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Chapter 1 

	Ryder Carlsson stands perfectly still in the shadowed hallway of Clarendon House’s upper east wing. Until a moment ago, her only company in the gloom was the taffeta-clad women and top-hatted men in the heavy-framed portraits hanging along the walls. Goosebumps prickle down her arms. She lifts the thermal camera. Aims the lens towards the figure standing at the far end of the hall. Breathe. Focus. Keep it together. But it’s a fight to hold the device steady. Without its hearth fires burning, the house is an ice-box. But the heat coming from the fires would screw up the equipment readings, and taint the evidence. Ryder tightens her hold. Evidence like this. Don’t mess it up. Get it recorded. Prove it’s not all in her head. But there is nothing on the screen. She jiggles the camera, glaring at it. 

	 “Seriously? Come on. It’s right there.”

	The thermal image shows a hallway emanating shades of mostly blue and green, no trace of the fiery reds or burnt oranges that would indicate body heat. A muted yellow surrounds a potted palm in a thigh-high vase, but a heat signature there is to be expected, the plant is a living thing. The same can’t be said though for the obscure blob beside it; vaguely human-shaped, short and squat, with broad shoulders, and a rounded bald head. Ryder squints. The silhouette wasn’t there a few seconds ago, was it? Nope. Maybe? She’s been stalking the hallways of this turn-of-the-century freezer for a few hours now. Between the chill, the late hour and her own desperation, it’s possible her imagination is messing with her. Ryder lowers the camera, letting it rest against her jeans. She presses her lips tight. The figure is still there. A darker pitch of black among the shadows. This is insane. Or she is. It’s one or the other, always has been, and the well-worn thought never fails to churn her stomach like a bad egg.

	All at once a rustling sound reaches her. Something moves the fronds of the potted palm. A chill finds its way beneath Ryder’s ponytail. She glances at the camera but it indicates no change, and the EMF meter in her pocket is silent as a tomb. Ryder clenches her jaw to stop her teeth from chattering, and a familiar panic coils itself around her insides. Her eyes sting, beginning to water, but she refuses to blink.

	Stop freaking out. This is not in your head, don’t go there. You’re not crazy. Think straight. 

	But if she was thinking straight, she’d be doing what most other fifteen year olds are doing this long weekend; shopping, video game marathons, or lying on the couch eating junk food and binge watching TV. 

	Definitely not hunting ghosts. 

	Ryder swallows hard. Her dry eyes won’t stay open a second longer. Ryder closes them. This has to be real. They all have to be real. Not hallucinations. Medical journals have a list of clinical terms for people who imagine things that aren’t there. Chances are the doctors wrote down a few of them on her mum’s file. Ryder’s dad won’t say much about the woman who walked out on them, but once, years ago, she overheard him describe her mother as delusional, and completely lost.

	Ryder opens her eyes and blinks against the darkness. The gloom at the end of the hallway is exactly that, gloom. Empty space. The apparition is gone. If it was there at all. For a moment, she doesn’t move. Doesn’t breathe. A blooming heat fills her cheeks. Frustration loosens her jaw.

	“No. No, you don’t. I saw you. You were there.” Ryder shakes the camera, taps it against her hand; blues and greens, and a flash of fire engine red as the focus hits her skin. “I saw it. It was there. Damn it.”

	She breaks into a jog, pulling a flashlight from the depths of her jacket pocket. Her ponytail beats out the rhythm of her steps against her back, and her purple Dr Martens thump against the thick, lavishly embroidered carpet. She strides past the watchful portraits. The paintings are probably priceless, or at least ridiculously expensive, but right now they are just plain creepy. Elegant ladies in corsets and reams of flowing silk, and steely-faced men in elaborate lace collars, their eyes following Ryder’s every step. Another shiver darts across her shoulders and she shrugs against it. Her faded denim jacket is one of the better gifts from her dad, but it’s not exactly designed for the midnight chill. 

	The walkie-talkie at her waist clinks against the metal studs on her belt, and the sound is oddly comforting. The device reminds her she’s not entirely alone. She’s dragged two others into her search-and-find mission. Right now Sophie and Christian wander the rooms and halls of Clarendon too. Sophie is a willing accomplice, but Christian not so much. Ryder runs her fingers over the top of the walkie-talkie but stops short of using it. What would she say? Hey guys, seeing things again. Take my word for it. She shakes her head, and her long brown hair sweeps over her shoulder. Raising the flashlight, the beam settles on the palm. It is planted in a vase so intricately painted it would be at home in a Chinese emperor’s throne room. Ryder jabs her booted toe against the base. The vase tips, sending a sprinkle of chocolate brown soil and white stones onto the carpet. “Oh crap.” Ryder lunges, grabbing the rim, fingers digging into the soil as she pulls it upright. It’s heavier than it appears. The coarse leaves scrape against her neck. “Great, sure Ryder, break the antiques. Make the night perfect,” she sighs.

	When her grandad, Jack, told her she could come and hunt in Clarendon House, she thought Christmas had arrived half a year early. Until then, Ryder had no clue Jack was good friends with the owner of the old mansion. And maybe this was why he kept it a secret. She’s been here just a few hours and has almost broken what is, no doubt, an expensive antique. Ryder dusts off her hands. The walkie-talkie at her waist sputters and hisses before Christian’s voice booms the length of the hall. “So, Carlsson. Does this town have a Burger King or something? Seriously craving a double cheese right about now.”

	Ryder winces, turning down the volume. “No. I told you on the way up here, the town barely has a bakery, let alone fast food. Seriously Chris, you ate like a fiend on the train, how can you be hungry?”

	The train ride from Hobart to Evandale is just over three hours, and for two hours and fifty minutes of it, Christian ate.

	“Just how I roll, my friend. This belly needs constant filling.” He lets out a satisfied sigh, but his mouth is too close to the mic, and it sounds like the venting of a steam train. “Seriously though, I’m so bored. Have you had enough fun looking for imaginary things that don’t exist yet?”

	Ryder considers her reply, her fingers hovering just above the receiver button.

	“This is Sophie, do you read me. Over.” The youngest member of the trio by three months and two days.

	Stifling a groan, Ryder pushes down on the receiver. “Considering it’s only the three of us here, Soph, you don’t need to say your name and over every time you radio in.” She’s lost count of how many times she’s told Sophie that since they arrived three hours ago.

	“Roger that, Captain.” Sophie’s voice echoes through the cheap walkie. “Having any luck? Sad to say, the ghosts aren’t biting over in the west wing. The EMF meter is pretty quiet and no drastic temperature changes. How bout you, Ry? Picking up anything with that sixth sense thingy of yours?” There is a pause, then the walkie crackles. “Over.”

	Ryder hesitates. Not because of the ‘over,’ and not because Sophie wouldn’t believe her. Sophie believes every little speck of dust they catch on camera is an entity of some kind. Ryder could tell her she just had tea and sandwiches with the Queen of England’s ghost, and Sophie would squeal with delight. Which doesn’t help anyone’s sanity. “No, nothing tonight.” Ryder clears her throat. Until she has something tangible recorded, she will say nothing. “I can barely see my own shadow, let alone anyone else’s. I’m going to head downstairs. Maybe it’s time for a biscuit break.” 

	“Roger that, over.” Sophie signs off, and Christian mumbles something about burgers, but Ryder clips the walkie-talkie back to her belt and doesn’t bother to reply. She surveys the empty space in front of her, chewing on her bitten-to-the-quick thumbnail. Goosebumps erupt along the length of her arms, but that’s been happening all night. Aside from the lack of heating, insulation in the old house isn’t great; there are gaps everywhere, beneath doors and in between window panes, letting in a draft. And there’s every chance she’s letting Clarendon House’s haunted reputation get to her. If she can’t find evidence in a place supposedly riddled with paranormal activity, then she’s back to scrolling through medical websites that will tell her seeing things in the shadows and hearing voices, is most definitely not normal. Ryder shakes herself, trying to ease the stiffness in her shoulders. She paces back up the hallway. The untied laces on her left boot flick against the carpet.

	As she passes by the open rooms, moonlight filters into the hall in elongated patches. She glimpses the tusk-like moon hanging in a clear sky. Odd. It was so dark in the hallway just a few moments ago, she expected to see a cloud-heavy sky. Her flashlight sweeps across the room, passing over the brass bedhead, and onto the bed itself where a sheet of clear plastic covers the double mattress and burgundy satin bedspread. A cluster of white pillows nestle around a wide-eyed porcelain doll dressed in a turn-of-the-century gown which matches the bed covers.

“That’s not creepy, at all.” Ryder turns to walk away. And the world tilts and spins. She clutches at the door frame. Spots fill her vision. No stranger to fainting, Ryder forces herself to take a deep breath. When she was younger and having blood tests what felt like every second day, dizzy spells happened on a regular basis. Keep breathing, deep breaths, the nurses would tell her. Just like then, it works now. The wave of dizziness sweeps by as quickly as it arrived. Gingerly, she straightens, still hanging tight to the frame. “Okay, maybe I need a burger too.” She laughs, uneasily.

The hallway has grown dim again. She glances towards the window. The moon is there, with not so much as a mist drifting past it. But it’s dull, like it is trapped behind a sheer curtain. Squeezing her eyes open and shut a couple of times doesn’t shift the gloom. Ryder lifts one hand, not certain she’s steady enough to let go entirely, and brushes her fingers over her face. Her skin is icy cold.

“Very funny, Ryder.” Christian’s voice, very close and very loud, rocks Ryder back on her heels. Her flashlight’s beam darts through the air like a maddened firefly and, much to her own horror, she screams.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

	It’s a short-lived sound. Ryder bites her bottom lip, cursing her jittery nerves. Christian holds his hands in front of his face. “Not in the eyes, man. Are you trying to blind me?” With his bleached hair and white hoodie it’s a good thing Christian inherited his Portuguese mum’s olive skin, otherwise he’d blend in with the ghosts. “We’ve been calling you, Ry. What gives?”

What gives? She’s not entirely sure. He somehow managed to get right up close, without Ryder noticing. And he made her scream, something she despises doing. 	

	“Calling me? What are you on about?” Ryder still holds fast to the bed frame. Her gaze slides around the room. The strange dimness is gone. The other pieces of furniture in the room, the high red-wood dresser over by the door, the oval mirror on the wall, are all clearly visible in the strong moonlight now. 

	“Seriously? You’re going to be that lame?” Christian pushes up the sleeves on his hoodie. The Astana Cycling Team’s small aquamarine and yellow logo is emblazoned on the front. “If you think going radio silent and slamming a couple of doors is going to freak me out, you are sadly mistaken my friend.”

	Ryder catches sight of her reflection in the mirror; a startled deer in headlights. When had she gotten so pale? Ryder glances over at Christian and catches sight of the door. He had to open it when he arrived. A prickling sensation washes down the back of Ryder’s neck. She didn’t touch the door when she came into the room. It was wide open. He’s regarding her with an expression somewhere between bemused and pitiful. 

	“Stop being a jerk, Chris,” she says. “I’m too tired for this rubbish.”

	Christian frowns, the piercing on his right eyebrow like an odd-placed mole. “Soph and I have both been trying to radio you for about ten minutes. Figured you were just trying to freak me out.” 

	Ten minutes. Not possible, but then Christian has no sense of time, he’s always late. Ryder runs her hand over the walkie-talkie attached to her belt. It hasn’t made a sound since she stepped into the room. The prickly feeling trails down her back. With some reluctance, she lets go of the bed. 

	“Maybe I just tuned you guys out.” She rubs her thumb against the dial. The volume is definitely not muted. Maybe a wire has come loose. She tugs the walkie off her belt just as static hisses through the device. Sophie’s voice comes through loud and clear.

	“Chris, did you find her? Come on, this isn’t funny.” Her voice is slightly out of sync on the two walkies. And she’s skipped her ‘over.’ Sophie is worried.

	“I’m here, Soph.” Ryder forces a smile into her voice. “Don’t know what happened with the radios but I’m all good.”

	Not entirely true. But she’s going to act like it is. She needs to leave this room. Outside, the air may be cold, but it’s crisp, refreshing, not stuffy and stale—like in here. Fresh air will fix this. “You’ll be relieved to know, Chris, I’m calling it early.” Ryder balls up her fist, gives him a gentle punch in the shoulder. He’s head and shoulders taller than her so she needs to stretch. “We’re done for tonight. Soph, meet us down in the foyer, okay? I’ll call Jack to come get us.”

	Christian whoops and tries to high-five Ryder. She ignores his raised hand, her own palms too damp and clammy for contact. It would only raise questions, and Ryder learned a long time ago to keep quiet when she’s not feeling well. Sophie’s reply brims with her usual chirpiness. “Okey dokey, roger that Captain. Over.”

 

 

	Ryder’s eyes flutter open. Someone is tapping on the feather-down quilt she has cocooned herself in. No guesses who it is. She snuggles deeper under her pillow. It can’t possibly be time to get up, she barely shut her eyes. There wasn’t even time to dream, which is kind of blissful.

	“Come on Miss Carlsson, up and at them, as they say.” Sophie sing-songs the words, something she knows very well Ryder can’t stand, especially first thing in the morning. On the Grade Nine camp last year it took a carefully flung shoe to put an end to the morning ritual.

	Under the layers, Ryder’s voice is muffled. “Soph, if it’s before ten, I can’t be held responsible for my actions.” The memories of last night are tapping at her brain, but Ryder refuses to let them in. Way too early for that.

	“Charming, it’s barely nine and you are making threats already.” The mattress jiggles as Sophie sits down. “I need to talk to you. Did you sleep okay, or are you going to be super grumpy all day?”

	The pillow still covers Ryder’s head, she’s not ready for daylight yet. “Define, sleep okay.” She presses the heels of her hands to her eyes, wiping away sleep caught in her eyelashes. 

	“Cacophonic dreams again?” Sophie says.

	“Yup, that would be them.”

	That’s what Sophie’s taken to calling Ryder’s dreams. Most nights they are filled with the clamour and din of a hundred different voices, all speaking over the top of one another. Ryder often wakes drained, head ringing. This morning though, there is none of that. Ryder breathes deep. Her little nest of pillow and blanket is lavender scented. Jack has used the same washing powder for as long as she can remember. Sophie tries to tug the pillow off Ryder’s head. “I keep telling you Ry, chamomile tea will help.”

	Ryder holds fast. “And I keep telling you it does absolutely nothing, but thanks anyway, Doctor Kynton.” 

	The tug of war ends, and Sophie sighs. “You really are such a joy in the mornings. Seriously, I need you to wake up and focus. You have to look at this.”

	Ryder stretches her bare arms out of her quilted haven. It’s cool in the room. Her grandad never got around to putting in central heating in the upstairs rooms. For the first six years of her life, this was where she and her dad lived, sharing the house with Jack; her dad trying to learn the ropes as a single father, her grandad leaving him to it, working long hours doing whatever it was he did at The Harlow Institute.

	“See what?” Ryder yawns, pulls the covers up a little higher. Going to the bathroom would be a great idea. Maybe she can keep the quilt wrapped around her and make a run for it down the hall. At least her head isn’t spinning. Ryder frowns at the memory of her weird fainting spell.

	“Hey, earth to Ryder.” Sophie clears her throat. “You told me you didn’t see anything worth seeing last night. Are you sure that’s true?” 

	Ryder pushes the pillow away, and the smack of daylight hits her square in the face. The burgundy curtains around the bay window are wide open. It’s overcast outside but after being buried in the dark, the light stings like saltwater in her eyes. “Well I can’t see a thing anymore.” Before she can grab the quilt and drag it back over her head, Sophie is there in a blinding blur of superhero red hair and screamingly loud floral pyjamas. Ryder relinquishes the covers with an irritated huff. “Soph, seriously, an inquisition before coffee is not going to happen.”

	Like she’s magicked it into being, Sophie brandishes a generously proportioned canary yellow mug. Rich coffee aromas waft against Ryder’s nostrils and she takes a long breath, sucking all the goodness in. Mixed in with the divine scent is the less appealing chemical tang from Sophie’s barely-a-week-old hair colour.

	“Miss Carlsson, do you really think after nine years of friendship I don’t know this already?” Sophie says.

	“I didn’t drink coffee till I was twelve.” Ryder shrugs. “So technically it’s only three coffee friendship years.”

	Sophie never rises to Ryder’s jabs and now is no exception. She reaches to pick up something off the floor between the two beds. They are sharing this room, and Christian is in a room further down the hall, in a bed about a foot shorter than he is.   	

	Ryder glances out the bay window. A smattering of light rain marks the glass. From up here on the second storey the tops of the trees in the bushland surrounding Jack’s property are visible; eucalypts, pines and other bushy Australian greens. When she was little she used to scare herself stupid at night, imagining what ghoulish things watched her from the woods. Sipping on the scalding coffee, Ryder winces. Her sense of being watched goes such a long way back. If she is losing it, then surely she’d be a complete delusional mess by now? 

	“Righto.” Sophie settles on her knees beside the bed and props a laptop on the covers alongside Ryder. “You need to see this.” Her words are garbled. She’s got a piece of toast sticking out of her mouth and a smudge of Vegemite on her upper lip. Her mum’s family, back in South Korea, are dumbfounded that she can eat the stuff. 

	“Where’s mine?” Ryder’s stomach rumbles, despite the fact she agrees with Sophie’s relatives. Vegemite is disgusting, but dinner on the train early yesterday evening was a very long time ago. Sophie jerks her head towards the bedside table. Nestled among the framed photos Jack has displayed there, is a plate with a single bread crust. Sophie has never eaten a crust of bread in her entire life. 

	“Wow, best friend ever.” But Ryder munches down on the morsel anyway, too hungry to care she’s getting Sophie’s leftovers. 

	“You need to take a look at this footage from last night.” Sophie frowns, studying the screen in front of her. “Something weird happened.”

	Ryder takes another bite, not bothering to look just yet. No point getting riled up. It doesn’t take much for Sophie to classify something as weird. Every dust fleck they catch on camera is a paranormal orb to her. Her enthusiasm is well intentioned of course. She wants Ryder to find what she’s searching for; a reason to believe she’s not a little messed up in the head. It’s very sweet but ultimately unhelpful.

	“Something weird huh,” Ryder says. “Did you get footage of Christian looking remotely interested?” 

	“No, there’s no such footage I’m afraid.” Sophie taps at the keyboard, almond-shaped eyes narrowed. “Almost got it, hang on one tick.” 

	Ryder plucks at a minute tear near the hem of her emerald green pyjama shirt. Where did her dad get this again? Singapore? Beijing? One by one she starts rattling off his list of work sites in her head. Anything to distract her from tearing the laptop out of Sophie’s grasp and taking a look. It will only bring disappointment. Like every other time. A little audience stares out at her from the photos on the bedside table. She doesn’t recognise the raven-haired woman in one of them. She’s standing beside Jack, and judging by the way they gaze at one another he sure recognises her. And likes her. Ryder screws up her face. Her grandad dating is kind of weird, though to be fair she never knew her grandmother. He’s been on his own a very long time.

	“Okey dokey, here we go.” Sophie hits the space bar and spins the screen so Ryder can see it. The footage begins to play. “You know how we said we lost contact with you? Our radios were playing up, lots of static and not much else. Then, I checked all the cameras at round the same time. That’s when it gets interesting.”

	They have three DV cameras to work with when they go hunting, two of them courtesy of Sophie’s brother, Kye, who works for a local TV station in Hobart, the third one Jack sent Ryder for her birthday last year after she mentioned in a phone call she’d been watching one of  those ‘ridiculous ghost-hunting shows.’ That’s what her dad calls them. Apparently Jack doesn’t agree. Father and son don’t agree on much. Ryder leans in, hands cupped around the warm mug. Sophie has footage from each camera playing on screen. A stream from the downstairs dining room where a chandelier, like a ghostly octopus, stretches over the twenty-seat dining table, another stream is of a hallway similar to the one Ryder was in but there’s no sign of the potted palm. The third stream comes from one of the house’s two kitchens; a room brimming with hanging pots and pans, and fake fruit and veges in baskets to help wandering tourists imagine life at the turn of the century, when the place was owned by a wealthy sheep farmer. Sophie taps a zebra-print painted fingernail against each box, “See the time stamp, it’s the same time in each of these rooms, okey dokey? Now watch.”

	The images wobble and then shiver completely out of focus. They do this several times, in unison, before all of the pictures contract in on themselves, like a scene fading to black in an old movie. The footage shrinks all the way down till each are just pinholes of black.

	Clutching the mug harder, Ryder says, “The batteries died?” The toast sits uneasily in her belly. 

	Sophie makes a dismissive click with her tongue. “All at the exact same time?” She shakes her head, brilliant red bob sweeping back and forth like the head of a mop.

	A moment later every screen fills with a whitewash of static. Ryder puts down her mug. She can hear Jack whistling somewhere downstairs, along with the clank of dishes being stacked. On screen, the static ripples, like the rings that form in a pond when a stone is dropped into the water. The circles of static shimmer. Then the live feed returns. Each room is exactly as it was before, nothing out of place. All empty. Ryder keeps her eyes on the laptop, conscious that Sophie is watching her. 

	“Kind of weird I guess, but camera glitches happen.” Ryder shrugs. Her stomach knots. 

	“Sure,” Sophie nods. “Glitches happen. But on multiple pieces of equipment, at the same time?”

	She holds up her favourite piece. The EVP recorder. A small device, not much bigger than a mobile phone. It records electronic voice phenomena, voices unheard by the naked ear at the time they are recorded. Ryder learned fast not to spend nights home alone listening to YouTube uploads of recordings. Every sound in the house became a marauding spirit out to get her. In a year of hunting though, she and Sophie had only captured an EVP themselves, once. At a derelict hospital outside of Hobart. Sophie had been ecstatic, and Ryder nearly cried with relief at the first shred of proof they’d found, even though the voice was indecipherable.

	“You got an EVP?” Ryder tucks her feet into her waiting Ugg boots, needing to move. Her body is tingling with energy. The coffee most likely. Nothing to do with what Sophie is showing her. Nope.  

	“Not exactly. But I’d been doing a recording just before I ran into Christian. I forgot to turn off the recorder.” Sophie hits the play button. 

	It’s just Sophie and Christian talking at first, or rather, arguing about the paranormal. Then Sophie directs a question at Ryder. There’s no response. Sophie tries again. But her sentence is swallowed up by a great burst of crackling, screeching static. It’s a terrible, loud jumble of electronic beeps and whines. Ryder winces at the playback. “What is that?”  

Sophie doesn’t answer, pointing to the EVP recorder. The playback continues and something less mechanical pushes its way through the chaos. Murmuring. It might be voices, it could just be a whir of interference, but it’s making Ryder’s ears ring. She’s about to tell Sophie to switch it off when it vanishes. Complete and sudden silence. 

	It’s got to be the caffeine making Ryder’s heart thump hard and fast. Sophie is scrutinising her like an ant under a microscope. “You saw something didn’t you, Ry. Come on, sweetie, don’t hold out on me now. The look on your face says it all.”

	Turning away, Ryder stands up. It’s hard to breathe. “Can you play that again?”

	Sophie takes her hand. “Of course.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 

	A heavenly aroma of garlic and fresh bread fills the kitchen. Sophie is chowing down on her second plate of eggs, exclaiming over the bulky white stove top and oven that could feature on Antiques Roadshow. It’s probably worth a small fortune; definitely way older than Jack is, and the gleaming enamel and various multi-coloured dials are all in perfect working order.

Ryder watched the DV cam footage three times before Jack called them down for breakfast. 

	“It would be nice to get the kitchen redone.” Her grandad’s broad frame takes up a generous portion of the compact kitchen. He’s a solid, bulky guy, but not in a too-many-pizzas kind of way.  Christian asked Ryder once after seeing a photo if Jack ever played rugby. But she couldn’t recall her grandad playing golf, let alone a contact sport. “Always had some ideas for a new layout, but I didn’t exactly retire a millionaire from the Institute.”

	That’s about all Ryder knows about her grandad’s work at the Harlow Institute. It’s some kind of private research facility, and the pay was awful and his retirement package very average. 

	‘‘Eat up Ryder, my love.” Jack spoons more eggs onto her plate, despite her protests. The fluffy golden morsels tumble next to the homemade croissant, dripping with butter from the farm next door. 

	“I seriously can’t eat all this.” Ryder puffs out her cheeks. “Save it for Chris, he’ll be hungry again in about ten minutes.”

	Christian’s wearing the same hoodie and jeans as yesterday. Chances are he’s slept in them and has just brought a single change of undies for the whole weekend. He rubs his belly and holds up three fingers. “Three plates. I’m done. Delicious, thank you, Jack. Mind if I switch on the TV?”

	“Of course, no problem. Glad you enjoyed breakfast.” Jack laughs, before turning his attention back to Ryder. He nods at the jumper she is wearing. “That the latest from your dad?” 

	“Yep. Turns out he does have time for sight-seeing on work trips sometimes. Who knew?”

	The navy blue jumper has the NASA logo on its front, a nice souvenir but she would have preferred an actual visit to the Kennedy Space Centre with her dad. Whatever automation engineers do, never involves your kid apparently. Jack’s smile plumps up his cheeks, ruby red from the heat of the stove top. Raising his wiry silver eyebrows, he says, “Well at least you got something, I haven’t even had a phone call in a while.” He pauses and his smile fades. “Sophie tells me you were sick a few weeks back. You looking after yourself, young lady? I know your dad isn’t around as much as he should be.”

	Ryder throws Sophie a daggered glare. “I’m fine. Thank you for asking. It was just a cold—half the school had it. I took a couple of days off, all good.” Ryder stabs her fork into her croissant. Sophie means well but this is exactly why she didn’t mention the near-fainting spell from last night. People stress. Jack can’t stress right now. She needs him to take them back to Clarendon House. 

	Jack wipes his thick hands on a cherry print tea towel, regarding her. He’s let his speckled gray beard grow a little longer since she saw him six months ago. He usually keeps it trimmed with military style precision. “Nothing to do with the glandular fever?” he says.

	Ryder stifles a groan. Her dad and her grandad are paranoid if she so much as sneezes. Any sniffle or fever and they lose it. Convinced that she’s relapsing. That somehow the weird virus that put her in intensive care when she was six years old is flaring again. Two years ago, she got glandular fever and it was as though the sky was falling. Her dad basically quarantined her, no visitors for nearly two weeks. Jack called daily, sometimes it felt like hourly. Over-reaction central. 

	“Just a cold. Plain and simple,” she says. “And trust me, Petra keeps me well fed when Dad’s away. Actually, when he’s home too. Cooking’s not his thing.”

Sophie gasps through her mouthful of croissant. “Oh my god, Petra’s lasagna is to die for. You should see how many slices Lucas can scoff down.”

	Ryder isn’t sure what her Dad’s thing is at all, aside from being a workaholic. As a result, her neighbours, Petra and her son Lucas, have become a second family over the years. They moved in next door about a year after Ryder and her dad relocated to Hobart. Ryder coughs, the scrambled eggs sticking to the back of her throat. Lucas. He’s got a major cycling race this weekend. One that’s being televised, and one she swore they’d all watch. Well, Christian swore they’d watch. It was one of his conditions for coming along. 

 	“Damn it.” She tilts her head towards the TV room. Christian lies with his long, lanky legs draped over the arm of the blue-checkered couch. “Chris, is Lucas’s race today or tomorrow?”

	“Today,” Christian says. “Midday. He tried your mobile about an hour ago, and I told him you were still comatose upstairs. He wasn’t surprised.”

	Ryder ducks her head so the others won’t see her frown. The race is in an hour. She’d been about to ask Jack if he could take them to Clarendon after brunch, but now they’ll have to wait. There is zero chance Christian will leave the couch till the race is done, and next to no chance he won’t tell Lucas Ryder skipped it to go back to her ‘spook hunting’, as Chris so eloquently calls it. He saunters into the kitchen, typing something into his phone as he walks, brown eyes narrowed in concentration.

	“He’s really psyched about this one.” Christian shoves his phone into his pocket. “I reckon he’s got a chance too.”

	Jack glances up from the sink, the pink gloves he’s wearing covered in suds. “Lucas still into the bikes then?” They’ve met only once or twice over the years, back when Jack still came to visit in Hobart. But though he doesn’t know Lucas well, he knows he and his mum Petra are a huge part of Ryder’s life. And that Lucas is a brother to Ryder in all but blood. Big, annoying brother. She only sort of misses him at school. He graduated last year and headed to university to study veterinary science.

	Christian swipes a piece of croissant off Sophie’s plate and dodges her retaliating fork jab. “Oh he’s well into cycling, yeah. He’s doing the Devon 80 road race, over in Launceston. Wish I could be there too.” His olive skin deepens with a blush. “Sorry…Jack, no offence.”

	Jack’s blue eyes dance as he waves a hand, flicking suds onto the floor. “No offence taken at all, my boy. I know how ah, determined Ryder can be when she sets her mind to something. I suspect you had no say in this weekend away.” 

	Sophie giggles into her coffee. Christian’s features soften, a shy smile appearing. “That’s pretty much it, yeah. But Lucas is going to swing by on his way home Monday, we’ll head out for a ride, and then he’ll drive us all back to Hobart.”

	Though he’s got one hand shoved into his pocket, all nonchalant, his free hand toys with the piercing in his eyebrow. The onyx coloured stud is only about two weeks old, a meagre act of rebellion in the face of his parents badly negotiated divorce. He’s taken to twisting the little stud instead of twisting knots into his shock of snow white hair when he’s nervous or excited.  

	“Putting up with a whole weekend of ghost hunting for one ride?” Sophie grins. “Hope it’s worth it.”	

	He flicks at her ear but says nothing, heading back into the TV room. He’ll be blushing, like he always does when Lucas is mentioned. Ryder didn’t see it to begin with, the change in Chris every time Lucas is around. Once Sophie pointed it out though, Ryder wondered how she could be so blind. Christian is quiet and introspective, even around her and Sophie. But when Lucas talks to him, Chris gets brighter somehow. He smiles a lot, has a lot to say, and appears comfortable in his skin, for once. But forget trying to talk to him about it. Ryder let that chat slide a long time ago.

	Sophie pats her hand. “It’s okay sweetie, the race isn’t long,” she says. “I’m sure Jack can take us to Clarendon straight after. We’ve got plenty of time.”

	She’s right, they have the whole long weekend and it’s only Saturday. But still, Ryder is impatient to get going. Jack takes her plate and cutlery, dumping them into the steaming water. “You want to head there during the day? Must have been a good night, or was it not so good? Didn’t find anything?” 

	Jack’s never flinched at her interest in the paranormal, but if her dad knew he’d invited them to check out a haunted house he’d flip. Which is exactly why she’s told him nothing about this trip. Ryder shrugs before sucking down the last of her coffee. “If we can, yeah.” She’s not quite ready to tell Jack anything either. Not till they have something recorded.

	A short time later Christian calls Lucas on Skype. He leans on the table beside Ryder so she can see the screen while Sophie stretches up on tip-toes behind them. Lucas’s face fills the small screen. 

	“Guys!” He waves with a gloved hand. “Oh Ry, you made it out of bed before noon. Good to see.”

	“Whatever. Didn’t have time to shave this month, Lucas?” She brushes her fingers against her chin, referring to the dusting of sandy coloured stubble across his chin and jaw.

	“Oh wow, so harsh. You must have just woken up.” Green eyes sparkle beneath a thin red pressure line marking his forehead. The perils of helmet wearing. His auburn hair, already cropped short, is pancake flat against his skull. Not a great look. Chances are even the Lucas appreciation society at her school might deduct some drool points today.

	“Hey, Lucas. Good luck.” Sophie calls out. “Knock em dead, or whatever it is you do in cycling.”

	“Thanks Soph, will give it my best shot.” Lucas’s smile dimples his right cheek. “Hiya, Chris. Thanks for your text earlier.”

	“Yeah, no problem,” Chris can’t seem to decide what to do with his hands, flexing them, cracking his knuckles.

	 “That piercing new, buddy?”

	Christian touches his finger to the new stud. “Oh, yeah. Couple of weeks old.”

	“Looks awesome, mate.”

	“Thanks.” Christian’s blush creeps down his neck, and his smile stretches from cheek to cheek.

	Another rider taps Lucas on the shoulder, muttering something about registration. Sophie calls out with more overly exuberant good luck wishes, and Ryder encourages him to break a leg, which earns her a glare from Christian. Lucas laughs it all off and ends the call. Ryder glances at the clock and sighs before heading upstairs to study the footage again. 

	

	Without doubt, it’s the slowest couple of hours in history. But they are finally in the car. Jack and Christian are discussing the race, with most of the commentary coming from Christian who is bubbling with details of how awesome Lucas did. Admittedly, Lucas is insanely fit. Ryder would have been out after half the first lap. And no doubt the posse of hair-flicking seniors who still ask after Lucas at school were watching too, sighing over his, allegedly, great legs and butt. Gross. Good race or not, Ryder almost wore a hole in the carpet from tapping her feet against it, impatient to get going.

	“He lost, that doesn’t seem so awesome.” Ryder’s annoyance sharpens her words. She sits in the front passenger seat, arms folded, watching the rain thump down on the windscreen while the wipers scrape their way back and forth across the glass. The rain hasn’t let up for hours. 

	“Third, Ryder. He came third,” Christian says. “That is really good against that group.”

	“Uh-huh.” It’s over. That’s all Ryder considers good about it.

	“Well, for all it’s worth I thought it was interesting to watch.” Jack doesn’t bother to flick on the indicator when he turns off the deserted main road and heads up Clarendon House’s long sweeping driveway. 

	“It was interesting watching Ryder try to stay awake.” There’s a smile in Sophie’s voice, but Ryder doesn’t respond. The house is tantalisingly close. The moment Jack steers the car round the circular drive in front of the entrance, a weight drags at her belly. The gearbox protests as Jack crunches the old rusty once-red station wagon down a gear, and then shudders when he turns off the ignition.

	“So you’ll just give me a call when you’re done here?” Jack says.

	“Yeah.” Ryder stares up at the raised veranda that lines the front of the majestic old mansion.

	“So pretty.” The squeak of the car door as Sophie opens it, nearly drowns out her words. “I’d love to live in a place like this.”

	Sophie isn’t exactly dressed to move in. She’s wearing a brilliant jumble of mismatched colour; a flowy Hawaiian print green skirt teamed with a bright yellow cardigan and zebra print sneakers. Clarendon House is a bit more elegant. It’s a three-storey Georgian home, built back in the 1830’s by a wealthy English sheep merchant, according to Google. Its brickwork is painted a soft lemon yellow. Four imposing pillars reach up to a flat roof that juts out over the main entrance area. White framed windows, each with their own stone carved overhangs, surround the stark white double-panelled front door. There are five windows along the top floor and four downstairs. Ryder stares up at the second level, trying to work out which room she’d been in. The heaviness in her belly deepens and is joined by a pressure at the back of her eyes. A weighty discomfort she gets sometimes in places like this. 

	“You’d live here even with the uninvited house guests, Sophie?” Jack opens his door and stands beside it, one foot still in the car.

	Sophie smiles. “Absolutely. They’re the best part. Have you ever seen anything here, Jack?”

	“Seen anything?” Jack scratches at his chin. “No. No, I haven’t been as lucky as you seemed to be last night. Sophie told me you got some interference on the videos?”

	Ryder grinds her teeth, casting a glare at her friend. But Sophie is too busy nodding at Jack to notice. 

	“Nothing to get too excited about.” Ryder moves to the boot, grabbing the equipment case there. The urge to press at her temple, try to ease some of the pressure, is nearly overwhelming but a hint of anything wrong and Jack’d have her back home in no time. She slams the boot closed and heads to the front steps, her thick-soled boots crunching on the gravel.

	“I can vouch for there being nothing to get excited about,” Christian says. 

	Jack’s laughter rumbles in time with some distant thunder. “Well, at least they have someone to keep their feet on the ground with you here, Christian.”

	Ryder raises her eyebrows. “Says the man who gave me my first book on the paranormal. And invited us to a haunted mansion.”

	Jack shrugs. “You said you had no plans for the holiday weekend. What’s the harm, eh?”

	“Well, if you ask my dad,” Ryder says, “he’ll give you all the harmy details.”

	The jovial expression on Jack’s face softens into something more melancholy. “He means well. We just have different ways of dealing with these things. That’s his choice.”

	These things? A potentially unstable daughter, or hunting for Casper the Friendly Ghost? Before Ryder can ask what he means, Jack waves goodbye. “Righto, everyone enjoy. Let me know when you’re ready to come home. I’m a phone call away.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

	Ryder closes the front door, cutting off the breeze that makes the rain dance wildly. Sophie and Christian have disappeared into one of the rooms down the hall, Christian showing little interest in Sophie’s set-up instructions. She wants everything and everyone pretty much exactly where they were last night, hoping that replicating the conditions will replicate the results. Whatever they were. Interference, Christian insists, and Ryder can’t totally disagree. Someone calls out to her, her name echoing down the hall.

	“What was that?” She squints, trying to work out which room it came from, and who it was. Too deep a tone to be Sophie, but not sounding quite like Christian either. Sophie pokes her head out of a doorway further down and Ryder jumps. 

	“Did you call me?” Ryder hopes her voice sounds steadier than her nerves feel.

	“No, I thought you were calling me.”

	“Didn’t say a word.”

	With the heavy cloud cover outside, the unlit rooms in the house are dim and the corners full of shadows. From another room comes the sound of rushing water. A few moments later Christian heads up the hallway towards them, long legs making short work of the distance. “Okay,” he says, “let’s get this over with huh? What are we doing?” 

	Ryder frowns and the pressure behind her eyes builds into something with a sharper edge. “Chris, did you call out to us a second ago?” She toys with the zipper on her puffer jacket, running it up and down the silver join.

	“While I was in the bathroom?” Christian screws up his nose. “No. I didn’t.”

	“Okey dokey,” Sophie says. “Now that is kind of weird right? Are you feeling anything else we should know about, Ry? Getting any vibes?”

	Digging her fingertips into the side of her head, Ryder tries to get at the dull ache there. “I’m not sure-”

	Something heavy hits the floor above them. She and Sophie jump, knocking into one another.  Christian points to the ceiling, like they might have missed the thud somehow. “Don’t even think of calling that a ghost. Is there someone else in here?” he says.

	If it is a ghost it’s the most lead-footed one Ryder’s ever heard. A couple more thumps, like someone is hopping across the floor above them, reverberate down into the foyer. Sophie plants her hands on her hips, staring up at the ceiling. 

	“As much as I hate agreeing with you, Chris, you could be right.” In a determined whirlwind of colour, Sophie marches towards the staircase. “I’m going to check.”

	 “Sophie wait,” Ryder says. “What if someone’s broken in?”

	From above comes a drawn out scrapping sound, like someone is hauling a piece of furniture across the room. A chill tickles the back of Ryder’s neck. Christian is frozen in place, lips pressed tight. 

	Sophie is the first to move, again. “Jack said some renovations are going on, right?” she whispers. “Maybe someone is doing overtime.”

	“There’s no cars outside, Sophie.” Ryder shakes her head. “And Jack specifically said they don’t work over the weekend.” 

	“Well, we need to see who is up there.” Gathering her skirt, Sophie trudges up the stairs.

	“Not a great idea, Soph.” Christian doesn’t move from his place near the front door.

	To catch up with her friend, Ryder takes two stairs at a time. Sophie is small in stature and nimble as a bunny. She stops at the landing. When Ryder reaches her, it’s not hard to see why she hesitated. The upper level is cloaked in darkness. Most of the doors down the hallway are closed, and with no windows into the corridor itself there is no natural light. Sophie peers into the blackness. “Lights aren’t working,” she mutters, flicking the switch beside her. “Power is on downstairs though.”

	“Do you have a flashlight?” Ryder tries to catch her breath, one eye on the nearest door. None of these were closed when they left last night, she’s certain of it. 

	“No. I probably didn’t think this idea through very well.” 

	“Don’t let common sense stop you now. Did you close these doors before we left last night?” Ryder coughs. She really needs to work on her cardio. Her heart thumps like she’s just run a marathon, not a flight of stairs. The stirring of a headache anchors in deeper behind her eyes. 

	“You okay, sweetie?” 

	“Fine. Never better.” Ryder straightens, and the hallway tilts. Whispers echo down from the hall to their left. The same direction the heavy sounds came from. She presses her hand against the banister, only just stifling a gasp.

	“Ryder? What is it?” 

	Sophie touches her hand to Ryder’s arm. The contact sends another wave of goosebumps over Ryder’s skin. “Can you hear that? Voices. Like there’s a radio on somewhere or something.” Her brain throws out a raft of possibilities. Maybe Sophie’s right; there is a tradesman here somewhere, working on some part of the house. 

	The whites of Sophie’s eyes almost glow in the dim light. Behind her the hallway is dark as pitch, not a hint of light coming from beneath the doors. “I can’t hear a thing,” she says. “It’s so unfair, why do I never hear anything?”

	“Believe me, I really, really wish you did.”

	A great crash of thunder pummels the sky, shaking the floor beneath them.

	Sophie shoves up against her. “Oh I hear that. I definitely hear that.”

	Christian pounds up the stairs. His snow-white hair even wilder than normal. “All right, I’m just about over this. What’s going on?”

	His voice trembles, and he huddles in close to Ryder’s other side, but she’s too preoccupied with the strange whispers to give him any grief about being scared. The hushed voices float out of the darkness, low and indecipherable. She stares hard into the inkiness of the long hallway, hoping her eyes might adjust. Then takes a step forward.	

	Christian grabs her arm. “Hey, where exactly are you going?” 

	“Down there. I need to go down there.” She blinks rapidly, confused at her own choice of words. The gloom presses in on her.

	“You do not need to go into the creepy dark hallway.” Christian tugs her back. “Look, let’s at least go get a flashlight, or something.”

	He’s never been so right about something. They need to leave here. So why can’t she bring herself to turn away?

	“Let’s go.” Sophie turns, already putting Chris’s idea into action. “It’s like a black hole down there.”

	But Ryder doesn’t have time to go hunt for a light. She has to go down there. Now. She pulls out of Christian’s grasp and walks forward. Three steps later and pain, sharp as a knife tip, runs across her forehead. She buckles forward, flailing to find the wall, feeling the bumps of the wallpaper beneath her fingers. Sophie calls out to her, her voice muffled but distinct among all the others that float in the air. Ryder tries to turn around, to head back to her friends, but the darkness swamps everything. She can’t even make out the carpet beneath her feet. The ache in her head intensifies, filling every bone in her face. Ryder fights to take a deep breath, but the syrup-thick air won’t move into her lungs. Panic flutters through her body, making it tremble. She opens her mouth, calls out for help. Only a fragile gasp escapes. 

	The whispers grow louder, moving closer before morphing into a dull roar. Ryder lifts her hands and covers her ears. The cacophony of sound is frighteningly familiar; as though a hundred people are speaking to her all at once. Just like in her dreams. Ryder curls forward letting go of the wall. The weight of the air presses down like a blanket on her shoulders. She calls out, but again the sound is little more than a husky whisper. Ryder sinks to her knees. The carpet is soft beneath her fingers but she can’t see it, can’t make out a single feature around her. Ryder clamps her hands harder against her ears but the voices are relentless. And getting louder. She squeezes her eyes closed, curling into a little ball on the ground. The darkness bears down on her. Crushing her.

	Someone touches her forehead. A gentle press of fingertips against her skin that erases the terrible ache in her skull. Ryder blinks her eyes open. A girl with luminous white skin and sharp features crouches beside her. 

	“Get up, Ryder.”

	The girl presses her hand to Ryder’s cheek, then steps away. In a flurry of limbs, Ryder pushes herself to her feet, adrenaline making her feet fly down the hallway. Sophie and Christian are still near the top of the stairs. The hallway is dim, everything is shadowy, but Ryder can make out the carpet, the banister. 

	Sophie let’s out a cry and runs towards Ryder. “What just happened? Where did you go?”

	“Turn around,” Ryder shouts, waving her friend back. “Get downstairs, go.”

	Thunderous vibrations rattle the mansion, and the chandelier above the stairs tinkles. Christian glances at it before following orders and sprinting down.

	“What the hell is happening?” He shouts over his shoulder. “What did you see down there?”

	“I don’t know.” Ryder ushers Sophie ahead of her. She takes a bit more convincing than Christian who is almost all the way down.

	“Why are we running?” Sophie says. “Was it something bad?” 

	Ryder doesn’t answer her. Her mouth is sandpaper dry. She steals a glance over her shoulder. Whoever or whatever it was, isn’t following. No one stands at the top of the stairs. There’s no sound of pursuing footsteps. No sign of the girl at all. Girl or ghost? Do apparitions even get that real or solid? Maybe delusions do. Perhaps that’s what the headache was, her brain finally snapping. Ryder shakes off the cold clutch of panic. Sophie asked her where she went. And everyone ran when Ryder told them to. Something happened.  

	They clatter into the entry foyer, bunching up together.

	“Outside?” Christian hesitates, pointing towards the door. The pounding rain is visible through the glass panes in the door, a strong wind whipping the downpour into a wild frenzy, buffeting it around like confetti. Ryder stares at it, mind racing through options.

	“The most comfortable option would be to remain indoors, I suspect.”

	They spin round, searching for the source of the soft feminine voice. The girl sits on the balustrade at the top of the stairs, dangling booted feet over the railing. She eyes them the way a bird might regard three little petrified worms. No one moves. Ryder doesn’t even breathe. Then the girl pushes off, her black coat flying out behind her. She drops like a stone towards the tiles.	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 

	Sophie squeals. Ryder and Christian don’t make a sound. Right before the girl hits the ground, surely about to break both ankles, she suddenly stops. She hovers there, before setting down with a gentle touch of her toes to the floor. Rain hits the outside of the house, rattling window panes and echoing through the foyer like shudders of gunfire. 

They stare at the girl, and she stares right back. She’s young, not much older than they are, perhaps even a few years younger. Her features are sharp to the point of being gaunt, and her short, severe pixie cut only accentuates the fact. Her hair is jet black. Like her clothes. The knee length coat shimmers satin-like beneath the elaborate chandelier hanging from the high ceiling. The girl bunches her shoulders like she’s trying to ease a muscle ache, and the light glints against the row of silver buckles down the front of her coat. Ryder always assumed she was the palest person in the world, but not anymore. The girl’s alabaster skin is ghostly against the dark material. 

	“Hello, Ryder.” She holds herself rigid, chin tilted and shoulders pulled back. 

	It is the second time she’s addressed Ryder, and for the second time Ryder can’t reply. Her throat is rough and dry, her heart beating like a frightened bird in her chest. But the headache has eased, and, best of all, the others are seeing what she is seeing. This is no delusion. The distant rumble of thunder fills the silence, and Christian shuffles beside her. She should say something but her jumbled thoughts make it impossible. Ryder just stares. Something very strange just happened, but it’s like waking from a dream. The memory of it slips away the more she tries to grab hold of it.

	Sophie takes a tentative step, and Christian hisses at her. There is only the slightest hesitation before she continues.

	“Hello there,” Sophie says. “You shouldn’t actually be in here. Unless you know the owners?”

	Ryder glances at her friend. Only Sophie could manage to sound so chirpy at a time like this. Compared to the visitor, Sophie is a carnival of colour with her bright hair and clothes. The only splash of brightness on the stranger is her eyes. Purple, really vibrant purple. 

	“Owners of what?” The curve of the girl’s heavy dark eyebrows suggests she is frowning, but the rest of her expression is marble smooth.

	“Oh, this place.” Sophie gestures to the foyer, like a game show model presenting the grand prize. 

	The girl’s gaze moves between Sophie and Ryder and then falls on Christian who huddles in behind them. It lingers on him for what seems way too long, before sliding back to Sophie. Contact lenses, Ryder decides, still fixated on the girl’s eyes. 

	“I do not know the owners, no.” The girl says with a hint of an accent Ryder can’t yet pin point. “Do you?”

	Sophie pauses. “Well, technically, no.”

	“But we have permission to be here.” Christian remains in close behind Ryder, his hands gripping the back of her jacket.

	“Well, that’s very good for you then, I presume?” She doesn’t smile, but Ryder can hear the bemusement in the girl’s voice. There is definitely an accent of some kind. If Ryder had to guess, maybe Scandinavian. One of the girl’s from Lucas’s senior year was a Danish exchange student. 

	“It is good to have permission, absolutely.” Sophie nods before throwing Ryder a questioning glance. The conversation isn’t exactly firing. 

	You appear to be unwell, Ryder.

	The girl’s voice is impossibly close, and Ryder stumbles back. She treads on Christian’s foot and he hisses, but steadies her. “Ryder? What’s wrong?”

	Confusion overwhelms her, and the words won’t come.    

	“Oh, my apologies.” The girl rests her fingertips against her lips. “A little too loud?”

	“What did you just do?” Ryder’s dry throat scratches out the words.

	I spoke to you like this. I’m speaking to you all like this, but only you are hearing me. Which is very interesting, yet so disappointing at the same time.

	Ryder cries out, clamping her hands over her ears. But the girl’s voice is somewhere deep inside Ryder’s skull, resonating there.

	Sophie grabs her wrists, hazel eyes wide with concern.  “Speak to me sweetie, what’s going on?”

	“Can’t you hear it?” 

	“Do you mean the rain?” Twisting her lips, Sophie glances towards the door.

	Not the rain, Ryder wants to shout back. She bites her tongue.

	They cannot hear me. Thankfully, the girl lowers her voice this time. Though I am trying. How quaint, a world with so little telepathy.

	Telepathy. Ryder stares at the stranger. Madly trying to work out if she’s actually passed out, finally lost her mind, or this is real. 

	“Ryder? Speak to me, you doing okay?” Sophie is on tip-toe, right up close, trying to peer into Ryder’s eyes.

	 Doing okay might be a bit of a stretch, but at least her heartbeat has slowed a beat or two. Ryder nods, edging her friend to one side. “Who are you?” she says.

	The stranger sniffs, or laughs, the sound comes and goes before Ryder can decide which it is.

	“We can talk of much more interesting things, I assure you,” the girl declares.

	“It seems like a pretty interesting topic to me,” Ryder returns. The sound, no, the feel of the girl’s voice lingers inside her head. 

	The girl’s shoulders lift and she exhales in a lengthy sigh. “My name is Olessia. I am a visitor. I’m here for nothing, and no one, in particular. I just want to be here. There is your answer.” A smile pulls at her lips, but it’s not altogether friendly.

	She gave them an answer, sure. Just not a very detailed one. Ryder stares down, giving herself a second to work out where to go next. Christian steps out from behind her. The girl’s gaze snaps to him, like a frog spotting a fly. He pushes his hands through his hair, making more of a knotted mess. “I don’t understand what’s happening.” 

	But Ryder has no chance to reply.

	“That’s because nothing whatsoever is happening,” The girl says, still watching him. “Which is becoming quite dull. I had higher hopes for this place after what I’ve heard.” 

	Christian barely raised his voice above a whisper. The girl, Olessia, can not only get inside a person’s head, she has fantastic hearing as well. Ryder’s belly roils, Jack’s breakfast sitting heavy. “So, what exactly have you heard about…this place?” she says.

	The stranger flicks Ryder’s question away with a wave. “Aresh always made it sound so interesting. So charming.” She steps closer to the nearest doorway, off to the right of the stairs. It leads into a dining room with tall, narrow windows that give a sweeping view of the properties carefully maintained gardens. “So far, it all just seems rather damp.” 

	With that, she strides into the room and disappears from view. No one moves. Christian and Sophie might not have experienced the nails-on-chalkboard feel of telepathy, but their apprehension shows in the flutter of Sophie’s hands, and the way Christian twists a strand of stark white hair round his finger, over and over
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