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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      A cold, clammy hand snaked around my waist. Another around my upper arm. I recoiled as my flesh retracted into goosebumps.

      More and more hands grasped at my body, pulled at my thin flesh, pulled me down into the bed. I was sick and scared. I couldn’t move.

      Panic rose. I gasped for air. Couldn’t breathe.

      I tried to fight as I felt myself being pulled down, deeper into the mattress.

      Around me, thousands of screaming voices rang in a cacophony before they merged into roaring white noise. The volume hurt my ears, but there were no headphones to pull off.

      I struggled, tried to kick myself free, tried to see my captors. Tried to escape.

      I lost control, panic took hold, and I thrashed, screamed, writhed, and fought. The more I moved and tried to twist myself free, the more hands grasped at me.

      They took hold of my legs, pulled my ankles, held me down, pulled me under.

      I was paralysed now. Stuck, caught, confined. I went beyond panic into terror. All control was lost.

      The hands kept pulling me down. Pulled me deeper into the mattress. Pulled me through the floor. Pulled me through black earth. Pulled me into caverns of fire.

      I twisted hard with all my might – one final summoning of all my strength. I broke free and sat bolt upright in bed. Sweat pouring down my face. Heart hammering. Breathing ragged.

      Passing cars cast bright beams on the ceiling.

      For me, morning had arrived early.
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        * * *

      

      Kel Rodrigues fished the threadbare teabag from the mug of hot water with his fingers and threw it onto a saucer next to the kettle before blowing on his fingertips to cool them. He chucked a piece of curling white bread in the toaster. While it turned a light tan, he warmed his hands on his mug of milk-less, sugar-less, thin tea.

      It was cold and Kel began to shiver. Abandoning the pale warmth of the toaster and tea, he shambled across the bedsit to a pile of clothes lying on the floor by the worn-out sofa-bed and rummaged around until he found another, thicker, jumper.

      The tea had already gone tepid when he returned, pulling the sweater on over his head as the toaster spat out the browned slice of stale bread. Catching a glimpse of the time in red on his radio alarm clock display, he realised he would be late and kicked himself up a gear.

      Kel dunked a corner of the toast in the tea, before taking a bite and chewing rapidly. He gobbled down the rest of the slice, drained the mug and threw on his shapeless leather jacket and holey Converse Allstars.

      Moving as fast as he could, Kel locked the door and clattered down the stairs to the street. Someone had kicked and cracked the glass in the close door again. If he was lucky, he’d make the bus. Almost running to Crow Road, he pulled his long, unkempt hair out of his eyes and could see the double-decker coming down the hill. He fought back the shivers while he stood at the stop and counted his change. Exact fare in coppers and small silver.

      Kel sat at the back, near the engine, where the bus was always warm, despite the strong smell of smoky exhaust and leaking oil. He urged the bus to hurry along, cursing every red light.

      A few minutes later, Kel reluctantly got off, leaving the heat, just before Byres Road, and after crossing Dumbarton Road, walked to the Job Centre. How he ended up with such a god-awful sign-on time, on a god-awful day, Kel never knew. It was exactly nine when he walked through the door, and he took his place in the queue. He came forward and sat down when his name was called and signed on the dotted line, confessing that he had been actively looking for work.

      “You’ll have your thirteen-week interview next time. Make sure you bring proof that you’ve been looking for work. They’ll send you your time in the post.” The middle-aged grey woman, who sat across the desk from him, waited for a reply. Kel had seen her every two weeks for years and still didn’t know her name.

      “Another one?” Kel was fed up with this crap. They kept bringing him in for questioning and sending him to job interviews that went nowhere. Surely it was obvious after all these years that he was unemployable? They’d all be better off saving each other the hassle. “I went through this only a few weeks ago.” His raised voice alerted the rotund man wearing a white shirt, with black slip-ons on the shoulder straps, who passed for security.

      Grey Woman’s Monday smile turned fake, and then to frown. “I can assure you, it has been thirteen weeks since your last interview. If you have been looking for work and have collected proof of your activity, then you have nothing to worry about. You will receive your appointment time through the post.”

      “All I do is look for work. Years I’ve been looking. Thousands of applications. You’ve seen most of them yourself. I’d love to put on a tie and do something nine-to-five other than look for work. Isn’t it about time we all just accepted that it isn’t going to happen?” Kel’s voice had gotten louder as his frustration came out. He almost pounded the table with his fist.

      “Mr Rodrigues, please calm down. If you get abusive you will risk having your benefit suspended.” Her voice was flat, like she saw this happen every day, and it was a programmed response.

      With security guy hovering over his shoulder, Kel could tell he would only give himself more hassle. He sighed, letting his feelings go. Nodded at Grey Woman, got up and went and made a show of using the touch-screen job ad machines. He stabbed the options with his finger, hoping to crack the screen. The veneer of human grease that smeared the glass disgusted him. His finger left furrows.

      His part in the futile façade completed, he left the Centre. He was just another cog in the great machine. Graham had told him once that full employment wasn’t good for the country; economically it was undesirable, causing inflation and high wages. It didn’t feel good to help the system function. Still, at least he’d be able to get some shopping in again in the next few days. Maybe even have some change for the gas boiler – he could get a shower and a shave.
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        * * *

      

      Drifting up Byres Road, the street draped in Christmas decorations and lights, Kel stopped in every charity shop on the way. Racks of well-used paperbacks and shapeless women’s shirts sat alongside tea sets from the nineteen seventies, still in their boxes.

      A mixture of elderly ladies and young African women with French accents greeted him, happy to see him on his regular tour, despite never purchasing anything. He stopped, chatted, and occasionally accepted the offer of tea. These little shops were like a tropical archipelago. All that was missing was crystal blue water and golden sands to warm his toes.

      Eventually, around lunchtime, Kel wandered home, his stomach growling. Like an ascetic monk, Kel had grown used to ignoring his body’s needs. Another piece of pale toast and he was ready for the afternoon’s work.

      He put away the unmade sofa-bed, kicked aside some clothes and set up his easel. His new canvas was stretched, dry and ready.

      Kel attached carbon paper onto the surface of the canvas. He took out his sketchpad, extracted the drawing he had been working on and laid it on top of the carbon paper. Finally, he began to trace over the surface of the sketch, transferring it to the canvas below.

      After an hour, Kel removed the carbon paper and sketch, stepped back and considered his work.

      The hands held the struggling victim around her wrists and ankles like human manacles. A fist filled her mouth, stifling a scream. Other hands pawed at her breasts and body. Indistinct spectral forms hovered over the rock on which she lay - it was unclear whether they were passive observers or active participants. The cavern behind them was licked with flames, lava flowed down the walls and pooled beneath the rock.

      Kel prepared his brown ink and began to outline the drawing, before letting it dry with the five others propped against the long wall of the bedsit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Jen Rodrigues marched down the heather-blue corridor, swing doors thrown open and oscillating in her wake. Her skirt and high heels prevented her from moving with any greater speed. An unchecked strand of dark hair from her tightly drawn back ponytail was the only indication of the turmoil within.

      Jen stabbed a code into the security panel, and the lab door slid slowly back, giving her another moment to ensure she was prepared. She noticed the hair and secured it behind her ear.

      She breathed in and entered as the door fully opened.

      A few heads turned to see who had come in. A couple went back to the task in hand. The lab was divided into three parts. The middle area contained tables, workstations, monitors, computers, cameras, and since an experiment wasn’t underway, everyone in the research team and the subjects scheduled for today’s tests. The right- and left-hand sides were behind glass walls with a glass door leading into them. Inside each was a solid metal box with a grill on the front.

      “Good morning, everyone.” Although she had been running the lab since she started working here, she was feeling nervous. Up to now, she had felt like she worked with the team. Being the boss would change things. Also, the Board could appoint someone else to run the Institute if they decided Doug wasn’t coming back any time soon. Jen scanned the room to see if she had everyone’s attention. “Firstly, I have some bad news. Doug has been taken seriously ill.” His wife had called to let her know that the Director of the Institute had suffered a stroke in the night. She could run the lab just fine. But there was more to do that she had no idea where to begin. “I’ll try to ensure things run smoothly in his absence.” Jen cringed inside. That was hardly being assertive.

      “Well, that explains the suit.”

      Jen could just hear Jacob’s comment. She carried on. “We will be receiving visitors today, so could we please make sure the lab is tidy? I intend to give them a full tour of the facilities, so I hope that we can schedule a viewing session for this afternoon, after lunch?”

      Alex Roper raised his hand, tentatively. He was only just out of college and still in his early twenties. His stiff, white lab coat covered a Kitten Uzi T-shirt and a pair of low, loose jeans.

      “Yes, Alex?” Jen gave him her full attention and the brunt of her exasperation.

      “Do we need to wear a suit and tie?” Alex nodded slightly in her direction. He seemed embarrassed to ask while also trying to sound indignant at the idea that he should have to change. Already the boundaries were being erected. Colleagues were becoming staff.

      “I don’t think that will be necessary.” Jen looked for any other difficulties her team may have come up with. None seemed forthcoming. Inside, Jen relaxed a little. “Excellent. I’ll come round and catch up with you all shortly.”
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        * * *

      

      “How are we progressing, Alex?” Jen sat in the swivel chair she used when she was in the lab. Some of her fear began to subside. Back in her element, she felt a little more secure. She should look at the unexpected cards she had been dealt – was it a flush or a dead hand? – as an opportunity, not a burden. But juggling investors and experiments had not been part of her plan.

      “The hieroglyphics are a little obscure. It’s possible there is a touch of local dialect, from the west of the country, I think. The poor quality of the original scribble has made interpretation a little haphazard. This sign,” Alex pointed to a symbol that looked like a side view of a flat-roofed hut, with a short overhang, on stilts, “is a red crown. It doesn’t really seem to have a phonetic value - it represents an office or person. Or maybe just a red crown.”

      The symbols were drawn onto a large, glass panel that was covered with hieroglyphics, pictures of walls printed off the Internet, photocopies of book pages and papyrus sheets, also covered in the Ancient Egyptian symbols, pasted onto the glass next to them. It looked like the murder inquiry rooms on TV.

      Alex pointed to three symbols on the glass, next to the red crown. The first was a cup on a stem, or a chalice, with two lines cutting through the bowl. The second was a triangle. The third, under the triangle, was a rectangle. “Based on my reading of the Pyramid Texts, Budge, and a couple of other commentators, this first symbol is a ladder, but it was not commonly used after the First Dynasty. It has an AAK sound. The triangle is also an old symbol and has a T sound, while the rectangle has a KH sound. Put it together and we have AAKKHUT or something like that. My best guess is that it means ‘wood of the ladder’. And this has a red crown. I’m going out on a limb here, but the ladder symbol is tied in with the idea of ascension. You know, travelling up to heaven. All in all, I’m guessing that we are talking about a plant that takes you to heaven, probably a psychedelic of some sort, associated with royalty.”

      “The ladder, the wood of the plant, is a stairway to heaven?” Jen swivelled back and forth in her chair thinking hard. “Excellent. Keep working on the other symbols. See what you can come up with. Maybe we can narrow down the type of plant.”

      “Of course.” Alex’s delivery was as withering as the look Jen shot back at him. “I’ll, er, get right on it.”

      Jen scooted over to Alison Carlton, without leaving her chair. Alison was lost in a 3D model on her monitor screen. It showed the two boxes in the glass rooms in what looked like a negative colour image. “How is the EM mapping coming along?”

      Alison looked up slowly from her screen and smiled serenely. “Hi, Jen. It’s coming along well. This is the pre-experiment state. If we roll it forward, you can see that there is a distinct effect inside the cages.” The screen began to show a series of coloured lines radiating out from one of the human figures inside the cages, like isobars on a weather chart, but not outside them. “As we proceed you can almost see the transmission. First, the frequency on the emitter, then we see it at the receiver.” On the left side, light red and green isobars could be seen surrounding the human shape. Then the same colours appeared on the shape in the cage on the right. “These are nanoseconds apart. There must be some resonance or tunnelling effect as the cages are entirely isolated.”

      “Will you have the full experiment modelled today?” Jen tried to catch Alison’s attention before she got distracted again.

      “Yes, I should finish it this afternoon.” Alison smiled, once more. If she didn’t know her better, Jen would have sworn Alison was permanently high.

      Jen abandoned her chair and walked across to a relatively peaceful part of the lab which contained a sofa and a coffee table. Sitting patiently, sipping at a coffee and a tea that smelt of berries, were Jen’s star subjects without whom much of their work would be impossible. Jacob Braun took another swig of his Styrofoam latte and glowered at Jen as she approached. Lethe smiled her secret smile. Unfortunately, from time to time, the stars took advantage of their position.

      “Morning.” Jen perched on the arm of the leather sofa. “How are you both today?”

      “We really need a better coffee machine.” Jacob waved his cup in Jen’s face. His Dutch accent was heavy, and the coffee couldn’t hide his halitosis.

      Jen resisted the urge to wrinkle her nose and pull away. “We only just got this one installed, on your recommendation. Perhaps our visitor will give us enough money to get something better. However, I need at least one of you to be ready to show him what we do here. Do you think you could do that for me?” Jacob could be such a prima donna that Jen often felt like she was mothering a small child, constantly having to use a stick or a carrot, while being careful to avoid baby having an excuse for a tantrum and spoiling a day of work. What he failed to realise was that infants depend on their mothers.

      “I will.” Lethe pushed a strand of straw-coloured hair behind her ear – just like Jen had done earlier. Her silvery grey eyes only reflected Jen looking at her. Sometimes looking into them felt like falling, other times acute vertigo.

      “Excellent. Thank you, Lethe.” Jen pulled herself back. “Jacob, if you could be here to talk to our guest, I’d appreciate it.”

      Jacob’s grunt could have meant anything.
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      “Just go and find out what they’re up to. That’s all I’m asking.” The words of Harry Wallace’s boss came back to him as he drove through the Campsie Hills to the Niniane Institute. “Someone has restarted a psychic spy program we abandoned in the ‘70s. I want to know who and why.” He had protested, they all had better things to be doing, but his words had fallen on deaf ears. “And Harry,” she had added, “I’m sure the guy running the place is one of theirs. He may be in your way. Be gentle.”

      Last night he had waited across the street from the Director’s house. An opportunity had presented itself when the Director and his wife came out in their glad rags, but she kept getting in the way.

      Harry had followed their Aston Martin Victory towards Glasgow, maintaining a discrete distance from them.

      At first, he had thought he was being tailed. A white transit van had been following him since he had left the Director’s house. It had also been parked in the same street and he was sure it had been there when he had arrived. He cursed himself for his carelessness. He could have been caught in the act.

      He needed to get his shit together. As it was, this whole mission felt like he was being kept out of the way, where he could do no further harm. Harry conceded that if he carried on like this then perhaps it was for the best.

      He had pulled over and risked losing his quarry. The van had driven on. Two men inside. Harry had waited for another couple of cars to pass and jumped out to be rewarded with a horn blast and flashing headlamps. Again, providing a chance for unnecessary attention.

      He had followed the van trailing the Director until they reached a car park near the Theatre Royal. Harry had taken a gamble and moved on. He had left the car on double yellow lines close to the theatre and hoped that the Director and his wife were planning on visiting the ballet and were not heading for a gala dinner instead. Harry had joined the people milling around outside in the cold.

      Perhaps his luck had changed, as a few minutes later they turned the corner, followed closely by one of the men Harry had glimpsed in the van. Protection, Harry had decided. That the Director was being followed by someone else was interesting enough, but that he needed bodyguards meant that Harry was now much more curious to see what this was all about. Clearly Linda had been on to something. He had smiled to himself - there was also more of a challenge now.

      It would have been too hard to get a ticket and sit within the theatre, however traditional that might be for this sort of thing. He had reckoned he had a few moments during which the situation couldn’t be more ideal. A different tool, but a similar outcome.

      Harry had extracted a small thin circle from his wallet like a plaster. As the Director approached, he had peeled off the front and back. He had only one chance to get this right, not much time, and many layers of clothing to avoid. The Director and his wife had entered the foyer. Harry had expertly insinuated himself between the Director and his tail and allowed another patron to pass between him and the Director. The bodyguards had been lazy or not expecting any real threats.

      With some assistance from Harry, the man in front had stumbled and knocked the Director over onto the red carpet. In the confusion Harry had helped the shaken Director back to his feet, the dermal contact slipped onto the back of his hand, a myriad of micro-needles had penetrated a mild poison beneath the skin. It would fall off and decay rapidly in air. Harry had merged into the crowd after graciously accepting a thank you and returned to his car. Whatever happened next would be blamed on the fall.
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        * * *

      

      “Shit!” Lost in thought, Harry had missed the turning. The sign was relatively new, but it was overhung by tree branches still heavy with golden leaves. Since the road was empty, he did a U-turn, the ‘67 MGB Roadster rolled slightly, and Harry swung onto the fresh tarmac leading up to the Institute itself.

      The Institute was housed deep within an old pine forest. Many of the trees looked downtrodden with age, boughs bent and gnarled. Harry almost expected a pack of wolves to be heard howling in the distance.

      He turned a bend. A Jacobean castle hugged the foot of the hill rising up behind it. It was a very rectangular structure, composed of two similar sized tall cuboid towers that were joined together in the middle by the main body of the castle. The whole building was made from grey granite blocks. In each tower, there were at least five floors, judging by the small narrow windows, and a small minaret on the outer corners. Crenellation, more for decoration, toothed around the edge of the slated roofs.

      Harry found a space in the visitor car park at the front and turned the ignition key. The satisfying rumble of the engine was replaced with birdsong, and somewhere, a waterfall.

      He got out of the car, the air damp, and cool - his breath steaming up in front of him - and breathed deep. The fresh smell of vegetation and pine needles a change from the heavy exhaust smell of the city.

      He grabbed his jacket from the passenger seat and strode across the car park, up the old, lichen-covered steps, to the main entrance. The heavy wooden door looked new, like it was a replica and not an original. It opened easily enough and inside, beneath a staircase sweeping up to the next floor, was a reception desk and a pert blonde PA. The walls of the hall were lined with more new replica wooden panels and a few crossed swords on the stairwell. Somehow, they just didn’t seem dark enough, worn enough by age. Close, but no cigar.

      The PA smiled brightly as he approached. “Hi. Harry Wallace. I have a meeting with Douglas Howden.” Harry went along as normal.

      “Thank you, sir. I’m afraid Doctor Howden has been taken ill.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. Nothing too serious I hope.”

      The PA looked grave for a moment. “We’ve arranged for you to meet with the Lab Manager, Doctor Rodrigues. Please take a seat in the waiting area to your right. I’ll let Jennifer know you’re here.” The PA gestured towards an archway through which a maroon Chesterfield sofa could be seen.

      “Thanks.” Harry nodded and headed into the waiting area. While her history was easily accessible through some simple searches on the Internet – school results, PhDs in Psychology and Parapsychology from Edinburgh, her research papers, how much her house cost, shopping habits, family, friends, and that this was her first job outside academia - that didn’t always tell you much about the personality. It would be interesting to meet Jennifer in person.

      A selection of the day’s papers sat on a side table, tabloid and broadsheet. Their slender surfaces all carried the same story, more or less. Each headline felt like a slap in the face and stole some of Harry’s enthusiasm. Top Cop Out. SIS SOS.

      Terrorists had blown up an Edinburgh tram in a suicide attack. The main pictures looped a series of images and video of the broken shell, the bodies laid out with sheets over their faces. Whole Street In Mourning.

      Two days ago, twenty people were killed commuting home. The security services allegedly knew something about it and had failed to act. It was true. Tram Blast Blame Game.

      It was all his fault.

      Apparently.

      Someone had leaked information to the press about current terrorist activity under investigation. As soon as they had gotten wind of this, the security services had swooped down, arresting most of their suspects. At least one group had brought forward their plans before they could be shut down.

      All the evidence pointed to Harry. He had been overseeing the Edinburgh cell. He had access to data on the other cells too. The leaked document had been written using his computer account. His name hadn’t been published, yet. But the press hounds were baying for blood.

      Harry had only one thing to exonerate him – he hadn’t been anywhere near a computer at the time the document was written or sent.

      He shook his head in anger. He should be out there helping to catching the rest of the cell, trying to put things right, not chasing around the countryside after these nutters.

      “Hello, Mr Wallace?” Harry turned to face the woman who had interrupted his thoughts, his mask in place. She was dressed in a conservative grey skirt and matching jacket with a white blouse, looking slightly unsteady in her high heels, a plain, fresh face with a hint of olive skin and black hair tied back tightly in a ponytail.

      Her hand was offered and Harry shook in acceptance. “Yes. You must be Doctor Rodrigues.” Harry thought that her smile betrayed her brittle confidence.

      “I’m sorry for the delay. As you now know, Doug is off ill. Please, come with me. Can we get you anything? Tea? Coffee?”

      “I’m fine, thank you.” Harry followed her practiced walk past reception and up the stairs.

      “This is us.” On the landing was a wooden door with a bright brass nameplate: Bute Room. Jennifer opened the door and stood while offering Harry a seat at the small table with four chairs, two on either side.

      Harry sat down as indicated and tried to fit comfortably in the small, underpadded chair.

      Jennifer gave a brief smile that didn’t touch her eyes. “It’s a little impersonal, I know, but this meeting room was easier to get to than my office. Here’s my card.” Jennifer looked a little uncertain as she placed her business card carefully on the table in front of Harry. Clearly not something she did often.

      Harry rummaged around in his jacket pocket and took out a small silver card holder, selected one and placed it down for Jennifer. He then picked hers up and carefully, but quickly, looked it over. He was sure it had been sitting in a drawer for a long time.

      Harry was not in the mood for any small talk, no more than necessary. Not now. He had his reputation to clear. “I guess Doug didn’t have a chance to brief you. My employer has sent me to evaluate your research. We’re interested to see if it can be of some use to us. Naturally, if it is, then they will be happy to help fund you further.”

      Jennifer appeared to stiffen slightly, as though bracing for an insult. “I’m available for you all day today. I hope that we will be able to give you a live demonstration. We’re currently working on interpretation of some of our recent results. You’ll be able to see that too.”

      “Why don’t you start with an overview. And then you can take me down to see this demo.”

      “Very well.” Jennifer’s eyes looked to the ceiling. Harry realised she was trying to remember the pitch. “The Niniane Institute for Aethereal and Spiritual Studies was founded in 1887 by Alfred Spencer, the scion of a wealthy merchant family and ardent spiritualist, desperate to reunite with his dead wife.

      “The Institute moved here eighteen months ago, just before I joined. We have taken on several staff and started our current research.”

      Harry dragged his thoughts away from hunting whoever was framing him – why had the Institute become so recently proactive in its research?

      Jennifer focussed back on Harry. “What do you know about our work? I wouldn’t want to go over old ground for you.”

      It sounded more like she didn’t want to go over it at all. Harry decided to have a little fun. “Please, pretend I know nothing.”

      “We’re testing a phenomenon known as remote viewing. Some individuals appear to enter a state of consciousness that enables them to perceive places far from where they are.” Jennifer looked nervous; perhaps she was expecting a poor reaction.

      Harry had expected something more dramatic. The idea of psychic spies had conjured up images of assassins exploding enemy heads of state with a thought. He found it hard to believe taxpayer’s money had been spent on such nonsense. “So, you’re investigating clairvoyance, then?”

      “We prefer not to call it that.” Jennifer was quick to defend her activity, however bored she may be explaining it to others. “It implies table-tapping charlatans and crystal ball viewing Gypsy women.”

      Perhaps because that’s exactly what it was? It was going to be a long day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      “Hmm?” Lethe heard someone talking to her, but had been watching the man in the suit speak with Dr Corbin.

      “Jeanie, you really should take more notice.” Jacob was vying for her attention. “I said that this suit guy is from the military, or something like it.”

      “I’ve asked you before, please don’t call me Jeanie. My name is Lethe.” Jacob’s cruel smile told her she’d given him what he wanted. She sighed inside and tried to will herself to remember to stop rising to his bait. “What makes you say that?” Apart from his suit, he appeared to wear shadows. Layers of shadows. Bright blue eyes looked through anything he gazed at. Since he didn’t seem to have shaved, he had salt and pepper stubble over most of his head. Hardly a military buzz cut and uniform - no stars or bars. She couldn’t get anything else from him, yet.

      “The way he carries himself.” Jacob gestured in the suit’s direction with his coffee hand. “The way he walks. But maybe the spirits told me.” Jacob laughed.

      Lethe hated his negative vibe. It brought her down and drained her more than her work. She couldn’t sit still, her nose was bothering her, and they’d moved on to Dr Roper and his hieroglyphs. Actually, her hieroglyphs. Lethe got up from the couch and, whilst hanging back, went over to where Jen was introducing Dr Roper to the suit, Harry Wallace.

      “Dr Roper is leading our effort to translate the hieroglyphs that one of our viewers wrote down during some of our sessions.” Jen pointed at the glass screen.

      “We think Lethe has been able to access the knowledge of a very skilled Egyptologist.” Dr Roper could hardly contain himself. “Obviously, from before I arrived here. These words are particularly old and fell out of use early on.”

      “What does it all mean, though?” Harry regarded Dr Roper, his voice sounded deep and rough, like he smoked a lot of cigarettes, his accent English, but not from anywhere Lethe knew.

      “My best guess is that the messages are about a plant, which is an hallucinogen. I think it has a red top.” Dr Roper looked pleased with himself.

      “Like a mushroom?” Harry looked at both Dr Roper and Jen in turn. “Fly agaric, or whatever it’s called?”

      Dr Roper and Jen both seemed to stop. Like they were either deeply considering this, or that it seemed deeply obvious, and they were stunned and embarrassed.

      “That...that’s a good suggestion.” Dr Roper was stammering slightly. “This other bit here seems to be a name. Notice how it is inside this cartouche? The line around the outside? It reads Atumhotep.”

      “Do you think this is the name of the entity you are in contact with?” Harry glanced in the direction of the couches, then scanned the room looking for something until he saw Lethe. He smiled slightly and she felt happy that he’d noticed her.

      “Maybe we can start the demonstration now?” Jen was almost tugging at Harry’s sleeve, pulling him away from Dr Roper. Jen noticed Lethe and indicated, with her head and a glance, the cage at the far end of the room. “David, we’re ready to begin.”

      Dr Corbin looked up from his computer screen and nodded. He spun in his chair to face Lethe. “Are you ready?” He was kind and gentle and always nice to her. His weathered face was filled with concern.

      Lethe was uncertain. She didn’t enjoy being in the cage. “Yes.” She still wanted to help. It was important. She headed over to the glass door and pulled it open. She crossed the room to the metal cage and opened the front grille. Inside she sat in the school chair with the fold-down table attached to the arm. The smell of copper was strong in here.

      Dr Corbin followed her and made sure she was comfortable before putting down the table and giving her a pad and pencil.

      Lethe could hear Jen and Harry approach the cage. “The brain is like a number of small radio transmitters; each neuron receives and transmits waves of energy. Once we realised this, the next step was to try and see if that energy could be received outside the brain, or if the brain could be transmitted to from outside. The Faraday cages help to isolate the viewer from stray electromagnetic interference.”

      “Except ELF.” Lethe thought it would be useful to add this.

      “Elves?” Harry laughed.

      “Yes. Thank you, Lethe.” Jen sounded angry but carried on regardless. “We can’t block Extremely Low Frequency radiation, E. L. F. Very little can.

      “We found that when we earthed the cage, the results improved, and they were even better when we put a charge across the copper cage.”

      Harry blocked the light behind Dr Corbin and smiled his small smile. “Do you get claustrophobic in there?”

      “I don’t know.” Lethe picked up the pencil and began to rotate it round and round through her fingers. “But I do find it seems to get smaller the longer I stay in here.”

      “We’re going to close the door.” Lethe liked that Dr Corbin always let her know what was happening. “Remember, if you want out, just let us know.” He moved the grille door shut, and Lethe was on her own in the almost dark.

      It all went quiet as everyone left the glass-walled room. After a few moments she felt herself begin to write on the paper in front of her. She was scared. Someone was in the cage with her, guiding her hand. She could hear the faint whisper of his voice, but she couldn’t make out the words. Lethe surrendered.

      “How are you, Lethe?” Dr Corbin was holding open the grille door, his usual concern in his voice. Lethe didn’t remember him coming into the room. Harry and Jen were behind him. Harry looked worried.

      “I’m okay. Can I come out now?” Lethe lifted the desk flap and Dr Corbin caught the pad before it slipped off. The pencil bounced on the floor. Its point broke. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Lethe. Just go and have a seat and some tea. Thank you for your help.”

      Lethe wandered past Jen and Harry as Dr Corbin passed Jen the pad.

      “As you can see, we have several sheets of hieroglyphics. I’m sure Alex will make sense of it. Some of them are even starting to look familiar to me.” Jen and Harry followed Lethe out of the room.

      “Where do you think these messages are coming from?” Harry’s voice was quiet, as though he was worried the wrong person might hear him.

      “What do you mean?” Jen was stalling. They’d all discussed this several times.

      “You know fine well what I mean. What is the source of these messages? An hypnotic’s desire to please, multiple personality syndrome, elaborate hoax, ghosts, spirits, aliens?”

      Lethe didn’t hear Jen’s reply. Jacob had a hot cup of tea for her, in a proper mug, and a small plate of her favourite chocolate bourbons. Lethe sat down and dunked one in her tea until it was almost too soggy to reach her mouth in time.
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      Harry’s mind drifted while the scientists squabbled. The carnage on the tram, the newspaper headlines, they were haunting his thoughts. Try as he might, he couldn’t think of who would want to frame him, or why.

      Harry forced himself to focus on the situation in front of him. He had seen a small, slightly frightened young woman write squiggles on a pad while locked in a metal prison. He had heard how these squiggles were messages about a drug that could open the mind to a whole new world of experience, like no one had ever heard of Aldous Huxley, or the 1960s had never happened. He still couldn’t see why anyone was interested in this research. Particularly his boss. Particularly right now. “Where did Atumhotep come from?” He interrupted a discussion between Jennifer and Dr Corbin about where they might be able to find some red cap toadstools. The meeting room – the larger Arran room, this time - went quiet.

      Dr Roper was swinging on his tall-backed leather chair. He stopped with a glance from Jennifer and looked bashful.

      “What do you mean?” Jennifer folded her arms and laid them on the watery-blue glass table in front of her.

      Harry looked across the table at her. “You are observing remote viewing. Perceiving places without leaving the lab. How did this Atumhotep fellow get mixed in to all of this? Were you looking at the pyramids or something like that?”

      Jennifer took a sip from her coffee. “I’m sorry, I should have explained.”

      Dr Corbin jumped in. “Atumhotep showed up a couple of weeks ago. Lethe began sketching the hieroglyphics during some of her sessions. Jacob hasn’t seen him. So far as I can tell, this is a spontaneous phenomenon and is entirely centred on Lethe.”

      “However, it is relevant to our research.” Jennifer seemed defensive - perhaps worried that Harry might claim to someone they were wasting funding on this exercise. “As you helped us identify, Atumhotep has been describing a source of a drug and possibly a ritual of some sort that I think will help the work continue into a new phase.”

      “It would certainly seem that the latest communication concerns the way in which the plant is supposed to be administered.” Dr Roper was keen to contribute something.

      Harry felt he was meeting with puppies starved of attention. All eager to please and desperate to be rewarded. “What makes you trust this person, Atumhotep? How do you know he is not just causing trouble?” Harry knew it was always worthwhile, where possible, to check your sources.

      To Harry’s surprise Dr Roper jumped in first. “Trust me. I looked into it. Everything Atumhotep has given away about himself has checked out. We found that there was a first dynasty priest of the same name. Even his cartouche is the same. This would account for the language style and the ritual knowledge.”

      “That only proves that you found something that confirmed what you were looking for. And that perhaps someone had done their homework.” Dr Roper looked crestfallen and a little petulant. No biscuit for him. “Jennifer, you said to me as Lethe entered the cage that the brain was a giant system of radios. What if someone has already figured out how to receive and send signals? What if someone is just yanking your chain?”

      Of course, the question of who would be doing this, and why, was another matter. Maybe that was why he had been sent here? Then he reminded himself of his own rebuke to Dr Roper – maybe he was finding what he wanted to see, that this wasn’t all just a weird waste of time.

      “The Faraday cage is supposed to isolate the viewer from anything outside.” Jennifer looked less like a puppy and more a rabbit trapped in the headlights of an oncoming truck.

      “A signal is getting through somehow. Otherwise, your system wouldn’t work at all.” Harry looked at his watch. It was time to check in, and maybe get a few proper answers. “You’ll have to excuse me. Perhaps we can do a demonstration of this clairvoyance tomorrow?” Harry felt the others bristle at his use of clairvoyance. He smiled inside. “Sorry, remote viewing.”

      Jennifer and Dr Corbin exchanged a look. Clearly another day here had not been part of their plans. Good.
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        * * *

      

      The hands-free system called the office while Harry enjoyed changing down a gear as the MG negotiated a tight bend. He accelerated out of the curve as the call connected and his boss answered the phone.

      “Hello, Harry.” Laura Fitzpatrick sounded amused. That was a good sign. “And before you say anything,” she managed to cut Harry off as he drew in breath, “I don’t want to hear it. You’re doing exactly what you need to be, at this time.”

      “Hi, Laura.” Harry tried to hide his exasperation and felt annoyed that she wouldn’t even let him get his concerns off his chest. “I did as you asked. They’re trapped in their own bubble.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that, Harry. Tell me, what did you see?” Harry explained about the Egyptian hieroglyphics being channelled by a young woman from a supposedly ancient and long dead temple priest. “That’s what I wanted you look into.”

      “What about this remote viewing? Surely being able to see the enemy’s secrets would be far more important?”

      “I told you - we’ve been able to do that for decades.” Laura’s amusement irritated Harry. He felt he was being made a fool of. If this was truly possible, then why did no one know about it? “And they’ve been able to block us too. What concerns me is why someone decided to resuscitate the research. It looks like a cover for communication with Atumhotep, to me.”

      “The staff all seem to think that it’s a perfectly kosher program examining the neurological processes in the mind.” Harry avoided a particularly nasty pothole in the road. “And maybe some attempt to find the mechanism through which ESP works.”

      “You are quite correct to be concerned about the nature of this Atumhotep. I’d like you to check into it further. See if you can find a way of verifying the source.” It was good to have Laura reassure him of this. “Harry. I’ve heard some chatter about an organisation called the Ennead. It’s Ancient Greek for the number nine. Whoever they are, I think they’re behind this Institute. Rumour suggests they’re connected to the Office and possibly other services too.”

      “I always liked to think I was multicultural. I’ll see what I can do.” As Harry negotiated another hairpin, the line went dead. Spooks chasing spirits – just what he needed.
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      Jen was raging. It was one thing filling in for Doug at short notice, it was quite another to have to babysit their visitor for another day. The money would always be useful, but results were better. And then there was his presumption that it was okay to disturb them further with no notice.

      Having shown Harry out, only too glad to see the back of him, she decided not to return to the meeting room. She needed some air, time to get her head back into work. Besides Alex and David could debate for hours over the best place to find a sample of fly agaric at this time of year. Alex: whiny, insistent, and slightly hysterical that only the Pacific coast of North America would yield any specimens. David: calm, measured, and certain that they could still be found locally.

      Jen went back to her office and retrieved her coat then left by the front door. It was damp and cool and the last of the daylight was retreating behind the hills. She set off towards the woods behind the castle. The trees, stalwart and steady, a comforting reminder that nature endures.

      The scent of pine grew stronger as she walked deeper beneath the old boughs, skirting the branches that trailed on the ground. These trees were ancient, primordial. The undergrowth was denser than she had expected, so Jen had to pick her way round thick patches of brambles and nettles that had savagely fought for their place in the gaps between the conifers.

      The air started to get colder, and the gloaming was drawing in. Since she hadn’t brought a torch, returning to the castle seemed the best course of action. Jen was sure she’d just come for a walk, not to hunt mushrooms. But she realised she had been scouring the ground for any sign of red caps. As she turned to go, she noticed something out of the corner of her eye. An upright slab of rock over which lichen, moss, and grass had swarmed.

      Jen walked over and could see that it was a rough gravestone. From here she could see into a wide clearing in the trees that was slowly being consumed by the woods. Several more tombstones jutted out of the earth at odd angles. On the other side of the clearing, emerging from beneath the boughs, Jen could see a stone structure, something that looked like an old church, somehow still standing despite the ravages of time.

      She must have walked further then she had realised, lost in thought. Jen had had no idea this was hidden away out here near to the castle.

      The clouds parted briefly, light illuminated the church and the decaying graveyard. Amongst the grey gravestones Jen could see a bright red disc. It seemed too good to be true. She couldn’t believe her luck. This would save them all a lot of time.

      She hurried over, afraid it was a vision that would disappear, and saw a perfect example of Amanita Muscaria, the fly agaric toadstool – a broad domed cap, about ten centimetres in diameter, a deep, rich, yet bright red skin, with square, white warts on the surface.

      Gingerly, she picked the fungus from the base of its stem and, cradling it in her hands, began to make her way back to the castle as the darkness began to thicken.
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        * * *

      

      “Behold! The ladder of the Gods. The stairway to heaven.” Jen laid the toadstool carefully down onto the large workbench in the centre of the lab.

      Alex peered at it carefully as though he thought it was a fake. “And you found this in the woods outside?” His voice was thick with scepticism.

      “Yes.” Jen sighed. It would be a difficult evening if Alex’ bruised ego was going to interfere with making some progress.

      “Even I find it a remarkable coincidence.” David tugged at his chin with his right thumb and forefinger, his elbow cradled in his left hand. He was still pleased with himself, even if he was trying to cover it. “What are the chances of you stumbling across exactly what we are looking for?”

      “Maybe Atumhotep made it appear so we can talk to him properly.” Lethe studied the mushroom like it was a hideously expensive diamond ring in a jewellers. She kept looking as though she would reach out and touch it, but her hand retreated, uncertain if it was safe to do so.

      Jen tugged herself away from Lethe’s hesitation. “Alex, have you translated Lethe’s latest communication yet?”

      Alex looked at her with a withering glare. “Of course.”

      This was becoming increasingly tiresome. Something would have to be said soon. “What do we need to do in this ritual?”

      “The rite refers to Wepwawet, which seemed, at first, a little anachronistic to me. We have been led to understand that the God, Wepwawet, was originally a scout or someone who enabled the pharaoh to win battles. Wepwawet means ‘the opener of the ways’. It’s in the later period that it seems to have referred to the route to the land of the dead. But here it makes more sense if we think of the rite, with the mushroom, as the way to open a door to the other side.”

      “That’s helpful, Alex, but what do we need to do?” David was getting just as irritated with Alex’s need to prove his worth with every word he uttered.

      “There are some gestures, but basically a piece of the skin, with the warts, needs to be placed on the crown of the head and in the mouth.”

      “Great. That seems straightforward. But I didn’t realise you were going to be poisoning us with mushrooms.” Jacob had stopped playing solitaire and wandered over to the discussion.

      “I want to check on the chemical properties first.” Jen tried to reassure Jacob. “See if there’s been any studies written up about people taking the mushroom. Any advice we can get.”

      “It’s okay, Jen.” Jacob actually smiled. “I’ve done some mushrooms in my time. I’m happy to take the risk. I’d need to eat the whole thing to stand a hope of being poisoned.”

      Alex swung round in his chair. “There’s no real need to eat anything in the ritual anyway, so even less of a risk.”

      Since he hadn’t been used in any tests for a few days and with Lethe being in the spotlight, Jen wondered if Jacob was feeling a little left out. It would be easier to feel sorry for him if he wasn’t such a pain in the ass. “Then let’s give it a go.”
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      The pub was welcoming, the warmth and the buzz of people a contrast to his flat. Kel saw that Toni and Graham were sitting near the back. Graham barely bothered to wave. Kel weaved his way through the regulars, avoided spilling anyone’s pint, and joined them, perching on the stool with his back to the room.

      “How’s it hanging?” Toni leaned forward, her blonde fringe fell across her eyes and was consequently flicked away again.

      “To the left, as usual.” Kel squirmed on the stool. The wood was already proving uncomfortable to sit on.

      “Hi, Kel.” Graham nodded curtly at him, as if he’d rather Kel not be there, but he didn’t want to seem impolite.

      “You guys need another drink?” As soon as he’d said it, he wished hadn’t asked – he still had the whole week to go before his money came through. Perhaps their half empty glasses would be seen to be half full and he could avoid buying a full round.

      “Another lager and lime for me, thanks.” Toni lifted her pint glass and took a deep draught, swilling it round her mouth before swallowing. Her pint was now down to its last quarter.

      “I’m okay for now.” Graham followed Toni’s lead, but only took a sip.

      “I’ll be back in a minute.” Kel got awkwardly off his stool and made his way to the bar where he ordered the drinks. He hoped he had enough to cover his round.

      He always felt like a third wheel when he met Toni and Graham, like he was put up with because he was pitied, or a pet. Graham barely seemed to tolerate him. Kel had never managed to figure out why. He’d known Toni since he’d been able to persuade the Job Centre people that a course in photography at the Metropolitan College would lead to some real work. She’d managed to get into the Art School. He couldn’t get a job doing baby portraits in shopping centres. There’d never been anything between them; they were just pursuing a similar dream. Kel, however, was struggling to get out of a burlap sack thrown in a river, whereas Toni had at best to struggle out of a wet paper bag.

      “Seven-fifty, love.” The barmaid was a bit too old to really be a maid. Kel waved his card at the pay-point. Computers shook hands, exchanged codes, and transferred cash.

      Kel picked up the two pints of cheap lager, making sure to remember which one had the lime, and hoped Toni wouldn’t notice the crude alcohol beneath.

      “Cheers.” Toni took her pint and a quick swallow. She’d finished her last one while Kel had been at the bar. “Jeez, Kel, put enough lime in it?”

      Kel just shrugged. It looked like he’d get away with it. “So, what you guys been up to?”

      Graham took another sip from his pint. “Not much. Unlike you guys I’m stuck in an office doing some real work.”Graham always seemed to find some way to get a dig in somewhere.

      “I don’t see how you can consider selling your soul for stocks and shares ‘real work’.” Toni elbowed Graham playfully. “It’s not like you are creating anything solid. It’s trading thin air, ones and zeroes disappearing from one place to be written in another.”

      “Hey, there’s an art to it. You need instincts. You need to see patterns and make predictions. Then you need go in for the kill.” Graham slammed a fist on the table to emphasise his point. The pints jumped up, some of Kel’s spilt down the side. “It’s like war. Sun Tzu knew that was art thousands of years ago.”

      “Well, samurai-sama, you now owe me a new pint.” Kel made a mock protest with a wide smile. You don’t ask you don’t get. One of Graham’s good points was that although he wielded his job like a shield, he also got more than his fair share of beers in.

      “And you can get me one while you’re there.” Toni added her own injury claim with a wink.

      “You’ll both have to wait. I need to do something for the environment first and recycle some of this piss-water.” Graham got up slowly, his height and bulk more impressive when he’d gotten out from behind the table and ambled off towards the Gent’s.

      Kel slipped in beside Toni, Graham’s seat soft and warm.

      “He’ll not be pleased when he comes back and finds you here.”

      Kel pointed. “That stool’s killing me.” Besides, it would take a miracle for him to please Graham.

      “Maybe you should eat a bit more. Put some meat on your arse. A little extra padding wouldn’t hurt you, you know.” Toni elbowed Kel in the ribs, catching him perfectly in a gap in between.

      “Jesus!” Kel rubbed at his side. “I eat just fine. I could eat a horse or a mouse. Somehow it makes no difference. Some of us are just skinny.”

      “And some of us are just skinflints.” Graham returned with a full round of drinks. “I hope you’d be as quick in my grave.”

      “It’s all right. I just wanted something more comfortable to sit on. You guys always seem to get the crappiest table.” Kel moved back to his stool.

      Graham put the pints down on the table. “If you get here early enough next time, then you can pick the table. Here, take the cushion if it’s that big a deal.” He passed a thin piece of cloth-covered foam, the red velvet surface worn smooth.
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