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Prologue: Stranger on a Train

	 

	Cassandra Bradley looked out of the train window as it pulled out of the small Welsh station. She had lost count of how many obscure places they had been through. There were two stops to go, if she had calculated right. Then, although she knew them by heart, she again consulted the list of instructions on her phone. She would have to get a taxi, chargeable to expenses, to the coastal village of Maldwyn’s Bay. There she would, apparently, be met by a boat and taken to her employer’s private island, Holyhaven.

	‘Prepare to have your personal ID checked by security before you are admitted to Mountfalcon House.’ 

	She checked her ID again, frowning at the photo. 

	It doesn’t look much like me, she thought. Well, it might be mistaken for me in a bad light. I look so vacuous, and those teeth!

	Shoving the ID back into her bag, she picked up a copy of a tabloid newspaper that someone had left on the adjacent seat. The front-page headline was guaranteed to draw in the casual reader.

	 

	FARM FAMILY MURDERS – POLICE STILL HUNTING ‘MANIAC’

	 

	Cassandra immersed herself in the lurid account. It was truly horrific. A week earlier, a couple called Murray had been found horribly mutilated at their farmhouse a few miles from a small town called Machen. The news, however, had been pushed off the front pages until now. The big story had been the chaos in London caused by the Hobbs Lane incident. 

	And nobody seems able to explain that, she thought, so they’re moving on to more familiar horrors.

	After a search, the bodies of the couple’s two missing children were found in a flooded quarry nearby. Police were asking anyone with information to come forward. According to the report, detectives still had no real clues to follow. And there was some confusion over the children’s bodies, as they were ‘badly decomposed’ despite the boy and girl only being missing for a few hours. 

	So many terrible things happening, she thought as she scanned the columns of newsprint. So much chaos and suffering in the world. I shouldn’t worry about starting a new job, now should I?

	Despite her best efforts, Cassandra found that the news was not sufficiently distracting. She was still nervous about the upcoming interview with Sir Charles Lanier. She flipped through to the horoscopes page, and for the twelfth time she read what her stars supposedly had in store. ‘Beware of new projects or relationships – now is not the time for a major change’. 

	Great, she thought. Just what I need. But these newspaper astrologers, what do they know? They just churn it out for the masses. Not like getting a proper natal chart from a professional.

	“Do you mind if I sit here?”

	Cassandra started, looked up to see a tall, friendly-looking woman pointing at the vacant seat opposite. 

	“Of course!” she replied. 

	It was only after the woman had sat down that Cassandra glanced around the carriage and noted that there were plenty of vacant seats. 

	Maybe this woman just wants to chat, she thought. Oh well, that might take my mind off things.

	 “You seem a little nervous,” the woman said in a surprisingly deep voice. “If you don’t mind me saying so.”

	“No not at all!” Cassandra replied. “I am starting a new job, you see.”

	“Ah, I see,” the woman said. “That is always a somewhat stressful experience.”

	Cassandra felt slight puzzlement over the way the stranger talked. The woman pronounced English words clearly, precisely. But there was no hint of a foreign accent, which could account for the rather mechanical way she spoke. The depth of her voice might be down to smoking.

	 “I am from Eastern Europe,” said the woman. “My name is Katya. And your name is Cassandra, is it not?”

	Cassandra gasped. 

	“How did you know my name?”

	“It is not difficult,” said Katya airily. “I have a gift for such things.”

	The woman leaned forward into the dull winter light, and Cassandra saw that her eyes were very dark against her pale skin. 

	“You see,” Katya went on, “I am – what you call a psychic.”

	“Oh, that’s totally amazing!” Cassandra exclaimed. “I went to see one in Brighton last year but she was terrible. You could tell she was guessing most of the time. One of those who just says things like ‘’I have a message from a spirit who has the letter A in their name.’”

	Katya nodded wisely, and they talked about the realm of the paranormal for several minutes. Then they moved on to Cassandra’s worries. The woman seemed so sympathetic that Cassandra felt much better about her situation already. Katya listened intently as she explained that she had been recruited from an agency to look after a rich, elderly man. 

	“But I’m not even supposed to say that much!” she said, suddenly alarmed by her own chattiness. “I signed an agreement, it was pages of legal jargon. Please don’t say anything to anybody about this!”

	“You have not told me his name, or where he lives,” Katya pointed out. “As for me, I am living in a small village on the coast, where I give psychic readings. That is no secret!”

	“Oh, then you must be going to Maldwyn’s Bay just like–” Cassandra began. “Damn, I did it again! You must be one of those empathic types. People open up to you. I suppose it’s part of being psychic.”

	“I suppose it is,” agreed Katya. “People do tell me things. And I tell people things. And sometimes I manage to help them. Perhaps I can help you with your troubles?” 

	“Are you a Gypsy?” Cassandra asked, then put a hand to her mouth in embarrassment. “Oh God, did I say that? It’s very rude. And anyway you’re far too pale-skinned for – oh God, there I go again. Sorry!”

	“I am not a Gypsy fortuneteller,” Katya replied, shaking her head and smiling. “But I am a member of a lost tribe, in a way. My people see things that others do not. We can sense the aura of those who are troubled, nervous, afraid – yes? We walk in the realm of dreams. That is why I sat next to you. Fate brought us together, I think, Cassandra.”

	This is just what I wanted, Cassandra thought. I so need to be told what my path in life should be. She’s right, it is fate. If she is the genuine article, of course.

	The tall woman reached over and took one of Cassandra’s hands in hers, ran a finger over the palm. Normally, Cassandra would have flinched from such uninvited contact, but not now. She knew, without being told, that it was part of the mystical process.

	“This man you are going to work for,” Katya said. “He is Sir Charles Lanier.”

	“That’s right!” Cassandra gasped. “You are so genuine – my coming here was a total secret. He doesn’t–”

	Cassandra stopped herself again, and Katya smiled.

	“I see it all,” the pale woman said. “He does not want it known that he is frail, infirm – in need of a nurse. A permanent career. Not an easy job, even when one’s employer is a pleasant individual.”

	The woman frowned, and closed her eyes for a moment. 

	“What do you mean?” Cassandra demanded. “Is something wrong?”

	Katya took a deep breath, exhaled, opened her eyes.

	“Oh, Cassandra, this is not good,” she whispered urgently, leaning even closer. “This man, Lanier, he is – not so nice. He will make you do things you do not want to do. Rich old men, they treat women like us as things, objects to be used. You do understand me?”

	Cassandra’s mind reeled at the implication. She had always put more faith in psychics, mediums and fortunetellers than she cared to admit to others. But part of her still resisted the implication of Katya’s words. 

	“Surely,” she protested, “I could just complain to my agency? They frown upon that sort of thing. They have a zero-tolerance policy for all forms of harassment!”

	Katya shook her head. 

	“Perhaps in normal circumstances you could complain. But, Cassandra, you are going to the private island of a very rich man. It would be your word against his. Who do you think they would believe? How would you prove anything? These policies you talk about – they are often simply for show.”

	Cassandra felt her world collapsing around her. On the one hand, she could not ignore Katya’s warnings. Not when the psychic was so obviously genuine. Katya had offered such insights into her life, her past, her destiny. On the other, in her bag she carried the agreement she had signed, and the contract of employment.

	“Whatever can I do?” she asked. 

	Katya released her hand, sat back, shrugged.

	“I can only reveal a few hidden truths in this way,” she said. “A full psychic reading, that would take longer. And these conditions are not ideal.”

	Cassandra looked out at the landscape rushing past. The train was reaching the end of a valley, and she could see a distant view of the sea beyond. Soon they would be at the coast, and she would have to choose. 

	“Please help me!” she begged, reaching out to seize Katya’s hand. “You can’t just tell me these things and then walk away.”

	Katya looked at her for a moment, her expression blank. Then she smiled, and to Cassandra’s troubled mind it was as if a sun of new-found friendship had emerged from behind clouds of doubt. A speaker crackled to life and the guard announced that the train was reaching its final stop. 

	“All change,” he added. 

	“All right,” she said. “I cannot simply abandon you to such a fate. Let us share a taxi to the coast. I have rented a little cottage in Maldwyn’s Bay. There we can hold a proper psychic reading, and you can decide how to shape your destiny.”

	Cassandra almost wept with gratitude. A small voice in the back of her mind told her she was placing a lot of trust in Katya. But there was something about the woman that banished such skepticism.

	“You’re so kind!” she said. “I can’t afford to pay you very much now, but–”

	Katya held up a slender, white hand.

	“Do not speak of money. There are far more valuable things.”

	When the train pulled into the small station, Cassandra got up and started to take her luggage down from the rack. Katya helped without being asked, easily managing the bulky bags, carrying them down the carriage to the door.

	“You’re a lot more fit than I am,” Cassandra said admiringly as she trotted behind the taller woman. “You must work out.”

	The taxi ride to the coast took nearly an hour. They talked all the way. Cassandra, who did not make friends easily, felt that she had known Katya all her life. The pale woman always seemed to know exactly what to say, and how to say it. When they arrived, Katya insisted on paying half the fare, although Cassandra pointed out she could claim it all on expenses. 

	“We are friends now,” Katya said, putting her arm through Cassandra’s. “My home is a short walk from here. Please, let me carry that heavy case.”

	The village seemed deserted as they walked through the cobbled streets. Now and again Cassandra caught a glimpse of someone at a window, but whenever she looked directly at them, they darted back out of sight.

	“The locals are very shy with strangers,” Katya remarked. “But once they got to know me, they took me to their hearts. So generous.”

	Katya’s home was a quaint, white-washed cottage near the small quayside. In the harbor, Cassandra saw a few fishing boats bobbing on the gray, wind-lashed waves. However, there was no sign of the boat from Holyhaven Island she was supposed to meet.

	“Come,” Katya said, opening the door. “I will make some tea, yes? And then reveal your future.”

	Inside, the cottage was surprisingly Spartan. Cassandra had had some vague expectation of bead curtains, dreamcatchers, statues, oriental rugs. Instead, she saw a cheap carpet, basic furniture, a television, a few books, some newspapers. There were no ornaments, pictures, or houseplants. The place looked like it had been deserted for months. The only sign of habitation were some clothes drying on a radiator. The clothes were small, certainly not big enough for long-limbed Katya.

	“Do you live alone?” Cassandra asked. 

	The pale woman glanced at the clothes, then shook her head.

	“My little niece and nephew, they are staying with me. They are playing in their room, I think. They will not disturb us.”

	At Katya’s invitation, Cassandra sat down at the kitchen table. Soon she was sipping lemon tea from a glass and watching her hostess close the curtains against the weak December light. 

	“Now,” said Katya, sitting opposite her. “Give me your hands, and we will consider your destiny.” 

	Cassandra reached across and felt the woman’s strong fingers enclose her smaller hands. As they did so, she heard a slight noise. It sounded like someone opening a door. She wondered if, despite Katya’s assurance, the children would come out. It would be natural for them to want to see their auntie, she reasoned.

	“Cassandra,” Katya said, her voice lighter, softer than before. “I need you to open your mind. Think of happy memories, from your childhood. When you are happy, you are truly yourself. It is that true self I wish to contact.”

	Cassandra, keen to oblige, duly thought of the enjoyable times she had had with her parents, her little brother, her school friends. She recalled beloved toys, her first crush, a wonderful birthday when the pony she had always yearned for had appeared, complete with a shiny red bow in its mane. 

	“That is good,” breathed Katya. “That is very good.”

	Again, Cassandra was struck by how high-pitched the psychic’s voice had become. Then she was back amid her childhood memories. But this time things were not quite so pleasant. She struggled to recollect incidents, places, even people. Her grandparents, for instance – why could she not recall what they looked like? Two benevolent figures looked down on her, but their faces were blank. She felt other memories start to disintegrate, slipping away from her, melting into a sea of nothingness. 

	“I can’t – I don’t – what’s happening?” she stammered. “Why can’t I remember?”

	“That is good,” sighed Katya, almost crooning the words. “More, I need more.”

	The other woman’s pleasure only upset Cassandra more. Far from showing her future, Katya seemed to be erasing her past. She tried pulling her hands away, but the larger woman held her in a vice-like grip. 

	“No!” she yelled, hurling her entire body backwards, tipping over the chair and crashing to the bare boards. 

	In the gloom she saw Katya stand up and begin to stride around the table. Cassandra scrambled upright and ran into the living room. She was making for the door when two pale, naked figures leapt out from behind the threadbare sofa. Their faces were rudimentary, mask-like, with small dark eyes. Instead of mouths, they had muzzles fringed with razor-like teeth. They were the size of young children, but there was nothing child-like about the way they bounded toward Cassandra. 

	She screamed, tried to dodge away, but the nearest creature had already fastened thin, wiry arms around her legs. She fell headlong, hit the floor hard and was too badly winded to keep struggling. The other small monster landed on her back, grabbing her by the throat. 

	She flinched in anticipation of an attack by the inhuman teeth. But instead the creatures simply kept her down until Katya’s boots came into view. Then her captors simply stood up and walked away. Cassandra looked up, scared and puzzled. Katya crouched down by her, the tall woman’s face in shadow.

	“We are nearly finished,” she said. “You already know it does not hurt.”

	“Why are you talking like that?” Cassandra demanded. “Is that your real voice? I don’t understand?”

	Katya reached down and lifted her easily, then held her upright. With the touch of the woman’s hands Cassandra felt her memories start to flow away from her again. She struggled, feebly this time. In response, Katya casually lifted her off her feet and swung her round so that Cassandra’s back was to the living room window. Now the tall woman was facing the light.

	“Oh my God!” 

	Cassandra stared at her own face. It was paler, the eyes a little darker, the mouth a little fuller perhaps. But she had seen so many Instagram pictures of herself that there was no doubt Katya had somehow become her near-double. She was looking at a vastly more beautiful, confident version of herself. 

	“Yes,” said Katya, in a voice Cassandra suddenly recognized as her own. “Soon all you have ever known and felt and thought will be mine. Then the young ones will dispose of what is left. Do not worry. You will feel nothing. Your body will be merely an empty shell. Less than an animal.”

	Cassandra could not even try to struggle, merely moan in despair as the last vestiges of her personality were leached away.

	“Don’t be sad,” said the false Cassandra, letting her victim go to slump onto the cheap, dusty sofa. “I will be far better at being you than you could ever have been.”

	 

	***

	 

	“This is worse than being in the bloody army,” whined Phelps, kicking a stone up the beach.

	Murphy looked over at his subordinate, gave a wry frown.

	“Care to explain how?” he asked. “We are enjoying a nice bit of fresh air, walking by the sea. And we’re getting paid. Many a poor soul would see that as a very cushy job.”

	“Yeah, but it’s so bloody boring, innit?” Phelps continued. “Stuck on this friggin’ island, nothing ever happens. No booze, no birds, no decent grub.”

	“Whereas when you were in the army it was just one long Roman orgy,” Murphy said, with mild sarcasm. “Wine, women and song, day and night.”

	“You know what I mean!” retorted Phelps. “There’s nothing happening here. All you can do is watch telly, sleep, or wander up and down like this, maybe chuck rocks at seagulls. Enough to send you off your rocker after a while.”

	Murphy sympathized with the younger man. He himself was bored much of the time. He would have much preferred guarding Lanier in London, or New York, or Dubai – anywhere else, just as long as there were people around.

	“Never mind,” sighed Murphy. “Let’s get down to the jetty, we’ve got to bring this new nurse over.”

	“That’s more like it!” exclaimed Phelps. “God, wish I had a live-in nurse. Sexy little uniform, naughty giggling, plenty of bed-baths.”

	 “You really are quite disgusting,” Murphy said. “I hope she turns out to be a lesbian with a black belt in karate.”

	“I could live with that,” Phelps replied with a leer. “I like a challenge. Point is, she has to have a nice pair, and a fine, peachy bum. Those are my minimum requirements.”

	Phelps continued to reel off his specifications for the perfect woman as they crossed the narrow strait to the mainland. The village that lay opposite Holyhaven was almost deserted outside the tourist season. There was nobody waiting on the windswept dock for the security team.

	“She’s a no-show,” Phelps complained. “Typical woman. Wasted journey.”

	“Stop moaning, she was coming by taxi from the station,” Murphy pointed out. “She might be late.”

	They had tied up the boat and jumped onto the dock when a young woman appeared, carrying two large suitcases. As she walked across the quayside, hips swaying, the security guards exchanged astonished glances. 

	“Private healthcare is clearly the way ahead,” remarked Murphy.

	“God almighty, look at that figure,” Phelps drooled. “Even better than the face.”

	Murphy was about to tell Phelps to shut his mouth when he realized that his own mouth was hanging open. 

	“Good afternoon,” said the young woman, in a pleasant contralto. “I am Cassandra Bradley. Do you want to check my ID now?”

	“Yes please,” said Phelps immediately. “Also, we need to conduct a full body search, for weapons and that sort of thing.”

	“Get the lady’s cases, Phelps,” said Murphy, shoving the other man aside. “I’ll handle this. I’m sure everything is in order.”

	Cassandra smiled as she handed him her agency ID, passport, and a sheaf of other documents.

	“These seem to be in order, Miss,” said Murphy. “Though I must say not one of these photos does you justice.”

	“Flatterer!” she said. “And please, call me Cassandra. I just hope everyone on the island is as friendly as you boys. I’ve been a little worried that Sir Charles might not find me … acceptable.”

	“Oh God,” muttered Phelps under his breath, as he heaved the luggage into the boat. “The lucky old bastard.”

	We are all lucky bastards, lad, thought Murphy, taking his time to help Cassandra aboard. Things around here just got much more interesting.



	
Chapter 1: Unwanted Gift

	 

	“For God’s sake, Charles, will you just listen?” 

	John Scoresby felt his heart-rate increase, and began to become breathless. He leaned against the mantelpiece of his Georgian farmhouse’s dining room as his head swam. He had been worrying so much he had barely eaten that day. A sense of impending disaster had killed his appetite.

	Calm down, he told himself. You’re not a young man any more. Remember what the doctors keep telling you.

	The man on the other end of the phone was, technically, Scoresby’s boss. But he had long considered Charles Lanier to be a friend. And in the past, appealing to that lifelong friendship had made a difference.

	But not today, it seems.

	Lanier continued to talk, explaining in measured tones just why he wanted LanCorp to pivot one hundred and eighty degrees on a key issue. Scoresby could hardly believe his ears. He held the phone out, stared at it, listened for a few moments’ longer. Eventually he could tolerate no more.

	“Jesus Christ, Charles!” he erupted. “What the hell has happened to you? This isn’t like you at all. Are you going senile?”

	For a long moment there was silence. Scoresby wondered if he had gone too far, if this would trigger the boardroom meltdown he had long feared. A few financial journalists had been predicting a split at the top of the Lanier Empire for years, but until now Scoresby had not believed it possible.

	But why should it happen because of some internet claptrap about government conspiracies, of all things?

	When Lanier started speaking again, however, his voice was still polite, even mildly genial. 

	“I really think it’s for the best, John,” he repeated. “But of course, if the board is with you, you could oust me as chairman. That’s the only way this policy change could be stopped, old friend.”

	Scoresby felt a terrible sinking feeling. It seemed he had no choice but to put it to a vote of the other directors. He could swing a majority, he calculated, and dethrone Lanier. It was the nuclear option, as it would upset the markets for a top CEO to lose his position too abruptly.

	“I don’t want to do that, Charles …” he began, trying to sound calm, conciliatory. 

	“Oh, don’t sweat it, John,” Lanier cut in. “Look on the bright side. I’ll have to retire sometime. And if I retire, I’ll have more time to spend with Cassandra.”

	Cassandra, Scoresby thought, gripping the phone more tightly in his frustration. That bloody woman again. There’s no fool like an old fool. Marries his nurse because she’s got a nice face, long legs, and big boobs. Even worse, why does he have to take her vacuous ideas seriously? 

	“Does Cassandra,” he said, keeping his tone level, “really have the experience to dictate policy to three national newspapers and a global TV news service?”

	“She’s awfully bright and creative, John!” replied Lanier. “You’d like her, you really should pop down and visit. She’s so keen to meet you both. Oh, and by the way, did you get the gift she sent?”

	Scoresby looked at the brown cardboard box on the sideboard of his living room. He had begun to unwrap the parcel, then paused in bafflement and a little disgust.

	“Oh, yes, it arrived safely,” he said. “I was just – admiring it before you rang.”

	“Isn’t it amazing?” Lanier enthused. “She’s so creative in so many ways, I don’t know how she does it.”

	“No,” Scoresby said, sincerely, “I don’t either. What on earth did she make it from? I thought it would be cool and hard, but instead it’s yielding and – sort of warm.”

	“I know!” Lanier replied. “Such a clever girl. And she produces all her little works of art with local materials – stuff she just finds lying around, or so she tells me. Anyway, the point is that we’ll discuss editorial policy and a few other little matters when you come down. Now I really must go – Cassandra has made quite a wonderful quiche, and one must feed the inner man, you know!”

	“Charles!” Scoresby cried, but the CEO had already hung up. “Bloody hell!” 

	Scoresby flung the phone onto the table, not caring that it scored a furrow on the polished oak. At that moment Dolores, the maid, looked around the dining room door. Scoresby glared at her, then essayed a fake smile. He recognized that he had many faults, but prided himself on treating his staff decently.

	“Mister Scor-ezbee?” Dolores said tentatively. “Is it okay if I dust in here now?”

	He beckoned the young woman in, and she began to dab at his wife’s collection of fine china ornaments with a feather duster. He watched as Dolores worked her way along the sideboard, then paused at the parcel from Lanier. She looked round at her boss.

	“This is a new ornament maybe?” she asked doubtfully. “Or is it a chocolate Easter Egg? But Easter, it is gone now, yes?”

	“Yes, long gone,” he grunted, going over to join her. “Here, what do you think of it?”

	He lifted the supposed work of art out of the box. For the first time he saw the object as a whole – egg-shaped, reddish-brown, with a knobby surface. It was about twelve inches long and half as wide. Scoresby guessed it was made of some dense substance, as it was too heavy to be hollow. He suspected it was a rock wrapped in fabric and then covered with some kind of resin. 

	“Here,” he invited. “Feel it.”

	Dolores reached out a tentative hand, jerked it back when her fingers touched the leathery shell. Scoresby smiled at her reaction. He, too, found the slightly moist object unpleasant. And, as he held it in his hands, he was again puzzled by the fact that it seemed to be warmer than room temperature. 

	“It is not nice,” Dolores said firmly. “Senora Scor-ezbee, she will not like this among all her nice things!”

	“No,” he agreed. “She has taste. Unlike some people.”

	He replaced the object in the box. If he unseated Lanier at the next board meeting he could chuck the thing away. But if he did somehow manage to be reconciled with his old friend he might be expected to display the artwork prominently, at least when the Laniers were visiting. He decided to put it in the roomy attic of the old farmhouse.

	“When you’re finished, Dolores, you can go,” he said, as he packed the egg back into its box and jammed the flaps down. “No need to wait around, it is the weekend after all. The cash is in the usual place. And there’s a hundred extra, as Christmas is coming up.”

	“Thank you, sir!” she said, flashing a bright smile at him. “Will the senora be back tomorrow?” 

	“I hope so,” he replied, pausing in the doorway, “her father seems to be on the mend. I’m sure Margaret will be glad to be home again.”

	Scoresby deposited the box in the attic among a clutter of junk, most of which struck him as more useful than the so-called object d’art. 

	“No fool like an old fool,” he muttered as he climbed back down the ladder. “Seventy-eight, and he falls in love with some vapid bimbo. And the whole business goes tits up.”
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