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At last!

She watched as a faintly scattered glow swept in and congealed in one corner of the room. Vaguely green, shape uncertain. And with it, a sigh, a rush of ice-cold air. Snuffing out her candle, leaving her in darkness. She sat back in her chair, nodded understanding.

'Hello.'

No response. Not unknown if past cases were any pointer: if as was likely, this haunting entity had been alone for some time, contact would come as something of a shock.

'Hello,' she said again. 'Will you not speak with me?'

Still no response. Words she wanted but not those that could be heard, more those she could feel. This was her link to the world beyond, sensing rather than hearing, feeling deep inside what was being conveyed by means even she didn't understand.

'Please,' she said gently, 'I'm here to help.'

A moment's silence. Then—

'I killed him.'

First step. Good. The voice, such as it was, had already told her a lot: young, female, deferential—a servant, maybe? And a—a killer?

'Who?' she pressed. 'Who did you kill?'

'I KILLED him.'

She leaned forward, tried to focus on the glowing green. 'I understand this but who did you kill?'

'The child, I killed him.'

The child. Fine but—'Who was the child?'

'I killed him, I killed the child.'

'Yes but who was the child?'

'I killed the child.'

She sighed. Hopeless. Whoever this girl was, she was clearly locked into some fixed atonement for the killing of a child, but whether real or imagined wasn't clear. She was just working round to trying a different tack when it happened. It came as a feeling, a brief flash of something intense, overwhelming. Guilt, she was sensing guilt. This girl had killed a child and she was sensing guilt. That was progress, was something she could work with.

'How did it happen?' she asked. 'How did you kill the child?'

'Water. I left him in the water.'

Water. Okay, a child dying in water. But how? Children fall into garden ponds all the time—that was the most common accident involving kids and water—but she hadn't noticed one in her wanderings round the grounds. That didn't mean there hadn't been one in the past, though, one that was hurriedly filled in after some awful tragedy.

'Where did you leave him?' she asked next. 'Where was the water?' That seemed to unleash a torrent of self-recrimination.

'It wasn't deep Not deep mistress not deep I only turned my back for a moment When I looked again he was under the water He wasn't breathing I tried to revive him mistress I really tried but he wouldn't breathe I'm sorry mistress so sorry It's all my fault and I'm so sorry So sorry I'm so sorry—'

It went on but she wasn't listening. She'd heard enough, had a pretty good idea of what this was about. Many years ago it must have been, when households could afford servants and would leave the master's children in the care of those servants, not always with a happy outcome. And this poor girl, either she'd been overcome by guilt and offered up her own life in expiation or this lapse had scarred her for the rest of her wretched days. Either way, it explained everything.

'What is your name?' she asked softly. 

The torrent stopped abruptly. Silence. She held her breath. Had she gone too far, asked too much? Then—

'Mary, mistress. My name is Mary. I killed the child. I'm so sorry.'

'Mary,' she said gently but firmly, 'I want you to listen to me. Are you listening, Mary?'

'I'm listening. I killed the child.'

'Mary, it was an accident. Do you understand? An accident.'

'I killed the child, mistress. I'm so sorry.'

'Mary, listen to me. It was an accident. You're not to blame.'

'My fault, all my fault and I'm sorry, mistress, so sorry.'

'Mary—'

'All my fault—'

'No, Mary! An ACCIDENT!'

Her voice rang in the darkness, then...silence. This was the most delicate part of these encounters, the moment when, finally and after what could be many long years, the troubled spirit was confronted with a choice. It could go either way: the spirit could accept and move on or reject and remain. Like so many times before in her strange career, it could go either way.

'Mary?' she said softly. 'Are you there?'

'I—I did kill the child.'

'The child died in your care, Mary, yes, but through misfortune, not malice. You had no hand in it, no deliberate hand.'

Another silence. Then—

'Is it true? Oh God, is it true? I'm so sorry, mistress.'

'I know you are, Mary, but the time has come to stop blaming yourself. Do you understand? It's time to move on.'

'Is it true? Oh God, is it true?'

She looked up. Another glow had appeared in the room, a small point of brilliant white light forming before her, forming above her. Growing larger, growing brighter. She knew this light.

'Mary?' she said. 'Can you see it?'

'I—I think...But I killed—'

'Go to it, Mary.'

'Please? Is it true?'

The white grew, enveloping the green, enveloping the whole room. She watched as the one grew and the other faded, the one calling the other to itself, the one calling the other home. She knew this light, a light from which emanated a love so profound, so pure and unyielding, she always felt her very heart could burst in its presence.

'Go to it, Mary,' she said softly, said one last time.

The green melted into the white, lost itself in the welcome that had awaited it for so long. Then the white was fading, was closing the portal between the two worlds, Mary's voice distant, repentant still but now strangely at peace.

'I'm sorry, mistress, so sorry.'

She nodded slowly, said nothing. She had done her part, the rest would come from others now. As the light vanished, she felt the voice one last time—

'Thank you.'

—and it was gone. She didn't move, just sat quietly in the dark as she—
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—lurched forward in her seat, blinked sleepy eyes in savage sunlight.

Oh god, no! How long was I gone? And—she thrust a bleary gaze out the window—and where are we? Endless rails and anonymous countryside flashed by, confirming nothing, implying everything. Damn! She glanced across the aisle at a fellow passenger, a woman buried in a glossy magazine.

'Excuse me.'

The woman looked up, looked faintly annoyed at being rudely shaken from her dream world of high fashion and glittering celebrity.

'I'm sorry to trouble you but where are we, please?' The woman didn't answer, seemed instead to be finding it strange that someone shouldn't know where they are. 'I fell asleep,' she added lamely, and grudging understanding seemed to dawn.

'We just left Tilehurst,' the woman replied flatly. 'The next station is Pangbourne.'

Pangbourne. Right. She hadn't missed it, then, hadn't flashed through it oblivious. She mumbled vague thanks and sank back in her seat: something this morning had managed to go right, then.

The journey from Paddington had been long, the train seeming to delight in stopping at every minor halt along the way. Had she been more alive to the world, she might have troubled to work out a quicker journey, perhaps changed from fast train to slow somewhere along the way. But she wasn't and she hadn't, and she'd just jumped the first train the indicator boards had shown going her way. A hard lesson but useful, one that wouldn't need learning again.

She yawned, sank head against window, thinking. The dream, what the hell was that all about? The case was what?—barely twelve hours closed? Then she'd got on the train, fallen asleep and dreamed it through, every tiny detail of it. Weird...yet maybe not so. Maybe it was all starting to catch up with her, was even getting too much for her. Not impossible: she'd seen some pretty strange things in her time but—she yawned again—oh, what the hell. It was a dream, okay? A fleeting moment of other-where and other-when that was come and gone in a flash of sleep. Maybe that's all it needs to be.

Besides, she had other things to focus on just then, more important things. She gazed blankly out the window as the train rolled away the last few miles of her journey. The railway seemed to be following the path of the Thames, she could see it in the middle distance, a sparkling ribbon of silver carving a path for itself along the valley floor. On either side of its banks, the living green of the Berkshire and South Oxfordshire border crept up the hillsides, acres of grass and leaf conspiring together to dupe the eye into thinking that no other colour mattered. For her, though, it held some darker meaning: buried somewhere in this verdant mantle was the reason for her being here. And she wasn't sure what to expect.

As was her wont, she'd asked for only the barest outline of the case: an old country mansion being converted into a hotel...something that shouldn't be there...something that was then causing problems and more than problems to the workforce. It sounded straightforward enough, sounded like the standard scenario of an earthbound spirit re-enacting some meaningful ritual. No doubt it would then follow the standard pattern of all such cases: she would identify this spirit, she would make contact with it, and she would send it on. Just another day at the office, really. Yeah, right. Like it's always that simple.

Faint coughing erupted from the other side of the aisle. She glanced across at the woman again, saw her resettling herself and trying to look inconspicuous, but she was not inconspicuous—not to someone like her, anyway. She knew this woman already, had summed her up in a brief flash of something beyond mere intuition. Category One, definitely Category One. Self-absorbed, self-obsessed and self-serving. Interested only in beauty tips and celebrity gossip. Incapable of deeper thought. That was what she was getting, was what this woman couldn't hide from her, could never hide from someone like her.

It was a system she'd devised through her dealings with people. Everyone wants to find some meaning to life. Few actually find it so they seek solace elsewhere, usually in something tangible, something they can relate to, and this was where her system came into play. People, she'd decided, generally fall into one of three categories. Category One find solace in money, no doubt reasoning that they can somehow buy off the Grim Reaper when he comes calling: after all, they're rich and the rich always get what they want, don't they. Category Two find solace in religion, no doubt reasoning that bowing before the will of some meaningless holy book would guarantee them a place in Heaven: give up a little in this world, get a lot back in the next. Category Three don't even try to find solace, no doubt reasoning that life after death had yet to be proved: life is life and death is the end so it's all pretty pointless so why bother even trying? It was a useful system but sad; a lot of people were in for one hell of a shock when their time came.

She went back to looking out her window, to wondering again about this new case. Already, it seemed pretty much sewn up. An old house, a paranormal presence, no report of malevolent intent—two days, tops.

She closed her eyes, let them rest for a moment.

She would have to make some kind of start, of course, but just the preliminaries. A quick survey of the suspect site, a few questions—just generally try and look as if she knew what she was doing, really. Then make her excuses and leave, drag herself off to the hotel and bed. She could hardly wait.

She felt herself drifting again, slipping back into the hollow limbo between heavy waking and blissful sleep. This is wrong, you can't afford to lose yourself again, to miss your stop. But it feels good...so good...

'Tickets, please.'

She snapped back, glanced up: the ticket-collector doing his rounds.

'Sorry,' she mumbled, 'I was miles away.' She reached for her rucksack, rattled off a string of excuses as she rummaged through it. 'It's in here somewhere...I got on at Paddington...had to run for the train so I'm a little disorganised—Here it is.'

She produced a small oblong of thin card and handed it to him. He examined it slowly, lingeringly, his eyes dancing between it and her; this black-haired enigma travelling alone had not gone unnoticed.

'Thank you,' he said, handing it back. 'We'll be in Pangbourne in a few minutes.' 

She nodded mutely and turned away, glad to be rid of him: the way he'd reacted to her had also not gone unnoticed. But a few minutes, he'd said. Time to move.

She got up, pulled together the rucksack and a small battered suitcase, her only travelling companions on these assignments, and swayed her way to the doors as the train rocked and rolled its way into the station. She'd been told that someone would be there to meet her, and there had better be: the last thing she needed was to be left stranded on an unknown station in the middle of nowhere. It would not be the first time.

Brakes squealed, doors hissed and she was finally, thankfully, on firm platform. Anyone glancing her way would have seen a young woman on the verge of leaving her teen years, oriental eyes betraying her ancestry, shoulder-length hair tied back in an untidy ponytail save for a single wisp making a break for freedom across her fringe. They would have seen clothes both simple and unfashionable, just the jeans and T-shirt the heat of a midsummer's day permitted, both faded, even a little ragged. But ragged or not, they could not hide the gentle curves of her body, the slenderness of her frame. That anyone might have considered her to be coming into the first promise of adult beauty, and that anyone would have been unwise to tell her as much.

She dropped her suitcase on the platform and glanced round. The only people there were those that had got off the train. No one else, no one gazing quizzically at her as if to say Hi, looking for me? Great. She was about to reach for her mobile when she heard it, a voice behind, low and uncertain.

'Miss Hu?'

She swung round. Someone was standing at the top of the subway steps now, someone maybe only a few years older than herself. Vaguely shaven headed, vaguely muscular, vaguely tattooed, he looked laughable, looked like a cliché trying to be some other cliché.

'Miss Hu?' he said again. 'Miss Lian Hu? That is your name, I take it. I mean, I haven't made some embarrassing mistake here, have I?'

'I am Lian Hu,' she said warily. 'And you are...?'

'Alan Gough. I was sent to pick you up.'

'I see,' she said but nothing more. Whoever this guy was, she hoped she wouldn't be forced into spending much time in his company. Her other-senses were feeding her things about him, telling her of feelings, desires, needs—all the thousand and one different twists and traits that make up the human psyche. But there was one thing more, one thing that seemed to be smothering all else just then: even as he stood there, he was getting increasingly hopeful of more than just a working relationship with her.

'Shall we go, then?' he was saying now.

She nodded once by way of reply. He stooped to pick up her luggage but she beat him to it, grabbed it away as though desperate to keep it out of his hands. He stood back, looked faintly surprised.

'I can take those,' he was saying. 'It's no trouble.'

'Thank you,' she said stiffly, 'but I can manage. Which way?'

'Well...this way.'

He led her down the steps and along the subway, speaking as they walked.

'My instructions are to take you to your hotel,' he was saying, 'get you booked in.'

'They are, are they,' she replied flatly. 'Well, my instructions are that you take me to this house you're working on. I want to take a look round.'

'But—'

'But what? The house. Okay?'

'You're the boss,' he muttered. 'Well, anyway, the place we've booked you into is a good one, basic but homely, and it's only a few minutes' walk from the station if ever you feel the need to get out of Pangbourne for a while.'

She didn't answer, didn't even acknowledge he'd spoken. Unabashed, he went on.

'I was expecting you to have more luggage,' he said, tossing a nod at her suitcase. 'You know what women can be like.'

'I travel light,' she replied sullenly, replied in a way that dared further conversation. 'I find it easier that way.'

'Obviously,' he murmured anyway.

They reached the car and he unlocked the door to let her in, then held out a hand to relieve her of her case but she ignored him, just reached inside and threw it on the back seat. Then she was settling herself in after it, was pulling the car door closed before he could do even that for her. He seemed a little irritated about something as he trudged round the back of the car to his side. She couldn't bring herself to wonder why.

'So who are you?' he asked as he reached for his seatbelt.

She was expecting this, played for time. 'I'm sorry?'

'Who are you? As in short explanation of identity.'

'I thought you knew that.'

He started the engine. 'Ah, well, I know your name but that's about it, and names don't tell anyone much.'

'Then perhaps that's all you do need to know.'

He grinned, like he was playing some amusing little game with her, turned the car round and ran it down the ramp to the road.

'You're privileged,' he said as they stopped at the junction. 'We don't normally lay on company transport for visitors.'

'And what makes you think I'm a visitor?'

'Look at it this way—' He swung the car out and into traffic. '—you don't look like some company bigwig come to check on us.'

'Well, you're right on that count: I don't work for your company.'

'Really? Then why the VIP treatment?'

She hesitated, framed her answer carefully. 'Let's just say I've been hired to look into a few pressing matters.'

They passed under the railway bridge—

'Oh, a freelancer! Right! So what do you do? I mean, sorry for asking and all that but old Hankin didn't exactly fill in the blanks when he handed me this one.'

'Who is old Hankin?'

'The site manager. Likes to be called boss and likes even more everyone to know it. How come you didn't know who he was?'

'I wasn't told.'

—swung left at the mini-roundabout—

'You weren't told! God, they ask you to do a job but don't tell you who you'll be working with. Typical Head Office.'

'Your Head Office had nothing to do with it,' she said wearily. 'I wasn't told because I asked not to be.'

'You asked not to be! What the hell kind of an operation do you run?'

—and left at the next roundabout.

'Let's just say that in my line of work, it's essential to start with a completely clean sheet, no preconceptions to cloud my judgement.'

'Really? So what is your line of work?'

This guy was pushing his luck... 'Is it important that you know?'

'Let's just say I'm curious.'

...and that luck had just run out. 'Are you, now,' she said evenly. 'Okay, I'm a medium.'

Her timing was perfect, while they were stopped at a tunnel under the railway to let oncoming traffic through. He snapped round to face her, to gape sudden wonder at her.

'A medium! You mean as in...hauntings!'

'Yes. As in hauntings.'

'Right. And you're here because of...?'

'Yes,' she said again. 'So now you know.'

'Yeah,' he said vaguely. 'Right.'

She looked ahead. 'It's clear,' she said lightly. 'You can go now.'

He looked up. The traffic had gone. It was indeed clear.

'Yes,' he murmured as he fumbled for the gearstick. 'Of course.'

They drove on. In silence. No surprise there: she could pretty much guess what was going through his head just then, that he'd read about these people, people who claimed they could see things hidden to others, who even claimed they could converse with the dead. He'd probably dismissed them as frauds, charlatans, possibly deluded, sometimes unscrupulous, preying on the hopes and fears of the inadequate, giving them something to believe in when the rough-and-tumble of life got too much to handle. But whatever his opinion of mediums, never in his wildest dreams would he have thought of actually meeting one. Of that, at least, she could be certain.

'Isn't that a strange line of work to be in?'

She glanced irritably at him: hadn't he had enough already? 'Is it?'

'Only insofar as you go around talking to dead people and stuff. Can't be much fun.'

'Fun,' she repeated. 'Tell me, is your job fun?'

'Hey, I'm a management trainee learning the ropes. No fun being a management trainee, believe me. You're half-student, half-workforce. No, no fun at all.'

'Then why do you do it?'

He hesitated, as though it was not something he'd ever asked himself. 'I guess I just kind of drifted into it, really. I guess I decided it was just something I could do.'

'Well, then.'

'Oh, same for you—right? So how did you become a medium?'

'You don't become a medium, you're born a medium.'

'Really? So how long have you known—'

'Is it much further?' she asked firmly, pointedly.

Finally, thankfully, he seemed to take the hint. They covered the rest of the journey in silence.
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'Well, this is it,' Gough was saying as he shut the engine off, 'the site office. Nerve centre of the whole operation.'

She threw the shabby Portakabin a dismissive glance and turned instead to the regal majesty standing serene and aloof at the far end of the drive. It was only the rear of the place but it was still magnificent, was a glorious mix of tall columns and high windows all fused together in some grand expression of the country house ideal. Someone long ago had built it, someone with money to burn and the willingness to burn it in the pursuit of his dream. But huge wealth and grand vision or not, there was something not right about it. It came as a shudder, a sharp ripple of uncertainty that seemed to brush the spine and linger, like someone or something was telling her it was there. So keep your distance, come no closer. Better still, just turn round and walk away. Then it was gone, her other-senses still again. But the message had been clear. And she'd heard every word.

'Ted Hankin's inside,' said a voice beside her. 'He'll want to see you before you start doing whatever it is you do.'

She murmured vague acknowledgement, shuffled round in her seat to face him. 'So what can I expect, what sort of person am I dealing with here?'

Gough shrugged. 'He's the boss, that's all that can really be said of him. Why do you ask?'

'Because I have to. Doing what I do, I meet with more than my fair share of hostility, and I can tell you from bitter experience that the living are far more scary than the dead will ever be.'

'Right. Well, since you put it like that, I suppose I'd better warn you not to expect a particularly warm welcome from him.'

'I see. I take it he's got a problem with this sort of thing, then.'

'You might say that. He's a crusty old beggar—so down-to-earth, he's almost buried in it—but he gets the job done and the company like him for it.'

'And his opinion of what's been going on here?—as if I need to ask.'

Gough grinned. 'No, you don't need to ask.'

'Well, as long as he doesn't get in my way while I'm trying to work, I'm sure we'll get along just fine.'

'Funny, that: he said much the same about you. Come on, let's go.'

––––––––
[image: ]


Someone was waiting for them as they stepped into the office, someone sitting importantly behind a large desk. She sized him up in an instant. A bluff little man tending towards portliness. Red-faced—but whether through some long-gnawing frustration or the sheer effort of being alive, she couldn't tell. He spoke without greeting, without even courtesy.

'Is this her?' he said to Gough, tossing a nod her way.

'This is who you sent me to pick up, yes,' he replied. 'Boss, this is Miss Lian Hu, apparently come to help us work out just what the hell is going on around here.'

'Oh, told you, did she?' He looked her up and down, addressed her directly for the first time. 'So what do you reckon, girly? Got started yet?'

Girly. This guy is going to be trouble. 'No, I haven't-started-yet,' she growled back. 'Your man said you wanted to see me first so he brought me here first.'

'Did he, now! Done as he's told for a change. Now look, I'm not going to beat about the bush. I want this nonsense knocked on the head ASAP. Clear?'

'Nonsense,' she repeated evenly. 'You regard what's been happening here as nonsense.'

'Damn right I do.'

'So let's get this straight: a man throws in a job for no good reason, just ups and leaves on the strength of something he claims to have seen and you regard it as nonsense.'

'Yeah, well, maybe he's just a slacker, couldn't stick the pace and cried GHOST! to get himself off the contract.'

'There are easier ways of terminating one's employment, I believe,' she said dryly. 'And where can I find him now, this slacker?'

'Home, probably—unless he's walked into another job somewhere. In which case, your guess is as good as mine.'

'Er...I've been in touch with him, actually,' said Gough. 'He is at home.'

'Oh? And when'd you do this?'

'Earlier this morning, just checking he was okay. And given what I've learned on the way here, I suspect Miss Hu might want to talk to him at some point.'

'I might at that,' she said, 'but there are other things I need to do first.'

'Such as?' Hankin said warily.

'First and foremost, I'd like to take a look round, see what impressions I can get.'

'Can't you do that by gazing into your crystal ball?'

That does it... 'That's enough! I'm here to do a job, not act as some foil to your petty jibes. I took this case on with the full assurance from your Head Office that I would be afforded every co-operation at every level, and like it or not, that includes you!'

'That's as may be, girly, but as far as I'm concerned, you're just a waste of time, space and money, but you're here and I got no say in the matter so you just get your job done so I can get on with mine. Clear?'

'Perfectly. Can I go now?'

'Do what you like. I couldn't give a toss.'

—and with that, he swung his back to them and started shuffling through some papers. She glanced at Gough. Gough just raised his eyebrows and nodded towards the door. This first working meeting of the case, such as it was, was over.

––––––––
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'Is he always like that?' she asked as they trudged down the drive to the house. 'Or are his haemorrhoids just playing him up particularly badly today?'

Gough laughed. 'He's not the easiest man in the world to get on with, no. Don't take it personally. He's under a lot of pressure right now, that's all.'

She nodded, said nothing, looked up as they walked. The house loomed before her, its honey-coloured stone walls glowing warmly in the late morning sun. As she'd noted already, it was magnificent, commanding attention and appreciation in the same breath, line and form working together in perfect harmony to feed the eye and excite the senses. Even so, there was something faintly watchful about it, as though it knew she was there, was somehow even waiting for her. It was not a feeling she'd known before.

'Impressive, huh?' she heard Gough saying.

'Neoclassical,' she replied softly.

'Sorry?'

'Neoclassical,' she said again. 'Homage to Ancient Greece and a style of architecture that has never been equalled, let alone surpassed.'

'You know something about architecture?'

'I have to. I need to be able to date a building, helps me determine what I might find when I walk in. Does this place have a name?'

'Something else you weren't told—right?'

'Something else I asked not to be told. It would be too tempting to sneak in a little research before getting here. So, its name?'

'Isis Reach. Sounds like some sort of temple to a Roman god, don't you think?'

'Isis was Egyptian, not Roman,' she murmured, 'and a goddess, not a god. And if you knew anything about slang and colloquialism, you'd know that Isis is sometimes another word for the Thames.'

'Uh...right. And the Reach bit?'

'A stretch of water between two points on a river.' They rounded a corner, began trudging along the front of the house. She looked out over the grounds, saw them sweeping down to the edge of a familiar ribbon of silver in the valley below. 'And what do you know! There it is, the River Thames. How about that!'

She turned her gaze back to the house, to the long façade that seemed to stretch forever. It was imposing in the extreme, was east and west wings flanking a central colonnaded entrance. And again, there was something about it, something about the way the windows gazed back in expressionless reply. Like a mask it was, a thin veneer of blandness trying to hide something deeper. There was conscious intent at work here, she could feel it. Anyone could feel it.

'Your men,' she said, 'how did they react to being here? Did the problems start only when they went inside or did they have trouble out here, too?'

'Hell, everywhere! I mean, some of them couldn't even look at the place without getting an attack of the shivers.'

'Why am I not surprised? How do we get in?'

'Through the main doors, under that big stone porch there.'

'Portico,' she corrected. 'It's called a portico.'

'Thanks,' he muttered. 'I'll try and remember that.'

They climbed the steps slowly, Gough producing a set of keys from a pocket.

'The lock's rusted away to nothing,' he said, 'so we use this to keep the place secure.'

He set about a hefty padlock fed through two ends of a substantial chain. They fell away as one to be tossed into a clattering heap on the floor, then he was pushing a door open and glancing uncertainly at her.

'Are you sure you want to do this? I mean, go in?'

'I am. As your boss has just so courteously reminded us, that's what I'm here for.'

'Okay.' He stood to one side. 'After you.'

She stepped past him and across the threshold, left the warmth of a midsummer morning and slammed into a solid wall of ice. She stopped, felt Gough pull up sharply behind her.

'What's wrong?' he hissed.

'So cold!' she whispered. 'Tell me, is it always this cold?'

'Like you've never known. The lads used to put sweaters on three at a time to try and keep warm. Never made a blind bit of difference.'

'I don't doubt it for a moment...'

This was troubling. Fluctuations in temperature were a fact of life at the site of a haunting but never had she encountered anything as extreme as this! She moved on into the Great Hall, took only a few steps before stopping again. And again, like a shadow she couldn't shake off, Gough stopped with her.

'What's wrong now?' he whispered.

'Nothing,' she whispered back. 'I just like to do this when entering a suspect site for the first time, like to get the feel of a place before delving deeper.'

'Ah, right. And what are you getting?'

She didn't answer. Her other-senses were loose, were working in a world lost to mortal sight. She closed her eyes, ready for what they would tell her. And they were telling her...

...nothing.

She looked up, looked round. The walls of the Great Hall stood silent and unyielding around her. Whatever history they held, they sure as hell weren't giving it up.

'Hey,' Gough was saying now. 'You okay?'

'I'm fine,' she whispered back as she gazed round. But she was not fine: this was not how it should be happening. She should have been sensing things, getting fleeting impressions of times past, happy and sad, busy and bored, each an indelible surge of emotion that lingered long after whoever left it was gone. But here, in this old house that should be telling her so much, there was not one single hint of anyone ever having set foot in the place, let alone staying long enough to leave something of themselves there. This was wrong, this was very wrong.

'Are you sure you're okay?' The voice again. 'You look a little puzzled about something.'

'I'll level with you,' she said, dragging her gaze away. 'There is something amiss with this place. I should be getting things by now, things like background residue, trauma imprints, stuff like that, stuff that's left its mark in some form or other down through the years, but I'm not, I'm getting...nothing!'

'So...what happens now?'

'We go further in. Maybe I'll have more success there.'

She moved on slowly, glancing up and around as she went, and there was a lot to see. Facing her was the grand staircase, rising majestically to the first floor and an ornate gallery running round all four sides of the Great Hall. To her right, to her left, tall double doors leading into the east and west wings. But there was more, a heady cocktail of intricate detail all around her, and she lingered for a moment to drink it in.

Along each wall stood a row of engaged columns, the carving on the shafts exquisite, the fluting fine and precise. Atop each was a superb Ionic capital supporting a frieze of carved motifs of garlands. In the intervening spaces, the interstices, panels of fine plasterwork nestled quietly in expressionless counterpoint, their task merely to highlight the delicate carving of the stone.

High above, over the grand staircase, over the main gallery, the walls arched round to meet the ceiling, itself fully panelled save for one protruding spot in its centre betraying the one-time presence of a substantial chandelier. In the past, much of this plasterwork would have been painted, probably in soft pastel shades easy on the eye, the details highlighted in primary colour or even gilded, depending on the importance of the piece. But now, a sallow off-white stared blankly down from every angle, someone at some time obviously having decided that cost and practicality outweighed artistic merit. Figured.

She dropped her gaze to look down and around. Wood overlay, not the original. In its past, this floor would have been tiled in a fine and intricate geometric pattern, the whole effect designed to emulate the ancient art of mosaic. But this? More practicality, more loss. But—she glanced up again, gazed lovingly round—but at least the place was still largely intact. Somehow, in some strange way, it had managed to survive the usual ravages of time, the usual insensitive interference. It was stunning, was a potent expression of the sheer poetry achievable with simple line and form. In short, this whole glorious house was a reminder of what had been, what could be and, perhaps, what should be. Little wonder, then, that she found herself becoming increasingly entranced by it.

But, for all its magnificence, for all the delight it was feeding her just then, she was still getting nothing from her other-senses. The place was as cold and bereft of life as a tomb.

'This ghost your man claims to have seen,' she said, 'where did he see it?'

'Upstairs,' said Gough. 'In one of the bedrooms. Why?'

'Can we get up there?'

'Sure!' He gestured at the grand staircase. 'It looks worse than it is. We've been tramping up and down it all day, every day, without mishap so it can't be that bad. Just keep to the edges, that's all.'

'Okay. You lead, please, you know the way.'

She climbed the stairs slowly, keeping to the edge as he'd said, feeling her hand getting ever more grimy as she clutched at the wooden rail and collected the dust of years, dust that even the boisterous activities of builders hadn't been able to dislodge. She gazed round as she climbed, very aware of something missing. Sound. It wasn't just a lack of it, it was a smothering blanket of silence. Even their footfalls seemed muted, even the stairs creaked with more of a whisper than a groan. Everything about the place seemed to scream silence, as though it was absorbing every last murmur before it had a chance to register. The house was listening, she was certain of it.

They reached the top and stopped.

'The room you want is along that side,' Gough was saying softly. 'Do you want me to show you to it?'

'No!' she said quickly. 'No, I'll find it for myself.'

'Okay, if it's that important to you...'

'Not important, essential. Like I said, I know virtually nothing about this case. That's necessary for me to feel what might be here without preconceptions clouding my judgement, and that goes for the where as well as the what.'

She glanced right, left. East and west galleries, high and wide both, and long, together stretching the whole length of the place. The walls here were unadorned, though in their heyday, they would have been home to the finest works of art the owner could find. Doors helped fill the now-blank spaces, one to each bedroom—bedchamber as it would have been called in days gone by. There seemed to be a degree of precision in the way they were spaced out. She didn't need three guesses as to why.

'These doors,' she said, 'are they all genuine? I mean, do they all lead somewhere?'

'I'm not sure I follow you.'

'Neoclassical architectural form,' she explained patiently, 'it demanded symmetry, even at the expense of practicality. Some of these doors could be purely ornamental, inserted just to provide visual balance.'

'Really? I didn't know that!'

'Well, you do now. So, any fakes amongst them?'

'If there are, we haven't found them. I think the lads would have been pretty quick to point out the stupidity of a door that doesn't lead anywhere.'

'I bet they would,' she murmured. 'This side, you say.'

'West wing. Right along there.'

She peered into the waiting gloom. 'You stay here. If I suddenly tell you to leave, don't argue, just do it.'

'Hey, whatever you say.'

She crept past him and along the west gallery. One of these bedrooms, something had been seen in one of these bedrooms. That meant serious energy residue, that meant something she could work with. At last.

She reached the first door and stopped, faced it squarely, then reached out a hand, ran her fingers slowly down the wood as though caressing it. But she was not caressing it, she was feeling, sensing, trying to garner what secrets lay behind it, but there were none to be had. She pressed both hands against it, bowed her head as she tried to gauge what might be there, what she might be allowed. But again, there was nothing. Nada. Zilch. Possible. Might not be the right room. She moved on to the next.

But the next was no more forthcoming, nor was the one after, nor the one after that. And so it went on...stopping by each door as she came to it...pressing both hands flat against the wood...bowing her head as though listening. And each time, she would glance up with a scowl and move on to the next. Every door she tried. All down that long gallery and back again. Both sides. Nothing.

She trudged back to join Gough at the head of the stairs, throwing puzzlement and concern over her shoulder as she went.

'Problems?' he asked genially.

She wrenched her gaze away to look irritably at him. 'Are you sure about this ghost, about it being seen up here?'

'Positive. Why?'

'Because this is wrong, that's why. I'm just not getting anything.'

'And you should be getting what, exactly?'

'Something was seen in one of these bedrooms—remember? Now, any paranormal manifestation leaves an energy residue—it has to by its very nature. And that's what I've been looking for, these past many minutes, but I'm getting...'

'Yeah, you said—nothing.' He scratched his head dubiously. 'Look, I don't know much about this sort of thing but are you sure you're going about this in the right way? I mean, maybe this ghost doesn't want to be found.'

'It doesn't work like that. Manifestation equals residue—immutable rule of ghosthunting. So no residue, no ghost.'

'So are you saying there's not one here, that you've been brought all this way on a wild goose chase?'

'No chance. Consider the facts. Your man sees something, something that sends him screaming from the place. His fellow-workers then down tools and refuse to enter it—they must be losing a fortune in pay. No, that alone tells me there's something untoward going on here. I just...oh, I don't know. Maybe it's simply that I'm tired, too tired to really be doing this.'

'Do you want me to just show you the room—?'

'No!' She snapped the word out, went on more reasonably. 'No, I'd rather you didn't. Thank you, anyway.'

'No problem. Shall we go, then? Come back when you're maybe feeling a little more up to it?'

She nodded reluctantly, gazed round once more at this wonderful old house that seemed so full and so empty at the same time. Defeat at a suspect site was not something she was used to. She was not enjoying the feeling.

––––––––
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'So what's your next move?' Gough asked as they trudged back to the car.

'I don't know yet,' she replied vaguely. 'More investigation, that's for sure, but beyond that...Tell me, has anything else been seen?—other than whatever it was that sent your man running, that is.'

'Uh...should I be telling you this, given what you said in there?'

'Look, let me explain how this works. Your company gave me a rough outline of what's been going on here but that's all. That I asked for, just to give me some idea of what I might be up against. The rest I will indeed find as I go along but a little extra information won't hurt, not at this stage.'

'Okay, since you put it like that, no, no one else has seen anything, but I do know that some of the lads have complained about this constant feeling of being watched.'

'Yeah, I think I just discovered what they mean. Anything else?'

'Yes, there was Big Jackie McCullough. Scottish, like the name suggests, and built like a tank so not a man to be messed with. Anyway, he walked into the office one afternoon as white as a sheet, said he'd been doing some tidying up on the stonework in the garden when he felt a hand on his shoulder, but when he looked up, there was no one there. He was shaken up some, I can tell you.'

She didn't answer, just walked on in silence, seemingly now absorbing every last word being passed her way.

'I mean,' he went on, 'any old place is spooky—I should know, I've worked in enough of them—but this one is something else, and it's not something I can put my finger on. It's not horrifying or anything like that, it's just...there. Does that make sense?'

'Only too well,' she murmured. 'And since your men walked out?'

'You mean work-wise? As you saw for yourself, at a dead stop. You can't do a job without a workforce.'

'True but I'm thinking more in terms of things being seen—heard—felt, stuff like that.'

'Nothing I would know about. The place has been pretty much locked up until you arrived.'

'Right...Okay...'

They reached the car
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