … and I am a happy bunny. I thought a simple documentary, way out in the countryside, would be just the thing to cleanse the palate. My agent came up with a list of suitable subjects, after a little arm-­­twisting, and as soon as I saw you were attached to this project, I thought, That’s the one for me. So here I am! Destiny has brought us back together.’

			‘It’s a small world, after all,’ Alistair said solemnly.

			Diana turned unhurriedly, taking in the ancient stone circle, and shuddered dramatically. ‘Now that I’m here, I honestly don’t see the attraction. I mean, it’s all a bit primitive, isn’t it? You couldn’t brighten a setting like this with flashing lights and some poles to dance round. I am all about luxury and fine living, not roughing it in the old-­­time equivalent of a trailer park. What do you see in all this?’

			‘I think the ancient stones have a lot to tell us,’ said Alistair.

			He had to wonder if someone might have been pulling strings in the background, to put the two of them back together. Destiny – or the tabloids. Or perhaps the documentary’s producer was just interested in the higher ratings that would come from having the Holy Terrors as guest celebrities. He pushed the thought to one side and smiled easily at Diana.

			‘You do know what this documentary is about?’

			Diana shrugged guiltily. ‘I may have skimmed everything in the cover note apart from my fee, darling. Go ahead and shower me with details; you know how you love to lecture me.’

			Alistair decided he was going to rise above that. ‘Recently discovered documents made it clear that these stones are not standing in their original positions, as their ancient creators intended. Back in 1920, the owner of the land, and as such owner of this circle, had the stones moved to form a new configuration that he considered more aesthetically pleasing.’

			Diana blinked a few times. ‘He could just do that?’

			‘Of course. There was no protection for old-­­time monuments in those days.’

			Diana stared around at the massive stones. ‘Lifting those great brutes out of the ground and then planting them somewhere else must have taken an army of workmen. And cost the man behind it all some serious money. Why go to so much trouble, just to make things easier on the eye?’

			‘Nobody seems too sure,’ said Alistair. ‘The then owner, one Colonel Tillingbourne, never committed his intentions to paper. Perhaps he thought a more pleasant appearance would attract more visitors. However … some of his contemporaries suspected the Colonel of being secretly involved in the occult. That he was, in fact, a pursuer of antique knowledge, determined to acquire forbidden powers. There were a lot of people similarly inclined, after the horrors of the Great War. The Order of the Golden Dawn, and all that.’

			‘What does the occult have to do with moving the stones?’ said Diana.

			‘All the old circles come with myths and legends attached,’ said Alistair. ‘Their very existence suggested some kind of magical significance. And given that some of the old stories told about this circle did make it sound particularly dangerous, it’s always possible the Colonel thought he was defusing a supernatural bomb. The point is, the current owner of the land, Sir Neville Chumley, decided to restore the stones to their original positions and make the circle authentic again. And we will be here to film the last stone being moved back to its original position, so the power and significance of the old circle can be restored.’

			Diana stuck out her lower lip thoughtfully. ‘A lot of the people I spoke to went out of their way to tell me what a bad idea that was. I wasn’t at all sure just how seriously I should take them, at first. Small communities do love to tell tall tales and mess with outsiders’ heads. But most people seemed honestly upset. And quite seriously scared.’

			She looked slowly around her, as though seeing the standing stones with new eyes. The gusting wind made low querulous noises as it moved between the stones, like a voice murmuring in some forgotten language.

			‘Chipping Amesbury depends on the stones for its livelihood,’ said Alistair. ‘There’s no local industry any more, and they’re so far off the beaten path that the stones are all they have to pull in visitors. The town’s entire income comes from souvenir shops and tea rooms. By interfering with the stones, Sir Neville has threatened the income of everyone in town. So he’s not very popular, just at the moment. And that is why we are making this documentary, backed by his money, to let the whole world know what a marvellous idea this change is.’

			‘So, basically, we’re just his publicity machine,’ said Diana. ‘Hired to put a glamorous face on what’s happening.’

			‘Got it in one,’ said Alistair. ‘But I fear Sir Neville is going to find it an uphill battle to convince the locals.’

			Diana looked steadily at the town on the horizon: a dark shape speckled with lights, standing out against the fall of evening.

			‘Most of the young people are leaving town,’ she said. ‘Driven out by the lack of jobs. Chipping Amesbury is on its last legs.’

			‘Let’s be optimistic,’ said Alistair. ‘If we do a good enough job, we could put the town and its circle back on the map.’

			Diana turned to face him. She looked unusually solemn, even troubled.

			‘Some people take the old legends very much to heart. They really believe that moving the stones back to where they used to be could bring back all the horrors the town used to endure.’

			She moved in close and lowered her voice. Alistair respected her dramatic intentions and put on his best listening face.

			‘They say the stone circle was originally created to open a gateway between this world and another. That’s why the paired stones look like doors. They’re a way in, for things from outside our reality.’

			Diana did her best to sound unconvinced, but Alistair could hear the suppressed tension in her voice.

			‘Is that the general feeling in town?’ he said carefully.

			‘At first, they tried to make the stories sound like nothing more than myths and legends,’ said Diana. ‘But deep down … they believe. They’re frightened out of their wits, Bish.’

			‘What of?’

			‘The Other Place,’ said Diana. ‘When they began moving the stones, that broke the connection, and the town was safe. But now the last of the stones is to be returned to its original position, completing the change, the townspeople are worried something might still be waiting on the other side of the doorways. Something so bad they don’t even have a word for it. The best they could manage was … demons.’ She shrugged quickly and shook her head, as though trying to throw off the mood her words had wrapped around her. ‘When I told people I was coming out here, a lot of them tried to talk me out of it. Though if I’d realized how long a walk it was going to be, I would have thought twice. And switched to more practical shoes.’

			‘What kind of world is this Other Place supposed to be?’ said Alistair.

			‘Depends on which stories you listen to,’ said Diana. ‘Some say it’s a shortcut to Hell. Others call it the Land Under the Hill, home to the faerie folk. Where time moves at a different rate, so that even if you only visited for a day and a night, you’d come back to find centuries had passed and everyone you know dead and gone.’

			‘There are variations on that story all over Europe,’ said Alistair.

			‘They take it seriously here,’ said Diana. ‘Stories passed down from one generation to the next describe the Other Place as an utterly inhuman world, where the very laws of reality are so different that all kinds of terrible things are possible. And monsters come as standard.’

			‘Has anyone ever walked through one of these doorways, to visit the Other Place?’ said Alistair. ‘To see for themselves what’s there?’

			‘A few tried,’ said Diana. ‘They were forcibly stopped – and locked up as insane.’

			‘Until they changed their minds?’

			‘Until they died. No one could trust them after that, and no one felt like taking any chances.’ Diana paused. ‘Some of the townspeople claimed they had ancestors who’d been abducted and dragged through the doors.’

			‘What happened to them?’ said Alistair.

			Diana looked at him soberly. ‘No one knows. They were never seen again. Apparently, if you take a walk through the local cemetery, there are a whole bunch of tombstones with no graves, because there was no body to bury.’ She shuddered briefly. ‘Stories, myths, legends … It’s hard not to start believing in them, when everyone else takes them so seriously.’

			‘Don’t let any of this get to you,’ said Alistair.

			Diana’s answering smile looked just a bit fragile. ‘Too late, Bish. I’ve spent too long listening to stories of people found dead in the town, chased until their hearts burst. Of strange creatures heard padding along deserted streets in the early hours. Of things heard breathing outside shuttered windows, and claw marks gouged into locked doors. Even graves dug up, and their contents taken …’

			Alistair gave her his best reassuring smile. ‘This is starting to sound like the kind of stories handed down through families, to tell each other on a long winter’s night. If things had really been that bad, they would have just asked the authorities for help.’

			‘No one would have believed them,’ said Diana. ‘The bad things only happened at wide intervals, sometimes generations apart. And there was never any hard evidence. I asked why their ancestors didn’t just move; they said this was their town, and they wouldn’t be driven away.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t want to believe these stories, Bish. But these people do.’

			She shuddered again, and Alistair could tell it wasn’t from the chill of the blustering wind. She straightened her back and raised her head, and smiled determinedly at Alistair.

			‘What is the Church’s position on subjects like the Other Place?’

			‘We like to keep an open mind,’ said Alistair. ‘After all, we’ve believed in stranger things.’ He looked at her thoughtfully. ‘Is all of this bringing back bad memories of what we came face to face with at Stonehaven town hall?’

			Diana nodded emphatically. ‘You know as well as I do, there were some things we were never able to explain properly.’

			‘There was never any hard evidence of anything supernatural,’ Alistair said carefully. ‘After we left, the police forensic scientists all but tore the hall apart. They were kind enough to send me a copy of their final report, officially confirming that they couldn’t find a single trace of anything out of the ordinary.’

			‘But we saw things!’ said Diana. ‘We both heard and felt things …’

			‘Because we were caught up in the moment,’ Alistair said deliberately. ‘Trapped in a suggestible mood, deliberately reinforced by the killers. They created an atmosphere of belief in the supernatural with their tricks and devices, and made us buy into it.’

			Diana nodded slowly. ‘Until you saw through what they were doing.’

			‘Eventually,’ said Alistair. ‘Looking back, I see no reason to believe that anything unnatural was going on, and neither should you. Just let it go, and move on.’

			Diana took a step toward him. ‘With you, Bish?’

			‘Would you like that?’ said Alistair.

			And then they realized just how close they were standing, and backed away again. Because they weren’t sure they were ready for that just yet, or perhaps because they were enjoying their reunion too much to hurry it.

			‘So!’ Diana said brightly. ‘I was brought on to this show to add a touch of glamour, but why did they want you, Bish?’

			‘Because I am an expert on ancient stone circles,’ said Alistair. ‘I even wrote a book on the subject – Messages from the Past.’

			‘Did it sell well?’ said Diana.

			‘It was very well reviewed, in some quite prestigious journals,’ said Alistair.

			‘I’ll take that as a no.’

			‘It was about how stone circles are the last communications we have, from long-­­forgotten cultures,’ said Alistair. ‘The past, reaching out to us. We have no idea why those ancient civilizations thought it so important to raise stone circles. Some think they were created to keep track of the seasons, to help with planting and hunting, so enough food could be stored to get them through the long winters. Others believe the stones helped them map the night skies. And, of course, it’s always possible that the circles were sites of worship, for whatever it was those long-­­gone people believed in. Or perhaps, in the end, the circles were simply demonstrations of power and prestige.’

			‘How long ago are we talking about?’ said Diana.

			‘Three thousand bc; maybe even older. We are talking deep time, pre-­­history.’

			‘That’s too long ago even to get a handle on … What do you believe all this was for, Bish?’

			Alistair shook his head. ‘What I just gave you was nothing more than educated guesses. Ancient man probably thought in very different ways to us. All we can be sure of is that a lot of hard work went into raising these stones, so the circle must have served a purpose. Look around you; this was built to last. To be a foothold on the future. A work intended to survive long after its creators were gone.’

			‘Knock it off, Bish,’ said Diana. ‘You’re giving me the shivers.’

			‘Maybe that’s what the stones were meant to do,’ said Alistair. He looked at her thoughtfully. ‘There are any number of good-looking celebrities they could have approached. What made them pick you, in particular?’

			Diana scowled at him. ‘If you must know, I once starred in a low-­­budget British horror movie – Slaughter in the Stones. I’ve been trying to live it down ever since.’

			‘Was it any good?’ Alistair said innocently.

			‘It stank out every cinema that showed it, like a fart on steroids,’ said Diana. ‘None of us were allowed a peek at the script before we signed on, or we’d never have gone anywhere near it. But back then, I was desperate to appear in something that might actually be seen by a mass audience.’

			‘The name doesn’t ring a bell,’ said Alistair.

			‘Be grateful,’ said Diana. ‘Be very grateful.’

			‘What was it about?’

			‘It was about an hour and twenty minutes,’ said Diana. ‘Don’t ask me to explain the plot or I’ll start to whimper. It was … bright young things being killed in strange and inventive ways. With lots of mood and lashings of gore, to take the audience’s mind off what passed for dialogue. Along with as much casual nudity as the producers could crowbar in. I’ve still got a DVD somewhere; I’ll lend it to you, after we’re done here.’

			‘Thank you,’ Alistair said solemnly. ‘I’m sure I’ll find it very interesting.’

			Diana smiled suddenly. ‘Thank you for not asking whether I was one of those who got their kit off.’

			‘I assumed you’d tell me,’ said Alistair, ‘if it mattered to you.’

			‘Of course I got naked!’ said Diana. ‘That’s how you got noticed. And I did have a great body.’

			She paused, and Alistair realized she was waiting for a compliment, and possibly reassurance.

			‘You still look amazing,’ he said.

			‘And you’re in pretty good shape, for a bishop,’ said Diana. ‘Just like I remembered.’

			‘So you did think about me?’ said Alistair.

			‘More importantly,’ said Diana, ‘did you think of me?’

			‘You were never far from my thoughts,’ said Alistair.

			Diana could tell he meant every word. She moved in close again, until they were staring into each other’s eyes. And that was when a sudden blast of wind blew them both off balance and into each other’s arms. They held on tightly, to hold each other up, until the wind dropped away. And then they both let go and stepped back. If only because they wanted something like that to be their idea.

			‘So, Bish, what are we going to say about the stones?’ Diana said brightly. ‘I have to say, I’m looking right at them, and they are seriously old and ugly. I’m not surprised the tourists stopped coming. What is there to do, once you’ve seen them? Hack off a bit with a chisel, to take home as a souvenir?’

			‘I think you’d better let me do most of the talking,’ said Alistair. ‘I know the right things to say. You just stand back and smile admiringly, while I dazzle the audience with details and baffle them with bullshit.’

			‘The way you do on breakfast television?’ said Diana.

			Alistair gave her a long-­­suffering look. ‘We are here to do a job. The main presenters will do most of the heavy lifting, and no doubt scripts will be provided to point us in the right direction. You just back me up and jump in with a witty comment whenever you see a gap. I’ll deal with the history and the spiritual aspects. This must have been some kind of religious site.’

			‘Isn’t that what people usually say about old-­­time artefacts when they don’t have a clue?’ Diana said mischievously. ‘Religious, as a comment, can cover an awful lot of ground.’

			‘You stick to the spooky stuff,’ Alistair said sternly. ‘Give full force to all the best local stories and dramatize the hell out of them, so our audience can get a feel for what it must be like to be here, in the infamous Chipping Amesbury stone circle.’

			‘You mean cold and dreary and exposed to the elements?’ said Diana.

			‘We’re selling awe and wonder, and escapism,’ Alistair said firmly. ‘Along with as much history as I can force down their throats. I’ll do the lecturing, you hit them with the weird stuff, and we’ll finish off with a whole bunch of positive comments. About the circle being the heart of the local community, and what a wonderful place Chipping Amesbury is to visit. And then hopefully we can retire to the hotel bar and put it all behind us – job done.’

			‘I can’t believe it,’ said Diana. ‘My dear Bish has gone showbiz. The horror, the horror …’

			‘I wonder who I might have caught that from?’ said Alistair.

			They shared a smile and then looked round sharply as they heard voices approaching up the side of the hill.

			‘Must be the rest of the documentary team,’ said Alistair.

			‘About time,’ said Diana.

			They wandered over to the edge and looked down. A small group of people were trudging up the hill and making hard going of it. Two of the younger people wrestled with a trolley full of equipment, while swapping entirely uninhibited abuse with the other members of the group.

			‘It wouldn’t kill you to lend a hand!’

			‘I do not do physical labour,’ said an older man. ‘I am talent.’

			‘That’s a matter of opinion.’

			‘I am too experienced, and too well paid, to work for a living.’

			The two young people bumped the trolley over the hill’s uneven surface, constantly grabbing bits of equipment that kept making a bid for freedom by throwing themselves over the sides. Another young woman and the older man let them get on with it. A middle-­­aged woman brought up the rear, trying to pretend it was all nothing to do with her.

			‘Should we go down and help?’ said Alistair.

			‘They wouldn’t thank you for it,’ said Diana. ‘Everyone sticks to their own job in television.’

			‘They don’t exactly sound like professionals,’ said Alistair.

			‘That’s standard practice,’ said Diana. ‘Show business has always been about dysfunctional families. You’ll find they can all get along well enough to get the job done, once the deadline starts looming.’

			‘I am losing confidence in the quality of this production,’ said Alistair.

			‘Remember the first rule of show business,’ said Diana. ‘Hope for the best, expect the worst and guard your back at all times. At least I had enough sense to get paid in advance this time.’ She shot him a hard look. ‘You did remember to get your money upfront?’

			‘One of the few useful things I learned from my experiences at Stonehaven,’ said Alistair. He frowned down at the approaching group. ‘I was assured this documentary was going to be a serious-­­minded approach to the material, but I’m beginning to suspect that these are the kind of people who are really only interested in playing up the supernatural side.’

			‘Well spotted, Bish,’ Diana said briskly. ‘All they care about is what they know will hold an audience’s attention. And you can bet some of them see this as their big break, and do whatever it takes to get noticed. The leads are probably just news presenters on the local channel.’

			‘They are,’ said Alistair. ‘I did my research, before I signed on.’

			‘Can’t honestly say I give a damn,’ said Diana. ‘Now stand back, darling, and watch me shine! There’s only room for one star on this show, and that’s going to be me.’

			‘Where do I fit in, then?’ said Alistair.

			‘Eye candy,’ said Diana. She smiled at his reaction. ‘All right then: spiritual and intellectual eye candy.’

			‘Better,’ said Alistair.

			The first person to clamber over the edge and join them was a tall, well-­­tanned man in his fifties. He wore a smart suit and was in reasonably good shape, with regular features and carefully styled iron-­­grey hair that didn’t move in the slightest for all the wind could do. He presented Alistair and Diana with a professional smile and shook them both firmly by the hand.

			‘Hello, I’m Stewart Munroe.’

			He said the name as though he expected it to mean something and was disappointed when it clearly didn’t.

			‘I’m the lead presenter, so I’ll be doing all the main stuff to camera. In my day job, I’m the main presenter on the local news.’

			He waited again to give them another chance to look impressed, and was a little put out when they didn’t.

			‘Of course, I know both of you,’ he said. ‘Diana Hunt and Bishop Alistair Kincaid, the only survivors of the Spooky Time! live broadcast. Which is, of course, why you’re here.’

			‘Of course,’ said Alistair.

			‘I didn’t actually see the show myself,’ said Stewart. ‘But no doubt your experiences with the weird stuff will come in handy.’ He looked at them thoughtfully. ‘It must have been a terrible experience, being trapped in such a strange setting. I hope that isn’t going to be a problem here.’

			‘There wasn’t really time to be scared,’ said Alistair. ‘We were too busy trying to work out what was going on.’

			‘Speak for yourself, Bish,’ said Diana.

			‘You were brave when it mattered,’ said Alistair.

			Stewart showed them his professional smile again. ‘Well, we shouldn’t have any problems with that kind of nonsense on this show.’ He looked around the circle. ‘I have to say, I was hoping for more. There’s not much here to work with. Just a bunch of old stones, without even an interesting carving to point at. All the audience-­­friendly stuff, like ripping the damned things out of the ground and dumping them somewhere else, has already happened. We’re just left with the last survivor, and God knows how we’re going to make moving that look dramatic.’ He shrugged easily, with the air of someone determined to make the best of things. ‘Luckily, there’s lots of local superstition we can throw in, if the historical side gets a bit dull.’

			‘Have you talked to the townspeople?’ said Diana, just a bit sharply. ‘They take the dangers associated with these old stones very seriously.’

			Stewart winced. ‘I know. They’ve been bombarding the station with e-­­mails and phone calls, desperate to find someone who’ll listen to their dire warnings. We take their name and number, but we don’t call back. It doesn’t do to encourage people like that; you’ll never get rid of them.’

			‘We’re not here to make fun of people or mock their beliefs,’ Alistair said sternly.

			‘Oh, perish the thought,’ said Stewart. ‘Polite, informative and even-­­handed are our watchwords. When we can be bothered. We know what the viewers want, and we stand ready to give it to them good and hard. But we are allowed, and even expected, not to take any of this too seriously. Or no one will watch.’

			He sighed heavily. ‘I miss the seventies. What a lot of people have taken to calling the Haunted Generation. When the weird stuff was all over the media, with strange sightings in the woods, and unidentified things buzzing all over our skies; when supernatural stories made the news every night.’ He smiled nostalgically. ‘Carved stone heads that changed position when no one was looking. A werewolf in someone’s hallway. Crop circles! Remember them? Just a joke now, but people got very excited about them at the time. Those were the days … When you could scare the crap out of your audience on a regular basis, and they couldn’t get enough of it.’

			‘You didn’t mention alien abductions,’ Alistair said innocently.

			‘Are we expecting Men in Black to turn up?’ said Diana.

			‘If they do,’ said Alistair, ‘you smile and seduce them, while I run for help.’

			‘I’ve never needed anyone’s help to seduce someone,’ said Diana.

			‘I can believe that,’ said Alistair.

			Stewart realized he’d lost control of the conversation, and sighed again.

			‘No one believes anything in the media these days. Or they believe so many things they cancel each other out. Still … a circle like this, with the right lighting and the right shadows, and, of course, the right commentary … should be enough to get some pulses racing.’

			Diana looked at him with new interest. ‘What is someone with your experience doing still mired in local news? Not enough ambition to try for the big time?’

			‘I have enough talent to make a living,’ said Stewart. ‘But not enough to make the big leap. That’s why I called in every favour I was owed, to make sure I got the lead on this documentary. I see real possibilities in this material.’

			‘For the audience or for you?’ said Alistair.

			‘I need this show to be a success,’ Stewart said flatly. ‘It’s my last chance to make a favourable impression with the kind of people who can move me up a rung. So I need material that will grab the viewers’ attention and make them watch.’

			Diana studied him carefully. ‘Is there a reason why you’re being so open and sharing with us, as opposed to the bitchery and back-­­stabbing that comes as standard in most small-­­time television?’

			‘Of course,’ said Stewart. ‘I’m going to need all the help I can get to make this dog of a doc bark to order. I can’t expect any support from my fellow presenter; this is her first big gig, and she’s only in it for herself. And our producer sees this as just another job – something to get through as quickly as possible so she can move on to the next. But … the two of you kept your heads despite everything Stonehaven could throw at you, and I’m hoping I can rely on that kind of hard-­­headedness to make this a piece worth watching.’

			Diana turned to Alistair. ‘What do you think, Bish? You ready to answer his cry from the heart?’

			‘I am here to do proper service to the stones,’ said Alistair. ‘But if I can help someone out along the way, that’s my job. What about you, oh mistress of the magic lantern? Are you ready to play Good Samaritan?’

			‘Oh, absolutely, darling,’ said Diana. ‘I have a long history of providing comfort to those in need.’ She smiled dazzlingly at Stewart. ‘But if we make you look good, you have to make us look good.’

			‘Deal,’ said Stewart. ‘Ah, here comes my fellow presenter – the lovely Natalie Daye. Don’t get in her way unless you want her to walk right over you.’

			Natalie came striding over the edge of the hill, flushed and out of breath from her exertions and not at all pleased about it. She looked to be in her mid-­­twenties, average height and fashionably slender, with a pretty if characterless face, long blonde hair and clear blue eyes. She wore a pale blue blazer over a white blouse, with grey slacks and practical shoes. The very image of a career woman who is going places. She made a point of ignoring Stewart, Alistair and Diana, so she could give all her attention to scowling fiercely at the standing stones.

			Diana looked at Alistair. ‘What do you think, Bish? Shag, marry, run like hell?’

			‘She looks … very professional.’

			‘Yes,’ said Diana. ‘But a professional what?’

			Stewart did his best to muffle a laugh.

			‘Dear Natalie is just working out how to present herself to her best advantage,’ he said. ‘Like she always does.’

			Natalie’s head snapped round, as though sensing danger.

			‘I am not here to be upstaged by a bunch of old rocks.’

			‘Stones,’ said Alistair, politely but firmly.

			Natalie kicked that one into the long grass with a quick shrug. ‘So, you’re the Actress and the Bishop. Stunt casting, from the Stonehaven broadcast.’

			She flashed them a smile that came and went so quickly it was hard to be sure whether it had actually happened. She didn’t offer to shake hands. She went back to looking at the stone circle with an almost proprietorial air.

			‘I will squeeze every opportunity there is out of this story, and milk it till it moos. Whatever it takes to make the viewers sit up and pay attention. Nobody dozes off when I’m working.’

			‘They wouldn’t dare,’ said Stewart. ‘They’d be too worried you might reach out of their television and slap them round the head.’

			Natalie nodded. ‘And I would too, if I could.’

			‘Are you also expecting this job to launch you into the big leagues?’ said Diana.

			Natalie shot Stewart a dismissive glance. ‘Has he been going on about that already? Give it up, old man. You had your chance; you’re not going anywhere. This is my time to be noticed.’

			‘At least I’ve been somewhere,’ said Stewart.

			Alistair quickly cut in. ‘What made you choose this documentary, Natalie? Are you interested in standing stones?’

			She sniffed loudly. ‘Hardly. But I grew up not far from here, so I know most of the old stories.’

			‘Do you believe any of them?’ said Diana.

			‘Of course not! I’m not a child! But I’ve covered enough weird stories to know how to sell them.’ She looked around again. ‘Pity no one thought to bring a fog machine; that would have made for some interesting visuals.’

			‘Oh, don’t talk to me about smoke machines!’ said Diana. ‘We used them all through Slaughter in the Stones. Great for atmosphere; not so good for the lungs. By the time we’d finished shooting each day, we were all hacking away like professional chain-­­smokers.’

			‘We don’t need any artificial aids,’ said Stewart. ‘With the right presentation, we can create any mood we want.’

			Natalie didn’t even look at him, being far too busy glaring at the stones. ‘Ugly-­­looking things, aren’t they?’ And then she shivered suddenly. ‘Did it just get cold?’

			‘We’re standing on top of a hill, in the middle of nowhere, exposed to the elements,’ Alistair said calmly. ‘There’s bound to be the odd breeze.’

			Diana smiled at Natalie. ‘You mustn’t let the setting get to you, darling. Pace yourself, or you won’t last.’

			‘You should know,’ said Natalie.

			Stewart looked at her thoughtfully. ‘Your usual beat is hard news. Crimes and cons, scandals and corruption. Why choose this?’

			Natalie growled under her breath. ‘I always wanted to be an investigative journalist, but so much bad stuff has happened in recent years that people have news fatigue. They don’t want to know. The only way to get good viewing figures these days is to go for the sensational, and go for the throat.’

			‘And that’s why you’re hosting this documentary?’ said Diana.

			‘Co-­­hosting,’ said Stewart.

			‘You peddle your fish and I’ll throw some dynamite into the pond, old man,’ said Natalie.

			Stewart showed her a smile even colder than the gusting wind.

			‘I have been in the presenting business longer than you’ve been alive. I know every trick there is to know when it comes to seizing the audience’s attention from the off and then keeping it fixed on me … And well away from everyone else. So you can either be a supportive co-­­host, or I will ensure your contributions are so fleeting no one will even remember you were in this documentary.’

			They stared at each other, and then Natalie nodded grudgingly, accepting the realities of the situation. For the moment. Alistair leaned in to Diana and lowered his voice.

			‘Looks like there’s going to be more drama behind the camera than in front of it.’

			‘Situation normal, in television land,’ said Diana, just as quietly. ‘The only way to get ahead is by climbing over someone else’s back. I know Stewart’s type. Good at his job, in an obvious kind of way, but never get between him and a close-­­up.’

			Alistair nodded thoughtfully. ‘Why doesn’t his hair move, no matter how hard the wind blows?’

			‘Industrial-­­strength hairspray,’ said Diana. ‘Probably in quantities that would frighten the ozone layer.’

			A young man and a young woman appeared over the edge of the hill, just behind their trolley full of equipment. They lurched to a halt with a sigh of relief, and the man gave the trolley a good kick, just on general principles.

			‘You could have put your back into it a bit more,’ he said to the young woman.

			She sniffed loudly. ‘If you couldn’t steer the thing, you shouldn’t have taken the lead.’

			‘I was practically carrying that trolley!’

			‘I’ve been carrying you for years.’

			And then they shared a smile, sneered at the trolley and high-­­fived each other. Alistair cleared his throat, and the newcomers moved quickly over to join the group. The young man nodded cheerfully to everyone.

			‘Hi, I’m Peter Smith. Cameraman. Put yourselves in my hands and I’ll make you a star.’

			‘I am a star,’ said Diana.

			‘Then I shouldn’t have to work too hard,’ said Peter. ‘Hey – big fan! I watched that live broadcast from beginning to end, and then had to spend the whole of the next week sleeping with the lights on.’

			Good-­­looking in an easy-­­going way, with floppy hair and pale eyes, he wore a battered leather jacket covered in badges over a basic work shirt and jeans and sturdy boots. The young woman leaned companionably against him and nodded coolly to Alistair and Diana. She was medium height, dark-­­skinned, and wore her hair in corn rows. She was wearing the same kind of outfit as Peter, only on her it looked stylish.

			‘I’m Cissy Jones. Sound. Don’t give me any trouble, or I’ll lower the levels so much the audience will need lip-­­readers to find out what you’re saying.’

			Peter smiled at her fondly. ‘She would, too. No one messes with Cissy. But she’s a wonder with the boom mic.’

			Diana frowned. ‘You think we’re going to need that thing?’

			‘My camera has its own directional mike,’ said Peter. ‘Which is all you need for the close-­­up work. But the boom allows for greater flexibility and is a lot better at picking up background sound for atmosphere.’

			‘Better to have the boom and not need it than need it and not have it,’ said Cissy.

			Peter smiled at her. ‘And you don’t like to miss out on anything.’

			‘I can catch any level of conversation,’ said Cissy. ‘Often without anyone noticing.’

			Peter grinned around the group. ‘So don’t say you weren’t warned.’

			‘Smith and Jones?’ said Diana.

			‘Why not?’ said Cissy. ‘We’ve already got the Actress and the Bishop.’

			She and Peter went back to their trolley. He dug out his camera and settled it on his shoulder with the ease of long practice. He then strolled around the circle, focusing on each stone in turn, while Cissy searched through her sound equipment, scowling heavily.

			‘Is there a problem?’ Alistair said politely.

			‘Just checking to make sure nothing got damaged,’ said Cissy, not looking up. ‘You would not believe how temperamental this stuff can be.’

			She put on a pair of oversized headphones and swung the long boom mic around. And then she stopped and scowled around her, as though suspecting someone of playing a trick on her.

			‘I was planning to pick up some natural sound inside the circle, to help establish the mood. But there are no birds singing, no distant noises … I’m not getting any ambient sound at all.’

			‘That’s odd,’ said Diana.

			‘More like unnatural,’ said Alistair. ‘We’re right out in the countryside. There must be something …’

			They all looked around and listened hard, but there was only the quiet murmur of the wind.

			‘Maybe something scared everything away,’ said Diana.

			‘Not a good thought, in the circumstances,’ said Alistair.

			Stewart moved over to stand beside Cissy. ‘The wind is making definite wuthering sounds; use that.’

			Natalie moved quickly in beside Stewart, determined not to be left out of any decision-­­making that might be going on.

			‘You concentrate on establishing the mood,’ she said to Cissy. ‘And I’ll sell the story.’

			‘In a setting like this,’ Diana said sweetly, ‘I think you’ll find the mood will establish itself.’

			Natalie looked down her nose at Diana, which, given that she was a good head shorter, took some doing.

			‘Like in that piece of shit you did, in the haunted hall of horror? Was any of that real?’

			‘Some of it,’ said Alistair.

			Something in his voice silenced Natalie. For the moment. Stewart cleared his throat, to show he was changing the subject.

			‘I’m sure I can find something inspiring to say about the stones.’

			‘You’re going to wing it?’ said Natalie. ‘I wrote my script on the way here. I’ve got lots to say.’

			‘Without even seeing the location?’ said Stewart.

			‘I studied the photos,’ Natalie said impatiently. ‘Come on, we can’t leave it to our revered producer to write our lines for us; producers are notoriously prone to clichés and tin ears. And anyway, it’s just a bunch of stones! We’re selling the sizzle here, not the steak. I mean, look at those things. Ugly, nasty and half buried under moss and mould … Are you sure we can’t clean them up a bit before we start? Make them look respectable?’

			‘I don’t think stones like these were ever meant to look respectable,’ said Diana.

			‘And I’m pretty sure the townspeople would not take kindly to any interference with their bread and butter,’ said Alistair.

			‘Who cares what they think?’ said Natalie. ‘Probably spend most of their time sitting around playing banjos at each other.’

			‘You’d better not talk about them that way when Sir Neville Chumley turns up,’ Stewart said warningly. ‘He takes his role as local squire very seriously.’

			Natalie looked at him sharply. ‘Are we expecting him?’

			‘You didn’t finish the briefing notes, did you?’ said Stewart. ‘He should be here any moment. Since Sir Neville inherited the old manor house and moved down here, he’s taken a real interest in the standing stones. He was the one who decided they should be returned to their original positions, and it’s a sign of his wealth and influence that no one even tried to stop him.’

			Natalie looked at the stones. ‘Shifting this lot must have cost him a ton and a half of money.’

			‘Exactly,’ said Stewart. ‘Sir Neville is also funding this documentary.’

			‘So we bow our heads and tug our forelocks?’ said Natalie.

			‘Big time,’ said Stewart. ‘Because if we say anything to upset him, he’d only have to make one phone call and there would be two new hosts standing here.’

			‘I shall be extremely polite and the perfect professional,’ said Natalie. ‘As long as he’s in the vicinity.’

			The last member of the team finally appeared, emerging in fits and starts over the edge of the hill, breathing heavily, even though she wasn’t carrying anything apart from a heavy satchel over her shoulder. She nodded stiffly to Alistair and Diana.

			‘Kim Locke. Producer.’

			A stout and sturdy figure in her early fifties, with pale skin, dark hair and darker eyes that didn’t miss a thing. She was huddled inside a thick outdoors coat, with heavy walking boots.

			‘What are you smiling at?’ Diana said quietly to Alistair.

			‘She looks like a hiker who’s got lost,’ said Alistair.

			Kim pulled a handful of papers out of her satchel and leafed quickly through them. She looked around the circle and then scowled fiercely, as though it had been set up the way it was just to make her life even more difficult. And then she went walking round the circle, inspecting each stone carefully.

			‘What are you looking for?’ said Diana. ‘Instructions on how to make them work?’

			‘I’m looking for figures or faces in the stones that I can exploit,’ said Kim, not looking back. ‘But all I can see is a bunch of stones.’

			‘What did you expect?’ said Alistair. ‘The clue is in the name: standing stones.’

			‘I need something I can use!’ said Kim, finally turning back to scowl at everyone. ‘I need a hook, a visual shorthand, something to tell the watching audience how they’re supposed to feel when they look at the stones.’

			‘Just show them the circle,’ said Alistair. ‘And let the stones speak for themselves. The audience will get it. People aren’t stupid.’

			‘That has not always been my experience,’ said Kim. She came striding back to the group, looked them over as though already convinced they were going to disappoint her, and then sniffed loudly. ‘We need to make a start. While the light is still usable.’ She glared at Stewart and Natalie. ‘Why are you just standing there?’

			‘Because Sir Neville will be here soon, to oversee the repositioning of the final stone,’ Stewart said calmly. ‘And he was very firm that we should not start filming until then.’

			Kim growled something under her breath and nodded reluctantly. ‘He’s paying for all of this, so he gets to call the shots. Bastard.’

			Diana looked at Alistair. ‘Are you going to tug your forelock when he turns up?’

			‘I don’t do that any more,’ Alistair said solemnly.

			‘Take a look at these,’ said Kim, thrusting her handful of papers in their general direction. ‘Maps and diagrams, showing where the stones used to be before 1920 and where they are now.’

			Alistair accepted the papers and studied them with great interest. Everyone else peered over his shoulder. Alistair spotted the main differences at once. The repositioned circle had been perfectly round, with the stones arranged at regular intervals. The restored circle was more like an elongated oval, with most of the stones arranged in pairs.

			‘What did I tell you?’ said Diana. ‘Doorways.’

			Everyone nodded in a non-­­committal sort of way.

			‘And the only reason I can think of for making doors,’ said Diana, ‘is to let something pass through.’

			‘You know the old stories,’ said Kim. ‘Good. We can use that.’

			Alistair followed the changes on the diagram with a fingertip, frowning.

			‘Do you think there was any significance in the original layout?’ said Diana.

			‘It must have meant something,’ said Alistair. ‘But not necessarily anything we would understand.’

			‘We can get a few usable shots in, before his Squireship turns up,’ Kim said briskly. ‘I’ve got more jobs lined up after this. Real stories, not filler that’s only being made because the station owners want to get into bed with Sir Neville. He has big plans for this county.’ She looked around her. ‘I don’t see what’s so special about any of this. If it was up to me, I’d bulldoze the stones into rubble, level the hill and build some affordable housing out here.’

			Stewart turned to Natalie. ‘Don’t let her talk to the locals.’

			Kim gave him a hard look. ‘In the news game, you’re only as good as your last story, so I make sure it’s always good. Come on, Smith and Jones. Give me some decent establishing views of the stones, before Sir Neville turns up and starts making problems for us.’

			She bustled off into the circle, followed by Peter and Cissy. Stewart and Natalie brought up the rear like reluctant children. Alistair looked at Diana, who hadn’t moved an inch and was still staring intently at the standing stones.

			‘Tell me, Bish … do you get the feeling these stones are looking at us?’

			‘No,’ said Alistair.

			‘Neither do I,’ said Diana. ‘Not even a little bit.’

		


		
			

			TWO

			No Stone Left Unmoved

			Diana turned away from the stones to stare out over the empty countryside. Her back was straight and stiff, and she hugged herself tightly, as though trying to hold herself together. Alistair moved forward to stand beside her, supporting her with his presence but saying nothing. After a while, she spoke again, quite calmly and rationally, but without once looking at him.

			‘We’re on our own, Bish. There’s nothing out there for miles, apart from Chipping Amesbury, and that’s a long way to yell for help if something should go wrong.’

			‘What makes you think something will?’ said Alistair. ‘You mustn’t let the town’s stories get to you. All the old circles come with legends attached, but they usually turn out to be much of a muchness.’

			‘Not the ones I heard,’ said Diana.

			‘Stories are just stories,’ said Alistair. ‘And stones are just stones.’

			‘I just have this feeling that something bad is going to happen,’ said Diana.

			Alistair nodded slowly. ‘Do you have any idea what?’

			She could tell he was asking an honest question, and she struggled to find an answer for him.

			‘You said this circle was a message, from the ancient people who built it. Do you really think they’d go to this much trouble unless what they had to say was important? A warning, to all those who came after them. The stones are speaking to me, and they’re telling me to run like hell while I still can.’

			Alistair kept his voice calm and steady. ‘I think our being together again is dredging up bad memories from what happened the first time we met. Just because we ended up hip-­­deep in mysterious murders and deeply strange things at Stonehaven, it doesn’t mean anything like that is going to happen here. Think about it; what are the odds?’

			Diana nodded and smiled slowly as some of the tension went out of her.

			‘You always know the right thing to say, Bish.’

			‘Comes with the job.’

			Diana turned back to stare intently at the stones. ‘Are you really not feeling anything out of the ordinary about this circle? No cold fingers down your spine, no hackles rising on the back of your neck – not even a sense that all is not well?’

			‘There’s nothing to feel,’ Alistair said firmly. ‘There have never been any recorded supernatural outbreaks or weird happenings in any British stone circle, in modern times. Apart from the odd hippy dancing naked among the stones to welcome in the summer, or the occasional bunch of Druid wannabes in homemade outfits who’ve overdone it on the magic mushrooms. Myths and legends are only ever cautionary tales, preserved and passed on because they contain a moral and a lesson. They were never meant to be taken literally.’

			‘Hold it,’ said Diana. ‘Look down there, Bish. We have company.’

			A small crowd of people had gathered at the base of the hill. They looked to be all ages and types, wrapped warmly against the weather. They tilted their heads back and peered up the hill. They all had the same look on their faces: intrigued and expectant. As though they’d come to the hill with a definite purpose in mind.

			‘I’m not seeing any off-­­road vehicles parked nearby,’ said Alistair. ‘So these people must have walked all the way out here from the town.’

			Diana frowned. ‘But the townspeople I talked to practically hyperventilated just at the thought of my coming here.’

			Alistair smiled suddenly. ‘I think I can make a decent guess as to why these people are here. They’re fans, come to gawk at some celebrities. Famous faces are probably a bit thin on the ground out here in the back of beyond.’

			Presented with the prospect of fans, Diana’s dark mood disappeared in a moment. She fluffed out her hair, ran her hands over her clothes to check everything was as it should be, and then smiled dazzlingly at Alistair.

			‘I should have known. My fans follow me everywhere. Do you happen to have a pen on you, darling, just in case the little dears want autographs?’

			Alistair cleared his throat tactfully. ‘I have a feeling it’s rather more likely they’re here for the local news presenters. They see those people on their televisions every day, and that makes them feel like family. More than enough to draw the devoted all the way across the wilderness, despite the cold and the old stories. I will bet you good money that each and every one of them would be only too happy to walk right over us to get to what they think of as celebrities.’

			‘Stewart and Natalie?’ said Diana, raising an incredulous eyebrow.

			‘The smallest flame can seem very bright when viewed from up close,’ Alistair said solemnly.

			Diana sniffed. ‘Don’t you worry yourself, darling. I never met a fan I couldn’t play like a violin. By the time they leave here, I’ll have them worshipping me like the goddess I am.’ She tossed back her head and thrust out her bosom. ‘When they finally find the nerve to climb the mountain and pay homage, be a dear and fade quietly into the background. I don’t want anything distracting them from the full force of my personality.’

			‘As if anything could,’ said Alistair.

			‘You say the sweetest things,’ said Diana.

			And then they both looked out across the countryside as a mud-­­spattered Land Rover came roaring across the uneven terrain, sending divots of earth flying in all directions. Since there wasn’t even a path, let alone a road, the Land Rover just slammed along in a straight line, bouncing and jolting over hillocks and depressions, and treating all prospective obstacles with the contempt they deserved.

			It finally slammed to a halt at the foot of the raised hill. The engine shut down, and a blessed quiet fell across the evening. The door flew open, and the driver got out: a large and extremely confident middle-­­aged man, wearing heavy outdoor clothes of impeccable cut and style. He was bluffly handsome, with a piercing gaze and jet-­­black hair. He strode toward the hill as though expecting everyone in the world to get the hell out of his way, or possibly kneel down before him. The waiting fans fell silently back, to let him pass.

			‘Hair that dark, on a man that age?’ said Diana. ‘Trust me, darling, that colour comes out of a bottle. On a regular basis.’

			‘That is our benefactor; Sir Neville Chumley,’ said Alistair. ‘If you can see it around here, he probably owns it.’

			‘You know him?’ said Diana.

			‘I know of him.’ Alistair looked at her sternly. ‘Some of us do read just a bit more than the showbiz columns. Sir Neville used to be a big name in the City, before he moved to the countryside and reinvented himself as the local squire. That man could buy you and me with the spare change in his pockets.’

			Diana shot him a withering glance. ‘Speak for yourself, darling. I may be easy, but I’m never cheap.’

			Sir Neville suddenly took notice of the waiting fans and slammed to a halt right in front of the small crowd. He planted his fists on his hips in a power stance and nodded briskly to them. A few tried to say something, but he just talked right over them. Alistair strained his ears, trying to pick up what Sir Neville was saying, but the wind blew it all away. Whatever it was, it was clear the townspeople really didn’t want to hear it. But when Sir Neville stabbed a commanding finger in the direction of the town on the horizon, everyone just nodded resignedly and set off on the long walk home. Sir Neville turned his back on the people and the town, and marched up the steep hill.

			‘He sent my fans away!’ said Diana.

			‘Maybe he didn’t want to share you,’ said Alistair.

			‘Well,’ said Diana, ‘that is understandable.’

			Sir Neville strode up the hill without pausing, and when he finally came to a halt before Alistair and Diana, he wasn’t even breathing hard.

			‘I’m Sir Neville Chumley, but you probably already know that. And this … is my stone circle. Isn’t it splendid?’

			‘Your predecessor probably thought something similar, after he’d made all his changes,’ said Alistair.

			Sir Neville brushed that aside with a mere twitch of the shoulders. ‘Times change. These days, we’re all about authenticity. Hello, Bishop Kincaid and Diana Hunt! Delighted to meet you both. We really must find time to talk about your experiences at Stonehaven town hall. They sound absolutely fascinating.’

			He smiled at the look on their faces. ‘You didn’t think I’d let just anyone be part of my documentary, without checking them out first? No, regional news hacks are fine for local publicity, but for national attention I knew I’d need some full-­­on celebrities. Preferably strong-­­minded enough that they wouldn’t be thrown by the spooky stories the locals will insist on inflicting on anyone who doesn’t run away fast enough. You mustn’t blame them; their heritage is all they have, and they guard it jealously. But after everything the pair of you went through in that hall, I have no doubt you’re made of sterner stuff. Don’t misunderstand me; fine people, the locals … but they can be rather single-­­minded on some matters. Now then, are you enjoying my circle?’

			‘Oh absolutely, darling,’ said Diana.

			Alistair just nodded. Sir Neville struck him as a hard man to dislike, but worth the effort. The man was trying too hard to be bluff and cheerful, while still making it clear he was the man in charge. And Alistair hadn’t forgotten the commanding finger that sent all the fans back to town. He made a mental note to dig as deep as it took to discover just why Sir Neville had been so ready to abandon the City for the countryside. But for now, he just put on his most amiable smile and nodded easily, as though he hadn’t noticed anything out of place.

			‘I’m a real enthusiast when it comes to stone circles,’ said Sir Neville, rubbing his hands together briskly. ‘Read your book, Bishop. Damn fine scholarship on the historical stuff, but you really should have put your digging boots on when it came to the religious and mystical aspects. Stone circles were important, significant events, so they must have meant something. Hmm?’

			‘People who lived more than three thousand years ago could have had very different ideas about what was important or significant,’ Alistair said politely.

			‘Human is human,’ said Sir Neville.

			‘But our behaviour is shaped by our cultures,’ said Alistair. ‘Some of which have taken very strange turns down the centuries. The ancient creators of this circle could have been as alien to us as men from Mars.’

			‘I rather doubt that,’ said Sir Neville, and his tone of voice made it clear he wasn’t interested in any future discussion.

			‘What do you think this circle was for?’ Diana said bluntly.

			Sir Neville looked at the stones with a happy air of ownership.

			‘I believe … that the stones were set here, in their original pattern, to achieve something. Or, possibly, to prevent something from happening.’

			Alistair studied him carefully. ‘You mean the old-­­time beliefs that these stones were doorways to the Other Place?’

			Sir Neville met his gaze unflinchingly. ‘Why not? Who knows what knowledge those ancient people possessed that is now lost to us? It’s possible they could see or sense things that we can’t. Maybe even detect weak spots in the warp and weft of the world, and take advantage of them. Doesn’t modern science include theories on different dimensions and realities? My predecessor altered this circle because he believed in the occult; I ordered his work undone because I believe in science.’

			‘Yesterday’s occult sounds a lot like today’s science,’ said Diana.

			‘You may be right, my dear,’ Sir Neville said kindly. ‘But I wouldn’t want you to worry too much about such complicated matters.’

			Diana drew herself up, ready to unleash some serious fury at such open condescension, and Alistair moved quickly to intervene.

			‘Why did you decide to move the stones back, Sir Neville? What is it you expect the restored circle to do?’

			Sir Neville nodded approvingly. ‘Glad to see you’re keeping up, Bishop. By putting things back the way they used to be, I’m hoping it will help future scholars to better understand the ori­­ginal creators’ intentions.’

			That wasn’t exactly an answer to Alistair’s question, but before he could press the point, Diana cut in, still smarting at Sir Neville’s putdown.

			‘Are the doors supposed to let things in or keep them out?’

			Sir Neville clearly didn’t care for the brusqueness in her voice, but he kept his voice level.

			‘I believe this circle was created to allow the ancient people to speak directly with their gods. Or, at the very least, something much greater than them.’

			‘Is that what you hope to achieve?’ said Alistair.

			Sir Neville flashed him a disarming smile. ‘I’m not nearly so ambitious. If the restored circle can just open people’s minds to new possibilities, I’ll be happy.’ He cleared his throat to show he was about to change the subject and smiled benignly at Diana. ‘I saw you on television, just recently, in Casualty.’

			‘Oh, don’t,’ said Diana. ‘I was made up as a road accident, and I looked terrible.’

			‘I thought you did an amazing job, in a very difficult role,’ said Sir Neville.

			‘I spent most of it lying in bed,’ said Diana. ‘But then, that’s nothing new for me.’

			Alistair shot her a warning glance. ‘It was good of you to fund this documentary, Sir Neville. Anything that puts a stone circle in the public eye is always helpful. If we don’t embrace our heritage, we could end up losing it.’

			Sir Neville nodded vaguely and looked quickly round the circle until he spotted the two news presenters. And without so much as a goodbye, or even a dismissive nod, he strode off to talk to them. Diana and Alistair wandered after him, determined not to be left out of things, and listened interestedly as Sir Neville fired question after question at Stewart and Natalie about the nature and direction of the show. Kim, Peter and Cissy hung back, doing their best not to be noticed.

			‘It’s important this show has the right tone,’ Sir Neville said forcefully. ‘Right from the beginning, I want it to be respectful of the stones, and of all my efforts to restore the original circle.’

			‘I have no doubt that will be the direction we’re pursuing,’ said Stewart. ‘But Kim over there is our producer, and therefore responsible for all such decisions. You should really be speaking to her.’

			Alistair smiled. Trust Stewart to make sure that if something should go wrong, it wasn’t going to be his fault. Sir Neville looked at Natalie, who nodded quickly.

			‘Kim is the one with all the answers,’ she said, smiling determinedly.

			The producer shot Stewart and Natalie a quick look of annoyance at their betrayal, and then stepped forward to face Sir Neville. Alistair expected her to lower her eyes and mumble, overwhelmed by the authority of the man who held the purse strings, but instead she stood her ground and stared him straight in the eye.

			‘You have nothing to worry about,’ she said flatly. ‘We know what we’re doing.’

			Faced with such unrelenting confidence, Sir Neville had no choice but to nod stiffly and accept her assurances. Diana murmured to Alistair.

			‘Kim is a producer, and therefore used to dealing with television management creatures and price-­­cutting budget committees. And any one of those sharks could eat Sir Neville alive. He wouldn’t even touch the sides going down.’

			Sir Neville fixed Kim with a firm stare. ‘Just make sure that once this documentary is finished, everyone in the country is talking about the Chipping Amesbury stones. And my part in preserving this national treasure.’

			‘You know damn all about stone circles, Nev!’ said a sudden strident voice. Everyone looked round as a grim-­­faced middle-aged woman came striding determinedly into the circle. Short and sturdy, in tweeds and stout walking boots, the newcomer had severe features, grey hair that looked as if it had been cut at home and a frown that gave every indication of being a default setting. Sir Neville met her with his own scowl.

			‘For God’s sake, El, what are you doing here?’

			‘You know this person?’ Diana said innocently.

			The woman crashed to a halt and glared impartially at everyone. ‘Of course he knows me! Go on, Nev, tell them who I am!’

			Sir Neville took a deep breath and forced some calm into his voice.

			‘Allow me to present Elspeth Montgomery, local historian and writer of books that nobody buys. Self-­­professed expert on occult matters, if there is such a thing, and a complete pain in everyone’s arse. I told you to stay away from my circle, El!’

			Elspeth matched his glare with fierce defiance. ‘Your arrogance never ceases to impress me! What do you mean – your circle? You might own the land, but you’re nothing more than the current custodian of the circle. I can’t believe you went ahead with this, after all the warnings I gave you! This abomination has gone far enough!’

			‘On the contrary,’ Sir Neville said flatly. ‘It hasn’t gone far enough, because it isn’t finished yet. But it will be, very soon. There’s just one last stone to be moved!’

			‘You are dealing with forces you can’t hope to comprehend!’ said Elspeth, drawing herself up to her full height, which didn’t take long.

			Sir Neville didn’t actually laugh at her, but he looked as if he wanted to.

			‘I know more about this circle than you ever will, because I have read widely on the subject, and you only read things that agree with what you already believe. I have facts on my side, while you continue to cling to your primitive superstitions. The delusions of the past can never be allowed to stand in the way of progress.’

			Elspeth shook her head grimly. ‘You are meddling with things beyond your control. Like a child with a loaded gun.’

			She broke off as she realized Peter had his camera trained on her, and Cissy was holding out her boom mic. Kim gestured urgently to Stewart, and he quickly moved forward so he could take on his accustomed role.

			‘You appear to be an expert on this subject, Ms Montgomery. Would you care to explain exactly where you think the danger lies in restoring this circle of ancient stones?’

			Elspeth looked ready to explode, but one glance at Sir Neville was enough to convince her that was exactly what he wanted. So she drew herself up, wrapped her dignity around her and spoke steadily to Stewart, completely ignoring Sir Neville. Her voice became clipped and succinct, like a teacher faced with a more than usually dim audience.

			‘This circle exists to open gateways between this world and the Other Place. A connecting point between two different realities.’

			‘But why would anyone want that?’ said Diana, stepping gracefully into view of the camera. ‘Why make it possible for monsters to enter our world?’

			Elspeth didn’t even glance at her, directing her answer entirely to Stewart.

			‘The people who lived here before us were explorers on the edge of what was understood, and this was almost certainly an experiment that went horribly wrong. How could they suspect the Other Place would turn out to be home to demons …’

			‘Fairy tales should stay in the past,’ said Sir Neville. ‘Where they belong.’

			‘These stones were moved for a reason!’ said Elspeth. ‘So the townspeople could finally feel safe. Once the stones had been separated, the doorways were undone, and all contact with the Other Place was broken! If you restore the circle, the machinery will start working again. And the doors will open!’

			Sir Neville was visibly trying to control his temper. ‘You are taking stories invented to frighten children and reading far more into them than was ever intended.’

			Alistair watched all of this thoughtfully. He nodded to Diana, and she came back to join him.

			‘Sir Neville has changed his tune,’ he said quietly. ‘Before Elspeth turned up, he was all about the doorways.’

			‘Perhaps he just doesn’t want to give any ground to a loon like her,’ said Diana. ‘I mean, listen to the woman … We are talking full-­­blown loop the loop and cuckoo for coconuts. The townspeople might be worried by the old stories, but she’s a believer.’

			Alistair wasn’t so sure. He had no doubt Sir Neville was playing to the camera, but he couldn’t help feeling Elspeth was, too. Their whole confrontation had a staged, dramatic quality. As thought the two of them were taking up prepared positions for everyone to see. Alistair had to wonder if Elspeth’s arrival had been quite as unexpected as it seemed. He started forward, determined to ask both of them some pertinent questions, but Diana grabbed him by the arm.

			‘Don’t, Bish. Those two don’t want to know, and you can bet Kim will make sure whatever you might say will only be lost in the editing.’

			Alistair nodded reluctantly.

			Elspeth gave every indication of struggling to contain her anger as she glared coldly at Sir Neville.

			‘I have consulted local parish records going back centuries, which detail all the people who died or went missing, never to be seen again. Those numbers dropped to almost nothing once the doors were closed.’

			Kim gestured to Peter, and he suddenly turned his camera on Alistair, while Stewart hit the bishop with the full force of his professional smile.

			‘Welcome to the discussion, Bishop Kincaid! I’m sure you must have something you’d care to contribute! What is the Church’s position on such matters?’

			This was meant to catch Alistair off guard, but he’d spent too long on early-­­morning television to be ambushed that easily. He just smiled and paused, to make it look as though he was considering the matter.

			‘I’m a man of faith, and it seems to me that in a position like this, we have to listen carefully to what people believe.’ He turned to Elspeth. ‘What is the Other Place, exactly?’

			Elspeth looked at him suspiciously. ‘You’d probably say Hell, with your limited Christian thinking. The rules of reality itself would be utterly different in the Other Place, making all manner of life possible. Creatures without human morality or limitations, and almost certainly with powers and abilities beyond our understanding.’

			Diana moved in beside Alistair, partly to back him up but mostly because she wasn’t going to miss out on being in front of the camera.

			‘Diana Hunt, celebrated actress and personality,’ Stewart said quickly. ‘Given your well-­­publicized experiences with the supernatural and matters other-­­worldly, what would you say?’

			Diana ignored him, her gaze fixed on Elspeth. ‘Are you talking about the monsters described in the local myths and legends?’

			‘Call them fae, spriggans, demons,’ said Elspeth. ‘They moved among us like sharks in shallow waters.’

			‘And you think they’re still waiting for another chance at us, after all these years?’ said Diana.

			Elspeth’s features became harsh and stern, like some old-­­time prophet used to shouting dire warnings to closed minds.

			‘We are nothing compared to things as far beyond us as we are from the apes. They are predators, and we are prey. Opening the doors will just tell them it’s hunting season again.’

			Sir Neville shook his head. ‘Oh, El, really …’

			She rounded on him, to fix him with her coldest glare. ‘Your predecessor closed the doors so the Other Place could forget about us. What you’re doing is ringing the dinner bell!’

			Sir Neville just stood there, letting her impassioned words hang on the air. When he finally replied, his voice was entirely calm and collected.

			‘You’re getting over-­­excited, El. This is my land, I own the stones, and I have every right to do with them as I wish.’

			‘You’re going to get us all killed!’ Elspeth howled, shaking a small fist in his face. ‘They’ll swarm through those doors, fall on the town like wolves let into the fold and slaughter everything in their path. Why won’t you listen to me?’

			For a moment, Alistair thought she might break down into angry tears. Instead, Elspeth just turned her back on all of them, strode off through the stones and disappeared back down the hill. Sir Neville went after her, either to say something more or to make sure she kept going. Kim nodded to Peter as he lowered his camera.

			‘Tell me you got all that,’ said the producer.

			‘Every last bit of it,’ said Peter. ‘Though I don’t know how much we’ll be able to use. She was definitely losing it at the end. And the way Sir Neville treated her could look like bullying. He might not want that in his documentary.’

			Kim turned to Cissy, who was leaning on her boom mic.

			‘She got a bit strident towards the end, but I got it all.’

			‘I’ll make it work in the editing room,’ said Kim.

			And then they all looked round as Sir Neville shouted down the hill after the departing Elspeth.

			‘I’m glad I never married you!’

			Everyone looked at everyone else, but no one felt like saying anything. Sir Neville returned to the group, smiling easily.

			‘I want every last bit of that confrontation in the show. So the audience can see the kind of insanity I’ve had to face.’ And then he turned abruptly to glare at Natalie. ‘Why didn’t you say something? Don’t just hang around waiting for orders; jump in! Earn the money I’m paying you!’

			Kim quickly moved in and eased Sir Neville away, so they could discuss the kind of coverage he wanted when the last stone was moved. Stewart looked meaningfully at Natalie.

			‘He’s not wrong. You have to grab your chances when you can.’

			‘Oh, shut up, old man,’ said Natalie, and she stalked off to be on her own. Stewart watched her go, his eyes narrowed and thoughtful.

			‘He was trying to be helpful,’ Alistair said to Diana.

			‘She didn’t want to be helped,’ said Diana. ‘And especially not by him.’

			‘Because she doesn’t respect him?’

			‘Because she does. That’s the problem.’

			And then they both fell silent as Stewart went after Natalie. He moved cautiously in beside her, careful not to get too close. She thrust her hands deep into her jacket pockets and wouldn’t even glance at him. Stewart stood silently, waiting for her to acknowledge his presence.

			‘You could have cued me in,’ Natalie said finally.

			‘That was Kim’s call,’ he said. ‘And when a subject is giving you red-­­hot material, you really don’t want to interrupt them. Next time … you can take the lead.’

			She turned sharply to glare at him. ‘Don’t do me any favours!’

			‘We’re co-­­hosts,’ said Stewart. ‘What’s good for both of us is good for the show. There are some things you can do that I can’t.’

			Natalie smiled then, in spite of herself. ‘You’d better believe it, old man.’

			‘You’ll get your chance. Make the most of it.’ Stewart sighed, just a bit tiredly. ‘I can’t carry you, Nat. I can barely carry myself.’

			He waited a moment, but she had nothing more to say, so Stewart moved away to consult with Peter and Cissy.

			‘Did I look OK?’

			‘You looked fine,’ said Peter.

			‘How about Sir Neville and Ms Montgomery?’

			‘They looked … very themselves.’

			‘Are things always going to be this emotional?’ said Cissy.

			Stewart shrugged. ‘The locals have their own take on things.’

			Alistair turned to Diana. ‘You have more experience with the townspeople than me. Are there any more at home like Elspeth? Ready to get involved, launch a protest … Maybe even invade the stones?’

			‘Wouldn’t surprise me in the least,’ said Diana. ‘I keep telling you: to the locals, they’re not just stories. Some of the people I met seemed scared enough to do whatever it took to protect themselves, and call it self-­­defence.’

			‘Maybe moving the final stone will be a good thing,’ said Alistair. ‘Once it’s been restored to its rightful setting, and the locals see nothing bad is happening, they’ll be able to put the old fears behind them.’

			‘Maybe,’ said Diana.

			Alistair decided it was time to change the subject. ‘What shows have you been doing, since we were last together? You know I don’t watch much television.’

			Diana brightened as the talk changed to her favourite subject: herself.

			‘Oh, I received tons of offers of work, thanks to all the publicity generated by the haunted hall murders. I mean, that show had everything! Ghosts, sudden deaths and the murderers brought to justice, right in front of the audience’s eyes! Everything live television is supposed to deliver, but so rarely does. The public loved it. More importantly, they loved us!’

			‘And you milked that for all it was worth,’ said Alistair.

			‘Of course,’ said Diana. ‘That’s what publicity is for.’

			‘Your photo was all over the front pages,’ said Alistair. ‘Pointing at the hall, while looking glamorous.’

			‘It’s what I do best,’ said Diana. ‘You have to make your money while the sun shines in this business, because you can bet the Next Big Thing is already sneaking up behind you, ready to club you down and steal your moment in the spotlight.’

			‘You seem to have done well out of it,’ said Alistair.

			Diana shrugged. ‘I did a lot of television, but not one film. Not even an offer! They just don’t see me as a movie star, the bastards!’

			‘Maybe you should send them your copy of Slaughter in the Stones,’ said Alistair.

			‘Darling, I’d never work again.’

			‘Any of the television I might find interesting?’ said Alistair.

			‘A couple of true-­­crime dramas,’ said Diana. ‘Some family sagas, and a nice role in a super-­­hero franchise. I looked really good in the bustier and bullwhip. Marvel are digging up some really obscure characters from their back catalogue, these days.’ She sighed and shrugged. ‘What about you, Bish? What have you been up to?’

			‘The usual,’ said Alistair. ‘The Church bounced me from one early-­­morning show to the next, so they could cash in on the public interest. That is my job, after all: being the acceptable face of Christianity on television.’

			‘What did your Church have to say about Stonehaven?’ said Diana.

			Alistair frowned. ‘The higher orders are still arguing about that. Some refuse to admit things like ghosts could even exist, while others are keen to embrace my apparent victory over dark and unquiet spirits. I just keep my head down and let them get on with it.’

			‘What about your parish?’ said Diana. ‘Or should I call it a bishopric?’

			‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ said Alistair. ‘All Souls Hollow seems to be managing perfectly well without me. I’m not sure how I feel about that.’

			‘I happened to catch a few glimpses of you on the breakfast shows,’ said Diana. ‘I thought you came across as very earnest, very … worthy. But don’t you ever get tired of being just a talking head?’

			Alistair did her the courtesy of taking her question seriously and took a moment to consider his answer.

			‘It’s important to spread the message,’ he said finally. ‘And television is still the best medium because it reaches the biggest audience. Though it does feel like fewer and fewer people believe in anything, these days.’

			‘Isn’t it a rather old-­­fashioned message?’ said Diana.

			‘It offers comfort and hope. People need that now more than ever.’

			‘Why didn’t you ever contact me?’ Diana said suddenly.

			‘Why didn’t you contact me?’

			‘I asked first! And anyway, I was busy.’

			‘I wasn’t sure whether you’d want to hear from me again,’ said Alistair.

			Diana stared at him. ‘Why wouldn’t I?’

			‘I thought it might bring back bad memories. We saw friends die in that hall, and went through some very disturbing experiences. I thought … you might want to put all of that behind you and move on.’

			‘But forgetting what happened would mean forgetting you,’ said Diana.

			Alistair made himself meet her gaze steadily. ‘But what if all we really have in common are shared memories of terrible things?’

			‘What I choose to remember is how close we became by overcoming those things,’ said Diana.

			‘I have missed you,’ said Alistair.

			‘Good to know,’ said Diana.

			‘And you don’t mind the media labelling us the Actress and the Bishop?’

			‘Why should I?’ said Diana. ‘It’s what we are.’

			‘Like we’re supposed to be together,’ said Alistair.

			‘I could live with that,’ said Diana.

			They smiled at each other and then turned away to look round the circle. Because they both knew they’d come as far as they were going to, for the moment. They needed time now, to think about things.

			‘Pity we couldn’t manage a better setting for our reunion,’ said Diana. ‘I could have lived the rest of my life quite happily, without ever having to deal with all this weird stuff again.’

			‘I don’t see anything out of the ordinary happening here,’ said Alistair.

			‘And denial isn’t just a river in Egypt,’ said Diana. ‘Aren’t you supposed to find the spiritual in everything?’

			‘There’s a difference between spiritual and supernatural,’ Alistair said patiently. ‘We’ve been hired to say nice things about Sir Neville’s restoration project, so let’s just concentrate on that. And then get the hell out of here.’

			‘Bish!’ said Diana. ‘Language …’

			They broke off as Kim came striding over to join them. Alistair and Diana immediately moved to stand shoulder to shoulder, so they could present a united front to a common threat. They’d both had enough experience to know there’s nothing more dangerous than a producer who’s just had an idea.

			‘I’ve had a few thoughts,’ said Kim, ‘on how to spice up your contributions.’

			‘Let’s run while we still can,’ Diana said to Alistair.

			‘She’d only chase us down and tackle us to the ground,’ said Alistair.

			Kim decided she was going to rise above that. She nodded approvingly at how close they were standing together.

			‘That’s more like it. You’re supposed to be this celebrated couple, so play up to it.’

			‘We’re just good friends,’ said Alistair.

			‘Exactly!’ said Kim.

			‘We work well together,’ said Diana.

			‘Like I give a wet slap of a duck’s arse,’ said Kim. ‘You’re here to add a touch of drama to this dry-­­as-­­dust documentary, and I want my money’s worth! So keep dropping references to the haunted hall, because that will help build the atmosphere. I want our audience worried that some supernatural phenomenon or strange shit in general is about to break loose at any moment.’

			‘You do know that everything at the hall turned out to have a perfectly rational explanation?’ said Alistair.

			‘Well, most of it,’ said Diana.

			Kim shrugged. ‘The viewers won’t remember, so why remind them? All that matters is they all love a good thrill. Just your being here implies we’re expecting something wild and woolly to happen. And that you’re ready and willing to do something about it.’

			‘Like what?’ said Diana. ‘Sneer at the stones, and say, We’ve seen worse?’

			Kim kept her gaze fixed on Alistair. ‘Have you brought plenty of holy water to sprinkle around?’

			‘That’s not what my Church does,’ said Alistair.

			‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Kim. ‘We can always use bottled water and fake it.’

			‘I am here to talk about the historical significance of stone circles,’ Alistair said sternly.

			‘And I am here to plug my career and look great doing it,’ Diana said sweetly.

			Kim glared at them both. ‘This is my show, and you’ll play it the way I tell you to!’

			Alistair stopped her with a look. Kim breathed hard for a moment and then turned abruptly and walked away. Diana glared at Alistair.

			‘I am quite capable of looking after myself! I know how to deal with her kind. I’ve had to do it often enough before, in my long and extensive career.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ said Alistair. ‘For a moment there, she was everything I hate about television. I really should go after her and apologize. I think I hurt her feelings.’

			‘She’s used to that,’ said Diana. ‘She’s a producer.’

			Sir Neville came over to join them, smiling cheerfully.

			‘Well, I’m off. Can’t just hang around and chat. Lots to do; you know how it is. Estate won’t run itself. And it’s not like you need me here, hmm?’

			He shook them both firmly by the hand and was off and down the side of the hill before they could say anything. Soon enough, they heard his Land Rover roaring across the open countryside. Stewart wandered over.

			‘All we have to do now is cover the last stone being moved into position,’ he said. ‘That is why we’re here, when by rights we should be sitting around the hotel lounge with our feet up, gossiping over past triumphs.’ He lowered his voice. ‘We weren’t allowed to film any of the previous work, because health and safety threw a fit and wouldn’t approve the insurance. They had a point: wearing a hard hat won’t do much to protect you if half a ton of standing stone comes crashing down on top of you.’

			The sound of a lorry made itself heard, drawing steadily closer. Kim gestured urgently to Peter, and he put the camera back on his shoulder as he hurried over to the edge of the hill. Everyone else crowded in behind him, so they could watch the lorry bump and crash over the uneven landscape, before finally lurching to a halt at the foot of the hill. Alistair pointed at its open back.

			‘A portable crane … And what looks like lengths of steel chain. To get a good grip on the stone, I suppose.’

			‘Or keep it under control,’ said Diana.

			Alistair looked at her. ‘You think it’s going to try to escape?’

			‘Given some of the stories I’ve been hearing, it wouldn’t surprise me if the damned thing tap-­­danced into position.’

			Half a dozen workmen emerged from the lorry, looked at the hill and launched into a loud argument over how the hell they were going to get the crane up the steep slope. Their words were carried away by the wind, but their gestures were very expressive.

			‘Once they’re up here, I’ll do the first piece to camera,’ Stewart said to Kim. ‘I have experience in covering this kind of thing.’

			‘You’ve already had your go!’ said Natalie. She pushed in front of Stewart and smiled persuasively at Kim. ‘At this point, a fresh young face is far more likely to attract viewers.’

			‘I know what to say to make it clear what’s happening,’ said Stewart.

			‘That is so old-­­school,’ said Natalie. ‘People don’t need a running commentary when they can see it for themselves. Stick to voiceovers, old man.’

			‘I have the experience!’ said Stewart.

			‘You are old!’ said Natalie.

			‘Enough!’ said Kim. She glared at both of them. ‘Dear God, it’s like working with children when you’ve left the Ritalin in your other jacket. Stewart, describe the events, but don’t get in the workmen’s way.’ She scowled at Natalie. ‘You can join in after that’s done, but for now I need Stewart for the gravitas.’

			Natalie stomped away and leaned against a standing stone with her arms tightly folded, sulking and plotting her revenges.

			Diana looked round the circle. ‘Which stone are they going to move?’

			‘That one,’ said Alistair, pointing. ‘It’s the only one still standing on its own, without a partner. Once it’s been replaced in its original position …’

			‘The doorways will open?’ said Diana.

			‘They’re not doors …’

			And then they stopped, as they realized it had all gone quiet at the foot of the hill. Everyone looked down and found the workmen had stopped arguing and were climbing back into the lorry.

			‘They’re not just leaving, are they?’ said Cissy. ‘Sir Nev will go ballistic if that last stone doesn’t get shifted today.’

			The lorry backed away, revved its engine and then took a good run at the steep hillside. Its heavy tyres dug in deep as it lurched and laboured its way to the top. It finally surged over the edge and stopped beside the designated stone. Alistair applauded, and Diana joined in. The others managed a polite accompaniment. The workmen ignored them all, concentrating on climbing out of their lorry and unloading the crane. Alistair watched interestedly as lengths of steel chain were wrapped around the standing stone. Peter covered it all, while Stewart kept up a hushed commentary packed full of gravitas. Diana murmured to Alistair.

			‘He’s actually pretty good. Please don’t tell him I said that.’

			‘I could interview any workmen who aren’t working,’ said Natalie, who’d sneaked back to the group when no one was looking.

			‘They’ve got enough on their plate as it is,’ said Kim. ‘I need that stone lowered into position while there’s still enough light.’

			The crane jerked the stone out of its resting place with a loud sucking sound, and Alistair frowned as the steel chains dug into the ancient stone.

			‘I hope they don’t damage it,’ he said.

			‘I doubt anyone would notice,’ said Diana. ‘In fact, someone with a determined hammer and chisel could probably do a lot of improvement.’

			‘Isn’t that what your last plastic surgeon said?’ muttered Natalie.

			Diana smiled at her sweetly. ‘Hush, child.’

			Stewart glowered at both of them and waited till everyone was properly quiet before continuing his commentary.

			‘The workmen are taking their time now, showing the last stone the proper respect …’

			The foreman pointed out the exact spot to plant the stone. A hollow had already been dug in advance, just a foot or so away. The crane lowered the stone into the waiting hollow, and it settled easily into place, as though it belonged there.

			‘I thought I’d feel something once the old pattern was completed,’ said Diana. ‘But I really don’t. You were right after all, Bish. It’s just a bunch of old stones.’

			Stewart stopped speaking, to allow the drama of the moment to speak for itself. Natalie looked at Alistair.

			‘Is that it?’

			‘Apparently,’ said Alistair.

			Their work done, the workmen removed the steel chains and dumped them in the back of the lorry. They spoke only briefly, about how much overtime they were making. None of them checked to see if the chains had damaged the stone.

			‘Don’t worry, Bish,’ said Diana, patting his arm comfortingly. ‘They built things to last in those days.’

			Alistair decided he couldn’t wait any longer and hurried forward. The workmen saw him coming, took in the dog collar and fell back to give him room. Alistair studied the stone carefully and even ran his hands over the rough surface, but everything seemed intact. He turned around to find Peter had followed him with the camera. He drew his dignity about him and smiled into the lens.

			‘The stone appears entirely unharmed and is resting peacefully once again, in its proper place. The circle is complete.’

			The foreman gestured for everyone to get back in the lorry. They all piled back in, with a lot of shoving and swearing, and an occasional guilty glance at Alistair. A few smiled and waved at the camera, until the foreman caught them at it. He fired up the engine and sent the lorry rattling back down the hillside.

			‘Why are they in such a hurry to leave?’ said Diana.

			‘The job’s done,’ said Alistair. ‘Why would they hang around?’

			‘More overtime,’ said Diana.

			They all heard the lorry hit the foot of the hill, with something that sounded very much like a crash, and then it just kept going, the sound of its labouring engine disappearing into the distance. It was suddenly very quiet, with only the team left on top of the hill. Peter lowered his camera, and Cissy her boom mic. Kim quietly congratulated them both. Alistair frowned, as he realized even the wind had dropped away to nothing. Kim gestured for Stewart and Natalie to stand together in front of the camera. Natalie smiled and shot Stewart the finger. He made a point of not noticing. Kim quietly briefed them on the correct tone, and then nodded to Peter and Cissy, who took up their usual positions.

			‘The last stone is now in place,’ Stewart said to camera. ‘And the original ancient circle has been restored, thanks to Sir Neville Chumley.’

			‘Everything is as it should be, for the first time in a long time,’ said Natalie.

			‘And so we bid a respectful welcome back to the ancient stones of Chipping Amesbury,’ said Stewart.

			‘And we’d like to think the original creators of this circle are looking down and appreciating all our efforts on their behalf,’ said Natalie.

			‘I’m sure they are, Natalie,’ said Stewart. ‘In fact, I’d say it was a stone-­­cold certainty.’

			They laughed lightly together, the best of chums. And then Peter lowered the camera, and they couldn’t get away from each other fast enough.

			Alistair looked around the circle and frowned slowly. Diana was quickly there at his side.

			‘Something wrong, Bish?’

			‘Just for a moment … it felt like someone was dancing on my grave.’

		


		
			

			THREE

			The Past is Full of Warnings

			Peter frowned suddenly and peered around him. ‘Is it just me, or has it suddenly got a lot darker?’

			‘It’s not just you,’ said Cissy. ‘Look at that sky.’

			They all looked up to see the evening sky slowly disappearing behind thick grey clouds, full of bad things to come. The group moved closer together, like cattle in a field.

			‘And now there’s a storm coming,’ said Kim. ‘Wonderful. Thunder, lightning and bucketing rain. Just what we need.’

			Diana glanced around at the standing stones. ‘And this strikes me as a really bad place to be hanging out when the lightning comes hammering down.’

			‘Where did all those clouds come from?’ said Peter. ‘I’d swear the sky was clear just a few minutes ago.’

			‘More importantly, the clouds look like they could be upon us really quickly,’ said Alistair. ‘And while the standing stones have many interesting qualities, offering shelter from the storm isn’t one of them.’

			He turned to look at the producer, and everyone else immediately did the same. Kim glowered right back at them.

			‘I was hoping to get some more work done …’

			‘Too late, boss,’ Peter said flatly. ‘The way the light’s fading, we wouldn’t get a single decent shot.’

			‘And rain would only screw up the sound anyway,’ said Cissy.

			Kim shook her head disgustedly. ‘Then let’s call it a day and head back to town.’

			Peter and Cissy solemnly high-­­fived each other.

			‘Shouldn’t be too long a walk,’ Kim said briskly. ‘Not if we step it out.’

			Peter and Cissy looked at Chipping Amesbury, way out on the horizon, and then at the great stretch of open countryside that separated the stones from the town. They turned back to stare coldly at Kim, standing side by side with their arms very firmly folded.

			‘No way in hell are we walking back,’ said Cissy.

			‘I had a hard enough time hauling all our equipment out here, because someone said it would be a nice walk,’ said Peter. ‘My back still isn’t talking to me.’

			Cissy made a low growling sound.

			Kim looked as though she wanted to argue the point, but the expressions on Peter and Cissy’s faces quickly put a stop to that.

			‘All right,’ she said. ‘Just leave it here. Who’s going to steal it?’

			‘Leave all of our equipment out in a storm?’ said Peter. ‘We’re responsible for this stuff!’

			‘They made us sign for it,’ said Cissy.

			Peter fixed Kim with an unwavering stare. ‘You’re the producer; produce us some transport back to town.’

			‘Bunch of babies,’ said Kim. She got out her mobile phone, checked the bars and smiled for the first time. ‘How about that? I’m getting really good coverage.’

			‘It’s the height,’ said Diana, with the easy confidence of someone who didn’t really know what she was talking about.

			‘We’re lucky the stones aren’t interfering with the signal,’ said Alistair. ‘Scientists have recorded all kinds of weird electromagnetic phenomena inside circles like this.’

			‘Keep the noise down, before you jinx it,’ said Kim. She retrieved a business card from her jacket and carefully punched in the number. ‘I’m calling the local taxi firm. I got their card from the hotel.’

			After a pause just long enough to make everyone nervous, Kim’s face brightened as someone answered. She asked for them to come out to the stone circle and transport everyone back to town, and then moved a little away from the group so she could continue the conversation in a lower tone. Alistair had a suspicion she was having to negotiate with the taxi firm, and it wasn’t going well. A glance at the gathering storm clouds helped Kim make up her mind, and she nodded reluctantly. She shut down her phone, put it away and turned back to the group.

			‘You would not believe what I am being charged for this. So don’t say I never do anything for you.’

			‘Would it be OK if I just thought it loudly?’ said Cissy.

			‘The taxi is on its way and should be with us sooner rather than later,’ said Kim.

			Stewart looked around at the circle. Lengthening shadows from the standing stones crisscrossed the open space, in a pattern that seemed to suggest some ancient hidden meaning. The stones loomed stark and brutal against the darkening sky, like bears in a cage.

			‘You know,’ Stewart said slowly. ‘I’m starting to see the stones very differently, now I’m not on the clock. It’s like … there’s more to them.’

			‘Maybe there’s just less of you, now you’re not pretending to be someone,’ said Natalie.

			Stewart gave no indication of having heard her. He made his way slowly around the circle, peering closely at the stones. He reached out to touch one, but drew back his hand at the last moment.

			‘They feel … more than old,’ he said finally. ‘Almost primordial.’

			‘They just look ugly to me,’ Natalie said loudly. ‘All I’m feeling is a pain in the butt. And I’m pretty sure I know where that’s coming from.’

			‘Perhaps you’ve been speaking through it too much,’ said Stewart, without looking round.

			Peter and Cissy concentrated on loading their equipment back into the trolley. Peter carefully wrapped a blanket around his precious camera, while Cissy peered unhappily at the glowering sky.

			‘That taxi had better get here fast, or we’re in for a real soaking.’

			Diana hugged herself tightly. ‘It’s getting seriously cold …’ She shot a meaningful glance at Alistair. ‘And you can’t blame that on the wind, because it isn’t blowing any more.’

			‘You’re right,’ said Alistair. ‘There’s not even a breath of movement on the air. Which makes me wonder … If there’s no wind, what’s driving those clouds in our direction?’

			Diana scowled at him. ‘You had to give me something else to worry about, didn’t you?’ She looked around at the rest of the group. ‘Am I really the only one who feels there’s something wrong about this place?’

			Stewart turned away from the stones. ‘It does feel a bit … intimidating.’

			‘It feels like we’re a long way from civilization,’ said Natalie.

			Peter looked narrowly around him. ‘No, there’s more to it than that. A sense that we don’t belong here.’

			‘I feel that most places we go,’ said Cissy.

			‘To be fair,’ said Peter, ‘you can be something of an acquired taste.’

			Cissy grinned suddenly. ‘You didn’t have any trouble acquiring it.’

			‘I’m an adventurous soul,’ said Peter.

			‘Once I’ve got a few drinks down you,’ said Cissy. ‘You animal …’

			‘Not in front of the children, dear,’ said Peter.

			Diana moved in close to Alistair and lowered her voice. ‘We are definitely not alone here, Bish. I’m telling you: we’re being watched.’

			Alistair took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.

			‘Trust me, Diana. They’re just stones.’

			‘I don’t think it’s the stones that are watching us,’ said Diana.

			Alistair sighed quietly, gave her hand one last squeeze and moved over to the nearest set of paired stones.

			‘Pay attention, everyone! This … is not a doorway.’

			He walked steadily through the gap between the stones, waited a moment and then walked back out again.

			‘See?’

			No one even looked at him. They were all too busy staring around the circle as though expecting something to jump out at them. Alistair went back to Diana and lowered his voice.

			‘When did everyone get so jumpy?’

			‘It’s the circle,’ said Diana. ‘There’s more to these stones than we’re seeing.’

			Alistair worked hard to keep any trace of impatience out of his voice.

			‘All it takes is for one person to get a bad feeling, and suddenly everyone’s got it. The damn thing jumps from head to head like a bad cold. Do I really need to remind you how the mass delusion at Stonehaven affected us? How the bad guys used it to get past our defences, and fool us into seeing and hearing things that weren’t there?’

			‘But what if there really are things, this time?’ said Diana.

			‘There aren’t,’ said Alistair. His voice rose a little, before he forced it back down again. ‘Trust me; I know all there is to know about standing stones, and they’re only ever dangerous on television shows.’

			‘Like this one?’ said Diana.

			‘It’s all just mass suggestion!’ Kim said loudly. She waited until she was sure she had everyone’s attention and then let her voice fall back to a more normal tone. ‘We’ll all feel a lot better once we’re safely put up in the hotel bar with a big drink in our hand, wondering what all the fuss was about.’

			Peter nodded quickly. ‘Just because the circle feels a bit spooky, it doesn’t make it dangerous.’

			‘We know dangerous,’ said Cissy. ‘We worked on a crime doc in the East End of London, and we definitely felt the threat there.’

			‘Especially after you head-­­butted that bouncer in the face and made him cry,’ said Peter.

			Cissy sniffed loudly. ‘He said they didn’t want my kind in their club.’

			‘I think that was more to do with the fact that you were absolutely hammered,’ said Peter. ‘You’re a mean drunk, girl.’

			‘Best kind,’ said Cissy.

			Stewart gave Alistair and Diana a knowing look. ‘After what you went through at Stonehaven, you should be used to weird feelings. Was that hall really as scary as it seemed to be?’

			‘The hall wasn’t haunted,’ said Alistair, just a bit wearily. ‘We established that.’

			‘You speak for yourself, darling,’ said Diana. ‘There were some things that still trouble me in the early hours.’

			‘The programme’s producers deliberately arranged fake ghostly phenomena,’ Alistair said firmly. ‘So we can’t be sure about anything we saw or heard.’

			Stewart looked a little disappointed. ‘None of that was genuine?’

			‘Of course not,’ Natalie said crushingly. ‘It was television.’

			‘The deaths were real,’ said Alistair. His voice became quieter and just a little haunted. ‘People I would have saved, if I could.’

			Diana put a comforting hand on his arm. ‘Of course you would, darling.’

			The others looked uncomfortable at having to be reminded that people had actually been murdered, right in front of Alistair and Diana. Kim cleared her throat.

			‘At least you won’t have to worry about any of that super-natural nonsense this time. We’re news people; we deal with real things.’

			‘Not always,’ said Stewart. ‘I have covered the odd weird story in my time,’

			Natalie nodded quickly, keen not to be left out or appear inexperienced.

			‘Same here,’ she said. ‘The job can get a bit freaky, on occasion. Like you’ve wandered into an area where the edges of the world aren’t as securely nailed down as they should be.’

			‘There are always going to be some things you can’t explain,’ said Stewart.

			Natalie shrugged. ‘As news hosts, we’re supposed to present people with the truth about what’s happening, but there are times when the best we can manage is an educated guess.’

			Peter nodded emphatically. ‘The camera can’t show you everything, because there are some things only people can experience.’

			‘And don’t get me started on electronic voice phenomena,’ said Cissy. ‘Most of it is just the audio equivalent of a Rorschach ink blot, with people hearing what they want to hear.’

			Diana looked thoughtfully at Stewart. ‘What kind of weird news stories did you cover?’

			Stewart nodded at the stones, without actually looking at them.

			‘This is the wrong kind of setting to be talking about things like that. Wait until we’re safely back at the hotel, and snug and cosy in the bar.’

			‘But I really would like to know,’ said Diana.

			She hit Stewart with her most winning smile and really poured on the wattage. The poor presenter all but melted. Behind him, Natalie rolled her eyes. Everyone else just looked at Stewart, waiting to hear what he had to say. He nodded slowly.

			‘I was sent out to interview the new owner of a pub, who’d sworn blind the place was haunted. He was pretty convincing, telling me about things he’d seen and heard, that moved around when he wasn’t looking.’ Stewart smiled suddenly. ‘It didn’t take me long to work out there was no actual evidence, just his word. Really, he was just looking for free publicity to help launch his new pub.’

			He turned to Natalie, who was bouncing on her feet in her eagerness to tell her story.

			‘Go ahead, Nat. Try not to make a mini-­­series out of it.’

			‘I got sent out to talk to a group of people who were yelling to all and sundry that they’d seen UFOs shooting around the night skies over Bristol,’ Natalie said quickly, as though worried she might be interrupted at any moment. ‘Strange lights, they said, whose movements made no sense at all. They were very keen to get their accounts across, but it didn’t take me long to realize they were all True Believers. They were only that convinced because they wanted it to be true.’

			‘So what did they see?’ said Diana.

			Natalie smiled, just a little smugly. ‘When I asked them where they’d seen these strange lights, they all pointed in the direction of Bristol airport. It didn’t take me long to work out that what they’d actually seen were guidance lights on late-­­flying planes. I tried to explain, but they wouldn’t have it. The sightings mattered too much to them. So I interviewed them on camera, and didn’t editorialize. They still came across as a bunch of loons. And guess who got the blame …’

			‘Look!’ said Peter.

			Everyone jumped, just a little, and looked where he was pointing. Out on the empty countryside, a battered old estate car was heading toward the hill. Alistair glanced up at the threatening sky.

			‘Nice timing.’

			They all stood together and watched the estate car bump and jolt across the uneven terrain. Alistair was convinced he could actually see bits falling off the aged vehicle, but didn’t say anything. Even an unsafe ride back to town had to be better than none at all. Diana glowered at Kim.

			‘This is the ride you’re paying over the odds for?’

			‘What did you expect?’ said Kim. ‘A black cab? We’re not in the city now. An estate car is probably better suited to country driving.’

			‘I just know I’m going to have to change my clothes afterwards,’ said Diana.

			‘Snob,’ Alistair said kindly.

			‘Doesn’t mean I’m wrong,’ said Diana.

			Kim headed for the edge of the hill. ‘Let’s get moving, people. He’s not going to drive that thing all the way up here to collect us.’

			They quickly made their way down the steep hill, with Peter and Cissy encouraging the trolley along as best they could. Stewart and Natalie kept to themselves, except for when they occasionally felt the need to grab each other’s arm for support. They didn’t look at each other. Diana clung to Alistair’s arm all the way down. He didn’t really believe she needed his support to stay upright, but he was happy to go along. Kim strode away at the front, not looking back to see how the others were getting on.

			They all arrived at the base of the hill at much the same time and then took a moment to get their breath back. The estate car lurched to a halt some distance away and waited for them to come to it. As they drew nearer, Alistair realized the estate car’s two-tone colour scheme was actually grey and rust. It had also accumulated enough dents and scratches down the years to suggest that everything else on the road had a real grudge against it.

			‘I hate to be picky,’ Diana said quietly, ‘but those tyres don’t even match.’

			‘It looks sturdy enough,’ said Alistair. ‘For what it is.’

			‘Just let it hold together long enough to get us to town,’ said Stewart. ‘That’s all I ask.’

			‘I could use a whole bunch of drinks,’ said Natalie. ‘And you’re buying the first round, old man.’

			‘Why not?’ said Stewart. ‘After all, I am paid so much more generously than you.’

			Natalie made a low growling sound.

			Diana finished her examination of the estate car and shook her head sadly.

			‘Send up a few prayers to anyone who might be feeling friendly, Bish. I think we’re going to need all the help we can get.’

			The driver had to use his shoulder to force the door open, and took his time squeezing through the barely adequate gap. He then gave them all a hard look, as though defying them to say anything hurtful about his choice of vehicle. He didn’t even glance at the hill. Barely average height, he was a big butterball of a man with flat dark hair, a round face and the kind of eyes where wariness came as standard. The first thing he said told them all they needed to know.

			‘You’re not paying me enough for this.’

			‘Because there’s no road?’ said Alistair.

			‘For coming out here at all,’ said the driver. He finally shot a distrustful look at the hill. ‘My old mum said never to come out here.’

			‘But you came anyway,’ said Diana.

			‘A fare is a fare,’ said the driver. ‘And money’s scarce, these days.’

			Kim bustled forward. ‘You’re Ian? We need you to take us back to Chipping Amesbury. We’re staying at the hotel.’

			‘Of course you are,’ said Ian. ‘Where else would you be?’

			‘Is it the best hotel in town?’ said Diana.

			Ian smirked. ‘It’s the only hotel in town.’ He looked at Peter and Cissy’s trolley. ‘You can stow that in the boot. If it’ll fit.’

			He did at least open the boot for them, before standing well back and leaving them to get on with it. His manner made it very clear that there was no way he was lowering himself to manual labour. Peter and Cissy wrestled the trolley into the boot and then had to slam the door three times before it would stay shut. Ian winced with every slam, and so did the estate car. He moved quickly around the long vehicle to open all the doors, and then stood back again and folded his arms, as though he felt he’d done everything that could reasonably be expected of him. Alistair took a good look at the vehicle’s interior, and his first thought was: Shabby would be a step up. Followed by: There is no way we’re all going to fit inside there.

			He turned to the group. ‘Travelling conditions … are going to be somewhat cramped, I’m afraid. I hope you’re all feeling companionable.’

			Stewart took a good look at the back seat and actually recoiled. ‘You have got to be kidding! You couldn’t cram all of us in there if you used an industrial-­­strength crowbar and a whole jar of Vaseline!’

			‘Keep your sex life out of this,’ said Natalie.

			‘I’m sure we’ll manage, as long as no one minds getting a bit familiar,’ said Diana. ‘Of course, that’s never been a problem for me.’

			‘I’ll sit in the front seat,’ said Alistair. ‘And you can sit on my lap.’

			Diana smiled at him dazzlingly. ‘Why, Bish, what larks!’

			Alistair turned quickly away to concentrate on the others. ‘The rest of you should be able to squeeze into the back seat. Providing none of you have serious intimacy issues, or personal problems you haven’t mentioned.’ He paused and looked at Ian. ‘Do those windows open?’

			Ian sniffed. ‘Sometimes.’

			Stewart and Natalie shook their heads slowly with the same appalled look on their faces, and then Stewart turned to face Peter and Cissy.

			‘I’m sorry, but this just isn’t practical. There’s only room for me, Natalie and maybe Kim. You’ll have to stay behind and wait for the taxi to come back for you.’

			Peter took in the darkening sky and then turned a look on Stewart that made him fall back a step.

			‘Or,’ said Peter, just a bit heavily, ‘we can go now, and you can wait here.’

			‘Right,’ said Cissy.

			‘We get to go first,’ said Stewart. ‘Because we’re the most important members of the team.’

			‘Since when?’ said Cissy.

			‘Right,’ said Peter. ‘Try and make this doc without us.’

			‘Damn right,’ said Cissy.

			‘Be reasonable!’ said Natalie. ‘There just isn’t room for all of us!’

			‘There will be,’ said Cissy. ‘Once I’ve forced you into the glove compartment.’

			‘If you don’t want to wait, you can always walk back,’ said Stewart.

			‘With the night coming on?’ said Peter.

			‘And the storm?’ said Cissy.

			Peter looked at her. ‘I’m ready to bet that thing on his head is a wig.’

			‘You grab one side, and I’ll grab the other,’ said Cissy. ‘Then we can pull and make a wish.’

			Before things could really get out of hand, Ian decided he’d had enough.

			‘There’s only going to be the one journey,’ he said flatly. ‘I am not coming out here again tonight.’

			‘Why not?’ said Alistair.

			‘Because it’s getting dark,’ said Ian. ‘And I’m not pushing my luck.’

			Kim gave Stewart a hard look. He sighed, climbed into the back of the estate car and crammed himself into the furthest corner. Another hard stare sent Natalie in after him, and she wedged herself up against Stewart. Kim squeezed in after her, and then Peter and Cissy forced themselves into the remaining space. Alistair studied the result solemnly, then turned to Diana and lowered his voice.

			‘They are packed in there so tightly, you couldn’t slide a credit card between them.’

			‘Why would you want to?’ said Diana.

			Alistair turned back to the others, carefully not smiling. ‘Try not to breathe all at once, and you should be fine.’

			There was the quiet sound of several people hating him more than words could express. Alistair shut the back door, with a certain amount of force, and then steeled himself to the muffled sounds of pain. He got into the front seat, and Diana arranged herself comfortably on his lap. Alistair stared straight ahead and concentrated on his favourite psalms. Ian made sure all the doors were securely closed, then squeezed in behind the steering wheel. He fired up the engine and headed back to town. He didn’t say anything about safety belts, for obvious reasons. The aged vehicle lurched and vaulted across the uneven ground, and there were piercing cries of anguish as his passengers banged their heads against the roof. Ian just kept driving.

			Alistair did try to engage Ian in conversation, from underneath Diana, but he just stared fixedly forward and grunted until Alistair gave up. All the passengers sighed with relief when the vehicle finally left the countryside behind and moved on to an actual road. Alistair peered at the rear-­­view mirror. Storm clouds were gathering over the raised hill, but there was no sign of any rain. And then they entered Chipping Amesbury, and Alistair found the town far more interesting.

			The whole setting seemed deliberately old-­­fashioned, as though all attempts at modernization had been sternly resisted so as not to frighten off the tourists. Rows of old stone cottages with slanting state roofs were interspersed with long brick tenements and the occasional outcrop of more modern houses from the 1930s. It all looked very picturesque, like the lid on an old-­fashioned jigsaw or an upmarket box of chocolates. The kind of small country town where Miss Marple would find a body in the drawing room and not be at all surprised. There was just the one main street, and it didn’t take Alistair long to realize that there were none of the usual big-­­brand franchises. All the shops had windows packed full of touristy tat, under the usual olde-­­worlde name signs.

			Even though it was well into the evening, the roads were completely free of other traffic, and there didn’t seem to be anyone out and about. The shops and houses presented blank unseeing faces to each other, like people trying hard not to be noticed, and Alistair had to wonder if all the townspeople were hiding indoors because they were scared.

			The estate car finally slammed to a halt outside the hotel. Diana took her time getting off Alistair’s lap, with a few exaggerated squirms, and once she was out of the vehicle, Alistair had to stay where he was for a moment, before he could leave without embarrassing himself. Then they had to go round the estate car and open all the back doors, because Ian was sitting firmly behind his steering wheel, refusing to get involved. The news team emerged one by one, in fits and starts, like clowns from a circus car, and then spent some time walking up and down and pulling pained faces, as they stamped their feet and rubbed at their cramped legs to restore the circulation.

			Peter and Cissy finally bullied Ian into helping them retrieve their trolley and equipment from the boot. It didn’t want to come out, but after a certain amount of heaving and straining, it finally gave in. Ian started to say something about scratches on his paintwork, but Cissy gave him a look and he thought better of it. He moved quickly over to Kim and demanded a fee that made Alistair blink. Kim presented him with her credit card like the lady of the manor bestowing bounty on the unworthy, and then insisted on a receipt, for expenses. Ian laboriously wrote it out on the back of a business card. He finally got back into the estate car, fired up the engine and sent the aged vehicle racing off down the empty street, as though heading into battle.

			‘Where’s he off to in such a hurry?’ said Diana.

			‘Perhaps he thinks it’s bad luck to be around people who’ve been to the stones,’ said Alistair.

			‘I really should have let his tyres down,’ said Diana. ‘Just on general principles. But I have a horrible feeling we’re going to be needing his services again.’

			‘You’re having a lot of feelings, just lately,’ said Alistair, careful to keep his voice light.

			Diana nodded slowly. ‘Right from the very first moment I saw those stones. Did you really not feel anything?’

			‘Nothing out of the ordinary,’ said Alistair. ‘You mustn’t let the town’s neuroses get to you.’

			‘How do I do that?’ said Diana. It was an honest question, and Alistair treated it as such.

			‘Have faith in yourself,’ he said finally. ‘And in me. Because I would never let anything bad happen to you.’

			She smiled suddenly. ‘That’s good to know.’

			Alistair turned away from the look in her eyes, and concentrated on the hotel’s exterior. It was determinedly cosy and cheerful, with ivy sprawled across the walls and sprays of flowers everywhere. The top section had dark wooden beams over white plaster, in what appeared to be an attempt at mock Tudor. Alistair chuckled briefly, and when Diana looked at him inquiringly, he pointed out the name of the hotel, in dark Gothic script. The Other Place.

			‘Well,’ said Diana. ‘That’s not at all worrying.’

			‘It’s probably there to attract the tourists,’ said Alistair.

			The rest of the group gathered around them and took it in turns to peer dubiously at the hotel.

			‘Could we book in somewhere else?’ said Stewart.

			‘Only if you move to the next town,’ said Kim.

			‘I don’t care if it’s called Hell on Earth,’ said Cissy. ‘I can hear a bar calling my name in a loud and carrying voice.’

			‘You always say that,’ said Peter.

			‘And I’m always right,’ said Cissy.

			‘Let’s get in the warm,’ said Stewart. ‘I’m still feeling the cold, even though we’ve left the hill behind us.’

			‘Maybe if you ask the hotel staff nicely, they’ll dig you out a nice hot-water bottle and a knitted hand-­­warmer,’ said Natalie. ‘Old man.’

			Stewart stared straight ahead. ‘Bet I get asked for more autographs than you.’

			‘Only because you don’t have the sense to charge for them,’ said Natalie.

			The reception area turned out to be large and airy and brightly lit, with a polished parquet floor, bulky old-­­fashioned furniture and the usual inoffensive countryside prints on the walls. A middle-­­aged woman in a smart business suit beamed happily from behind her desk in the reception cubby hole, but made no move to come out and welcome them. They had to go to her. A neat and tidy soul, she had a round open face, dark curly hair and a relentlessly cheerful manner.

			‘Hello, my dears. Welcome to The Other Place. It used to be called The Smugglers’ Rest, because this used to be smuggling country back in the old days. We’re halfway between the coast and several big cities, making this a useful distribution point. For many years, this town was proud of its smuggling heritage and sold it to the tourists in many lucrative ways.’

			‘So why change the name?’ said Diana.

			The receptionist shrugged briefly. ‘Times change. No one cares about smugglers any more. Now it’s all about the stones, and the spooky stories that come with them. I blame television.’

			She flashed them her cheerful smile again. ‘I am the owner, manager and receptionist – Mrs Ada Ravenscroft. Call me Mrs R; everyone does. It’s good to see you all safely returned from the stones; I hope you had an interesting time. Your suitcases were taken up to your rooms right after you dropped them off earlier.’ She nodded at Peter and Cissy’s trolley. ‘You just leave that there, dears, and I’ll tuck it away somewhere secure.’

			‘It’s good to be here,’ said Diana. ‘Though it does seem a bit quiet, Mrs R. Have all the other guests turned in early?’

			Mrs R’s smile didn’t waver. ‘I’m afraid you’re the only guests we have, for the moment.’

			‘It’s a bit early for off-­­season, isn’t it?’ said Alistair.

			‘It’s always off-­­season these days,’ said Mrs R. ‘For everyone. We’re just hoping the squire’s efforts with the stones will pay off, and we can all get our businesses back on a paying footing.’

			‘I got the impression that not everyone in town was happy with the changes,’ Diana said carefully.

			‘They are if they have bills to pay,’ said Mrs R.

			She handed out old-­­fashioned metal keys to everyone, and when they looked a little taken aback, Mrs R just shrugged.

			‘We did try magnetic keys for a while, but the tourists didn’t like them. Said they wanted everything authentic …’

			‘Any chance of an evening meal?’ Kim said briskly.

			‘Oh, I’m sure the kitchens can handle it,’ said Mrs R. ‘Nothing fussy, I’m afraid – just good standard English cooking.’

			‘Oh my God,’ Diana said quietly. ‘The horror, the horror …’

			‘Play nicely,’ said Alistair.

			Diana nodded glumly. ‘I just know my stomach is about to go slumming.’

			‘I don’t care if it’s only a ploughman’s,’ Peter said cheerfully. ‘I am so hungry I could eat an entire ploughman and gnaw on his shoes.’

			‘You just nip on down to the bar, my dears,’ said Mrs R. ‘And give the menus a good looking over.’

			So we can order some drinks while we’re waiting, Alistair thought but didn’t say.

			Mrs R pointed down the long hall, and Alistair led the way with Diana hanging on his arm like a proud lady at a hunt ball.

			‘I have decided to be upbeat about the whole experience!’ she said loudly. ‘It’s warm and dry, there is promise of food and drink, and a chance to sit down and put my feet up! What else could a mortal woman desire?’

			‘You are so easily pleased,’ said Alistair.

			Diana laughed richly. ‘Don’t believe everything you read in the tabloids, darling.’

			The bar turned out to be comfortably cosy, with old horse brasses and stuffed deer heads mounted on the walls, but, again, there was no one else around. All the tables and chairs and bar stools remained conspicuously unoccupied. The group slowed to a halt just inside the door and stared suspiciously about them.

			‘I thought for sure there’d be a few townspeople here,’ said Diana. ‘Doing their bit to help keep the only hotel going.’

			‘I think most people are staying home for the time being,’ said Alistair.

			‘Until they’re sure what’s happening with the stones?’ said Diana.

			‘Wouldn’t be at all surprised,’ said Alistair.

			‘I don’t care,’ said Cissy. ‘I see a real fire, and I am planting myself right in front of it until I’m toasted. Someone get me drinks.’

			‘What she said, only more politely,’ said Peter.

			They moved quickly over to the semi-­­circle of heavy leather chairs set out in front of the fire, and the rest of the group quickly joined them, settling themselves comfortably before the crackling flames. Alistair and Diana went to order the drinks. Serving behind the determinedly old-­­fashioned bar was a gloomy teenage Goth girl, giving all her attention to a death metal music magazine. She was very tall and lean, in a dress so black it was as if it had extra black on top of it. She had shoulder-­­length dark hair, so flat it looked like it had been ironed, with bangs cut low over her eyebrows. She had a cobweb tattooed on one side of her neck, and there was enough mascara around her eyes to intimidate a panda. She stared challengingly at Alistair and Diana.

			‘I suppose you want serving.’

			‘This is the bar, isn’t it?’ Alistair said politely.

			‘Suppose so,’ said the Goth. ‘What do you want?’

			Alistair looked back at the group, and they all took it in turns to call out their order. The Goth girl sorted out the various drinks with sullen efficiency.

			‘Cheer up, darling,’ said Diana. ‘It may never fall on you.’

			The Goth scowled at her. ‘I don’t do cheerful. It’s a life choice.’

			‘Do you have a name?’ said Alistair.

			‘Or do we just shout Hey Goth girl! when we want a refill?’ Diana said sweetly.

			‘I’m Lily Ravenscroft. Manager’s daughter. And I’m only doing this until I’ve put together enough money to make a run for somewhere civilized.’

			Alistair looked at her thoughtfully. ‘What do you think about the stone circle?’

			Lily shrugged in a way that suggested it was her default answer to most questions.

			‘Can’t see what everyone’s so fussed about. They’re just stones. The new squire’s got everyone so worked up they can’t think straight, but none of that is going to change anything. They could stick the stones back in upside down and wrapped in tinsel, and it still wouldn’t bring the tourists back.’

			She slammed the last of the drinks down on the bar. Alistair looked at them for a moment.

			‘We could really use a tray of some kind?’ he said politely.

			Lily glared at him, as though he’d asked for something particularly complicated and time-­­wasting just to spite her, and then produced an engraved silver tray from under the bar. She placed all the drinks on the tray with exaggerated care and then looked at Alistair in a way that just dared him to ask for anything else.

			‘Put it on the producer’s tab,’ he said easily. ‘Your mother will know.’

			‘Like I care,’ said Lily.

			Soon everyone was arranged comfortably before the fire, letting the last of the hill’s cold seep out of their bones as they sipped their drinks and stretched their legs. The crackling flames made pleasantly sleepy sounds, and they relaxed into their chairs till they fit like a glove. Alistair realized he’d forgotten about the menus, but the moment he started to turn round, Lily raised her voice.

			‘They’re on the side table, beside you!’

			Alistair heaved himself out of his chair, collected the menus and passed them around. They were just laminated cards, with no surprises and a limited number of choices. Alistair smiled, as he settled back down again. He recognized most of what was on offer from his childhood. The old healthy food groups: stodge and protein. Designed to stick to your ribs, keep out the cold and nourish the inner man.

			Mrs R came bustling in. ‘Ready to take your orders, dears. Everyone made their mind up?’

			‘Is there a vegan option?’ said Natalie.

			‘We don’t do foreign food, dear,’ said Mrs R.

			The ordering took some time, because Mrs R had to write it all down on her pad. Very slowly. She finally nodded cheerfully.

			‘It’ll be ready soon, dears. In the meantime …’

			She moved over to a large bookcase and pulled out an oversized leather-­­bound volume. She bore it proudly back and presented it to Alistair.

			‘Think you might find this interesting, dear,’ said Mrs R. ‘It collects most of the old stories and legends connected to the stones.’

			‘Do we really need to know all this nonsense?’ said Natalie.

			‘I’m afraid the deaths and disappearances are real enough, dear,’ said Mrs R. ‘I lost my great-­­aunt Miriam to the stones. Years before I was born, of course. Vanished without a trace, she did.’

			She said that so casually that no one was sure how to react.

			‘Everyone in this town has lost someone to the stones,’ said Mrs R. ‘That’s just the way it is.’

			And then she just calmly turned and walked out of the bar. As though they’d merely been discussing the weather. Alistair got to his feet, placed the heavy book on the side table and opened it up. Everyone came to join him and peer over his shoulders.

			Alistair considered the title page thoughtfully: Monsters and Monstrous Events at Chipping Amesbury. Illustrated. The author’s name was unknown to him, but the publication date was October 1889. Alistair nodded slowly.

			‘A period that often preferred fantastic fictions to facts and had a real fascination for all the macabre things in life.’

			‘Like Jack the Ripper and Sweeney Todd,’ said Diana.

			‘Legendary monsters,’ said Alistair. ‘Only one of whom was real.’

			The book began with a list: a simple record of all the people who’d died in or around the town. It took up two whole pages, in four columns. A list of the disappeared took up another page. Just name after name, with no details. Alistair moved on, leafing through the opening pages, frowning at the thick and blocky text, much of which seemed to consist of dire warnings about the consequences of sin.

			Diana scowled heavily. ‘Am I reading this right, Bish? The author seems to be saying that everything that happened to the townspeople was their own fault!’

			‘It was a more judgemental time,’ said Alistair. ‘A book of this nature could only get away with celebrating the sensational as long as it was accompanied by a good improving moral.’

			He finally came to an illustrated section and advanced slowly through the pages. It started with old woodcuts, harsh and brutal depictions of people being torn apart by monsters, and ended with detailed but stylized drawings in black and white. Alistair tapped a thoughtful finger on the final images.

			‘Before photography, this was what you’d expect to see in most periodicals. Especially the more extreme end of the market, like The Illustrated Police News, which was cheap and nasty and never met a gruesome situation it couldn’t exploit. It’s where we get the name Penny Dreadfuls.’

			‘The things you know, Bish,’ Diana said admiringly.

			Alistair studied the images carefully. There were all kinds of creatures, but they were always depicted in the fashion of the day, as werewolves and vampires, ghosts and ghouls. All the traditional bogeymen of the period.

			He thumbed quickly through the pages to reach the next illustrated section. This began with a stark and detailed drawing of the stone circle under a full moon. The shimmering moonlight almost leapt off the page, and deep, dark shadows made the scene almost unbearably sinister and dangerous. Thick mists curled around the exterior of the circle, cutting the stones off from the rest of the world. Demons streamed through gaps in the paired stones like maggots spilling from an open wound. They danced and capered in the circle, leaping high into the night sky, as though this world’s gravity was not enough to hold their unnatural flesh to the earth.

			There were no traditional monsters here. They looked more like the medieval demons Alistair had seen in illustrated religious manuscripts. Lean and spindly figures, impossibly twisted, with terrible fangs and claws and glaring yellow eyes. The sheer weight of their pounding feet was cracking the hard earth inside the circle, as though the demons were too solid, too real, for this world.

			Diana leaned forward, almost pushing Alistair out of the way. ‘Look at the gaps between the paired stones. They seem a lot wider than they are in reality.’

			‘Artistic licence?’ said Alistair.

			Diana frowned. ‘Either that or the stones draw back out of the way when the door opens, to allow more demons through.’

			Alistair looked at her. ‘Each of those stones weighs more than a ton …’

			‘That just makes it more impressive.’

			‘Maybe the stones slide sideways, like elevator doors?’ said Natalie.

			‘It doesn’t sound too likely, does it?’ said Stewart.

			There was no index at the back, so Alistair leafed quickly through the pages till he found an entry on the nature of the stone doorways. He started reading, saw how long it was and read it aloud.

			‘This comes from a witness in the nineteenth century, telling what he saw one night in the circle of stones. He says, “There were on that occasion strange and unnatural noises in the night, and the stones seemed further apart, to allow for great openings. Like wounds in the world. Through them came terrible creatures, nightmares given flesh and form. Awful beyond bearing, with nothing of the natural in them. I ran for my life …” And that is where his account ends.’

			‘If these demons are so dangerous, and so powerful,’ said Diana, ‘how did he get away to tell the tale?’

			‘Good point,’ said Alistair.

			‘Not much in the way of detail,’ said Stewart. ‘All very subjective. Do we know what happened to him afterwards?’

			Alistair read quickly on. ‘The man was so affected by his experiences he had to be confined in an asylum. Where he could never sleep, because of the terrible visions that tormented him. He finally died from exhaustion, screaming silently.’

			The group looked at each other, not liking the sudden serious change in the narrative.

			‘Suddenly, this documentary seems a lot less fun,’ said Diana. ‘How are we supposed to make use of material like that?’

			‘Are you kidding?’ said Natalie. ‘Today’s audience will eat that stuff up with spoons.’

			‘Unfortunately,’ said Stewart, ‘she’s probably right.’

			‘Are there any more illustrations we could use?’ said Kim.

			Alistair found another stark black-­­and-­­white image, showing a human sacrifice. A man had been stretched across a sacrificial stone in the centre of the circle and torn open from throat to groin. Dark blood had streamed down the sides of the stone and pooled on the ground around it. Everywhere, demons laughed and celebrated.

			‘There is no such sacrificial stone in the circle,’ said Alistair. ‘And never has been.’

			‘Maybe the demons bring it with them and take it back when they go,’ said Natalie.

			‘Demons that clean up after themselves?’ said Stewart.

			Alistair moved on to another illustration, which showed blinding rays of light blasting through all the open doorways at once. As though another more powerful reality was forcing its way into this world and overpowering it.

			‘OK …’ said Diana. ‘This is seriously disturbed stuff.’

			‘All these images came from artists who had been encouraged to let their imaginations run wild,’ said Alistair. ‘They’re just here to sell the book.’

			Kim looked wistfully at the illustration. ‘If we only had the budget, I could put together some CGI recreations our audiences would never forget. As it is, all we can do is show them these images and let them speak for themselves.’

			Alistair flipped past the remaining illustrations to get to the last few pages, and found a bookmark that had slipped down inside. It marked an account of terrible sounds heard at night, from outside the stone circle. Alistair read it out loud again.

			‘“Like lost souls howling in Hell, or the roars of forgotten beasts. Terrible noises that were not of this world, that chilled the blood and brought a dark oppression on the soul. The sound of a new world being born, in blood and suffering …”’

			‘That’s enough reading aloud, Bish,’ said Diana.

			‘I wonder who left the bookmark there?’ said Kim.

			‘I’m pretty sure Mrs R forces this book on any visitor she thinks it might impress,’ said Stewart.

			‘Because some people will believe anything,’ said Natalie.

			‘Just as well,’ said Peter. ‘Or we’d be out of a job.’

			‘Right,’ said Cissy.

			‘I don’t think we can accept anything in this book as factual,’ Alistair said firmly. ‘Hardly any of the accounts are based on actual eye-­­witness testimonies; it’s mostly friend of a friend, or stories handed down through the family – what we’d call urban legends. All of them presented in the most dramatic terms possible. We can’t trust anything here.’

			He slammed the book shut, and the covers were so heavy that everyone jumped, just a little.

			‘But what about all those names at the beginning?’ said Diana.

			‘The numbers aren’t that big if you spread them out over the centuries,’ said Alistair. ‘Deaths and accidents will happen, especially in a small town miles from everywhere.’

			‘What about Mrs R’s missing great-­­aunt?’ said Peter.

			‘She could have just left town looking for work, or better conditions,’ said Alistair. ‘Or under the shadow of some kind of scandal, and the family made up a story to disguise the truth. Mrs R probably first heard the story while she was still too young to question it.’

			‘You can be quite ruthlessly logical, for a bishop,’ said Diana.

			‘Just because I have faith in a greater power, it doesn’t mean I’m going to believe everything that comes along,’ said Alistair.

			Kim took hold of the book and paged quickly back to the illustrations.

			‘Sensational and exploitive – just what we need for the documentary.’

			‘Even though there’s no evidence any of it is true?’ said Stewart.

			Kim shrugged. ‘We’ll leave it to the audience and let them make up their own minds.’

			‘You don’t give a damn about facts, do you?’ said Diana.

			‘Not if they get in the way of a good story,’ said Kim.

			‘We do have a responsibility to our audience …’ Stewart said stiffly.

			‘We have a responsibility to attract an audience,’ said Natalie.

			‘I need another drink, or several,’ said Cissy. She looked meaningfully at Kim.

			‘Go ahead,’ the producer said resignedly. ‘Sir Neville has been surprisingly generous when it comes to expenses.’

			‘Drinks all round!’ Peter said happily.

			He and Cissy went to the bar, and Lily did the business in a way that suggested she was only doing it under protest and might have put something unspeakable in their drinks. She leaned forward across the bar and nodded pointedly at the group settling themselves before the fire again.

			‘You don’t want to believe anything you read in that book.’

			‘You know it?’ said Peter.

			‘Mum shows that book to everyone,’ said Lily. ‘But the man who wrote it never even visited the town.’

			‘Do you believe any of it?’ said Cissy.

			Lily snorted loudly. ‘I’m a Goth. We believe ten appalling things before breakfast, and we don’t even do breakfast.’

			Peter and Cissy carried the drinks back to the group, and everyone sat quietly for a while, sipping their drinks thoughtfully.

			Something shifted in the open fire, and the flames died down. Kim got to her feet and looked around for a poker, but there wasn’t one. Instead, she produced a large knife from inside her jacket. The blade was long and broad, with a thickly serrated edge, and there was nothing in the least ornamental about it. Everyone else sat up straight in their chairs and looked quickly at each other, as Kim thrust the long blade into the glowing coals and gave them a good stir. Suitably encouraged, or possibly intimidated, the flames rose up again. Kim nodded and withdrew the blade. She looked back to find the rest of her team staring at her, and smiled briefly.

			‘Just a souvenir. From when I worked in television news, covering stories in all the more dangerous parts of the world. A girl has to be able to defend herself when the law runs out.’

			She checked cautiously to make sure the steel blade had cooled down and then made the knife disappear back inside her jacket. Then she sat down with the others, quite casually, as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Peter looked at Cissy.

			‘Next time there’s an argument, you can take the lead.’

			Diana looked at Kim. ‘Did you ever have to use that pig-­­sticker on anyone?’

			‘Of course not,’ said Kim. ‘It’s more like insurance. You just feel better for knowing you’ve got it.’

			‘But why do you still feel the need for insurance like that?’ said Alistair.

			Kim looked at him steadily. ‘Because sometimes there really are demons.’

			She turned away to stare into the leaping flames, and for a while no one said anything.

			‘I don’t believe in demons,’ Natalie said finally. ‘And I don’t believe anything in that stupid book. I’m fine with using the illustrations to scare the piss out of the audience, but you’re never going to get me to believe one word of that stuff.’

			Stewart nodded slowly. ‘It’ll help the documentary, and that’s all that matters. I need this project to be a success, and if that means embracing a dubious collection of old wives’ tales, then needs must when the devil has you in a chokehold.’ He nodded slowly, as though in answer to a question no one had asked. ‘There’s nothing like seeing the end of your career looming up before you to light a fire under your inhibitions. This is my last chance to be somebody, before I’m too old.’

			‘Bit late for that, old man,’ said Natalie.

			Stewart mimed being struck by an arrow and made pitiful wounded noises. Everyone managed some kind of smile.

			‘You’re not the only one who needs a good result,’ said Natalie. ‘A successful documentary could open the door to more important stories. Before I wind up like you.’

			Stewart turned around in his chair, so he could look at her directly.

			‘Why are you so mad at me, Nat?’

			She met his gaze steadily. ‘I used to watch you on the news every night when I was growing up. This calm, wise voice, telling me things I needed to know. You made me want to be a reporter.’ She shook her head. ‘Never meet your heroes.’

			‘We are not here to take the moral high ground on what’s real and what isn’t,’ Kim said heavily. ‘The best we can hope for is that if we do a good enough job, the tourists will come back to Chipping Amesbury.’

			Peter nodded. ‘We cover everything, but there’s nothing in our contract that says we have to believe any of it.’

			‘Right,’ said Cissy, nodding wisely over her drink.

			‘So young to be so cynical,’ said Stewart.

			‘So old to be so ready to settle for less,’ said Natalie.

			‘The news has always been about stories people want to hear,’ said Kim. She looked at Alistair and Diana. ‘You’re being very quiet, for a change. What made you decide to be part of this documentary?’

			‘I’m fascinated by ancient stone circles,’ said Alistair.

			‘And I fancied a jolly in the countryside,’ said Diana. She looked thoughtfully at Alistair. ‘You literally wrote the book on stone circles. Could there be anything to the old horror stories – some basis in fact, preserved in legend?’

			‘It’s possible, I suppose,’ Alistair said judiciously. ‘But most old stories survive simply because they’re good stories.’

			They all looked round as the food arrived, delivered on a hostess trolley with squeaking wheels and no sense of direction. Mrs R just about got it through the door and then stopped and called to her daughter.

			‘Lily, dear, give me a hand.’

			Lily emerged sulkily from behind the bar. Mrs R tutted sadly.

			‘Don’t slouch, dear. You’ll get round shoulders.’

			‘I’d like a hunchback,’ said Lily.

			‘Your private life is none of our business,’ said Diana.

			There was general laughter, as Mrs R and her daughter wrestled the trolley into the bar and then unloaded a series of plates and dishes on to a handy table. The group heaved themselves out of their comfortable chairs and sat down around the table. The food was steaming hot and there was lots of it, and everyone made loud appreciative noises. Mrs R smiled happily and left. Lily slouched back behind the bar, to get on with some serious brooding.

			Once the meal was over, and everyone was feeling comfortably full and pleasantly drowsy, it wasn’t long before the whole team agreed on an early night. As they left the bar, Alistair made a point of nodding politely to Lily, and she made a point of ignoring him. Once everyone was out in the hall, Kim turned abruptly to face them.

			‘Before we go up to our rooms, I need all of you to hand over your phones. Don’t argue! You’ll get them all back in the morning, but for now I can’t risk any of you going on social media and giving away any of the surprises we’ve been talking about. I’m sure some of you are just dying to tease and intrigue your followers, but the documentary comes first.’

			‘But what about my messages?’ said Natalie.

			‘They’ll still be there tomorrow,’ said Kim. ‘Come on, people; it’s only for one night.’

			‘You don’t trust your own team?’ said Stewart.

			‘Of course not,’ said Kim. ‘I’m a producer. Now hand them over. You all agreed to protect the security of the project when you signed your contracts.’

			‘We did?’ said Diana.

			Alistair had to smile. ‘Don’t you ever read your contracts?’

			‘Of course not!’ said Diana. ‘That’s what agents are for. And you can bet I will be having some serious words with mine about this … once I’ve got my phone back.’

			Alistair decided that someone was going to have to set a good example, or they’d be standing around arguing all night. He took out his phone and handed it to Kim.

			‘It’s not like I use it much anyway.’

			He looked round at the others, and one by one they handed their phones to Kim. She tucked them away in her jacket pockets and nodded briskly at the stairs ahead of them.

			‘All our rooms are on the first floor. And I don’t want to hear a peep out of any of you until morning.’

			She set off up the wide stairs, and after a moment, her team fell in behind her, groaning and complaining and pulling faces at her indifferent back. The old wooden steps groaned loudly, and Peter grinned suddenly.

			‘At least if some big hairy monster does come sneaking up after us, we’ll be sure to hear it coming.’

			‘I would like a chance to kick the crap out of a big hairy monster,’ Cissy said wistfully.

			‘It would probably turn out to be Lily’s boyfriend,’ said Stewart.

			Despite herself, Natalie let out a snort of laughter.

			The first-­­floor corridor was so dimly lit that it took everyone a while to work out which room belonged to whom. Any other time, shadows that deep and dark would have been unsettling, but the team was just too worn out to give a damn. Peter and Cissy had been given rooms side by side. They smiled at each other.

			‘We only need the one room,’ said Peter.

			‘Right,’ said Cissy.

			They disappeared quickly through the nearest door. No one said anything.

			Kim nodded to Stewart and Natalie. ‘I’ll have a detailed itinerary worked out for you by tomorrow. You can study it over breakfast.’

			‘Something to look forward to,’ said Stewart.

			‘Teacher’s pet,’ said Natalie. ‘Good night, old man.’

			‘Don’t have nightmares,’ said Stewart.

			They all went into their rooms, closing the doors firmly behind them.

			Alistair and Diana had rooms next to each other. His was number twelve, while hers was fourteen.

			‘No room thirteen,’ said Alistair. ‘Because it’s supposed to be unlucky. Some big hotel chains won’t even admit to having a thirteenth floor.’

			‘But my room is still the thirteenth,’ said Diana. ‘I can count.’

			‘We could swap, if you like,’ said Alistair.

			Diana shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t do that to you, Bish. But feel free to knock on the wall in the night if anything disturbs you.’

			‘Sleep well,’ said Alistair.

			He was pleasantly surprised by the large, comfortable bed, practical but elegant furniture and thick rugs on the floor. His suitcase had been placed on the bed. He unlocked it, spread his bits and pieces around the room, took out his pyjamas and changed into them. He then sat down at the desk and spent some time writing out an account of the day’s events, followed by his conclusions. The first part took longer than the second. When he was done, he stretched slowly, got down on his knees and said his prayers, and then went to bed. The mattress was so soft he sank right into it, and he had to stretch really hard to reach the light cord. It was almost completely dark, with only the odd sliver of light getting past the heavy curtains. Alistair often had trouble sleeping in a strange bed, but that night he was so exhausted he drifted right off.

			He woke suddenly and lay there for a moment trying to work out what had awakened him. Had there been some sound? He glanced at the alarm clock he’d placed on the bedside table, and the glowing hands said twenty past three. He looked around the room, but nothing seemed out of place. Moonlight streamed past the open curtains, filling the room with a shimmering blue-­­white light. It seemed to Alistair that his room looked somehow different. Altered. It seemed larger than he remembered, with the walls so far away from his bed that it seemed to be floating on an ocean of shadows. And then he tensed as he took in the wall opposite his bed. One particular shadow seemed to be looking back at him, with bad intent.

			Large, hunched over and only vaguely human in shape, it reminded Alistair of one of the more disturbing illustrations in Mrs R’s book. It seemed to stir and move, as though gathering its strength and substance so it could leap on him and savage him where he lay. Alistair forced himself to sit up and reached for the crucifix he’d left beside the alarm clock, but the moment he was bolt upright, he came fully awake for the first time … And the room was exactly as he remembered.

			The walls were where they should have been, and his bed was just a bed. Early-­­morning light filtered past the closed curtains, providing just enough illumination for him to be sure everything was where it was supposed to be. There was no shadow on the wall opposite or anything that might have been mistaken for one.

			Alistair got out of bed and went over to the window. He pushed back the curtains and peered out into the street, to see if there was some sign of what had woken him. But the early-­­morning scene was utterly deserted. He looked past the long rows of slanting tenement roofs and could just make out the raised hill in the distance. He stared at it for a long moment, wondering at the hold the ancient stone circle still had over the town – and his imagination. And then he shrugged, closed the curtains and went back to bed, and was soon asleep again.

		


		
			

			FOUR

			The Dead are Always With Us

			Alistair’s alarm clock sounded off at six thirty a.m. He’d always been an early riser, because there was always so much he wanted to get done. He hit the off button, pushed back the bedclothes and was quickly up on his feet. The morning light was easing its way past the curtains as he stretched slowly, scratched vaguely at his ribs and then frowned as he remembered the shadow in the night. He glanced at the bare wall, shrugged and went over to the window.

			He pushed back the curtains, and the room was immediately suffused with a golden glow. The sun was up, not a cloud in the sky, and there was every indication this was going to be a very pleasant day. There was still no traffic on the road, but some people were walking quickly along the pavements, presumably on their way to work. Alistair looked out on the summer’s day and felt a quiet contentment that all was well with the world.

			He went back to the bed, knelt down beside it and said his early-­­morning prayers, remembering to mention everyone he was working with by name. He ended his prayer with the old entreaty: From ghosties and ghoulies and long-­­leggity beasties, may the Good Lord deliver us. Partly because Alistair had always believed that God had a sense of humour, but mostly because he meant every word of it. He performed all the usual ablutions with brisk good humour, got dressed and then sat down at the desk to check through the notes he’d made the night before, just to make sure they were everything they should be. There were times when he’d been so tired his observations made no sense at all in the light of day. But it all seemed fine.

			He sat quietly for a while, letting his thoughts drift where they would. His biggest problem was trying to grasp why the group, and Diana in particular, seemed to be so strongly affected by a threatening atmosphere in the stone circle that he honestly hadn’t felt. Perhaps it was because he’d made a serious study of standing stones and knew for a fact there was nothing scary or dangerous about them.

			He glanced again at the wall where the shadow had seemed so menacing in the night, but he was having trouble now understanding why it had affected him so much. He wasn’t normally one for nightmares, let alone night terrors. Perhaps he’d picked up some of the group delusion, after all. He frowned and shook his head hard. He was damned if he was going down that route again. He looked vaguely around the room, wondered if it was too early to go downstairs for breakfast and decided it probably was. He was still trying to decide what he could do to pass the time profitably when there was a knock at his door.

			Alistair rose quickly to his feet. No one should be looking for him at this hour, unless something had gone terribly wrong. He hurried over to the door, unlocked it and threw it back – and there was Diana, smiling cheerfully. Dressed to stun, expertly made up and glamorous enough to make an archdeacon kick a hole in a stained-­­glass window. Alistair had to smile.

			‘Aren’t you going to invite me in, Bish?’ Diana said archly. ‘Or are you afraid of what people might say?’

			‘Not particularly,’ said Alistair.

			‘Damn,’ said Diana. ‘I must be losing my touch.’

			Alistair stepped back, and she swept into his room like royalty visiting the poor and undeserving. Alistair took a quick look up and down the corridor, but there was no one about. He closed the door and thought about locking it, but didn’t.

			‘I heard your alarm clock through the wall,’ said Diana.

			‘Sorry to have disturbed you,’ said Alistair.

			‘Oh, you didn’t, darling,’ said Diana. ‘I barely got a wink of sleep all night. I couldn’t stop thinking about the stones, and the stories. And you.’

			‘You were thinking about me?’ said Alistair.

			Diana took a step closer, holding his eyes with hers. ‘I need to talk to you.’

			Alistair’s mouth was suddenly dry, and his heart beat a little faster.

			‘Yes?’ he said.

			‘About the local graveyard,’ said Diana.

			Alistair’s heartbeat declared a false alarm and went back to normal.

			‘OK,’ he said. ‘What’s bothering you about the local graveyard?’

			Diana fixed him with a steady stare. ‘Quite a few people told me stories about demons dragging their victims away, so they were never seen again. The families had to put up tombstones with no grave, because there was no body to bury. And that struck me as something we could check. See for ourselves whether there’s any actual hard evidence that might confirm these stories.’

			Alistair nodded, acknowledging the possibility. ‘Is the cemetery far from here?’

			Diana snorted. ‘Nothing’s more than a brisk walk in this town. I already got directions from Mrs R in reception. I couldn’t believe she was already up and working.’

			‘Perhaps she had a restless night, too,’ said Alistair. ‘This whole town seems to be living on its last nerves.’

			Diana looked around the room, avoiding his gaze. ‘I didn’t feel like going on my own. I was hoping you might want to come along and keep me company.’

			‘Of course,’ said Alistair.

			‘Good!’ said Diana, smiling happily again. ‘Graveyards freak me out at the best of times. Depressing places … We should do something to cheer them up. Install a bar, or a group therapy session.’

			Alistair looked at her thoughtfully. ‘If you heard my alarm go off at six thirty, why did you wait so long to come and visit me?’

			Diana stared at him. ‘Have you see me without my makeup on? Are you mad?’

			In the bright light of morning, the reception area seemed smaller, shabbier and a lot more run-­­down. Tucked away in her cubicle, Mrs R was trying hard to look businesslike as she tapped away at her computer keyboard with two fingers. She looked up as Alistair and Diana approached, and put on her best cheerful smile.

			‘Good morning, dears. Did you sleep well?’

			Alistair wasn’t sure he heard anything more than a casual inquiry, so he kept his reply calm and courteous.

			‘I slept the sleep of the just, Mrs R. Any reason why I shouldn’t?’

			‘Some people here in town have been complaining of bad dreams, just recently,’ said Mrs R.

			Alistair would have liked to follow up on that, but he could tell she’d said as much as she was going to, so he moved on.

			‘You always seem to have so much work to do, Mrs R. Couldn’t your daughter take some of the burden off your shoulders?’

			‘Lily, bless her?’ said Mrs R. ‘I doubt Little Miss Gloom even knows what this hour of the day looks like. I’ll be lucky if she surfaces before noon.’ She glanced at the battered old grandfather clock standing opposite the reception nook. ‘I’m afraid breakfast won’t be served until eight.’

			‘Not to worry,’ said Diana. ‘We thought we’d go for a nice little stroll around the town. Stretch our legs, see the sights, work up an appetite.’

			Mrs R raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you by any chance thinking of visiting our little cemetery? I know I mentioned it earlier, but it’s not somewhere I’d recommend.’

			‘Is it private?’ said Alistair. ‘We don’t want to tread on any toes.’

			‘No, dear,’ said Mrs R. ‘Just … not very welcoming.’

			‘I’d be hard-­­pressed to name a graveyard that was,’ said Diana.

			‘But ours isn’t a place of remembrance,’ said Mrs R. ‘It holds things most of us would rather forget. If you must go … tread lightly. There are those who say some of the town’s dearly departed aren’t nearly as departed as they should be.’

			Alistair looked at her steadily. ‘Without wishing to be rude, Mrs R, has the town always been this jumpy?’

			Mrs R’s smile looked suddenly tired and ragged around the edges. ‘It’s all these changes the squire has been making. They brought back bad memories. That’s why people are telling the old stories again. I thought we’d put that nonsense behind us long ago.’

			‘You’re not a believer?’ said Diana.

			‘Some of us remember we only told those stories to attract the tourists,’ Mrs R said shortly. ‘The old superstitions were never supposed to get in the way of business.’

			For a moment, Alistair thought something important had just raised its head, but the insight was already slipping out of his grasp. He shrugged inwardly and smiled easily at Mrs R.

			‘We’ll be back in time for breakfast.’

			‘No need to tell the others where we’ve gone,’ Diana said brightly. ‘They’d just be jealous that they didn’t think of it.’

			‘Your business is your business, dear,’ said Mrs R. ‘Would you like me to draw you a map?’

			‘I think we can follow a few simple directions,’ said Diana.

			Unfortunately, it turned out they couldn’t. Or at least Diana couldn’t. Alistair kept his thoughts on that to himself, as he followed her up one street and down another in pursuit of a cemetery that seemed to be dodging back and forth just to spite them. Without their phones, they couldn’t consult Google Maps, but it was a pleasant morning, and Alistair was just happy to be out walking in it with Diana.

			After a while, she stopped abruptly and scowled around her. ‘The damned thing’s got to be here somewhere.’

			‘Maybe it’s hiding from us,’ Alistair said calmly.

			Diana didn’t even glance at him before plunging on again. Early-­­morning mists added a pearlescent haze to the air, making all the streets look alike, and Diana soon lost track of where she was and where she was supposed to be. She was just starting to get a bit snappy about that when luckily they bumped into an old man walking his dog, and he brusquely set them on the right path. Alistair would have liked to pet the dog, but he didn’t trust the look in its eyes. He wasn’t that sure about the old man, either.

			The cemetery turned out to be on the opposite side of the town to the stone circle, and Alistair had to wonder whether that was by design – so the stones on the hill wouldn’t be able to look down on the stones in the graveyard. The wide open space was enclosed by plain stone walls, but the iron-­­barred front gate had been left standing open. Long grass had grown up around the lower bars.

			‘I don’t think this gate has been closed in ages,’ Alistair said slowly. ‘I wonder why …’

			Diana brushed straight past him. ‘It’s not like anyone is trying to get out, darling …’

			But she only managed a few steps down the gravel path before coming to an abrupt halt. She glanced quickly around and gestured urgently for Alistair to join her. He moved quickly in beside her, and she thrust her arm through his and pressed it hard against her side. Alistair liked feeling protective towards her, though he couldn’t help remembering that Diana didn’t usually take kindly to being protected. Something about the town, or the stone circle, was clearly preying on her mind. He drew himself up and set off down the path, and Diana walked stiffly at his side. Rows of tombstones stretched away like soldiers on parade, though Alistair had to wonder what they were guarding, or standing guard against.

			The cemetery seemed tidy enough, and reasonably well looked after. No leaves left scattered across the grass, no ivy allowed on the inner stone walls, and the gravel path looked to have been raked somewhen recently. But he couldn’t help noticing that there weren’t any flowers on the graves, fresh or old. There weren’t even any containers to hold them. What kind of family didn’t want to leave flowers on a loved one’s grave?

			He pointed this out to Diana, but she just shrugged.

			‘Maybe there isn’t a florist in town.’

			‘And why are the graves set so close together?’ said Alistair. ‘There’s only just enough room left for visitors to walk between them. It’s as though the townspeople were determined to get all their relatives in, rather than risk them being taken somewhere else.’

			‘Maybe the townspeople don’t trust their dead to be let out of their sight.’

			Alistair looked at her. ‘Is this town getting to you, Diana?’

			‘When people are this scared,’ she said darkly, ‘there’s usually a good reason.’

			‘You have been exposed to far too many horror stories,’ said Alistair.

			A low ground mist gathered around the headstones and concealed the furthest reaches of the cemetery in a grey haze. Alistair and Diana walked on, into the curling mists. Everywhere Alistair looked, the same surnames appeared, time and again. Local families, going back generations. Sometimes there could be five or even six names inscribed on the same stone.

			‘Whole families in one grave,’ he said. ‘So as not to take up too much space.’

			‘Or for the company,’ said Diana. ‘So they wouldn’t be separated, even in death.’

			‘That depends on how you feel about your family,’ said Alistair.

			Diana shot him a look but didn’t pursue the point.

			‘I’m not seeing any tombs or mausoleums,’ said Alistair. ‘You’d have thought some of the more prosperous families would put on a bit of a show. But it’s as though the town couldn’t spare the space for even a single weeping angel or a smug cherub.’

			‘My family always insisted on visiting the dead relatives every weekend,’ said Diana. ‘Until I got old enough to put my foot down and opt out. And I always hated the stone angels. Damned things gave me the creeps. Like they were just waiting for a chance to sneak off and tell God I’d been bad. When I was younger, I used to dream the statues went walking through the cemetery at night, looking to see who they could catch.’ Diana shivered suddenly and hugged Alistair’s arm even closer.

			‘Maybe we should go back to the hotel,’ said Alistair.

			‘Hold it!’ said Diana. ‘Look over there!’

			She pointed a finger with such force it actually quivered, and Alistair nodded quickly as he took in a separate section fenced off from the rest. They went over to check it out, but this time the gate was very firmly closed. Diana struggled with the latch and had just started to lose her temper when Alistair kicked the gate open. Diana batted her eyelashes at him.

			‘Nice to see you’re still working out, Bish.’

			‘My strength is as the strength of ten,’ said Alistair

			‘Because your heart is pure?’

			‘Not necessarily.’

			‘Good to know.’

			The closed-­­off section held rows of headstones but not a single grave. Alistair and Diana walked slowly up and down the narrow aisles. Each stone had a name and the necessary dates, but no other information.

			‘Not so much as a single dearly departed or a greatly missed,’ Alistair said finally. ‘None of the usual sentiments you’d expect from a grieving family.’

			‘Perhaps they just didn’t know what to say,’ said Diana. ‘I mean, these people were only missing. There must have been some chance they’d turn up again.’

			‘No,’ said Alistair. ‘You don’t go to the expense of a headstone if you have any hope of seeing your lost ones again.’

			The earliest dates were unreadable, scoured away by time and the elements, or obscured by moss and mould. The oldest Alistair could make out dated back to the eighteenth century, and the most recent were from 1919.

			‘Just before the standing stones were moved to new positions,’ said Diana.

			They stopped and looked around them.

			‘I have visited a great many cemeteries in my line of work,’ said Alistair. ‘But never anything like this.’

			‘Are you starting to believe?’ said Diana.

			‘Oh, I’ve no doubt something’s going on,’ said Alistair. ‘I’m just not sure what. There could be any number of explanations.’

			Diana looked at him challengingly. ‘Name three.’

			‘Let me get back to you on that.’

			Diana pulled her arm away and turned to face him, eyes flashing and fists planted firmly on hips.

			‘What will it take to get you to admit that something unnatural is going on here?’

			‘A demon appearing right in front of me, so I can punch it in the face,’ Alistair said calmly.

			‘You’re really quite irritatingly rational, for a bishop,’ said Diana.

			And then they both looked round sharply, as a dim dark shape moved slowly and silently through the mists on the far side of the graveyard.

			‘Do you see that?’ said Diana, dropping her voice to a whisper. ‘Like a shadow walking …’

			‘I’m not sure what it is,’ said Alistair. ‘But I’m definitely seeing something. I suppose it could just be someone visiting a grave.’

			‘At this hour?’ said Diana.

			‘We’re here, aren’t we?’ Alistair said reasonably.

			‘What do we do?’ said Diana, watching fascinated as the dark shape slipped in and out of the curling mists.

			‘Run it to ground and then ask it some very pointed questions,’ said Alistair.

			‘You really think you can make something like that talk?’ said Diana.

			Alistair smiled. ‘You could always dazzle it with your charm and glamour.’

			‘I draw the line at ghosts,’ Diana said coldly. ‘No matter how spirited they are.’

			‘This is our first chance at getting some answers,’ said Alistair. ‘And I am not letting it slip through our fingers.’

			Diana frowned, straining her eyes against the shifting grey haze of the mists. ‘What the hell is that? Is it even human?’

			‘Hard to tell,’ said Alistair, keeping his voice carefully even. ‘The shape keeps changing as it moves. Even the outline is uncertain.’

			‘It seems to float rather than walk.’

			‘This is definitely something we need to take a closer look at,’ Alistair said firmly.

			‘After you,’ said Diana.

			Alistair hurried forward, with Diana right behind him. The dark figure retreated before them, drifting this way and that, not even bothering with the main paths. Alistair tried to force his gaze through the concealing mists, struggling to get some sense of exactly what it was they were pursuing. The dark shape faded in and out of the grey haze like a dream walking in the waking world. He managed to get in front of the figure and blocked its way to the cemetery entrance. It was forced to fall back. Alistair gestured urgently to Diana.

			‘We have to keep it from escaping!’

			‘Are you sure this is a good idea, Bish?’ said Diana. ‘Maybe ghosts are like rats: more dangerous when they’re cornered.’

			‘This isn’t any ghost,’ said Alistair. ‘The dead don’t run from the living.’

			‘The living aren’t normally dumb enough to chase them,’ said Diana. ‘Damn, that thing can move. Whatever it is, it’s in better shape than I am.’

			‘Crowd it back against the far wall,’ said Alistair. ‘Then there’ll be nowhere left for it to go.’

			‘You say that like it’s a good thing,’ said Diana.

			They pressed in on the dark shape from both sides, cutting off its escape routes one by one, until finally the rear stone wall loomed up out of the mists, tall and solid. The dark figure came to a halt and stood still and silent before it. Alistair and Diana moved cautiously forward, and the figure became steadily clearer and more real, until finally they were standing face to face with Lily Ravenscroft in a long black cape. She pushed the hood back and stared at them steadily.

			‘The cloak’s movements were what kept the outline changing,’ said Alistair. ‘And why she seemed to drift, rather than walk.’

			Diana shook her head disgustedly. ‘I can’t believe I got that spooked by a lanky Goth girl.’

			‘It’s the setting,’ said Alistair. He paused. ‘I do seem to be saying that rather a lot, just recently.’

			‘I hate this town,’ said Diana. She glared at Lily. ‘What are you doing here? You freaked the hell out of us!’

			Lily barely smiled. ‘I like graveyards. This is where I feel most at home. I like to visit here while it’s still early, so I can be sure of having the place to myself.’

			‘Your mother said you didn’t get out of bed till midday,’ said Alistair.

			‘What mum doesn’t know won’t bother her.’ Lily looked calmly about her. ‘It’s very peaceful here, away from all the noise and demands of the town. Among my own kind. Sometimes I pick a grave and lie down on it, so I can commune with the departed.’

			‘That must scare them,’ said Diana.

			Alistair cut in quickly. ‘There’s a section over to one side, with stones but no graves. Do you know why?’

			Lily shrugged. ‘Plague victims, going back centuries. All the bodies were cremated.’

			‘There’s nothing about that on the headstones,’ said Diana.

			‘It’s not something the town likes to remember,’ said Lily. ‘According to some accounts I’ve read, the town didn’t always wait for the afflicted to die before they burned them.’

			It was an explanation, of sorts, but Alistair wasn’t sure he believed it.

			Diana looked narrowly at Lily. ‘What do you make of all the old stories about demons from the stone circle? I would have thought that sort of thing would be right up your street.’

			‘I know made-­­up stuff when I hear it,’ said Lily. ‘I’m only interested in the real deal.’

			She walked steadily forward, and Alistair and Diana stepped back to let her pass. Lily drifted off into the mists, became a dim shape, a shadow, and was gone. Diana shook her head.

			‘There’s something very wrong with that girl.’

			‘I’d have said several somethings,’ said Alistair. ‘Come on, let’s get back to the hotel. It’s got to be breakfast time by now.’

			Diana put her arm back through his. ‘Lead on, Bish.’

			By the time they’d made their way back to the open gate, the mists had begun to disperse, and the graveyard was starting to look like just another cemetery.

			‘Well,’ said Alistair, ‘did we learn anything useful?’

			‘Yes,’ said Diana. ‘The only truly spooky thing in this town is a teenage Goth girl.’

			Alistair and Diana had only just entered the hotel’s reception area when Mrs R popped her head out of her cubby hole.

			‘Breakfast is being served in the bar, dears. Your friends are already there.’

			‘Is there a menu?’ said Alistair.

			‘Afraid not, dear. It’s a set full English.’

			‘Couldn’t I just have a croissant and some coffee?’ said Diana.

			‘We don’t do special orders,’ said Mrs R. And then she ducked back into her little nook and remained determinedly out of sight.

			Alistair and Diana found the rest of the team sitting around one of the larger tables. Stewart and Natalie had their heads buried in the morning papers, catching up on the news. Peter and Cissy were leaning against each other and looking pleased with themselves. Kim glanced up from a pile of notes in front of her as Alistair and Diana sat down.

			‘Breakfast is on its way. Which may or may not turn out to be a good thing.’

			‘Did everyone have a good night?’ said Alistair, smiling cheerfully round the table.

			Peter and Cissy just grinned. Stewart and Natalie grunted something affirmative without emerging from behind their newspapers. Kim concentrated on sorting through her notes.

			‘I have a full itinerary worked out, to cover the entire day’s shooting schedule. Lots to do, people … So don’t dawdle over breakfast, because we’re going straight out to the circle the moment we’ve finished.’

			Mrs R bustled in, driving her recalcitrant hostess trolley ahead of her through sheer willpower, and set about dispensing a full English to everyone. Alistair looked at the sausages, bacon, fried eggs, mushrooms and baked beans piled up on his plate, and felt all his major arteries hardening in protest. Diana turned a plaintive face to Mrs R.

			‘Couldn’t I just have some toast?’

			Mrs R slammed down a rack stuffed with thick doorstep slices, followed by a massive pat of real butter and a bowl of marmalade so thick it looked as though they’d have to carve it with an axe.

			‘Help yourself, dear.’

			Mrs R intimidated the hostess trolley into turning around and made a swift strategic retreat. And then there was nothing but the sound of people eating, and Diana pushing things around on her plate in search of something she could live with.

			Sometime later, the team stood around in reception, shooting rebellious looks at Kim as she detailed the day’s forthcoming tasks. There did seem to be rather a lot of them. Alistair left her to it and went over to Mrs R, back in her nook.

			‘Could you please phone the local taxi firm and see if anyone’s free to take us out to the stones?’

			‘There’s only the one taxi, dear,’ said Mrs R. ‘My son Ian drives it.’

			‘Is he available?’ said Alistair.

			‘Oh, he’s always available,’ said Mrs R.

			She got her son on the phone, spoke quickly and persuasively, and then smiled brightly at Alistair.

			‘He’s on his way. I’ve had the kitchen put together some nice sandwiches for all of you, and organized thermoses of hot tea. Just in case you can’t get back for a midday meal. The stones are a long way from town.’ She paused. ‘Though sometimes it doesn’t feel nearly far enough.’

			Outside the main entrance, everyone stood around stamping their feet and hugging themselves against the early-­­morning chill. While muttering loudly as they contemplated another journey in the back of Ian’s old estate car. Kim took some of the edge off by returning everyone’s mobile phones, and then glared at everyone until they quickly tucked their phones away before she could change her mind and demand them back. Diana happily investigated the contents of a wicker hamper provided by Mrs R, while Alistair quietly rejoiced in the glory of the new day and refused to be discontented. The sun was out, the mists had disappeared, and Chipping Amesbury looked like just another pleasant country town.

			‘Heads up, Bish,’ Diana said quietly. ‘I spy trouble on the horizon.’

			A small crowd of people were heading determinedly down the street toward the hotel, their unhappy scowling faces fixed on the documentary team. There were men and women of all types, wrapped up warm against the cold, but they all had the same thing in common: a simple dread that haunted their eyes. Whatever these people wanted, it was clear they meant business. Alistair straightened up and prepared himself to be as reasonable as possible. The crowd finally came to a ragged halt, sticking close together as they faced off against the documentary people. Kim took a step forward, and the knife was suddenly in her hand. Alistair glared at her.

			‘Put that thing away. Right now.’

			Kim looked at him and then lowered her arm till the knife was flat against her leg and mostly out of sight. Alistair could tell the crowd had seen the knife, but their mood hadn’t altered. If anything, they seemed even more determined. Because they were scared of something far worse than one woman with a knife. Alistair could feel control of the situation slipping away from him, so he stepped forward and smiled easily at the crowd.

			‘You know who I am. What’s the problem? I’ll help, if I can.’

			An old man emerged from the crowd to be their spokesman. He had a face that looked as if it had been carved out of stone, and then battered by really hard weather. He was wrapped in a long grey greatcoat, and with his shaggy grey hair and beard, he looked like an Old Testament prophet. The kind who knew things that mattered, but rarely had any good news to impart.

			‘We are here to protest. Against the squire’s changes to the circle, and the film you’re making. You’re putting the whole town in danger.’

			‘We won’t let you go back to the hill!’ said a loud voice from the back of the crowd. ‘You’re meddling with things you don’t understand!’

			Alistair deliberately didn’t respond for a moment. He carefully studied the protestors, trying to get a feel for their mood. There were no banners or placards, no chants or threats. But they looked ready to stand their ground and have their say until time ran out, if that was what it took. Whatever fears drove these people were very real to them.

			‘You must stay away from the stones,’ said the old man. ‘They bring death and destruction, and the ending of worlds.’

			‘I haven’t seen anything to be scared of,’ said Kim. She raised her hand just enough so everyone could see her knife. She turned the blade slowly, so the morning light could glint brightly off the heavy blade. ‘I’ve made news programmes in all the most uncivilized parts of the planet. I learned to carry a knife because guns can break down or run out of ammunition, but a knife always works.’

			The protestors stirred uneasily but didn’t retreat. Alistair moved in beside Kim and lowered his voice.

			‘Get rid of that damned knife, or I will take it away from you.’

			‘You really think you can do that?’ said Kim.

			‘Of course,’ said Alistair. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time.’

			Perhaps fortunately, they were interrupted by the sound of an approaching vehicle. Everyone looked round as Sir Neville’s Land Rover screeched to a halt. Sir Neville was out and on his feet while the engine was still shutting down. He walked straight at the crowd, and everyone fell reluctantly back to let him pass, until he could take up a position standing between the old man and the documentary team. He showed the protestors his most reassuring smile, but they didn’t seem particularly impressed. Perhaps they’d seen it too often in recent times.

			‘Come along now, people,’ Sir Neville said briskly. ‘What’s all this, what’s all this? Hmm? There’s no need for any of you to be worried. I’ll see that you’re all properly looked after, just as I always have.’

			The old man faced him steadily. ‘This has to stop, Squire. The whole town is troubled. People can’t sleep because they’re plagued by bad dreams. They’re seeing things, in the night, and in the shadows.’

			Alistair almost said something then but didn’t.

			‘We’ve all heard noises in the night,’ said the old man. ‘Something has been tugging at shutters and rattling locked doors. You know what’s behind all of this! The stones are coming awake again!’

			‘You’re all acting like panicked children,’ Sir Neville said briskly, unmoved by the words or the tone or the look in the old man’s eyes. ‘You’ve all been paying far too much attention to the old stories. And that’s all they are – just legends from the past. You should be concentrating on the future I’m putting together for you! What I’ve done with the stones will bring the tourists back and put an end to everyone’s financial woes. This town will be full of visitors again, once my documentary people have finished telling the world to come and visit Chipping Amesbury and see what I’ve done with the stone circle! These people are professionals; they know how to present the right image and sell it to the world!’

			Alistair carefully checked out faces in the crowd. Sir Neville was reaching some of the protestors, but not nearly as many as he seemed to think. Alistair cleared his throat in a firm sort of way, and everyone turned to look at him.

			‘I am an expert on standing stones,’ he said loudly. ‘Please believe me when I tell you that you’re in no danger. I am also a bishop. So when I go back out to the circle, I take with me all the authority of my Church.’

			The old man shook his shaggy grey head stubbornly. ‘What’s out there is older than your Church, and more powerful. Because it’s here, and it’s real. When you’ve finished your work, you’ll go home and be safe, but we’ll still be here, living with the consequences of your recklessness.’

			‘Would you like me to say a blessing over the circle?’ said Alistair.

			‘If you think it’ll make any difference,’ said the old man.

			He looked back at the crowd, but faced with the authority of the squire and an actual bishop, the fight had gone out of them. The old man nodded slowly. He’d said all he had to say, and he had no more words. He turned his back on Alistair and Sir Neville, and walked away, and the rest of the protestors went with him. Sir Neville watched them go and nodded cheerfully to Alistair.

			‘You see? They just needed someone to talk common sense to them. Good thing I happened to be passing by. Hmm? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a lot of work to be getting on with. I’ll catch up with you at the hill later.’

			He strode back to his waiting vehicle, radiating good cheer and confidence, and apparently convinced that he’d just saved the day. He fired up the Land Rover and went racing off down the street.

			‘Now that is a real prick,’ said Diana. ‘And I’ve known a few in my time.’

			Alistair had enough sense not to comment. He turned to Kim.

			‘Your knife nearly started a riot.’

			‘Or stopped one,’ said Kim. ‘Good thing Sir Neville turned up to save your bacon.’

			She made the knife disappear.

			And that was when Ian finally arrived in his battered old estate car and slammed to a halt right beside them. He didn’t look at all happy to be there, but they were getting used to that.

			‘Take us back out to the stones,’ Kim said briskly.

			Ian scowled. ‘Are you sure that’s where you want to go?’

			‘You want the fare, don’t you?’ said Kim.

			‘It’ll cost you extra,’ Ian said flatly.

			‘What doesn’t?’ said Kim.

			Stewart pulled open the rear door and stared unhappily at the back seat. ‘There has to be a better way …’

			Natalie scowled fiercely. ‘There is a limit to how much of a team player I am prepared to be.’

			‘Stop your moaning and get in there,’ Kim said ruthlessly. ‘We have a long list of shots to get through today.’

			Diana settled herself happily on Alistair’s lap in the front seat, while everyone else packed themselves into the back, and then the estate car set off, with Ian as ever sullen and uncommunicative behind the wheel. They accelerated through the empty streets and soon left the town behind them.

			One memorably bumpy ride later, the estate car lurched to a halt at the base of the hill. The news people fought their way out of the back seat, while Alistair and Diana emerged from the front with rather more dignity. Peter and Cissy retrieved their trolley from the boot, while Stewart and Natalie held a low but intense argument over which of them was going to be first in front of the camera when filming started. Alistair and Diana watched interestedly as Kim paid Ian another extortionate fee.

			‘She must be on really good expenses,’ said Diana. ‘I’m not even getting a per diem.’

			‘Listen to how quiet it is out here,’ said Alistair. ‘Even though it’s early in the morning. I’m not hearing a single songbird anywhere.’

			‘So we’ve come to a place even birds have enough sense to avoid?’ said Diana.

			Alistair looked up the hill. ‘Standing stones have been known to generate electromagnetic fields that can have unusual effects on local wildlife …’

			‘Bollocks,’ said Diana.

			Alistair smiled. ‘Possibly. But at least it’s scientific bollocks. I could have just told you God was mad at the birds and made them go away.’

			Kim glared around at everyone. ‘Come on, people! We have work to do!’

			She set off up the steep hillside as though storming an enemy position, and everyone else straggled after her.

			To Alistair’s surprise, Ian came with them. He was careful to hang well back, as though planning to use everyone else as human shields, to protect him from whatever the stones might throw at him. The group soon crested the top of the hill, and Peter and Cissy set about removing their equipment from the trolley. Stewart and Natalie stood together at the hill’s edge, arguing with Kim about her over-­­optimistic schedule. Alistair stopped at the very edge of the hill and knelt down to prod gently at the disturbed earth with his fingertips. Diana looked at him.

			‘I am not kneeling down; these are my good clothes. What have you found, Bish? Demonic footprints?’

			‘Someone has been working here, quite recently,’ he said, not looking up. ‘Digging, and then replacing the earth, to no clear purpose.’

			‘Could be protecting the crumbling edge from erosion,’ said Diana. ‘Or maybe just strengthening it, for when the workmen had to bring their portable cranes up here.’

			Alistair nodded slowly. He brushed the dirt from his hands, got to his feet and looked thoughtfully at the standing stones.

			‘Think of ancient man, probably in his hundreds, dragging these massive stones all the way across that uneven countryside,’ he said slowly. ‘And then having to haul them up a hill they made earlier, to position the stones in a carefully worked-­­out pattern. Remember these people had none of our modern skills or machinery.’

			He broke off as he realized Ian had moved in beside him. The driver was staring at the stones like a mouse confronted by a snake, but when he finally spoke, he sounded almost relieved.

			‘They’re just stones,’ he said. ‘All the stories I was told, all the nightmares they gave me as a child … And there’s nothing special about them at all. No monsters, no atmosphere, nothing. No wonder the tourists stopped coming.’

			And then somebody screamed.

			‘That came from inside the circle!’ said Diana

			Alistair ran forward into the stones, with Diana right behind him and Ian reluctantly bringing up the rear. Kim, Stewart and Natalie were standing in the middle of the circle, looking at a dead man. He lay on the ground in his own blood. Peter hurried forward with his camera on his shoulder, while Cissy brandished her boom mic like a weapon. And then for a long moment, they all just stood there, staring at the corpse and saying nothing.

		


		
			

			FIVE

			Dealing With the Dead

			The dead man was lying on his back, with arms outstretched. His throat had been cut. Blood stained the hard ground around him and had soaked the front of his clothes. Wide eyes stared up at the sky, while the red mouth in his throat seemed to smile at some private joke. The dead hands clutched at the stony ground. And at some point, someone had spiked the body to the ground by driving a pitchfork through its mid-­­section.

			‘The way the body is laid out reminds me of the human sacrifice in Mrs R’s book,’ Alistair said slowly. ‘I don’t think that’s a coincidence.’

			‘Maybe whoever did this saw the same illustration and decided to recreate it,’ said Diana.

			‘Then where’s the sacrificial stone?’ said Alistair.

			‘What a place to die,’ said Stewart. ‘So far from everyone and everything.’

			‘The end of the world …’ said Natalie.

			‘Why aren’t you filming?’ Kim said sharply to Peter. ‘This is part of our documentary now.’

			Peter started forward, but Alistair put out a hand to stop him.

			‘Don’t get too close. This is a crime scene. We don’t want to risk compromising the evidence.’

			‘But it’s our story,’ said Stewart.

			He looked to Natalie to see if she wanted to add anything, and was surprised to discover she had moved in close beside him, one hand resting on his arm. All the colour had dropped out of her face, and she couldn’t seem to take her eyes off the dead man.

			‘Are you all right?’ Stewart said quietly.

			Natalie nodded jerkily. ‘I’ll be fine. I just never saw an actual dead body before. Any time I was sent to cover a murder scene, the body had always been removed long before I was allowed access.’

			‘Don’t look away,’ said Stewart. ‘That gives the body power over you. Concentrate on the details. You’re going to have to write about this later, and you never know what might turn out to be important.’

			‘Thanks,’ said Natalie. ‘Old man.’

			Kim turned abruptly to fix Alistair and Diana with a steady glare.

			‘You’re the only ones with any experience when it comes to dealing with this sort of thing. What should we do?’

			‘First,’ said Alistair, ‘let’s start with the obvious question. Does anyone here know this man?’

			The team took it in turns to force themselves to take a good look at the corpse’s face, and then one by one they turned away and quickly shook their heads, relieved that they didn’t. Alistair was struck by a quiet conviction that he had seen the dead man before. He frowned hard, trying to dig up the memory. It definitely wasn’t anyone he knew or could name, but there was something familiar about the face.

			‘He’s nothing to do with us,’ said Stewart.

			‘And he’s not from anywhere around here,’ said Ian. ‘I’d know.’

			Diana gestured at the protruding pitchfork. ‘Have you ever seen anything like this?’

			Ian quickly shook his head, but Alistair saw something move in the man’s face and wasn’t convinced. He turned to Kim.

			‘Phone the police.’

			‘There’s only one police officer in Chipping Amesbury,’ Ian said quickly. ‘And that’s John Fitzroy. We were at school together. Not the brightest button in the box, but he means well.’

			‘Will there be any problem getting him to come out here?’ said Diana. ‘Or is he scared of the stones, like everyone else in town?’

			Ian managed a brief smile. ‘John’s always wanted his very own murder case. But he only has a bike to get around on, so I’d better go back and fetch him.’

			‘Don’t take too long,’ said Alistair.

			Ian hurried off down the hill, only too happy to be putting the murder scene behind him, and soon they all heard the sound of the estate car departing. Everyone looked at the dead man, with a mixture of horror and fascination. Peter lowered his camera.

			‘You keep filming until I tell you otherwise!’ said Kim.

			‘What’s the point?’ said Peter. ‘It’s not like he’s going to do anything.’

			His voice broke, and Cissy put an arm across his shoulders.

			Kim gave all her attention to the dead man, and Alistair had to wonder why she was the only one who didn’t seem that upset. He moved in beside her, and she acknowledged his presence with a preoccupied grunt.

			‘Would I be right in saying you’ve seen this kind of thing before?’ Alistair said quietly.

			‘I’ve chased down stories in some pretty bad places,’ said Kim. ‘Bodies are nothing new to me.’ She shook her head slowly. ‘Why bring someone all the way out here to kill him? Could this actually be some kind of ritual sacrifice?’

			Alistair thought about it. Diana frowned as she waited for an answer.

			‘You’re the expert on stone circles, Bish.’

			‘Forget the illustration in the book,’ he said flatly. ‘There has never been any evidence that stone circles were used for ritual sacrifice. People only said that because they felt they had to say something. It’s just another story, with a patina of the scholarly, to make us think we understand what the stones were for.’

			‘Could he have been killed somewhere else and then dumped here?’ said Diana. ‘That used to happen all the time when I was appearing on crime shows.’ She realized the others were looking at her and shrugged quickly. ‘You pick this stuff up.’

			‘He died here,’ said Alistair. ‘See all the blood on the ground? Cutting the throat killed him, and the pitchfork came afterwards.’

			‘Why?’ said Diana.

			‘To make a point,’ said Alistair.

			Diana started to say, What point? and then looked at him sharply.

			‘You’ve seen something like this before.’

			‘Not personally,’ said Alistair. ‘But I did read about a very similar case. Quite famous in its time. But that didn’t take place anywhere near a stone circle.’

			‘How similar?’ said Diana.

			‘Too much for this to be a coincidence,’ said Alistair. ‘Back in the fifties, a farm hand was found dead in a field where he’d been working, with his throat cut and a pitchfork rammed through his middle. The pitchfork meant the victim was considered to be a witch, and the body had been pinned to the ground to make sure it wouldn’t rise again.’

			‘People still believed in that stuff?’ said Diana.

			Alistair looked at her steadily. ‘There are lots of small isolated communities where the old beliefs still survive, because people have never stopped believing in them. Just like Chipping Amesbury. The victim in the fifties must have been seen as a real threat to his community, to justify such open action. It wasn’t enough to kill the man; whoever did it wanted to send a message.’

			‘But why do that to this man?’ said Diana. ‘No one in Chipping Amesbury has even mentioned witchcraft. And God knows they mentioned everything else …’

			‘Perhaps some local stories are only for local people,’ said Alistair.

			‘Was this done because the last stone was moved?’ said Stewart. ‘Or did we do something here, to make the killer believe this was necessary? Could this be down to us?’

			‘We haven’t done anything!’ said Natalie.

			‘The locals may not see it that way,’ said Stewart.

			Diana looked at Alistair, expecting him to reassure everyone that the murder was nothing to do with them, and then frowned when he just stared at the dead man.

			‘What happened, back in the fifties?’ she said.

			‘It took place not far from here, in the next county,’ said Alistair. ‘He was just a farm labourer, of no importance to anyone. A middle-­­aged man who lived alone in his little cottage and never bothered anyone. But he still ended up murdered, with his own pitchfork rammed through him. Someone must have believed he was a witch, even though he had no obvious enemies, and no one ever made any accusations against him.

			‘The murder was never solved because no one would talk to the police. Every man, woman and child in the town presented the authorities with a solid wall of silence, and stubbornly maintained it till their dying day. Despite all the pressure and intimidation levelled against them by the increasingly frustrated police. The townspeople weren’t even moved by offers of big money from the popular press.

			‘In the end, the police just gave up and went home. The investigation was using up too many resources that could be better used elsewhere. The victim was quietly cremated, because his home town refused to have him in their cemetery.’

			‘Could this be a sacrifice by the protestors, against the restored circle?’ said Diana.

			‘Then why not make their point earlier,’ said Alistair, ‘when the change could still have been stopped? It’s a lost cause now.’

			‘Some of those protestors seemed genuinely afraid the demons might come back,’ said Diana. ‘Could this sacrifice have been intended to close the doorways and prevent that from happening?’

			‘There has to be more to this than meets the eye,’ said Alistair. ‘Some context, that we don’t understand.’

			Everyone looked at him, but he had nothing more to say.

			‘So what do we do?’ Diana said finally.

			‘There’s nothing we can do,’ said Alistair. ‘The authorities will find out who he was, and dig into what really happened here.’

			‘Assuming anyone in town will speak to them,’ said Stewart.

			‘There is that, yes,’ said Alistair. ‘Some old customs never change.’

			‘Let’s get away from here,’ said Diana. ‘Leave the poor man in peace.’

			Kim started to argue, but Alistair just looked at her, and she nodded stiffly and went along. They all moved outside the ring of stones and stood on the edge of the hill, staring out over the open countryside. There was no sign of a returning estate car.

			‘There’s bound to be all kinds of questions from the police,’ Stewart said grimly. ‘And you can bet they’ll find some way to pin the blame on us.’

			‘Why would they do that?’ said Natalie.

			‘Because we found the body,’ said Stewart. ‘And we’re outsiders. You can bet the locals will say everything was just fine here until we turned up.’

			‘But … I’ve worked with the police!’ said Natalie. ‘I gave them good coverage!’

			‘Did you get a receipt?’ said Stewart.

			Kim scowled. ‘This is going to play hell with our schedule.’ She glared at Alistair. ‘How long before they remove the body, and we can get back to work?’

			‘It’s a crime scene now,’ Alistair said patiently. ‘They won’t let us back in until the forensic people are done, and that could take days or even weeks.’

			Kim started to explode, but Diana raised her voice and drowned her out.

			‘Shut your face, you heartless little cow! A man has died! You really think anyone will be interested in your stupid documentary after this? It just got trumped, by a ritual sacrifice!’

			Kim smiled coldly back at her. ‘Not if we change the subject of the documentary and make it all about the murder. We can own this story, long before the big news organizations show up.’ She turned to Stewart and Natalie. ‘You wanted your shot at the big time; this is it.’

			Stewart was already nodding. Natalie didn’t seem too sure.

			‘The murder and the changes to the circle have to be connected,’ Kim said steadily. ‘Come on; nothing happens here for a century and then the last stone gets moved … and we get this?’

			‘There’s no proof of any link,’ said Alistair.

			‘We don’t have to prove anything,’ said Kim. ‘That’s the police’s job.’

			‘She’s right,’ said Stewart. ‘We just have a duty to raise all the possibilities.’

			Natalie shook her head slowly. ‘I don’t want anything to do with this. It feels wrong.’

			‘Tough,’ said Kim. ‘You signed a contract. You can’t work on anything else until this documentary is completed.’

			Natalie stared at her and then turned to Stewart, but he was already shaking his head.

			‘This is the news game,’ he said. ‘How badly do you want to play with the big guys?’

			Natalie turned away from him.

			Everyone stared out over the countryside. Nothing moved. Time seemed to crawl by. Now and again, someone would turn and glance back into the stones, as though to make sure the body was still there.

			‘What’s the matter?’ Diana said finally. ‘Afraid it might be creeping up on you?’

			Natalie shuddered. ‘Don’t.’

			Stewart glared at Diana. ‘Leave her alone. This is all new to her.’ He nodded to Natalie. ‘Just hang in there. You’re doing fine.’

			‘Thanks, old man,’ said Natalie.

			‘You’re welcome,’ said Stewart.

			‘This will make a much better story than the circle,’ said Kim. ‘And guarantee us a much bigger audience.’

			‘That’s cold,’ said Diana.

			‘That’s news,’ said Kim. ‘Our business has always been about holding the audience’s attention.’

			‘If it bleeds, it leads,’ said Peter.

			‘Exactly,’ said Kim.

			‘Once the police arrive in force,’ said Alistair, ‘we won’t be allowed anywhere near the circle. And I am ready to bet you good money that no one in town will talk to us.’

			‘They were happy enough to tell me all the old stories,’ said Diana. ‘And some of them were pretty grisly.’

			‘Only because they thought they could prevent you from coming out here,’ said Alistair. ‘They were trying to protect you. Now a man’s been killed, they’ll close ranks and freeze everyone else out.’

			‘Look!’ said Peter.

			And there was the estate car, speeding recklessly across the uneven ground. It lurched this way and that as its tyres fought for purchase. It finally stopped at the base of the hill, and a police constable got out. He adjusted his uniform and pulled at his helmet’s chin-­­strap, to make sure he looked the part, and then turned and said something to Ian, who shook his head stubbornly and stayed inside his vehicle. The policeman looked up at the people staring down at him, squared his shoulders and trudged up the hill.

			Once he’d made it to the top, he nodded brusquely to everyone and did his best to be the man in charge.

			‘Police Constable John Fitzroy,’ he said. ‘I’ll take it from here.’

			Alistair had seen his type before, at crime scenes all over All Souls Hollow. Barely into his mid-­­twenties, fresh-­­faced and not very experienced in his brand-­­new uniform, and already out of his depth. But doing what he had to because that was the job. PC John took out his note pad and insisted on asking everyone their name and profession so he could write it down. Slowly and very carefully. Alistair was pretty sure he was only doing that to give himself time to think, and put off the moment when he would have to go and look at the dead man.

			‘Right,’ PC John said finally. ‘Where’s the body?’

			Alistair pointed into the circle. PC John looked at the stones and actually hesitated for a moment before making himself walk between them. He took one look at the body and came straight back out again. His face was very pale. Alistair imagined it was one thing to dream of solving a murder, but quite another to come face to face with your first corpse.

			The pitchfork probably didn’t help.

			‘Do you have any backup?’ Alistair said kindly.

			‘No,’ said PC John. ‘I did contact my superiors before coming out here, and they told me not to expect anything in the way of reinforcements for at least forty-­­eight hours.’

			‘But … there’s a dead man!’ said Diana. ‘Maybe even a ritual sacrifice!’

			‘That’s what I said,’ said PC John. ‘But apparently all the experts are busy working on something more important.’

			‘What could be more important than a pitchfork murder?’ said Alistair.

			PC John looked embarrassed. This wasn’t at all how he’d seen his first big case going.

			‘I’m only local; they don’t have to tell me anything.’ He pulled himself together and made a decision. ‘No one here is to touch anything. Don’t even enter the circle. I’m going back into town to phone for more instructions. I’ll be back out again as soon as I can.’

			He set off quickly down the hill, before anyone could object. He got back into the estate car, and it roared off in the direction of Chipping Amesbury.

			‘He could have offered us a lift,’ said Diana. ‘Now we’re stranded here.’

			‘We’ll just have to walk back,’ said Alistair. ‘We can do it in good time if we step it out.’

			Kim turned suddenly and marched into the circle. She stood over the dead body and studied it thoughtfully. One by one, everyone else came into the stones and joined her.

			‘I am not being cheated out of this story,’ said Kim. ‘We were here first. This could put all of us in the big leagues.’

			‘It would be a good story for you to learn on, Nat,’ said Stewart. ‘Murders like this don’t fall into your lap every day.’

			Natalie nodded slowly. Peter and Cissy looked at each other.

			‘I’ll stay if you will,’ said Peter.

			‘I’m not going anywhere without you,’ said Cissy.

			Kim turned to Alistair and Diana. ‘You have to help us. You’re the only ones who know how to deal with the weird stuff.’

			Diana managed a smile for Alistair. ‘Well, here we go again, Bish. Hip-­­deep in sudden death, with supernatural elements. What are the odds of that?’

			‘Maybe somebody is trying to tell us something,’ said Alistair.

			Diana frowned. ‘Like what?’

			‘That this is what we’re meant to be doing with our lives,’ said Alistair.

			Diana sniffed. ‘I already have a career.’

			Alistair knelt down beside the body, and Diana joined him. They examined it carefully without touching anything. The red smile in the throat seemed to mock them.

			‘This doesn’t bother you?’ Alistair said quietly.

			‘Not after the hall,’ said Diana. ‘This is actually easier to deal with. In Stonehaven, we had no idea how our friends died. Besides, I’ve been in any number of murder mysteries.’

			‘I’ve seen enough of the real thing in All Souls Hollow to know it’s not the same as on television,’ said Alistair.

			‘No,’ said Diana, ‘it isn’t. This guy isn’t going to get up and go looking for a cup of tea the moment the director says he isn’t needed. And the stones don’t help. It feels like they’ve been waiting for this.’

			‘Don’t let your imagination get the better of you,’ said Alistair. ‘Whoever killed this man probably wanted the weird elements to overwhelm us, so we wouldn’t be able to work out what’s really going on.’ He gestured at the dead man. ‘Look at the throat wound. Perfectly straight and even, suggesting one quick cut. No sign of any struggle; so either the man knew his killer and didn’t see them as a threat until it was too late … or it all happened so quickly he didn’t have time to defend himself.’

			Alistair looked thoughtfully at the blood soaking into the hard ground. ‘He’s lying in his own blood. You’d expect blood from a cut throat to spray outwards, so the killer must have attacked him from behind. One hand to hold the head still, the other to jerk the blade across the throat. And then the killer just waited until the dead man had stopped moving, and laid him down in his own blood. Then the pitchfork could be forced into the body.’

			‘Well done, Bish,’ said Diana. ‘I’m impressed.’

			‘I’ve read my share of murder mysteries,’ said Alistair.

			Diana looked at the others. ‘Do we have anything we could cover him with?’

			Peter produced a blanket from his trolley.

			‘Why did you bring that old thing?’ said Cissy.

			‘I thought we could have a picnic,’ said Peter.

			‘Really not in the mood,’ said Cissy.

			Peter covered the body with the blanket, wrapping it round the pitchfork as best he could. Alistair bowed his head and said a prayer for the dead.

		


		
			

			SIX

			What’s Real and What Isn’t

			There was the sound of an approaching vehicle. Everyone turned to look.

			‘It can’t be Ian’s estate car,’ said Alistair, rising quickly to his feet. ‘That engine sounds far too healthy.’

			They looked out over the open countryside, and there was a general murmur of realization as people recognized a familiar vehicle slamming across the uneven ground like an army going to war: everything forward and trust in the Lord.

			‘Oh, wonderful,’ said Kim. ‘Sir Neville has come to visit us. Just what we need. What the hell is he doing here?’

			‘You get three guesses,’ said Diana. ‘And the first two don’t count.’

			‘He’s the local squire,’ said Alistair. ‘People probably line up to tell him things.’

			Stewart scowled. ‘If he knows about the dead man, odds are he’s come to pull the plug on the documentary and shut us down.’

			‘He can’t do that!’ said Kim. ‘I have a contract!’

			‘Act your age,’ said Stewart. ‘He’s the money man. He can do whatever he wants.’

			The Land Rover bounced and jolted to a halt at the foot of the hill. Sir Neville got out, glanced up the hill and slammed the door.

			‘He doesn’t look at all happy, does he?’ said Stewart.

			‘Not even a little bit,’ said Natalie.

			‘I have seen more cheerful things throwing themselves off cliffs to their doom,’ said Peter.

			‘Did you film them all the way down?’ said Cissy.

			‘Of course,’ said Peter. ‘I am, after all, a professional. One of them had his own hang-­­glider.’

			Kim scowled. ‘I have put far too much work into this documentary to have it sabotaged just when it’s getting interesting …’

			‘I never thought it was in the best of taste anyway,’ said Alistair.

			Kim looked at him. ‘What has taste got to do with anything? This is television.’

			‘How right you are,’ murmured Diana.

			Sir Neville tackled the steep hillside at full speed, like someone just packed full of bad tidings who couldn’t wait to spread the misery around. When he finally arrived, he stopped for a moment to get his breath and then glared around him with impartial thoroughness. Kim started to say something, only to be shut down with a look.

			‘Where’s the body?’ Sir Neville said flatly.

			Kim gestured at the stone circle, and he pushed right past her. Everyone watched silently as he strode over to the body and jerked away the concealing blanket. He studied the dead man’s face for a long moment and then dropped the blanket back into place.

			‘Now that … is interesting,’ Alistair said quietly to Diana. ‘Sir Neville doesn’t appear at all upset, or even thrown, at the sight of a dead body. I wouldn’t have thought he’d seen that many murder victims in his previous existence as Someone in the City.’

			‘Perhaps he’s just trying to put on a brave face,’ said Diana. ‘Being the man in charge and setting a good example to the peasants.’

			‘If anything,’ said Alistair, ‘I’d say he looked more angry than upset.’

			‘And more angry about the situation than the dead man,’ said Diana.

			They broke off, as Sir Neville walked quickly back to confront the waiting team. Without saying anything, they all moved closer together, so they could present a united front in the face of a common threat. Sir Neville showed no indication that he gave anything like a damn.

			‘I am not shutting you down,’ he said. ‘But we obviously can’t continue with the documentary as it stands. My restoration of the stones has been kicked to one side by a cold-­­blooded murder. So, instead, I’m commissioning you to run a full investigative piece on what the hell happened here. I want to know who that dead man is, why he was killed and what, if anything, his murder has to do with my stone circle! Don’t worry about the budget; I won’t have any trouble selling the rights to a story like this. Do whatever you have to, talk to anyone who might know anything; just get me the truth!’

			He shot Alistair and Diana a calculating look. ‘This must be familiar territory to you, after everything you went through at Stonehaven town hall. You know how to cope when the world throws you sudden death mixed with the supernatural. You uncovered the truth before; do it again, for me.’

			‘You’d trust us to lead a proper investigation?’ said Alistair.

			Sir Neville gave a brief smile, though there wasn’t much humour in it.

			‘I trust the Holy Terrors a hell of a sight more than I do that boy Fitzroy. I’m amazed he can remember which way round his helmet goes on. But at Stonehaven, the two of you showed a real talent for not letting yourself be distracted, and that’s what I need here.’

			‘The hall was a very different situation,’ said Alistair.

			‘And this is not what we signed on for,’ said Diana.

			Sir Neville nodded briskly. ‘No need to hint; you’ll all get a much bigger payout, once the job is done. And you’ll have put together a documentary you can be proud of. The kind of story that can provide a real leg up in the business …’ He looked sharply at Stewart and Natalie. ‘That is what you wanted, isn’t it? The kind of success that opens doors to better work?’

			‘Yes,’ said Stewart. ‘That is exactly what we want. Right, Nat?’

			Natalie nodded quickly.

			‘Can’t say I know the dead man,’ said Sir Neville. ‘Any of you recognize him?’

			‘None of us ever saw him before,’ Kim said quickly. ‘And Ian Ravenscroft swore the man wasn’t local.’

			‘He’d know,’ said Sir Neville.

			‘I think we can leave identifying the victim to the police,’ said Alistair. ‘They have resources we don’t.’

			‘And a fat lot of good that will do them,’ said Sir Neville. ‘The townspeople will simply close ranks and give the police the silent treatment, just like in the other place.’ He smiled around the team, as they reacted. ‘I used to stay down here in the summers with my Uncle Frank, when I was just a kid. He told me all about the pitchfork murder. The police won’t get anywhere, because they don’t understand the dark undercurrents that affect everyone in small towns like Chipping Amesbury. The stones, the stories, witchcraft and ritual sacrifice … That all comes as standard in out-­­of-­­the-­­way locations like this. But I need all of you to concentrate on what matters, and not let the weird stuff get to you. Is that clear?’

			They all looked at each other, hoping someone else would take the lead. In the end, Alistair sighed quietly and assumed the burden.

			‘Can you use your influence to keep the authorities at arm’s length for a while?’ he said. ‘So we can do our work without being interrupted?’

			‘Or being accused of anything?’ said Stewart.

			Sir Neville tapped the side of his nose and smiled slyly.

			‘Already in hand. I’ve made a few phone calls, pulled in a few favours. The big boys have agreed to keep their distance for a day or two. I am the local squire, after all. Feel free to threaten the townspeople with that, if they give you any trouble.’ He looked steadily around the team, his gaze cold and unwavering. ‘But I want all of you to bear this in mind: either I get full commitment from all of you or I’ll make sure none of you get paid.’

			‘We have a contract!’ said Kim.

			‘Sue me,’ said Sir Neville. ‘I have lawyers who can keep you in court till you die.’ He showed the team a brief and frosty version of his reassuring smile. ‘But stick with me, and I’ll make every one of you rich and famous.’

			Peter started to say something but stopped when Cissy grabbed his arm. Stewart and Natalie stood side by side, straight-­­backed and fiery-­­eyed, like soldiers just waiting to spring into action. Alistair and Diana glanced at each other and then nodded briefly. Keeping their private views to themselves, for the moment. Kim just looked professional, in a resigned sort of way. Sir Neville smiled the satisfied smile of a man used to getting what he wanted.

			‘Good to see we’re all on the same page …’

			‘Do you think this murder could be linked to your restoration of the circle?’ Diana said bluntly.

			Sir Neville shook his head. ‘The pitchfork makes this a witchcraft thing, and that has nothing to do with my stones.’ He looked sternly around the group. ‘Whatever happens, I don’t want my circle’s reputation smeared. I have sunk a lot of personal capital into this.’

			And then everyone looked round again, as they heard another vehicle come roaring across the countryside toward the hill. Diana looked at Alistair, who shook his head.

			‘Still not Ian …’

			Sir Neville moved quickly over to the hill’s edge, and the rest of the group went with him. A familiar-­­looking Range Rover shuddered to a halt at the base of the hill, right next to Sir Neville’s Land Rover.

			‘Oh hell,’ he said quietly. ‘I should have expected this …’

			Elspeth Montgomery emerged from her vehicle in a series of controlled surges and then slammed the door shut. It didn’t want to stay shut, so she slammed it really hard and glared at it till it did. Elspeth was wearing a flouncy gypsy outfit, all flashing silks and flared sleeves, under a long crimson cape that did its best to flap dramatically in the gusting wind. She clutched briefly at a necklace of silver charms around her neck, before launching herself at the steep hillside and showing it no mercy. She finally swayed to a halt and fixed her gaze on Sir Neville, ignoring everyone else. He stood his ground and met her gaze unflinchingly. Elspeth smiled coldly, as though she’d expected nothing less.

			‘Where’s the body?’

			‘You really don’t want to see it, El,’ said Sir Neville. ‘Trust me.’

			‘How did you know someone had died here?’ said Alistair.

			‘PC Fitzroy stopped off at the hotel bar for a restorative drink,’ said Elspeth. ‘He unburdened himself to Lily, and the moment he left the bar, she was on the phone spreading the news. By now, you can be sure everyone in the town knows.’ She stared steadily at Sir Neville. ‘And they are really not going to be happy about this, Nev. We all told you it was a bad idea to mess with the stones, that there were bound to be repercussions from the Other Place, but you wouldn’t listen.’

			‘This death has nothing to do with my work on the stones,’ Sir Neville said stubbornly.

			‘The man was spiked to the ground with a pitchfork!’ said Elspeth. ‘Everyone around here knows what that means!’

			‘But what has witchcraft got to do with my stones?’ Sir Neville said loudly.

			‘None so blind as those who shove two fingers in their own eyes,’ said Elspeth. ‘The only reason to use a pitchfork like that is to send a message. And what else would they be talking about?’

			‘Should we expect the rest of the town to turn up as well?’ said Alistair.

			Elspeth shook her head. ‘Most of them wouldn’t come out here on a bet. And now there’s been a murder …’

			‘We can’t actually be sure that’s what happened, just yet,’ said Alistair.

			Elspeth stared at him. ‘There is a body?’

			‘Oh, very definitely yes,’ said Diana.

			‘And there is a pitchfork?’ said Elspeth.

			‘Thrust right through him,’ said Alistair. ‘I take it you know what that means?’

			‘Part of a very old ritual for ridding the community of a dangerous witch,’ Elspeth said briskly. ‘This is my area of expertise, after all. I know all there is to know about what really happened, back in 1955.’ She smiled smugly. ‘People tell me things that they’d never tell an outsider.’

			‘Because you’re local?’ said Alistair.

			‘Because I know all about the old ways,’ said Elspeth. ‘In particular, how old methods can still be used to deal with problems that refuse to go away. I can even tell you the name of the original victim: Jake Wedlock.’

			Diana looked narrowly at Elspeth. ‘Do you know who killed him?’

			‘I could make some educated guesses as to who was involved,’ said Elspeth. ‘But really, it’s all too long ago now. Everyone who would have known anything for certain is long dead.’

			‘Do you believe Jake Wedlock deserved what happened to him?’ said Alistair.

			Elspeth smiled. ‘Are you asking, could he have been an actual witch? I doubt it. There were no accusations, before the murder. I think the town simply had a run of really bad luck and needed a scapegoat. So they turned to the old ways, to deal with the problem.’

			‘Did it work?’ said Diana. She realized Alistair was looking at her disapprovingly and shrugged quickly. ‘I’m just curious …’

			‘Depends on who you talk to,’ said Elspeth. ‘But given that no one else had to die …’

			‘Come with me, El,’ Sir Neville said resignedly. ‘I’ll escort you in for a quick look at the body, but then you really must go. We have work to do here.’

			Elspeth looked at him sharply. ‘You’re not going to carry on with the documentary, are you?’

			‘These people are trained journalists,’ Sir Neville said steadily. ‘They have a lot of experience when it comes to uncovering the truth. And we have the Holy Terrors on our side! They know all about the weird stuff. Just like you.’

			Elspeth sniffed. ‘No one knows as much about the weird stuff as I do.’

			She allowed Sir Neville to lead her into the circle, to view the dead man. Alistair studied them carefully. Elspeth drew in a deep breath when Sir Neville pulled back the blanket. She stared at the body, gripped her silver charms in both hands and stood very still, murmuring under her breath. Kim cleared her throat and quietly addressed her team.

			‘We need to make a start,’ she said bluntly. ‘I want all of you all over this circle, examining everything in it. We may not be forensic scientists, but we are good at spotting things that are out of place. And sometimes the camera can pick up things the human eye misses.’

			Stewart and Natalie didn’t look too sure about that, but they nodded quickly and tried to look as if they knew what they were doing. Peter settled his camera on his shoulder like an old friend, while Cissy held her boom as though it was a weapon. Alistair thought of a great many things he could say but, in the end, chose to keep them to himself. Diana glanced at the camera and took out a compact mirror to check her hair and makeup.

			Sir Neville came back with Elspeth. He had a hand on her arm, as much to hold her up as comfort her. He seemed as unmoved as ever, but she looked shocked and distressed, her hands clasped tightly together in front of her to stop them shaking.

			‘I think you should go home now, El,’ Sir Neville said gently. ‘Get your head down, and get some rest.’

			Elspeth’s head snapped round, and she looked at him as though he was a stranger. She jerked her arm out of his hand.

			‘I’m not going anywhere, Nev. You’re going to need my know­ledge of the hidden world, and you know it.’

			Sir Neville sighed. ‘At least, promise me you’ll try to stay out of everyone’s way.’

			‘Of course,’ said Elspeth.

			‘Right, people!’ said Kim, clapping her hands together in a decisive sort of manner. ‘Let’s get this show on the road.’

			‘What about the dead man?’ said Stewart. ‘Are we supposed to work around him?’

			‘He’s hardly going to sit up and object, is he?’ said Sir Neville. ‘You concentrate on the job. We’re doing this for the townspeople. The needs of the living outweigh the needs of the dead.’

			‘A better definition of journalism I have yet to hear,’ said Kim.

			‘Oh, gag me with an injunction,’ said Diana.

			Alistair quickly steered her away from the others, so they could talk privately.

			‘We don’t have to do this, if you don’t want to. This isn’t what we signed on for.’

			‘But who better than us to work out who killed that poor man?’ said Diana. She glanced at the body, still and shapeless under its blanket, with the pitchfork still standing straight up. ‘If our being here is part of what got him killed, I feel a responsibility to get some kind of justice for him. And by being part of the documentary, we get to keep an eye on everyone else.’

			Alistair glanced back at the news people, talking animatedly together. ‘You believe one of them could be involved?’

			‘Think about it,’ said Diana. ‘Nothing bad happened here until the team turned up.’ She smiled suddenly. ‘Who’d have thought we’d end up working together again, just like at Stonehaven.’

			‘I’d hoped we’d left all that behind us,’ said Alistair.

			Diana raised an elegant eyebrow. ‘You’re the one who told me this is what we’re supposed to be doing with our lives.’

			Alistair nodded. ‘I did say that, didn’t I? But if we are going to do this, we have to give it our all.’

			Diana grinned. ‘Darling, I don’t know any other way.’

			Alistair headed back to the news team, with Diana right beside him. Kim had Stewart and Natalie down on all fours, crawling around the circle and minutely inspecting the hard ground. Peter and Cissy followed along behind, solemnly filming their every movement. Alistair started to say something, but Kim talked right over him.

			‘I’ve got them looking for footprints, blood drops – that sort of thing.’

			‘You go right ahead,’ said Alistair. ‘Diana and I will give our full attention to the body.’

			Kim nodded quickly. ‘Of course. You know what you’re doing.’ She looked at Peter and Cissy. ‘Forget Stewart and Natalie for the moment. Follow these two around and make sure you cover everything they do.’

			Alistair shot Peter a warning look. ‘Don’t get too close, and don’t get in the way.’

			‘Got it, boss,’ said Peter. It wasn’t immediately clear who he was talking to, which was probably the point.

			‘We know what we’re doing,’ said Cissy.

			Alistair and Diana knelt down on either side of the body. Alistair pressed the palm of his hand against the blood-­­stained ground, but it came back without a mark on it, suggesting the man had been dead for some time. He pulled back the blanket and searched methodically through the dead man’s pockets. Diana studied his clothes, looking for anything out of place. Alistair finally sat back and frowned.

			‘Nothing at all to identify him,’ he said. ‘No wallet, no ID, not even a phone. Which is almost unheard of in this day and age. And absolutely nothing to connect him to the stones, or any kind of witchcraft.’

			‘So no broomsticks, pointy hats or black cats,’ said Diana.

			‘Not so far,’ said Alistair.

			Diana glanced at Peter and Cissy, and lowered her voice. ‘Doesn’t it bother you, getting so close to a dead man?’

			‘I’ve had to do this before,’ he said evenly. ‘There are a lot of gangs in All Souls Hollow, and they all have a fondness for knives and grudges. I often get called in before the police, by someone who wants me to confirm the victim’s identity, so they can contact the family. Death and I are old friends.’

			‘That’s kind of spooky, Bish,’ said Diana.

			He shrugged. ‘Comes with the territory.’

			‘If this was one of my crime shows,’ Diana said slowly, ‘the victim would have grabbed a button or something from his killer’s clothes.’

			Alistair smiled. ‘Feel free to check.’

			Diana braced herself, took a firm hold on each closed hand and forced them open. It took some effort, amid loud crackings from the fingers, and in the end neither hand held anything.

			‘Well,’ Alistair said kindly, ‘it was worth a try.’

			Diana sat back and rubbed her hands hard against her jeans, and then leaned in close beside Alistair so she could nod at Sir Neville and Elspeth, who were talking together, some distance from the others.

			‘Have you noticed how close those two are? And how well they’re getting on?’

			‘It does seem a little odd,’ said Alistair. ‘For two people who went out of their way to give the impression they were always at one another’s throats, they seem very comfortable in each other’s company, just at the moment.’

			‘They do have something of a history,’ said Diana.

			‘Yes,’ said Alistair. ‘But I’m not sure we know exactly what that might have been.’

			‘Love’s last fling?’ said Diana.

			‘Given that they can’t seem to agree on anything, I have to wonder what they saw in each other,’ said Alistair. ‘Unless there’s a lot more to their shared past than we’re being told.’

			Diana sighed. ‘That’s what depresses me about this investigating lark: you end up feeling like you can’t trust anyone.’

			‘We can trust some of them,’ said Alistair. ‘We just don’t know which ones yet.’

			They got to their feet. Alistair helped Diana up with a hand at her elbow, and she let him do it, though they both knew she didn’t need any help. And then Alistair watched thoughtfully as Stewart and Natalie stopped what they were doing, and Stewart helped Natalie to her feet with a hand on her arm. They nodded easily to each other, and then concentrated on beating the dust from their hands and clothes. Kim moved quickly over to browbeat them into going back to work, but before she could get a word out, Stewart thrust his face right into hers.

			‘There’s nothing here! The killer went out of his way to clean up after himself before he left. He knew what he was doing.’

			‘We know how the victim died,’ Natalie said sharply. ‘We should be concentrating on the why. We won’t find any answers here; we should be back in town, talking to people.’ She smiled suddenly, like a cat contemplating cream. ‘I’m good at getting people to open up to me.’

			‘Listen to Nat,’ said Stewart. ‘She knows how to work this.’

			Natalie nodded quickly at him. ‘Thanks, old man.’

			She flashed Stewart a real smile, and he smiled back. Diana elbowed Alistair in the ribs, to make sure he’d noticed the change in relationship.

			‘Extreme circumstances can bring the strangest of people together,’ Alistair said solemnly.

			‘We should know,’ said Diana.

			Alistair looked at Peter, and discovered the cameraman had stopped filming him and Diana to concentrate on Kim’s argument with Stewart and Natalie, while Cissy surreptitiously aimed her boom in their direction. Alistair moved in beside Peter.

			‘Did you get all of that?’ he said quietly.

			‘Oh, yeah,’ said Peter.

			‘Every word,’ said Cissy.

			‘We thought it might be significant,’ said Peter.

			‘And we’re nosy,’ said Cissy.

			‘The presenters know what they’re talking about, for once,’ said Peter. ‘We need to be back in town, where the answers are.’

			‘And it’s getting cold out here,’ said Cissy.

			‘I’m going to try something with Elspeth,’ said Alistair. ‘Film us, but keep your distance. And, Cissy, don’t make the boom too obvious. I don’t want to scare Elspeth off.’

			‘Got it,’ said Peter.

			‘Right,’ said Cissy.

			Alistair and Diana strolled over to join Elspeth and Sir Neville. Quite casually, as though they just happened to be strolling in their direction. Elspeth and Sir Neville weren’t even looking at each other. She seemed intent on communing with the great unknown, while he scowled around the paired stones as though half expecting a demon to jump out at him.

			‘Elspeth,’ Alistair said pleasantly, ‘do you think we could have a word?’

			She took her time turning to look at him, her expression suggesting she wasn’t sure whether he was the enemy or not. Sir Neville started to say something, but Elspeth shut him down with a sharp look. She nodded briskly to Alistair, and he and Diana moved in on either side of Elspeth and eased her off to one side.

			‘We need to know the things you know,’ said Alistair.

			‘All the strange and uncanny stuff,’ said Diana.

			‘Nev doesn’t share my beliefs,’ said Elspeth. ‘And he won’t listen when I try to tell him things that will help. Are you ready to put aside your preconceptions?’

			‘We’ll do our best,’ said Alistair, shooting Diana a warning glance. ‘Let’s start with the dead man. What can you tell us about him that we don’t already know?’

			‘Well,’ said Elspeth, ‘he wasn’t any kind of witch. There are signs I would have expected to see, and he doesn’t have any of them.’

			‘Could you walk us through the stories about the stones?’ said Diana. ‘Just to make sure we haven’t missed anything.’

			Elspeth sighed. ‘Most of them are just variations on a theme. Cautionary tales, but surprisingly detailed. Leading me to believe they were designed to preserve knowledge of real events that needed to be remembered.’

			‘Such as?’ said Alistair.

			‘That the stones are doorways to the Other Place,’ said Elspeth. ‘Where different laws of physics have birthed creatures utterly unlike us. Strange, monstrous and beyond anything we could hope to understand.’

			‘But what do they want with us?’ said Alistair. ‘What keeps bringing them back, to a world they must find utterly alien?’

			Elspeth frowned. ‘I think we’re prey. They pursue us for their sport and slaughter us for the fun of it. Except for the few poor souls they drag back to the Other Place. Probably best not to think too much about what happens to them. Descriptions of the creatures vary, and I mean considerably. I sometimes wonder if what they look like depends on what people expect to see. Or perhaps it’s just impossible for us to describe things when there is nothing in this world we can compare them to. All we can be sure of is that they horrify us. And they glory in it.’

			‘But what happened to the dead man doesn’t seem at all like their work,’ said Diana.

			Elspeth nodded quickly. ‘A cut throat and a pitchfork through the vitals are part of a witchy ritual, designed to keep the demons out.’ She turned suddenly to glower at Sir Neville. ‘I keep telling him, but he won’t listen!’

			He just made an impatient gesture and carried on talking persuasively to Kim, who looked as though she was only listening until she could find an excuse to get away.

			‘People in town told me all kinds of stories,’ Diana said carefully. ‘But not one of them so much as mentioned witchcraft.’

			Elspeth nodded. ‘That’s what puzzles me. I would have sworn there was no interest at all in witchery, in Chipping Amesbury. And God knows I tried hard enough to get them interested. Dull, boring, self-­­satisfied little tourist trap … No, I’ve lived in that town all my life. I would have heard something.’

			‘Because if there was some underground group, you would have expected them to consult you,’ said Alistair. ‘Because of your extensive knowledge in the field.’

			‘Exactly!’ said Elspeth. ‘There are a handful of young wannabes, like Lily Ravenscroft. They get together now and again to raise a little hell, but they’re mostly in it for the group sex.’ She smiled suddenly. ‘They should have asked me to join. I could have shown them a thing or two …’

			Alistair looked around the circle. ‘If the paired stones are doorways again … what would happen if this ritual wasn’t strong enough to keep them closed?’

			‘Then all hell will break loose,’ said Elspeth. ‘The Other Place has been cut off from us for over a century. They must be very hungry, and very eager … If the doors open, the demons will descend on the town and decorate the streets with blood and bones.’

			Alistair wasn’t sure he believed any of that, but he was more than ready to believe that Elspeth did. There was something disturbing about how completely sincere she was.

			‘Excuse me for a moment,’ he said to Elspeth and Diana. ‘I just need to have a quick word with Sir Neville.’

			He shot Diana a Keep her occupied look and then moved quickly over to join Sir Neville, who was watching Stewart and Natalie arguing with Kim. Peter and Cissy drifted casually forward, camera and boom at the ready. Sir Neville nodded to Alistair, without looking away from his loudly disputing team.

			‘I keep telling myself not to interfere, that they must know their own business, but the more I see and hear, the less convinced of that I am.’

			‘It’s a pity you’re not getting the show you originally wanted,’ said Alistair. ‘You did good work, restoring the circle. What got you interested in standing stones in the first place?’

			Sir Neville turned abruptly to look at him, as though trying to decide whether he could be trusted. In the end, he shrugged heavily.

			‘My Uncle Frank was a solitary man, by choice. More interested in books than people. But he was the only one in the family with any real money, so my parents sent me to him every summer. In the hope he’d remember me in his will.

			‘He always seemed happy enough to see me. He showed me around the area, told me about all the local battles, the monsters and the legends. And in the end, he really did leave me everything. Unfortunately, most of his money went into building his library of occult books, which turned out to be not particularly valuable. But I did inherit the mansion house, and I had learned to love this area … So I walked away from my life in the City and came here to live.’

			He smiled briefly at Alistair. ‘It wasn’t a hard decision to make. I’d suffered some financial reverses. Nothing I couldn’t put right, in time, but I felt a need to get away from it all, for a while.’

			‘And because it was more fun playing the local squire than being just another businessman?’ said Alistair.

			Sir Neville pretended not to have heard that. ‘Somewhat to my surprise, I found some of the old man’s books fascinating. One of them got me interested in this circle, and all the weird stories that came with it. And once I discovered the great wrong that had been committed, I decided to put things right.’

			He smiled reflectively. ‘I do like a challenge. And, of course, I really did believe my helpful actions would ingratiate me with the local community. That didn’t work out as well as I’d hoped. But I still like to think people will come around, once my documentary brings the tourists back.’

			Diana came bustling over to join them. ‘Sorry, but I think I’ve enjoyed about as much of Elspeth’s company as I can stand. That woman has a head full of horrors and dire warnings, and she can’t wait to share them.’

			Sir Neville chuckled. ‘That’s El for you.’

			Diana shot Alistair an apologetic look. ‘I had to get away, before I started to believe all that stuff, too.’ She smiled brightly at Sir Neville. ‘Please tell me you don’t share her beliefs.’

			Sir Neville snorted loudly. ‘Not in the least. Probably why we split up.’

			‘How did you get to know her?’ said Alistair. ‘You seem very different people …’

			‘Elspeth was one of the first friends I made when I came here as a child,’ said Sir Neville, smiling nostalgically. ‘We were inseparable, chasing each other all over the countryside, having adventures and getting into as much trouble as possible. We even came out here a few times, to look at the stones. We’d heard all the old legends, but we just thought they were stories.

			‘And then I got older, and Uncle Frank decided he’d had enough of me. Probably because I was starting to question some of the odd stuff he believed in. So the invitations stopped coming, and I moved on, and I forgot all about little El. Until I moved into the old mansion, and almost immediately, there was Elspeth, banging on my front door and asking if I wanted to come out and play. We took to each other all over again, and when I became interested in restoring the circle, she came up with all kinds of useful information.

			‘We really did talk about marriage … But fortunately I came to my senses in time.’

			‘So you don’t believe in the Other Place, and its creatures?’ said Diana.

			Sir Neville looked across at Elspeth, standing alone and hugging herself tightly as she looked around the circle.

			‘El can be very convincing, once she gets going,’ he said quietly. ‘She can make you believe all kinds of horror stories, but only as long as she’s talking. No, of course I don’t believe in demons.’

			Alistair thought Sir Neville would probably have looked happier if he’d been more convinced about that.

			‘You say she believes,’ he said quietly. ‘Enough to kill someone?’

			Sir Neville let out a loud bark of laughter. ‘Don’t be an idiot! Elspeth can be loud and opinionated, and she has a positive gift for getting on everyone’s nerves, but she’s never been dangerous. No, El’s really quite a gentle soul, underneath the overpowering persona. All her anger goes into her arguments. There’s nothing left over for people.’ He fixed Alistair and Diana with a hard stare. ‘Forget Elspeth. I need you to get to the bottom of this murder, as quickly as possible.’

			‘What makes you so sure we can do that?’ said Alistair.

			Sir Neville smiled briefly. ‘My people showed me clips from the live broadcast, and I thought having the Holy Terrors on board would be just what I needed to help sell the weird side of things to the audience. I never thought I’d need you to clean up a mess like this.’

			‘You should go home,’ said Alistair. ‘Take a rest. We can take it from here.’

			‘No,’ Sir Neville said immediately. ‘I have to stay here, to keep an eye on things.’

			‘If you’re staying, I am too!’ said Elspeth.

			They all looked round, startled to find she’d joined them.

			‘You need me to protect you.’ She started hauling all kinds of weird-­­looking amulets out of her pockets, while Sir Neville gave Alistair and Diana a despairing See what I mean? look.

			Elspeth caught that and fixed him with a pitying stare. ‘You don’t need to believe a lightning rod will work for it to protect your home during storms. This is a very dangerous environment, physically and spiritually. You’re going to need all the wards and safeguards you can get.’

			She searched rapidly through her handful of charms and talismans. ‘Too general, too specific, not enough advance preparation … Here. Try these.’

			She handed Alistair and Diana an amulet each. Alistair carefully examined what appeared to be an old coin, engraved with Celtic designs he didn’t recognize.

			‘What am I supposed to do with this?’ said Diana. ‘Tuck it into my cleavage over my heart, or shove it in a demon’s face?’

			‘Just keep it close,’ Elspeth said briskly. ‘They shouldn’t be able to see you.’

			Diana raised an eyebrow. ‘Shouldn’t?’

			‘What do you want?’ said Elspeth. ‘A guarantee? It’s an uncertain world.’ She waved an arm at the news people. ‘Heads up! Amulets for all!’

			‘Please don’t bother the nice media people while they’re working, El,’ Sir Neville said quickly. ‘They have a lot to do.’

			Elspeth sniffed loudly. ‘If you want them walking round with their auras hanging out, that’s up to you. I think I’ll take a quick walk round the stones, see what vibrations I can pick up. Try a few warding chants. It might help. You never know.’

			She marched off to bother the standing stones, and everyone produced some kind of sigh.

			‘She means well,’ said Sir Neville.

			‘They’re the ones who always do the most damage,’ said Diana.

			‘I think I’ll go and have a quick word with the news crew,’ said Sir Neville. ‘See what progress they’re making.’

			He strode off to join the others, who did their best to look pleased to see him. Alistair and Diana compared the charms they’d been given.

			‘Same coins, different markings,’ said Alistair. ‘But I can’t say I’m feeling anything in the way of mystical power.’

			‘Looks like they could be silver,’ said Diana. ‘Maybe we should melt them down into bullets, like the Lone Ranger. Though why he was always so scared of bumping into werewolves …’

			‘At least it’s not just a Joan the Wad,’ said Alistair.

			Diana looked at him. ‘What?’

			‘An old Cornish charm, to ward off bad luck.’

			‘The things you know, Bish,’ Diana said admiringly. She hefted her amulet. ‘I have faith in lightning rods because they’ve been proven to work. Can’t say I feel the same about this.’ She stuck the coin in her pocket anyway, and grinned at Alistair. ‘But then again, you never know …’

			Alistair slipped his amulet into a pocket and then, almost without realizing, raised a hand to the crucifix round his neck.

			‘Belt and braces, Bish?’ said Diana.

			‘Better the armour you know …’ said Alistair.

			Kim called out to them. ‘Get over here; you’re on!’

			Alistair and Diana moved over to join the news people, and Kim thrust a bunch of recently rewritten scripts into their hands.

			‘These are your pieces to camera,’ she said. ‘Don’t be afraid to make them your own. Just be sure you get the facts right.’

			Alistair thumbed slowly through his pages, frowning whenever he came to something he knew he wasn’t going to say. Diana ran a few quick eye-­­tracks over hers, absorbing the drift and deciding which bits she could embellish to her advantage.

			‘Peter will set up the mood with some atmospheric camera work,’ Kim said briskly. ‘You’ll bring the sincerity. While you’re working on your words, I’ll have Stewart and Natalie indulge in a little rabid speculation.’

			‘And when you’re done with all of this?’ said Sir Neville.

			Kim shrugged. ‘Back to town, and see what we can get out of the locals.’

			‘Best of luck with that,’ said Elspeth, not looking round from whatever it was she was doing.

			Stewart and Natalie took it in turns to stroll around the circle, doing their pieces straight to camera in front of certain stones Kim had picked out for their particular look and atmosphere, though Alistair couldn’t see any difference. Stewart brought the gravitas, Natalie the warmth. They both brought up a number of leading questions, which they had no intention of answering.

			‘Do you believe in any of this Other Place stuff, Bish?’ Diana said quietly.

			Alistair looked up from his script. ‘Do you?’

			She shrugged. ‘I’ve been on the receiving end of a lot of stories from people who clearly do believe … And this is one seriously spooky setting … But so far, only the dead man is real. And that pushes everything else to one side. Just because the locals believe, it doesn’t mean we should.’

			‘Exactly,’ said Alistair. ‘So for now, we just play along. And see what happens.’

			Diana nodded at the two news presenters, completely engrossed in what they were doing.

			‘I wish those two would hurry up, so we can get to our bit. It has to be way past lunchtime by now. Do you think the others would mind if we got stuck into Mrs R’s sandwiches first?’

			‘Better to wait,’ Alistair said diplomatically. ‘Then we can all eat together.’

			‘You’re so polite, Bish.’

			‘Comes with the job.’

			The two of them finally got to do their pieces to camera, while Kim stood behind the camera, mouthing the words Keep it sincere!

			Diana went for the dramatic. She relived everything she’d been through, tugging at the audience’s heartstrings with every phrase, evoking what seemed very like real awe and wonder. At the end, she asked everyone to take a moment and remember all the people who’d died and gone missing in the past, and allowed a single tear to trickle down her cheek. She turned away from the camera, her shoulders shaking just a little. Hopefully, only Alistair suspected she was suppressing a laugh.

			When his turn came, he provided a quick history of the stone circle and explained the significance of the recent changes. And then, quietly and calmly, he described finding the body. He stared steadily into the camera.

			‘Cold-­­blooded murder has stained the reputation of this ancient monument. It’s up to us to restore the good name of this circle by uncovering who was responsible. And I promise you, we will do everything in our power to make that happen.’

			‘And cut!’ said Kim. ‘Well done, Bishop. Very inspiring.’

			‘That’s his job,’ said Diana.

			‘We’ve all done our job!’ Stewart said loudly. ‘And some of us could use a break!’

			‘We’ve covered everything that needs covering,’ said Natalie.

			‘Absolutely everything,’ said Peter.

			‘Right,’ said Cissy.

			They all stared hard at Kim. Faced with the prospect of open mutiny, she nodded and checked her watch.

			‘It’s afternoon, people. Let’s go and sit down somewhere comfortable, preferably outside this damned circle, so we can eat our sandwiches and have a nice hot drink. Then we can go back to town, put up our feet for a while and then nip out into the streets to do some vox pops with the populace.’

			Stewart and Natalie looked at each other without even the smallest trace of enthusiasm.

			‘Fun time,’ said Stewart.

			‘Yay,’ said Natalie.

			‘Come on,’ said Kim. ‘You know everyone wants to be on television. We won’t have any trouble finding volunteers, ready and willing to tell us everything we need to know. Just make sure they sign the releases before you let them go.’

			Stewart and Natalie remained unconvinced.

			They left the circle and sat down on the edge of the hill, looking out at the open countryside. The endless browns and the greys stretched away in all directions, entirely untroubled by wildlife.

			‘Be fair,’ said Alistair. ‘It is an impressive view.’

			‘Not bad,’ said Diana. ‘If you like it bleak.’

			Peter retrieved the hotel’s hamper from his trolley and handed round sandwiches that turned out to be just as basic as the previous evening’s meals: chicken, ham and cheese. And three thermoses of hot tea. Everyone ate heartily and warmed their bones with the tea. The wind had started up again, and there was a distinct chill in the air. Sir Neville and Elspeth sat a little off to one side, politely declining the tea and sandwiches, while still doing their best to act like part of the team.

			Once they had satisfied themselves that there were no more sandwiches and all three thermoses were completely empty, everyone looked expectantly at Kim. She nodded briskly.

			‘Time we were going, people. The stones can get along without us for a while.’

			Everyone rose to their feet, and then Alistair stopped abruptly and looked back at the stones.

			‘I’ve been expecting PC Fitzroy to send out an ambulance to collect the body. But it’s been hours now, and there’s still no sign …’

			‘We can follow up on that when we get back to town,’ said Sir Neville.

			‘I don’t think it’s right to just walk away and leave the body,’ said Alistair.

			‘Why not?’ said Kim. ‘You think someone might steal it?’

			‘It’s evidence of a murder,’ said Alistair. ‘And they say a killer always returns to the scene of his crime, if only to compromise the evidence.’

			Sir Neville frowned. ‘Fitzroy should have organized something by now. Probably sitting next to his telephone, staring at it and waiting for someone to tell him what to do.’

			‘Could you order him to come out and watch over the body?’ said Diana.

			‘No way in hell you’ll get him to do that,’ Elspeth said firmly. ‘He might be police, but he’s still local. He just wouldn’t have it in him to spend time out here with a dead body.’

			‘We have a responsibility to the victim,’ said Alistair. ‘We can’t just abandon him.’

			‘Watch me,’ said Stewart.

			‘Right,’ said Natalie. ‘It’s the authorities’ responsibility; let them handle it.’

			‘I need a lie down,’ said Peter.

			‘I’ll help,’ said Cissy.

			They all looked to Sir Neville, who shrugged. ‘I can make some calls once I’m back; persuade someone to come out here.’ He turned to Elspeth. ‘You’re looking tired, El. There’s nothing more you can do. Let’s get you home.’

			She nodded. ‘Thank you, Nev. You always were kind to me. When it suited you.’

			‘I’m not leaving,’ said Alistair.

			‘What?’ said Diana.

			‘I’m staying with the body. Because somebody has to.’

			Diana hesitated and then nodded. ‘You’re right. It feels wrong, just leaving him here on his own. If you’re staying, Bish, I’ll keep you company. Until someone else turns up.’

			Sir Neville nodded quickly. ‘Shouldn’t be too long. I know people who’ll jump if I lean on them.’ He looked to the news team. ‘Elspeth and I can run you back to town.’

			Stewart smiled at Natalie. ‘No more crush in the back seat.’

			‘And I was just getting used to it,’ said Natalie.

			‘I know this isn’t going to make me popular,’ said Alistair. ‘But I don’t think you should go either. Think about it. If something should happen to the body … you’d have no story.’

			Kim scowled. ‘The bishop has a point.’ She turned to Sir Neville. ‘You are sure you can get someone not local to come out here?’

			‘Of course,’ said Sir Neville.

			Kim stared coldly at her crew. ‘Then we’re all staying. We have to protect the body, and our story.’

			She glowered around her, ready to shout down objections, but everyone just nodded unhappily. They were too close to their chance at the big time to risk losing it now. Sir Neville just shrugged and turned to Elspeth.

			‘Come along, El.’

			They went down the hill together. Not long after, the sound of their respective vehicles could be heard, disappearing into the distance.

			Stewart sighed. ‘And there goes our lift back to town.’

			‘Don’t be such a baby,’ said Kim.

			She got out her phone and raised the hotel.

			‘Mrs R, this is Kim, out at the stones. We need your son to bring us out some blankets, and a lot more food and drink. We may be here a while. Good. Thank you.’

			She put her phone away. ‘There. All sorted. Who says I don’t look after my people?’

			‘Don’t everyone shout at once,’ said Peter.

			‘Right,’ said Cissy.

		


		
			

			SEVEN

			There’s Something Out There

			They all sat together on the very edge of the hill, shoulder pressed against shoulder, as much for the comfort as company. Time passed, slowly. They talked, on and off, about anything and everything, except for what was really on their minds. They looked out over the countryside, waiting hopefully for some sign of Ian’s old estate car and the supplies it was bringing, but it never appeared. The wind grew stronger, slapping sulkily at their faces and tugging at their clothes, and the air grew colder. Alistair could feel the presence of the stones behind him, like so many baleful eyes, but he refused to turn his head and look, because that would have meant giving in to his im­­­agination. He did finally allow himself to look at his watch, and he turned to Kim.

			‘Ian should have turned up long ago. Something must have gone wrong. You’d better phone the hotel and chase up Mrs R. See what’s happened.’

			Kim took out her phone and then stopped before she could even enter the number.

			‘There’s no signal. I’m not getting anything. It worked fine before …’

			Everyone else got their phones out, and there was a brief babble of outraged voices as they discovered all their screens were blank. Nothing worked on their phones, no matter how high they held them or how much they waved them around.

			‘Something must be interfering with them,’ said Kim. ‘Cutting us off from everyone else.’

			‘There’s no way this is just coincidence,’ said Diana.

			‘No,’ said Alistair. ‘It feels more like someone planned it.’

			‘Maybe we should walk back to town,’ Stewart said uneasily. ‘While there’s still enough light left to see by.’

			‘And leave the body unguarded?’ said Alistair.

			‘To hell with the body,’ said Natalie. ‘It’s not like it’s going anywhere, with that pitchfork rammed through it. Let’s just go. I don’t want to be here any more.’

			‘That might not be the best idea,’ said Kim. ‘Look at the sky.’

			They all looked up. Dark clouds had formed in the distance and were streaming relentlessly towards the hill.

			‘I’d say we have one hell of a storm bearing down on us,’ said Kim. ‘And once it gets here, the rain will come hammering down like the wrath of God. We’d be soaked to the skin before we got anywhere near the town, and if the ground gets waterlogged, it could turn treacherous. All that empty moorland strikes me as a really bad place to break a leg or suffer a head injury. We’re a long way from help …’

			‘You’re just full of good news, aren’t you?’ said Stewart.

			‘Would you rather I lied to you?’ said Kim.

			‘Give me a moment,’ said Stewart. ‘I’m thinking about it.’

			‘I think we’d be better off back inside the circle,’ said Alistair.

			One by one, they all turned and looked at the standing stones.

			‘You want to go back in there?’ said Diana. ‘With the body?’

			‘The stones would at least provide us with some protection from the storm,’ Alistair said reasonably. ‘Out here, we’re completely exposed.’

			‘I really don’t like the look of those clouds,’ said Natalie.

			They’d only just made it inside the circle when the dark clouds moved across the sun, blotting out the light till the afternoon seemed more like evening. Alistair gestured at the nearest set of paired stones.

			‘They should provide us with the best shelter from the elements.’

			‘And that just sums up the way our luck has been going,’ said Diana.

			They sat down in front of the stones, shivering a little in their shadow. The stones loomed over them, grim jagged shapes that made Alistair think of ancient gods turned to stone by unthinkable reaches of time. Now and again, someone would dart a distrustful glance at the opening between the two stones. Twilight hung around the circle like an unwelcome guest. Peter suddenly scrambled to his feet.

			‘I am not leaving all our camera and sound equipment to the mercy of the storm.’

			‘Don’t expect me to valiantly throw my body over them,’ said Cissy.

			Peter hurried over to his trolley, turned it carefully upside down and then took a moment to make sure all the equipment was properly covered. He nodded, satisfied, and quickly returned to the group. Cissy put an arm across his shoulders and hugged him to her.

			‘You always were the practical one.’

			The gusting wind forced its way into the circle, making low mournful sounds as it blew through the paired stones, and the temperature dropped even further. The group huddled together for warmth and protection. Or at least to feel as though they were doing something. Stewart glared at Alistair.

			‘If we’d left with Sir Neville and Elspeth, by now we’d be warm and dry in the hotel. We could be sitting safe and snug in the bar, warming our feet at the fire and getting on the outside of some serious drinks.’

			Natalie shot Alistair a vicious scowl. ‘This is all your fault!’

			‘So many things are,’ Alistair said calmly. ‘But no one ever said doing the right thing was easy. If it was, everyone would be doing it.’

			Almost in spite of herself, Natalie turned to look across the circle at the body. Alistair followed her gaze. The dead man seemed very small and insignificant under his blanket. The pitchfork still stood upright, like the pin that holds a captured butterfly to the board.

			‘Someone didn’t want that man going anywhere,’ he said quietly.

			Natalie turned reluctantly back to him. ‘Do you really think the murderer might return to the scene of his crime?’

			‘Don’t let that idea get to you,’ Stewart said quickly. ‘Even if he should turn up, there’s more than enough of us here to handle him.’

			Natalie nodded but didn’t seem entirely convinced. ‘It’s getting really dark now …’

			‘Should we build a fire?’ Diana said tentatively.

			‘What did you have in mind?’ said Stewart. ‘Rubbing two microphones together? There’s nothing here we could use. We’d have to go all the way down the hillside and see what we could forage from the moorland. But I think we’d be hard-­­pressed to find anything much that would burn.’

			‘I have a better idea,’ said Peter.

			He went back to his overturned trolley, rooted around underneath it and pulled out half a dozen battery-­­powered lights. He brought them back and set them down carefully in a circle around the group.

			‘I brought these along in case we decided to do some night shooting. There’s nothing like a little dramatic backlighting, to make any scene come alive.’

			He turned the lights on one by one, and soon they were all sitting in a great pool of bright and cheerful radiance. The light drove the gloom back across the circle but made the surrounding shadows seem even darker. The standing stones loomed starkly against the lowering night, somehow larger and more menacing in the growing gloom. Like patient predators from some ancient jungle, just waiting for their moment. Everyone was sneaking glances around them now, including Alistair.

			‘How long have we been here?’ said Natalie. ‘It feels like ages.’

			‘We’ve spent the entire afternoon on top of this hill,’ Kim said heavily. ‘And now we’re heading into evening. Won’t be long before the light outside the circle starts to disappear.’

			‘I am ready to pay you if you’ll just come up with something cheerful,’ said Peter.

			‘I’ll chip in,’ said Cissy.

			Stewart scowled. ‘I can’t believe Mrs R would just forget about us.’

			‘I can,’ said Diana. ‘She’s part of the town, and they’re all scared witless when it comes to this place.’

			‘She won’t abandon us,’ Alistair said patiently. ‘We haven’t paid our bills yet.’

			‘Maybe that’s just a sign of how scared she is,’ Diana said darkly.

			Alistair shook his head. ‘Mrs R was one of the few people in town who didn’t seem to give a damn about the old stories. Except as something she could use to lure in the tourists. Before we jump straight to the worst-­­case scenario, let’s at least consider a simpler explanation. Ian’s estate car could have broken down. I never did like the sound of that engine.’

			‘Then why didn’t Mrs R just find another vehicle?’ said Diana. ‘Load the supplies into that, and have Ian drive it out here?’

			‘Because the town has turned its back on us,’ said Kim. She jerked her head at the body. ‘That was never the work of a lone killer. The pitchfork made it a message from the whole community. Of how far they’re prepared to go to keep the doors from opening on to the Other Place.’

			The rest of the group stirred uncomfortably and shot uneasy glances at each other.

			‘So we could still be at risk, even if we do decide to walk back to town,’ Stewart said slowly. ‘There could be people hiding out on the moor, waiting to ambush us. They could cut us down before we even know what’s happening, and leave our bodies scattered around this countryside. Just a few more unexplained deaths, to add to the mystery of the stones and bring back the tourists.’

			‘You are really pushing it now,’ said Alistair. ‘The people in town are scared, not dangerous.’

			‘Scared people can be very dangerous,’ said Kim.

			Alistair looked around him, taking in the disturbed and unsettled faces, and did his best to be the voice of reason.

			‘Let’s give it a while, and then try our phones again. If there’s still no signal, we’ll walk back to town while there’s light enough to tell what we’re doing. I don’t know about you people, but I can’t see any features or depressions on that moor big enough to hide a single decent-­­sized ambusher. We shouldn’t be in any real danger, as long as we stick together.’

			‘You’re really ready to leave the body on its own?’ said Diana. ‘After you made such a fuss about standing guard?’

			‘Protecting a dead man comes second to the well-­­being of the group,’ said Alistair.

			There was a general murmur of agreement, and a certain amount of relief. At least partly because someone had made a decision. Only Kim was quiet, looking closely at the stones they’d chosen to shelter under.

			‘Is it just me,’ she said slowly, ‘or are the shadows in that gap getting darker?’

			They all turned quickly to look.

			‘It’s just you,’ said Alistair.

			‘No,’ said Stewart. ‘Wait a minute … Take a look around the circle … All the shadows between the paired stones seem darker, deeper …’

			‘Like another world is coming into being behind them,’ said Kim. ‘It must be very dark in the Other Place.’

			Peter glared at her. ‘You picked a fine time to develop an imagination! Those gaps aren’t any darker now than they were before!’

			‘I’m not so sure,’ said Cissy. ‘I’ve been feeling something on the air, ever since we came back inside the circle. Like we’re not alone here.’

			‘I’m trying my phone again,’ said Natalie.

			They all watched as she tried one function after another, swore under her breath and then got up and waved the phone around. She strode up and down, while still being careful not to stray too far from the group, and held the phone as high as she could, before finally looking at it as though an old friend had betrayed her. She made a move to slam the phone against the nearest stone and then thought better of it. She put her phone away and slumped dispiritedly down with the others again.

			‘It’s dead,’ she said flatly. ‘Nothing’s working. Not even the emergency numbers. As though some outside force has sucked all the life right out of it.’

			‘I can’t think of anything that could do that,’ said Peter.

			‘Nothing in this world,’ Cissy said darkly.

			‘It’s the stones,’ said Kim. ‘They don’t want us talking to anyone. Won’t let us summon help, won’t let us go …’

			‘OK …’ said Stewart. ‘Someone needs a timeout.’

			Diana looked to Alistair. ‘You did say standing stones can produce unusual electromagnetic effects …’

			‘Nothing that would shut down mobile phones,’ said Alistair. ‘I can’t even imagine how much power it would take to do that.’

			‘Look!’

			Kim was suddenly up on her feet and pointing wildly. Everyone else scrambled up in a hurry and stared around them. A grey wall of slowly curling mists had formed out of nowhere, surrounding the stone circle and shutting them off from the rest of the world. Peter’s lights still spread a sharp illumination across the circle’s interior, but the shadows were definitely darker now.

			‘Where the hell did that come from?’ said Stewart. ‘It’s nowhere near cold enough for mists like that.’

			‘Maybe it’s some kind of local phenomenon,’ said Natalie. ‘Just one of those things …’

			‘Like what?’ said Stewart.

			‘I don’t know!’ said Natalie. ‘A countryside thing …’

			‘We’re trapped,’ said Kim.

			‘It’s only mist,’ said Alistair. ‘Not prison bars. We could walk right through it.’

			‘But what if we did, and then found the outside world isn’t there any more?’ said Kim.

			There was a moment as they all thought about that.

			‘You’ve stopped taking your medications, haven’t you?’ said Diana.

			‘Just when we thought it was safe to get across the moor, we can’t leave the circle,’ said Stewart.

			Natalie rounded on him. ‘Really not in the mood for old-­­time movie quotes, old man!’

			Stewart shrugged unhappily. ‘I really don’t like the look of those mists. I think it might be safer for us to wait here, until they go away.’

			Natalie stared at him. ‘Even if it means spending the whole night in the circle? You have got to be kidding! Why would we want to do that?’

			Stewart looked at her steadily. ‘Think about it. What if the mist covers the whole moor now? How could we even see to find our way back to town?’

			‘Thick fog could make the going very treacherous,’ said Alistair. ‘You’re right. We’re safer here.’

			‘Are we?’ said Kim.

			No one had an answer to that. Or, at least, not one they felt like sharing. They all looked around at the slowly curling mists, and the mists stared back at them. Alistair leaned in close to Diana.

			‘This reminds me of one of the illustrations we saw in Mrs R’s book.’

			Diana looked at him sharply. ‘Does that mean the stories in the book were true, after all?’

			‘Not necessarily,’ said Alistair. ‘But it is … interesting.’

			‘Does it mean anything?’ said Diana.

			‘I don’t know yet,’ said Alistair.

			They all sat in silence for a while, huddled together like sheep in a storm, turning their heads back and forth as they did their best to keep an eye on the stones, the gaps between them and the mists. No one trusted anything. Alistair frowned as he realized that even though he could still hear the wind blowing outside the circle, it wasn’t affecting the mists in the least. He also wondered what was holding the mists back, and keeping them from filling the circle. Whichever way he looked, the air inside seemed clear and distinct, until it met the wall of mists.

			Stewart sighed heavily. ‘It feels like such a long time since we ate the last of the sandwiches.’

			‘Thanks a bunch, old man,’ said Natalie. ‘I’d forgotten how hungry I was, until you reminded me.’

			‘There’s no tea left either,’ said Peter. ‘We emptied all three thermoses.’

			‘Just as well,’ said Cissy. ‘There aren’t any toilets up here.’

			Diana glared at her. ‘You had to point that out, didn’t you? Now you’ve said it, I won’t be able to think about anything else.’

			‘Nip behind one of the stones,’ said Alistair. ‘We won’t look. Or listen.’

			‘Really not helping, Bish,’ said Diana.

			‘I don’t like it here,’ said Natalie. Her voice seemed suddenly smaller and more fragile. ‘It feels like something’s out to get us.’

			‘Take a look around you,’ said Alistair, keeping his voice carefully calm and rational. ‘There’s no one else here. We have the whole circle to ourselves.’

			‘And the dead man,’ said Peter.

			‘I don’t think he cares what’s going on,’ said Cissy.

			‘I think the doorways are watching us,’ said Kim. ‘Or just maybe something on the other side of the doors.’

			‘Did anyone happen to notice exactly when our revered producer completely lost the plot?’ said Stewart.

			Kim glared at him. ‘Don’t tell me you’re not feeling it too!’

			‘I don’t know what I feel,’ said Stewart. ‘I just know I really don’t like it.’

			Diana looked at Alistair. ‘If you have something helpful to say, Bish, I think now would be a really good time.’

			Alistair looked around the group, taking in the strained and worried faces, and showed them all his most reassuring smile.

			‘When you’re in a strange setting, far from everywhere, it’s only too easy for your imagination to get the better of you. Just remember … The mists will disappear as quickly as they arrived. The storm will pass over. At most, we’ll have to spend a night out in the open. It will almost certainly be cold and uncomfortable. But in the morning, we’ll all walk back to town, stride into the hotel and take it in turns to give Mrs R a piece of our minds. I think we’re entitled to some really big breakfasts on the house, and a large glass of everything we can see behind the bar.’

			One by one, the group began to smile and nod.

			‘Not bad, Bish,’ said Diana.

			Everyone arranged themselves as comfortably as they could on the hard stony earth, in the pool of light before the stones. More time passed, almost in spite of itself. No one seemed to feel like doing or saying anything. The last of the light dropped out of the day, and darkness filled the gaps between the stones. Peter’s lights still sent their cheerful glare spilling across the circle, but its furthest edges reflected palely back from the surrounding mists. Without making a big thing of it, Alistair studied them carefully. He couldn’t understand why they hadn’t pressed forward into the circle. Could the stones be somehow manifesting the mists to protect them? Or did they serve some other purpose? He smiled briefly at how easily his imagination gave in to the situation, and then he jumped just a little, as Diana leaned against him and put her head on his shoulder. He slipped an arm around her, and she snuggled against him like a contented cat.

			Careful not to disturb her, Alistair looked slowly around him. Peter and Cissy were sitting so close they were practically on top of each other. Natalie looked worn down and worn out. Stewart put an arm across her shoulders. She let him and didn’t even call him an old man. Kim seemed lost in a world of her own. It was night, in the stone circle on top of the raised hill: cold and still and silent. As though everything in the world was holding its breath, waiting to see what would happen next.

			Natalie suddenly pulled free from Stewart, jumped to her feet and stared out at the stones.

			‘There! Did you see that?’

			Everyone was quickly up on their feet and staring around them.

			‘What did you see, Natalie?’ said Alistair.

			‘I’m not seeing anything,’ said Stewart.

			‘What are we meant to be looking at?’ said Diana.

			Natalie stood very still, staring straight ahead. ‘I saw something, in the mists. Just this dim shape moving behind the stones.’

			Stewart strained his eyes against the grey mists. ‘There’s nothing there. You must have nodded off and dreamed it.’

			‘I was not dreaming!’

			‘Wait!’ said Kim. ‘Listen …’

			They all stood very still, straining their ears against the quiet.

			‘All right,’ said Alistair, ‘what are we listening for?’

			‘I heard footsteps, in the mists,’ said Kim. ‘There is something moving, outside the stones …’

			‘Then why hasn’t it come inside?’ said Alistair.

			‘Don’t give it ideas,’ said Diana.

			‘It’s got to be some of the townspeople, come out to mess with us,’ said Stewart.

			‘They don’t even want to be here while it’s light,’ said Diana. ‘I can’t see them coming out this late.’

			‘I definitely heard footsteps,’ said Kim. ‘But I don’t think they were human …’

			‘What if it tries to get in?’ said Natalie, her voice little more than a whisper.

			‘Everyone form a circle,’ Alistair said sharply. ‘Shoulder to shoulder, no gaps anywhere, but looking out, so we can cover the whole area inside the stones.’

			They all moved quickly into position and stared around them, reassuring themselves that no one was sneaking up on them. After a while, when they were all sure there was no one to see and nothing to hear, one by one people slowly started to relax. Diana shot Alistair a meaningful glance, and he put on his calm and confident manner again.

			‘We’re in a stressful situation,’ he said steadily. ‘So it’s no surprise that our imaginations have gone into overdrive, and we feel like we’re under threat. It’s no wonder some of us are starting to see and hear things that aren’t actually there. But all we have to do is make it through till morning … And then think of the great story you’ll have to tell afterwards. How you survived a night in a haunted stone circle!’

			Everyone managed some kind of smile.

			‘He’s right,’ said Stewart. ‘We could sell a story like that to practically anybody.’

			‘It would definitely help establish our names,’ said Natalie.

			‘We are talking major payouts,’ said Peter.

			‘Right,’ said Cissy.

			‘I think we can all sit down again now,’ said Alistair.

			They settled down, still carefully shoulder to shoulder, but facing inwards again. They were all careful to keep themselves inside the bright pool of light. It was all very still and very quiet.

			‘This reminds me of sitting around a campfire,’ said Alistair. ‘Back when I was a Scout.’

			‘Of course you were a Boy Scout,’ said Diana. ‘I’ll bet you had every badge there was.’

			‘Were you ever a Girl Guide?’ Alistair said politely.

			‘Be real, darling,’ said Diana. ‘They wouldn’t have the likes of me on a bet. Even at that age, I gloried in being a Bad Example. But I am very good when it comes to tying knots …’

			Alistair pretended he hadn’t heard that. ‘I remember sitting around the campfire of an evening, burning sausages on sticks, and taking it in turns to tell each other ghost stories. Because there’s nothing like a shared scary experience to make the night seem a little less dark. Now, it seems to me that between our varied careers, we should all have some interesting stories to tell. Certainly enough to keep us occupied and entertained through the night hours.’

			They all just sat there and looked at each other, waiting for someone else to go first. In the end, Alistair took the plunge, just to start the ball rolling. He told the story of how he and Diana had joined the ghost-­­hunting show Spooky Time! as celebrity guests, in Stonehaven town hall. How it seemed for a while that there might be real ghosts, but it all turned out to have been faked. He kept his account light and cheerful, and Diana chimed in with sharp comments and witty observations. It wasn’t long before they had the whole group laughing. When he was done, Alistair looked expectantly round him, and Stewart cleared his throat.

			‘It’s not much of a story,’ he said. ‘No jokes, no punchline. Just something that happened.’

			‘Tell us, darling,’ said Diana.

			‘You might remember me telling you I was sent to cover a haunted pub,’ said Stewart. ‘I didn’t tell you the whole story, because it’s not something I care to remember. When I finally asked the publican just how much of what he’d been telling me was true, he admitted he’d made most of it up … but that there were some events he couldn’t explain. Doors that refused to stay closed. The sound of footsteps walking across a floor he could see was empty. And sometimes he thought he saw a face, looking in through the windows or out of a mirror. It was not a good face. He didn’t tell me any of this because he wanted me to put it in the story, but because he felt he had to tell someone.

			‘In the end, he begged me not to mention any of it. Because while ghost stories might bring in the customers, the real thing would only scare them off. He’d sunk all his money into buying the pub, so he couldn’t just walk away. No matter how much he wanted to. I asked if he wanted me to put him in contact with a priest, so they could try a blessing or an exorcism, but he was afraid of the attention that would attract. So I played the story for laughs and made jokes about extra spirits in the bar, because that was what he wanted. I never went back, never followed up on the story. I didn’t want to know.’

			He made himself smile around the group. ‘That was my one and only encounter with the paranormal, before this. And I think I could have lived quite happily without another one.’

			Natalie put a gentle hand on his arm, and he put his hand on hers. Natalie looked around the group, meeting everyone’s eyes in turn.

			‘If we’re really going to give up the habits of a lifetime and start telling the truth … I didn’t tell you everything about my close encounter with the UFO watchers. I was perfectly happy with my theory about the Bristol airport night flights, but I wanted to be sure. So I went into the woods where the witnesses had been birdwatching, and found the clearing where they said they’d seen strange lights whizzing around in the night. And I saw …’

			She stopped, staring at the ground.

			‘You actually saw something?’ said Stewart.

			‘I found dead trees, with boots that looked burned,’ said Natalie. ‘Other trees had been torn right out of the ground, their roots trailing across the broken earth. There were scorch marks on the floor of the clearing, and patches of burned vegetation. As though something had landed there …

			‘And just for a moment, I caught a glimpse of something, deep among the trees. It was twice the size of a man, but its movements weren’t even a little bit human … It bumped into trees and knocked them over as though they were nothing. I turned and walked slowly, carefully, back out of the woods, because I didn’t want whatever it was to know I was there. And all the time, I could feel my heart hammering in my chest, like it was trying to get out. I never told anyone. I couldn’t afford to get a reputation as a UFO nut; no one would ever have taken me seriously as a journalist. But I definitely saw … what I saw.’

			She stopped talking, as though she’d just run out of words. Stewart squeezed Natalie’s hand reassuringly, but she didn’t even seem to feel it. Alistair was beginning to wonder if this had been a good idea, after all. He was about to suggest they call it quits when Peter started to say something, and Cissy talked right over him.

			‘About six years ago, before I met Peter, I was living alone. I was woken in the early hours by a deafening racket outside my window. Heavy repeated impacts, from somewhere really high up. Like God walking across the sky. I went to the window and pushed back the curtains, but there was nothing to see. The night sky was completely empty. Not even any clouds to hide the stars. The noises faded slowly away, disappearing into the distance. I looked up and down the street, expecting people to come running out of their houses, demanding to know what was happening. But all the doors remained closed, and there wasn’t a light showing in any window in the street. So I just shrugged and went back to bed.

			‘In the morning, all my neighbours swore blind that they hadn’t heard a thing. So I stopped talking about it. I have no idea what it was I heard, but I heard it.’ She smiled briefly, and nodded to Peter. ‘Your turn.’

			‘I was sent out to film an ABC,’ Peter said quietly. ‘That’s Alien Big Cat. There are always sightings, sometimes accompanied by phone footage, but never with enough detail to give you a proper sense of scale. No one ever takes these sightings seriously, but they do make for good filler material on slow news days. When people need a distraction from just how awful the world has got. So when my editor gave me the assignment, I just thought it would make for a nice holiday in the countryside.

			‘The location turned out to be deep in a forest. The trees were huge and packed so close together they blocked out the sun. It was like walking in a permanent dusk. It was all very quiet, as though everything in the forest had gone to ground, hiding. And then I heard something moving in the trees ahead of me, and I readied my camera. A giant boar appeared on the trail ahead of me. Ten, twelve feet long; big as a rhino, with killer tusks. It moved slowly past me, not even glancing in my direction. Just as well, because I was paralysed with shock. The giant boar has been extinct in England for centuries, but it was real. I saw it, heard it, smelled it. Damn, that smell … It was like some ancient primeval part of me recognized the scent and still feared it.

			‘More boars followed, so many and so heavy the ground shook under the weight of their passing. The last one finally disappeared into the trees, and I started breathing again. Birds started singing. And I turned and walked away from the biggest story in my life. Because it was just too big for me.’

			‘You never told me about that,’ said Cissy.

			‘You didn’t tell me about God going for a stroll in your neighbourhood,’ said Peter.

			That just left Kim. Everyone turned to look at the producer, but she just stared at the ground, avoiding their eyes. Finally, without looking up, she started talking.

			‘There is a machine in a recording studio where I used to work that no one will use. Because it leaves strange sounds in the backgrounds of recordings. Things that shouldn’t be there. Officially, the engineers say it’s just an old model picking up stray radio transmissions. But far too many people have heard the same voice, always saying the same thing.’

			Her voice trailed away to nothing. Alistair leaned forward.

			‘Did you hear this voice yourself?’

			‘Yes,’ said Kim. ‘Because I wanted to know. It was very faint, as though it had travelled a long distance to get here, but still perfectly clear and distinct. It said it was from the future. This hoarse, frightened voice … trying desperately to warn us. Kill yourselves now, it said, Spare yourselves from what’s coming.

			‘No one uses the machine any more. It just sits in a corner, gathering dust.’

			They all looked at each other. There had been something oddly compelling in the calm and matter-­­of-­­fact way Kim had told her story.

			‘Why not just scrap the machine?’ Diana said finally.

			‘Because some day we might need it.’

			There was a long pause as everyone thought about that, and all the previous stories. And then, slowly, they all began to smile and nod. As though just by sharing stories they’d never been able to tell anyone else, they now felt like members of the same exclusive club.

			‘You see?’ said Alistair. ‘We’ve all had unusual experiences before, and survived them. Just like we will this time.’

			Kim raised her head abruptly and looked at the mists. ‘Did you hear that?’

			‘Hear what?’ said Diana.

			Kim made an urgent hushing gesture. ‘Something’s out there! Moving around, beyond the stones. Watching us …’

			‘Could it be the killer, returned to the scene of the crime?’ said Stewart.

			‘It isn’t human,’ said Kim.

			Deafening noises blasted into the circle, unbearably loud and overpowering, driving everyone to their feet. They stared wildly around them, trying to work out which direction the terrible sounds were coming from. Alistair struggled to identify exactly what it was he was hearing, but it was all just great explosions of sound, without meaning or character. His head ached from the sheer volume. He made himself head toward the nearest mists, and one by one the others came stumbling after him. Alistair made a point of checking the gaps between each set of paired stones he passed, but couldn’t see anything. He’d almost reached the grey wall when the sounds suddenly cut off. Everyone stopped where they were, looking dazedly around them, and the sudden silence was almost deafening in itself.

			‘What the hell was that?’ said Stewart.

			‘Really loud,’ said Peter.

			Cissy slapped him hard on the shoulder.

			‘I couldn’t get a fix on where it was coming from,’ said Natalie.

			‘It seemed to be coming from every direction at once,’ said Stewart.

			‘It didn’t sound … natural,’ Diana said slowly.

			‘But whatever was making all that racket didn’t even try to get inside the stones,’ said Alistair.

			‘Then what was the point of all that?’ said Stewart.

			‘To distract us,’ said Alistair. ‘The body’s gone.’

			‘What?’ said Diana.

			Everyone turned quickly. Where the dead man had been pinned to the ground, there was just a large, dried bloodstain. The pitchfork was still in place, standing upright, and the blanket lay piled against it. But there was no trace of the dead body anywhere.

			‘Someone must have moved it!’ Alistair said loudly. ‘Check the rest of the circle! Look behind the stones! But stay clear of the mists until we can be sure what’s out there.’

			His voice was so commanding that everyone forgot how shocked they were, and they immediately set to work. Between them, they covered the whole stone circle, searching the light and the shadows and peering through the gaps that separated the stones, only to cry out one after another that they couldn’t find any trace of the missing body. Alistair got down on one knee beside the pitchfork, and Diana hurried back to kneel beside him.

			‘What are you looking for, Bish?’

			‘Someone must have pulled out the pitchfork and then put it back again,’ he said slowly.

			‘Are there any footprints?’ said Diana, staring hard at the bare earth floor.

			‘Loads,’ said Alistair. ‘But most of them are probably ours. There’s no way to tell what’s recent and what isn’t.’

			‘Why take the body?’ said Diana. ‘And why didn’t we notice?’

			‘Because we weren’t looking,’ said Alistair. ‘At first, we were too busy listening to the scary stories. Someone could have taken advantage of how distracted we were, to sneak into the circle. Or perhaps they just waited for the loud noises to destroy our concentration, and made their move then.’

			‘But to sneak in, carry off the body and hope no one would even glance in their direction … That would take some cold brass nerve,’ said Diana.

			‘Yes, it would,’ said Alistair. ‘But there’s been something cold-­­blooded about everything that’s happened so far.’

			Kim came back in time to hear the end of the conversation. She glared at Alistair.

			‘No one could have got inside the stones without us seeing them!’

			‘With sounds that loud, none of us were thinking straight,’ said Alistair.

			‘You think the timing of the sounds was deliberate?’ said Diana. ‘To hold our attention?’

			‘Wouldn’t surprise me,’ said Alistair.

			‘Those sounds weren’t human,’ Kim said flatly. ‘Why would you expect whatever made them to have human motives?’

			Natalie came back to join them, with Stewart close by her side.

			‘Something could have appeared through one of the doorways,’ she said.

			‘But why would a demon need to sneak in?’ said Stewart.

			Peter and Cissy arrived then, and everyone looked at them hopefully, but they just shook their heads.

			‘We should never have come here,’ said Peter.

			‘Right,’ said Cissy, nodding emphatically. ‘No story is worth this.’

			‘I really thought I’d put all the weird stuff behind me,’ said Diana. ‘Why does this keep happening to us, Bish?’

			‘Because you’re a jinx,’ said Alistair.

			They shared a smile.

			‘Something’s moving again!’ Kim pointed at the mists, and everyone turned to look. For a long moment, they all stood very still.

			‘I’m not seeing or hearing anything,’ said Alistair.

			‘It’s out there!’ Kim insisted. ‘Creeping round the perimeter of the stones …’

			‘I can hear something …’ said Stewart.

			‘What are you hearing?’ said Natalie.

			‘I don’t know,’ said Stewart. ‘Footsteps, maybe?’

			Alistair turned to Cissy. ‘Use your boom mic. See if you can hear anything.’

			‘It’s moved!’ said Kim, turning abruptly to point at another part of the circle. ‘It’s so quick …’

			Cissy clapped on her headphones and swept her boom mic back and forth. ‘I’m not picking up anything …’

			‘It’s moved again!’ said Kim. Her voice was harsh and almost painfully strained.

			‘Everyone back together!’ Alistair said loudly. ‘Form the circle again, shoulder to shoulder, looking out.’

			They all quickly resumed their positions. The simple act of crowding together helped calm them a little. Cissy dropped her boom to the ground, ripped off her earphones and threw them away.

			‘Bloody useless things …’

			Diana looked at Alistair. ‘Is there some reason why you’ve got us standing packed together like this?’

			‘This way, we can cover the whole circle between us,’ he said steadily. ‘And no one can sneak up on us.’

			‘Those are really good reasons,’ said Diana.

			And then they all fell silent, as they heard clear and distinct footsteps moving inside the mists. Slow, steady sounds … and terribly heavy.

			‘That is definitely not human,’ Diana said quietly. ‘Not unless they’re stomping around with weights in their arms.’

			‘I still can’t see anything …’ said Stewart.

			‘But it’s there,’ said Natalie. ‘Why doesn’t it come in here, where we can see it?’

			‘I still say it’s people from town,’ said Peter. ‘Here to mess with our heads. If they can convince us to tell the world that something out of the ordinary is going on here, suddenly they have a story they can use to bring back the tourists.’

			‘That does make a kind of sense,’ said Cissy.

			‘Whatever’s out there is not human!’ said Kim.

			‘But if this is a demon from the Other Place,’ said Alistair, ‘why doesn’t it just rush in and attack us? There’s nothing in the old stories about the demons terrorizing people.’

			‘They must know times have changed since they were last here,’ said Diana. ‘Maybe they’re checking us out, to see how dangerous we’ve become.’

			‘The footsteps have stopped,’ said Kim.

			They all looked quickly around them, but not even a whisper of sound disturbed the night.

			‘Can you tell when the footsteps stopped?’ asked Alistair.

			‘I tried to keep track of them!’ said Kim. ‘But you were all making so much noise …’

			‘So what do we do now?’ said Diana.

			‘We leave the circle and go into the mists,’ Alistair said steadily. ‘We need to see for ourselves what’s out there.’

			There was a pause.

			‘Are you insane?’ said Stewart.

			‘I’m not going out there!’ said Natalie.

			‘If we don’t,’ said Alistair, ‘we’ll all be nervous wrecks long before the sun comes up.’

			‘He’s right,’ Diana said quickly. ‘We have to make sure there’s nothing dangerous going on out there.’

			‘But what if there really is something dangerous?’ said Peter.

			‘Anything that wants to get to you has to get past me,’ said Cissy.

			Peter smiled at her fondly. ‘Bad girl.’

			‘Always,’ said Cissy.

			Alistair walked slowly forward, turning his head back and forth.

			‘I’m not hearing anything.’

			Diana moved quickly in beside him. ‘You sound almost disappointed, Bish. You still haven’t got over the idea of punching a demon in the face, have you?’

			‘I don’t like anyone who sets out to terrorize people,’ said Alistair. ‘It’s just bullying.’

			Diana scowled at the slowly stirring mists. ‘What do you think is really going on? Could it be people from town?’

			‘I think there’s more to it than that,’ said Alistair.

			‘Damn,’ said Diana. ‘I was really hoping you were just going to agree with me. This whole thing is creeping me out big time.’

			‘You’re stronger than you think,’ said Alistair. ‘I have faith in you.’

			Diana smiled. ‘You’ve always had more faith than me.’

			‘It’s my job,’ said Alistair.

			They reached the edge of the stone circle and stopped just short of the curling grey mists. One by one, the others came forward to join them.

			‘You’ve forgotten your camera,’ Kim said to Peter. ‘I want a record of this. It’s all part of the story.’

			‘The hell with that,’ said Peter. ‘I want both hands free so I can protect myself.’

			‘Same here,’ said Cissy.

			Kim glared at them. ‘I thought I was working with professionals.’

			‘And I thought they’d send us a sane person as producer,’ said Peter. ‘Someone who was actually good for something.’

			Cissy nodded solemnly. ‘We could always throw her into the mists and see what happens.’

			Peter smiled at her. ‘You have the best ideas.’

			Kim gave her full attention to the mists and said nothing.

			Natalie stared at the mists, her face pale, her mouth a grim straight line. Stewart stood beside her and spoke to her quietly, keeping his voice calm and encouraging.

			‘Once we go in there, keep making notes in your head. That will help you to stay calm and focused. Just remember, when we write this up later, it’s going to be the story to end all stories.’

			‘A personal encounter with the unknown,’ said Natalie. ‘How we faced down demons in the dark and never flinched.’

			‘It practically writes itself, doesn’t it?’ said Stewart.

			‘We could sell a story like that anywhere!’

			‘Exactly!’ said Stewart.

			She turned to look at him. ‘If we survive this.’

			‘We’re journalists,’ Stewart said easily. ‘Everyone knows we’re harder to kill than cockroaches.’

			Natale let out a sharp bark of laughter and relaxed a little. Stewart showed her his steadiest smile.

			‘Just stick close to me, Nat. I won’t let anything bad happen to you.’

			‘I won’t let anything bad happen to you, old man,’ said Natalie.

			‘Hold everything,’ Peter said suddenly. ‘I’ve just had an idea.’

			He hurried back into the circle and grabbed one of the battery lights he’d set before the stones. He held the lamp out in front of him as he returned, but even the fierce electric glare couldn’t penetrate the mists. Peter shrugged, turned off the light and stuffed it in his jacket pocket.

			‘Nice try,’ said Cissy.

			‘Enough talk,’ said Alistair. ‘Let’s do this.’

			‘Your hands have closed into fists, Bish,’ Diana said quietly.

			‘So have yours,’ said Alistair.

			‘If there are people from town out there messing with us, they are really not going to like meeting me,’ said Diana.

			‘It’s always possible they’re more scared of us than we are of them,’ said Alistair. ‘That’s why they’re hiding.’

			‘You always try to think the best of people,’ said Diana. ‘Can demons change their spots?’

			‘Perhaps they need to most of all.’ Alistair sniffed at the air, frowned and inhaled deeply. ‘That’s odd …’

			‘What is?’ Diana said quickly.

			‘I’m getting a strange smell from the mists.’

			Diana took a good sniff. ‘Yes, I’m getting something … It’s almost familiar, though I’m damned if I can place it.’

			‘Whatever it is will have to wait,’ said Alistair. ‘We need to get moving, before someone loses their nerve.’

			He walked steadily into the mists, with Diana at his side, and everyone else followed him in.

			The moment they entered the mists, visibility dropped to almost nothing. Alistair reminded himself that they were on top of a hill and cautiously tested the ground before him until he found where the drop-­­off started. He set off down the steep hillside, with Diana clinging to his arm, and suddenly the mists just disappeared, as though they’d broken through a barrier.

			It was night, with a half-­­moon sailing on the dark skies, dispensing just enough light to see by. The hillside lay clear and open, falling away before them. Alistair glanced behind him and saw the circle of mist was still there, holding its unnaturally precise position. Alistair turned his back on it and led the way down the hill. When everyone finally reached the bottom safely, they all let out a sigh of relief and looked quickly around them. The familiar open countryside stretched off into the distance, cold and desolate under the gleaming moonlight. The lights of Chipping Amesbury glimmered cheerfully on the horizon, but so far away that the town might as well have been on another planet. Alistair started forward, and his foot jarred against something. He stepped quickly to one side and looked down to see a great dark opening in the earth just ahead of him. He raised a hand to hold the others where they were.

			‘I appear to have found a hole,’ he said. ‘And a big one, too.’

			Diana planted herself right on its edge and peered into it. ‘That was definitely not there earlier.’

			Alistair studied the opening carefully, while the others spread out to surround it.

			‘Holes in the ground don’t normally come in perfect squares,’ he said. ‘And I’m sure I bumped my toe on something …’

			He knelt down and looked around him, and just made out a dark shape on the ground. He took a firm hold and lifted it up, and then frowned as he realized it was a great square of turf with a wooden underside.

			‘It’s a covering!’ said Diana. ‘To hide a secret entrance!’

			‘Someone has been in far too many kids’ adventure shows,’ said Kim.

			‘Somone has been messing around out here,’ said Alistair, as he put the cover to one side and got to his feet again.

			‘Ladies and gentlemen, I believe this is what’s called a clue!’ said Stewart. ‘And our first piece of hard evidence that someone is up to something.’

			‘But why dig a hole here?’ said Natalie.

			‘It has to be an entrance to some hidden place,’ said Diana. ‘But why pull back the cover and then leave it lying around for anyone to stumble over?’

			‘Maybe we’re supposed to go down there,’ said Stewart. ‘This could hold the answers to all our questions …’

			‘Or it could be a trap,’ said Natalie.

			‘Only one way to find out,’ said Alistair.

			‘Wait just a minute …’ said Peter.

			‘Wait a whole bunch of minutes,’ said Cissy.

			‘You are not seriously suggesting we risk our lives in some underground death trap?’ said Kim. ‘There could be anything down there!’

			‘Including some answers,’ said Stewart. He smiled at Natalie. ‘We are supposed to be investigative journalists. So let’s investigate.’

			Natalie grinned back at him. ‘Try not to trip over any clues, old man.’

			‘I’ll go first,’ said Peter. ‘I have the light.’

			He took it out of his pocket, and Alistair took it from him.

			‘I go first,’ he said. ‘Because taking light into the darkness with a steady hand is my job. If there is anything dangerous, I’m just in the mood to deal with it.’

			‘And I go with you,’ said Diana. ‘Because I can be dangerous too, if I put my mind to it.’

			‘Never doubted that for a moment,’ said Alistair.

			Diana smiled at him dazzlingly. ‘You say the sweetest things, Bish.’

			Alistair turned on the light and held it over the opening. The bright glare pushed aside the gloom to reveal a set of old stone steps, worn smooth by time and much use, falling away into the earth. Alistair led the way down, with Diana immediately following, and the others crowded in behind them. When they finally reached the bottom of the steps, they found themselves facing a narrow earth tunnel, disappearing into the hill. Alistair addressed the others over his shoulder.

			‘Everyone stick close, and stay in the light.’

			He moved steadily forward. The ceiling was so low everyone had to walk hunched over to avoid banging their heads. Their feet hardly made a sound on the packed earth floor. After a while, side openings began to appear, enough to suggest the tunnel was just part of a maze underneath the hill.

			‘Someone spent a lot of time excavating into this hill,’ said Diana.

			‘But it doesn’t look like any kind of archaeological dig,’ said Alistair.

			‘I don’t believe there was ever anything official about this,’ said Diana. ‘These are old smugglers’ tunnels! I did a television series once, based around old-­­time smuggling. I was the tavern wench, who sold them out to the revenue men.’

			‘Doesn’t surprise me in the least,’ said Alistair.

			‘These tunnels look more like they were burrowed than dug,’ said Kim. ‘Could we be heading into some kind of nest or warren?’

			‘Wonderful,’ said Natalie. ‘Something else to worry about.’

			‘The odds of giant moles tunnelling through the hill strikes me as seriously remote,’ said Stewart.

			‘But it could be demons’ work,’ said Kim.

			‘Why would demons need somewhere to hide?’ said Diana. ‘They could just pop back through their doors, to the Other Place.’

			‘Maybe they needed somewhere to store the people they abducted,’ said Kim. ‘Maybe … this was their larder.’

			‘You’re just full of cheerful ideas, aren’t you?’ said Peter.

			Kim rounded on him. ‘Remember who you work for!’

			‘I am way past giving a damn about that,’ said Peter.

			‘Right,’ said Cissy. ‘We should be getting hazard pay.’

			Alistair played his light around as they moved along, and the shadows danced wildly, but there wasn’t a sign of anyone or anything having used the tunnel recently. He frowned as it occurred to him the tunnel seemed strangely untouched by the passing of time. No rubble on the floor, no cracks in the walls or dust falling from the ceiling. As though nothing had changed since the tunnels were first created. Like walking back in time, into centuries past. Alistair decided he wasn’t going to share that thought with the others. They were jumpy enough as it was.

			The tunnel finally gave way to a single massive cavern, with a ceiling high enough that everyone could finally stand upright. They spread out across the great open space, peering cautiously around them. Alistair held his lamp high to illuminate as much of the cavern as he could.

			‘Given how far we’ve come,’ he said, ‘we must be right underneath the stone circle.’

			‘What is this place?’ said Stewart.

			‘And what was it for?’ said Natalie. ‘Why go to all this trouble?’

			‘It’s obvious,’ said Alistair. ‘You were right, Diana. This is all about the old-­­time smugglers. We know they used to operate in this territory; Mrs R told us that, back at the hotel. Remember, how it used to be called The Smugglers’ Rest? This is where they would have stored their goods, before distributing them. The one place no one would ever come looking, because of the hill’s reputation. It wouldn’t surprise me if the smugglers were responsible for keeping the old horror stories going, to frighten people off from coming out here.

			‘I was hoping we’d find the missing body here, but I’m not seeing it anywhere. I suppose it could be stashed away in one of the side tunnels … In fact, I wonder if there is a hidden way connecting the circle to here. That would explain how the body disappeared so quickly.’

			‘Hold it, Bish,’ said Diana. ‘Take a look at this.’

			He moved quickly over to join her, as she studied one of the wall supports. A series of strange markings had been carved deep into the old wood.

			‘I don’t recognize the language,’ said Diana. ‘Do you?’

			‘It’s not Latin or Greek,’ said Alistair. ‘Maybe … Celtic?’

			‘Could it be black magic?’ said Diana. ‘Only this does feel like a place where bad people could have done bad things.’

			‘No,’ said Alistair. ‘Those markings are nothing to do with Satanism.’

			‘You never cease to surprise me, Bish,’ said Diana. ‘How can you be so sure?’

			‘I took a course on the dark arts when I was studying at the seminary,’ said Alistair. ‘It was an elective.’

			‘I’ll bet it was,’ said Diana.

			Alistair looked at her. ‘What made you think of black magic?’

			‘Remember the film I did about the haunted stone circle? That had an underground cavern where they carried out unspeakable rites.’ She smiled fondly. ‘I starred in most of them. Took me ages to scrub the fake blood out of all my little nooks and crannies.’

			‘These are probably just old smugglers’ signs,’ said Alistair.

			‘Or perhaps the smugglers put them there to protect themselves,’ said Kim. ‘To keep the demons from coming down here, looking for prey.’

			‘Am I the only one who winces every time she opens her mouth?’ said Peter.

			‘Not even close,’ said Cissy.

			Alistair swept his light around the cavern. ‘There’s no one here now,’ he said. ‘But people could have been hiding out here, when they weren’t trying to put the wind up us.’

			‘Or you could be wrong about this!’ said Kim. ‘Terrible things happened down here. I can feel it.’ She glared round at the others. ‘Can you honestly say you don’t?’

			They all looked at each other, increasingly unsettled and unsure. Kim glared triumphantly at Alistair.

			‘I think this is where the town came to sacrifice people – a blood ritual to hold the demons at bay. Fresh bodies, to feed the demons’ appetite. Remember the separate section in the town cemetery, where it’s all headstones and no graves?’

			‘You’re determined to see the worst in everything, aren’t you?’ said Stewart.

			‘Typical producer,’ said Natalie.

			‘We have to protect ourselves!’ said Kim. ‘We have wandered into a very dangerous place.’ She turned her cold stare on Alistair. ‘And you’re endangering all of us, by keeping us here.’

			Alistair took in the mood of the group and nodded reluctantly.

			‘I don’t see any reason to stay. Let’s get out of here.’

		


		
			

			EIGHT

			Breaking Point

			Alistair led them back down the main tunnel. He kept his light trained steadily ahead of them, but shadows still leapt and lurked wherever he wasn’t watching. And then Kim suddenly stopped and stared intently into one of the side openings. Everyone else immediately stopped with her and glanced at each other uncertainly.

			‘What is it?’ said Alistair.

			Kim said nothing, her gaze fixed on the opening. Alistair flashed his lamp into the side tunnel, but the light didn’t travel far.

			‘Something’s moving in there,’ Kim said quietly.

			They all listened hard, staring into the opening. The darkness stared back at them. It was so quiet Alistair could hear everyone else breathing around him, but there wasn’t even a whisper of movement from inside the side tunnel. He looked steadily at Kim.

			‘You must have been mistaken.’

			Kim shook her head. ‘I heard something!’

			‘Probably just an echo of our movements,’ said Alistair. ‘It’s easy to get confused in a confined space like this.’

			Kim looked to the others for support, only to see in their faces that all they wanted was to get the hell out from under the hill, as fast as possible. She shrugged angrily, and Alistair set off again.

			He was actually a little disappointed. He would have loved an excuse to check out all the side tunnels. Partly because he still hoped to find the missing body, but mostly because he really wanted to see what the other tunnels might be being used for. But since he honestly hadn’t heard anything, he didn’t see how he could justify keeping the others in the dark under the hill. Not when they were so clearly ready to jump out of their skins at the first hint of danger.

			Alistair finally reached the foot of the stone steps and led the group up into the open night air. Everyone made some kind of happy noise as they emerged and then tried hard to pretend that they hadn’t. They moved quickly away from the opening and didn’t look back once. Alistair turned off his lamp and tucked it away, and then he and Diana lifted the disguised cover and dropped it back into place. The cover fit so perfectly that the opening disappeared completely. Explaining why they hadn’t noticed it before. Alistair stamped on the cover a few times, to make sure it was secure, and just possibly to send a message to whatever might be hiding in the tunnels to not come out and bother anyone. He smiled at Diana, who shook her head, and then they joined the others in looking up the hillside. Mists still surrounded the stone circle, like a forbidding grey wall.

			And yet there was still no sign of mist on the side of the hill. Just a slowly swirling mist surrounding the circle, as though the stones themselves had manifested some kind of protective barrier. Alistair tapped Diana’s arm lightly to draw her attention.

			‘Can you feel the wind blowing?’ he said quietly.

			‘It’s kind of hard to miss, darling,’ said Diana. ‘If it was any colder, it would be cutting right through me, and if it was any harder, it would be bowling us right off our feet.’

			‘Then why doesn’t the wind affect the mists around the stones?’ said Alistair. ‘I’m not seeing any sign of their being disturbed, let along dispersing.’

			Diana studied the mists carefully. ‘That is … just a bit odd. And more than a little spooky.’

			‘Under normal circumstances, yes,’ said Alistair.

			Diana took in his slight smile and felt some of the night’s pressure drop away from her. ‘You’ve figured something out, haven’t you, Bish?’

			‘Maybe,’ said Alistair.

			‘Is it a good something?’ said Diana.

			‘Too early to say.’ Alistair turned to the others. ‘Can I have everyone’s attention, please? You have to make a decision.’

			Everyone turned to face him. They looked tired and seriously worn down by the night’s events. Alistair would have liked to tell them everything was going to be all right, but he’d never believed in lying to people.

			‘You could try walking back to town,’ he said. ‘There’s enough moonlight for you to see your way, and the storm hasn’t hit yet. You might make it back before the rains come down, but personally I wouldn’t like to risk it. Too many things could go wrong. But if you really can’t stand the idea of spending a whole night among the stones, I can understand that.’

			‘If we should decide to walk back,’ said Stewart, ‘would you come with us?’

			‘No,’ said Alistair. ‘I know where my duty lies.’

			‘But the body isn’t there any more,’ said Natalie. ‘It doesn’t need to be guarded.’

			‘Someone seems to be going to a lot of trouble to frighten us away from the stones,’ said Alistair. ‘And I do not believe in giving in to my fears.’

			‘Isn’t he marvellous?’ said Diana. ‘Completely out of his mind, but still …’

			Alistair looked at her, and she pretended to be very interested in the hillside. Alistair turned back to the group and chose his words carefully.

			‘I am going up the hill and back into the stone circle. Where I will stay until it’s daylight.’

			‘So you can prove to yourself that you’re not a coward?’ said Kim.

			‘To prove I can still do the right thing, even when I’m scared,’ said Alistair.

			‘And I’m staying with you,’ said Diana. ‘Because even the most righteous and pig-­­headed of men needs someone to watch their back.’

			Alistair smiled at her. ‘It never occurred to me that you wouldn’t.’

			‘I don’t normally like being taken for granted,’ said Diana. ‘But for you, Bish, I’ll make an exception.’

			Alistair looked steadily at the others. ‘Make up your minds. Walk back to town and risk ending up half drowned in the storm that’s coming, or lost and injured on the moor if storm clouds cover the moon. Or stick with me and make your stand in the circle on the hill. Because it’s the right thing to do.’

			‘What do you expect us to do there?’ said Peter.

			‘What can we do?’ said Cissy.

			‘Just wait and see what happens,’ said Alistair. ‘I think I’m starting to understand what’s really going on.’

			‘I’m staying,’ said Stewart. ‘We haven’t even cracked the shell of this story yet; I can feel it.’

			‘Me, too,’ said Natalie. ‘You’re not the only journalist here.’

			Stewart met her gaze steadily. ‘You don’t have to do this, Nat. It’s my last chance for a big story, but you have your whole career ahead of you.’

			‘I know that,’ said Natalie.

			‘Then why …?’

			‘Because it’s my story, too. And because even the most righteous and pig-­­headed of men needs someone to watch their back.’

			Stewart nodded. ‘Every journalist can use a good partner.’

			Natalie smiled suddenly. ‘You are so lucky I have serious daddy issues. Old man.’

			Alistair turned to Peter and Cissy.

			‘I don’t give a damn about the story,’ said Peter. ‘This was never more than a job to me. But somebody killed that poor bastard and left him in the circle for us to find. If there’s a way to get him some justice, I’ll see it through.’

			‘I don’t give a damn for any of that,’ said Cissy. ‘But I do give a damn for this idiot here. So if he stays, I do, too.’

			Peter smiled. ‘How did I end up with someone like you?’

			‘I don’t know,’ said Cissy. ‘Just lucky, I guess.’

			They laughed quietly together.

			Alistair turned to Kim. ‘And that just leaves you.’

			The producer stood alone, stiff-­­backed and cold-­­faced. She turned to look at Chipping Amesbury’s lights twinkling on the horizon, and then out over the great open stretch of countryside, before finally turning back to the hill and the group.

			‘I’m not leaving,’ she said flatly. ‘If only for a chance to watch all the terrible things that are going to happen, and say I told you so.’

			Diana started to say something, but Alistair cut across her.

			‘What do you believe is going to happen, Kim? Doors opening in the stones and demons streaming through from the Other Place?’

			She gave him a pitying look. ‘The doors have already opened. The demons are here.’

			Alistair glanced quickly round the group, but it was clear none of them were taking any of this seriously. Kim had been the voice of doom for so long now that they were getting seriously tired of her dramatic pronouncements.

			‘If you’re so sure that bad things are bound to happen,’ said Diana, ‘why aren’t you doing the sensible thing and running for your life?’

			‘I got into the news game because I wanted to see all this world had to offer,’ said Kim. ‘Now, I want to see what another world can show me. I want to see wonders and horrors, and I don’t care which. And, just maybe, if I kneel down and worship whatever comes out of the Other Place, they’ll leave me alone and take all of you instead.’

			‘You’re weird,’ said Diana.

			‘Of course she is,’ said Stewart.

			‘She’s a producer,’ said Natalie.

			‘That joke is getting really old,’ said Kim.

			Natalie smiled sweetly. ‘Just like you.’

			‘I think you’d better get them moving, Bish,’ said Diana. ‘Before armed warfare breaks out.’

			‘Then up the hill we go,’ Alistair said cheerfully. ‘To sit and wait, and see what turns up.’

			‘And then give it a good hard kicking,’ said Diana.

			‘If need be,’ said Alistair.

			He set off up the steep hillside, and everyone else fell in behind him. They soon reached the top, and Alistair walked right at the grey wall. He passed through the mists without any resistance and almost immediately found himself back among the standing stones. The others emerged from the mists in ones and twos, while Alistair braced himself to dive back in and search for anyone who didn’t make it out. Fortunately, that turned out not to be necessary. He turned away and let his gaze drift across the standing stones. They stood tall and proud, entirely unconcerned by any of the night’s events. Sentinels of a forgotten purpose, standing alone in the night; just as they always had.

			Diana moved in beside him. ‘What are you thinking, Bish?’

			‘They’re just stones, in a circle,’ he said. ‘I don’t see any threats, demons or doorways to other realities.’

			‘So what is really going on?’

			‘I’m still working on that,’ Alistair said slowly. ‘But I do believe that there is evil here, which must be faced, and stopped. So stick close to me and follow my lead.’

			‘Don’t I always?’

			Stewart and Natalie moved quickly round the circle, checking out each set of paired stones. They peered into the gloom between them, and even thrust their arms into the gaps and waggled them around, before withdrawing them and shaking their heads. They returned to the group with smug smiles and a jaunty spring in their step.

			‘Nothing there,’ said Stewart.

			‘Not even a hint of something,’ said Natalie.

			‘We even took a look at the ground in front of the stones,’ said Stewart. ‘There’s no scuff marks, no footprints, not a trace of anything to even suggest something came through recently.’

			‘Unless they went jumping from stone to stone around the circle,’ said Natalie.

			Kim fixed her with a cold glare. ‘Only a fool mocks what they don’t understand. Tracks and footprints are what you’d expect from creatures of this world. We have no idea what possible forms life might take in the Other Place.’

			Stewart stared at her. ‘Dear God, you’re depressing. How did we get lumbered with someone like you as our producer?’

			Kim showed him a humourless smile. ‘I asked for this assignment.’

			‘So whatever happens, it’s your fault,’ said Natalie.

			Kim’s smile didn’t waver. ‘I’m pretty sure it’ll happen to you first.’

			‘That’s enough!’ said Alistair. He looked quickly round the group. ‘I want all of us sitting in the middle of the stones, in a circle, just like before. Tucked in tight, shoulder to shoulder, looking outwards.’

			Kim didn’t move. ‘Do you honestly believe that will protect you from the demons?’

			Alistair met her gaze steadily. ‘I just want to be sure that when something does happen, we’ll be able to see it coming.’

			He chose a spot, sat down and arranged himself as comfortably as possible. And after a certain amount of quiet grumbling, everyone else joined him. Even Kim. Alistair insisted they press their shoulders tightly together.

			‘To make sure no one can get in?’ said Diana.

			‘So we’ll notice immediately if one of us should go missing,’ said Alistair.

			Everyone’s head came up sharply.

			‘Are you expecting a demon to come charging out of a doorway and run off with one of us?’ said Natalie.

			‘I don’t see that as being very likely,’ said Alistair. ‘Especially since we discovered the maze under the hill. But I’m still convinced there must be some kind of opening here that connects to the main chamber down below. I’m almost certain that’s how the dead body disappeared so easily.’

			‘You can’t dismiss the power of the stones!’ said Kim. ‘Look at them! Can’t you feel the ancient energies? Can’t you feel the power building?’

			‘Not really, no,’ said Diana.

			Kim started to say something, but Diana talked right over her.

			‘Now be a good little producer and shut the hell up, before I have to slap you a good one for being hysterical and a complete pain in the arse!’

			Kim stopped talking. Diana turned to Alistair.

			‘Sorry about that, Bish.’

			‘Not at all,’ said Alistair. ‘You only just beat me to it.’

			Diana stared at him, just a little shocked. ‘Really, Bish!’

			‘It’s been a long night,’ said Alistair.

			They all sat in silence for a while, staring round the circle. The surrounding mists remained in place, against all logic and reason. It was cold, and getting colder. Alistair looked up at the night sky, reassuringly full of stars and the glowing half-­­moon. There was no sign of any storm clouds. Maybe they’d decided to go somewhere else.

			Time passed. Natalie stirred uncomfortably.

			‘How much longer before the sun comes up and we can get the hell out of here?’

			‘It’s only twenty past two,’ said Diana. ‘There’s hours to go before dawn.’

			‘Will we be safe, once it’s light?’ said Peter.

			‘Safer,’ said Alistair.

			‘When we get back to the hotel,’ said Stewart, ‘I am marching straight into the bar and ordering one of everything from the menu. I may even go back for seconds. And then I shall enquire after big helpings of dessert.’

			‘Don’t …’ said Natalie. ‘If I’d known those sandwiches were going to be all there was to eat, I would have made them last longer. But what I really need is something to drink. I am so parched I swear I’m ready to lick the dew off the stones the moment it appears.’

			Kim started to say something, but Natalie glared her into silence.

			‘Anyone feel like a toilet break?’ said Diana. ‘I don’t know about the rest of you, but nipping down the hill and up again has really set off an alarm in my bladder.’

			‘We’d better all do it now,’ said Alistair. ‘Before anything hits the fan. Boys with boys, girls with girls. Behind the stones, no peeking.’

			‘That’s right,’ said Diana. ‘Take all the fun out of it.’

			She gathered up Natalie, Cissy and Kim with her eyes, and led them over to one of the wider stones.

			‘Stay close!’ said Alistair, as they disappeared from view. ‘And watch each other!’

			‘Like this isn’t awkward enough,’ said Diana’s voice.

			There was a pause.

			‘This is so embarrassing …’ said Natalie’s voice.

			‘Really?’ said Diana’s voice. ‘I hadn’t noticed.’

			‘Shut up and get on with it,’ said Kim’s voice.

			‘That’s easy for you to say,’ said Cissy’s voice. ‘I only just remembered how long I’ve been wearing this underwear.’

			Eventually, they all came back out and sat down again, staring determinedly in different directions and saying nothing. Alistair got up and nodded to Stewart and Peter. They rose reluctantly to their feet, and he led them to a different stone from the one Diana had chosen. Alistair wasn’t sure why that was so important, but it was. They all unzipped and stared straight ahead.

			‘I can’t believe I’m having to remind you of this,’ said Alistair. ‘But please don’t piss on the standing stone. It is an archaeological treasure.’

			‘It’s not like there’s much else to point at,’ said Peter.

			‘I can’t do anything if anyone’s looking at me!’ said Stewart. ‘And stop listening to what I’m doing!’

			‘Would you like your own stone?’ said Peter.

			After a while, they came out again and resumed their places in the circle. A certain sense of relief settled over the group. They sat quietly and looked steadily around them, waiting for the next bad thing to happen. Alistair could feel the tension starting to build again, and struggled to find the right words to defuse it.

			‘What’s keeping the demons from coming through?’ Diana said suddenly. ‘I mean, we’re sitting here like bait; you’d think something would pop its head out for a nibble.’

			‘Maybe the mechanism of the circle has been broken for so long that it needs recharging,’ said Kim. ‘And what’s the one thing we always associate with old-­­time peoples? Ritual sacrifice.’

			She pronounced the words with ghoulish satisfaction, and everyone shuddered, just a little.

			‘Is that why the dead man was killed here?’ said Diana. ‘Because someone wanted to set things in motion again? Why would anyone want to do that?’

			‘Maybe someone in the town made a deal with the demons,’ said Stewart. ‘And now they’re wondering whether one death was enough to get things moving.’

			‘Is that why we were lured here in the first place?’ said Natalie. ‘To be slaughtered in some ancient ritual, so monsters could gain access to our world?’

			‘Let’s not hit the heights of paranoia just yet, darling,’ said Diana. ‘Save something for later.’

			‘I told you we couldn’t trust the townspeople,’ said Kim. ‘They want the demons back, because that’s the only thing that makes their little town special.’

			‘There’s no evidence that we’re in any immediate danger,’ Alistair said quickly. ‘Look around you; there’s no one here but us.’

			Kim tried to interrupt him, but Alistair refused to be talked over.

			‘If a door was going to open, and demons were going to come through, we would have seen something by now. And we haven’t. The only death in this place involved a pitchfork – a very human murder. And I don’t know about the rest of you, but I am pretty sure I can take anyone who comes at me with a pitchfork.’

			‘Damn right,’ said Diana. ‘I could fork him up big time.’

			A murmur of laughter moved through the group.

			‘Thanks for that,’ said Natalie. ‘I was starting to lose it, just a bit.’

			‘Hush,’ said Stewart. ‘I won’t let anything bad happen to you.’

			‘The devil does so love to make a man break his word,’ said Kim.

			‘Somebody hold her down,’ said Diana. ‘I am going to hit her with a standing stone.’

			And then everyone raised their heads and looked quickly around them. Something was moving, in the mists outside the stones. Slow, definite, footsteps that sounded clearly on the night. Alistair strained his eyes against the grey wall, but couldn’t see a thing. Diana leaned in close to him.

			‘That does sound like someone walking, doesn’t it?’

			‘Some person,’ said Alistair. ‘Definitely not a demon.’

			‘Why do you always have to be so rational?’ said Kim.

			‘Because somebody has to be,’ said Alistair.

			The footsteps became louder, and more purposeful, as though whoever was making them wanted them to be noticed. It seemed to Alistair that each step was taking just that little bit too long, as though the length of the stride was greater than anything human could manage. He rose to his feet, frowning hard as he struggled to work out exactly where the footsteps were coming from, and everyone else got up, too.

			‘Hold the circle!’ Alistair said sharply. ‘Keep it tight!’

			They all stood very still, listening hard. Alistair could feel Diana’s shoulder quivering with tension against his.

			‘The sounds aren’t coming from any of the gaps in the stones,’ Stewart said quietly. ‘They’re outside the circle.’

			‘The demon has already passed through the doorway,’ Kim said harshly. ‘It’s here in the world, with us. And it sounds … hungry.’

			‘Maybe it came through while we were under the hill,’ said Natalie.

			‘We don’t know that it’s a demon!’ said Peter. ‘It’s just footsteps! I still think it’s people from town, playing games with our heads. I am going out there right now, to make it very clear to them that this was a really bad idea.’

			‘Right with you,’ said Cissy. ‘You knock them down, and I will stamp on them where it hurts.’

			‘Stay where you are, both of you!’ Alistair said sharply. ‘Whoever it is wants us to go into the mists. So they can take us down separately, while we’re lost and disorientated.’

			Peter glared at the mists, his hands clenched so tightly into fists that his knuckles had gone white, and then he nodded, reluctantly.

			‘OK, I’ll stay put. But first chance I get, someone is going to get taught a lesson they’ll never forget.’

			‘Damn right,’ said Cissy.

			‘There is definitely something outside the stones,’ said Stewart. ‘I can hear it moving around the circle.’

			‘And there’s something very wrong in the way it moves,’ said Natalie.

			‘If it’s so dangerous,’ Alistair said loudly, ‘why doesn’t it come in here and show itself?’

			Diana glared at him. ‘You do like to play dangerously, don’t you, Bish?’

			‘But the man has a point,’ said Stewart. ‘Why would a demon be afraid of us?’

			‘It isn’t,’ said Kim. ‘It’s just playing with us.’

			The footsteps stopped, quite suddenly, as though whatever was making them had disappeared between one step and the next. Everyone stood very still, holding their breath so they could listen more closely. And then a deafening blast of sound filled the circle, catching everyone off guard. They lurched back and forth, hands clasped desperately to their ears. Alistair could see people getting ready to break and run, so he raised his voice and shouted into their faces.

			‘Hold your position! Don’t let this throw you! That’s what they want. We are safer in the circle, with each other, than we would be on our own.’

			Everyone stood their ground, their faces contorted by the sheer pressure of the overwhelming noise. It was so loud now that it was actually painful, and it seemed to be coming from everywhere at once. Alistair forced his hands away from his ears, so he could try to identify or at least make sense of what he was hearing. He thought he could hear the roaring of great beasts, and the grinding mechanisms of massive machines. Some of it seemed almost familiar; but the overwhelming din pounded away inside his head, driving him to distraction.

			And then the sounds cut off so abruptly it was as if someone had pulled a plug. The night was very still, and the circle was filled with a quiet so absolute it was almost palpable. The group had just started to recover when the onslaught started all over again. Terrible sounds came roaring in out of the night, filling the circle. It was like being plunged into an alien jungle full of unknown predators. And then it all stopped again. Everyone stared wildly about them, pale and trembling just from the strain of coping.

			‘Stay where you are,’ Alistair said finally. ‘Remember the loud noise from before, which distracted us from noticing that the dead body was being taken. Look round the circle; has anything changed?’

			‘Where are Peter and Cissy?’ said Diana. ‘I can’t see them anywhere!’

			Alistair glared quickly around him. There was no sign of Peter or Cissy anywhere inside the stones. The others called out their names, increasingly loudly, but no matter which way they looked or turned, there was never any response.

			‘I know they wanted to take the fight to the enemy,’ said Diana. ‘But they wouldn’t have been stupid enough to go off into the mists on their own, would they?’

			‘We would have noticed!’ said Stewart.

			‘That’s what we said when the body disappeared,’ said Natalie.

			‘Anything could have happened while we were overwhelmed by all that noise,’ said Alistair.

			‘The demons have taken them,’ said Kim. ‘I told you …’

			‘Will somebody please shut her up!’ said Stewart.

			Kim bared her teeth in a humourless smile. ‘The doors have opened, and they’re coming for us!’

			‘Let them come!’ said Diana. ‘It’s demon face-­­punching time!’

			‘Not yet,’ said Alistair, a little more sharply than he’d intended. ‘First, we have to find Peter and Cissy.’

			Stewart stared steadily at the mists. ‘If they did go out there, we have to go after them.’

			‘That could be why they were taken,’ said Alistair. ‘To draw us into a trap.’

			‘But we have to do something!’ said Natalie.

			Diana tugged at Alistair’s arm. ‘We can’t just abandon them, Bish.’

			‘Of course we can’t,’ said Alistair.

			He took a deep breath, to steady himself, and thought hard. He looked around the circle, and a slow certainty filled his thoughts.

			‘Peter and Cissy were taken,’ he said slowly. ‘But not by any demon. Remember how I said there had to be an opening inside this circle? That’s how Peter and Cissy were made to vanish. While we were distracted by the noise, someone grabbed Peter and Cissy and took them below. To the great chamber under the hill.’

			‘You’re ready to believe any stupid idea, rather than accept what’s staring you in the face,’ said Kim. ‘A demon carried them off through a doorway!’

			Alistair ignored her. He moved quickly round the circle, staring at the ground. And then he dropped to one knee.

			‘What are you seeing, Bish?’ Diana said carefully.

			‘Recent footsteps in the dust,’ said Alistair. ‘Showing where Peter and Cissy walked away from us.’

			He bent right over, almost pressing his face against the ground, and shuffled forward on all fours, following the faint footprints as they headed towards the edge of the circle. A horrible image forced itself into his thoughts, of some loathsome thing lunging out of the mists and grabbing Peter and Cissy with clawed hands. He pushed the image away and kept looking. Until finally he stopped and ran his fingers over the dusty ground … and his fingertips stubbed against the outlines of a square opening.

			‘I’ve found it!’ he said. ‘A concealed cover, just like the one at the base of the hill.’

			Everyone hurried over to join him, relieved they finally had something definite to work with. Kim grabbed Alistair by the arm.

			‘We’re all in danger! You need to concentrate on the doorways! The demons are here!’

			Alistair shrugged Kim off with such force that she was sent staggering backwards. She stumbled and sat down hard, but Alistair wouldn’t even look at her. Diana made a shocked sound.

			‘She was getting in the way,’ Alistair said, without looking up from the concealed cover.

			He could just make out the edges, if he looked hard enough, but when he tried to force his fingers into the gaps, he found the whole thing had been fitted so perfectly that he couldn’t get any purchase. He lurched to his feet and stamped hard on the cover, again and again. The dull impacts echoed around the circle. Diana started to reach out to him, afraid he’d lost all self-­­control, but then he looked at her, and she saw nothing in his eyes but determination.

			‘We’re getting them back,’ he said flatly.

			‘Do it,’ she said.

			Alistair stamped again and again, putting all his strength into it, and there was a sudden harsh crack as the wooden cover split.

			‘Help me,’ said Alistair.

			Everyone hurried forward and took it in turns to stamp on the cover as hard as they could. It cracked again and again, and finally split in two. Alistair and Diana prised the broken cover out of the ground and threw it to one side, uncovering another set of stone steps leading down into darkness. And there, lying sprawled across the steps, were Peter and Cissy. With new red mouths in their throats. Blood had pooled around them and dripped steadily from step to step.

			Alistair’s mouth was a cold flat line. Diana clutched at his arm, and he didn’t even notice. Natalie made a low shocked sound and turned away to bury her face in Stewart’s chest. Kim stood very still, not looking away. For a long moment, no one felt like saying anything.

			‘Someone cut their throats,’ Alistair said finally. ‘Just like before. And from the amount of blood on the steps, it happened right here.’

			‘But … why?’ said Diana.

			Alistair knew she was really asking how anyone could do such a thing, but he chose to take her literally.

			‘Someone must have tried to force them down the steps,’ he said slowly. ‘But they struggled or tried to cry out. So whoever it was silenced them.’

			‘Why leave them there?’ said Stewart.

			‘Because there wasn’t time for anything else,’ said Alistair. ‘They couldn’t be sure how long we’d stay distracted by the sounds.’

			‘Listen to yourselves,’ said Kim. ‘Making up wild stories, to hide from the truth. This is demons’ work!’

			‘Go to hell,’ said Alistair, almost absently.

			‘Who’s responsible?’ said Diana. ‘Who’s doing this?’

			‘I’m not sure yet,’ said Alistair. He looked at the mists and raised his voice. ‘But I will find out. And I will see them pay.’

			Diana stared at him, seeing an Alistair she’d never seen before.

		


		
			

			NINE

			What to Believe

			Everyone watched Alistair closely as he paced slowly round the circle, frowning hard as he struggled to put his thoughts in order. Diana was the most patient, because she’d seen him this way before: when he was finally close to seeing through all the distractions, to get to the truth beneath.

			‘I think we’ve been played, right from the beginning,’ he said finally. ‘Terrorized, quite deliberately, to keep us from thinking straight.’

			‘Why would anyone want to do that?’ Diana said carefully.

			‘Wherever there’s a murder,’ said Alistair, ‘the first thing you should always ask is: who profits?’

			‘You mean, follow the money?’ said Stewart.

			‘Always,’ said Alistair. ‘The love of money is the root of all evil. Think: who owns this circle, this site, this particular piece of land?’

			‘Sir Neville,’ Natalie said promptly. ‘We checked him out before we came here. He doesn’t just own this hill; he inherited most of the countryside that surrounds it.’

			‘I’ve been thinking about this for some time,’ said Alistair. ‘Putting the pieces together and working out what’s really been happening, instead of what we were meant to believe.’

			‘So what is this all about?’ said Diana.

			‘I’m pretty sure it’s all to do with the land,’ said Alistair. ‘Sir Neville could sell it for quite a sum, for development, if it wasn’t for this circle right in the middle. He couldn’t do anything that would threaten the stones, because they’re protected. As an ancient heritage site, and as a source of tourist income for the town. Too many people would object. They could tie him up in the courts for years.’

			‘But one person couldn’t be responsible for everything we’ve been through,’ said Diana.

			‘No,’ said Alistair. ‘But two could, if they were resourceful and quick on their feet. And who do we always see together, even though they kept trying to persuade us they were no longer close? Sir Neville, the land owner, and Elspeth, the local historian. Best friends since childhood. Who put their heads together, so they could create a scenario that would lead to the removal and destruction of the stones. All so that this hill, and all the moorland that surrounds it, could be sold off and developed.’

			‘You honestly believe a respectable businessman and a popular local researcher murdered three people … just to scare us?’ said Kim.

			‘They needed a story that would scare the hell out of everyone who heard it,’ said Alistair. ‘So they commissioned a documentary, to be presented by two well-­­known local news hosts, and backed up by two people already famous for their connections with weird events.’

			‘But hardly any of what happened in Stonehaven turned out to be real!’ said Diana.

			Alistair smiled sadly. ‘That’s not how most people remember it. The villains of this piece saw a chance to exploit our reputation, to help sell a story involving demons from the Other Place. Backed up by a series of mysterious deaths that would sweep away all objections to destroying the circle. The local authorities would never admit they were doing it to prevent a demon invasion; they’d just say they were going along with the landowner’s wishes. That the site had become unsafe. And that it would help provide the local townspeople with peace of mind. But in the end, they’d rush to sign off on it, just so they could put such a disturbing story behind them.’

			‘But we’ve been threatened by all kinds of weird events!’ said Stewart.

			‘Most of it was only in our own minds,’ said Alistair.

			‘What about all those terrifying sounds?’ said Natalie.

			‘Probably pre-­­recorded, from some wildlife television show,’ said Alistair. ‘Mixed in with all kinds of strange stuff from the internet. Broadcast at full volume, from hidden speakers buried in advance all around the circle, so the sound would seem to come from everywhere at once. All designed to throw us off balance and keep us in a suggestible state of mind.’

			‘What about the mists?’ said Stewart, gesturing at the grey wall surrounding the stones. ‘They never move, never dissipate!’

			‘Smoke machines,’ Alistair said flatly. ‘Constantly pumping it out to reinforce the wall, but not enough to push the mists into the circle.’

			‘Of course!’ said Diana. ‘I knew I remembered that smell! It’s the same chemical scent from the horror film I made! That was full of artificial smoke and fog …’

			‘The machine is probably tucked away in one of the side tunnels under the hill, so we wouldn’t hear it working,’ said Alistair. ‘And then pumped through pipes previously laid down around the circle. I noticed signs of digging at the edge of the hill earlier. All to reinforce the feeling that we were cut off from the rest of the world.’

			He looked steadily around him, his face full of a carefully considered conviction.

			‘This has all been one great shadow play. Making us jump at noises, and doing whatever it took to unhinge our reason and let the dark thoughts in. The power of suggestion, built on a framework of old legends and stories, so our own imaginations would convince us that our lives were under threat from the forces of darkness. Just like Stonehaven town hall.’

			Diana shook her head slowly. ‘So the stones, the stories, the Other Place …’

			‘Were all designed to put us in the right frame of mind,’ said Alistair. ‘And make us suggestible to what seemed to be happening.’

			‘But there’s always one troublemaker, determined to spoil it all for everyone,’ said a familiar voice.

			They all looked round sharply as Sir Neville emerged from the opening in the ground and covered all of them with the shotgun he was holding.

			Diana glared at him. ‘After everything we’ve been through, it all comes down to a man with a gun?’

			‘Better than a pitchfork,’ Sir Neville said easily.

			‘You look worn out,’ said Alistair. ‘But then you’ve been running around like a mad thing all evening, haven’t you? Doing everything from overseeing the loud noises to personally providing alien­­sounding footsteps in the mists, by stomping around with a heavy weight in your arms.’

			‘And it was working,’ said Sir Neville. ‘I had all of you jumping to my tune … Until you had to go off script and lead them into the scary mists. Why couldn’t you just go along?’

			‘Because I’ve been through this before,’ said Alistair. ‘Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice … Not likely.’ He looked steadily at Sir Neville. ‘Why did you take it on yourself to do all the hard work, at your age? Didn’t you trust Elspeth to get her cues right?’

			‘She means well,’ said Sir Neville. ‘But I always say that if it’s really important, you should do it yourself. Like this. I would have preferred a few survivors, to help spread the story of what happened inside this circle on one terrifying night … But a few more missing people will only add spice to the mystery.’

			‘Just to make things clear,’ said Alistair. ‘Who was the dead man we found here?’

			‘No one important,’ said Sir Neville. ‘Just one of the workmen who helped reposition the stones. You saw him earlier, when he helped move the last stone into place. He was happy enough to come back out here with me, on the promise of a generous bonus.’

			‘And the pitchfork?’ said Diana.

			‘Oh, that was Elspeth’s idea,’ said Sir Neville. ‘Trust a local historian to know all there is to know about local murders. The whole witchcraft thing was just misdirection, to keep you looking in the wrong direction. She also knew about the old smugglers’ tunnels under the hill, which made all of this possible. And, of course, she’s been roaming the town for the last month or so, retelling all the old stories and frightening the hell out of everyone. Just to keep them in the proper frame of mind. So no one would even think about coming out here. And when they told you the stories, you believed them because they so obviously did.’

			‘He’s not wrong,’ said Diana. ‘They really did a number on me.’

			‘So none of this was real?’ said Stewart.

			‘You sound almost disappointed,’ said Sir Neville.

			‘We missed the real story,’ said Natalie. ‘Big man in the City loses everything, so he runs away to claim his inheritance. Only to find it consists of nothing but a crumbling manor house, a bunch of old books he can’t give away … and some land that could be worth a fortune, if only he could sell it.’

			‘Something like that,’ said Sir Neville.

			‘I heard rumours you’d lost your shirt in the City,’ said Stewart. ‘But you were always so much in charge of things I just couldn’t believe it. Where did you find the money to pay for the repositioning of the stones?’

			‘By not paying my bills and taking out some really long-­­term loans,’ said Sir Neville. ‘As long as I was still playing the squire, no one ever questioned me.’

			‘And we were so happy with this gift of a weird story that we never thought to question what was behind it,’ said Natalie.

			‘Got it in one,’ said Sir Neville. ‘Now hush; your betters are talking.’ He turned back to Alistair. ‘You were the one who first gave me the idea. I thought if people could be so easily convinced that a few ghosts were real, what if I put together a really detailed scenario?’

			‘You killed your own workman,’ said Diana. ‘And two of our friends.’

			‘I can’t take all the credit,’ said Sir Neville. ‘I had help.’

			‘Of course,’ said Diana. ‘Where is Elspeth?’

			‘Right here.’

			They all looked past Sir Neville, as Elspeth emerged from the opening in the ground. Her face was drawn and haggard. She stared at Sir Neville with lost, haunted eyes.

			‘This has to stop, Nev. I never agreed to all this slaughter.’

			He didn’t even look at her, keeping his gun aimed at Alistair.

			‘Don’t go weak on me now, El. We can still be rich and have the life we always dreamed of.’

			‘You can’t keep killing people inside the stones,’ Elspeth said harshly. ‘There’s been too much blood spilt already. It’s not safe.’

			He shot her a quick glance. ‘You aren’t starting to believe your own stories, are you? None of that stuff was real! It’s all just myths and legends, handed down by generations of credulous peasants!’

			Elspeth gestured sharply at the standing stones. ‘Can you really not feel what we’ve raised here? What we’ve called back with our human sacrifices? Don’t you see? All this killing and horror – it isn’t us! We’re not like that. It’s the demons! Getting inside our heads, influencing us, to make a sacrifice big enough to open all the doors and let them back in. They planned all of this! They made us into monsters, just like them.’

			Sir Neville sighed briefly. ‘I’ve come too far to let you get in the way now, El. I’m sorry, but I really do need the money.’

			He turned the gun on Elspeth and shot her.

			The blast slammed her back against a standing stone, hard enough to rock it on its base. Elspeth slid down the stone, leaving a long trail of blood, until she sat slumped at its base like a small child who’d been playing too hard and run out of energy.

			Alistair charged forward and threw himself at Sir Neville before he could reload. He tried to wrestle the shotgun away from him, but Sir Neville clung on grimly. He lashed out with the butt of the gun and threw Alistair backwards. Caught off balance, Alistair stumbled and fell. Sir Neville grabbed more shells from his pocket. Alistair scrambled to his feet again.

			‘Spread out!’ he yelled to the others. ‘Don’t give him an easy target! He can’t aim at all of us!’

			Diana, Stewart and Natalie quickly scattered across the circle. Sir Neville backed quickly away, slamming his new shells into place. He turned the gun on Alistair and opened fire, but Alistair was already diving to one side. The shotgun blast hit the same stone that Elspeth slid down, and it rocked dangerously on its base. And while Sir Neville reached frantically for more shells, Kim moved quietly in from his blind side and thrust her knife between his ribs. He cried out once, as much in shock as in pain. He tried to say something, and then Kim twisted the knife and pulled it out. Sir Neville fell to the ground and didn’t move again.

			‘Is he dead?’ said Diana.

			Alistair knelt down beside Sir Neville and searched for a pulse he already knew he wasn’t going to find. He lowered his head and murmured a prayer for the dead.

			Stewart looked at Kim, his face slack with amazement. ‘You just saved us all.’

			‘I take back everything I said,’ said Natalie. ‘Or thought.’

			Kim shrugged. ‘I can’t believe I got so caught up in their madness that I actually believed that stuff was real.’

			‘At least now it’s all over,’ said Diana.

			‘Not yet,’ said Alistair. He rose to his feet and looked slowly around him. ‘Sir Neville and Elspeth couldn’t have done all of this without help. They needed someone inside this group, to keep reinforcing the supernatural view of things, so we’d be properly receptive when the weird stuff started happening. And who’s been the loudest voice, constantly warning us of doom and danger?’

			One by one, they all turned to look at Kim. She stood very still. Alistair moved slowly forward, holding her gaze with his.

			‘You pushed the pitchforked body into the concealed opening when we were all distracted by the first loud noise. You lured Peter and Cissy away from the rest of us. Maybe you pushed back the cover, so you could show them the opening, and then tried to force them down the steps. And when they fought back, you silenced them. I’m assuming you would have killed them anyway, at some point. You couldn’t risk having them running around afterwards, to point the finger.’

			‘But she killed Sir Neville!’ said Stewart.

			‘She could see the tide was turning,’ said Alistair. ‘Sir Neville had become a liability. She thought if she just silenced him, she could end up as the hero of the story and walk away from everything she’s done.’

			He waited, but Kim had nothing to say.

			‘Why would she get involved in something like this?’ said Diana.

			‘A big payout from Sir Neville, added to a documentary important enough to restart her stalled career. A sensational tale of demons and doorways and people who just disappeared … Exactly what she needed, after a career that hadn’t worked out the way she thought it would.’

			‘I can’t believe I got fooled again,’ said Diana.

			‘It did help that we were all tired and hungry and thirsty, and cut off from the rest of the world,’ said Alistair. ‘Under constant threat and increasing pressure, it was inevitable that we would become more and more impressionable.’

			Stewart glared at Kim. ‘I notice you’re not denying any of this.’

			‘Why should I?’ said Kim.

			‘You sold us out!’ said Natalie.

			‘Who are you, to me?’ said Kim. ‘Local news presenters? I’ve worked with really big names, all over the world! I should never have ended up here, wasted on stories like this!’ She turned her cold gaze on Alistair. ‘What made you first suspect me?’

			‘You talked about the sealed-­­off section in the town graveyard,’ said Alistair. ‘But out of all the group, only Diana and I knew about that. The only way you could have known was if you’d visited the town before. To set things up.’

			‘Hold it,’ said Diana. ‘Explain this to me. Why was the cover left off the hole at the base of the hill? If we hadn’t stumbled over that, we’d never have known about the smugglers’ den.’

			‘That was Neville’s fault,’ said Kim. ‘He was so busy running around having fun at your expense that he forgot to put the cover back in place. But then, he never planned for you being brave or stupid enough to walk right into the mists.’

			‘It’s always the little things that derail a good plot,’ said Alistair. ‘You also made sure that the car and its supplies never got here. By not actually contacting Mrs R.’

			‘And we couldn’t check because our phones weren’t working!’ said Diana.

			‘It was easy enough to sabotage them after you gave them to me,’ said Kim. ‘Amazing the tricks you learn, in this business.’

			‘What are you going to do now?’ said Alistair. ‘You can’t kill us all, with just a knife.’

			‘You’d be surprised what I can do,’ said Kim.

			She threw herself at Diana, the knife reaching for her throat. But Alistair put himself in her way, shielding Diana’s body with his own. Kim lashed out at him, but he ducked under the knife. And when she stumbled forward, caught off balance, he caught her wrist and twisted it hard until the knife dropped from her hand. She jerked free and ran for Sir Neville’s shotgun, still lying beside him. Alistair pulled the electric lamp from his pocket and threw it with all his strength. The lamp slammed into Kim’s back and propelled her forward. Caught off balance, she slammed into the standing stone before her and fell to her knees; the stone toppled forward and crushed her to a bloody pulp.

			Alistair knelt down beside her and felt for a pulse in the arm protruding from under the stone, but he already knew what he was going to find. He shook his head at the others and stood up. Diana rushed forward and threw her arms around him.

			‘What you did to save me, Bish …’

			‘I couldn’t let her hurt you.’

			‘Nice throw with the lamp,’ said Stewart.

			‘You must have been a demon bowler at college,’ said Natalie.

			Alistair looked at Kim’s body and then looked away. ‘I never meant for this to happen.’

			‘Of course you didn’t,’ said Diana.

			Alistair looked thoughtfully at the fallen stone.

			‘This was the last one to be moved. It must not have settled properly into position.’

			‘You really believe that?’ said Diana.

			‘I will, if you will,’ said Alistair.

			‘Is it over now?’ said Diana.

			‘Yes,’ said Alistair. ‘There’s no one left to terrorize us.’

			Diana gave him one last hug and stepped away, but she didn’t go far.

			Stewart looked at Natalie. ‘We might not have a story about invading demons, but we do have a much more believable one: about greed and madness and the crazy things some people will do for money.’

			‘The kind of story that makes careers!’ said Natalie. ‘We can sell this to all the big outlets!’

			‘If we work together,’ said Stewart.

			Natalie smiled. ‘I’d like that, old man.’

			‘Let’s get out of here,’ said Alistair. ‘The storm isn’t coming – if it ever was. Kim probably exaggerated the situation. It should be safe to walk back to town.’

			They headed for the edge of the circle. The mists were already dissipating.

			‘I guess no one’s working the smoke machine any more,’ said Diana, as they started down the hillside.

			‘Let the police sort out the details,’ said Alistair. ‘I’m sure they’ll turn up, now Sir Neville isn’t around to influence them.’

			Diana looked at him thoughtfully. ‘When the last stone toppled, that broke the circle. So if the Other Place and its demons were real, have we prevented them from coming through?’

			‘If you like,’ said Alistair.

			‘Were there ever any demons?’ said Diana.

			‘At least three. Neville, Elspeth and Kim.’

			‘But the weird stuff is definitely over now?’ said Diana.

			‘I’d say that’s a stone-­­cold certainty,’ said Alistair.
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