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For Gisela. You are a star.

Thanks, too, to Dominic for his unstinting support.


CHAPTER 1



A stone plunged down. As it fell, it crashed several times against the cliff face, its muffled clatter still echoing around long after it had broken the smooth surface of Mirror Lake and swiftly sunk to the bottom.

Katie didn’t let it distract her. She continued climbing. She was like a cat. And if she had believed in reincarnation and could have chosen what to be reincarnated as, a cat would undoubtedly have been at the top of her list. Not an ordinary pet cat, though. More like a leopard.

Some eighty feet below her, the glacial lake took up almost the whole surface of the valley. The morning sun, which was just rising behind the pale Grace College complex on the eastern shore, made the shadows on the surface of the water look like living creatures.

There wasn’t a breath of wind, and Katie could sense that it was going to be another of those sunny autumn days that they had had for at least a week now. After the summer had been such a washout, the Grace students had stopped believing that the sun would ever shine again. For the past few days, though, it had been positively hot, and Katie feared that it couldn’t last much longer.

It was almost seven a.m.

Katie hadn’t needed an alarm clock to wrench her from her restless sleep and the dream that had been replaying itself all night – or so it seemed to her, at any rate – as if someone had pressed a repeat button in her brain. She had opened her eyes just as dawn was bathing the snow-capped Ghost mountain range in an unreal light. Katie was clinging tightly to the cliff by the tips of her fingers, directly beneath the overhang that divided the ninety-eight-foot-high rock wall into two sections. This was the most difficult part of the cliff, and the chilly night had also rendered the stone cold and slippery. At least she could stand up on the ledge beneath the overhang.

It was impossible to turn back. She had already passed the point of no return. Katie had come to know this route so well that she could climb it free solo – without safety ropes and with only her chalk bag and the high-spec climbing shoes that she had bought in Fields. That was what made it so incredibly exciting: when it was just you and the cliff. Because that alone allowed you to keep looking forwards. Even if a mistake meant you would fall.

She was doing this for Sebastien. She was training her body, her spirit, her nerve. So that she could do the right thing if and when it ever came to it again.

Her right hand was searching for the first crevice in the overhang. She had two chances at most. Otherwise her strength would fail her, and without strength in her arms and fingers she would be done for here on the cliff. The hand-hold to the left worked, fortunately enough, because today of all days Katie was finding it hard to clear her mind. Maybe it was due to the fact that the college was right in the middle of preparing for a visit from the Governor General, who was visiting all the top colleges in the country as part of a Canadian schools training initiative.

Most students in the lower years were expecting their parents to visit. So was it really any wonder that Katie was thinking about her own parents? You couldn’t just erase the words Mom and Dad from your memory. Even if they didn’t remotely deserve those names.

Katie had found the crevice, but her right index finger could feel a tiny stone inside it. It irked her, and for a moment she felt as if she were faltering. She stretched her left leg out to the side and immediately felt the ledge that she needed to use to swing herself up. She forced herself to concentrate; her body twitched, and she reached upwards with her right hand. But she could already tell that her first attempt wasn’t going to work.

Beads of sweat were standing out on her forehead as she pulled her leg back in and put her right hand back in its former position. For several seconds she pressed her body against the cold cliff.

She cursed softly to herself. What on earth was wrong with her this morning? If her next attempt didn’t work, she had had it. She could already feel her fingers trembling ominously.

When she had slipped out of the college a good hour ago, the apartment she shared with three other students, Debbie, Rose and Julia, had still been completely silent. Nobody would notice she’d gone – except, perhaps, for Julia. The others had got used to her doing her own thing and not giving a damn about the other students. All they ever talked about was courses, credits, grades and lecturers.

And anyway, nobody would guess that she might be up here in the restricted area. Not after the events of three months ago – the Night of Horror, as Debbie called it.

As if Katie were going to be put off climbing the cliff by a couple of metal warning signs. No: she, Katie West, would never accept restrictions imposed on her by other people. Not by the Dean, Mr Walden, not by her lecturers, and definitely not by her father.

She turned her head to the right where the Ghost, now bathed in the rays of the bright morning sunlight, was rising up above Mirror Lake.

Her next target.

Her heart started to beat faster with excitement and expectation.

Yes, the idea of it felt just right.

For the second time, Katie’s hand felt along the cold, dew-damp stone for the tiny crevice above her. She finally found the stubborn hand-hold and clung on to it tightly. She stretched out her left leg.

Concentrate, Katie.

Just three feet. Just three small feet. And it took so much strength.

Risk everything, put all your eggs in one basket. And once she had managed to get to the end of the cliff face, she would feel free up there. Then she would be able to endure that day in the valley, just as she had already endured the past hundred days.

Giving up was not an option for Katie. She owed that much to Sebastien too.

Further up, the distances between the hand-holds increased. She shook one arm, then the other, and reached into the chalk bag around her hips.

Her left leg seemed almost to be boring its way into the cliff as she now forced herself against it with all her might.

Take it gradually, Katie. Slowly.

Everything was resting on the next attempt. She mentally ran through the movements. It was her route. She knew every bit of it, and she herself had given it its name.

Black Dream.

She had never found any evidence to suggest that anyone before her had climbed the cliff. No hooks, no line in the rock, no trace of anyone.

And once you’ve managed to climb this route without ropes, once you’ve managed to climb up there just by the strength of your own body, you will feel good. So damned good!

In the silence she counted backwards from ten. As she reached three … two … one … zero, she took a deep breath then stretched out her body until she was hanging above the ledge that she had just been standing on.

Yes!

This cliff was her cliff. This morning was her morning. This day was her day. And nobody – especially not her father – could take that away from her. Not him. Especially not him.

George West, her father, had suddenly stood before her one day, holding that letter. ‘I didn’t know you’d applied for this college.’

Katie had just shrugged. ‘It’s my decision.’

‘So you want to go to Canada?’

Canada? Before, Katie would never in her wildest dreams have come up with such an idea. But the business with Sebastien had been just a few weeks earlier. He had been her first boyfriend. Her first and only, and she would have given anything for him still to be alive.

‘Why not Canada? What’ve you got against Canada? Would you rather I stayed in DC and went to Georgetown University?’

‘Absolutely not. It’s bad enough seeing your picture in all the papers.’

‘Too right. So why would you still need me here live and in full Technicolour?’

And her mom? She had adopted the completely emotionless mask of the Chungs, a facial expression that had been carried down through the generations of the Chung clan, an inalienable part of the gene pool. But during the days before Katie’s departure, she had been unusually agitated. She had been wandering around the huge apartment, her hands constantly busying themselves with moving chairs, opening and closing drawers, plumping up cushions. Almost as if her daughter’s departure were panicking her. But then she hadn’t even raised her hand in farewell. Nor had she come out with the typical sentence that all mothers deliver to their eighteen-year-old daughters who are about to start a new life two thousand miles away: ‘Give me a call.’

An electric shock jolted Katie’s heart. Well, biologically speaking, it wasn’t an electric shock – but that’s what it felt like. One of those briefest of moments when the most important organ in the body, the one that keeps you alive, loses its rhythm. And all because of these miserable memories.

She was dead in her parents’ eyes anyway.

Other way round, Katie, you have to think the other way round. They’re dead in your eyes.

For a moment, she felt utterly miserable. She was still clinging, straddled, to the cliff. She gritted her teeth and could feel her sweaty fingers slipping. Her knees were trembling.

Had her thoughts about her parents, the electric shock, broken her concentration? She knew that this could cost her her life.

But then she realised that it was something else that had startled her. And the next moment, she could hear it.

A rockfall.

Coming from directly above her.

Her fingers were clawing at the crannies in the rock. Her feet were glued to the cliff; she didn’t dare move so much as a hand. A stone came whizzing past her. She instinctively moved her head forwards.

Her helmet! She had left it in her room. She’d simply forgotten it.

A quick look up the cliff. The pale light of the morning sun was painting shadows on the rock. The morning sun. For a fraction of a second, it flashed in Katie’s eyes.

Her head banged against the cliff.


CHAPTER 2



Damn! She’d overslept. Even though Chris had promised to set his mobile for four a.m. If he hadn’t been tossing and turning and talking in his sleep, she’d still be asleep herself.

Julia quietly pulled the door of apartment 113 behind her and took a deep breath before tiptoeing up the stairs. If anyone caught her and discovered that she’d spent the night with Chris, she’d be in trouble.

A heap of trouble.

Julia grinned to herself. In deep shit, more like. The word ‘trouble’ didn’t actually feature in her vocabulary. ‘Trouble’ was a stained t-shirt or a worn-down heel; it was a little scratch on the shiny veneer of everyday life. Wow: she really was on good form this morning. She ought to remember that last sentence for Mrs Hill, who ran creative writing courses along with teaching English literature at the college.

Once on the second floor, Julia quietly opened the glass door that separated the stairwell from the long corridor that housed the fresher girls’ apartments. As always, a strange smell permeated the dark, wood-panelled corridors. Something along the lines of old sweaty socks and heavy-duty cleaning products that had long since been condemned as environmental hazards.

It was almost half past five. Too early to be running around out there in a t-shirt, half naked; and too late to be certain that nobody would be awake yet. Isabel Hill, senior year student and in charge of the second floor, was among the early risers and liked to go jogging at this time of day. Julia couldn’t understand why on earth the college authorities had allowed the senior students to carry on being mentors, given that they were the ones who had organised the illicit party at the lake three months ago which had led to the dreadful Angela Finder catastrophe.

Dean Walden, though, evidently didn’t have a problem with it. Maybe that was partly because of Isabel’s parents being lecturers at Grace.

Julia darted past the lifts, heading for her room which was right at the end of the corridor. It wasn’t the first time she had spent the night with Chris, thus breaking one of the college’s strict rules. Not that the violation of the sacred house rules bothered her. What did bother her was the fact that she seemed to be addicted to being around Chris. In the back of her mind was always the fear that she couldn’t bear to be alone. The nights in the valley were the worst thing of all. When the darkness and the silence teamed up, opening the floodgates to terrible memories of the past and panic about the future.

Was it really Julia who went creeping down to the boys’ apartment at gone midnight? Or was it her former self, Laura de Vincenz? The girl she had been before her parents had been so brutally murdered – the girl whose identity kept trying to force its way to the surface? Like a ghost from the past that goes flitting around the never-ending corridors of old buildings?

Nobody here at the college knew that Julia and her brother Robert had started a new life under the German witness protection programme. Not even Chris knew. Especially not Chris.

She urgently needed to talk to Katie about Chris. Not that you could really talk to Katie. It was more a case of Julia doing the talking, while her standoffish flatmate listened. And if she ever did offer any kind of comment, it never involved sympathy or understanding but, at most, a kind of dispassionate acceptance.

‘Why are you always moaning about Chris?’ Katie had said more than once. ‘If he doesn’t talk to you enough, then ask him some questions. Maybe he’s one of those people who only functions in dialogue.’

‘But what does he really want from me?’

‘How about sex, for starters? He doesn’t need to talk to have sex. Men only talk if they’re trying to get women in the mood. I reckon that’s the only reason they ever learn to talk at all.’

The more Katie badmouthed Chris, the more vigorously Julia defended him. ‘But he says he loves me. Over and over again!’

‘That’s lovely. But I don’t understand why it sounds so desperate when you say it.’

That was normally the point at which Julia changed the subject, since she really had no idea why Chris kept plunging her into this kind of despair. Because it had been so totally different with Kristian, perhaps? No: it’s you, Julia, she thought. You were a different person then. She turned the handle of apartment 213 which, like all the four-bedroomed apartments, branched off from the long main corridor. As she quietly shut the door behind her and crossed the hallway, she heard a rustling sound coming from the kitchen.

That was all she needed. Probably Debbie in the middle of one of her binges. As if breakfast weren’t going to be served in the refectory in an hour’s time.

Julia stopped and listened. Somebody opened and shut the fridge door. That girl had a serious addiction – and Julia wasn’t thinking about Debbie’s bingeing, but about her insatiable urge to worm her way into other people’s lives, suck them up, then pass on everything she knew from one student to the next. Like wildfire. Faster than any virus.

Julia could see her plump flatmate approaching the glass door. She already had her hand on the handle. All Julia could do was dart into the nearest room.

Katie’s room was almost completely dark. But only almost completely. Here and there, the pale morning light was managing to find its way through the little cracks in the worm-eaten shutters. Like Julia’s own, Katie’s room was tiny. The left-hand wall was completely taken up by a wardrobe and a small bookcase; opposite was the bed, and to the right, was the desk. Julia slowly groped her way forwards, hoping that she wasn’t going to frighten Katie to death.

As if anything could frighten Katie, she thought. At any rate, she must sleep like a log, for Julia could hear neither her bedcovers rustling nor the sound of her breathing. As though someone had pulled the plug on her.

In the hallway outside, she could hear Debbie’s shuffling footsteps and her flip-flops slapping against the lino. Then she heard a door shutting.

In the darkness, Julia bumped against something that suddenly moved. The shadow of the old rocking chair swayed to and fro. Katie had bought the hideous piece on eBay, and spent more time in it than she did in bed. Sometimes when Julia was passing Katie’s room, she could hear the chair creaking to and fro, to and fro. Another thing that didn’t seem to go with her uncommunicative flatmate, just like the photos and pictures that she’d plastered all over the walls of her room.

Katie was the only one who had rearranged her unwelcoming college room with its wooden ceiling, shapeless utilitarian furniture and grey walls.

Julia sidestepped the chair, which was still rocking to and fro, and groped her way forwards towards the bed. There was still not a sound to be heard.

She wondered briefly whether she ought perhaps to let Katie carry on sleeping, but she was too wide awake and too overwrought to sit on her bed twiddling her thumbs. After all, Chris had said those three words again last night: I love you. And Julia didn’t know whether to be glad about it. She absolutely had to talk to someone.

‘Hey, Katie,’ she whispered.

No reaction.

Julia cleared her throat, audibly this time. ‘Katie!’

Nothing.

God, it was going to take shock treatment. Julia fumbled for the bedside light, and the next moment the room was filled with a glaring light that dazzled her.

But nobody gave an angry exclamation – and Julia could now see why.

Katie’s bed was empty. The covers had been smoothed down, and the pillow looked untouched.

Julia put her hand beneath the covers. It was icy cold.

Katie seemed not to have slept at all – or, at any rate, not in her own bed.

And although Julia’s brain was telling her that there had to be a completely harmless explanation – after all, her own bed had lain untouched that night – she couldn’t stop herself from thinking about that dreadful night three months ago.

The night that had ended with Angela Finder, one of the senior students, going missing from her room. Julia and the others had found her – in the lake. She would never forget the sight of the corpse, its long hair drawing through the water like fine threads.


CHAPTER 3



Don’t lose consciousness.

Don’t lose consciousness.

DO NOT lose consciousness!

Katie murmured the words to herself like a mantra as she clung helplessly to the rock.

Beneath her gaped a sixty-six-foot drop. If she fell from the cliff, she was done for. Something wet was running down Katie’s forehead where she had banged her head against the rock.

Forget it. Forget the blood. All you have to do is cling on. Press yourself against the cliff. That will keep you safe. Come on: you’ve spent weeks training for this.

She could hear a noise from above. A scraping, then a rustling. It finally brought Katie to her senses.

‘Is anyone there?’ Only after a moment did she realise that it was her voice that sounded so thin and hesitant in the morning air. She tried again, more firmly this time. ‘Here! I’m here!’

No reply. Just the gentle breeze wafting over the cliffs, and the roaring of her voice in her ears.

No one was there. Of course they weren’t. Nobody went roaming around in the restricted area – especially not at this time of day. It must have been some animal. An animal, Katie? When was the last time you saw an animal here?

Anyway. The main thing was that no more stones were falling away.

Secure yourself.

The procedures, the climbing movements that Katie had memorised, always the same pattern that made the difference between life and death, emerged from the depths of her subconscious and took control once more. Katie tightened her grip in the crevices whose sharp edges were cutting her hands, and breathed deeply in and out.

If only her toes didn’t feel so numb and lifeless, as if they were made of plastic. When Katie moved to check whether they might in fact have dropped off, she could feel her whole foot slipping.

Damn it! Hold tight and keep your balance. You’re not a beginner.

Her heart was pounding in her chest and she could feel her entire body trembling. Katie knew she had to calm down and regain her concentration before she could climb any further.

Breathe in. Breathe out. Find your own rhythm. As regular as clockwork.

That’s what Sebastien had taught her.

No, don’t think about him. Not here, not now.

Katie moved her head slowly so she could look up the cliff. She could see nothing but grey rock above her.

There was serious risk of a further rockfall.

Her father had called it an addiction, an obsession, a form of madness. Whatever. She didn’t have any choice. Being up high was something that helped her keep things in perspective. And heights had always been Katie’s only escape.

‘You’re toying with your life, Katie!’ the bald psychiatrist had said to her. Her father had insisted that she see him.

‘Oh yeah? I thought I was toying with death. You know. Like hide and seek. I’m challenging death, you see? I’m saying to him: here I am, bet you can’t catch me.’

‘Are you afraid of life?’

‘No. I’m just afraid of being bored.’

‘So you need the kick to make you feel something?’

‘Just in the way that you’re using my problems as a way of hiding your own.’

‘Right,’ he’d said. ‘That’s what you’re doing, Katie. You’re running away.’

Crap, Katie was thinking now. All that drivel was just a pile of crap. What did he or anyone else know about why she did what she did? She just loved heights and hated the depths. End of story.

But on this cliff she still hadn’t moved. She couldn’t feel her fingers any more either.

Come on, Katie, she told herself. Don’t give up. Don’t prove them right.

She could taste the metallic tang of blood on her lips. She took another deep breath, shut her eyes, opened them again, let the air stream through her lungs, and then removed her right hand from the crevice. Her arm swung upwards and almost simultaneously her fingers felt for the cliff above her.

Not every cliff face had a hole, a crack, a gap that you could cling on to. But there was one there, she knew it. She just had to find it.

There. It was more a crack than a hole, but no matter.

Okay. Stick with it. Now for her left foot. Almost immediately, Katie saw the ledge out of the corner of her eye, even though it was inconspicuous. Almost as if glued to the cliff, she pushed herself upwards, her knee bent. Just a bit further – would it be enough?

Yes.

Her leg finally found its support, and she pulled herself up.

One final heave, and it was done.

Done – and by her alone.

She, Katie West, had conquered this overhang. Rockfall or no rockfall, head wound or no head wound.

Nothing and nobody could stop her.

Katie could feel the adrenaline whizzing around her entire body. It felt heavenly. And she suddenly remembered why she was doing all this. Why she was alive at all. Now no more than sixteen feet to go. Child’s play. A moment later, she had done it. She had reached the top … As Katie dropped down to the damp ground and stared at the mirror-like lake below her, she could have cried with triumph and happiness.

It was like being intoxicated.

A feeling of power and freedom that you couldn’t help but find addictive.

No, Sebastien wouldn’t have wanted her to give up.

Barely two hours later, Katie found herself staring through the huge panoramic windows of the foyer at a group of workmen on the meticulously mown lawn. They were busily setting up folding chairs in front of the temporary stage that faced the lake.

The college was making such a fuss about the Governor General’s flying visit that anyone would think the Queen of England herself were coming, rather than her proxy. The Governor was visiting five specially chosen colleges. Her tour had something to do with new education laws that had been passed six months ago. Katie had already forgotten exactly what it was all about. How weird that Canada was still a monarchy. And hadn’t anyone noticed how absurd it was that the Grace Chronicle, the student rag, was actually saying that the visit of The Honourable Michaëlle Jean and her viceregal husband was a great honour for the college. Katie still couldn’t understand it.

There would be a couple of speeches, clever lectures by the professors, the Governor General would presumably nod wisely and do a lot of hand-shaking. Then it would be time for the press – a couple of interviews and photos – and then the nightmare would be over. Katie knew all about these phoney events. Her childhood had been full of them, and she loathed them more than anything else in the world.

Politicians. They were just like this college – or its facade. Everything – entrance foyer, refectory, sports centres, seminar rooms – so splendid, so immaculate, so beautiful. But behind all this, where real, grey everyday life happened, it looked completely different. The college consisted of a historic main building with several lower and longer annexes and bungalows behind it, all connected by underground tunnels. The whitewashed complex, arranged in three wings, looked inviting at first glance. But although the campus had been renovated not all that long ago – when the college had been re-opened – entire blocks of the older part had been left out, as if they had run out of money.

The paintwork in the long corridors of the side wings, for instance, which housed the student apartments, still bore the cracks of the last decade, and the stairwell walls were covered in ancient graffiti.

The Governor ought to look at that bit, thought Katie. That would give her a very different impression. But the Dean, Mr Walden, would be bound to know how to avoid that.

When Katie had returned to her apartment, she had been relieved not to bump into any of her flatmates. It meant she was spared the concerned looks and persistent questions.

Debbie in particular couldn’t get her mind around the fact that Katie invariably ignored her. Rose, for her part, kept trying in her low-key way to get Katie on side and gain her trust. But Katie normally rebuffed her too. The only one who had remotely gained her confidence was Julia. That might be due to the fact that they shared a secret: together, they had sunk Angela Finder’s secret files in Mirror Lake. They hadn’t needed to swear each other to secrecy. Katie was quite sure – as sure as you could be, where another person was concerned – that Julia was never going to breathe a word about it.

‘Hey Katie, you’re late!’ A voice jerked her back to reality. Standing in front of her was David Freeman, one of the boys in their gang, as Debbie called it. Katie had never felt like part of any gang. She didn’t mind David, though, simply because his life strategy was based on dogged patience and what Katie could only call naive optimism. Everyone liked David. Hardly anyone liked Katie – but the feeling was pretty much mutual.

David, clad in black as usual, was carrying a couple of books.

‘If I’d known what was going on here, I wouldn’t have bothered getting up at all!’ She pointed to the workmen who were installing one row of chairs after another. ‘Have you seen the crowds out there?’

‘The college wants to show the Governor and all the parents its best side.’

‘Well, they need to after Angela’s death. Students dying isn’t exactly a great advert for the college.’

Katie noticed David looking at her. ‘What’s that on your forehead?’

She shrugged and turned away. ‘Bumped into a tree.’

David shook his head. ‘Has anyone had a look at it?’

‘Nobody needs to look at it, okay?’

Then she turned on her heel and ran up the stairs to the refectory on the first floor, where most of the students were clearing away their crockery and leaving the room. Her hand touched the plaster on her forehead. A look in the mirror had shown her that the wound was quite deep.

She automatically pushed a strand of black hair across her forehead in the vain hope of hiding the plaster. Though the others could think whatever they liked. Nothing and no one could spoil the elation she had felt that morning.

When she left the serving counter, her tray was fully laden with a double helping of scrambled egg, granola, wholemeal bread, yoghurt and fruit.

‘So what’s up with you, then?’ came a mocking voice behind her. Katie turned and saw Chris standing there. ‘It must have been a hard night for you to be that starving. You normally only eat fruit and vegetables.’

‘Dreams can be exhausting too,’ she replied as cheerfully as possible, and turned her back to him.

‘And dangerous. What happened to your head?’

Katie rolled her eyes. So much for being cheerful. Oh well, she’d tried.

‘I cut myself shaving,’ she retorted sharply.

Chris laughed.

‘And, by the way, it wouldn’t hurt you to shave either.’ Katie picked up her tray. ‘I’m not sure Julia’s that keen on three-day stubble.’

As he always did when the conversation turned to Julia, Chris went weird. As if she belonged entirely to him. ‘Don’t you start telling me what Julia likes!’ There was a smug undertone to Chris’s words. Katie was sure that Julia had spent the night with him again.

She had no idea what Julia actually thought of Chris – but that really wasn’t her problem. She pushed past him with her tray and thrust her way through the crowd of people streaming towards the door.

The sun was shining through the high glass doors that led out to the balcony. Most of the tables there were occupied.

This part of the college had been built at around the turn of the last century. The main building always reminded Katie of one of those gigantic manor houses in pseudo-historic romantic movies. It consisted of one central building and two side wings, all dripping with chimneys, bays and balconies. At the heart of the building was the huge entrance foyer with the refectory stretching above it.

As she always did when she was up there, Katie found herself looking across the broad surface of Mirror Lake at the massive rocky face of the Ghost with its two lower neighbouring peaks and the glacial area behind it. So far away and yet so monumental, as if they had been put there by human hands as a memorial to God’s almighty power. Which Katie, by the way, didn’t believe in. And yet the mountains exerted an irresistible pull on her.

Why the fascination?

Katie thought once more about what she had undertaken. The Ghost was her next target. But if she wanted to reach the summit that year, she couldn’t wait much longer. There wasn’t any snow on the cliffs yet. She had analysed the weather reports for recent decades and had made detailed enquiries. There was almost always a period of calm before the autumn storms. And the forecast for the next few days was good; the forecasters were up to eighty-five per cent certain.

But you could never be entirely sure in the mountains. The weather could change, and then …

‘Hey, Katie, is that, like, blood under your plaster?’ Debbie’s shrill voice penetrated her thoughts.

Katie turned her head. She was standing right next to the table where her flatmates were sitting: Debbie, or Deborah Wilder, Rose Gardner and Julia. Julia’s brother Robert was there too, but he had his nose buried in a book as usual and didn’t look up as Katie put her tray down.

Katie liked Robert, even though lots of people at the college thought he was some kind of psycho. But Robert could see things that others couldn’t even guess at. He had even predicted Angela’s death. And he asked different questions from everyone else.

If Katie had learnt one thing over the last few months in the valley, it was that up here in isolation, shut inside the cliffs, the answers weren’t always as clear and straightforward as everywhere else in the world.

This both excited and horrified her. And if her parents knew how she felt they would immediately come and fetch their daughter and put her in a psychiatric ward.

But the really thrilling thing was that everyone had to find the answers for themselves. And Robert was the only other person who could see that.

Even Julia, his sister, was different in that respect. That evening in May when Katie and Julia had thrown the memory stick into the lake and the water had swallowed up their secrets, Katie had been sure that she understood too. But since then there had been several instances when she’d had her doubts about Julia. She hadn’t doubted that Julia had good reason to destroy the information that Angela Finder had gathered about them all – but she had doubted whether Julia had a strong enough personality to do battle with the valley.

Do battle with the valley? she thought. God, Katie, are you going mad?

She sat down next to Julia, who gave her a concerned look. ‘Where were you this morning?’ she whispered to Katie. ‘I looked in your room, but you’d disappeared without trace. I was going to send out a search party after breakfast!’

‘Later,’ Katie replied, glancing at Debbie. Debbie was scrutinising them curiously and was evidently just about to repeat her question about the injury. In order to draw attention away from herself, Katie raised her hand and said: ‘Not a word, no questions, and absolutely no dumb comments about my plaster! Just shut up and let me get on with my breakfast in peace. Unlike you lot, I’ve still got time before that bastard Mr Forster drives me nuts with his never-ending sentences.’

‘If you hate the subject that much, why did you choose to major in French?’ asked Rose. Beautiful Rose who seemed so gentle but who specialised in trying to prove to others how inadequate they were. Or that’s how it seemed to Katie, at any rate.

‘And why are you bald?’ Katie snapped at Rose. ‘Didn’t I say no questions?’

For a moment, an icy silence reigned at the table. Even Robert looked up from his quantum physics book.

Katie could feel Julia giving her a sidelong glance. Yes, she knew that as soon as she appeared in any cosy little group, the mood plummeted to sub-zero – even if she was on good form, as she was today.

Rose stood up, stood there for a few seconds undecided, then finally turned to Julia. ‘Coming, Julia? Isabel’s looking for volunteers for the information stall about all the societies at Grace.’

Julia looked hesitantly from Katie to Rose.

Katie found herself suddenly desperate for Julia to stay.

The commotion in the college and the sight of the triple peaks in the beaming sunlight had strengthened her resolve. She simply couldn’t get the idea out of her head, and she urgently had to talk to Julia about it.

But you could never be sure with Julia. Sometimes she had the feeling that Julia was two different people. Julia often just went along with everything without asking any questions; she would take the easiest route simply to avoid rubbing anyone up the wrong way. At other times, though, she’d act all cool and aloof. If Julia went with Rose, there was no way Katie was telling her flatmate about her plan. But like hell was she going to give Julia even the tiniest pleading look, never mind say anything. She could go with Rose and show off the country’s future elite to the Governor and all the others. She could sell Grace to all the proud parents as some kind of paradise. Katie didn’t care.

Oddly enough it was Debbie who decided the situation in Katie’s favour. She suddenly jumped up and before Rose knew what was going on, Debbie was blazing at her. ‘Why don’t you ever ask me, Rose? Why’s it always Julia? As if all the boys don’t fancy her anyway!’

As so often when Debbie got worked up, she generously sprayed her saliva around the assorted company. Katie herself managed to avoid the spray, but she saw Robert taking off his round glasses and wiping them, a disgusted look on his face, as Debbie continued her poisonous tirade. ‘Do you think I don’t know what you get up to at night, Julia? Hopping from one bed to another …’

‘You shut up now, Debbie, or …’ David was suddenly standing by the table with the angry expression on his face that always made Katie think that she wouldn’t like to have him as her enemy. He was forever suppressing his aggression. Katie was quite sure that if he ever let it out there would be a massive explosion. And that would put paid to his nice-guy reputation.

‘Or?’ Debbie’s face was the colour of a tomato. ‘Or? Or what? Trust you to defend her. Maybe it’s your bed she was creeping out of this morning …’

‘Debbie, that’s enough!’ Rose grabbed her arm. ‘And I don’t mind you coming in the slightest. But let’s get a move on. I have no desire to end up on the politics stall.’ She dragged Debbie away with her.

‘My God,’ Julia burst out. ‘I’ll really go for her one of these days.’

‘Watch what you say,’ David replied sombrely. ‘Don’t forget what happened to Angela.’

‘Why do people have to keep on bringing that up?’ Katie demanded. ‘Did they print it in the prospectus for the Governor? The particular highlight of Grace: murder included. And I bet there’s some detailed information sheet somewhere about the other students up here in the seventies …’

It was Robert who interrupted Katie. Julia’s younger brother snapped his book shut, stood up and turned to Katie. ‘You keep Julia out of it!’

Then he left the table.

Baffled, Julia watched him go. Several seconds later she turned to Katie and asked: ‘Keep me out of what? What did he mean? Have I missed something?’ And then, more quietly, ‘Where were you this morning? Have you got a secret lover or something?’

But Katie’s only thought was: I have to find out whose side she’s on.


CHAPTER 4



Katie was sitting abstractedly in her Proust class, amazed that a writer could need seven books to tell one story – and one story that he’d called Remembrance of Things Past.

Proust was Mr Forster’s specialist subject, and this particular work was his hobby-horse. And given its length, he would have no trouble occupying his students with it until he took retirement. The author’s slow pace had evidently rubbed off on the lecturer – he had the annoying habit of swallowing after practically every word, with the result that his lectures seemed to go on for ever.

But while Forster’s reputation among the students might have been debatable, Proust scholars around the world were in complete agreement that Forster was the best in the field.

Katie didn’t give a damn about that. Yawning, she stared at the map that she had doodled on her notepad. Studying meant so little to Katie that she had spent the last few weeks as if in a trance – not that it mattered so long as her grades remained high. So while Mr Forster delivered his lecture, she busied herself with writing an alphabetical list of all the equipment she would need for her expedition, and mentally ran through her trip once more.

It seemed to her that there was in fact only one suitable way to reach the main summit of the Ghost.

The steep face was ruled out, much to Katie’s dismay. Even from here, she could see that she would need to be with a whole team of experienced climbers. She had asked around several times, but had had to put the idea out of her mind – for the time being.

Climbing across the lower neighbouring peak was the second possibility. But that would take too long, and would require total surefootedness; she would need to be at least a Grade 7 climber. Or at least that’s what she had worked out from the countless photos that she had taken. Such a nuisance that you couldn’t get hold of any decent maps of the valley. Robert had discovered months ago that even Google Earth blocked access when you tried to zoom in on the area – but there weren’t any ordinary maps of the valley either, whereas it had been easy enough in Fields to buy a map of the glacier region.

My God, how often had she stared at the mountains? And she had always arrived at the same conclusion.

They would first have to skirt around the sheer face and climb up via the back and the southern flank to the summit, even if that meant having to cross the glacier.

The only question was whether the others would have the strength and skill to do it. Quite apart from the fact that Katie still had to convince them to go along with her plan. Without a decent map, what she was proposing was sheer madness. But that wasn’t going to put her off.

For a while, she had hoped to learn something from the newspaper cuttings about the disaster in the seventies. Nothing. Nada.

That’s not true, Katie: you found out a name. Without that, you’d have to forget about your plans completely.

My God, how Katie hated sitting in that windowless seminar room with its concrete walls. She felt as if she were in a bunker as Mr Forster carried on bombarding his sleepy students with his terrible French pronunciation. How the hell could someone like that be an international authority on anything? Fortunately this full-frontal attack on Katie’s well-developed linguistic sensibilities ended before the stuffy air in the room could render her unconscious and make her fall off her chair.
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