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  All my stories begin with the premise: What if . . . ? This has never been more so than with Ash. However, let me plead that there are some basic truths among

  the fiction. Have fun deciding which are which.




  JAMES HERBERT




  





  




  ‘There are dark forces at work in this country about which we know little.’




  QUEEN ELIZABETH II (allegedly)
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  As her life ebbed away in the crumpled Mercedes she thought of her two sons.




  Who would take care of them? Who would guide them through their early years?




  Not their father. Oh God, not him and all he stood for. How could their lives be normal?




  Now her mind, along with her flesh, was becoming cold. She could feel herself drifting away, far, far away from this ruined metal shell that entrapped and hurt her body so.




  She was aware, vaguely, of incessant bright flashes, a gabble of shocked, greedy voices – the last sounds she would ever hear – as closure softened her remaining moments in this

  intrusive world.




  Even as her life faded, her final concerns returned to those of the living. Her two sons – who would be there for them?




  For the briefest of moments, their images followed her into the painless, velvet void, but then they were gone, leaving her to wonder for a second if in death she would find the soul of the

  barely born child she had lost.




  Oblivion took her just as hands reached in to help.
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  The untidy little man peered out from the bookshop’s window display, squinting to sharpen his vision.




  He was watching the doors of the huge grey building that housed the BBC World Service offices and studios: those doors were in constant use, drawing in and disgorging a ceaseless stream of

  visitors and staff. The mark was still inside, but Cedric Twigg was patient as always, comfortable in his assumed role of book browser in the Kingsway WHSmith, pretending to be interested in the

  lofty novel he held in his hands. He had idled here for the last twenty minutes, having arrived half an hour earlier, picking up a hardback here and there to peruse its contents, replacing each

  volume, then choosing another.




  The phoney shelf cruising had led him from the back of the store to the large plate-glass windows overlooking the busy street beyond and from where he chose a final volume entitled Flat

  Earth News, which he opened and brought up close to his face as if absorbed.




  But every few minutes he would gaze distractedly through the windows as if considering the text while, in truth, he was contemplating the impressive edifice of the Aldwych building at the end of

  the broad and bustling Kingsway. There was another entrance/exit in the discreet courtyard at the back of Bush House, but he had an associate covering that. A call to Twigg’s Samsung would

  inform him if their mark had left the building that way.




  His pretended attention returned to the book again and he turned a page, appearing to be engrossed in its warnings about the world’s news media.




  Twigg was a fastidious individual who had once enjoyed the subterfuge involved in surveillance and tracking, learning the mark’s habits and regularly visited haunts. But these days he

  found the chase less agreeable; the long stakeouts tedious, the satisfaction coming only with the final dispatch.




  Small in stature and unremarkable in appearance – he could reasonably have been taken for a poorly paid accounts clerk on his lunch break – which suited his role perfectly. Although

  Twigg appeared commonplace, his unblinking grey-eyed stare could be quite unsettling if directed your way. And although his shoulders were narrow, they were strong and capable of exerting great

  force through his deceptively dainty hands. With a pot-belly recently beginning to swell over his belt buckle, the assumed image was complete.




  Now the mobile phone in his trouser pocket vibrated against his upper thigh, its ringtone switched off; he reached for it. The tiny screen showed the caller’s code name – Kincade

  – and Twigg thumbed the accept key.




  ‘Mark leaving the building now,’ the thin excitable voice of his apprentice blurted. ‘Rear exit, heading up the Strand. Alone.’




  ‘Right.’ Twigg broke the connection and slid the neat little instrument back into his pocket. He returned the book to its shelf and made his way out of the store.




  He walked quickly along the pavement, almost invisible among the lunchtime throng, making his way towards the even busier Strand, searching ahead for his prey. He only caught the attention of

  one person, a pretty young office worker on her way to have lunch with a friend, and that was only because he reminded her of someone as he strode purposefully towards her. She couldn’t quite

  place the name, but the little man in his old-fashioned raincoat looked like the creepy actor who was in all those slasher movies a few years back. What was his name?




  Then he’d passed her and the moment was gone. Now what puzzled her was why the little man with freaky eyes was carrying a furled umbrella under his arm on such a chilly but bright,

  cloudless day.
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  Lucy Duncan looked up from her receptionist’s desk as the heavy, black-painted entrance door was pushed open, allowing cold air to impinge on the comfortable warmth of

  the lobby.




  David Ash, unshaven and weary-looking, hurried through, the front door slowly closing of its own accord behind him. He strode towards the desk, making for the carpeted staircase. As usual, he

  ignored the building’s claustrophobically small lift, preferring to take the stairs to the first floor where Kate McCarrick’s office was located.




  He managed a brief smile at Lucy, but the smile didn’t quite make it to his eyes.




  ‘You’re late, David,’ the receptionist scolded him lightly. ‘The meeting started twenty minutes ago.’




  Lucy watched as Ash climbed the stairs, two at a time, and gave an inward sigh. Such an attractive man, with his thick, tousled dark hair, flecked slightly with grey, and his deep blue but

  ever-melancholy eyes. This morning his chin was stubbled. Somehow it made him look sexier, though usually she preferred her men clean-shaven.




  Lucy had replaced the previous receptionist called Jenny, who had left ‘to have babies’, although staying on an extra month to show Lucy the ropes and how to deal with some of the

  more questionable – and often distraught – phone calls that sometimes came through. Jenny had told her that Ash had been through some difficult times over the past few years, with two

  particularly unfortunate cases that appeared to weigh heavily on him. Perhaps they still did: he always seemed to be so downcast. Or ‘brooding’ might be more apt.




  The phone rang as David Ash disappeared up the stairs and Lucy quickly picked up the receiver.




  ‘Psychical Research Institute. How may I help you?’




  Ash reached the first-floor landing and paused to take a breath. The meeting with Kate and the prospective client had been due to start at 9.30 a.m., and he, as Lucy had

  already told him, was late. If only he could sleep peacefully at night in the darkness of his room. If only the nightmares that always culminated in his eyes snapping open, his body in a sweat,

  would stop. Dawn was always a relief. Only then could he sink into oblivion in the knowledge that he was safe now that the night terrors had expunged themselves.




  Kate McCarrick’s office door was closed and he knocked before entering.




  Kate, who was head of the Psychical Research Institute, looked past the shoulder of the person seated across the desk from her. She frowned slightly.




  ‘Sorry I’m late,’ Ash apologized both to Kate and the trim, dark-suited man, who had turned in his chair to appraise the new arrival. His expression was neutral.




  ‘David, this is Simon Maseby. Simon . . .’ her hand indicated Ash. ‘David Ash, the investigator we were just discussing.’




  Ash raised his eyebrows at Kate as Maseby rose and extended a hand towards him. He was a short, smartly dressed man, somewhere in his forties, his dark hair slicked back from his forehead, his

  chin clean-shaven (unlike his own, Ash thought), and his eyes were a very pale shade of green in his fresh roundish face.




  ‘You’ve had some interesting times, Mr Ash,’ Maseby said with a faint smile.




  Again the parapsychologist glanced at Kate, who gave him a slight but reassuring nod of her head. He shook the proffered hand, which was dry and firm to the touch.




  ‘I’ve just filled in your background a little for Simon,’ Kate said. ‘Your experiences are of great interest to him.’




  Maseby sat, eyes on Ash, a hint of curiosity and – no, not humour, Ash decided, but a kind of bemusement in his expression.




  ‘So you believe in the supernatural, Mr Maseby,’ Ash asked as he took the other chair facing Kate McCarrick’s desk.




  ‘Well now, that’s a difficult question to answer.’ Maseby crossed his legs, and Ash saw that the dark-suited man’s shoes were polished to perfection, his grey socks made

  from some silky material. ‘I have to say that I haven’t given such, er, such things much thought in the past.’




  ‘But now you have, for some reason.’




  ‘Quite. For the moment, let’s say that my eyes have been opened to what I would have thought unbelievable only a short time ago.’




  ‘Shall I explain, Simon?’ Kate leaned forward on her crowded desk, at one side of which was a computer screen and keyboard. Bookshelves were filled with studies on psychic phenomena

  and the paranormal, with titles such as The Vertical Plane, Telluric Energy, Radiotelethesis and Genius Loci. Grey, chest-high filing cabinets overspilling with

  case-history folders took up one side of the room. Two tall windows behind Kate’s desk overlooked the busy city street below.




  Maseby acquiesced with a bow of his head. He smiled at Ash, wrinkles appearing at the corners of his eyes.




  But before Kate could begin, Ash jumped in with a question. ‘Can I ask you something, Mr Maseby?’




  ‘Of course.’ Maseby glanced enquiringly at Kate.




  She anticipated Ash’s question. ‘David is always interested in why a prospective client should choose this particular institute and not one of the equally respected organizations

  such as The Spiritualist Association or The College of Psychic Studies.’




  ‘It’s very simple,’ said Maseby, his patronizing smile beginning to irritate Ash. ‘Katie and I go way back. We met when we were students up at Oxford, she at St

  Hilda’s College and I at Magdalen. All the colleges hold a weekly “formal hall” – a dinner for students to which guests from other colleges are invited. At that time, St

  Hilda’s was an all-female establishment, so the girls there were particularly keen to welcome young men to their social evenings. That was how I met Kate, and we became firm friends –

  of the platonic kind, I might add.’




  ‘Okay. I just wondered.’ Ash looked across the desk at Kate McCarrick, who smiled back, giving nothing away. She guessed Ash suspected that she and Maseby had been lovers in the past

  despite her old friend’s comment to the contrary.




  In fact, she and Simon had slept together only once when they were students, both quickly deciding they were not suited to a drawn-out affair. Even then, Simon was a little too much in love with

  himself to sustain an equal partnership.




  Maseby continued to answer Ash’s question. ‘Kate and I have kept in touch over the years and I admit, while I couldn’t quite accept the strange profession she’d chosen,

  I’ve always had high regard for her intellect. When events that could only be described as paranormal began to occur in an establishment with which I’m associated, she was the first

  person I thought of turning to. Ghosts and hauntings are not something I’ve experienced before.’




  Kate took over from him. ‘Simon represents a group of influential people who have an interest in a particular Scottish castle.’




  Ash caught the sharp glance Maseby suddenly gave Kate so he dug deeper. ‘And who are these influential people?’




  ‘That really doesn’t matter at this point,’ Maseby all but snapped back. ‘All you need to know is that the castle is currently having problems that are

  unaccountable.’




  ‘Hauntings?’




  ‘We think so.’




  Kate spoke up again; she knew David had lost none of his surface cynicism, despite the shocking experiences he’d suffered over the past few years. It was his way of testing potential

  clients: he never wasted time on neurotics with over-imaginative and often misguided claims of supernatural activity. ‘Comraich Castle is used as a kind of, well, a kind of sanitarium. Would

  you call it that, Simon?’




  ‘I’d prefer to say it’s a retreat.’




  ‘A religious retreat?’ asked Ash.




  Maseby gave a sharp bark of derision. ‘No, it has nothing to do with religion, even though one of our residents was an archbishop in his better years. When his mind wasn’t so

  addled.’




  ‘It’s a mental institution?’ Ash refrained from calling it an asylum.




  ‘As I said, we refer to it as a retreat.’




  ‘But a retreat from what?’ Ash persisted.




  ‘From the world, Mr Ash,’ Maseby said simply. His smile this time was thin-lipped.
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  Maseby spoke to Kate McCarrick. ‘Perhaps from this moment on we should have Mr Ash’s assurance that whatever else we discuss this morning will not be mentioned

  beyond these four walls.’




  ‘All our cases are confidential, you know that, Simon.’




  ‘Mr Ash?’ There was something hard in Maseby’s stare.




  Ash gave a shrug. ‘It’s fine by me. Victims of haunting often demand the utmost discretion.’




  ‘Kate tells me you have had a drink problem.’ It was bluntly put and, to Ash, irrelevant. He frowned at his employer, who had the grace to look apologetic.




  ‘Simon needs to have every confidence in you before engaging the Institute,’ she explained. ‘I’ve told him your drinking is no longer an issue.’




  ‘Vodka, wasn’t it?’ Maseby enquired, his face a mask of indifference. Ash knew he was probing, looking for weakness.




  ‘Kate’s right – I’ve given up the vodka.’




  ‘Then I hope there’ll be no relapse during this assignment,’ the other man said grimly. ‘I have to answer for any mistakes, so I must be sure of you.’




  ‘I haven’t tasted a drop of the stuff for over a year now. But I’d still like to know who it is you answer to.’




  ‘As I explained, that’s irrelevant for the moment. However, I can tell you that it’s an alliance of like-minded and extremely wealthy individuals. People of influence,

  as Kate has already informed you.’




  Kate spoke. ‘So let’s move on and tell David of the strange – and terrifying – incidents that are happening at Comraich. You already know I have absolute trust in

  him.’




  Maseby acknowledged the firmness of his old friend’s tone with a small nod of his head. ‘Well now,’ he said briskly, turning round in his seat to face Ash more easily.

  ‘The organization I represent owns a large but necessarily remote castle in Scotland. Its residents are only accepted on the understanding that no outsider can ever know its precise location,

  not even the people who have placed them there and pay their fees. I should add that those fees are extremely high, with a harsh financial penalty for betrayal of trust.’




  ‘Betrayal?’ Ash was surprised. It seemed a potent word to use.




  ‘You’ll understand after you’ve countersigned the contract drawn up between myself and Kate. The Institute would be liable should you break our agreement.’




  ‘It would wipe us out,’ Kate told Ash grimly.




  ‘Then why take it on? Why risk everything?’ Ash stared at Kate.




  It was Maseby who answered him. ‘Because the reward for success would mean that the Psychical Research Institute would never be under financial pressure again.’




  For a second or two, Ash was lost for words.




  ‘It’s true, David,’ Kate said. ‘You know our cash flow has always been borderline, but if we accept this contract and are successful we’ll be secure for a long time

  to come. Trust me on this.’




  Ash hesitated before expressing his thoughts. ‘And if we’re not successful with this case, if we’re unable to discover the root cause of these alleged hauntings?’




  His question was directed at Kate, but it was Maseby who responded. ‘You haven’t yet heard the nature of the phenomena.’




  ‘True. But from what you imply you could need a spiritualist rather than a research team.’




  ‘There’ll be no team, David,’ Kate informed him. ‘It’s just you initially; no one else will be involved at this stage.’




  ‘A castle will be impossible for one person to cover.’




  Maseby leaned forward in his seat as if to speak conspiratorially to Ash, his voice almost hushed. ‘Unfortunately, the more outsiders invited there, the higher the risk of exposure.

  Comraich Castle is intentionally private and I reaffirm, even its location must remain secret. Strangers are never allowed inside the grounds, not even tradesmen.’




  Ash was perplexed. ‘How can you keep that kind of landmark secret? How about the locals – they must be aware of its existence?’




  ‘Oh, they know Comraich is there all right, but they have no idea of its purpose. We encourage them to believe it’s been turned into a private and very expensive health spa. In some

  ways it is just that. As for tradesmen and deliveries of any kind, there is a dropping-off point at the estate’s boundary. Mr Ash, once you’re there, you’ll appreciate its need

  for secrecy.’




  The parapsychologist shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Absent-mindedly, he fingered the short scar on his cheek.




  ‘David, again, you must trust me,’ Kate urged. ‘I chose you because you’ve always worked best alone.’ And you also have some psychic ability, even though you

  won’t admit it to yourself, she thought. ‘Let’s not be modest, you are the Institute’s leading, as well as the most experienced, investigator.’




  ‘But I can’t handle the latest technology on my own. Monitors, cameras, capacity-change recorders, anemometers, ventimeters, air meters, CCTV – the list goes on

  and—’




  ‘We already have a closed-circuit television facility,’ Maseby interrupted, ‘and, of course, a monitoring area with full-time security observation.’




  ‘Besides, David, yours will only be a preliminary investigation,’ added Kate.




  ‘But a castle? There have got to be so many rooms, corridors, underground chambers, halls and passageways, not to mention secret passageways. I can’t cover them

  all.’




  ‘That isn’t being asked of you, Mr Ash. First we need to establish if Comraich is – and as a sceptic myself, it’s difficult for me to say this – truly being

  haunted, and that whatever’s happening is not just some weird but accountable phenomena. No doubt you remember in 2008 when there were twenty or more suicides of young people, all around the

  area of Bridgend in Wales within weeks of each other. Nobody has explained the catalyst for such tragic self-inflicted deaths. I’ve also heard that one schoolgirl fainting can cause others

  around them to faint.’




  Ash frowned. ‘If you think there’s a kind of collective hysteria among your castle residents, then maybe it’s not a parapsychologist you need, but a psychologist.’




  ‘We already have one and she is as perplexed as everybody else. If we can agree to the terms of the contract, you’ll meet her on the plane tomorrow.’




  ‘I’d have to fly to Scotland? I could easily drive or take the train.’




  Maseby shook his head. ‘You’ll go by jet from London City Airport. It isn’t a long journey, an hour or so. You’ll join Dr Wyatt, our resident psychologist, who is

  accompanying a new client to Comraich. Interestingly, Dr Wyatt practised psychiatry before psychology, the former being how she gained her MD.’




  Ash was unwilling to debate the point. ‘So you have two for the price of one.’




  ‘No, no. We also have a resident psychiatrist at Comraich. A Dr Singh.’




  ‘The people you represent must be wealthy, especially if they have their own jet.’




  ‘I thought I’d made that clear.’




  ‘Freemasons?’ It was a wild guess that was met with disdain. The next guess was even wilder. ‘ The Illuminati?’




  ‘No,’ Maseby said brusquely, ignoring the investigator’s deliberate facetiousness. ‘You’ll receive more information when it’s considered necessary. And of

  course, the first thing you must do is sign both the confidentiality agreement and the contract between the Institute and Maseby Associates on behalf of Comraich Castle.’




  ‘You didn’t mention there were two contracts.’




  ‘Yes, the Institute’s and also your own personal agreement.’




  Kate intervened. ‘I think it’s time you told David exactly what has happened at Comraich so far. Then he can either accept the assignment or walk away. Agreed? David, if you decline,

  you can never tell anyone of this meeting.’




  ‘We hope you will come on board, Mr Ash.’




  Mystified but intrigued, Ash nodded in acquiescence and Kate breathed a sigh of relief. Despite her recommendation to Maseby, she hadn’t been sure that David Ash had truly recovered his

  nerve.
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  Maseby now shifted his chair so that he could look straight into Ash’s eyes without the discomfort of twisting his body.




  ‘Apparently it started a couple of months ago,’ he began, ‘around the end of July or beginning of August, or so I’m told. One of my duties is to visit Comraich Castle at

  certain intervals just to see how it’s running, to note any problems, sometimes to accompany new clients, get them settled in – that sort of thing. Problems are generally minor, but

  with others I need to spend a week or so up there.’




  Kate leaned back in her seat, her eyes flitting between Ash and Maseby, but mostly her attention staying with the former; having already heard Maseby’s account, she was now interested in

  Ash’s reaction to it.




  Maseby continued. ‘It was after supper, late enough for the castle lights to be switched on. As was customary, many of our guests had gathered in one of the larger rooms used as a lounge

  area, where they could relax with a coffee, or brandy. It’s all part of the service. There was nothing amiss, and although it was summer, a fire had been lit in the room’s big open

  hearth. In a place as huge as Comraich, with stonework and wooden beams dating back to the fourteenth century, there are always draughts coming from somewhere. I think there were twenty or thirty

  guests and staff in the room at that time and everything appeared normal enough, but some of the residents started complaining about the chill that had set in.




  ‘The staff were perplexed. Despite the roaring fire and heat from the radiators, which are always left on whatever the season, the place really was cold and becoming colder by the minute

  – and it was still summertime, remember. In fact, everybody there could see the vapour of their own breath, that’s how cold it was. Then all the lights slowly began to dim; apparently

  it was the same in every hall and passageway where there were ceiling and wall lights. Soon, the castle was almost in darkness.’




  ‘Do you have a back-up generator for when the power supply from the main grid goes down?’ Ash enquired.




  ‘There are more than one, in fact, for different areas of the castle, and they’re always set to kick in automatically whenever there’s a power failure.’




  ‘Then maybe you need a qualified electrician.’




  ‘David . . .’ Kate warned.




  Maseby smiled coldly. ‘Besides a psychologist, we have top-rated electricians and engineers at our disposal. We also have a doctor, two general surgeons – specialist

  surgeons can always be flown in – several nurses, both male and female, an estate general manager and several wardens . . . I could go on, but is it necessary?’




  Ash shook his head.




  ‘In any case, an electrician wasn’t required. In a matter of moments, the lights came back on.’




  ‘And the heating?’




  ‘Yes, everything was normal again.’




  ‘You said the room also had a fireplace as well as hot radiators. What happened to the fire?’




  ‘Ah. The fire itself somehow lost its heat; the flames died even though it was stacked with burning logs and coal. It still shimmered, but gave out no heat. When the lights returned, so

  did the flames. It was very disconcerting for everyone, both clients and resident staff. But worse for the clients in the special unit below.’




  ‘Below?’




  ‘Some of our medical facilities extend to the castle’s basement area. A long time ago, these rooms were cells – oubliettes, they used to be called – but of

  course now they’ve been converted into very comfortable suites.’




  ‘Okay.’ The word was drawn out, as if Ash were considering the information. ‘So for one night the castle had a blackout. Obviously, there’s something more you want to

  tell me.’




  ‘Oh, believe me, Mr Ash, there’s much more to be told. I want to proceed with the incidents in the order they transpired.’




  Noting that her investigator still looked worse for wear, Kate broke in, turning to the prospective client first. ‘I’m sure you’d like more coffee, Simon.’




  Ash guessed the coffee was really meant for him. Did he honestly look that bad this morning?




  Maseby declined the offer, but Ash nodded his head gratefully. ‘Yeah, I could use a refresher. You know I’m not at my best this time of day.’




  He meant the last remark as a self-deprecatory comment, but Kate didn’t smile. Instead, she pushed a button on the desk’s intercom and spoke to her secretary.




  What Ash really needed was a cigarette, but ridiculously that would be illegal now that smoking in offices, restaurants, pubs and theatres was banned. The lack left him a little shaky at times.

  Like now, even though he’d made the decision that tomorrow he would give them up.




  Releasing the button, Kate said to her old friend, ‘Please continue, Simon.’




  Maseby’s appraising eyes suggested he knew the coffee was a lifebelt thrown to this unshaven, tousle-haired individual she claimed was the Institute’s best psychic investigator. But

  Kate really wouldn’t have recommended Ash if she had any doubts about his ability.




  ‘Now we think,’ Maseby said as he gave a small tug at the trouser leg stretched too tightly over his knee, ‘that was the beginning of it all. You see, the same thing happened

  over the following two nights, even though the castle’s electrical circuits had been tested and the generators checked. No malfunctions were found in any of the systems.




  ‘Three nights in all, Mr Ash. Now tell me nothing unnatural is going on at Comraich.’




  Ash gave him a humourless grin of repentance. ‘You’re right. If it happened three nights running, then I’d be concerned.’




  ‘And on the third night, a terrible stench came with the darkness, as if the air itself had been contaminated. Some of the guests, as well as members of staff, became nauseous because of

  it. Even when the lights returned and the fires regained their heat, the putrid odour lingered so that windows had to be opened to let the sea wind sweep through and cleanse the place of its

  stench.’




  ‘I admit, it’s puzzling,’ commented Ash, ‘but it isn’t necessarily proof of a haunting.’




  The office’s side door opened and a young man entered carrying a tray bearing two cups and saucers, a tiny jug of milk and a cafetiè re. He gave Ash a quick nod hello and settled

  the tray on Kate’s desk where she’d cleared a space.




  ‘Thank you, Tom.’ She passed the used cups to her PA and he left the room, heeling the connecting door shut behind him.




  Ash gratefully accepted his coffee and burned his top lip taking a sip too soon. Nevertheless, he took another sip, the heat and caffeine working its way into his system. He picked up from where

  the conversation had left off. ‘I assume the castle drains were inspected as well as the electrical circuits?’




  Maseby was emphatic. ‘Everything that could be checked was checked. No fault was found in either utility. There was nothing to explain the stench, and the castle’s wiring

  was functioning properly.’




  He lowered his voice, controlling his sudden exasperation. The investigator was meant to pose questions and hopefully rationalize what he heard. When neither happened, Maseby ploughed

  on. ‘I was called up to Comraich and I witnessed the next incident myself.’




  Ash froze with his cup halfway to his lips. He was interested in hearing Maseby’s personal viewpoint on what was happening in the Scottish castle and whether or not it could be defined as

  a ‘haunting’.




  Kate studied Ash’s face, waiting for some kind of reaction. But, as always, the investigator gave nothing away.




  ‘On this occasion,’ Maseby was continuing, ‘the castle’s CEO, Sir Victor Haelstrom, and I were in his ground-floor office when we heard a terrible racket coming from next

  door, where his secretarial staff are. It sounded like somebody was trying to wreck the place. There were bangs and crashes and one of the women was screaming. We rushed through the connecting door

  and we both ducked instinctively as a chair came flying towards our heads. Fortunately it missed, but the sight that we came upon was alarming to say the least. The three typists and Sir

  Victor’s PA – it was she who was screaming – were huddled together in a corner of the room, while the general manager Andrew Derriman was sprawled on the floor, blood spilling

  from a wound to his head. He was trying to rise but every time he was on one knee, a heavy piece of furniture skimmed across the room as though purposely aimed at him. He was knocked down again and

  again. Furthermore there were some black orbs flying around the room. Where they came from we’re not sure. They’re not part of the office furniture.’




  Kate and Ash glanced at each other.




  ‘Paintings and photographs were dropping from the walls as if caused by a seismic shock. A computer on another desk kept switching itself on and off, even though its plug had been yanked

  from the wall socket. The fax machine was spewing out plain paper and, even when emptied, the mechanical process continued. It was the same with the copier, light constantly flashing on and

  off.’




  ‘Poltergeists?’ Ash aimed the suggestion at Kate, who shook her head.




  ‘There’s more to tell,’ she said quietly.




  Maseby took his cue. ‘I stayed on at Comraich for a further week, just to be around should there be any more incidents. There weren’t. Everything became normal again, so I left, only

  to be called back the very next week. The lights had begun dimming again, but this time it was different.’




  ‘In what way?’ Ash enquired.




  ‘This time the lights, having almost faded to darkness, suddenly grew bright, then brighter, until it was impossible to look at them for more than a split second. In less than a minute the

  lights radiated so much power that the bulbs began to pop, showering the people below with fragments of hot glass.’




  Ash frowned. ‘Anyone badly hurt?’




  ‘Some of the clients and a couple of maids suffered minor cuts to their faces, but no one was seriously injured. It was a miracle no one was blinded; they had instinctively closed their

  eyes when the bulbs exploded.’




  ‘I’ve already suggested to Simon,’ said Kate, ‘that it might be a paranormal storm, with so many bizarre episodes happening one after the other.’




  ‘Possibly. But what instigated it if that were the case?’ Ash looked to Maseby for an answer.




  ‘I have no idea, and I’m surprised you’d think I would know. Nothing’s changed at Comraich Castle recently, and there haven’t been any new guests for quite some

  time.’ He avoided Ash’s eyes. ‘Except for one,’ he finished quietly.




  ‘Has anyone – residents or staff – witnessed manifestations of any kind, aside from those that you’ve mentioned?’




  ‘Ghosts, you mean.’




  ‘Not necessarily. It could be anything from a floating mist inside the building to noises, banging, knocking, tapping, voices. Hazy, or even solid, figures that suddenly appear and then

  disappear, or pass through walls, or float up or down rooms or corridors. Shouts, screams. Disembodied hands, heads, and torsos. There can be any manner of anomalous disturbances created by

  other-worldly influences. But what I really want to know is, has anybody at Comraich Castle actually encountered the spirit of someone supposedly dead?’




  Maseby considered the question for a few moments. ‘It seems not,’ he said at last. ‘But I myself have definitely felt cold spots, especially in the rooms and passageways

  beneath the castle.’




  ‘Old dungeons?’




  ‘As I told you before, old dungeons converted into comfortable quarters for some of our guests. We also have medical facilities down there.’




  Ash regarded him curiously.




  Maseby explained. ‘Several of our guests are not quite sound of mind, and we tend to keep them apart from our other residents. But getting back to the point: yes, I have experienced

  so-called cold spots in areas below ground and that doesn’t surprise me, because the castle is built on top of a promontory over the sea, and there is supposed to be a network of tunnels

  leading down to caves on the shoreline.’




  ‘Okay, so that’s easily explained. There can be any number of reasons for cold zones in the main part of buildings. A lot of structures, particularly ancient ones, and

  especially stone-built castles, have perfectly natural cold spots caused by draughts through the cracks in the masonry, or poor joints and crooked doors, gaps in the flooring, bricked-up chimneys

  or those still open, worn woodwork around windows, and leaky roofs. The list goes on.’




  ‘I understand that. But in one or two, there . . .’ Maseby considered his own words. ‘Well, there is a . . .’ Now he shook his head, a pragmatist searching for a way to

  describe the improbable. ‘I suppose you might call it an “atmosphere”.’




  ‘A presence?’ Kate prompted.




  ‘I’m not sure. Something even more intangible than that. It left me feeling very uneasy, you know, like icy spiders’ legs down the spine.’




  ‘Just a feeling, though,’ said Ash. ‘You didn’t actually see anything odd, anything out of place?’




  Maseby bit down on his lower lip like a child thinking on a problem. ‘No. No I didn’t. But others have.’




  Both Kate and Ash straightened a little, as if suddenly more alert.




  ‘You didn’t tell me, Simon,’ Kate reproved him.




  ‘I was about to when Mr Ash arrived. Besides, I haven’t given it much credence. The eyewitness is – how should I put it? – uh, a less than reliable witness at

  present.’




  ‘In what way?’ Ash enquired.




  ‘If I’m to answer that, I must remind you yet again that this is all highly confidential.’




  Although intrigued by the man’s caution, Ash nodded agreement. ‘That’s already understood.’




  ‘I mentioned Comraich has lower-level units for certain guests who necessarily have to be segregated from the rest of the residents for a while. Their mental state is too delicate to have

  them mix with others in the castle. It was one such confined person who claimed to have been visited by a ghost in his room for several nights running.’




  ‘If by less than reliable you mean this person is insane, he might even be seeing pink elephants dancing on the ceiling.’




  Maseby made it clear from his expression that he didn’t appreciate the flippancy, even though Ash hadn’t meant his comment to be taken that way. If someone was crazy, then obviously

  they might imagine crazy things.




  ‘Can you let me have his name for my notes?’ Ash reached for the microcassette player he always kept handy in his jacket pocket. ‘And can I record this conversation?’




  Maseby seemed to bridle, as if both requests were an impertinence.




  ‘There will be no record of our conversation. Even if you accept the assignment – which I gather you will by those two questions – nothing is to be put down on tape.’




  ‘I’ll need to use it when I begin my investigation.’




  ‘I understand that. But Kate and I have agreed all such recordings will be the property of the organization I represent. That will also include written reports.’




  Ash stared at Kate in amazement, as if she’d made a false promise to this irritating friend of hers.




  ‘Simon is correct,’ she concurred. ‘We won’t even keep a written report for our own files.’




  ‘But that can’t be right,’ Ash protested. ‘It’s not what the Institute is about.’




  ‘Must we go through all this again?’ Maseby had directed his impatience towards Kate.




  She sighed. Before Ash’s arrival, the meeting with Simon had stalled precisely on this point. The Institute documented every investigation, whether successful or not, but her old

  friend had eventually persuaded her that this must be an exception, and with further revelations she understood why. Besides, the reward for the venture, satisfactory or not, really was

  too good to be dismissed.




  She addressed her senior investigator, her voice as firm as her expression. ‘David, once the investigation is underway you’ll understand why the secrecy. I can assure you, when you

  visit Comraich Castle, you’ll be told everything you need to know. Isn’t that right, Simon?’




  Ash wondered why Kate appeared to need further assurances from Maseby.




  ‘Absolutely.’ Maseby tentatively clasped his hands together as if a deal had already been struck.




  Slipping the microcassette player back into his pocket, Ash gave a short nod of his head. ‘All right, no names for now and all notes and reports to be handed over to you, Mr

  Maseby.’




  ‘Please, call me Simon.’ The smart-suited consultant seemed satisfied.




  Ash didn’t accept the familiarity. ‘So, Mr Maseby, this unnamed guest kept in the rooms below ground claims he saw a ghost several nights running?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘And he still maintains it’s true. I assume he was thoroughly questioned after each occasion?’




  ‘He was indeed.’




  ‘Obviously I’ll have to talk to him myself.’




  ‘Unfortunately, he is no longer capable of answering questions.’




  Once more Ash raised his eyebrows. His next question was deliberately blunt. ‘He’s out of his head? Have these alleged hauntings tipped him over the edge or was he already

  insane?’




  ‘It’s even more serious than that,’ the reply came back instantly. ‘The poor man has been physically injured and is now in a catatonic state of shock.’




  ‘Are you saying he has self-harmed?’ asked Kate. She and Ash had shared glances.




  ‘If only it were that simple.’ Maseby slowly shook his head as if from sadness. ‘His injuries are not of his own making. There’s the mystery, you see.’




  He held up a hand, palm forward, to ward off further questions. ‘Let me elucidate – if I can.’




  Ash leaned back in his chair and said nothing. Kate, too, kept silent.




  Maseby’s voice was sombre as he began to explain.
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  ‘A week ago, Comraich Castle’s senior nurse, Rachael Krantz, was on her early-morning rounds, checking the special units below ground level.




  ‘All the code-locked doors down there are metal, each with a small toughened-glass viewing window so that patients can be observed without the observer entering the room.




  ‘There was nothing amiss in the first few rooms – the patients inside were either sleeping or sitting quietly – but the fourth appeared to be empty.




  ‘Nurse Krantz was not too concerned initially, because the occupant might have been in a blind spot beside the door itself. But she noticed a pool of blood seeping out from under the door

  and heard an agonized moaning coming from within that had her punching in the door’s key code. Most of the nurses and other ancillary staff have radio transmitters attached to the lapels of

  their uniforms, but Krantz decided not to waste time alerting others before assessing the full nature of the situation.




  ‘She pushed open the door, but waited a second or two before going through – and who could blame her for that? There was so much blood pooling over the floor she said she could smell

  its coppery odour. The moaning she’d heard was, of course, louder now that the door was wide open, but it remained low and muted, as if it came from someone barely conscious.




  ‘She went in, careful not to tread in the blood-soaked section of carpet. Then she turned to see what had been hidden from view beyond the observation window.




  ‘Any other person, male or female, might have screamed and run from the room, but Nurse Krantz is made of sterner stuff. Instead of fleeing or calling for assistance, she moved closer to

  the mutilated man who was pinned to the wall several feet above the floor.




  ‘She knew who the man was, of course, but barely recognized him beneath the thick mask of blood. It was running from his eyes, ears, nose and mouth onto his chest and stomach. His genitals

  had been cut off. He was naked and spread-eagled on the stone wall, his arms outstretched, the blood streaming onto the carpet below, soaking in and spreading.




  ‘She assumed he’d been somehow physically pinned there, but when she looked at his hands and feet she saw there was nothing to hold him, no wounds, no marks, no deep cuts.




  ‘It was a crucifixion without nails.’




  ‘And without death, it seems,’ Ash murmured.
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  Kate McCarrick stepped out of the shower, her auburn hair hanging limp and almost straight against her neck and scalp. She took a thick white bath towel from the heated rail

  and quickly rubbed her body down, leaving her hair till last, patting it gently, the towel absorbing surface dampness.




  Kate studied her naked body in the full-length mirror mounted on the back of the bathroom door. The glass was steamed up just enough to blur her image, but as she turned sideways for a different

  view she sighed, not in despair but in rueful resignation.




  Breasts that had been full since puberty had lost their ‘lift’, and her tummy bulge seemed a little more prominent than only a few months ago (the tightness of the waistband in her

  skirts and slacks gave independent testimony to that!). But her legs were still good, if slightly heavier round the thighs. For a woman in her mid-forties, she was in good shape overall, even

  though her hair, presently damply dark, needed help from a bottle to disguise the encroaching grey threads.




  Slipping into her luxurious white robe, Kate left the bathroom, intending to blow-dry her hair before it got too lank to shape, but decided she needed a preparatory drink before her dinner date

  arrived. She’d accepted Simon’s invitation on the understanding that it was merely a reunion dinner with an old friend, no strings attached. If Simon expected more, then he was sadly

  deluded; she was no longer young and capricious, nor was she quite middle-aged and desperate. There were other men in her life, but no one special, nobody she wished to grow old – older

  – with.




  At one time, David had certainly been a consideration, even though she was ahead of him in years. That was long ago though, and both of them had wandered off along their separate paths since

  – only the Institute itself sustaining their relationship. Sometimes she regretted not having become more serious with him. Certainly, she’d tried, but it would always come back to the

  truth of the situation: in essence, David Ash was a loner, and in all probability he would remain so. Instead of advancing years mellowing his temperament, David had become even more detached. Some

  women might find it attractive in a man, feel that his brooding manner and dark good looks somehow made him interesting, gave him a Heathcliffian allure. But Kate knew his self-containment and

  complexity of mind would eventually wear them down, even prove tiresome, if not vexatious. After a while, it would sap any serious partner’s devotion.




  Two previous investigations had taken their toll on him: the last one, concerning a village in the Chilterns called Sleath, had almost destroyed him. He’d needed weeks of special care and

  recuperation afterwards in the psychiatric wing of a private hospital a few miles outside London and, although he’d been patched up mentally, Kate had wondered if he would ever really be the

  same again. That had been two years ago, and he was still unable to explain precisely what had happened in Sleath.




  Years of repressed guilt had come to the fore, its origins a tragic accident that had occurred when he was just a child. He’d told her of it in intimate conversations during their brief

  spell as lovers, and it had helped her understand him a little more.




  When they were children, David and his older sister, Juliet, had fallen into a dangerous river, whose strong mid-stream current had swept Juliet away. He too would have been carried off but for

  his father, who had jumped in after them. David was hauled back to the bank, but Juliet had drowned, their father unable to find her in the murky, fast-flowing river. And for some reason, David had

  blamed himself ever since; perhaps he felt guilt because he’d been saved while she had drowned.




  Some years before the Sleath case he’d been involved in an investigation concerning an alleged haunting of an old mansion called Edbrook. He told Kate that the ghost of his sister, Juliet,

  had returned to haunt him there. And she had not been alone.




  Even now, it was difficult to make sense of David’s claim, but he’d come back from that place a changed man with a short but deep gash on his cheek. Always somewhat cynical (that was

  what made him so good as a psychic investigator: he was never fooled by a phoney haunting or fake mediums) he was now even more guarded.




  It was as if those deep mental scars had been raked open again when he’d visited the little village of Sleath some years later. It had taken some time to bring him back from the brink of

  madness.




  But she’d never truly unravelled the traumatic events that had occurred in Sleath, a bizarre haunting that had involved the whole village and centred on David. She was aware that a woman

  called Grace Lockwood had died when the walls of an old ruined manor house had collapsed and crushed her. Kate guessed that she had been very special to David, but he’d refused to discuss

  their relationship.




  Typical Ash: suppress all true feelings; keep them at bay, especially away from himself, lest they render him even more vulnerable.




  Kate poured herself a gin and tonic and went to sit on the sofa facing the apartment’s floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the dark waters of the River Thames. Simon would be collecting

  her within the hour, but she was content to dwell on her thoughts for a while. Twenty years ago, maybe even less, she would have been rushing around to get ready for a date: varnishing her nails,

  fingers and toes, choosing the right underwear (one never knew how the evening might end) and tights, applying make-up, drying and styling her hair then choosing her outfit. Including bath

  or shower, it would take a couple of hours. Was she getting too old for such fuss? It seemed so.




  Then again, her dinner date with Simon Maseby definitely didn’t fall into the ‘special’ bracket. But at least she might learn a bit more about this covert organization he

  represented.
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  The private jet’s stewardess welcomed Ash aboard with a beaming smile and bright blue eyes that were almost sincere. She led Ash along the Gulfstream G450’s short

  cabin, turning to ask which seat he would like to take. As he was the only passenger so far, the investigator had plenty of choice; he opted for a beautifully designed single armchair which faced

  another that was identical. Both were made of soft grey suede with charcoal-black cushions, broad with high headrests.




  In fact, the whole cabin, with room for up to eight passengers, was decked out in the same muted greys. The ambience was of stylized (and reassuring) comfort.




  Ash settled into his seat, noticing that across the narrow aisle from him, its backrest against the curved cabin wall, was a sofa-type seat with room enough for three people. He dropped his

  leather shoulder bag onto the floor beside him.




  ‘I’m Ginny,’ the slim stewardess announced. (No plastic name tag for you, then, thought Ash.) ‘Can I get you something to drink, Mr Ash?’ She was leaning

  over him, professionally manicured hands clasped together against her knees. She had light brown hair pulled back into a neat ponytail and was without the usual hostess’s cap.




  Foolishly pleased she knew his name without asking, Ash said with a returned smile, ‘That would be nice.’




  ‘We’ve a choice of teas and coffees: Jamaican Blue Mountain, Columbian, Arabic coffee, not too strongly roasted. Or I can make you a blend of Robusta and Arabica. Teas are Twinings

  Lapsang, herbal – a blend of rosehip, hibiscus – Twinings or Jackson’s Earl Grey, Black Russian or English breakfast tea. Unless you’d prefer something stronger? We’re

  still waiting for the arrival of three more passengers on this morning’s flight, so there’s time to relax before take-off.’




  Three more? Maseby had only mentioned two other passengers – the psychologist Wyatt and a new client. Ash wondered who the third person might be.




  ‘Mr Ash . . . ?’




  ‘Uh, sorry.’ He glanced at his wristwatch. ‘Eight-thirty in the morning is a little too early for alcohol.’ He briefly wondered if Ginny had been instructed by Maseby to

  offer him booze as a test, then quickly dismissed the thought as paranoid. ‘Yeah, coffee could be good. Black, two sugars?’ The sugar should jimmie up the caffeine to get his brain

  functioning this early in the morning.




  Ginny, whose lovely smile had never once wavered, nodded her head as though he’d made a brilliant choice.




  ‘What kind of coffee?’




  ‘Oh, just regular. Strong and hot. I’m no connoisseur.’




  ‘Be right back.’




  She straightened and turned away. Ash watched her trim figure make its way to the aircraft’s galley. Her mid-grey suit – designed to match the cabin’s interior decor, obviously

  – was not quite a uniform, with its elegant cut and quality material, the skirt reaching just above her knees, the three-button jacket with lightly padded square shoulders. It gave her an air

  of calm authority; she could easily have been on her way to a business meeting at an exalted fashion house. And no standard stewardess’s silk scarf to cover her chest, the jacket’s

  plunging neckline teasingly arrested by the top button he’d noticed when she’d leaned over him. Just a glimpse of her bra’s black lacy edging was enough to excite the attention of

  any warm-blooded male. It had been a long time since . . . he stopped the thoughts dead in their tracks because he knew they would only bring on regret and anguish.




  Fortunately, the mobile phone began to vibrate silently inside the deep pocket of his jacket, distracting him. Angling his body in the plush soft-suede seat, Ash took out the phone and checked

  the caller’s ID. Ginny was on her way back to him, bearing a tiny silver tray with a bone china cup and saucer, a sugar bowl and a small array of unwrapped biscuits on a tiny plate, the

  pleasing aroma of roasted coffee beans preceding her along the deck. He held up the neat little phone in the palm of his right hand, pointing at it with his left; he wasn’t sure of the

  regulations regarding the use of mobile phones on aeroplanes nowadays.




  ‘Of course,’ she reassured him with that same lovely smile. ‘As long as you don’t use it during take-off or landing. Just a precaution, but you’re free to use it

  again when we’re in the air.’




  Ginny leaned over him again and pulled out a cleverly recessed mini-table from the arm of his chair. She left the tray with him while he took the call.




  ‘Morning, Kate.’ His voice was low and husky at this time of day.




  ‘Where are you?’




  ‘Where I’m supposed to be.’




  ‘Good, you made it.’




  ‘What did you expect?’




  ‘Just checking, David. I know you’re hopeless with mornings.’




  ‘Daylight burns.’




  ‘Enough. Sorry I doubted you. So you’re on the plane?’




  ‘Yup. Y’know, I could get used to this lifestyle. Cab I pre-booked was on time, the journey to City Airport dragged a bit because of rush-hour traffic, and the area around the

  airport is remarkably soulless but, with the letter of authorization Maseby gave me yesterday, I was through check-in and on the plane inside twenty minutes. Didn’t even have to carry my own

  suitcase; it was taken care of before I even entered the terminal building. Right now I’m sipping steaming-hot coffee and waiting for the other passengers to show.’




  Even as he spoke, he glanced out the small round plexiglas window to see a shabby little man wearing an old-fashioned trench coat leave the single terminal building to hurry across the tarmac

  towards the jet. In one hand he carried a small case while in the other was a rolled umbrella.




  ‘One of ’em’s just turned up,’ Ash told Kate.




  ‘First, I want to thank you for accepting the assignment,’ Kate said, pleased that Ash was so peppy this morning.




  But his tone changed when he replied. ‘I still think it’s a matter for the police. We’re talking serious crime here, no matter how weird and unlikely. Tell you the truth, I

  don’t see how they can get away with not reporting it. I only accepted the job because you seemed desperate for me to do it. Is the Institute really so badly off?’




  The man in the trench coat appeared in the open doorway further down the cabin. Ginny was giving him that same beaming smile, almost making Ash feel cuckolded.




  ‘Good morning, Mr Twigg,’ Ash heard her say. ‘How nice to see you again.’




  The response was little more than a quick grimace. He had strange, unblinking eyes that stared straight ahead rather than at the stewardess. With his bald pointed head and narrow rounded

  shoulders, he reminded Ash of someone, but he couldn’t think who.




  ‘Sorry, Kate. What were you saying?’ The new arrival had distracted the investigator while Kate was still talking.




  ‘I said we would soon have had money problems if it hadn’t been for this deal with Simon Maseby. Oh, no doubt we could have eked things out. We’d have got through it somehow,

  but this investigation will pay the bills for quite some time to come, not to mention salaries. With this recession, people are just not interested in things paranormal; they have too many material

  problems to worry about.’




  Ginny was waving a hand, inviting the man she’d addressed as Mr Twigg to pick any unoccupied seat, and as he approached, he ducked his bald head as if the cabin ceiling might be too low

  for him, which was a pointless exercise for a person so short.




  That’s it, Ash thought to himself. Mr Twigg looked similar to a certain actor, but for the life of him the investigator couldn’t recall the actor’s name. The little

  man with the pale staring eyes chose a seat that backed on to the one opposite Ash. When he’d placed his small battered suitcase and umbrella (which he’d declined to hand over to the

  stewardess for storage) on the floor, Twigg slid down into his seat, the tip of his head just visible to Ash above the padded headrest. Before he sat, though, he’d taken in the

  parapsychologist without giving any acknowledgement.




  Suit yourself, thought Ash, who had given a cheery smile, and returned to his conversation with Kate.




  ‘. . . didn’t call in the police, because, well, Comraich’s own senior doctor certified that it had been an accident.’




  ‘You’re kidding me.’ Ash frowned disbelievingly, keeping his voice even lower so as not to be overheard by the new arrival.




  ‘David, these people are very influential. Over dinner last night, Simon told me a little more about the organization he represents.’




  ‘Okay, I’m listening.’




  ‘First of all, it is a kind of clandestine . . .’ she paused for a moment ‘. . . consortium, you might say. Or an association, a confederation, or just an elite body

  of people who quietly work for the good of the country and avoid publicity of any kind. And at any price.’




  ‘Are they legal?’




  ‘Well, you might look on it as an upmarket Rotarian Society. Ludicrously, massively, upmarket. Like the Freemasons, only—’




  ‘Only more sinister,’ Ash cut in.




  ‘I don’t know. And, to be honest, I don’t care. With the fee they’re paying, I can forget about a lot of things that aren’t really important anyway.’




  ‘Uh-huh. You’re the boss. I’m intrigued, though.’




  ‘Don’t be. As far as the Institute is concerned, it’s just another paranormal investigation.’




  ‘Kate, you don’t sound too convinced yourself.’




  ‘Simon is an honest man, with great integrity. I’m sure he wouldn’t be associated with anything doubtful.’




  Ash shrugged, aware it was pointless to argue further: he’d signed the contract – both contracts, one on behalf of the Psychical Research Institute and another personal

  non-disclosure agreement – so he might just as well get on with the job. Nevertheless, he couldn’t entirely resist pressing her.




  ‘Just give me a little more info, Kate,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure I’m comfortable with this.’




  ‘David, I can’t – well, shouldn’t – say any more. But let me give you an idea of their importance. Simon made it plain again last night that the

  organization has no true power. What it has, though, is immense influence. Much more than you might think possible and more than it would ever admit to.’




  ‘So how does that work?’




  She ignored the cynicism. ‘They’re a collection of high-powered individuals who call themselves—’




  ‘Let me guess again. Scientologists? No? Okay, how about the Opus Dei? The Kabbalah, then? That could be fun.’




  ‘The IC.’




  ‘Icy? Is that as in ice skating? Ice hockey? Ice cream?’




  She knew he would be grinning. ‘No. The I-C. It’s an acronym for the Inner Court.’




  ‘So nothing to do with religion? Politics?’




  ‘Not exactly.’




  ‘Not exactly? What does that mean?’




  ‘I only got the name from Simon because he was half-cut. He buttoned up again once he realized what he’d said.’




  Ash surprised himself by hoping Kate didn’t mean that literally. The thought of Maseby making love to her somehow angered him, even though he and Kate hadn’t been lovers for a long

  time now.




  She sensed his mood just as she’d sensed his grin. ‘He came in for coffee after our dinner together and I plied him with a few more brandies to loosen his tongue, then I sent him on

  his way. Even so, he was very discreet.’




  ‘So that was all, just a name? The contract agreement we signed was for Maseby Associates on behalf of Comraich Castle. I didn’t see the title Inner Court on any of those documents.

  Just a name: Sir Victor Haelstrom.’




  ‘I know. That’s how covert they are. But I did learn something more.’




  ‘About the Inner Court?’ Ash was now talking in a ridiculously hushed voice.




  ‘Sort of, but not directly. The man Nurse Krantz found pinned to the wall. He suddenly dropped, by the way, just as she was calling for help on her radio. She said he’d curled over,

  head first, as if peeling himself from the wall like Velcro. His body weight released his legs.’




  ‘So we only have this nurse’s word that he’d been suspended above the floor.’




  ‘Yes, but why should she lie? Krantz is well regarded at Comraich, and apparently not one to exaggerate. She was believed even though closer examination still found no wounds to his hands

  and feet.’




  ‘It’s a bit hard to take. I mean, the body of a full-grown man stuck to a wall well above the floor with no visible means of support?’




  ‘David, you’ve witnessed extraordinary things yourself in the past.’




  He was silent for a while and Kate regretted stirring up unfortunate memories.




  ‘David . . . ?’




  ‘Yeah, sorry. You said this Inner Court had something to do with the man pinned to the wall at the castle?’




  ‘Only in that the organization owns Comraich Castle and he had some kind of contract with the IC to be given refuge there.’




  ‘Don’t tell me he was punished for breaking the rules. Now that I’m definitely uncomfortable with.’




  ‘No, no. We’re fine.’




  ‘We’ll only know that’s true if we break our contract with them. Are there any penalty clauses that I missed? Apart from the secrecy agreement, I mean.’




  ‘You read through both contracts.’




  ‘I skimmed through them. I didn’t bother with the small print because I thought you would’ve gone through it with a fine-tooth comb.’




  ‘I did, and we don’t have a problem. But let me get back to the point.’




  ‘I’m listening.’




  ‘Simon told me – and he regretted it afterwards, making me swear to keep it to myself – he told me the name of the poor victim at the castle.’




  ‘Someone I should know?’




  ‘You might have a year or so ago. D’you remember the front-page reports about the millionaire venture capitalist who killed himself by walking off into the North Sea? He’d left

  his wallet with credit cards, driving licence, and his car, with the keys still in the ignition, on the shoreline?’




  Ash racked his brain. ‘Yeah . . . yeah, I seem to recollect . . . when the business almost bankrupted the country. Didn’t a few financiers top themselves because they’d lost

  everything, including their high-maintenance wives and mistresses?’




  ‘Ever the cynic.’




  ‘It’s in my nature. But yeah, I remember the story; it made the news worldwide because it was happening globally, especially in America.’




  ‘It was because he was the first case in this country. His name was Douglas Hoyle.’




  Ash drew in a short breath. ‘You’re not telling me the victim in Comraich and Hoyle are one and the same man. The so-called financial genius who gambled wildly with other

  people’s money and lost it all?’




  ‘The same. His high-profile and once highly respected company lost millions of its clients’ money.’




  ‘And Hoyle led the way,’ breathed Ash.




  ‘Yes, David. Douglas Hoyle, the supposedly dead financial genius who didn’t commit suicide by drowning in the sea as everybody believed – which is why his body was never

  recovered – but went into hiding at Comraich Castle.’




  ‘Jesus. Wait. Wouldn’t the police have investigated a bit further than a wallet and car and its keys left on a beach? It’s been tried before. Then there was his wife and

  family, business associates even – wouldn’t the authorities have found him through them?’




  ‘He hasn’t had contact with his family from the day he went missing. That apparently is a strict condition imposed on Comraich clientele. He knew he would never see his loved ones

  and friends again. Oh, and the price of refuge is staggeringly high.’




  ‘I thought Hoyle was bankrupted.’




  ‘As far as City assessors and his own investors were aware, he was.’




  ‘No wonder Simon Maseby was coy about his employers.’




  ‘I told you the Inner Court members are immensely influential, powerful people. And they’re incredibly rich. And very secretive. That’s why you and millions of others

  have never heard of them.’




  ‘So they are illegal?’




  ‘I’d say they’re above the law.’




  ‘Nobody’s above the law.’




  ‘Keep assuming that, David: it’ll make you feel better. Now look, what they are, who they are, and where they are, is not important. We – mainly you – will carry on with

  our commission.’




  ‘God, I was uneasy before . . .’




  ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have told you.’




  ‘Why did you, Kate?’




  ‘Because Simon Maseby is an old acquaintance; you’re something more to me. I didn’t want you going in blind.’




  ‘I can get off the plane right now.’




  ‘No, we’re committed. If you did renege on the deal, there’d be too high a price to pay. Believe me on that. Besides, Simon would be in big trouble if it was discovered

  he’d been such a blabbermouth. I called him an old acquaintance a moment ago, but the IC wouldn’t make allowances for even that.’




  ‘Okay. I’ll go on as planned.’




  ‘And you won’t let on what you now know?’




  ‘No, of course I won’t. Anyway, once I’m up at the castle I’ll probably find out a lot more. I’ll try to look surprised. You think there might be others like

  Douglas Hoyle at Comraich?’




  ‘I’d bank on it. Excuse the pun. But hiding wealthy fugitives could be what the Inner Court is all about. The reward could be fantastically high if they only favour very wealthy

  runaways. It costs the client or their patrons £2 million per year just to stay at Comraich and a £5 million penalty should the client abscond.’




  ‘How much?’ Ash gasped incredulously.




  ‘You heard. And once you’re a guest – that’s the term used: “guest” – then you leave the outside world for ever. No exemptions, no

  exceptions.’




  ‘So they become prisoners.’




  ‘Very well-looked-after prisoners. According to Simon, they live the rest of their life in absolute luxury.’ Kate paused, then added, ‘When Simon realized how much information

  he’d given away he practically begged me never to tell another living soul about the Inner Court and Comraich Castle.’ She didn’t say that plea had come from Simon Maseby when he

  woke sober in her bed at dawn that morning and realized just how much he’d divulged during the night. Alcohol and sex: sometimes a lethal combination.




  Ash had been leaning forward, hunched over the phone, elbows on knees, his voice low, when a movement outside the thick window caught his eye again. A sleek black limousine had drawn up beside

  the aircraft and, as he watched, a grey-suited chauffeur stepped out and marched briskly round the long bonnet to a rear passenger door. Moving closer to the plexiglas, Ash looked down to see the

  opposite rear door open to reveal a dark-haired woman wearing a smart black wool business jacket and a knee-length skirt over black tights and ankle boots. He just caught a glimpse of a crisp white

  shirt collar against a light coffee-coloured neck, her chin tucked in as she bent forward, getting out of the vehicle and hurrying round to the other rear door, which the driver had already opened.

  He was now standing at loose attention, waiting for his other passenger – obviously the more important of the two – to emerge.




  The dark-haired woman had reached the open door and was leaning in to help the person now climbing awkwardly from the limousine.




  From his elevated position inside the jet, Ash just saw the top of the other passenger’s head emerging, a mass of unruly blonde hair, dark at the roots, when Kate’s voice drew him

  back to the phone.




  ‘Still with me, David?’




  He settled back into his seat. ‘Yeah, sorry. Looks like the late arrivals are here. We should be taking off quite soon.’




  ‘The psychiatrist, Dr Wyatt?’




  ‘Psychologist these days, Maseby said. There’s a difference. Psychology’s the study of human development and behaviour, and it’s classified as a social science, whereas

  psychiatry’s more to do with abnormal mental or emotional condition and disorders. Naturally, they can overlap,’ Ash said.




  ‘I already knew that, professor. I am ex-uni.’




  ‘Well, I had to look it up. Anyway, I presume it’s her, and the client appears to be a young woman.’ He took a quick peek out the window again and noticed that the chauffeur,

  who had obviously popped the boot from inside before alighting from the limo, was hauling out two distinctively styled Louis Vuitton suitcases. Expensive, but no surprise there. The two women were

  no longer in sight and Ash assumed they were on the short flight of steps leading into the aircraft.




  ‘Good morning,’ he heard the air stewardess greet the young girl as she entered the cabin with her shoulders hunched, head bent. ‘Hello again, Dr Wyatt,’ Ginny said to

  the woman following close behind.




  It struck Ash that the vivacious stewardess hadn’t used the blonde girl’s name and he wondered if that was company policy with pre-guests. Maybe Ginny didn’t even know what it

  was. He remembered he still had Kate on the line.




  ‘Kate, I’ll phone you when I get to Comraich, but if you need to, you can call me again mid-air.’




  ‘Shouldn’t be necessary. I’ll be interested in your take on the castle, though.’




  ‘Okay. Later.’ He closed the mobile phone and returned it to his jacket pocket.




  The girl with the mussed-up blonde hair plodded her way down the cabin, the sulky, sullen look of a Geldof daughter spoiling her otherwise pretty face. She barely glanced at Ash as Dr Wyatt

  guided her from behind to the sofa seat across the aisle from him. In contrast to the psychologist’s modish outfit, her charge wore an odd match of clothes that seemed thrown on rather than

  carefully chosen when she’d stirred (probably reluctantly) from her bed to make the morning flight. She wore a deep-mauve open blazer that was longer than her high-waisted dotted skirt, which

  was loosely tied with a cloth belt. A white T-shirt was tucked into the skirt’s high waist and three silver chains of different lengths hung down around her neck. She was slight of stature

  (worsened by the hunching of her shoulders). Her fishnet tights, slightly torn at one knee, ran down into chunky wedge heels, and clutched in both hands was a brown overfilled Mulberry bag. Pretty

  though she was, the girl’s over-kohled, downcast eyes only added to her air of sulky recalcitrance.




  ‘We’ll sit here, Petra,’ said Dr Wyatt, easing the girl into the seat, ‘then after take-off you can lie down and sleep for a little while.’




  Settling herself beside Petra, the psychologist tucked her own crinkled leather satchel behind her ankles and beamed a smile towards Ash.




  He returned the smile but it faltered in surprise, for her dark eyes, her finely etched lips, the light tan of her smooth skin . . .




  Well, she wasn’t quite what he’d expected.
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  Kate sat at her desk, her swivel chair turned to face one of the tall windows of her office. Beyond the glass it was yet another fine early autumnal day, although nippy in the

  streets. She usually got to the Institute around 8 a.m., which gave her quiet time to deal with the paperwork – the government rules, red tape and health-and-safety directives – that

  was every employer’s bane. By the time other staff arrived and things started to get busy, she would be able to concentrate on her proper duties, which meant sending and checking emails,

  making and receiving phone calls, writing reports on any supernatural or paranormal activities that had come to the Institute’s notice, genuine or suspect, which would then be filed and

  copies sent to other psychical research establishments around the world (she believed in sharing information with those who were both friendly and legitimate), while taking on board any new

  accounts of phenomena and interviewing prospective clients (she’d no idea why, but people seemed more susceptible to hauntings when the days grew colder and the darkness earlier).




  But this morning Kate was spending more time on reflection.




  Had she done the right thing in sending David up to Scotland? Was he mentally strong enough to handle a genuine and apparently vicious haunting? And had she been right in accepting this

  commission when the organization that Simon Maseby represented was so shadowy, even if so lucrative for the Institute?




  In less than five months’ time the lease on the building would be up and the rent, plus management fees, ground rent and service charge, were bound to be increased. Where the money would

  come from Kate had no idea; not until Simon Maseby had contacted her, that is. She’d been about to warn her workforce and consultants (spiritualists, mediums, clairvoyants – even

  exorcists) of the impending problem when Simon had called her from out of the blue.




  Kate was pleased to hear from an old friend after such a long time and, because he’d said the matter was urgent, she’d arranged a meeting for later that afternoon. That had been a

  few days ago, just before the weekend, and Kate was intrigued by Simon’s story and mystified by his reluctance to divulge details of the people or organization that employed him.

  Nevertheless, the amount they were prepared to pay for an investigation into this supposedly haunted Scottish castle had blown away all reservations on her part; considering the Institute’s

  looming financial situation, she would have been foolish not to have accepted his offer.




  One of the contract’s conditions did concern her, though: Simon was adamant that only a single psychic investigator should be assigned to the case. Kate had argued – as had David at

  the subsequent meeting with Simon – that such a huge building would require a team of investigators – at least three or four people – to cover the area, but Simon remained

  inflexible. Eventually they had agreed on a compromise: one investigator initially, then a proper team if necessary afterwards. And as far as she was concerned, that one person had to be David Ash.

  Simon agreed, although he insisted on knowing more about this particular parapsychologist.




  Kate had given a brief summary of Ash’s career so far (although she avoided giving too many details of David’s previous investigations). She’d also sent over a couple of copies

  of David’s treatise on the supernatural when Maseby had first contacted her.




  The side door of her office opened and her PA poked his head through the opening. ‘Morning, Kate. Coffee?’




  She swung the chair round to face him and pointed at the empty jumbo mug on the desk – dainty crockery was only used when clients were present.




  ‘Had some already, Tom,’ she told him.




  ‘Right. Anything special you want me to get on to?’




  ‘I’ll dictate some letters later. Can you file the stuff I’ve already left on your desk? Oh, and will you spend a little time on your computer for me this morning?’ Tom

  was a master of Google.




  ‘Sure, no problem. What d’you want me to look for?’




  Kate hesitated. Was it right to involve her young assistant in this affair? After all, she herself was sworn to secrecy. Bringing in another person at this stage might be unwise and a breach of

  the contract she’d signed. She quickly changed her mind, not prepared to jeopardize the agreement.




  ‘Sorry, Tom. Forget about that last bit.’




  She would search the net herself. It would take her longer, but at least it wouldn’t involve another person from the Institute, just as Simon had stipulated again after they had made

  unsatisfactory love.




  Today she felt guilty. Not because she’d slept with Simon – regret would have been ridiculous – but because she’d lied to David, and she knew he’d sensed it. His

  psychic abilities were more than just a focused intuition.




  With a sigh that was almost a groan, Kate logged on and got ready to Google.




  She already knew it would be a difficult search and, possibly, a fruitless one.
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  Cedric Twigg had been looking through the Gulfstream’s window, but taking nothing in, when the stewardess’s voice interrupted his reverie. As he peered up at her,

  he realized his heart was beating like a jackhammer, too fast and too hard. He forced himself to control the palpitations, something he used to do with ease a year or so ago, but not nowadays. Even

  though the surprise was quickly dealt with, he realized it took a little longer to compose himself each time he was caught day-dreaming.




  ‘Sorry, Mr Twigg, I think I startled you.’




  Balanced skilfully on one arm, she held the daily newspapers, fanned out like a magician’s giant deck of cards.




  He skimmed the titles. ‘Telegraph,’ he said.




  Ginny’s smile was unaltered, but he noticed her eyes had hardened at his rudeness. With her free hand she pulled out the requested broadsheet and handed it to him. He accepted it without

  thanks.




  Twigg immediately saw the headline he was expecting, and while the story didn’t take up the whole front page, it was prominent enough to satisfy the assassin’s perverse ego. It

  surprised him that they had already made the connection between yesterday’s killing and the one carried out more than thirty years ago. He remembered with relish.




  In September 1978, the Bulgarian dissident Georgi Markov, who used the BBC’s World Service to broadcast damaging diatribes against his mother country’s communist regime, was marked

  out to be ‘liquidated’. The Bulgarian Secret Service had sought help from Russia’s KGB – nowadays known as the SVR – and they had suggested using a young Englishman

  who lived in London, and who had carried out three successful ‘closures’ for them already.




  Twigg smiled as he recalled the method chosen to eliminate Markov. A simple umbrella had been fitted with a hidden cylinder of compressed gas that fired a single pellet filled with the biotoxin

  ricin, the deadly derivative of castor oil. He had followed the dissident onto Waterloo Bridge, and when Markov waited at a bus stop, the young assassin had pushed the umbrella’s tip into the

  Bulgarian’s calf muscle. An innocent accident that Markov gave little attention to. Three days later he was dead.




  That was many years ago and Twigg almost chuckled to himself, for New Scotland Yard was still investigating the murder. A British counter-terrorism team had even paid a visit to

  Bulgaria in 2008, and continued to work with the ‘appropriate international authorities’, as they put it, hoping to draw a satisfactory conclusion to the investigation. As yet, nobody

  had been charged with Markov’s murder.




  Monday’s assassination of the Russian broadcaster Boris Dubchenski, who constantly railed against the influence of certain billionaire oligarchs over his country’s political leaders,

  was practically a replica of Markov’s murder more than three decades ago. Except this time, Twigg had use of a ‘spotter’, waiting on the other side of Bush House, whereas before

  he’d worked alone; also, Twigg had used a faster-acting dose of ricin, which had killed even more expeditiously. To this day, Cedric Twigg was uncertain exactly how the Inner Court had

  discovered he was the original dissident’s assassin (a Russian informer, he guessed), but they were swift to appreciate his skill and just as swift to recruit him for themselves. Their

  inducements of high financial rewards and ‘lifetime’ security (unusual for a hit man) were enough to win his loyalty, a loyalty he’d always assumed was mutual. But now he was

  sixty-one years old and there was something not quite right with him physically: occasionally his whole body, especially his hands, gave in to small though, as yet, unremarked tremors.




  He laid the newspaper across his lap and dropped both hands to clutch the edge of his seat. It seemed that just thinking of the slow but merciless onset of illness was enough to incite those

  tiny tremors again.




  A thin, almost invisible, drool of saliva seeped from one side of his mouth.
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  Ash had known that Dr Wyatt would be female, but he’d expected someone older and less – well, less alluring. Ash found it hard not to stare across the plane’s

  narrow aisle at the stunningly beautiful woman who shared the sofa seat with the young blonde girl.




  Dr Wyatt acknowledged him with a quick smile before returning her attention to the girl in her charge. The psychologist spoke in hushed tones, as if to calm her before the flight, and soon the

  patient was lolling back, her tousled head resting on the psychologist’s shoulder. When Ginny came by with the daily newspapers, Dr Wyatt gave a small shake of her head accompanied by a sweet

  smile.




  ‘Can I get you something to drink after take-off?’ Ginny asked.




  ‘I’ll have some tea,’ replied the psychologist. ‘English breakfast tea?’




  ‘Not a problem.’




  Ash was surprised at her preference: with her Mediterranean looks, he’d expected her to request something more exotic, especially when the aircraft carried such a richly

  distinctive choice of beverage.




  And then she glanced at him again, but this time – and with no effort on his part – he held her gaze. Her cheeks blushed red even through the natural tan of her skin, and her

  eyelashes fluttered (not through coyness, he was sure, but involuntarily) before she broke away. Yet in those few seconds, Ash had felt a confusing kind of frisson between them, as if they already

  knew each other – no, that wasn’t it; it was as if they were both suddenly aware that their futures were tethered together. It was crazy. How could he possibly know what she

  felt when he was so bewildered by his own reaction? Surely he’d misread the mood. But the feeling had begun to form the moment she’d entered the plane, and just now had asserted itself

  so profoundly that it left him dazed. With something like despair, he remembered having a similar reaction once before, a time best forgotten. The cause then had been a woman named Grace; a woman

  he’d loved so very much.




  The stewardess’s voice penetrated the awful memory. ‘Would you like today’s paper, Mr Ash?’




  ‘Sorry . . . ?’




  She lifted the fan of newspapers slightly to bring them to her passenger’s attention.




  ‘Oh. Er, no. I’m fine, thank you.’ He rested his head back against the top of his seat and closed his eyes.




  ‘It’s only a short flight, sir. Just outside an hour.’ She’d misunderstood his reaction, thinking him nervous of flying. ‘We’ll be in Scotland in no time at

  all.’




  He opened his eyes again, if only to reassure Ginny. ‘It’s a nice way to travel,’ was all he could think of to say.




  ‘Yes, the interior designs of private planes can be made to suit the client’s specifications. Corporations like to see their insignia inside and outside the aircraft. Some very

  wealthy individuals like works of art on the cabin walls, or even chandeliers, would you believe? Not made of glass though – that would be foolish.’ She giggled at that.




  Ginny reached for his now-empty coffee cup. ‘I’ll clear this away for you. Perhaps you’d like something stronger when we’re in the air?’




  Again that irrational notion. Was he being tested over alcohol? No. Paranoia, he told himself again.




  Looking up into her clear blue eyes, he asked, ‘Who actually owns this jet? Is it chartered?’




  ‘Oh, no. It’s Sir Victor’s. Sir Victor Haelstrom? That’s who you’re going up to see, aren’t you?’




  ‘Yeah, of course I am. I’m looking forward to it.’




  So it wasn’t a company plane, nor chartered, but privately owned. He decided that when he had a chance, he’d use his laptop to do a bit more detailed research on Sir Victor

  Haelstrom.




  Once again he glanced across the aisle to see Dr Wyatt tying her deep-black shoulder-length hair into a bunch at the back of her neck. She suddenly looked more serious and a little older.

  Instead of late twenties, Ash now thought she was probably in her very early thirties. She reached into her shoulder bag and donned a pair of dark-framed glasses. When she took out a notebook and

  pen from the bag, she caught his appreciative eyes on her.




  Ash felt as though he was blushing, although he knew from experience that his face remained pale. Pale and worn, he told himself. And probably older than his thirty-eight years.




  This time the psychologist didn’t smile back at him, but consulted her wristwatch, then flipped open the notebook and jotted down a note. From the way she quickly checked the sleepy-eyed

  girl at her side, Ash guessed it was about her patient’s medication and the reaction to it.




  ‘You can lie down once we’re in the air, Petra,’ he heard her say in a soft but clear voice.




  The blonde girl merely yawned and rested her head on the psychologist’s shoulder again. She was bleary-eyed and sluggish, and Ash thought it seemed due to sedation rather than

  early-morning tiredness. Possibly Dr Wyatt had given her something to calm her nerves before flying. He was still pondering his own reaction to the psychologist when the pilot’s voice came

  over the intercom.




  ‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Despite our late arrivals, we’re still on for our scheduled slot.’




  His manner was relaxed yet authoritative, a perfect pilot’s voice.




  ‘For those of you who haven’t had the good fortune to fly with us before, my name is Mike Roberts and I’m your captain for this flight. My first officer, and sitting by my side

  as co-pilot, is Marty “Chuckles” Collins. We call him “Chuckles” because he seldom laughs. He’s the spirit of gloom, but don’t let that put you off.’




  A muffled groan came over the intercom and Ash guessed that Collins was growing weary of his captain’s obviously frequent put-downs.




  ‘Fortunately,’ the captain continued, ‘it’s only a short hop to Scotland, so I won’t have to put up with his lugubrious presence for too long.’




  It occurred to Ash that while the plane was still on the tarmac warming up, the pilot could have just as easily opened the cockpit door which had been closed, unnoticed by Ash, and made his

  pre-flight patter even more personal.




  Captain Roberts finished the rest of his spiel in the same breezy manner. Ash rested back in his seat again, letting his eyelids droop; he’d never been afraid of flying, but found the

  pilot’s easy, laid-back style reassuring all the same.




  Just a couple of feet or so from Ash, Dr Wyatt had persuaded the girl called Petra to sit up while her seatbelt was adjusted round her waist, and he couldn’t resist another sneaky look at

  the psychologist as she then fastened herself in. She met his gaze, although again she didn’t return his smile.




  Instead she frowned, as though something about Ash concerned her.




  He quickly looked away and clicked in his own belt.
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  Ash had almost drifted off to sleep when he sensed movement in front of him. Opening his eyes, he found Dr Wyatt settling into the opposite seat.




  ‘So sorry. Did I disturb you?’ She placed her soft leather satchel behind her ankles. Her black-rimmed glasses had been put away, but her raven-black hair was still tied at the

  back.




  ‘No,’ he assured her, ‘I wasn’t asleep.’ He smiled at her warmly.




  ‘Good. I’ve left our new guest, Petra, to rest on the couch.’




  Across the aisle, the young blonde girl was stretched out on the three-seater. Her knees were bent and her head rested on a plush charcoal-grey cushion; a blanket of the same colour had been

  placed over her. She seemed to be out for the count, a thumb resting against her lips; a fraction more and she would have been sucking her thumb like a baby.




  ‘You’re the investigator, aren’t you?’ Dr Wyatt had leaned forward, clasped hands resting on her knees, as if she wanted to talk to him in confidence.




  She spoke softly, but as the genial Mike Roberts had told them, the acoustical insulation was excellent, so every word was clear. Because of the light-coffee colour of Dr Wyatt’s skin, and

  the deepest ebony of her hair, he’d half expected her to speak with an accent – Spanish; or South American, maybe? – but her words had no foreign inflection whatsoever.




  ‘Oh, yeah,’ he replied, unconsciously straightening himself in the seat. ‘Psychic investigator, that is. Or, if I’m being pompous, parapsychologist.’




  ‘A ghost hunter,’ she responded.




  ‘Well, that’s the popular name for it. And you’re Dr Wyatt, I presume.’




  She put forward a hand and he only had to lean forward slightly to shake it. It was a one-shake, but for some reason, neither let go. They stared at each other, and Ash could plainly see the

  confusion in her wonderfully seductive deep brown eyes.




  He felt a similar confusion himself, although he tried to conceal it. The moment passed and then, as if by mutual consent, they let their hands drop.




  It took her a little while to compose herself and he looked away to give her time. Through the small window the white tops of the clouds stretched into the distance like a huge rumpled white

  duvet, and the brightness as they flew above the weather cheered him. He turned back to the psychologist.




  ‘Are you permanently based in Scotland, or are you some kind of flying consultant?’ he enquired, anxious to prolong their conversation.




  ‘I’m based at Comraich Castle, but I take frequent trips away. Sometimes it helps if I can accompany new guests to the castle just to reassure them. It’s a big step for a

  client to take.’




  Her voice was pleasant but subdued, as if she were a touch nervous of him. At least, that was how he read it, and he was good at picking up on the mindset of others. Years of determining honesty

  and dishonesty, bravura or restraint, fear or courage, had honed him sharply to the nuances of those his profession had compelled him to interview. Or was Dr Wyatt merely chary of what she might

  unconsciously reveal about the Inner Court?




  ‘So, the girl . . .’ he indicated the sleeping blonde across the aisle ‘. . . is obviously in your charge.’




  The psychologist nodded but said no more.




  ‘You implied she was a guest,’ Ash insisted politely. ‘Isn’t she really a patient?’




  ‘Yes, but at Comraich we prefer to regard patients as guests, otherwise it might suggest they had mental health problems, or some contagious illness, which isn’t necessarily the

  case.’




  ‘Yesterday I met Simon Maseby, who called Comraich a retreat.’




  ‘Well, then,’ Dr Wyatt replied. ‘I think retreat is an ideal way of describing the castle, even though we’re licensed to carry out medical procedures there.’




  ‘Like what?’




  She wasn’t fazed by his blunt question. The psychologist smiled at him. ‘Like major and minor operations, counselling, and the use of new, superior medication for those who need it.

  We use the most up-to-date treatments for all kinds of ailments, including mental instability.’




  ‘And all in luxurious surroundings, going by the hefty fees your guests or their benefactors have to pay.’




  ‘Yes,’ she replied simply.




  ‘Paid to the Inner Court?’




  Her dark eyes skittered to one side.




  ‘I’m sorry, Mr Ash,’ she said, ‘that’s privileged information. May I ask where you heard it?’




  He smiled pleasantly. ‘Why does everything have to be so covert?’ He was gently pressing her, genuinely interested, but he also had a mischievous desire to rock the boat.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she repeated, and she looked truly apologetic as she swung her eyes back to meet his. ‘I have to keep to the code.’




  ‘The code?’ This was becoming even more interesting.




  ‘Oh, it’s nothing formalized, just a general rule, but we are expected to be discreet. Why don’t you tell me more about yourself? I knew you were coming to Comraich Castle to

  investigate the strange goings-on there. Being a parapsychologist must be fascinating.’




  She was deliberately changing the subject, and Ash had no wish to push his luck. ‘It is sometimes,’ he responded to help her out. ‘What have you been told about this

  investigation?’




  She was immediately more relaxed now that he’d changed tack. ‘Just that you’d be with us for possibly up to a week and that we were to keep out of your way while you explored

  the castle.’




  ‘A week or so?’ Ash was dismayed: he’d hoped to draw conclusions within a couple of days.




  Dr Wyatt nodded affirmation. ‘It’s a huge place.’




  ‘So I gathered. But I’d hoped to finish my job sooner than that. Tell me, have you personally had any strange or unaccountable experiences at Comraich?’




  ‘You mean have I seen a ghost, heard footsteps when there’s nobody there? Screams in the night, rattling chains, freezing areas, that kind of thing?’ She was joking, her voice

  low and eerie.




  ‘Not necessarily.’ He ignored the exaggerated dark humour.




  ‘Oh, Mr Ash, you don’t know Comraich.’




  He grinned back at her. ‘How old is the castle, by the way?’ Maseby had already told him, but now Ash was only making conversation.




  ‘I think it dates back to the fourteenth century but it was considerably enlarged and improved on over the years. It was built on a clifftop, which makes it look very dramatic.’




  He changed the subject again. ‘How long have you been with Comraich?’ He’d nearly said with the Inner Court, the answer to which might have proved more interesting;

  instead he put his question less obviously.




  ‘Almost three years,’ she answered without hesitation. ‘My father knew Sir Victor and some of his associates and I think he wanted me to be taken care of before he

  died.’




  ‘I’m sorry. I mean, about your father.’




  ‘Don’t be. It was a blessed relief when he was released from all the months of pain. The end for him was swift, mercifully so, and frankly it came as a relief. It’s hard to

  watch someone you love suffer.’




  She lowered her eyes and her grief was palpable.




  To move on, Ash asked, ‘Where are you from, Dr Wyatt?’




  ‘My mother was Brazilian, and Brazil was where I was born. My father was an English diplomat and he met my mother in São Paulo, the country’s largest city rather than Rio de

  Janeiro, as many foreigners seem to think. Rio is the playground that entices the tourists – and criminals – and Brasilia is the seat of government, but São Paulo is

  Brazil’s financial centre.’




  She cocked her head sideways and stared into Ash’s eyes as if to see whether he was interested.




  He was. ‘You were born in São Paulo?’




  ‘My mother was a Paulistano; that’s what people who live in the city are known as. Ambitious Brazilians flock there for the chance of a better life. It’s a modern

  city, expanding all the time. My mother was a translator working at the British Embassy, which was how my father got to know her. I’m the only consequence of their marriage.’ She said

  this with a hint of regret.




  ‘They divorced?’ The question was carefully put, and not, he hoped, intrusively.




  ‘No, my mother died when I was three.’




  Ash could have kicked himself. ‘I’ve put my foot in it, haven’t I? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to . . .’




  ‘Pry?’ she finished for him, smiling so that he could see his curiosity didn’t trouble her. ‘As I told you, I was barely three years old and now I can hardly remember

  her.’ She paused, as if in thought. ‘Although,’ she went on, ‘I sometimes see her in dreams. I’ve only a few faded photographs of her, but they’re enough for me

  to recognize her in those sleeping moments. At least, I think I do.’




  She gave an embarrassed laugh. ‘Listen to me, and I’m a psychologist! It isn’t hard to understand why I choose to identify this woman as my mother, despite having no

  real knowledge of her.’




  ‘I guess Freud would have the answer,’ Ash commented lamely.




  ‘Don’t be so sure. Many psychologists today are not in total agreement with all of Sigmund Freud’s tenets. Even Jung disagreed with certain Freudian precepts, especially with

  their constant emphasis on infantile sexuality.’




  ‘So which are you – Freudian or Jungian?’




  ‘It isn’t that simple: both have theories that are perfectly sound. Besides, they’re not the only psychologists worthy of study. And . . .’ she emphasized the

  word, ‘there’s a lot of overlapping going on in so many areas of different theories. Then there’s another approach called gestalt psychology, founded by Max Wertheimer, whereby

  it’s claimed that every aspect of thinking can have a gestalt character – emotional, interpersonal and social. I’m beginning to bore you, aren’t I?’




  He was taken aback and raised his eyebrows at her.




  Her chuckle was throaty and her face lit up at his embarrassment.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, still smiling. ‘I thought I saw your eyes glazing over.’




  Ash grinned back. ‘You know, parapsychology is sometimes – no, often – linked with psychology.’




  ‘Of course. It’s why I wanted to have this conversation with you. Wouldn’t you accept that a good number of so-called hauntings are caused by the psychological make-up of their

  victims or observers, whatever you’d call them?’




  ‘Well, I couldn’t disagree with that.’




  ‘I know. You said much the same in your book.’




  ‘You’ve read it?’ Ash was genuinely pleased. ‘It was written some time ago.’




  ‘You’ve changed your opinions?’




  ‘Not completely. Let’s just say I’ve learned a lot more about the paranormal and supernatural.’




  ‘Does that mean you no longer dismiss the supposition of ghosts and disembodied souls? In your book – which, by the way, has been required reading for myself and Dr Singh, my

  psychiatric counterpart at Comraich, over the last few days – you’re very cynical regarding spiritualists and clairvoyants, branding many as no more than charlatans who are either in it

  for the money, or who truly believe in what they do but are misguided, even somewhat eccentric, if not deranged.’




  ‘As I said, I know a lot more about the phenomena than I did then. So how did you get a copy of the book? It’s been out of print for years.’




  ‘Simon Maseby obtained a couple of copies from Kate McCarrick at your own Psychical Research Institute. He passed them on to us a few days ago. I’m surprised you haven’t

  written more on the subject.’




  Ash was surprised Kate hadn’t mentioned giving copies of his book to Maseby earlier. ‘One book was enough. The fact is, I’ve experienced too many genuine – or let’s

  say, inexplicable – cases that have led me to doubt most of my original conjectures. I’ve learned to approach each new case with an open mind.’




  ‘Is that possible?’ she asked.




  ‘No, of course not.’ He smiled. ‘But these days I try to keep my natural scepticism in check. Tell me, though, what’s your take on the alleged haunting at Comraich

  Castle?’




  ‘I’m just not sure about anything that’s happening there. My own common sense keeps me grounded, but . . .’




  Ash’s ears suddenly popped and he turned away to look through the window on his left. It was pure grey out there now and growing darker as the plane began its descent.




  ‘It’s just normal procedure, Mr Ash. We won’t be landing for a while yet.’




  This time it was she who turned to the plexiglas window by her seat. He watched as she strained to get a view of the land below. Her neck was elegant, finely shaped, and her profile added to her

  allure. He thought he could sense a barely repressed passion hidden beneath the formal yet chic outfit and her calm manner.




  ‘We’re deep in cloud,’ she remarked superfluously as she tried to see through the mist. ‘At this point in the flight we’re usually somewhere over Comraich. When the

  weather is clear it’s a wonderful sight. Sometimes I—’




  The cabin lights failed as the jet suddenly lurched, then began to free-fall.




  Ash clutched the arms of his seat, his fingers clawing to grip them hard as he found his body was almost weightless.




  The girl, Petra, shrieked as she was tossed from the three-seater. Then everything darkened as the plane plummeted towards the earth.
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  Luckily, Ash was still wearing his seatbelt, which had been such a comfortable fit he’d forgotten to unfasten it. Nevertheless, as the plane dropped with such suddenness,

  he felt as if he’d left his stomach behind. The cabin lights were not functioning and neither was anything else on the jet: there was no background hum of the engines and no seatbelt or

  emergency warning lights. He might have cried out, such was the fear that suddenly swept through him, but in the dim grey light coming through the windows he saw the psychologist rising

  weightlessly before him.




  Instinctively, he grabbed her with both hands and pulled her down to him. He heard screaming, but it wasn’t coming from her. Petra had spilled from her makeshift bed to be thrown upwards

  almost to the ceiling as the Gulfstream jet had entered its steep dive.




  Ash had managed to get his hands round the doctor’s back and he hugged her tightly, the side of her head pressed against his shoulder. Oddly, for such a perilous situation, he was aware of

  the sweet light scent she wore, and even under that, the faint fragrance of the herbal shampoo she must have used to wash her hair that morning. He felt her panic and heard her soft moaning even

  over the screams coming from her patient.




  ‘It’s okay,’ he told her, speaking loudly with all the calmness he could muster. ‘We’ve hit an air pocket, that’s all.’




  But the plane went into a deeper dive which sent Petra sliding down the cabin. Ash knew a simple air pocket wouldn’t interfere with the aircraft’s mechanical and electrical systems,

  but there was no other explanation he could give to reassure the doctor.




  She buried her face into the corner of his neck and shoulder and clutched him for dear life, her body trembling, her breath coming in short sharp gasps. He could feel her tears on his neck and

  he brought up a hand to press her head into him. The Gulfstream 450 dropped even further into the darkness of rain-filled clouds, and Ash, now sure they were all going to die, held on to the

  psychologist for his own sake as much as hers. Pressure built up in the cabin, sending terrible mind-numbing pain through his head. He wanted to release the quaking woman from his embrace and clamp

  his hands over his ears for relief, but he fought the urge and held her even more tightly in his arms. All noise seemed far away until his ears unexpectedly popped and Petra’s screams came

  back full-throttle.




  Then the darkness gave way to daylight again, the row of windows quickly growing brighter, so that he was able to see around the cabin as before. But the jet continued to plummet and the screams

  from Petra hadn’t ceased.




  Then the lights in the cabin suddenly returned and Ash heard the jet’s engines roar back into life. It took several terrifying seconds for the pilot to regain control of his aircraft, but

  soon the plane began to level out and resume its course. Captain Roberts’s steady voice came over the intercom.




  ‘Sorry about that, ladies and gentlemen. We’ve no idea why that little problem occurred, but I can assure you that everything’s shipshape again.’




  Ash could imagine the pilot crossing his fingers as he spoke.




  ‘Everything’s running smoothly now and you can see for yourselves we’re below the clouds. We’ll maintain this height until our final descent to Prestwick in a few

  minutes. Please keep your seatbelts fastened until we land. Our landing will be fine, believe me. As far as we can tell, we have no faults, significant or otherwise, so please try to relax until

  we’re on the ground. When we do land, I recommend a fine Scotch or brandy, then another. I’m only sorry I won’t be able to join you – I’ve two more flights later

  today. “Chuckles” here has a grin on his face you wouldn’t believe, although I’m not sure he hasn’t wet himself.’




  His voice was crisper when he addressed the air stewardess. ‘Ginny, will you make sure everyone’s comfortable back there, then report to the cockpit.’ His voice became less

  formal again. ‘First Officer Collins will join you to explain our unpleasant but mercifully brief interlude once we’ve run through a few more minor checks.’




  The intercom went silent.




  Ash felt Dr Wyatt slump in his arms, not in a faint, he was sure, but with relief. His hold on her became more tender, comforting, but still she trembled. He could hear sobs from Petra, who now

  lay in the aisle by his side.




  ‘Dr Wyatt,’ Ash said softly, ‘everything’s fine. We’re out of danger now. The pilot has control of the plane; there’s no need to be afraid any longer.’

  Unless the same thing happens again as we approach Prestwick, he thought sombrely.




  Rivulets of rain were driven diagonally across the row of small windows by the aircraft’s speed, but at least the grey daylight worked with the cabin lights to make everything visible

  again.




  The woman in his arms gently pulled away from him so that she could look into his face. He relaxed his grip but didn’t entirely let go. Her deep brown eyes were softened by tears, but as

  they stared into his, he detected a trace of uncertainty in them. Somehow, the shared near-death experience and the intimacy it created between them had confused her even more.




  ‘Thank you,’ she whispered, her face so close, her lips so near, her very scent so enticing, that he was reluctant to give her up.




  ‘It was my pleasure,’ he said glibly, stupidly. ‘I—’




  Too late. She’d regained some of her composure.




  She pushed against his chest to steady herself as she rose to her feet. ‘I have to see to Petra,’ she said, and he became aware of the girl’s cries of fear once more.




  Dr Wyatt moved away from Ash and knelt to attend to her patient. ‘It’s all right, Petra, everything’s okay,’ Ash heard her say soothingly.




  But the young girl was still in panic and she thrashed at the air around her as if the plane were still in free-fall.




  ‘Petra, Petra, please.’ The psychologist held the quaking girl’s wrists to avoid being struck herself.




  ‘Can I help?’




  Dr Wyatt motioned her head towards the seat she’d occupied before the Gulfstream’s loss of power. ‘If you could get my bag . . .’ She hardly glanced at Ash, concerned

  that her hysterical patient might injure herself.




  ‘Sure.’ Ash reached for the leather strap-bag that was now wedged beneath the seat opposite, but he was restrained by his own safety belt. He quickly released the metal clasp and

  reached again for the bag. Pulling it free, he turned and thrust it towards the doctor.




  ‘Please, open it for me,’ she said evenly, her hands still around the girl’s wrists.




  Ash fumbled with the bag’s two buckles and opened it up. Finally releasing Petra, the doctor took the crinkled leather bag and reached inside.




  ‘I have to sedate her,’ she said briskly. ‘I gave her a mild sedative before we boarded, but she needs something a lot stronger. It means an injection if it’s to have an

  immediate effect.’




  ‘Anything I can do? Hold her down, maybe?’




  ‘No, I can manage. She’d only fight against you, but she trusts me.’ Now the psychologist turned her head his way. No confusion this time: she was all efficiency, emotions put

  aside for a while. ‘You could see if anyone else is hurt. The stewardess might be injured if she wasn’t wearing a belt.’




  Ash levered himself off the seat. ‘Call me if you need a hand with Petra.’




  But Dr Wyatt was already drawing out a small medical box from the open bag, all her concentration on treating her distressed patient.




  Ash made his way down the cabin, walking unsteadily, and not just because he was on a moving plane. His first stop was by the shabby little man with the bald head. He was frozen in his seat,

  hands gripping the armrests on either side, his eyes closed. He could have been unconscious.




  Leaning closer to the man, Ash said, ‘You okay? Can I get you anything? A drink, maybe? The plane’s fine, there’s no more danger.’




  The man’s eyes opened, and they were cold as he stared up at Ash. ‘You might see to the stewardess,’ he said quietly. ‘I think she took a fall.’




  Ash left him, wondering why this guy hadn’t gone to Ginny’s aid himself. He found her on the floor by the exit door, the seat in front hiding her from view. She seemed to have hit

  the back of her head when the Gulfstream had taken the dive, for one hand was stretched behind her neck as if feeling for a wound. At least her eyes were open, Ash noted as he knelt beside her. Her

  eyelids fluttered, but she recognized him immediately.




  ‘You must have cracked your head when the plane dropped,’ he said.




  Ginny blinked several times more before responding. ‘I think I’m okay,’ she assured him weakly. ‘No real damage, just a knock to the head.’ She tried to rub the

  spot, but it was awkward for her.




  ‘Let me take a look.’ Ash put a hand around her neck and gently pulled her head away from the door. He peered over her shoulder and felt her scalp through her thick hair. ‘No

  blood. You might have a bump there soon. D’you hurt anywhere else?’




  ‘The – the other passengers,’ she managed to stammer. ‘Is everyone all right?’ She seemed genuinely anxious and Ash was impressed.




  ‘They’re all fine, just a bit shaken,’ he reassured her. ‘The young girl, though – Petra – is in shock. Dr Wyatt’s treating her right now.’




  ‘And – and you, Mr Ash. Any injuries?’




  ‘No, I was lucky. Still strapped in.’




  ‘We always recommend passengers keep their seatbelt on throughout the flight.’




  ‘Well, people don’t like to think they’re in mortal danger. Seems kind of wimpish to stay buckled in.’




  ‘If you could help me up, I’ll go and see if I can do anything for them. We’ll be landing in a few minutes, but I think we’ve got time to settle their nerves with a large

  double of whatever’s their preference.’




  ‘Captain Roberts recommends we hit the bar once we’ve landed.’




  ‘Oh, I’d better get into the cockpit to report the situation back here.’




  ‘I don’t think you should try to walk just yet, Ginny. Look at your leg.’ Her right ankle was beginning to bloom into a watery swelling. The air stewardess groaned more in

  irritation than pain.




  ‘I don’t think it’s broken,’ Ash advised, ‘but you must have sprained it badly.’




  ‘Can you – can you help me up? I have to make some checks.’




  ‘Ginny, with that inflating bulge you won’t be checking anything for a while.’




  As he put his hands under her armpits and began lifting her on to the seats, Ginny wincing as she rose, the cockpit door opened behind him and First Officer Collins stepped out.




  ‘A little help here?’ Ash asked mid-lift.




  ‘Ginny, what damage?’ Collins’s voice was tense.




  Ash answered for her. ‘A nasty blow on the back of her head – no blood, though – and an even nastier sprained ankle. Nothing too serious as far as I can tell, no broken bones.

  Help me get her on facing seats, will you?’




  First Officer Collins hurriedly slid one arm around the stewardess’s shoulders and the other under her knees. Ash followed suit on the opposite side and between them they manoeuvred Ginny

  into a seat. Apart from some sharp intakes of breath, she seemed all right.




  Ash straightened and addressed Collins. ‘Are we okay now? D’you know what happened to the jet’s power?’




  ‘I could tell you we hit an air pocket, which caused the plane to drop, but I know you wouldn’t believe me.’ His voice was low, keeping the conversation strictly between Ash

  and himself. ‘In all my experience with different planes, I’ve never once gone through anything like that before. All power, all electrics, just packed up. We couldn’t even put

  out a Mayday. It’s a goddamn mystery to us. We can only pray it doesn’t happen again, although, with all power back on we’ve sent out a distress signal to Prestwick so

  they’ll be on full alert when we land. But look, I mean it: everything in the plane is functioning normally.’




  ‘I’ll take your word for it. Why don’t you look after Ginny here while I go back to give Dr Wyatt a hand? The girl with her is in a bad way, but as far as we can tell she

  hasn’t sustained any serious injury.’




  ‘Thank you, sir. Your help is appreciated. I’ll be along myself shortly.’




  The investigator retraced his steps down the cabin, taking a quick peek at the person Ash had heard called Twigg.




  The small man, in his oversized trench coat, sat in exactly the same position as before and, although his pale eyes were open, he didn’t bother to acknowledge Ash.




  The psychic investigator reached Dr Wyatt, who was dropping a syrette into a plastic bag. Petra lay still on the floor, an occasional twitch of her limbs suggesting she was not too deeply

  unconscious.




  Ash knelt down beside the doctor. ‘She going to be okay?’




  ‘Yes, I gave her a shot of lorazepam to relax her. It’s not usual, but works fast. To carry disposable syrettes isn’t strictly legal, but we work somewhat differently at

  Comraich.’




  It was a telling remark that Ash was to remember.




  ‘Each contains a single dose of tranquillizer. She’ll probably have to be helped off the plane when we land, though. She was already medicated before we boarded, so the combination

  of that with what I’ve just given her should put her into a peaceful sleep shortly.’




  Remaining on one knee, Ash examined the girl’s face. She flinched and Ash pulled back in surprise.




  ‘No problems,’ Dr Wyatt began to say. ‘She’ll—’




  The girl suddenly sat up so abruptly that Ash and the psychologist recoiled from her in alarm.




  Petra’s body was as stiff as a board, and her bleak eyes stared solely at Ash.




  In a low, rasping voice, she said to him, ‘They know you’re coming!’




  Eyes rolling back inside her head, Petra went limp and slumped to the floor again.
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  Ash was trembling as he stood at the bottom of the short flight of steps on the aircraft’s port side. A strong gust of wind ruffled his hair, bringing with it an

  intimation of fresh sea air under the usual blanket airstrip-smell of oil fumes.




  He felt chilled to the bone, and it had little to do with Scotland’s climate. No, it was the young girl’s strange other-worldly warning.




  Petra was clearly in shock from the fright she’d had when it seemed they were all about to die. Had the horror of their assumed fate sharpened her sensibilities to the extent that

  she’d perceived some kind of subliminal threat meant for him? But then, why the warning? What could be waiting for him at Comraich Castle?




  He put a hold on these thoughts when movement and a soft soothing voice came from behind him. Ash turned to see Dr Wyatt carefully guiding the puffy-faced girl down the aircraft’s steps,

  the co-pilot following with their hand luggage.




  ‘Can I do anything?’ Ash asked, reaching up to take Petra’s other arm.




  The raven-haired psychologist gave him a faltering smile. ‘No, we’re doing fine,’ she said uncertainly.




  The girl she was helping was visibly shaking despite the drug that had been injected into her system. He was a little shaky himself.




  ‘She going to be okay?’ Ash asked with a nod towards the doped-up teenager.




  ‘She’ll be all right once she’s over the fright,’ the psychologist told him. With a protective arm around Petra, she inclined her head towards a clear stretch of tarmac

  well away from the runway and docking areas where a Gazelle helicopter was warming up. It was decked out in the corporate livery of black and charcoal grey, a combination that Ash was beginning to

  dislike. Its rotating blades were individually visible, not yet having reached take-off speed. ‘That’s for us,’ Dr Wyatt said. ‘We’ll be at Comraich in

  minutes.’




  One of the ground crew was wheeling a trolley laden with suitcases and a few labelled boxes taken from the plane towards the helicopter. Ash caught a glimpse of his own luggage among them: a

  big, black case with battered corners, which carried most of the equipment he planned to use initially at Comraich, and a sizeable leather travelling bag, distressed by wear rather than fashion,

  containing changes of clothing, books and a few other personal items.




  Glad to be safely on the ground, Ash didn’t relish another flight so soon, and especially not by helicopter, no matter how short the journey.




  Without enthusiasm he said, ‘Great. I’m looking forward to seeing the castle.’




  Dr Wyatt looked surprised. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. They didn’t tell you?’




  ‘Tell me what?’




  ‘I’m afraid you won’t be coming with us in the chopper. It’s carrying pharmaceuticals to Comraich as well as Petra, myself and Mr Twigg. There isn’t room for

  another passenger.’




  The small bald-headed Mr Twigg had been first off the jet and Ash saw him striding towards the Gazelle ahead of the baggage handler.




  ‘Really?’ Ash said to the psychologist, only mildly disappointed.




  Petra, leaning heavily against Dr Wyatt, slowly raised her head to peer up at him.




  ‘Who’s he? What’s happening?’ she demanded petulantly.




  ‘It’s all right, Petra. This is Mr Ash. He’ll be joining us at Comraich later.’




  The girl immediately lost interest in the investigator. ‘I’m tired, I want to sleep,’ she whined.




  ‘Not long, Petra,’ the doctor reassured her. ‘We’ll soon be there. Then you can go straight to bed and sleep it off.’




  ‘I want to see Peter,’ the girl complained, now sullen.




  ‘You will. He’ll be waiting for you, I’m sure.’ Dr Wyatt addressed Ash. ‘Peter is her twin brother. He’s been at Comraich a few months and they’ve

  really missed one another. Well, I’ll see you there, Mr Ash.’




  The last remark sounded like a pledge and he hoped it was. ‘It’s David,’ he told her. Then he said, ‘I might need to consult you with regard to some of your

  patients.’ He stopped her before she imposed client confidentiality. ‘Only those who claim to have witnessed or have been directly affected by the so-called haunting, of course.’

  He noticed, not for the first time, she had a habit of facing him full-on while her eyes switched to one side, like an actor looking for a prompt. Maybe it was her way of avoiding direct

  confrontation.




  ‘Dr Wyatt is kind of formal,’ he said, with different thoughts running through his head. ‘Can I know your first name?’




  ‘Delphine. My mother’s choice.’




  ‘Does it mean anything in particular? I’ve not heard the name before. Brazilian, maybe?’




  ‘No. My mother took it from a book she’d loved. But perhaps we’ll be able to talk more at Comraich.’




  Yes, I’d like that, Ash thought to himself. He hadn’t been attracted to any woman for a long time – deliberately so. For him, emotional attachment had never been a

  safe option: in fact, it was something to be avoided, given his track record. Yet he was already feeling captivated by Dr Delphine Wyatt . . .




  Ash saw that Twigg was already aboard, safety-belt buckled, headphones in place to soften the noise. The helicopter’s rotors began to pick up even more speed, becoming a blur.




  Still supporting Petra, Delphine managed to look back over her shoulder. ‘Adeus,’ she called out. ‘Até logo.’




  He half raised his hands towards her, palms upwards to let her know he didn’t understand. ‘Is that Portuguese?’




  ‘It’s almost all I know,’ she shouted over the increasing noise of the helicopter. ‘Se cuida! Take care!’




  He waved, but her attention was focused on Petra once again, the girl plodding alongside her as if her boots were filled with lead. One of the ground crew helped them into the Gazelle, virtually

  having to lift Petra into her seat.




  Ash watched the machine rise into the air, nose tilted initially for direction. The Gazelle picked up speed and headed south, as far as Ash could tell with the sun hidden behind thick cloud.




  He was jolted from his thoughts by a voice calling to him.




  ‘Fàilte oirbh, Mr Ash!’
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  The sleek black Mercedes-Benz had almost silently crept up on him while he was otherwise distracted. The driver’s side window was fully open and a youthful face with

  bright blond hair and a cheerful grin shone out at him.




  ‘Dè an doigh?’ the young Scot called out and grinned again when Ash shrugged his shoulders and shook his head in non-comprehension.




  ‘I’m sorry, Mr Ash,’ the driver apologized as he pushed open the car door. ‘I just like visitors from the south to be aware they’ve entered another country.’

  He chuckled, mostly to himself, and Ash stood his ground so that the driver had to come to him.




  The car itself was beautiful, with smooth aerodynamic contours that suggested it was as much a racer as a six-seater people-carrier. Its driver, still smiling broadly, strode towards him, one

  hand outstretched to be shaken. Ash was surprised to see he wore a plain, charcoal-coloured woollen kilt rather than a tartan, but that and the thick black crewneck jumper and sporran he was also

  sporting obviously reflected the corporate identity: it was a variation of the stewardess’s uniform, which itself blended with the Gulfstream’s interior decor. Long thick socks ended at

  a point just below the driver’s knees and, to Ash’s amusement, instead of the short dagger (known formally as the sgian dubh) the Scottish Highlanders wore protruding from the

  top of one sock when in full clan dress, this man had a small mobile phone in a leather carrier strapped to his leg.
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