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Dedication

In memory of Pickle xxx





It is wonderful that five thousand years have now elapsed since the creation of the world, and still it is undecided whether or not there has ever been an instance of the spirit of any person appearing after death. All argument is against it; but all belief is for it.

Samuel Johnson

I look for ghosts; but none will force 
Their way to me. ’Tis falsely said 
That there was ever intercourse 
Between the living and the dead.

William Wordsworth







I planned it all carefully.

Watching the flames envelop the castle from my boat on the lake, I haven’t felt such peace for a very long time.

He deserves it.

I am not sorry.

I have done what I needed to do.

It is finished.
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Part One 

Creaglie Castle




8 November 2025, 8 p.m. 
Amelia

Creaglie Castle is barely recognizable since the last time I was here. There’s now a huge glass cube just outside – the new spa, apparently. And inside, there are rows of soft slippers adorned with the family crest lined up on a heated rail for the new paying guests’ use in the vastly smartened-up boot room.

Some of it is still the same. The portraits of all the miserable old Creaglie duffers who stretch back years – to the sixteenth century no less – still hang on the walls. Those vile animal heads with eyes which seem to follow you around the rooms are still there, as well as the crossed swords in the hallway which always gave me the creeps – they look so sharp and heavy. Horrible.

But the castle has also been cleaned up and renovated, as it would have to have been anyway after the fire, and many of the fixtures and fittings have been modernized and upgraded now that the family is opening it up as a luxury resort.

Who would have thought? I can’t imagine that was the brainchild of Alistair – or the Nineteenth Laird of Creaglie, to give him his full title. Perhaps it was the new young wife, Lady Tabitha of Creaglie. Wife number three for him. It’s possible the family has fallen on hard times, though I find that difficult to imagine. Maybe Tabitha is demanding a new sports car or diamond ring.

Or perhaps opening the castle to the public was Alistair’s son Joshua’s idea. About 30 years old, and quite good-looking in a posh-boy kind of way, if you like that kind of thing, Joshua seems like he might be the entrepreneurial type – fresh back from some American university and bringing all these big ideas with him, like the annexe which has now been built. It’s a flashy glass cube housing an indoor–outdoor pool with a Jacuzzi and water jets – totally modern and should be at odds with the mishmash of architecture that constitutes the rest of the castle but, somehow, it works. I went to have a look earlier.

Many of the ancient, worn and dusty rugs have been replaced with ones which look like they are antique but probably aren’t, and there are definitely some similarly pretend-old new pieces of furniture.

I didn’t expect to be invited to this weekend, to the opening to the public, but as I was, I thought it only polite to accept. It’s interesting to watch the people around the dining table and how they behave – you can see who is used to opulence and relaxed about it (Alistair and his son Joshua, his wifelet Lady Tabitha, though she makes the odd slip-up as she’s clearly newer to this), and those for whom it is novel and a bit overwhelming (everyone else except me).

Alistair is quite old, even frail-looking, these days. Nothing like last time I saw him. He clears his throat.

‘Good evening to you all and many thanks for coming all this way in this awful weather we’re having,’ Alistair says. Even though this is their family home, none of the family sounds Scottish as they’re always sent off to posh boarding schools almost as soon as they can walk. ‘I would love to tell you that it is unusual for the time of year, but that would be a lie,’ he continues.

A ripple of polite laughter goes around the room. I discreetly roll my eyes. Clearly an easily pleased crowd.

‘I don’t want to hold you up; most of you have come a long way to be here, and I’m sure you’re desperate to get on with the no-doubt delicious meal which our staff has prepared for you. I’m going to hand you over to Lady Tabitha of Creaglie,’ he indicates Tabitha next to him, absolutely stunning and easily young enough to be his daughter, probably even granddaughter, ‘my beautiful wife, who is much better at this kind of thing than me.’

The sequins on her dress sparkle as she stands. She wouldn’t look out of place on the red carpet at a film premiere. She must have married him for his money.

Absolutely must have. Simply no other possible reason.

‘Thank you, Alistair,’ she says smoothly. ‘I am indeed Lady Tabitha of Creaglie officially, but we don’t stand on ceremony here and during your stay you must call us Alistair and Tabitha, please.’ She smiles warmly.

‘As you know, these next few days are about investigating the castle’s ghosts, which have become quite famous over time, though this is the first time the Creaglie family has allowed people in to explore freely, so it is a very rare privilege indeed. Silas, on my right, is a professional ghost hunter. Some of you may recognize him from his online channel and, without meaning to be indelicate, the older ones among you may even remember his TV programme, which was extremely popular in its time, I believe.’

Well before she was even born, I’m sure. Silas smiles modestly. I smile back at him. ‘It was a great programme,’ I say. I used to like it a lot.

‘He will be filming for his online channel “Is There Anybody There?’’’ Tabitha continues, ‘and if things go well, there may even be bigger things in the pipeline on that front, but,’ she taps the side of her nose a couple of times and winks, ‘I’m afraid that has to remain confidential for now.

‘I believe you have all signed waiver forms giving your permission to be filmed. If you have any questions about this, he or I will be happy to answer them. Other than that, I invite you to simply relax and enjoy the surroundings, as well as having a bit of spooky fun.’

She smiles briefly before continuing in a more sombre tone. ‘As you will have noticed, the weather was already pretty inclement when most of you arrived a couple of hours ago.’ There’s a general murmur of agreement. ‘It has become worse, and I’m afraid it has made it currently unsafe to bring the rest of the guests, who arrived in Glenvraith across the lake a little later than you. Guest safety and comfort is our priority, so for now we have found rooms on the mainland for them and hopefully they can join us as soon as the weather abates.

‘But for you lucky ones who made it,’ she continues, her voice becoming warmer, ‘you’ll have plenty of time to get acquainted with each other over dinner. Most of you have already been shown your rooms and we very much hope you’re happy with them; they are beautiful rooms.’

‘Stunning,’ I agree.

‘Your bedroom is your own private space,’ Tabitha assures us, ‘and no one may come in without permission, except for Butler Donald should you need him, our head housekeeper, Mrs Laroche, and her assistant, Irina, assuming she eventually makes it across with the rest of the guests.

‘We obviously want you to enjoy your stay and feel at home, so there aren’t many house rules. You may go anywhere you like in the castle, except through doors marked “Private”, which are rooms reserved for myself, Alistair and the staff. Nowhere is simply randomly off limits – there are no secrets here. You are our guests, and we want you to feel entirely at home, to behave exactly as you would if you were staying with a beloved family friend.

‘Silas will be carrying out various tests, and I believe will be happy to talk to you all about his work. If any of you experiences anything supernatural while you are here, which we very much hope you do, I’m sure he would love to hear about it.’

Silas nods sagely.

‘We have planned a few ghost-themed events, which you may attend or not as you wish,’ Tabitha explains, ‘and we have invited a world-renowned medium to be with us, who won’t be joining us for dinner this evening as she is currently upstairs recovering from jet lag.’

A medium! Amazing. What an absolute load of nonsense.

‘Most importantly, we want you to simply experience the castle and tell us, and in particular, Silas, about anything unusual you might feel or see. You’ll find that while you will experience every modern comfort and convenience, in many other ways, we have not moved into the twenty-first century. There is no mobile signal or wireless internet, partly because of our remote location, but also because we want this place to be a true retreat from the world, the way it always has been for Alistair and his family through countless generations, dating back to the sixteenth century. There is a landline, which you may use if you need to contact anyone urgently, though it is located in our quarters so you will need to let us know.

‘In summary, we would like you to enjoy the castle and the grounds, though perhaps – given the terrible weather – it might be better to postpone your exploration of the grounds.’ Cue another ripple of polite laughter.

‘Silas will be working with his camera to record what you see and do, and he asks that – unless he is interviewing you or asks you a direct question – you try to ignore his presence as much as possible.’

Silas nods again.

Tabitha casts her glance around the table. ‘Right! I think that’s my spiel done. Thank you for listening and please don’t hesitate to ask if you have any questions. We hope you’ll bear with us if some things are a little makeshift at some points; we’re a couple of staff members down, as I mentioned. We’re very much looking forward to getting to know you over the weekend.’




8 November 2025, 8 p.m. 
Kayla

I don’t think I’ve ever experienced a dinner quite like the one we are being served this evening.

A gong sounds before the starter is brought in. Each course is announced in great detail by Alistair or Joshua Creaglie, who both apologize profusely in advance for the lack of staff. The under-butlers, who would usually tell us what we are eating, are also, apparently, stuck on the other side of the lake, along with the chef. But fortunately most of this evening’s meal preparation had been done in advance, Alistair explains. And you’d certainly never guess that the chef was absent.

The announcement of each course is hardly necessary anyway, as the menu is printed out in elaborate cursive on thick pieces of creamy gilt-edged card, placed between the shiny rows of cutlery at each place. I am glad that I learned at some point you start with the outer set of cutlery and work inwards, though I spot one of the other guests, an older lady whose name I’ve forgotten, glancing around the table at the others before picking hers up to check she is aiming for the right ones.

Somehow, even without their usual complement of staff, what they have produced is absolutely incredible. Our starter is a chicory and chestnut winter salad, all produce from the castle’s own vegetable garden and orchard. ‘We aim for eighty per cent of the food that you eat during your stay to come from our own land,’ Joshua says.

The main course is a haggis, ‘piped in’ by multitasking butler Donald, who seems to be something of a dab hand at playing the instrument. Haggis is actually much less unpleasant than you might imagine that something made of a sheep’s stomach would be. Alistair proudly informs us that the entire dish comes from sheep raised on the island, which I know in theory is a good thing, low food miles and all that, but somehow makes me feel a little queasy. Dessert is several giant chocolate fountains placed on the table, with platters of fruit and marshmallows (homemade, of course) for dipping.

I am seated next to Ben on one side, a travel writer for one of the national papers, here to experience the hotel, and apparently not interested in the ghostly side of things at all. On my other side, and much more interesting to talk to, is Silas the ghost hunter, who is sweetly humble and earnest and speaks softly about the ‘honour’ of coming to investigate the ghosts of Creaglie Castle.

‘You’ll know the stories, of course?’ he asks quietly.

I shake my head. ‘I don’t,’ I lie. I have actually researched the Creaglies very thoroughly, and in doing so couldn’t help but come across the ghost stories. But I don’t want to talk about that. ‘I came mainly for the spa,’ I add, also a lie, though it is a nice added extra and I am definitely planning to use it. ‘And I was hoping to do some hiking. But looking at the weather, I don’t think that’s likely to be possible. So maybe I’ll get involved in your … ghost things after all.’ I don’t really want to, but neither do I want to offend him. He seems nice.

‘I see,’ he says earnestly. ‘But when it comes to the ghosts … you’re a believer?’ he asks.

I’ve never thought about it in any great detail but, being put on the spot, I think I’d be inclined to say I didn’t believe in ghosts. However, this gentle, bearded man seems to have devoted his life to the supernatural, and it would be churlish to say that I think he is wasting his time. So I prevaricate. ‘I think, like many, I’m on the fence. Perhaps I’ll learn more while I’m here and, who knows? I may even be able to decide one way or the other.’ I pause. ‘I’d love to hear about the stories that are told about the castle,’ I add, because, why not? What’s the harm? ‘What kind of things have happened here? Do they know who the ghosts … are?’

He takes a mouthful of the meat and chews thoughtfully. ‘Well,’ he says, ‘there have been many, many reports of ghosts in Creaglie Castle going back hundreds of years. The fantastic thing about a property like this place, one which has stayed in the same family for many, many generations, is that there are plenty of records. Family bibles, family trees, diaries and journals, records of births, deaths, marriages and christenings, as well as, of course, simple legends which are passed around orally, and down through the generations. So sometimes it is a little difficult to know which are myths, and which stories come from actual experiences.’

He becomes more and more animated as he talks, clearly warming to his theme. ‘So for now, so as not to bore you, I’ll stick to the ghosts which have been experienced several times. The first are the cries of a child, a girl, usually experienced at night. They seem to have started at some point in the sixteenth century, almost as far back as the castle records go.’

Well, that could easily be a fox, I think to myself.

‘And sometimes she is heard singing a nursery rhyme to herself,’ he adds.

Yikes. That’s a bit more creepy. Though also a little clichéd.

‘The second is a grey-clad lady who appears to descend a stairwell which is no longer in existence,’ he says. ‘Legend has it that she is a maid who was made pregnant by the master of the house in the late 1600s, and then killed by him to cover up their affair.’

In spite of myself and the heat of the room with the fire blazing, I shiver. ‘Wow, that sounds eerie. And – erm – criminal.’

He nods. ‘It does. Though according to official records, as far as I understand, the lady in question died naturally of influenza, and there is no record of her being pregnant at the time. So it may simply be a myth, and the grey lady may be someone else entirely. If,’ he pauses, ‘she exists at all, of course.’ He looks thoughtful as he takes a sip of his wine.

‘Just because I happen to believe strongly that there is something out there beyond death, and that there are presences which return to visit us from beyond the grave, it doesn’t mean that I also believe every tale I am told. Unlike some of my colleagues,’ he adds, chuckling lightly and sighing gently to himself. ‘Either way, I am very much hoping to see the grey lady during our stay but … well, visual apparitions are the most rare, so I don’t hold out too much hope.’

He takes another bite, chews and swallows before continuing. ‘There have also been reports of a poltergeist which throws things down the main staircase, and some attribute that to the same spirit. There was once a large portrait of her alleged abuser hanging above the staircase, which fell, badly injuring a member of the family. I believe that’s where those particular rumours started.’

‘Wow. Interesting,’ I say, sincerely. I don’t believe a word of it, but I always love listening to anyone who is passionate about something.

‘There are, of course, other explanations as to how things might come to fall, for example, an old picture might come loose from a potentially crumbling wall,’ he adds, and momentarily I feel bad because I wonder if he has sensed my scepticism, ‘and they may have value, of course. But equally, the possibility remains that there is something supernatural going on here. We should come with open minds, and be here to investigate all possibilities.’

I like Silas. I didn’t expect to, I thought he’d be some kind of tin-hat-wearing lunatic, but he’s actually really interesting. He takes another mouthful and swallows. ‘Mmmm. This is good, isn’t it? As long as you’re not a sheep,’ he adds, chuckling to himself again. He finishes the last of the food on his plate and places his knife and fork neatly together.

After dinner I am shown to my room by the uniformed housekeeper, Mrs Laroche. I was last to arrive; the others were already heading to the table as I came to the door and I didn’t want to hold things up. I’m in the Red Room – all the rooms are named after colours – and I see my luggage has already been brought up and unpacked for me. There’s a double four-poster bed with twisted wooden posts spiralling upwards and heavy brocade drapes, which are tied back with large swags of the same material. The room is wood-panelled and the floor-length curtains, which are in the same pattern as those on the bed, have already been closed against the dark and rain. A fire is crackling away in the fireplace and for a second I wonder if there is no central heating, but a quick glance around the room shows a couple of those old-fashioned radiators attached to the wall. I walk over to one and place my hand on it – it’s warm. I’m relieved, because it was absolutely freezing on the journey here and I’m pretty sure a few fireplaces wouldn’t be enough to keep a place this huge toasty – I hate the cold.

‘The bed is original, and Queen Victoria once slept in this very one,’ the housekeeper tells me. ‘But you’ll be relieved to hear that all the mattresses have recently been upgraded and are now hotel quality, plus the beds have goose-down mattress toppers and duvets. We will light the fire for you every morning and, with your permission, will come in at intervals throughout the day to keep it stoked. We have central heating now, of course, but the rooms are large and we feel the fires make them feel cosier. Everything you need has been provided, though,’ she indicates a pile of logs to the side of the fireplace, ‘should you wish to tend to the fire at any other time yourself, or you can always summon someone to do it using this bell.’ She indicates a button inscribed with the word ‘HELP’ in capitals to the right of the mantelpiece; it is thoroughly modern and somewhat at odds with the rest of the room.

I follow her as she walks over to the far corner where there is a panelled wooden door.

‘This is your bathroom,’ she says, opening the door. It’s beautiful, if somewhat impractical, with a large marble plinth set with twin sinks, their gold taps shaped like dolphins, and an enormous clawfoot bath, which looks as if it would take days to fill, in the middle of the room. Unless it’s tucked away somewhere, there’s no shower.

‘It all looks lovely,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’

‘I’ll leave you to get settled in here,’ the housekeeper says. ‘If you need anything, the easiest thing is to press the help button to let me, Donald or the housemaid know, assuming she actually gets here,’ she adds, in a tone which seems to imply that the housemaid is simply using the weather as an excuse for bunking off work. ‘Otherwise you can leave a note in your room to be picked up during your daily clean. Do you have any questions?’ she asks, somewhat brusquely.

I shake my head. ‘Thank you. No, that’s all very clear.’

‘Good. Like I said, if there’s anything you need, just ask. The first ghost hunt is later tonight. As you know, attendance is not obligatory, but if you’d like to come along, and we very much hope you will, we’ll be meeting in the entrance hall at midnight.’




8 November 2025, midnight 
Ben

I don’t believe in ghosts; I mean, really, who does? But I’m here to research a piece about the castle and its new offering, so I will need to go to the ghost hunt to write about it for those who do believe in that kind of stuff. I don’t mind, I’ve done far worse on trips in my time, and this place is at least a fabulous place to stay, so there’s that too. But my job isn’t exactly secure at the moment, and the paper I work for loves minor nobility – in fact, for all I know, the laird is quite possibly an old friend of the paper’s managing director or some such, so I need to do a good job. I’m told the family asked for me especially, which is nice. But it’s not as if I’m going to be able to write about the deerstalking and hiking as planned, the weather being the way it is, and I will need to make sure I meet my word count somehow.

I make my way to the hallway, down the enormous wooden stairs with their plush carpet, literally as the clock strikes midnight. There are two suits of armour at the base of the stairs, a stuffed stag’s head above the main door, and a couple of crossed swords on display on another wall, along with various pictures of people who I assume are the Creaglie ancestors. They all have an expression like someone has farted near them and they think it is probably you.

There is no electric light on in the hallway – instead a couple of large flambeaux in metal holders are burning either side of the huge arched and wooden-studded double front doors. A candelabra hangs from the ceiling, which they surely must have had to use a ladder to light, and there are enormous votive candles burning on every surface. It’s pretty dramatic-looking – I hope they’ve got some good pics they can let me use. I imagine they have – Tabitha seemed pretty savvy with her marketing when we were arranging the details. I wonder if she worked in PR before she married the old guy? I was meant to be with a photographer, but he got stuck on the other side of the lake. Which again makes me wonder if part of my assignment is to do the castle a favour – there’s not usually a budget to send a snapper on trips like these any more.

With a wind howling outside which makes the candles flicker and sputter – the castle is draughtier than you’d expect, given it’s so luxe – the effect is already pretty spooky. Perhaps they’ve sneakily left a window open to add to the atmosphere. The Laird and Lady of Creaglie must be delighted that the storm turned up today – you can’t pay for that kind of backdrop.

I look down to see who else has turned up for this evening’s main event – looks like it’s just about everyone. I hope Kayla is going to come. We had a chat at dinner and I think she fancies me. She’s a single mum and I hate kids, but it’s not like we have to get married, is it? Might be nice to have some fun together this weekend to pass the time, as it looks like we’re all going to be stuck inside.

Tabitha looks up at me from the hall – she’s still in the tight black dress she wore at dinner and is fit as. She must have married the laird for his money, surely? He’s not even one of those old guys who looks like he still runs marathons or anything; he’s skinny, a little stooped, kind of shuffles rather than strides. She must be way less than half his age and could have anyone she wants, looking like that. I certainly wouldn’t say no in any other circumstances. But my editor had words with me after what happened on the last trip and told me that if any similar stories reached her I would very much not be working for them any more, so I won’t be going there.

‘Ben!’ she calls up at me, smiling; did I catch the hint of a mischievous glimmer in her eye? ‘There you are. Are you joining us this evening? Hurry up, we’re about to set off.’

I saunter down the rest of the staircase and head over to her, taking one of the small black torches she is handing out to everyone and making sure I ‘accidentally’ brush her fingers with mine (because there’s no harm in a bit of flirtation, is there?) as I take one. I’m sure she noticed, even though she was pretending she was checking everyone had their torch and knew how to work it – you twist the top, it’s not exactly rocket science.

That beardy ghost-hunter bloke is fully kitted out in sensible walking boots and a woolly jumper which looks like his wife or mum probably knitted it, and he has all sorts of things hanging around his neck which look like tape recorders only a bit different.

The Laird of Creaglie – or Alistair, as I need to remember to call him; I’m not impressed by people because they’re posh, of course I’m not – walks up the staircase a few steps and clears his throat. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I hope you enjoyed your dinner. Thank you once again for your company here tonight – I’m thrilled that so many of you have turned out for the first ghost hunt of your stay. We are aware that it has been a long day for you all, and for that reason we are going to keep this one short. Joshua will be talking a little about the history of the house and the ghosts which are believed to reside here with us, and Silas will be happy to explain some of his craft as we go for anyone who is interested. As I’m sure you will all know, supernatural beings are a law unto themselves and nothing can ever be guaranteed, but given the plethora of spirits we have here in the castle, I think it’s likely that some of you will meet some of them in some form or another during your stay. Thank you again for coming. I’m going to hand you over to Joshua now.’

‘Thank you,’ says Joshua. ‘Right, if everyone is ready, we’re going to start with the cellar tonight. Can I please ask that you stay together as a group? If you feel frightened or want to leave at any time and relax upstairs or go back to your room, of course that is fine, but please tell myself, my father, Tabitha or Silas first so that we can be sure that no one gets lost – it is very dark and a little bit of a warren down there. We would ask for quiet where possible, to ensure that we can see and hear anything which might occur, though please do ask any questions at any time as you wish.’

He pauses and casts his eye over the small assembled group. ‘Ready? Then let’s begin.’

A hush falls as Joshua Creaglie leads us out of the hallway and along a corridor which is dimly lit by candlelight. As we reach the end, he stops by a large wooden door and we all follow suit and come to a halt.

‘I would ask you to switch on your torches now,’ he says in a low voice, ‘and be careful where you tread on the way down – the stairs are steep, and the steps are not always regular.

‘Our cellar is quite famous, not only for its ghost, but for the wine. We have eight hundred bottles down here and some are more than a century old. That is why there is no artificial lighting – it can damage the wine.’

I make a mental note to mention this in my article – our readers love that kind of thing.

‘If everyone is ready, we’ll go downstairs.’

The large door creaks as he opens it. As we descend the stairs, the ceiling ahead gets lower and the temperature drops. At the bottom of the stairs I feel my heart start to beat faster. We walk in a line along a narrow, damp-smelling corridor, which eventually opens out into a large dome-shaped room, lined with wine racks laden with bottles.

And then I feel it. As I step into the centre of the room, a sense of dread, pure evil. I’ve never felt anything like it before. I gasp and look around at the others; I am quite clearly not the only person feeling uncomfortable.

‘I don’t like this,’ says a dowdy-looking woman in a voice which is barely more than a whisper. I think she said her stay had been given to her as a birthday present, and maybe her name is Rosie or something like that. I don’t know – she’s old and I wasn’t really listening to what she was saying. ‘I’d like to go back upstairs now.’

‘Not a problem,’ Tabitha says smoothly. ‘I’ll come with you. I know many people find this room particularly unsettling, even those who are quite used to the castle. Anyone else want to bail out now?’

The rest of us glance nervously at each other. I really, really want to go back upstairs, get away from this awful, awful feeling, but I don’t want to look like a twat. I take a deep breath. I’m being ridiculous. There is no such thing as pure evil, no such thing as ghosts. I need to stay here, otherwise I’ll look like a knob in front of all these people. And who knows, someone on the travel desk might eventually watch Silas’s video thing and know that I was practically wetting my pants over the prospect of something a bit spooky.

Joshua clears his throat. ‘Right. As you will have noticed, this room very rapidly makes many people feel extremely uncomfortable.’

Christ. That’s an understatement. My heart is racing, sweat is prickling in my armpits. I feel like I might throw up or pass out.

‘Some find it difficult to stay in the room at all,’ he continues, ‘as you saw with our friend Rosemary feeling that she needed to leave. So, tell me, what are you feeling at the moment?’

‘Anxious,’ someone says.

‘Scared,’ says someone else.

Evil, I want to say. I feel the presence of evil. But I don’t want to look like a dick, so I say nothing.

‘It’s not a surprise,’ Joshua says. ‘No one likes to spend too long down here, which is why we thought we’d keep this visit very brief, a taster to launch you into the theme of the weekend. Take a look at these.’ He swings his torch around so that its beam falls on the bare stone wall behind him. ‘What do you see?’

‘Iron rings,’ someone says.

‘Indeed,’ he agrees. ‘This was once the castle’s dungeon, in medieval times before the castle belonged to our family. The island had more of a population then, because the castle had more staff and there were also tied cottages, which have since fallen into disrepair or been repurposed as outbuildings. And going even further back, before the castle was built, some of the worst offenders from the mainland were imprisoned here in a much simpler building, due to its inaccessibility. Legend has it that some were put in a small cavity right beneath this floor, and simply,’ he pauses for effect, ‘left to die.’

The dark room is silent. I take a deep breath. I’ll grant him this, he’s a good storyteller, but I’m not sure how much longer I can bear being down here.

‘We don’t have full records of exactly who was kept here as a prisoner, or why,’ he continues, ‘but we do know that some people who came in never left again, except to be tossed in a pauper’s grave – without ceremony – at the edge of the island. If the weather abates, I can show you where some of the bones were found.’

Another awful silence fills the room. I glance around me. No one looks like they are enjoying this, apart from Silas, who is looking at Joshua with rapt attention, as if he has never heard anything more fascinating in this life.

‘Right!’ Joshua says in a more upbeat tone. ‘I think that’s probably enough for the time being. How about a nightcap?’




9 November 2025, 12.05 a.m. 
Amelia

‘How are you feeling?’ Tabitha asks. The three of us are sitting on a vast, sagging sofa in a living room next to the dining room we ate in earlier. Rosemary picks up the brandy in a huge balloon glass that Donald placed in front of her at Tabitha’s insistence, in spite of Rosemary’s protestations that she didn’t want to make a fuss or cause a scene and she doesn’t much like brandy anyway.

‘I’m fine, thanks,’ I say. ‘I’d just had enough of being in the cellar. I didn’t leave because I was scared.’ I’d followed Rosemary up when she left because I was bored of listening to Joshua pontificating and I knew there was nothing interesting to see down there anyway. ‘How about you, Rosemary?’

Rosemary’s hands are still shaking as she takes another sip before replacing the glass on the low wooden table.

‘I’m a bit embarrassed, to tell you the truth,’ she says. ‘I’m not someone who likes to make a fuss or draw attention to myself. I don’t know what came over me. I’m not usually easily frightened. But something about that room …’ She shudders. ‘I don’t know. It somehow felt wrong.’

Honestly. Some people are so easily scared. ‘There’s nothing down there that will hurt you,’ I say.

Tabitha rests her hand lightly on Rosemary’s arm for a couple of seconds and then removes it. ‘Please don’t be embarrassed,’ she says. ‘That room has affected a lot of people in that way; there are plenty of staff – and even family members – who have refused to go down there. It’s not that surprising given its history, I guess …’ she tails off. ‘But as you’ve already clearly had quite a shock, I think that might be a story for another day.’

Rosemary takes another sip of the brandy and smiles weakly.

‘This is the first time we’ve invited the public in, let alone run a ghost hunt so we’re still finding our way a little,’ Tabitha continues. ‘I did say to Joshua and Alistair that I thought starting with the cellar might be throwing guests in at the deep end to too great a degree, but they both grew up here and seem almost immune to the creepiness of the castle. They know there are ghosts, of course, but they’re so used to them they don’t bother them at all. In fact, Alistair says that when he looks back at his childhood, he sometimes finds it difficult to know for sure which of his playmates were imaginary friends and which ones were actually ghosts.’

‘He said the same to me,’ I say. I had thought Tabitha would be snooty and aloof when I first met her, but she’s being really kind to Rosemary after her funny turn and is a much warmer person than I had expected.

Even if she is a gold-digger.

Rosemary takes a final sip of the brandy, draining the glass. ‘And what about you?’ she asks Tabitha. ‘Do you find it creepy?’

She nods slowly, several times. ‘When I first came here, very much so. But now I’m more used to the place, not so much. Most of the … presences seem pretty benign. They wander around, make a bit of noise sometimes, throw the odd thing, but in some ways they’re like children. If you don’t pay them too much attention, they soon give up. We rub along fine together. The way I try to look at it is they’ve been here longer than I have, and they have as much right to be here as I do. But I won’t allow myself to be scared by them.’ She smiles to herself. ‘But enough about me. What about you? How did you come to be here?’ she asks.

‘My daughter bought me the weekend in a charity auction. She knows I’ve always been fascinated by other planes, especially since my husband passed and I’ve been so lonely. This was a birthday present. It was very sweet of her, and I’ve been really excited about it but, well, I guess I didn’t expect to feel quite so alarmed.’ She pauses. ‘It seems silly now that we’re up here just chatting and everything is fine.’

Tabitha shakes her head. ‘Not silly at all. I totally understand. Would you like another brandy? Or perhaps something like a herbal tea? If you’re sure you’re feeling better, I should probably get back to the others, check everything’s going OK.’

‘I don’t want anything else, thank you. I think I’ll go to bed, stop being a silly old woman getting in everyone’s way.’

Tabitha puts her arm around Rosemary’s shoulders and gives her a gentle squeeze. ‘You’re doing nothing of the sort,’ she says. ‘I’ll get Mrs Laroche to accompany you up to your room to check you find your way OK, if you like?’

She shakes her head. ‘No that’s fine. I’ve taken up enough of your time. I’m feeling much better now. I’ll see you in the morning.’




9 November 2025, 9 a.m. 
Kayla

‘Did you sleep well?’ Alistair asks, buttering a slice of toast.

The breakfast spread is amazing – there are stacks of pancakes with maple syrup, a beautiful platter of cut fruit, smoothie shots, piles of bacon and sausages made from free-range acorn-fed pigs, smoked salmon scattered with chives, plus homemade granola and bircher muesli. Eggs (from the castle’s own free-range chickens) are made to order, of course – I asked for mine poached and they arrived perfectly cooked; not a hint of clear white but the bright-orange egg yolks perfectly runny. The other guests who were stuck on the other side of the lake don’t seem to have arrived yet, so I guess the chef didn’t either. I can only assume that this has all been put together by Donald and Mrs Laroche. Pretty impressive.

‘I slept very well, thank you,’ I lie. In truth I actually ended up sleeping with the lights on because – even though I don’t believe in any of this ghost nonsense they are trying to sell – the house is spooky as fuck and every noise and creak freaked me out.

‘That’s good to hear,’ he says, taking a bite of his toast, a drop of butter running unpleasantly down his chin.

‘I’m looking forward to today,’ I add. ‘What’s the plan?’

‘We thought we’d do a treasure hunt,’ Tabitha says. ‘It’s a good way to get everyone to explore the castle and learn a bit about its history
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