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    A new chapter begins in the history of Hadlow House, as the ruins of the old property are purchased by the wealthy Demeter family. Determined to create the perfect countryside retreat, the Demeters set about restoring Hadlow House to its former glory. 
 
      
 
    But what dark secrets are hiding in this family's past? 
 
      
 
    Soon after they move in, the Demeters start to notice something strange moving through the shadows of their new home. Shocking home truths start bubbling to the surface, and a horrifying tragedy soon rocks every member of the family to their core. Can the Demeters be saved, or is Hadlow House about to claim more victims?

1837 is the fifth book in the Haunting of Hadlow House series, which tells the story of one haunted house over the centuries from its construction to the present day. All the lives, all the souls, all the tragedies... and all the ghosts. Readers are advised to start with the first book in the series. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Contents 
 
    Prologue 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    
 
    

  

 
   
    1837 
 
    (The Haunting of Hadlow House book 5)

  

 
   
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    1837... 
 
      
 
    The voices were loud, calling out along the street as the old man slept. He stirred a little, rolling over on his rough bed on the floor of the hut, but the voices came closer and closer until the old man could ignore them no longer. Opening his eyes, he saw the harsh late afternoon sun trying to break through the covered window. 
 
    “Where is he?” an English voice shouted angrily. “Come on, we know he's here somewhere!” 
 
    Hearing shuffling footsteps, the old man turned and saw his daughter stepping into the doorway, emerging from the hut's other room. Her son was with her; holding his mother's hand, the boy looked terrified as the angry English voices moved closer to the front door, which shuddered suddenly as it was kicked from outside. The loose latch was already starting to fall away, and one more kick pushed the door open and allowed three English soldiers in full military uniform to barge directly into the hut. 
 
    “That's him!” the first soldier said, pointing his bayonet at the old man. “I'd recognize him a mile off!” 
 
    The old man tried to say something, but the language barrier was too great; he spoke no English, and the soldiers spoke only English, so all that ensued was a series of loud shouts as the old man was hauled up from his bed and dragged toward the doorway. Filled with fear, the man turned and tried to pull away, but he was no match for the three young Englishmen as they hauled him out into the afternoon Indian sun and threw him down hard against the ground. 
 
    “They think they can just get away with anything, don't they?” the first soldier muttered, staring down at the old man with an expression of utter contempt. “They think we won't track them down.” 
 
    “He looks like a thief,” the second soldier added, stepping around the man while aiming his bayonet at the back of his head. A crowd of locals was already gathering, but everybody from the other huts was too afraid to act. “See the cowardly way he holds himself? He's nothing more than an animal.” 
 
    “They're all like this,” the third soldier sneered. “No better than rats.” 
 
    At the door to the hut, the daughter and her son had stopped to watch as the old man scrabbled around in the dust. The son, in particular, was staring in horror as his grandfather tried again and again to get to his feet; only nine years old, he was used to seeing the horrors visited upon his village by the British, not to mention the horrors wrought by the natural world. Yet as he watched the three bayonet tips constantly jerking toward his grandfather, who couldn't get up, the boy felt that this was the greatest horror of all, for the English soldiers were taunting a man so old that he could barely even see properly. 
 
    “Are you going to confess?” the first soldier asked. 
 
    The old man stammered something in his own language. 
 
    “He doesn't even speak English, does he?” the third soldier sighed. “What use is he?” 
 
    “If you confess,” the first soldier continued, “we'll be more lenient with you.” 
 
    Again the old man spoke, and again his words meant nothing to the Englishmen. He was trying to beg for mercy, and he was telling them that he had no idea what they wanted with him, but he knew that they didn't understand a word that left his lips and finally he resorted to the one thing that he hoped might get through; shifting onto his knees, he put his hands together in an offering of prayer. 
 
    “They really are a barbaric lot, aren't they?” the third soldier muttered, making no effort to hide the disdain he was feeling. “They should be a lot more grateful. We come here, we try to civilize them and give them opportunities, and how do they repay us? By acting like savages.” 
 
    “I won't give you another chance,” the first soldier told the old man. “I don't have to be this nice to you. I could just haul you away to face justice, but I'm giving you a chance to be honest. Don't you understand? Confess to stealing and you'll receive a much more lenient punishment.” 
 
    With tears in his eyes, the old man bowed his head lower and raised his hands higher. His knees were scratched and bloody after pressing against the rocky ground, and he was starting to tremble with fear. 
 
    In the doorway, his daughter and grandson watched with a growing sense of dread. After a moment the boy began to rush forward, but his mother immediately put an arm across his chest and held him back, telling him in no uncertain terms that he mustn't attract the Englishmen's attention. 
 
    “This is hopeless,” the third soldier said, taking a moment to wipe sweat from his sunburned brow. “We're wasting time.” 
 
    “We must be fair,” the first soldier replied, “and -” 
 
    Suddenly the old man stumbled to his feet and tried to run. Gripped by fear, he pushed between two of the soldiers, only for one of them to pull him back. He screamed, but in that moment the third soldier stepped forward and forced his bayonet into the man's back, twisting it hard until the tip broke out through the front. As blood began to run down the old man's bare chest, the third soldier pulled his bayonet out and then pierced his body again and again, quickly cutting through his torso a dozen times before shoving the man hard in his back and sending him dropping down to the ground. 
 
    The young boy screamed and rushed forward to help his grandfather, but again his mother held him back; this time, however, she had to really struggle to keep hold of him. 
 
    “Serves the old bastard right,” the third soldier said, kicking the old man in the side as more and more blood spread out across the dusty ground. “When will these idiots learn, eh?” 
 
    As the soldiers walked away, and as the last life faded from the old man's eyes, the young boy screamed and screamed and screamed, filled with an unquenchable rage that burned through his body beneath the relentless Indian sun.

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Kent, England... 
 
      
 
    Pulled by a brown-and-white horse, the carriage bumped slightly over the uneven surface of Cobblefield's country lanes. The horse's hooves clip-clopped loudly, drawing curious glances from those locals who'd already ventured out from their homes early on a bright summer's Friday morning. Something about this carriage was different to the usual vehicles seen in the area: clean and clearly quite knew, this appeared to be the carriage of a family with money. 
 
    “That'll be them, then,” Peter Maynard said, watching the carriage approach as he emptied a bucket onto the grass opposite the village pub. 
 
    “Finally deigned to come down to the village, have they?” Caroline Barber muttered, making no effort to hide her disdain. “From what I've heard, I'm surprised they don't have everything ferried down for them specially from London.” 
 
    “They're ordinary folk, just like the rest of us,” Peter told her. “If they had a lot of money, they wouldn't be living anywhere near Cobblefield, would they?” 
 
    “I still don't trust them,” Caroline replied. “I don't trust anyone who comes here from the outside. I only trust locals.” She turned to Peter. “You know... people who understand how things work round these parts.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mother, I'm not sure that I like this place,” Edward Demeter said as he climbed down from the front of the carriage and looked back along the street. He paused, before stepping around to the other side. “Do we really have to live here?” 
 
    “I really do not wish to have this conversation again,” Celeste replied, taking care to avoid a large puddle of mud close to the carriage's side as her son helped her down. “Edward, you know exactly why we are here and I do so wish that you would stop complaining.” 
 
    “I'm not complaining,” he said, turning the other way and spotting several figures sitting near the door of what appeared to be a rather dirty cottage. “I'm just -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he spotted one of the figure stumbling to his feet. To his shock, Edward realized that this particular man was horribly disfigured, with no eyes or nose – not even a proper mouth – and he felt a sliver of fear as he saw that the man was slowly making his way closer. Not wanting to cause a scene, Edward nevertheless stepped in front of his mother, worried that he might have to protect her as the strange man splashed through one of the larger puddles and reached out with his hands. Finally, letting out an anguished moan, the man began to move his hands around as if he was trying to find someone. 
 
    “Peter!” a woman's voice called out, and Edward was relieved as a dirty, mud-stained middle-aged lady hurried out of the house and pulled the man back at the last moment. “What are you doing, Peter?” 
 
    Letting out another cry, Peter seemed to be in some distress. 
 
    “What's wrong with him?” Edward asked, unable to hide a sense of disdain. 
 
    “There's nothing wrong with him!” the woman snapped, seemingly offended by the use of that word. “You want to mind how you speak!” 
 
    “I don't think you should talk to me like that,” Edward replied, equally offended by her tone. 
 
    “He's harmless!” the woman insisted, although she seemed to be having trouble getting Peter to turn and return to the cottage. “He just reacts a bit funny to strangers, that's all.” 
 
    “I didn't mean to disturb anyone,” Edward said, still struggling to understand exactly what had just happened. 
 
    “Come on, Peter,” the woman continued, softening her tone as if she had some special way of getting through to the man. “We'll go and sit back down and I'll find some more pebbles for you. Doesn't that sound fun?” 
 
    “Molly?” another woman's voice screamed from the cottage. “Are you out there again? Leave that freak alone and come and help me in the house!” 
 
    “He's not a freak,” Molly said firmly, under her breath. 
 
    “Molly!” the woman shouted, even louder than before. 
 
    Edward could only watch as Molly led Peter back to the front of the cottage. The entire scene had been so utterly strange and unusual that he was truly struggling to comprehend exactly what had happened; he understood very little, save that the disfigured man had looked to be in the most awful state, although Molly certainly seemed dedicated to showing him a little care and kindness. Nevertheless, as he watched her settling Peter back down on a stool, Edward couldn't help but marvel at the bizarre, wretched lives of the locals. In that moment, he found himself feeling rather thankful that his family's new home was not in the village itself. 
 
    “Edward?” 
 
    Startled, he turned and saw that his mother was watching him from the doorway of what appeared to be the only shop in the entire village. 
 
    “Are you coming?” she asked, evidently struggling to hide a sense of irritation as she raised a handkerchief to protect her nose from the stench of mud and slop. “I really want to get back to the house as swiftly as possible.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And that will be everything, thank you,” Celeste said as the man behind the counter placed a packet of sugar in front of her. “I believe my husband has opened an account with you, has he not?” 
 
    “He has,” the shopkeeper replied, although he sounded distinctly unimpressed. “All accounts must be settled by the first day of the month.” 
 
    “My husband will see to that.” 
 
    The shopkeeper stared at her for a moment, then at Edward, and finally he turned toward the door that led into the back of the building. 
 
    “Molly!” he shouted. “Come and help me!” 
 
    A moment later a woman hurried through from the back, and Edward was surprised to see that this was the same woman he'd encountered outside. She was a little older than he'd realized, perhaps in her mid-forties, and she failed to even meet his gaze as she headed to the counter and began to wrap the purchases. 
 
    “I'm sorry about what happened outside,” Edward told her, lowering his voice a little as his mother spoke to the shopkeeper about various other supplies. “I didn't mean to disturb.” 
 
    He waited for a response, but she seemed not to have even noticed his presence. 
 
    “Or to offend,” he added. 
 
    Again he waited, and now he could tell that Molly's hands were trembling a little as she worked to wrap the items. 
 
    “So you live here,” Edward continued, still hoping to make pleasant conversation. “I must say, this seems to be a nice part of the world. The air seems particularly clean, which is good since my sister -” 
 
    “You shouldn't be there,” Molly muttered suddenly. 
 
    “I beg your -” 
 
    “That house,” she snapped, looking up at him. “You shouldn't be living there. Nobody should.” 
 
    “If you mean my father's house, then -” 
 
    “Why did you have to come here?” she asked, her voice thick with tension now. “Why did anyone have to come? That place has stood in ruins for decades, and that's how it should have been left. How could anyone even think to live there again? How could anyone fail to notice the evil in the air?” 
 
    “I'm not sure that I fathom the meaning of your warning,” he told her. “My father has rebuilt an old house that stands a little way beyond the edge of this village and -” 
 
    “I know what he's done!” Molly hissed. “Everyone knows! We finally had peace and contentment in this village, and now you've gone and stirred it all up again! Have you no concept of right or wrong?” She glared at him, as if she genuinely couldn't understand his confusion. “But you're outsiders, aren't you?” she continued. “You think you know better. Where are you from? London?” 
 
    “Bristol, actually, but -” 
 
    “Even further away,” she spat. “And you think you know better than us simple folk, I'm sure. I can see it from the manner of your dress, you think you're better than us. Maybe you are, at least in some regards, but you don't know this place. You don't know that house, either. You don't know the evil that it contains.” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    “Molly!” the shopkeeper barked angrily. “What's taking so long? These fine people must surely want to be on their way!” 
 
    “Apologies,” Molly said angrily, as she returned her attention to the package she was wrapping. “I certainly wouldn't like to slow anyone down, especially not when they're obviously so much more important than the rest of us.” With that, she finished tying a length of twine around the package before shoving it toward Edward and then marching away into the rear of the house. “You'll have to excuse me!” she called out. “I have other matters I've got to attend to!” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” the shopkeeper said with a sigh. “That girl has always had a bit of an attitude.” 
 
    “Evidently,” Edward replied, still listening to the sound of her angry, heavy footsteps elsewhere in the building. After a moment he picked up the package. “I hope that I didn't upset her in any way.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    “That was certainly a most unusual welcome,” Edward pointed out a short while later, as he drove the carriage back along the country road, keeping a tight grip of the horse's reins. “Are we to be treated as complete outsiders to this area?” 
 
    “You mustn't base your judgment on one little visit,” Celeste told him. 
 
    “That woman in the shop was positively hostile,” he replied, as the horse turned off the main road and onto the narrow lane that led to the house. “If I didn't know better, I'd say that she had already taken a great dislike to us before we even set foot in that shop. But that is not possible, is it? How could people have taken against us before they have even met us?” 
 
    He waited for an answer, before turning to his mother. 
 
    “Mother?” he said cautiously. “Is there something you're not telling me?” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Such as... I don't know, but have we done something to offend the locals?” 
 
    “I fail to see what we could possibly have done.” 
 
    “Something made that Molly woman angry.” 
 
    “These are simple people,” she replied, sounding more than a little tired of the conversation already. “You have to understand that, Edward. We come from a city where there is great energy and drive and thrust, from a place where people think of great ideas. Cobblefield, meanwhile, is a place where most of the locals think of nothing more than where their next meal is coming from.” 
 
    “What exactly are you saying?” 
 
    “I'm saying that these people are poor,” she continued, “and that we are, if not rich, then certainly better-off than anyone for miles around. And that shows in our characters, my dear. Truly, one of us trying to speak to those wretches would be like... like a man trying to talk to an earthworm.” 
 
    “They are still human,” he reminded her. 
 
    “Barely,” she said under her breath. “But it's of no matter. We shall use the services of a few merchants, but otherwise we shall hardly fraternize with anyone in that village. It's not as if any of us shall ever set foot in their public house, for instance. I can't imagine that it's anything less than a den of villainy and scum.” 
 
    “It can't be that bad,” Edward suggested. 
 
    “It can be that bad and ten thousand times worse,” she insisted. “Edward, I know you like to see the best in people, but this is one time when you must simply listen to your father and me. We have nothing in common with those people. We have nothing to talk to them about.” She saw the wall ahead, and the gate set into the bricks, and she sighed with relief as she realized that they were finally home. “Here we are,” she added with a smile. “Our own little world, where we can breathe clean air and focus only on our health.” 
 
    “I still can't quite understand why that woman disliked us so much,” Edward muttered as he began to slow the horse. “Is there something so awful about the fact we have moved to Hadlow House?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “But what was it like?” Sophie asked, following her brother through from the large, open hallway. “I so wish Mother had let me come with you! I want to see this village for myself!” 
 
    “You didn't miss much,” Edward replied, stepping through the doorway that led into the reading room. “I don't think Mother's going to change her mind soon, so you'll just have to get used to this place.” 
 
    “But I want to see the village!” 
 
    “Perhaps when you're older.” 
 
    “I'm old enough now!” 
 
    “Mother doesn't think so.” 
 
    “Mother -” 
 
    Suddenly Sophie began to cough heavily. Having reached the end of the reading room, Edward stopped and turned to see his sister leaning against one of the chairs as her coughing fit continued. Stepping back over to her, he began to pat her back, hoping to help her clear her airways. As the fit went on and on, he hit her a little harder, until finally he heard the spluttering gasp that usually meant she was feeling batter. A moment later she looked up at him with a fearful expression, and he saw blood on her hands. 
 
    “Let us wipe that off,” he said, quickly pulling a handkerchief from his pocket and cleaning his younger sister's hands. “It's nothing. Just a few specks, that's all.” 
 
    “I thought I was supposed to get better now,” she said softly. “Mother said that the clean country air -” 
 
    “We've been here a day,” he pointed out. “It's a little soon to expect everything to be better already.” 
 
    “But if -” 
 
    “Do you want to see something interesting?” he asked, trying to change the subject. “Look at the floor. What do you notice about it?” 
 
    “It's made of wood.” 
 
    “But what kind of wood?” 
 
    Sophie looked down for a moment. 
 
    “It's a different color,” she noticed finally, pointing at two different patches. “Where I''m standing it's dark, and where you're standing it's light.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Edward replied, before taking a few more steps back. “There's a reason for that. I've seen the plans Father had drawn up when he had this place rebuilt, and I've seen the original plans too. Where you're standing right now, Sophie, was the study of the old Hadlow House. And where I'm standing... well, in the old layout of the house, right now I'd be outside.” 
 
    “Outside?” 
 
    “There was a wall here, between us,” he continued, gesturing to the line that separated the light and dark parts of the floor. “The house was quite a bit smaller. This whole dining room running down this side of the house wasn't here at all, the old dining room was – I believe – out there in the hallway where Father had a new, larger staircase installed.” 
 
    “It was?” Sophie scrunched her nose for a moment, deep in thought. “Why did he change it?” 
 
    “There was an accident, long ago,” Edward told her. “One side of the house was almost completely destroyed, and Father had it rebuilt. That took a long time, for various reasons. But you're standing in the old part, and I'm in the new part, and when you know that you start to see the differences.” He headed over to the wall and put a hand on the brickwork to one side of the fireplace. “The fireplace was in the original study,” he explained, “and then you can see newer bricks here.” He paused for a moment, marveling at the thick, sturdy wall. “When you really know what you're looking at,” he continued, “you can see all the places where the new bits are grafted onto the old bits. It's almost as if the old house is now just the core of the new house. It's fascinating, when you think about it like that.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Sophie said, although she sounded distinctly un-fascinated. 
 
    “The hallway is the biggest change,” he told her. “The old house had a fairly small hallway with a narrow staircase, whereas Father had that big hallway built with the wide staircase in the middle. It's funny how you can make so many changes to a house and still...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “And still what?” Sophie asked. 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” he replied with a smile. “I was just thinking that... at what point is it not even the same house anymore? Father kept the old name, he's always liked traditions and history, but the old house probably accounts for only just over half of the present property. Sometimes, when you go from one room to the next, it's like you're stepping between the past and the present. And while Father had the newer part of the house built...” 
 
    He paused, before purposefully stepping over the line between the two sections of flooring, joining Sophie in the older part of the room. 
 
    “The older part is really old.” 
 
    “How old?” Sophie asked. “Is it older than me and you?” 
 
    “It's more than a hundred years old,” he continued. “I think I read it was built in 1680 or 1689, something like that. Can you imagine all the people who must have lived here before? Really, we're just the latest in a long line of -” 
 
    Before he could finish, they both heard a creaking sound coming from above. They looked up at the ceiling and stood in silence for a few seconds as footsteps moved across the office on the top floor. 
 
    “Is that Father?” Sophie whispered. “Sometimes he sounds like a ghost.” 
 
    “Mother went up to see him just now,” Edward replied, with just a trace of fear in his voice. “She's... I'm sure it's fine. They just have a lot to talk about, that's all.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “The locals are an unwelcoming bunch,” Celeste said as she stood at the window and looked out across the garden. “I suppose that is to be expected, though. They're all rather... uncivilized and uneducated.” 
 
    “They're hardly savages.” 
 
    “I know that, but I still don't like them very much.” She turned and watched her husband for a moment as he sat at the desk, reading some papers. “Still, I don't suppose that we'll have much to do with them. I know the village is close, but in some strange way it also feels like it's far away. Apart from when we need things from the shop, we shan't really need to go and interact with them at all, shall we?” 
 
    “I suppose we shan't,” Thomas murmured, evidently not listening too closely. 
 
    “And the air is wonderful out here,” she continued. “So much better than Bristol. I really think it'll do Sophie some good to breathe freely and properly for once. I know you don't believe in such things, but I actually wouldn't be surprised if her condition clears up entirely now that we're living out here in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “One can only hope.” 
 
    “I suppose we'll have to go into the village on Sundays,” she mused. “I really can't countenance the idea of us not going to church.” 
 
    She paused, still watching her husband. 
 
    “Will you be coming with us to church, Thomas?” she asked cautiously, although the trace of doubt in her voice suggested that she already knew his answer. “It looked like a nice little church, and I'm sure we could sit at the back. I would very much like to make myself known to the local priest, if only because that is the done thing. I honestly cannot imagine moving to a new home and not becoming part of the life of the church.” 
 
    “I think I would rather not.” 
 
    “I'm sure you could wear something,” she continued, “to...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off. 
 
    “You know I prefer not to,” he said calmly. “The Lord sees fit to give me this condition, and I accept that with good grace. I'm sure your presence at the church will be more than enough, and I shall pray privately here while you are out. I really don't see that there's very much wrong with that arrangement.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    She hesitated again, before making her way over to the desk. 
 
    “Things are different here,” she told him earnestly. “People might be more forgiving in the countryside. Indeed, I was rather hoping that once we moved to Hadlow House, you might see fit to spend more time with the rest of the family in public.” She waited, still hoping against hope that her husband would come around to her way of thinking. “Thomas? I just wonder whether -” 
 
    “I have given my answer,” he said, turning and glaring at her. 
 
    She opened her mouth to reply, but for a moment she could only look into the empty socket of his right eye. 
 
    “And there you have the reason,” he added. “Celeste, we have been married for decades but my impairment still catches you off-guard from time to time. If I could wear a patch or some other cover, I would do so, but you know full well that I am prone to infection. I almost died once, when I was young, and I am not taking that risk again. For whatever reason, I am safest when I leave my injury fully exposed to the air.” He stared at her for a moment with his one, remaining blue eye. “I have accepted this, and I wish you would too,” he told her. “The price is that I do not mix with the public much. That price, I believe, is worth paying.” 
 
    “Will you at least come down to eat dinner with us later?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” he replied, turning his attention back to his papers. “Perhaps not. I have a lot to do here.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “She looks happy,” Celeste said as she sat in the conservatory at the rear of the house, watching as Sophie played in the garden. “Don't you think she looks happy?” 
 
    “She always looks happy,” Edward told her. 
 
    “You know what I mean.” Taking a moment to sip tea from a china cup, Celeste kept her gaze fixed on her daughter. “This is a new start for her, Edward. It's a new start for all of us. Once your sister's health starts to improve, we can get out from this dreadful cloud we've been living under.” 
 
    “She -” 
 
    Stopping himself just in time, Edward realized that there was little point telling his mother about the blood Sophie had coughed up earlier. Although he was a little more grounded in reality, he too hoped that his sister was soon going to experience a dramatic improvement, and he genuinely believed that the smog of Bristol had been detrimental not only to her health but to the health of the entire family. A moment later, hearing footsteps upstairs, he looked toward the hallway and then turned to his mother again. 
 
    “Will Father be joining us later?” he asked. 
 
    “Your father is very busy.” 
 
    “He's always busy.” 
 
    “He has a lot of business interests.” 
 
    “He hides away like some kind of... monster.” 
 
    “Don't use that word. Please, Edward.” 
 
    “It's not what I think,” he told her. “It's what Father thinks. If only he'd try again to wear a patch, he might -” 
 
    “Your father gets infections when he covers his damaged eye.” 
 
    “Has he really tried everything?” he asked. “Or has he given up and retreated into the shadows? Before his injury -” 
 
    “You know full well that I did not even know your father before he suffered his accident,” Celeste said firmly. “Our courtship was very difficult, he genuinely didn't seem to believe that anyone could love him. He's a brilliant man, but he's very... complicated.” She paused. “He first discovered the deeds to this house many years ago, and then he spent a great deal of time negotiating the legal complexities, trying to secure the property for himself. Over the decades, restoring this house became something of a passion project for him, and now it's finally done. Let us just allow him to relax into our new life, and I am sure that eventually he will spend more time with us.” 
 
    “But has he always been like this?” Edward asked. “All the time you've been married to him?” 
 
    “I am content with the arrangement.” 
 
    “I suppose one will do anything when they are in love,” he suggested. 
 
    Celeste managed a faint smile, but she was still very much focused on Sophie as the young girl continued to play in the garden. 
 
    “I always craved children of my own,” she murmured finally, almost as if she was talking to herself. “That has been my purpose all my life. To have children and to raise them. And your father wanted a wife. We were very honest with one another about what we were seeking, and we have made a difficult marriage work. If he wishes to spend much of his time in the office, in the shadows, then I am not going to drag him out.” 
 
    “You almost sound as if you prefer him being hidden away up there,” Edward said with a smile, but his smile faded as he began to wonder whether he might have hit upon a point of truth. At the same time, he knew not to ask too many questions about his parents' marriage, for the matter was very much none of his concern, so instead he joined his mother in watching Sophie. “I envy her innocence,” he continued after a moment. “I remember what it was like to be her age. There was so much I did not know about the world, and sometimes I wonder whether that was preferable to... Well, to the alternative. Sometimes I think that growing up is a tragedy.” 
 
    “Don't say such foolish things,” Celeste murmured. “All children must grow up. They must live long enough to grow and become an adult, because the alternative is... too horrible to consider.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment, as Sophie raced across the grass and dropped to her knees next to a bank of wildflowers. 
 
    “She's going to be fine here,” Celeste continued. “I can feel it in my bones. In my heart. A mother knows these things, Edward. She has a special sense when it comes to the well-being of her children, and I promise you that Sophie is going to be absolutely fine.” 
 
    “I hope you're right,” he told her. 
 
    “I am,” she said through gritted teeth. “A mother's love is all-powerful. There is nothing that I will ever allow to get in the way of Sophie's happiness.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The following Sunday, church bells rang across the village as members of the congregation made their way out of St. Leonard's in the heart of Cobblefield. 
 
    “Thank you for such a wonderful service,” Virginia Clarke said, shaking Father Moore's hand as she emerged into the bright morning sunlight. “You gave us a lot to think about, as usual.” 
 
    “I try my best,” Father Moore replied with a smile, before turning to greet Celeste Demeter as she stepped out of the church with her children. “And how did our new arrivals find the service?” 
 
    “I'm going to play!” Sophie shouted, racing past him and hurrying around to the cemetery at the rear of the church. 
 
    “You'll have to forgive my daughter,” Celeste said, curtsying as she shook the priest's hand. “She's only young, and she hasn't yet mastered certain elements of etiquette.” 
 
    “Children should be children,” Father Moore told her. “Are you settling in well at the house? I have been meaning to pay a call, but...” 
 
    He hesitated for a few seconds, seemingly a little uncomfortable. 
 
    “Well,” he added, “I have seen you now, which is the important thing. And your husband was unable to join you this morning?” 
 
    “My husband had other engagements,” Celeste replied awkwardly, “but I can assure you that he is a very religious man and he prays regularly. He just... isn't quite... in a position to come to church at the moment, although he would like to do so.” 
 
    “To each, their own,” Father Moore said, before turning to Edward and shaking his hand. “And you, young fellow, strike me as a fine lad. I'm sure you're a great credit to your parents.” 
 
    “I try to be,” Edward said politely. “There is much -” 
 
    “We are a good, God-fearing family,” Celeste said, interrupting her son. “I really wouldn't want anyone to doubt that. Why, I myself pray every single day, and I have taught my children that they should do the same. We should always thank the Lord for the great bounties that he grants to us, and we should help those who are less fortunate than ourselves.” She turned and looked around at some of the other families leaving the church. “Even if,” she added, “that sometimes seems to be almost everybody.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Father Moore said, before taking a few seconds to clear his throat. 
 
    “Edward, will you go and check on your sister, please?” Celeste continued. “I wish to speak to Father Moore about a few matters, and you are perhaps too young to understand.” 
 
    Knowing when he was being – politely – asked to get out of the way and let the adults talk, Edward turned and began to make his way around toward the other side of the church. He glanced back, wishing that he might one day be included in such discussions, before disappearing around the corner. 
 
    “My husband is indisposed,” Celeste told Father Moore. “I would rather not go into any further detail, but you must understand that he is a very good man. There are just certain... reasons why he cannot come into the village for any services. Or for anything, really.” 
 
    “Of course,” Father Moore replied. “If he would like me to pay a visit, I would be more than -” 
 
    “No, that's quite alright,” she said firmly, interrupting him. “He is more than capable of finding his own way, and I shall certainly tell him a great deal about the sermons you preach to use each week.” She paused for a moment longer, clearly close to tears. “But please, Father, do not think that he is a bad man. My husband has very good reasons for not coming into the village.” 
 
    “I am sure that he does,” Father Moore said, although he seemed to be a little unsettled by her insistence. “I assure you that I would not think otherwise.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Sophie?” Edward said as he made his way around the side of the church, past gravestones that jutted out from the grass. “What -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, he realized that he could hear his little sister's voice. He hesitated for a moment, wondering who his sister could possibly be speaking to, and then he ventured to the corner and looked around. To his surprise, he saw that she was standing alone, looking up at an empty space as she continued to speak. A moment later, as if she'd been caught doing something naughty, Sophie turned to look at her brother. 
 
    “It's alright,” he told her, as he began to make his way over. “Who were you talking to?” 
 
    “No-one.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “I'm sorry!” she blurted out. 
 
    “Do you have anything to be sorry for?” he asked, looking around once more. “Sophie, I merely wondered who you'd found out here, but I see no-one.” 
 
    He turned to his sister, and now he could see the most tremendously guilty expression on her face. 
 
    “Who was it?” he continued. 
 
    “It doesn't matter,” she said, barely able to meet his gaze. “I don't think...” 
 
    She paused, before looking over at the empty space once more. Following, Edward still saw nothing but emptiness, although now he noticed that the cemetery felt distinctly chillier than any space around at the front of the church. 
 
    “I just saw someone, that's all,” Sophie said softly. “Someone sad.” 
 
    “Was this perhaps... someone that nobody else could see?” Edward asked. 
 
    She turned to him, and the expression of fear in her eyes was enough of an answer. 
 
    “This has happened before, hasn't it?” Edward said. 
 
    “It was just a sad-looking man,” she told him. “He seemed lost, and I talked to him and he can't leave the graveyard, and I wanted to help him feel better.” She looked over her shoulder for a moment. “He's gone now, though. He walked away when you came, and I think he just vanished.” 
 
    “Into thin air?” 
 
    “Don't you believe me?” 
 
    “The funny thing is,” he replied, “I think I do believe you.” He reached out and took her by the hand. “I remember a few times back in Bristol when you seemed to notice people that the rest of us didn't. You've always had that knack, Sophie, and I imagine that it's quite a good thing.” 
 
    “It doesn't happen often.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But Mother usually doesn't like it when I speak of those people,” she continued, “I don't know what Father would say, but I don't imagine that he'd like it very much either.” 
 
    “You might very well be right.” He began to lead her back around the church. “I think it might be quite a wonderful thing,” he told her, “but at the same time, you might be better off keeping it to yourself. At least a little. In my experience, most people don't like it when anyone talks about... things the rest of us can't see.” 
 
    “Is there something wrong with me?” 
 
    “Not at all,” he replied, although he couldn't help glancing back across the cemetery, just in case he might spot some sign of this strange man his sister had encountered. He spotted no-one, although in the back of his mind he couldn't shake the sensation that he was being watched. “I rather think,” he added, “that you are merely rather more sensitive than the average person, and that this is why you see things a little differently.” 
 
    “Is it because I'm going to die soon?” 
 
    Shocked, he stopped and looked down at her. 
 
    “I know I am,” she continued, before clearing her throat a little. “I've overheard Mother and Father talking about it. They moved us out here because they thought the air might help me live longer, but I don't think they expect me to ever grow up like you or like other people.” 
 
    “That's nonsense,” he replied, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You've been ill for a long time, that much is certain, but you have every chance of pulling through. You just need to have a little patience, that's all.” 
 
    “I don't want to die,” she said softly. “When I see those dead people, they always seem so unhappy. I don't want to be like them.” 
 
    “You won't,” he told her, before wiping a solitary tear from her cheek. “Mother's waiting,” he continued. “We should go to her, but first... are you feeling a little better now?” 
 
    Sophie thought about that question for a moment, before nodding. 
 
    “Good,” Edward said, taking her hand once more and leading her around to the front of the church. “Out of interest, is this the only place you've seen strange people so far since we moved from Bristol? What about the new house? Have you seen anyone there?” 
 
    “No,” she told him. “No, I haven't seen any dead people at the house.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “It really was the most wonderful service,” Celeste said a few hours later, sitting in the conservatory at the rear of the house and sipping from a cup of tea. “I found great contentment in the priest's words.” 
 
    “As did I,” Edward replied, sitting nearby and watching once more as Sophie played in the garden. “I think -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he heard a bumping sound coming from the door. Turning, he was surprised – but also relieved – to see his father making his way through to join them. Immediately getting to his feet, Edward stepped back from the chair so that his father could take a seat, and then he hurried to the sideboard and began to pour another cup of tea. 
 
    “I thought I would join you both,” Thomas said, forcing a smile even though he seemed a little awkward as he stepped into the conservatory. “A man cannot spend all his time locked away in his study, after all.” 
 
    “Of course,” Edward said, glancing at his father briefly before turning his attention back to the teapot. “Give me one moment and I shall have a cup for you.” 
 
    Taking his son's former seat, Thomas paused for a moment as he looked out at the garden. 
 
    “She seems happy,” he observed. “I know it's early, but I find myself wondering whether our little theory might have been correct after all. What if it was merely the foul Bristol air that was making her poorly?” 
 
    “One can only hope,” Celeste said keenly. 
 
    “Has she had any further coughing fits?” he asked. 
 
    “Barely.” 
 
    “That's good,” Thomas murmured, before turning to his wife. Afternoon light caught the edges of his empty eye socket. “Time will tell the truth. It always does.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Celeste replied. 
 
    “Here we go,” Edward said, hurrying to his father and setting the cup down. He glanced briefly at him, before looking away, preferring not to get caught peering too closely at the empty socket. “I think I've made it just as you like it, but you must let me know if anything is wrong.” 
 
    “I'm sure it's perfectly adequate,” Thomas said calmly. 
 
    “Yes, I hope so,” Edward replied, pulling back until he was standing against the wall. He stared at the cup, waiting for his father to try a sip. “If it's not, though, you must let me know immediately.” 
 
    “Do I spend time with my family so rarely,” Thomas said with a faint smile, “that my presence is treated as such a great occasion? Why, I'm sure our new queen in London is attended to with less ceremony.” 
 
    “God save the Queen,” Celeste said stiffly. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Thomas said, apparently amused by his wife's rigidity. “Now that we are here at Hadlow House, and now that most of my work is out of the way, I should like us to spend more time together. As a family.” 
 
    “Of course,” Celeste and Edward both said at the same time. 
 
    “I think we are overdue such a change,” Thomas added, rolling his one remaining eye. “We should find games to play, and I shall resume my endeavors to find us a piano. I have always believed that a musical house is a happy house. Don't you agree?” 
 
    “I do,” Celeste said, and Edward merely nodded vigorously. 
 
    “I played the piano as a boy,” Thomas continued, speaking calmly but with authority, “and it was a most resting past-time. Why, before my accident, I was known for giving little performances for the friends of my parents. Obviously I do not expect to ever get back to that point again, but I should certainly like to play for my family.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Edward said, turning and glancing out the window, but not immediately spotting his sister this time. “I am sure we would all enjoy that a great deal.” 
 
    “And you should learn to play,” Thomas told him. “You and Sophie.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Edward asked, heading to the door and then craning his neck to look around the garden. “Doesn't she know to never get out of our line of sight?” 
 
    “You must not fuss about the child quite so much,” Thomas told him. “It's not good for the soul to be watched and studied all the time.” 
 
    “Do you see her, Edward?” Celeste asked, sounding a little agitated now. 
 
    “She must be somewhere,” Edward murmured. 
 
    “Relax and sit down,” Thomas continued with a sigh. “Let her be a child.” 
 
    “I can't see her!” Edward said firmly. 
 
    “You're not looking properly,” Celeste said, hurrying to the door and pushing him out of the way, then stepping out into the house's rear garden. “Sophie?” she called out, before cupping her hands around her mouth. “Sophie, my girl! Where are you?” 
 
    She waited, but all she heard in return was the sound of rustling trees. She looked the other way, and then she stepped out further into the garden. 
 
    “Sophie!” she shouted. “Sophie Demeter, you must answer me at once! Where are you?” She hesitated, and then she turned to Edward. “She's gone!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I'm sure she can't have gone far,” Edward said a couple of minutes later, as he followed his mother across the garden. “She's not -” 
 
    “Sophie!” Celeste shouted, raising her voice even further as panic threatened to overtake her senses. “Child, where are you?” 
 
    “She knows not to do this,” Edward continued, stopping to look all around. “If there's one thing that has been drummed into her head over the years, it's that she absolutely mustn't run off under any circumstances. How are we to keep her safe and protect her, if we don't even know where she is?” 
 
    “This is most intolerable,” Celeste said. “That child possesses a rebellious streak that she most certainly inherited from your father's side of the family.” 
 
    “I never had Father down as much of a rebel,” Edward said under his breath. 
 
    “What is the insufferable girl doing?” Celeste continued with a heavy sigh. “Doesn't she know how much I worry whenever she runs off like this? I thought I had drummed it into her head that she has to stay where I can see her at all times, but evidently the lesson has not been learned. Of course, it would help if your father backed me up, or if we could afford some help around the house so that I have more time to devote to Sophie, but -” 
 
    “I'm sure she's fine,” Edward said, interrupting her. 
 
    “You don't know that!” she hissed. “She's so poorly, she could suffer another attack at any moment!” 
 
    “Is there any sign of her?” Thomas asked, finally meandering across the garden to join them. His hands were in his pockets and he seemed utterly relaxed about the situation. “I do hope that she's not behaving like a normal child. That would be most unfortunate.” 
 
    Celeste turned and glared at him. 
 
    “You know what I mean,” he continued. “My darling -” 
 
    “Look at him!” a boy's voice gasped suddenly. 
 
    Thomas turned, just in time to see that two young boys from the village had climbed up onto the wall. Staring back down at Thomas, the boys seemed momentarily shocked by the sight of his gaping empty eye socket, before one of them took a stone from his pocket and threw it hard. 
 
    “Freak!” the other boy shouted. 
 
    “You're a monster!” the first boy laughed as the stone hit Thomas on the shoulder and bounced off. “It's true what they said about you! Are you even human? You look like a cyclops!” 
 
    “Get out of here!” Celeste screamed, storming over to the wall. “This is not your property! Get away from this house at once!” 
 
    Still laughing, the boys clambered down out of sight, and a moment later they could be heard yelling at one another as they raced away through the forest. Celeste stared up at the spot where she'd seem them, clenching her fists as if she was imagining doing them some great harm, and then she turned to her husband. 
 
    “I should go inside,” Thomas said, clearly shaken by the incident as he turned and hurried back toward the house. “I'm sorry, I should not have come out here.” 
 
    “Father!” Edward called out, but he knew he was too late. 
 
    “He's right,” Celeste muttered under her breath. “The world is a horrible place filled with wretched, horrible people.” 
 
    “You can't mean that,” Edward said, turning to her. 
 
    Hearing a giggling sound, they both looked back at the house just in time to see Sophie scrambling out from behind a bush. Brushing herself down, the girl stumbled a little on the uneven ground as she made her way over. 
 
    “What did those boys want?” she asked a little breathlessly. “They were playing on the wall. I wanted to hide from them so that -” 
 
    Suddenly Celeste slapped her hard, with enough force to knock Sophie off her feet and send her thudding down against the dry, cracked ground. 
 
    “Don't you ever go off like that again!” Celeste snarled. “Do you hear me? Everything that just happened is entirely your fault!” 
 
    “I'm sorry!” Sophie sobbed, struggling a little as she got to her feet. “I only -” 
 
    “Do you understand?” Celeste screamed, slapping her again and – once more – knocking her down. “What is wrong with you? Are you stupid as well as ill?” 
 
    As his mother stormed off, Edward hesitated for a few seconds before starting to help Sophie up from the ground. Sobbing wildly now, Sophie immediately clung to him as her whole body convulsed with great heaving cries. 
 
    “Don't take it to heart,” Edward murmured as he watched Celeste walking quickly back into the house. “She's just upset about other things, that's all. This move to the countryside might have been good for you, Sophie, but I'm not so sure that Mother's adapting so well.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Standing in the hallway, at the foot of the grand staircase, Edward listened to the muffled voices of his parents as they argued up in the study. Their words were impossible to make out, but Edward could hear that his father's voice was fairly calm and measured, while his mother was shouting and pacing about. There had been a bad atmosphere in the house for over a day now, since shortly after the previous day's return from church, and now this atmosphere seemed to be coming to a head. 
 
    After a moment, hearing a creaking floorboard nearby, he turned to see that Sophie had come through from one of the other rooms. 
 
    “I found another ant,” she said meekly, brushing her shoulder. “Why are there so many ants out in the garden?” 
 
    “I don't know,” he replied, forcing a smile. “I suppose they have to live somewhere, so the garden might be the best place for them.” 
 
    “I don't like ants. What are they good for?” 
 
    “They're good for the soil, I suppose,” he said, stepping over to her. “Come on, let's go and find a game to play somewhere.” 
 
    “They're arguing again.” 
 
    “It's not about you.” 
 
    “It is. It's all my fault.” 
 
    “It's really not,” he replied, placing a hand on her shoulder in yet another attempt to make her feel a little better. “You must stop thinking like that, Sophie.” 
 
    “It's my fault that we had to move here in the first place,” she continued. “It's my fault that Father had to sell his business. It's my fault that we had to come to this stupid house.” 
 
    “Father has been working on this house for many years,” Edward reminded her. “He first obtained the deeds before I was even born, but back then Hadlow House was little more than a set of ruins. You know this story, Sophie. He has been working for a long time to build the place back up so that we could live here. Your illness, and your need for better air, was really just a coincidence. And a happy one, at that.” 
 
    “I don't know if that's true,” she said softly. 
 
    “Let's go and find a book to read,” he said, trying to guide her toward one of the front rooms, away from the angry voices that were still ringing out from upstairs. “I can read to you, if you like. You usually enjoy being read to, don't you?” 
 
    He waited, but Sophie remained in place, staring at the area toward the left of the staircase. Disturbed by his sister's stance, Edward followed her gaze, but he saw nothing in the gloom. 
 
    “What is it?” He asked. “What's troubling you?” 
 
    “Don't you see her?” she replied softly. 
 
    He felt a shudder run through his bones as he continued to watch the empty space. 
 
    “Who?” he asked. 
 
    “Her,” she whispered. 
 
    “I thought you said you hadn't seen anyone in the house.” 
 
    “I hadn't, until now,” she replied, her eyes widening a little as she tilted her head, as if she was watching someone walking slowly toward the foot of the staircase. “She's lost.” She furrowed her brow. “Confused.” 
 
    “Sophie -” 
 
    “The house has changed,” his sister continued, “and she doesn't understand it anymore. She's looking for someone, or for something. The walls aren't where they used to be.” She paused. “She doesn't know where to go. Where to wait. She just keeps walking round and round, hoping that she'll find her old place but I don't think she can. It was here somewhere, but she's not sure where.” 
 
    Edward wanted to tell Sophie that she was imagining things, but deep down he knew that his sister was almost always right. Even though he couldn't see anyone else in the hallway, he felt a chill run up the back of his neck as he realized that she was still staring at one particular spot  
 
    “Let's go,” he said finally, gripping Sophie's hand tighter and forcing her to follow him through to the reading room at the front of the house. “I'm being serious now. There's no point standing around, just watching a ghost.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The ant crawled along the windowsill, stopping every few inches as it tried to get its bearings, before disappearing into a small crack in the wood. Sophie, who had been staring down and watching, now reaching out and touched the crack, but the ant was long gone. 
 
    “Are you even listening to this story?” Edward asked. 
 
    Turning to her brother, who was sitting next to the fireplace, Sophie realized that she hadn't been paying any attention at all to his words. 
 
    “Just as I thought,” he continued, closing the book with a gentle thump, “you're in a world of your own.” 
 
    “There was an ant!” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I was watching it,” she explained, before sitting back down properly in her chair, which creaked and groaned a little beneath her weight. “I'm sorry, I don't know why everyone's so angry at me today. I'm just bored. This house is so big and so gloomy, and Mother and Father are always arguing and you're -” 
 
    She stopped herself just in time. 
 
    “I'm what?” Edward asked, raising a wry eyebrow. “Boring? Annoying?” 
 
    “Well, maybe sometimes,” she admitted. “Before Mother chased those two boys away, I was playing a game with them. I was hiding and they had to find me. I know I shouldn't have done that, but they were my age and I just thought I could have a little fun.” Sitting in the armchair, which was far too big for her, she thought for a few more seconds. “Are we always going to just live alone like this?” she asked finally. “Just the four of us, rattling around in this old house?” 
 
    “You just need to get well,” he told her. 
 
    “But what's wrong with me?” 
 
    “You know wall this. The doctors can't be sure, but it's something to do with your lungs. And being out here in this air might very well lead to a marked improvement, but you have to give it a little more time.” 
 
    “And until then, what are we all supposed to do?” she asked, before pausing again. “I can still hear Mother and Father arguing. I know you brought me through here so that I wouldn't, but I can. Are they arguing about me?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why did Mother hit me?” 
 
    “I really don't think that this conversation is helping,” he said, getting to his feet and making his way to the door. “Wait here, and I shall try to find something more fun for us to do.” 
 
    Without giving her a chance to answer, he headed out into the hallway and walked through to one of the other rooms. He could hear his parents still arguing upstairs, but for some time now he'd been able to ignore that sound; Thomas and Celeste Demeter argued so often, and so loudly, that he knew there was no real point paying too much attention. Besides, there was nothing he could do to help, so he supposed that the best thing would be for him to simply focus on keeping his little sister happy. Despite all his protestations to the contrary, he still wasn't convinced that her health was going to improve much in the countryside, although he certainly hoped that things might be better. 
 
    Heading to the shelf, he found some old sticks and picked them up. 
 
    “I'm sure we can make a game of this,” he muttered under his breath, “and -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he saw an ant scurrying out from a crack at the back of the shelf. Bemused, he watched as the ant hurried across the wood and disappeared into another crack. Finally taking a step back, Edward looked up at the ceiling and found himself wondering just how many of these additional little routes through the house might exist solely for the benefit of the smaller, less intelligent inhabitants. 
 
    “What a strange thing,” he murmured under his breath, bemused by the idea of some other world existing entirely within the confines of the house. He also realized, after a moment, that an ant infestation might be rather unfortunate from a structural point of view. “Father must hear about this.” 
 
    Supposing that there would be time for that later, he turned and began to make his way out of the room, quickly crossing the hallway on his journey to rejoin his sister. 
 
    “I found some sticks we can play with,” he told her. “We -” 
 
    Stopping at the door, he saw that there was no sign of Sophie at all. He paused for a moment, before letting out an involuntary sigh as he realized that she was evidently engaged in her favorite game of all. 
 
    “I don't have time for this,” he muttered, glancing around before stepping back out into the hallway. He could still hear his parents arguing upstairs, and after a moment he cupped his hands around his mouth. “Sophie!” he hissed. “This really isn't the right time to play hide-and-seek. I've got some perfectly good sticks here. Can't we play with those?”

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Some pots and pans stood motionless in the darkness. The only movement came from a spindly, thin-legged spider that was hanging from a web in the corner of the cupboard. The spider slowly stretched one of its legs, exploring the empty space of its refuge as if it was remembering the last time it managed to catch a fly. 
 
    Suddenly the door swung open, flooding the small space with light and causing the spider to recoil 
 
    “Got you!” Edward Demeter gasped, before sighing as he saw that the only thing he'd 'got' was yet more kitchenware. “Or perhaps not.” 
 
    Getting to his feet, he bumped the cupboard door shut with his knee, returning the pots and the spider to darkness. Having spent the past few minutes searching the kitchen, Edward felt his spirits starting to drop. Sophie was an experienced hide-and-seek player, and he knew full well that she would have been able to find the tightest, most difficult-to-find little hiding place in the entire house. 
 
    “I know how much you love this game,” he said after a moment, hoping that she might be able to hear him, “but I'm not sure it's entirely appropriate at this juncture.” 
 
    He waited, but all he heard in response was the dim, distant sound of his parents' muffled arguing voices. He knew that when they were really disagreeing about something, they could spend at least an hour going over the various points, and that the atmosphere in the house would like remain tense for a day or two to come. 
 
    “Can't we play with the sticks?” he asked as he turned and looked toward the other end of the kitchen. “I really think that they're very good -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he heard a rustling sound coming from just over his shoulder. Turning, he looked at the counter-top, but he saw only a few plates that had been left out to dry. For a moment he wondered whether the plates had perhaps moved slightly, but he quickly told himself that this was impossible. Instead of worrying about such a thing, he walked calmly over to the kitchen's other end and then stopped again to listen. 
 
    “Can we perhaps make a deal, Sophie?” he continued wearily. “I promise we'll play hide-and-seek later, at a more appropriate time, but for now I really believe that we should go outside and try to amuse ourselves there.” 
 
    Again he waited. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “This isn't fair, you know,” he pointed out. “We've barely even settled in at this house, and I know you've been exploring, so you have a commanding advantage over me.” 
 
    He waited. 
 
    “This situation is entirely uneven,” he added. “You're not even -” 
 
    Suddenly he heard a loud bump, and he turned just in time to see that one of the pots had fallen off the side of the counter and was now rolling across the floor. He watched as the pot hit a nearby cupboard, and then he hurried to the counter, convinced that he was about to find his giggling sister hiding on the other side. When he leaned over to take a look, however, he saw nothing but empty space. 
 
    “What infernal trickery is this?” he asked under his breath, before picking the pot up and placing it back on the counter. As he did so, he couldn't help but notice that it was rather heavy, which meant that there was little chance it had simply fallen of its own accord. Something must have pushed it, but as he looked around again he still saw no sign of his sister at all. 
 
    And he heard only silence. 
 
    A moment later a door creaked open upstairs, and he heard his mother storming from one room to another, no doubt to sob alone. Another door slammed shut, and Edward sighed as he realized that his parents' latest argument had reached its next logical point. 
 
    “Sophie,” he continued, “I really don't have time for this. You're too young to properly understand what's going on here, but would you mind just humoring me here and coming out so that we can play with the sticks. Or with anything, really. I just don't want to play hide-and-seek at the moment.” 
 
    He looked back across the kitchen. 
 
    “If -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he spotted movement in the corner of his eye. He turned and looked at the hallway, just in time to spot a figure racing into one of the other rooms, flashing out of sight so quickly that he was unable to make out any of its features at all. A fraction of a second later he heard the faintest giggle, and he felt a rush of relief as he realized that he was a lot closer to finding his sister and getting the game over with. 
 
    He took a step forward, before remembering that there was another option. Instead of going through the hallway, he walked across the kitchen and around the corner, entering the new part of the house. A long room ran along one side, connecting the end of the kitchen via a dining area that opened out into what he believed had once been a study. He walked past the dining table and looked underneath, expecting to spot Sophie, and then he stopped as he realized that she must have found some other place to hide. He wanted to call out to her and explain yet again that the game was a bad idea, but at the last second he held back. Sophie always enjoyed taunting him, and he wondered now whether the best option might be to pretend that he didn't care at all. 
 
    “Alright,” he announced, “I'm fine with you hiding away. In fact, you can hide away all day long, until there's nothing left of you except a skeleton in a box somewhere.” 
 
    He waited, hoping that he might finally have scared her into revealing her hiding place. 
 
    “You're becoming more stubborn as you get older,” he added, “and -” 
 
    Hearing another bump, he looked through once more toward the hallway. He was starting to realize now that Sophie perhaps wasn't hiding at all, that instead she seemed to be creeping around and somehow staying just out of his line of sight. Indeed, as he continued to look at the empty doorway, he couldn't help but think that Sophie was lurking just around the corner, most likely struggling to stifle a laugh. He wanted to storm out there and grab her, but deep down he knew that he needed to be smarter. 
 
    “I'll just go back to the kitchen, then,” he said, raising his voice just a little so that she'd be able to hear. “She has to be hiding somewhere in there.” 
 
    He turned and walked loudly across the room, before stopping for a moment. He listened out for any hint that Sophie was following, and then he crept back to the open door and peered out into the hallway. As soon as he saw that there was once again no sign of her, he felt a familiar flicker of irritation in his chest. If there was one thing that Edward Demeter really didn't enjoy, it was the idea that he was being made the butt of a joke. 
 
    Upstairs, heavy footsteps strode across one of the room. 
 
    Edward realized that his father was pacing about in the office, while a moment later he heard his mother weeping in one of the bedrooms. 
 
    “Am I the only sane person in this house right now?” Edward asked under his breath. “I fear -” 
 
    In that instant he spotted movement again, this time coming from the reading room. Quickly hurrying to that door, Edward looked through into the room; there was once again no sign of Sophie, and he couldn't help but notice that somehow he was right back where he'd started just a few minutes earlier. 
 
    “What are you -” 
 
    Something brushed against his elbow from behind. Startled, he turned and look toward the front door, and then toward the stairs, yet still there was no sign of his sister. 
 
    “How are you doing this?” he muttered, although he quickly reminded himself that he needed to hide any sense of irritation. He took a deep breath, and once again he was unable to shake the fear that his sister was hiding somewhere and laughing at him. “Am I the only person in this house with a proper head on his shoulders?” 
 
    He hesitated again, before turning to leave the room. At the last second, however, he spotted a pair of feet poking out from behind one of the chairs. After freezing for a few seconds, he hurried over and look down, and to his horror he saw his sister on the floor, resting on her side with splatters of blood extending across the floor. 
 
    “Sophie?” he stammered, trying not to panic as he dropped to his knees and began to gently shake her shoulder. “Sophie, are you alright? Can you hear me?” 
 
    Rolling her onto her back, he saw that her eyes were wide open and that blood was smeared all around her mouth and nose. 
 
    “Sophie!” he shouted, before looking over at the doorway. “Mother! Father! Help!”

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Is she alright?” Edward asked half an hour later, immediately getting up from the chair on the landing as his mother stepped out from the bedroom. “Mother!” 
 
    Celeste stopped for a moment, staring at him with a horrified expression, and then – a moment later – Sophie cautiously stepped out from behind her mother. 
 
    “Thank the Lord!” Edward gasped, rushing forward and dropping down to hug her tight. “You have no idea how worried I was!” 
 
    “Don't squeeze her too tight,” Celeste said calmly. 
 
    “When I saw that blood,” Edward replied, pulling back and looking into his sister's eyes, “I had no idea what was wrong, but I feared that you...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment as he thought back to that awful moment. 
 
    “I'm perfectly fine,” Sophie told him, before managing the faintest of smiles. “I'm sorry I scared you so much. You look white as a sheet.” 
 
    “What happened?” he asked, looking up at his mother. “I didn't hear her coughing. I didn't know that anything was wrong! I left her alone for a minute, perhaps two, while I went to find something for us to play with. That's all!” 
 
    “There's no point worrying about any of it now,” Celeste replied, visibly drained by the drama of the previous half hour. Reaching up, she wiped her brow. “The important thing is that Sophie is quite alright, and now we must simply get on with the rest of our day.” 
 
    “Can I go downstairs now?” Sophie asked. 
 
    “Of course,” Celeste said. 
 
    “Can I go into the garden?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    At this, Celeste hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Don't go too far from the house,” she said finally. “I want to be able to see you from the house at all times.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “That is the condition, Sophie,” she continued. “You must accept it or stay in the house. There really is no middle-ground.” 
 
    “Fine,” Sophie muttered, clearly annoyed as she traipsed toward the top of the stairs. “I'll just be a good little girl for the rest of my life, shall I? I shan't ever do anything dangerous or exciting ever again.” 
 
    Edward waited until his sister had gone down to the hallway, and then he turned to his mother. 
 
    “For a moment there,” he said cautiously, “I thought she -” 
 
    “I need to go and keep an eye on your sister,” Celeste said, locking the bedroom door before stepping past him. “Please don't trouble me further, Edward. This has been a very trying day and I just want to focus on Sophie. We came all this way out to Hadlow House in an attempt to help her and improve her health. I really want to just try to settle things down now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The knock rang out, disturbing the silence of the upstairs office. Thomas Demeter showed no reaction at first, instead focusing on the document he was studying on his desk, but after a few seconds he glanced across the room. 
 
    “Enter.” 
 
    A moment later the door clicked open, and Edward ventured through into the office. 
 
    “Your sister is fine, I hope?” Thomas said, looking back down at the paperwork. 
 
    “She seems to be,” Edward replied, fully aware that he was intruding upon his father's work. “I think -” 
 
    “I'm rather busy here,” Thomas continued, not looking up at him. “Do you need something?” 
 
    “I'm...” 
 
    Edward hesitating, before gently shutting the door so that they couldn't be overheard, then making his way over to the desk. 
 
    “I'm wondering whether you are alright,” he told his father. 
 
    “Why would I not be?” 
 
    “Those children earlier were -” 
 
    “Do you think I am troubled by such things?” Thomas asked, and now a trace of irritation was creeping into his voice. “I suffered my accident when I myself was a child, so I have had many years now to get used to the reactions of those around me. I am not so sensitive that the mockery of a few local idiots will leave me feeling down.” 
 
    “Your strength in such matters has always impressed me,” Edward told him. “I deeply respect your fortitude.” 
 
    “I am not in the mood for this conversation.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Edward continued. “I know that you like to get on with your work, but I just wondered whether those children had upset you. I really can't imagine why they took it upon themselves to climb onto the wall and shout like that, and I must say that if I'd ever got my hands on them I would have taught them a valuable lesson. Your strength -” 
 
    “There is no strength!” Thomas snapped, looking up at him, glaring at him with his one remaining eye while darkness filled the other socket. “If I required strength, that would indicate a weakness, and I have no such weakness. I am merely trying to get on with things to the best of my ability, and I certainly do not need people to act as if there is something wrong with me. Has your mother been whispering into your ear?” 
 
    “No, I -” 
 
    “Then I would like to be left alone so that I can get on with some tasks,” he continued, clearly struggling to contain his anger. “It is your mother's job to run the household, at least until we can afford to take on the services of some domestic help. As for you, Edward, I would like you to keep your sister company a little. Is that too much to ask?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Edward replied, fully aware that he had overstepped the boundary and upset his father. “I shall do so at once. You can count on me.” 
 
    Once he had excused himself, Edward made his way downstairs, silently admonishing himself for having fumbled the conversation with his father. He could hear his sister laughing in the conservatory, and as he walked through to find her he couldn't help but worry that he would never find a way to truly understand his father's predicament. Always keeping himself locked away from the world, Thomas Demeter certainly seemed like a man who struggled with everyday life, yet at the same time he always bristled whenever this idea was put to him. And as he reached the conservatory and saw his sister playing on the floor with a doll, he stopped and told himself that the best way to help his father would be to take on some of his burdensome responsibilities. 
 
    “See? She's fine now.” 
 
    Turning, he saw his mother sitting in a nearby chair, watching Sophie. 
 
    “She's playing,” Celeste continued, “just like any normal child.” 
 
    “Do you think she is fully recovered from earlier?” Edward asked. 
 
    “I know that she is. Can you not see it for yourself?” 
 
    Watching his sister for a moment, Edward had to admit that she looked perfectly happy, almost as if nothing had happened. He knew that his sister could be extremely resilient, and he felt rather proud of her for getting through the day. 
 
    “Father told me to come and keep an eye on her,” he said after a moment. 
 
    “There is no need. I am here.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “I want you to go to the village,” Celeste said firmly. “I want you to fetch some butter.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “We have an account with the little shop down there,” she continued. 
 
    “You want me to ride all the way into the village just for butter?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Is that strictly necessary?” 
 
    “It is if I say so,” Celeste reminded him. “You're not questioning me, are you?” 
 
    “No, but -” 
 
    Stopping for a moment, Edward realized that no good would come of the conversation. He had already irritated his father, and he did not want to do the same now to his mother. He looked over at Sophie for a moment longer, and he knew that a simple errand to buy butter was a way to get him out of the house for a couple of hours, but he also understood that this was his role in the family. His opinion on matters, as usual, was of no importance to anybody. 
 
    “Do you need further instructions?” Celeste asked coldly. 
 
    “Of course not, Mother,” he replied, gritting his teeth. “I am only too happy to be of assistance.” He hesitated, still wondering whether he might perhaps go to the village a little later, before turning and walking out of the conservatory, biting his tongue to avoid doing or saying anything that might cause more trouble. 
 
    “This is my favorite doll!” he heard Sophie call out happily. “I was so worried I'd miss her! Isn't she beautiful, Mother?” 
 
    “She's absolutely delightful, my darling,” Celeste said as Edward opened the front door. “As, of course, are you as well!”

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    As he finished tying the horse to a post in Cobblefield, Edward turned and watched two children running past. The village was hardly heaving, and seemed particularly empty for someone so accustomed to the hustle of Bristol, but Edward had to admit that there was something very calming about the place. 
 
    “Wait here,” he muttered, patting the horse's flank before turning and making his way across the street. 
 
    As he passed the village's only pub, The Shoemaker, he heard raucous laughs ringing out from the interior. He flinched slightly, abhorring the type of person who would choose to spend time aimlessly drinking beer instead of getting on with work, and when he glanced at the windows he spotted several inebriated figures sitting red-faced and flushed at a table. He wasn't sure whether to hate or pity the pub's customers, but once he had walked past and was on his way to the little shop next door he realized that he really didn't need to worry about such matters. If the lowlife of Cobblefield wished to waste their lives imbibing alcohol, then was that really any of his concern? 
 
    Reaching the shop, he was about to open the door when it was flung open from inside, and two young boys raced out. 
 
    “Be careful!” Edward said firmly, as one of the boys bumped against him, and in that moment he realized that he recognized them both. “Come back!” he called out. “You were at Hadlow House earlier! You had no right to speak to my father in such a manner!” 
 
    He waited, but the boys seemed not to have even heard him as they ran past the church and then around the corner. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” a female voice said. “My brother can be rather uncouth at times.” 
 
    Turning, Edward was shocked by the sight of a young woman emerging from the shop. She was around his own age, and she immediately looked down and blushed as if the mere act of being seen had filled he with embarrassment. Before he even had a chance to catch his breath, meanwhile, Edward felt his heart leaping in his chest as a sudden and rather sense nervousness overtook his senses. 
 
    “I... I...” 
 
    Unable to get another word out, he felt as if he'd been struck entirely insensible. 
 
    “I try to stop him,” the girl continued, “but he's rather pig-headed.” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    Realizing that he needed to pull himself together, Edward tried to think of something charming to say to the girl. For some reason, he found himself desperately wanting to impress her, even though he knew that she was just some local girl who mattered not one jot to his existence. 
 
    “My father,” he said finally, before furrowing his brow as he realized that he had rather talked himself into a corner. “I mean... your brother.... Was that your brother?” 
 
    “He's a scrappy little thing.” 
 
    “He should learn to stay off property that does not belong to him.” 
 
    “That he should,” she replied, before hesitating as if she too was struggling to think of what to say. “Might I ask what in particular he has done this time?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Rest assured,” Elsa Potter said a short while later, having introduced herself properly and then having listened to Edward's version of events, “that my brother will be roundly punished for his behavior.” 
 
    “It's not that what he did was so bad, necessarily,” Edward replied. “I just felt that he was rather... impertinent.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a moment, having made their way over to the village well so that they could talk. 
 
    “Impertinent?” Elsa said cautiously. 
 
    “It means to show a lack of proper respect.” 
 
    “Oh.” She paused. “My schooling didn't extent to such fancy words.” 
 
    “My father lost his eye when he was a boy,” Edward continued. “It was a very unfortunate accident involving a knife that he was carrying. In most cases, somebody with this affliction would wear a patch, or perhaps even some sort of false eye, but Father was never able to get on with such things. Apparently he always ended up with an infection, so finally he resolved to simply let the empty socket remain exposed to the air, which had the effect of unsettling those around him but at least avoided further complications. I would have thought that this would make an infection more likely, yet for my father this is not the case.” 
 
    “And you said that he refrains from going out in public?” 
 
    “At some point he tired of being constantly stared at,” he admitted. “He pretends that he wants to focus on his work, but I know that deep down he simply feels that he cannot go anywhere. He doesn't even attend church.” 
 
    “Your mother does, though,” she replied, before blushing again. “I'm sorry, I don't mean to pry, it's just that I think I saw you there.” 
 
    “Mother carries a heavy burden,” he explained. “I am not naive, I know she married Father because she wanted an easy life. Father has a deal of money, it was this he used to rebuild Hadlow House. He acquired the deeds in some manner that I do not quite understand, and after paying a small sum he was able to have the house built to his specifications. He always intended to move the family here, even before my sister fell ill. The whole process merely took a little longer than he had envisioned.” 
 
    “What is wrong with your sister?” she asked. 
 
    “She suffers from a disease of the lungs. She coughs a lot, sometimes bringing up blood. We take care of her as best we can, but the air of Bristol was becoming too dirty for her. Meanwhile Father's quest to rebuild Hadlow House finally reached fruition, and the obvious solution was presented to us.” 
 
    “That house has been the talk of the village for as long as I can remember,” she told him. 
 
    “Did something bad happen there?” 
 
    “I believe so, but before I was born. I don't know, I hear fragments of stories, so it's hard to tell for sure. I know that two Americans apparently sought refuge there once, when they were being hunted.” 
 
    “Did they cause the damage?” 
 
    “I really don't know,” she admitted. 
 
    “Where did the name Hadlow House come from?” 
 
    “I don't know that either,” she said with a faint smile. “I'm sorry, I don't know much at all. I believe I once heard of a certain housekeeper who was said to haunt the place, although I myself am not inclined to believe such things. All I know for certain is that, for as long as I have been alive, the people of Cobblefield have stayed away from Hadlow House, even from its grounds. And when the reconstruction work began, plenty of people were opposed to the idea.” 
 
    “I understand that a petition was delivered to my father, asking him to end the work.” 
 
    “That would not surprise me.” 
 
    “It's merely a house,” he continued, “albeit one that's out in a rather peculiar position. Have you been there yourself?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she replied, shaking her head. “Never. I could not.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “I merely believe that it is better to stay out of matters that I don't understand,” she told him. “That philosophy applies in all areas of life. I'm not a city person like you, Mr. Demeter. I'm a simple country girl.” 
 
    “There is nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she replied, before taking a step back, “but I should go and find my brother. He is my responsibility during the day, while my father is working. He's the local butcher, and since my mother's death a few years ago I have had to raise my brother.” She sighed. “Although I'm starting to think that I haven't done a very good job.” 
 
    “I'm sure you have.” 
 
    “Not if he's been out at Hadlow House, harassing your family,” she pointed out. “Then again, I blame his friend Percy. He always encourages Matthew to misbehave, but I shall speak to my brother most directly and I can assure you that he will not bother you ever again. Our two families shall remain entirely separate.” She took another step back. “And now I must go.” 
 
    “If -” 
 
    As soon as Elsa turned to walk away, Edward realized that the moment had passed. He had hoped to tell her that he wanted to meet her again, but he knew that there was no point. She was merely a common girl from the village, and he understood that his father had some more respectable young ladies in mind for him to marry in a year or two. Watching Elsa lifting her skirt a little so that she could step over some mud, Edward longed to go after her, but he resolved instead to put her entirely out of his mind. That, after all, was the only proper thing to do. 
 
    “Butter,” he sighed, before making his way back over to the shop, passing the horse in the process. “That's what I came for. At this rate, I shall already be in trouble for taking too long.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Once he was back at the house, Edward stopped to tie the horse to its post. Exhausted from the ride and still thinking of Elsa, he knew that he was being foolish yet he still found himself replaying the conversation with her over and over, wondering where and how he might perhaps have been wittier or more impressive. 
 
    “I'm an idiot,” he told the horse as he once again patted its flank, “although I suspect you know that already.” 
 
    He looked for a moment into the horse's eye, and he felt sure that some kind of intelligence was staring back. 
 
    “Yes, you certainly do know,” he continued. “I shall speak to Father about having some kind of outhouse built for you. You're alright now in the shade, but come rainy weather you can't be expected to merely stand here like this. Don't worry, I shall make sure that some kind of cover is provided for you soon.” 
 
    Turning, he opened the gate and began to make his way across the garden, although he stopped after just a couple of paces as he saw a figure standing at one of Hadlow House's downstairs windows. Squinting a little, he was able after a moment to make out his sister Sophie staring back out at him. His instinctive response was a smile; just a quick, easy smile, yet one that quickly began to fade as he received nothing in return. 
 
    Sophie was simply standing at the window, difficult to see among the reflections, glaring at him with an expression that bordered on disgust. 
 
    Holding a hand up, Edward waved, but again she failed to react. Her gaze was fixed on him, that much he could tell for certain, yet with each passing second he felt a cold stir starting to run through his bones. Finally, worried that something might be amiss, he hurried toward the front door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Sophie?” he said as he hurried across the hallway and over to the door that led into the reading room. “What -” 
 
    He stopped suddenly as soon as he saw her. Sophie was still standing at the window in the gloomy light, still staring out as if transfixed by the spot where Edward had been standing just a moment earlier. As he waited for her to react in some way to his arrival, however, Edward realized that the house was entirely quiet, almost as if some kind of external hush had descended to stifle all noise. When he took a step forward and brushed against the wall, he felt slightly guilty for making even the tiniest of sounds. 
 
    “Sophie?” he said again, hoping to get through to her this time. “Is something the matter?” 
 
    After a couple of seconds he felt a rush of relief as she slowly turned to him, although this relief began to fade again as he saw a dark glare in his sister's eyes. 
 
    “Sophie, what -” 
 
    “Can you hear it?” she asked. 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    They both stood in silence for a moment, until Sophie turned and looked past him. 
 
    “It was on the stairs earlier,” she continued. “While you were out, I heard its footsteps.” She hesitated. “Never mind,” she added. “I'm sure it's not important.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he asked. “Whose footsteps?” 
 
    “I don't know if it's a who,” she replied. “I think it's an it.” 
 
    “You're really not making very much sense,” he told her, still holding the pack of butter in his hands. Mindful that he should go through to his mother soon, he nevertheless stepped closer to his sister. “Sophie, you must tell me what is wrong. I can help, but only if I understand.” 
 
    “It was on the stairs,” she continued, “and I think it was following me.” 
 
    “What was following you?” 
 
    “I don't know,” she told him. “I was too afraid to look.” 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, Edward watched the hallway for a moment. Then, when he turned to his sister again, he let out a shocked gasp and instinctively pulled away as he found that she was now standing right next to him, glaring up into his eyes. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he said, forcing a smile. “Where are Mother and Father?” 
 
    “Father is working in his office,” she told him. “I went to see him, but he was too busy with his paperwork.” 
 
    “That makes a change,” Edward muttered, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Mother is resting in the conservatory,” she continued. “I tried to speak to her, but I think she's very tired, so eventually I left her alone.” 
 
    “And what have you been doing since?” 
 
    “Trying to get away from the thing in the house.” 
 
    “You mentioned a woman earlier,” he reminded her. “I confess that I did not give the prospect much thought, but do you mean that same woman now?” 
 
    Sophie shook her head. 
 
    “Then what do you mean?” 
 
    “Something follows me when I'm alone,” she told him. “I never see it, I barely even hear it, but I sense it when it walks behind me. Or even closer than that. I don't know, I can't quite explain things properly, but I know it's here and... Edward, I'm scared.” 
 
    “There's nothing to be scared of.” 
 
    “In this house? Are you sure?” 
 
    “I'm completely sure,” he lied, stepping closer and putting a hand on her shoulder, hoping to offer her at least a little reassurance. “Sophie, this is a new start for all of us, and it's only natural that you're finding it a little difficult, especially after your funny turn of ill health.” He squeezed her shoulder a little harder. “It takes time to settle when one moves to a different part of the country. I myself have felt it too, albeit perhaps not quite as keenly as you.” 
 
    “It's not here now,” she replied. 
 
    “That sense of being followed?” 
 
    “I don't feel it when you're with me.” 
 
    “That's good,” he told her. “Doesn't that prove to you that it's all in your head?” 
 
    “I don't think it's all in my head,” she replied. “Earlier I kept going up and down the stairs. Whenever I got to the top, I couldn't remember why I was there so I came back down. And then at the bottom I knew I had to go up, and it all repeated, and the whole time I knew that somebody was keeping pace with me. Oh Edward, I wish you had been here at that time, you might have seen this thing.” She paused. “Whatever it is.” 
 
    “There's nothing here now,” he replied, making a show of looking all around. “Is there? I see only the four walls, and the fireplace, and a few of Mother's favorite paintings. Granted, the place is a little dark at times, but we should be happy if that's its only fault.” He turned to his sister again and saw that she still seemed troubled. “Give it time,” he added, “and I promise that soon you'll feel more at home here. I shall perhaps take you out tomorrow, we can look around the forest and -” 
 
    “No!” she blurted out. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Mother wants to be able to see me all the time,” she told him. 
 
    “Mother... is a little precious when it comes to such matters,” he explained diplomatically. “Nevertheless, I think it would do you some good to see beyond the walls of the garden.” 
 
    “I don't want to.” 
 
    “At least come to the river with me,” he continued. “A small branch of the river runs across one corner of the property. It's not exactly a raging torrent, but it would be a chance to get out of the house. Will you come out there with me tomorrow, Sophie?” 
 
    She thought about that idea for a moment, before finally nodding. 
 
    “Good,” he said, relieved that he seemed to have at last managed to get through to her. “We're only at the very beginning of our new lives here, and once we adjust I'm sure we'll all be so much happier. Just promise me, Sophie, that you'll try.” 
 
    “I'll try,” she said softly. 
 
    Hearing a rustling sound coming from the other end of the house, Edward realized that his mother must have stirred from her rest. Looking down at the packet of butter, he caught himself momentarily thinking back to his conversation with Elsa; he still wasn't quite sure why, but that girl was lingering in his thoughts and he couldn't quite push her out, even when he tried to put his mind onto some other matter. He stared at the butter for a few more seconds before reminding himself that there were more important tasks, and then he turned to his sister again. 
 
    “I should go to Mother,” he told her. “I'm sure she is very keen to have this butter, and I don't know about you, but I for one am most certainly looking forward to a pleasant family evening.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “And then,” Thomas Demeter said as he sat at the head of the dining table, “the drunken fool stumbled straight over the edge and fell into the water. The last thing any of us heard was his terrified howl, followed by a loud splash, and then he had to be fished out by some of the local mill-workers.” 
 
    “But he was alright in the end?” Edward asked as candles flickered on the table. 
 
    “Once he'd sobered up, I suspect that he had suffered nothing more than a sore head,” Thomas replied with a grin, “but the lesson of that entire story, I am afraid, is that inebriation is generally not a good thing. Alcohol in abundance drives otherwise sensible men to make complete fools of themselves, although obviously in moderation there is nothing wrong with the occasional drink or two.” 
 
    “What does inebriation mean?” Sophie asked. 
 
    “It's when somebody has had too much to drink,” Edward told her. 
 
    “Why would anyone do that?” Sophie mused. 
 
    “Indeed,” Thomas said, before getting to his feet and holding up his glass of wine. “However, one drink with food is never going to hurt anybody, and I think we should take this opportunity for a toast.” He waited as his wife picked up her own glass of wine, and then as his children took their cups of water. “This is the first time in our new home that I have been afforded this opportunity, but I think we should raise our glasses to our queen. She has come to the throne at a time of great excitement for the country, and I for one believe that our empire will only grow and grow!” 
 
    They all turned and looked at the small painting on the mantelpiece, offering a somewhat crude image of a dark-haired young woman. 
 
    “To Her Majesty Queen Victoria,” Thomas continued. “We have a young woman on the throne, and it is as if our country itself has been made young again.” 
 
    “To Her Majesty,” Edward said, echoing his father's words. 
 
    “Indeed,” Celeste added, although she seemed to lack a little of their enthusiasm as she quickly sipped from her glass. “It would nice to be believed, you know. I've seen that wolf thrice now yet you all still think that I'm a fool.” 
 
    “Not this again,” Thomas murmured. 
 
    “Could there be a wolf?” Edward asked. “Are they not all gone from England?” 
 
    “They are all gone,” Thomas said firmly. “Of that, you must have no doubt.” 
 
    “Then I am a fool,” Celeste sneered bitterly. “At least we have established that point beyond question.” 
 
    “I know you might think that I am foolish for this sense of hope,” Thomas continued, turning to Edward, “but I believe, my boy, that as you grow older you shall be entering a world of opportunity unlike any other that has ever been seen. You are but twenty years of age, you have your whole life ahead of you. Eventually you will venture far from here, I shall arrange for you to enter service in one of the cities or larger towns, and I am confident that you will have a long and successful career.” 
 
    “I am to be sent away already?” 
 
    “Do not think of it like that,” Thomas replied. “I am already in correspondence with an old associate, a Mr. Moorcock of Portsmouth. If, as I envision, you enter his employment at a junior level before the year is out, you will be able to see most of the world. They have particular interests in India.” 
 
    “India?” Edward replied, surprised by this idea. 
 
    “To name but one possibility,” Thomas continued. “There is -” 
 
    Before he could finish, they all heard a loud snorting grunt, and they turned to see that Celeste had fallen asleep in her chair. Thomas reached over and carefully took the now-empty glass of wine from her hand, placing it carefully on the table. 
 
    “I believe Mother had a glass while she was cooking,” Edward said under his breath. 
 
    “My son,” Thomas said, “you will not be constrained. You will get out there and make your fortune.” 
 
    “What about me?” Sophie asked. 
 
    “When you are of age, we shall find you a good husband.” 
 
    “Can't I go out and see the world as well?” 
 
    “Things will be a little different for you, but -” 
 
    Before he could finish, Thomas was interrupted by another sleepy snort from his wife. He paused for a few seconds before resuming. 
 
    “Both my children will live their lives to the fullest,” he continued. “This house is a base from which you will go out into the world. I myself was never able to do that, and while I do not intend to live vicariously through you, I truly believe that you have been born at the most wonderful moment in all of history. I intend to enable you to seize whatever opportunities might come your way.” 
 
    “I'd quite like to be a pirate,” Sophie said softly. 
 
    “You will not be a pirate,” he told her. 
 
    “Must I be a wife?” 
 
    “You will be -” 
 
    Suddenly a loud thud rang out, as if something had slammed into the floor of the room directly above. Celeste failed to stir, but the others all looked up at the ceiling as the house returned to silence. 
 
    “Was that not Sophie's room?” Edward said cautiously, before turning to his sister. “Not that you have any reason to worry, of course.” 
 
    “Wait here and I shall check that all is alright,” Thomas muttered, making his way around the table and heading through to the next room. 
 
    A moment later he could be heard going up the stairs. Edward sat in silence for a moment while his mother slept in the next chair along; he wanted to keep reassuring Sophie, yet in truth he was thinking instead about his father's grand pronouncements. Just as he'd begun to get used to the idea of living in Kent, he found himself wondering what life would be like out in the world, and he had to admit that the idea excited him. He had no idea how he might find a country such as India, other than that he knew he struggled in hot weather, but he supposed that he would get used to the place. Indeed, with each passing second, the prospect of truly venturing out into the world actually filled him with a nascent sense of excitement, and he began to wonder whether he might one day become rather wealthy. 
 
    “It's not fair,” Sophie said. 
 
    He turned to her. 
 
    “Why are you allowed to go and have adventures, and I'm not?” she continued. 
 
    “You might very well have adventures of your own.” 
 
    “Only if I marry someone who takes me away from here.” 
 
    “Which you might do.” 
 
    “I don't think a husband would let me be a pirate, though, would he?” she pointed out, before sighing heavily and turning to look over at her mother. “I suppose I shall simply have to be like Mother, drinking too much and arguing all the time and generally being miserable and unhappy.” 
 
    “That's not fair,” Edward told her. 
 
    “Isn't it?” 
 
    Glancing at Celeste, Edward realized that his sister had a point; their mother was quite clearly a deeply morose woman who had married not for love but for security. Her sense of resentment toward her husband manifested in almost every action she undertook, and sometimes extended even to her children; Edward felt sorry for her, but at the same time he wondered why she could not be content with her life. After all, he had seen even glimpses of poverty in Bristol to know that many people were not so lucky. 
 
    At that moment, Celeste let out another brief grunt. She murmured something and, keeping her eyes closed, reached for her wine glass, before falling still again. 
 
    “I don't want to be like her,” Sophie said meekly. 
 
    “Me neither,” Edward replied, turning to her as their father's footsteps hurried back down the stairs. “Don't worry. We won't be.” 
 
    “Did you find what made the noise?” Sophie asked as Thomas returned to the room. 
 
    Edward turned and watched as his father walked back to the head of the table. He could tell that something was wrong, that his father seemed a little unsettled, but he knew that it was not his place to ask any questions and that his father would explain anything that was necessary. 
 
    “There's no cause for concern,” Thomas said briskly, although in a rather unconvincing manner. 
 
    “Is something in my room?” Sophie asked. She waited for an answer, and then – with fear in her eyes – she turned and looked at her brother. “I told you! Something was following me and -” 
 
    “That's enough!” Thomas snapped, slamming a fist against the table before taking a moment to recompose himself. “I will not have silliness at this table. Do you hear me? Both of you, finish your meals. Sophie, you look like you've barely even started yours. I want less mindless talking and more eating, is that understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Edward and his sister both said, although they briefly glanced at one another in a mutual sign that they weren't convinced. 
 
    In the seat next to Edward, Celeste murmured something and almost stirred before slipping back once more into a fitful sleep.

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Demeter, I presume?” a man in a white suit said as he stepped out of the shade and into the glaring hot sun of an Indian afternoon. “Welcome to this fair country!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Edward replied, shaking his hand before turning and looking at the bazaar on the other side of the wide, dusty road. “I must confess, I have never been to a place like this before. Are all the days this hot?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” the man told him. “This is a rather mild day, actually.” 
 
    “Mild?” 
 
    Shocked, Edward turned to him. 
 
    “You'll get used to it,” the man replied with a chuckle, before holding a hand up to shield his eyes from the sun. “Have you only just arrived from England?” 
 
    “This is my first trip abroad,” Edward told him. “I have spent the past six months at sea. I know I could have tried to come by land, but I thought an ocean journey might be rather more interesting. And so it proved, actually, although some of the weather especially down past the Cape of Good Hope was choppier than I expected. Still, one must expect such things when one ventures away from home for the first time.” 
 
    “You'll get used to it,” the man said, clearly amused. “And where in England do you call home?” 
 
    “Actually,” Edward replied, “my family live at a house called -” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Suddenly opening his eyes in the darkness, Edward found himself staring straight at the window. He blinked, trying to understand exactly what was happening, and then as he sat up he let out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    India. 
 
    He'd been dreaming about India, about arriving in that arid place and meeting another Englishman. The whole experience had felt so very real, although the memories of that imagined conversation were already fading and soon he was able to remember almost nothing. Still, he was surprised that the idea of going out to India had stuck so deep and so fast in his mind, and as midnight wind rattled the window he turned his attention to the matter of whatever had woken him up. 
 
    A bump. 
 
    Something in the room had made a bumping sound, and it had been this that had stirred him from that bright, hot dream. He looked around the room, mainly to convince himself that there was no cause for alarm, and he saw only darkness and shadows. He listened, too, and he heard no sign of an intruder, although after a moment he climbed out of the bed and walked across to the window. From that vantage point, he could look out across the moonlit garden, and for a moment his attention was drawn to the grand old oak tree by the wall. He found himself wondering how long that tree had stood in that particular spot, and how much history of Hadlow House it had witnessed. 
 
    “If you could talk,” he murmured under his breath, “I wonder what you would say.” 
 
    Hearing a faint scratching sound, he turned and looked toward the other end of the room. The sound persisted, and he began to wonder whether – despite his father's protestations to the contrary – the house might have a small rat or mouse problem after all. Wandering over, but not particularly troubled since he'd encountered plenty of rodents in Bristol, he stopped at the wall and listened as the scratching persisted. This wall separated his room from that of his sister Sophie, and he knew that she would most certainly scream if she woke in the night to find a mouse. At the same time, placing a hand on the wall, he realized that the rodent intruder might actually be living between the two rooms. 
 
    “Father's not going to be happy about this,” he muttered, “but he must be told.” 
 
    He took a step back, before turning to go back over to the bed. After a fraction of a second, however, he froze as he saw that a single hand was visible resting against the far wall, as if somebody was reaching into the room from the landing beyond. 
 
    “Who's there?” he called out, before rushing over and pulling the door open, only to find nobody on the other side. 
 
    Footsteps hurried away, and as he looked across the landing he heard a giggle as one of the other doors creaked on its hinges. Making his way past the top of the staircase, Edward was just in time to see that the door to his sister's bedroom was now ajar, and he felt absolutely certain that he now knew whose hand he had seen. 
 
    “This is intolerable,” he said under his breath, briefly considering simply going back to bed. After a few seconds he made his way to the far door and pushed it open, although Sophie's room was almost entirely dark. “Why are you up?” he hissed. “This is no time to be playing games!” 
 
    He waited, before stepping into the room. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he was just about able to make out Sophie's shape on the bed, and he realized that she was evidently playing some game in which she pretended to be asleep. 
 
    “I'm not going to fall for this, you know,” he told her. “Mother and Father will hear about this in the morning if you disturb me again. Do you understand? I'm not -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he heard footsteps again, once more on the landing. Puzzled, he hurried back out of the room just in time to catch the faintest flash of a figure rushing down the stairs, followed by the same giggle that he'd heard a few seconds earlier. He hesitated for a moment before looking back into Sophie's room; this time, satisfied that his sister actually was asleep, he pulled her door shut before walking to the top of the stairs and looking down into the hallway. 
 
    “Who's there?” he whispered, worried that another recalcitrant local child might have ventured out to the house. “This is private property and you must leave at once.” 
 
    He waited for a reply, before starting to make his way down. Around the halfway point, he stopped as he heard a nearby splitting sound; he looked up, and although he saw no sign of anyone he felt sure that he could hear a rope being pulled tight. 
 
    Sighing, and telling himself that there was no time for such nonsense, he resumed his journey downstairs until he reached the hallway, and then he stopped and looked all around. He was vaguely aware that this part of the house had been significantly enlarged during the rebuilding project that his father had overseen; he was now standing at the bottom of the staircase, but based on the original plans this spot would once have been to the side of the old staircase, in a corridor that led directly into the kitchen. He had taken a keen interest in the redesign of the layout, and a moment later he heard footsteps hurrying through a room to his right. 
 
    The old dining room? 
 
    Either that, or a space beyond the old dining room, a part of the new house that had once been an area of the garden. 
 
    “Who is this?” he asked, walking swiftly into the kitchen and then around the corner so that he could look into the larder. “Is somebody here?” 
 
    Looking into the room, he could already tell that there was nobody inside. He hurried back into the hallway and through to the reading room, and then to the door that led into a storage area at the side. This was the only other possible place from which the footsteps could have come, yet once again there was no sign of any miscreant. He stared into the darkness, wondering what might be occurring, and then he felt a shiver run through his bones as he felt something cold pressing against his left hand. 
 
    Resisting the urge to turn and look, he told himself that this supposed pressure was all in his head. Nevertheless, something seemed to be curling between his fingers now; something very cold and soft was taking hold of his hand, and he realized after a couple more seconds that his hand was in the process of being slowly gripped by the hand of somebody else. 
 
    “Who's there?” he gasped, spinning around, only to find himself staring once more into empty space. 
 
    The cold touch on his hand, meanwhile, had faded in an instant. 
 
    “If somebody's there,” he continued, “I hope you realize that this isn't funny. You're trespassing on private property and this is not something my family will let pass easily. You must show yourself at once and explain your actions.” 
 
    He walked back out to the hallway and listened again, although he felt increasingly sure that the intruder – whoever they might have been – must now have left. A moment later, hearing footsteps, he looked up and saw his mother coming into view at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked blankly. 
 
    “I thought I heard someone.” 
 
    “I'm sure you didn't,” she replied, before checking to make sure that Sophie's door was shut. “Go back to bed, Edward. You really mustn't go wandering around like this in the middle of the night. You're disturbing everyone else.” 
 
    “Yes, Mother,” he replied as she walked out of sight, going back to the master bedroom. “I'm sorry, Mother.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    “There's really not much of a flow here,” Edward said the following morning as he picked his way carefully down the riverbank, making his way toward the trickle of water. “This river is even dirtier than I had supposed.” 
 
    “It smells horrid,” Sophie pointed out, wrinkling her nose as she remained standing at the top of the muddy slope. 
 
    “I suppose something could be done about it,” Edward continued, examining a large bush that was partly blocking the water. “It's not entirely beyond salvation, and I rather think that it would be nice to have an actual river flowing through the property.” He turned and looked up at her, and he squinted as he saw her silhouetted against the bright morning sky. “Don't you think so?” 
 
    “Would there be fish in it?” she asked. 
 
    “There might be.” 
 
    “I like fish.” 
 
    Edward opened his mouth to reply, before hesitating for a moment. Sophie seemed a little quiet and unresponsive, and he couldn't help but wonder whether this was because she'd been up during the night. 
 
    “I know it was you,” he told her. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I know it was you, stalking around the house.” 
 
    “I don't understand.” 
 
    “You were up in the night, and you really shouldn't keep denying it. I saw your hand reaching into my bedroom.” 
 
    “I didn't do that.” 
 
    “You did, Sophie,” he continued, trying to contain his frustration. “I checked all the doors and windows before I returned to my room and they were all secure. Nobody could have got in or out, and I even heard you giggling.” 
 
    “It wasn't me.” 
 
    “Why can't you just admit it?” he asked. “Sophie, you disturbed Mother and me, and quite possibly Father as well. We all need our sleep, and it really doesn't help to have you walking around in the dead of night like that. Sophie, I know this is a disruptive time in all our lives, but that's why we need to work together. Can't you understand that?” 
 
    “I didn't walk around in the middle of the night,” she whined. 
 
    “Fine, then there's no point talking to you, is there?” he replied. “I had hoped that you might be growing up a little and becoming more mature, but the opposite seems to be the case. You heard Father last night, soon I'm to be sent off to work and then I might end up on the other side of the world. You can't rely on having me around forever, Sophie, so why not try to be a little less difficult? Don't you think that perhaps you could manage that?” 
 
    “Why are you being horrid to me?” she asked. 
 
    “I'm not being -” 
 
    “And who's that?” she added, pointing past him. 
 
    Confused, Edward turned and looked the other way. Realizing that he couldn't see over the top of the other riverbank, he waded across and climbed up the muddy slope, only to spot a familiar figure stepping out from between the trees. 
 
    “Hello, there,” Elsa said with a smile. “What are you doing down there?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I have a confession to make,” Elsa said a short while later, as she and Edward walked through the forest with Sophie trailing a little way behind. “I lied just now. I wasn't out here searching for mushrooms at all. I actually came with the hope that I might bump into you.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    He waited for a reply, but now Edward was starting to sense a hint of shyness about Elsa. He had little experience of talking to girls; his mother and sister were the only women with whom he usually conversed in any detail, and he was keenly aware now that he might fumble this encounter with Elsa badly. At the same time, he was surprised to realize that he cared a great deal about impressing her, and as they walked on between the trees he tried to think of something monumental to say, something that might secure her interest or – ideally – make her laugh. 
 
    “Well,” he said finally, “I am very glad about that.” 
 
    “I don't usually come out this way,” she told him. “I've heard a lot of strange stories about this forest.” 
 
    “You have? Such as?” 
 
    “Oh, I'm sure it's just superstition. People in the village generally like to keep away from Hadlow House. I know one girl who insists that she and a friend once saw a strange man out here with only one arm.” 
 
    “He sounds like an odd fellow.” 
 
    “As I said, it's probably not true.” 
 
    “Hadlow House seems to be something of a star in these parts,” Edward pointed out. “I must confess that when we arrived, I was not entirely taken with such a gloomy place. Now, however, I fear that I shall miss it once I am gone.” 
 
    “You are leaving?” 
 
    “My father means to send me away to learn a trade.” 
 
    “How wonderful,” she replied, although she was unable to hide a sense of disappointment in her voice. “That's for the best. There's really not much to do around here.” 
 
    “I believe he wants me to go to Southampton. There's a lot of shipping there, so I might end up seeing the world.” 
 
    “How terribly exciting.” 
 
    “But I would come back!” he added, keen to not give her the impression that he might leave forever. “I would, of course, maintain my links to the area.” 
 
    “I'm sure you'd forget all about us,” she teased him. “I bet the people in Southampton are far more worldly and impressive than anyone from silly old Cobblefield.” 
 
    “I wouldn't say that,” he replied, looking at the side of her face for a moment, mesmerized by her beauty. “Remind me, what does your father do? Would I be correct to assume that he works in the village?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she replied, glancing briefly over her shoulder. “I believe I mentioned earlier that he is -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, she seemed perturbed by something. Edward stopped and followed her gaze, and after a moment he realized that there was absolutely no sign of his sister. He looked around, convinced that she must be somewhere nearby, yet the forest was entirely silent. 
 
    “Where has she gone now?” he sighed, before cupping his hands around his mouth and raising his voice. “Sophie! We're going this way!” 
 
    “She's probably just exploring.” 
 
    “She could explore in plain sight,” he muttered. “I mustn't lose track of her. She's not well and I wouldn't want her to suffer a funny turn where I can't see her.” 
 
    “Then we need to find her,” Elsa replied. “Let's split up a little and go back the way we just came. I'm sure she's fine, she's probably just looking at something funny she found in the forest.” 
 
    “I hope you're right,” he said, although he was clearly concerned as he began to set off, only to stop after a moment and turn to Elsa again. “I'm terribly sorry,” he continued, “but you really don't have to be here, not if you have other calls on your time.” 
 
    “There's nowhere I'd rather be,” she told him, and in that moment she blushed once more. “I mean, I feel I should help you. After all, it was perhaps slightly my fault that you lost track of her.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” he replied. “You must not blame yourself at all. Knowing my sister, she has taken this as an opportune moment to play a game in which she hides and I must locate her. She does this a lot and I'm afraid my only option is to humor her.” 
 
    “She sounds like a perfect little sister to me,” Elsa said with a faint smile. “Don't worry, we'll find her and then all will be well with the world.” She reached out and put a hand on the side of his arm, before pulling back as if she worried that she might have been a little too forward. “We shan't go out of earshot of one another,” she added. “Trust me, I was a little girl once myself. I'm sure that together we shall find her in no time.” 
 
    “Then again, there is the talk of a wolf.” 
 
    “A wolf?” she asked. 
 
    “My mother has mentioned seeing a wolf. I'm sure it's impossible, but still...” 
 
    “Hopefully you are right,” she told him, “but we must certainly find your sister as swiftly as we can.” 
 
    As Elsa made her way through the forest, Edward couldn't help but watch her for a moment, marveling at her ability to maintain a calm head under pressure. For some reason he wanted to go after her, to keep talking to her, yet he knew that he had to focus on his missing sister. Even though he felt absolutely certain that Sophie would be fine, he still recognized that his sister's safety was of the utmost importance, so after a moment he turned and once more cupped his hands around his mouth, determined to make his voice carry as far as possible through the forest. 
 
    “Sophie!” he shouted. “This is no time for games! Where are you?”

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The grandfather clock rang out loudly, suddenly breaking the silence of Hadlow House as it signaled twelve o'clock. And then, once it had done its job, the clock returned to a series of regular ticks that barely disturbed the house at all. 
 
    “Celeste?” Thomas Demeter said, standing at the top of the staircase. “My darling, are you about?” 
 
    He waited, but the house had fallen strangely still and he began to wonder whether he was alone. He had heard his children going outside earlier and he supposed that they might be exploring the forest surrounding the house, but he was not aware of his wife having left the property at all. After a few more seconds, however, he realized that he could hear the faintest sobbing sound coming from somewhere below, and he felt a growing sense of curiosity as he began to make his way down the stairs. 
 
    Reaching the door that led into the dining room, he stopped as he saw his wife sitting hunched in one of the chairs. 
 
    “My darling,” he said after a moment, “is anything the matter?” 
 
    “Is anything the matter?” 
 
    She turned to him, and now the tears streaking down her face were clear to see. 
 
    “Is anything the matter?” she asked bitterly. “You move us out here to this godforsaken pit in the middle of nowhere, and then you have the gall to ask me whether anything is the matter?” 
 
    Before he could answer, Thomas saw an open bottle of gin on the table. 
 
    “There's nothing here,” Celeste continued through gritted teeth. “You realize that, do you not? I look out the window in every direction and all I see are trees!” 
 
    “My darling -” 
 
    “And a wolf.” 
 
    “A wolf?” 
 
    “I saw a wolf at the gate.” 
 
    “I rather think that you did not,” Thomas told her. “There are no longer any wolves in England.” 
 
    “Then I was dreaming,” she sighed. “I must have been. Either that, or I am stupid.” 
 
    “I didn't say that.” 
 
    “I sat here just now,” she added, clearly warming to her theme, “before the clock struck twelve, and I could see nothing. No sign of life whatsoever. I might as well have been dead! We all might as well be dead!” 
 
    “I accept that the change is sudden, but you must remember -” 
 
    “I know, I know!” she snapped. “We're here for Sophie! We're here to find some better air for her, so that she might be a little less sickly!” She stared for a moment, watching her husband with a growing sense of contempt. “If only she had a better father,” she added, “then she might not have become sick in the first place.” 
 
    “Doctor Foster back in Bristol said that there was no way of knowing what had truly caused her sensitivity to the elements.” 
 
    “Oh, I know that,” she replied, rising unsteadily to her feet and stepping toward him. “I listened to that officious idiot until I was on the verge of tears. He told me everything I already knew and more!” 
 
    “Have you considered a rest?” Thomas asked, glancing once again at the bottle of gin. “If you are emotional, you might benefit from some sleep.” 
 
    “I might benefit from some sleep?” Stopping in front of him, she looked into his remaining good eye for a moment before looking at the other, empty socket. “What would you know of such things?” she continued. “What would you know of anything even remotely human? You're barely a man.” 
 
    Thomas opened his mouth to answer, but at that moment he heard the sound of somebody walking down the stairs. Puzzled, he turned to look back into the hallway, but Celeste quickly grabbed his face and forced him to look at her again. Even as the footsteps continued, moving further and further down the staircases, Thomas found himself unable to look away from his wife. 
 
    “Those children were right,” she whispered angrily. “You are a freak.” 
 
    “Celeste, I -” 
 
    “And a monster,” she added. 
 
    “I try my best,” he replied, struggling to keep from turning again as the footsteps reached the bottom of the stairs and approached the door behind him. “My darling, are the children home?” 
 
    “You think you're so much better than the rest of us,” she sneered. “You think that because you hide away, because you withdraw into the shadows, you're doing us all a favor. The truth, however, is that you're simply scurrying in the darkness because you know what will happen if anybody sees you.” 
 
    Hearing footsteps entering the room, Thomas realized that somebody was shuffling up slowly behind him. Although he couldn't be certain, he felt that this person was limping slightly, or perhaps dragging one foot. 
 
    “You're no man,” Celeste continued, “or husband, or father.” 
 
    “My darling, I -” 
 
    “And I am not your darling,” she added, briefly looking past him before peering up into his empty eye socket again. “You know why I married you, don't you? I was terrified of a pauper's life in Bristol, I would have done anything to escape from those streets. And while you have always had money, you were never able to move in polite society, due to your pathetic handicap. So in a way, we were made for one another. You came down to my level, and I accepted your hideous face, and as a matter of convenience we married and had the respectable number of children.” 
 
    He turned to look back, but she once again forced him to stare at her. 
 
    “No,” she snarled, “not that way. This way.” 
 
    “Who is behind me?” he asked, his voice shaking now with fear. 
 
    “Edward is a good boy,” she told him, “but Sophie is a failure. If it were up to me, I would have long ago stopped trying to keep her healthy.” 
 
    “I'm sure you do not mean that.” 
 
    “I barely even consider her to be my daughter!” she snapped. “She was born sick and...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and after a moment Thomas flinched as he felt a cold hand touching his own from behind. He again wanted to turn and look, to identify this intruder in his home, but he knew that Celeste would not let him. 
 
    “Yet still you consider yourself to be superior,” she murmured, before raising one hand and pointing at his feature with an extended index finger. “You look down upon us all, with your one good eye and your other eye that looks like some part of a corpse.” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    “For that is what I see whenever I have the misfortune of looking at you,” she told him, moving her index finger closer to his empty socket. “I see part of a skeleton poking out from beneath the fleshy face of the man I never loved.” 
 
    She touched the socket's edge, letting her fingertip move across the ridged flesh that barely covered the bone. 
 
    “Can you imagine what it is like,” she whispered, “to be married to a man who is already more dead than alive?” 
 
    “My accident -” 
 
    “Your accident merely exposed the truth,” she said, dipping her fingertip into the socket, letting the tip move into the empty space. “Even if you had a full and healthy eye on this side of your face, I am convinced that I would see it like this, because I see the truth.” 
 
    “Celeste, I would rather than you did not do this.” 
 
    “Such ugliness,” she purred, with tears in her own eyes as she let her fingertip touch the inside of her husband's empty eye socket. “Will you have another infection now, just because I touched you? Is that how it works? I really don't understand, but then again, I am not a doctor.” 
 
    “Celeste -” 
 
    Before he could finish, Thomas flinched again as he felt the icy hand squeezing his own tighter and tighter. He desperately wanted to turn and see who was behind him, but after a moment Celeste hooked her finger inside his socket as if to hold him in place. A moment later she dipped her finger even deeper into the socket, and Thomas flinched again as he realized that she was exploring the area at the back. Sure enough, she soon touched the withered stump of the optic nerve, fondling its gnarled ridges as a smile spread across her lips. And then, just as Thomas was about to beg her to stop, he felt the hand fade away into nothing. 
 
    Letting out a horrified gasp, Celeste pulled back and dropped to her knees. Landing on the floor, she leaned over and began to sob wildly, causing her arched back to heave with every desperate breath. 
 
    Thomas turned and looked back across the room, but now there was no sign of anybody at all until – a few seconds later – the silhouette of a woman walked past the open doorway, seemingly gliding serenely toward the bottom of the staircase. Somehow Thomas knew that this woman was not the owner of the hand that had touched his own, but he also knew that she should not be in the house at all. 
 
    “My darling,” he said, looking back down at his wife, “what -” 
 
    “Leave me alone!” she screamed, barely able to get the words out at all. “Why can't you understand what I want, Thomas? Why can't you just leave me alone forever?”

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “Over here! Edward, we're over here!” 
 
    Stopping for a moment, Edward reached out and steadied himself against one of the trees. He looked around, momentarily lost in the vastness of the forest, but after a few seconds he spotted some kind of stone structure rising up in the distance, followed a few seconds later by a hand waving in his direction. 
 
    “Here!” Elsa shouted. “Edward, we're here by the river!” 
 
    Hurrying to catch up to them, Edward almost tripped as he darted between the trees. Even though he knew full well that his sister could be troublesome, and that she often liked to play games, he still couldn't shake the fear that something might be wrong. By the time he reached the edge of the river, however, he saw that Sophie was sitting calmly with Elsa near the bottom of a low stone bridge, and that the pair of them were talking as they watched the gently-flowing water. For a few seconds, taken aback by the image, Edward even began to wonder whether he should intervene at all. 
 
    “She was just exploring,” Elsa called out to him as she got to her feet. Dusting herself down, she left Sophie and made her way over to join Edward by the trees. “She's a very intelligent and sensitive young lady.” 
 
    “That much is certain,” he muttered. 
 
    “And troubled,” she added, lowering her voice. “Edward, the thing she has been telling me just now...” 
 
    He waited for her to continue, but now he was able to sense a hint of fear in her voice. 
 
    “Such as?” he asked. 
 
    “How much has she told you?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Swallowing hard, she seemed reluctant to go into detail. She glanced over her shoulder, as if to make sure that Sophie was still watching the water, and then she looked at Edward again. 
 
    “She says that she has seen people in your house.” 
 
    “What sort of people?” 
 
    “People who perhaps should not be there. Edward, I also think -” 
 
    “She has told me about a woman,” he replied, interrupting her, “but I'm really not sure whether I should believe her.” 
 
    “Has she told you about the thing in her bedroom?” 
 
    “What thing?” 
 
    “She says there is something in her bedroom,” she continued, lowering her voice still further. “She's just a child, so it's no surprise that I can't really get her to be more specific, but I can tell that she's worried nobody will believe her. She claims that last night, she was in her bedroom and she sensed a presence. She was scared, and eventually she hid under the bed.” 
 
    Edward thought back for a moment to the strange noise he'd heard during the night. He'd briefly looked through into his sister's room and he'd seen her on the bed, but he supposed that any fearful moment might have come a little later. 
 
    “I'm not saying that what she says is absolutely true,” Elsa continued, “only that you really ought to take it seriously. I remember being her age, and it's not much fun to be constantly disbelieved.” She paused for a moment. “And it's worth bearing in mind that there have long been stories about that house. Is it possible that your sister perhaps sees things that the rest of you do not?” 
 
    “You were right to say that she is sensitive,” he replied, watching Sophie for a moment as he thought back to her supposed conversation with thin air at the church. “I shall have to keep an eye on things.” 
 
    “Check her room,” Elsa added. “Just see that there is nothing untoward in there.” 
 
    “I shall do so.” 
 
    “You know,” she continued with a faint smile, “this bridge is a place where people often come when they're courting. It has something of a reputation locally for romance.” 
 
    “It does?” 
 
    “Not that I'm saying that's why we're here today, of course,” she added, slightly blushing once again. “Far from it. I wouldn't be so forward, nor would I ever presume that you would be interested in -” 
 
    “It's alright,” he said, interrupting her as he began to worry that she was in a state of panic. “You really need not worry. I can see that this is a lovely little spot, and the river flows far more freely here than it does on that little offshoot that runs through the grounds of Hadlow House. I appreciate that we came here in search of my sister, although I have to say that I would perhaps like to come here one day with you alone. Just the two of us.” 
 
    “That would be delightful,” she replied, although she seemed a little surprised by his suggestion. “As long as it is appropriate, that is. And obviously you are still going to be leaving for Southampton soon.” 
 
    “Not for a number of months,” he told her. “In which case, we shall perhaps have to make haste in our attempts to get to know one another.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As they made their way back along the road, Edward and Elsa had fallen into a somewhat comfortable silence while Sophie dawdled a little way behind. Finally the three of them stopped as they reached the turning that led to Hadlow House, and Edward realized that he had an opportunity to ask an important question. 
 
    “Would you like to come back to the house?” he said, turning to Elsa. “I would be very happy to show you around.” 
 
    “I should get home,” she replied. 
 
    “Are you sure? My parents -” 
 
    “I really need to get home,” she said, cutting him off as she took a step back. “Thank you for your kind offer, I would love to take it up with you another day, it's just that...” 
 
    She turned and looked along the road that led to the house. Although the house itself was out of sight, she still seemed momentarily shocked by even the thought of its existence, and an unsettled expression fell across her face for a few seconds before she remembered to turn and smile again first at Edward and then at Sophie. 
 
    “I have enjoyed today,” she continued, “even if we had to do a lot of searching for a certain young woman who wandered off.” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” Sophie said softly, before turning and starting to traipse along the road. “I didn't mean to be naughty.” 
 
    “There has certainly been no miraculous improvement to her health,” Edward said as he watched her walking away. “I suppose it was always foolish to hope for anything else, but time will tell. I would certainly like to see some positive changes before I leave for Southampton, however, if only so that I do not worry too much.” 
 
    “You must check her room.” 
 
    He turned to her. 
 
    “I think something in there really scared her,” she told him. “She was so very reluctant to go into detail, but something in her bedroom seems to have gripped her with fear.” 
 
    “I cannot imagine that there is anything in there.” 
 
    “Just humor me,” she continued keenly. “If there is nothing in there, then there is no harm in taking a look, is there?” 
 
    “I will do what you ask,” he replied, and then he fell silent again as he realized that it was now his turn to be shy. Indeed, he began to curse his wretched lack of imagination, for he felt sure that any other man would in that moment have managed to be witty and charming and outright impressive. 
 
    He opened his mouth to make an attempt, yet somehow the words failed him. 
 
    “Well -” they both said suddenly, and then they both laughed. 
 
    Elsa sighed. 
 
    “I look forward to seeing you again soon,” he told her. “I'm sure I shall be sent into the village to make some more purchases, and if you are around, then we can perhaps take another chance to speak.” 
 
    “I might even show you some more highlights of the area,” she suggested. “I know Cobblefield can seem like a very unimpressive sort of place, but there's some real beauty around if you just know where to look.” 
 
    “I have certainly seen some beauty today,” he replied. 
 
    Once again, she blushed. 
 
    “Are you sure I should not walk you back to the village?” he asked. “I would feel very ungentlemanly if I merely left you here on this barren road.” 
 
    “The walk is not far,” she said, before looking past him and watching for a few seconds as Sophie disappeared into the distance. “Besides,” she added, “I rather feel that your sister needs to be the focus of your attention right now.” 
 
    “If -” 
 
    “I mean it!” she said firmly, gripping his arm. “Don't take your eyes off her, Edward. Something is wrong but she will not show it easily, especially not to members of her own family. You must be keenly observant of all that she does, and you must force yourself to see the truth, no matter how uncomfortable it might be in the end. Can you do that, Edward? Can you do it for your own flesh and blood?”

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” Thomas Demeter said cautiously, standing in the hallway near the foot of the staircase, waiting for any hint that he was not alone. “Who is here?” 
 
    He waited, but all he heard was the continued sobs coming from his wife in the dining room. After a few seconds, convinced that the strange woman he'd spotted must still be around, Thomas made his way through into the reading room, where he stopped again and tried to work out where the figure might be now. 
 
    “Hello?” he said again. “Who -” 
 
    Hearing a shuffling sound, he looked over his shoulder just in time to see that Celeste had left the dining room and was slowly making her way up the stairs. 
 
    “Are you going to rest, my darling?” he called after her. 
 
    When she failed to reply, he realized that she should perhaps be left alone. Celeste could be very difficult, especially whenever she had been drinking, and he hoped that a little afternoon sleep might help her to see sense. Reaching up, he touched the edge of his eye socket, and he could still somehow feel his wife's touch; never before, even in her worst rages, had she penetrated the socket in such a manner, and deep down Thomas still felt shocked by her actions. At the same time, he knew that no good would come from fretting about such a thing. 
 
    Upstairs, one of the bedroom doors creaked open. 
 
    “I am the head of this household,” Thomas continued, just in case the strange woman might be able to hear him, “and I'm afraid I must demand that you show yourself at once. This intrusion simply cannot continue.” 
 
    Again he waited, but he heard only silence until – a few seconds later – Celeste's footsteps emerged from one of the rooms upstairs. Sighing, Thomas realized that evidently his wife was not going to rest after all; he could hear her making her way down the stairs, and she sounded a little less steady on her feet now, as if the alcohol was keeping her from remaining fully upright. 
 
    “You really should rest,” he told her, although he knew that there was no real point. She was lost in her own world. “I have told you that before.” 
 
    He heard her shuffling through into the kitchen, and he told himself that hopefully she was going to drink some water. Returning his attention to the emptiness of the reading room, he began to wonder exactly how a strange woman might have made her way into the house without anybody noticing. He also realized that something about her had seemed quite unusual, as if her manner of dress had been rather old-fashioned. A few seconds later, hearing the house's back door swing open, he realized that his wife had gone out into the garden. 
 
    “Are you sure that's a good idea?” he called out, raising his voice so that she would be able to hear him. “Celeste? Are you sure you should be going out there?” 
 
    The door bumped shut again, and he supposed that she wouldn't be able to get too far. After taking one last look around the reading room, he made his way back out into the hallway, and then he stopped as he realized that he could hear a strange noise hanging in the air. The more he concentrated, the more he was able to make out a sickly churning sound, as if somebody was chewing through something thick and sticky, or as if an animal was gnawing on some meat, or as if - 
 
    Suddenly the house's front door swung open, and Thomas turned to see his son and daughter making their way back inside. Looking the other way, he realized that the strange sound had faded, yet he couldn't shake the feeling that – for just one brief moment – he hadn't been alone at all. 
 
    “Where have you been?” he asked, trying to not seem too troubled as he turned to his son. “I was starting to wonder.” 
 
    “We just went for a walk,” Edward explained. 
 
    “Edward has a lady friend,” Sophie said with a smile. 
 
    “Is that so?” Thomas asked. 
 
    “No,” Edward replied quickly, trying not to appear flustered. “I mean, yes, but she's just a friend and that is all. I'm sorry, if you don't mind, I have something to do.” 
 
    With that he made his way up the staircase, leaving a rather bemused-looking Thomas standing in the hallway with his daughter. 
 
    “Where's Mother?” Sophie asked, furrowing her brow slightly. “I want to speak to Mother.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as he reached the back door, Thomas saw that a small fire was burning over on the far side of the garden, while Celeste was sitting on the step with her back to the house. 
 
    “Is anything the matter?” he asked, as Sophie stopped next to him. 
 
    After a few seconds, realizing that his wife was evidently not in the mood to reply, Thomas walked over and stopped next to her. He looked down at her face for a moment and saw a strange faraway look in her eyes, and then he looked at the bonfire in the distance. 
 
    “This house is too old,” Celeste said through gritted teeth. “Some of the furniture that was left here seemed horribly out of place, so I saw fit to get rid of it. I hope you don't mind.” 
 
    “I do not,” he replied, “although I would have thought that we could talk about that first.” 
 
    “I just wanted to get on with it,” she told him, her voice sounding strangely calm and devoid of emotion. “There's something about this house that I don't like, it's as if the past is lingering in all the rooms and corridors. I suppose I might very well be wrong, but I wanted to try to make a fresh start. If we rid ourselves of a few old chairs and tables that have been sitting around, we might...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and after a moment she looked up at him. 
 
    “It's just a thought,” she added. “You're probably right, it might be a dreadful mistake, but I just don't think that we can let the past control us like that. If we don't break free now, then will we ever?” 
 
    “You raise a good point,” Thomas murmured, “but I think that in future we should perhaps discuss these things.” 
 
    “What's the point?” Celeste asked, turning and glancing up at him with an expression of disdain. 
 
    “As the head of the household -” 
 
    “Oh, please,” she spat back at him, “since when have you been the head of anything?” 
 
    He hesitated, keen to remind her that he was still her husband and that this meant he was in charge of all decisions, but he knew deep down that she was merely attempting to start an argument, in which case he supposed that he should instead keep his mouth shut. He knew that arguments with his wife were always hopeless causes, that she enjoyed the conflict for its own sake and that she had little interest in logic. Instead of being drawn into the situation, therefore, he made a point of simply looking across the garden and watching as the bonfire continued. In that instant, he spotted the chairs of a rather nice old chair from the reading room, one that he had mentioned several times that he liked a great deal. He bristled slightly, fully aware that the chair's presence on the bonfire was a provocation. 
 
    “I should retire to the office,” he said, “and -” 
 
    “Yes,” she snapped, “retire to the office, why don't you?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    He turned to go back inside. 
 
    “Lord knows,” she continued, “we don't need you out here.” 
 
    As those words left her mouth, her accent slipped slightly; instead of the learned richness that she had adopted in an attempt to pass in society, she let her Bristol tones through for just a few seconds. 
 
    She glanced up at her husband. 
 
    “I saw the wolf again,” she told him. “Believe me or don't believe me, but there is a wolf in these parts. Hungry, he looks, and desperate too.” 
 
    “And are you alright?” Thomas asked, looking down at Sophie as he reached the back door. He waited, but he could already tell that his daughter's mind was on other things; she seemed transfixed by something out in the garden. “My dear?” 
 
    Following her gaze, Thomas saw the bonfire and wondered why she found this so fascinating. After a moment, however, he saw the forest beyond the wall, and he began to understand that it was this that had caught the girl's attention. No wonder, he reasoned, since she had been born and raised in a city and was only now becoming accustomed to the great English countryside. Still, he was sure of one thing: there was no wolf anywhere in the entire land. 
 
    “There's nothing to fear out there, you know,” he said, placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “If your mother has mentioned wolves or such things, you must put that right out of your mind. There's nothing in the forest other than wildlife. Well, and I imagine a poacher or two, but don't worry... you're not exactly what they're after.” 
 
    He waited, hoping that he might have provoked at least a smile, but she simply continued to stare out across the garden. Finally, supposing that he should hide himself away and avoid irritating anybody else, Thomas turned and made his way back into the house. 
 
    “Fire cleanses everything,” Celeste said, observing the bonfire and not even turning to acknowledge her daughter's presence. Light from the inferno was dancing in her eyes. “I think that's why I always enjoy watching the flames so very much.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The handle turned easily and the door began to click open. Edward had been worried that the door might be locked, as he believed it had been locked a few times previously, but now he was able to push it open with ease. 
 
    Having determined to followed Elsa's advice and double-check his sister's bedroom, Edward glanced over his shoulder and waited in case there was any hint that he might be disturbed. He heard his father's footsteps entering the house, but these footsteps made their way through to the reading room, so Edward realized that he was safe for now. Not that he was really doing anything wrong, of course; there was no reason why he shouldn't venture into his little sister's bedroom, although he was filled with the sense that his mother would strongly disapprove. 
 
    Pushing the door all the way open, he stepped into the room and was immediately struck by a rather stale and pungent aroma. The windows were open, their curtains billowing in a gentle breeze, but otherwise the room was perfectly still. Sophie's bed lay on the far side, its sheets pulled back, and Edward was surprised that the room hadn't been made neater. Then again, he knew that his mother was struggling with the housework, and he also wondered whether these little missed tasks might be an attempt to nudge Thomas toward the idea of taking on some form of assistant. 
 
    “We could certainly use a housekeeper,” he murmured under his breath, as he gently shut the door and stepped across the room. 
 
    Stopping next to the bed, he was once again struck by the rather fusty smell that was filling his nostrils. He looked around, but he saw nothing to explain this unpleasantness, although after a moment he dropped to his knees and crouched down, peering beneath the bed. 
 
    “She says there is something in her bedroom,” he heard Elsa's voice saying, echoing in his thoughts from earlier. “She's just a child, so it's no surprise that I can't really get her to be more specific, but I can tell that she's worried nobody will believe her. She claims that last night, she was in her bedroom and she sensed a presence. She was scared, and eventually she hid under the bed.” 
 
    “Well,” he said with a sigh, “there's nothing under there now.” 
 
    Sitting up, he looked at the bed itself and once again found himself surprised that the sheets had been left in such a mass. For all her frustration at having to perform such tasks herself, his mother had always been rather fastidious about the making of beds, and as he got to his feet Edward couldn't help but wonder whether she was in some way struggling with the new life at Hadlow House. In fact, spotting a faint stain on the bed, he made his way over and looked more closely, and finally he understood that his sister appeared to have soiled herself during the night. The sheets, then, would have to be changed, although he was surprised that his mother had still made no effort to make this change. 
 
    “I rather feel,” Elsa's voice whispered in the back of his mind, “that your sister needs to be the focus of your attention right now.” 
 
    “Poor Sophie,” he said softly, imagining his sister experiencing some form of night terror, allowing herself to become so scared that she made a mess in her own bed. “The imagination of a child can be a potent thing.” 
 
    Still, the sight of the stained patch on the white sheets made him realize that any 'scary woman' in the room had most likely come to Sophie in a dream, which was a reassuring thought. Not that he had truly believed Elsa's warnings, of course, but he was still glad to see proof that his sister's terrors were nothing more than the usual childish nonsense. He felt terribly sorry for Sophie, of course, yet at the same time he allowed himself a faint smile as he realized that she was just going through the same things as other people her age. 
 
    Wandering over to the window, he looked out and saw that a bonfire was burning at the bottom of the garden. Sophie was standing quite close to the flames, staring at them intently, but Edward reminded himself once again that she was only young and that there was really no need to worry too much. He appreciate Elsa's concerns, yet deep down he felt certain that everything was alright. 
 
    Hearing the door creak open, he turned to see that his father was on the landing. 
 
    “There you are,” Thomas said. “My boy, there is something I would very much like to show you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This is India?” Edward said, staring with a sense of genuine shock at the map that was now spread out across his father's desk. “But it's... huge!” 
 
    “It is indeed,” Thomas said, clearly slightly amused by his son's sense of disbelief. “The total amount of land is more than ten times greater than that of our own country.” 
 
    “I knew it was large,” Edward continued, “but I suppose I have never appreciated just how large. How do we manage to control such a place?” 
 
    “A little coercion,” Thomas explained, “and a little force, but I assure you that most Indians are extremely grateful for our presence there. Without British influence, that place – like many others in the world – would be in a much worse state. Most of the Indian people are very pleased to have us guiding their land, and any who do not see it that way are merely ungrateful swine.” 
 
    “I'm starting to understand why the place offers so much opportunity.” 
 
    “If I arrange for you to work for my associate in Southampton,” Thomas continued, “then it is highly likely that he would seek to send you out to India at some point in the next few years. Would you be happy to go?” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    Edward hesitated for a moment, overawed by the enormity of the prospect, but he quickly realized that there was only really one possible answer. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, trying to make himself sound a little more confident. “Of course. I would be honored to be given such a chance. I would certainly like to assist the cause in any manner that might be possible.” 
 
    “It's money you should be looking to,” his father told him. “Company men can make a fortune out there, and you'd probably only need to put in ten or twenty years of service in order to come back a very wealthy man indeed. I myself would have done the exact same thing, only...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “Well,” he added, “opportunities were different when I was a young man.” 
 
    Edward paused for a moment, staring at the map and trying to imagine the vastness of the country that awaited him. After a few seconds, however, a peculiar thought arose unbidden in his mind, and he realized that this might be his best chance to get some advice. 
 
    “If a man were to embark upon such a journey,” he said cautiously, “and he happened to know of a young lady who he might wish to get to know, would he be best advised to forget about her or should he try to arrange matters as swiftly as possible?” 
 
    “Does that convoluted sentence indicate that you have such a lady in mind?” 
 
    “I might have met a young lady recently,” he explained, still staring resolutely at the map rather than meeting his father's gaze. “She is the same age as me, so she is twenty years old and -” 
 
    “Many men marry and take their wives with them to their new posting.” 
 
    “I don't know that Elsa would want to go to India.” 
 
    “Her name is Elsa?” 
 
    “I might be getting ahead of myself,” he admitted. “She probably sees me as nothing more than some stranger who happened to move into an old house near her village. Besides, she is a local girl, she probably has no thought of anything beyond the horizon.” 
 
    “Life in India is not like life here, I'd wager,” his father told him, “but some young ladies would be very excited by that prospect. You are not too young to marry, and neither is she, but if you are truly interested then you should think about getting on with things. Have you met her parents?” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “You should do that, and soon. And you should bring her out here to meet us. If possible, Edward, you should at least have an understanding in place before you go to Southampton, and that might well be before the end of the year.” 
 
    “I just worry that it's all too soon.” 
 
    “There is no such thing,” Thomas said firmly. “You must follow your heart, rather than doing whatever you believe to be correct. Trust me, any other approach will only lead to an unhappy match that will have the potential to ruin lives.” He hesitated, as if he was worried that he might have said too much, and then he cleared his throat before pointing to one particular spot on the map. “So this is where a lot of company men start their careers when they first arrive in India,” he explained. “I would imagine that you would be stationed here first, perhaps with your new wife Elsa, and then after a suitable period a position would be found for you in one of the other states. That would depend upon your abilities, of course.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Late that night, a distant owl hooted in the forest. Wide awake on his back in the darkened bedroom, Edward realized that there would likely be no owls in India, although he quickly reminded himself that he really didn't know enough to be sure. Why, for all he knew India might be full to the brim with owls of every size and shape. 
 
    In truth, he had no idea what he might face when he set foot in that great country for the first time, but he understood all too well that his life's river was now changing course and leading him to the other side of the world. 
 
    If only – 
 
    Suddenly the bedroom door burst open, and he turned just in time to see Sophie's silhouetted figure racing into the room. Before he had a chance to say anything, she scrambled onto the bed and buried herself under the covers, quickly clinging to him as she shook with fear. 
 
    “What's going on?” he asked. 
 
    “There's something in my room,” she whispered. 
 
    “Not this again,” he sighed. “I looked earlier and -” 
 
    “There's someone in my room!” she hissed. “Edward, please, there's a dead person in my bedroom!” 
 
    Edward paused for a moment, before sitting up. His heart was racing, and although he told himself that his sister was most certainly mistaken, he couldn't help staring at the open door and watching the landing. A moment later he heard the faintest creaking sound coming from one of the other rooms, as if some hidden foot might have pressed down upon a loose floorboard. He wanted to dismiss that idea, yet there was just enough curiosity lingering in the back of his mind for him to realize that he might have to go and take a look. 
 
    “You have to believe me!” Sophie sobbed. 
 
    “I do,” he replied, half-lying, as he tried to summon the necessary resolve to climb out of bed and go through to her room. Having felt supremely awake just a moment earlier, now he was starting to wish that he could simply roll over and go back to sleep. “Wait here, alright? I won't be long.” 
 
    Once he was on his feet, he made his way to the door and looked out onto the landing. He supposed that his parents must be fast asleep, which at least meant that there would be no chance of histrionics from his mother. After listening for a moment, he looked over at the door to his sister's bedroom, which had been left wide open. No matter how hard he tried to convince himself that there was absolutely no danger at all, part of him still worried that something must have set Sophie off and made her run out of the room. 
 
    As soon as he stepped forward, his left foot pressed against a loose floorboard. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Standing in the doorway, Edward looked into the darkness of his sister's bedroom. He could see that the windows were still open, and that the curtains were fluttering in a slightly stronger breeze than before, but otherwise the room seemed utterly unremarkable. The bed was unkempt, with the sheets having been pulled aside, but he supposed that this was simply due to Sophie having scrambled out of the room in a moment of fear. 
 
    Making his way into the room, he was already starting to feel relieved, although he knew that he had to convince Sophie that he was taking a proper look around. He walked over to the dresser in the corner, then to the wardrobe, mainly because he wanted to ensure that Sophie would hear him. He was partly resigned to the idea that she might beg to sleep in his bed for the rest of the night, which was something she had often done in Bristol, and he knew that he'd only have the heart to protest a little; no doubt she'd plead incessantly and he'd eventually give in, leading to an uncomfortably snug night in that rather cramped single bed in his room. 
 
    “Anyone here?” he whispered. “Any ghosts or ghoulies? If there's somebody here, now is the moment to make yourself heard.” 
 
    The curtains billowed briefly, caught by a swell of wind, but otherwise the room remained entirely still and silent. 
 
    Finally convinced that he'd been right all along, Edward turned to go back out of the room, only to stop at the last second as he happened to glance at the bed. He knew he had to be imagining things, but when he wandered over he saw that not only were the sheets in the same arrangement as before, but the bed-sheets themselves hadn't actually been changed. Sure enough, when he crouched down to take a closer look, he found that he could still see the stain that he'd noticed during the day. He'd wondered then why his mother still hadn't changed the bed; now he realized with a growing sense of incredulity that she'd even sent Sophie to bed without making sure that the sheets were clean and dry. 
 
    Hearing a bumping sound, he looked over his shoulder, but there was no sign of anyone. 
 
    He looked at the stain again, and he sighed as he began to wonder exactly what was going on in his mother's mind. Evidently she was giving up on even the most basic elements of housekeeping, possibly as part of some plot designed to force his father to pay for some household help. Still, forcing Sophie to sleep in a soiled bed seemed extreme, even by his mother's standards, and Edward made a mental note to speak to his father in the morning so that everything could be dealt with properly. 
 
    Getting to his feet, he turned to walk out of the room. 
 
    “What the -” 
 
    Startled by the sight of a figure standing behind him in the darkness, he pulled back, bumping against the bed and almost falling down. As he pulled himself together, however, he realized that this particular figure was of no concern. 
 
    “Sophie!” he hissed. “What are you doing in here? I told you to wait in my room!” 
 
    “I got scared,” she said softly. 
 
    “There's nothing in here,” he replied, “and I'm sick and tired of searching the shadows of this house for non-existent entities.” 
 
    He took her hand and tried to lead her toward the door, only to find that she was stubbornly refusing to budge. 
 
    “Sophie, I'm serious,” he continued. “Or are you happy to stay in here?” 
 
    “There's someone dead in my room.” 
 
    “There really isn't.” 
 
    “Haven't you seen her?” 
 
    “No,” he replied with a heavy sigh, “and neither have you. If you think you did, then you were merely dreaming!” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “Who could possibly be dead in here?” 
 
    “I don't know,” she replied, before turning to him with a fearful expression. “Who lived in this house before us?” 
 
    “No-one.” 
 
    “No-one lived here?” 
 
    “I'm sure someone lived here,” he told her, struggling to maintain his patience and sanity, “but they're long gone now. The house was empty for quite some time before we arrived. It had to be rebuilt.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “There was a fire many years ago. Something like that, anyway.” 
 
    “Did anyone die in the fire?” 
 
    “I don't know, and I have no means to find out,” he told her, before letting go of her hand. “But if you think that the ghost of some long-dead inhabitant is stalking the rooms at night, then I'm afraid you're going to be massively disappointed. This is barely even the same house as before, at least half of it is new.” 
 
    “So half of it is old?” 
 
    He sighed again. 
 
    “But it is!” she said, raising her voice slightly in frustration. “Why won't anybody listen to me? There's a dead person in my room and I'm scared of her! I just don't understand why you can't see her!” 
 
    “Is she here now?” 
 
    She looked around, watching the shadows. 
 
    “Precisely,” Edward continued. “I don't mean to sound unfair, Sophie, but you must remember that you're just a child. You've always seemed sensitive when it comes to spiritual matters, and I confess that sometimes I've wondered whether you might be onto something, but there's absolutely nothing scary or un-dead in this room.” He paused, hoping that she'd accept his point, but instead he merely saw her staring back at him with a frightened expression. “I suppose,” he added, “that this means you wish to sleep in my room, does it not?” 
 
    Sophie thought for a moment, and then she nodded eagerly. 
 
    “Come along, then,” he said, leading her to the door, “although I must warn you that if you snore again, I will kick you.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    “Stupid snoring little...” 
 
    As he made his way along the street in Cobblefield the following morning, Edward felt as if he might be about to fall down and fall asleep at any moment. He'd been constantly woken by Sophie during the remainder of the night, and although she'd insisted each time that he'd been the one doing the snoring, he felt sure that she was the culprit. Then again, she'd been awake each time he'd opened his eyes, so he was starting to wonder whether she'd merely faked the snores in yet another desperate attempt to grab his attention. 
 
    Walking around the corner just past The Shoemaker, he almost slammed directly into a man who was heading the other way. 
 
    “I'm terribly sorry,” Edward said, startled as he took a step back and saw that the man was out with a woman, presumably his wife. “I was entirely -” 
 
    Before he could finish, he saw Elsa stepping out shyly from behind the man, and in that moment he felt a rush of panic as he realized that he must have come face-to-face with her parents. 
 
    “I...” 
 
    “You must be Mr. Edward Demeter,” the man said, before reaching a hand out toward him. “My name is Walter Potter and this is my wife Alice. And I believe, based on how much she has talked about you already, that you already know our daughter Elsa.” 
 
    “I... do,” Edward said cautiously, wishing that he had been better prepared for this encounter. 
 
    “Elsa has spoken of you and little else these past days,” Alice Potter said with a knowing smile. “We had begun to wonder when we might finally make your acquaintance.” 
 
    “I fear we are embarrassing the poor fellow,” Walter said, stepping aside. “Come, Alice, let us get on with our business. Elsa, you know where to find us, and I rather think that you and young Edward might like to talk for a little while.” 
 
    As her parents made their way along the street, Elsa seemed far too shy to say a word at all. Edward seemed nervous as well, glancing around as if he had no idea what to say, but when he finally turned back to her he was suddenly reminded of his father's words. Urgency was the order of the day, especially if the wheels were turning that would soon see him sent off to Southampton. 
 
    “My father,” he said cautiously, “mentioned something about meeting you.” 
 
    “He did?” 
 
    Her immediate reaction was a hopeful smile. 
 
    “He did,” he continued, feeling just a little more confident now. “I don't think it would be a grand event, but would you care to come for supper tomorrow night? The evenings are bright so I would be able to walk you home, and it would not be cold or -” 
 
    “Of course!” she blurted out, before looking down again as if once more gripped by shyness. “I don't mean to sound too eager.” 
 
    “You don't,” he replied, a little shocked that she had agreed. “I'm sorry if I seem to be acting with haste, it's just that I might very well be posted away soon and I think it important that we...” 
 
    His voice trailed off as he realized that he had perhaps said too much, but to his relief he realized that he had at least secured another encounter with her. 
 
    “I should go and place a grain order that my father has mentioned,” he said after a moment, “but should I pick you up tomorrow evening at around five o'clock? If you ride, I can even bring our horse.” 
 
    “That would be delightful,” she replied, just about managing to meet his gaze. “I can't wait!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Standing in the courtyard at the front of the merchant's house, Edward found himself lost in thought as he imagined Elsa arriving at Hadlow House. He felt sure that his father would be most welcoming, although he knew that he would have to explain the situation with his eye socket in better detail; and he knew that his mother would most likely stay sober for long enough to be pleasant, although he expected that sooner or later he would have to tell Elsa about her problems. 
 
    After a few seconds, realizing that Mr. Barker had been speaking to him, Edward snapped out of his daydream and turned to the man. 
 
    “I'll ask for a third time, then,” Mr. Barker said with a sigh. “Would this afternoon be acceptable for delivery?” 
 
    “I'm terribly sorry,” Edward replied, trying to quickly pull himself together. “Yes, of course it would. If that's not too much trouble.” 
 
    “We're already making some deliveries this afternoon anyway,” Mr. Barker said, turning and leading Edward across the yard. “It'll be no trouble to make our way out to your place as well. Not that I ever thought I'd be going there, on account of the place having been empty for so long.” 
 
    “It's a good house,” Edward pointed out. “Good houses should not remain empty for long.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Mr. Barker replied, before shooing two boys away from the door to one of the storage rooms. He looked inside for a moment before turning to Edward again. “Do you know much about history, Mr. Demeter?” 
 
    “I learn what I can.” 
 
    “But not about this place, I'd wager.” The older man paused for a few seconds. “This building is quite new. To tell you the truth, it stands on the site of the old Purkiss stables, which burned down a good thirty-something years ago. I don't remember that night, on account of how I was only about three years old at the time, but it's said that a great inferno ripped through the building and brought it all crashing down. It was all anyone could do to keep the flames from spreading. Why, a fire like that could have burned the whole village down.” 
 
    “How awful. Was anyone hurt?” 
 
    “That's another thing that's funny about what happened. No-one died in the fire, at least not as far as could be told. Mr. and Mrs. Purkiss and their little girl were never seen again. Some say they could have perished and been turned to ash, others that they left that night and never looked back. Either way, nothing was ever seen or heard of them again. Meanwhile, the old woman was found dead quite a long way from where we're standing now.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    Edward waited for Mr. Barker to continue, but he was starting to wonder quite where the man was going with his story. 
 
    “Out at Hadlow House, as it happens,” Mr. Barker added after a few more seconds. “Quite what happened, or how she ended up out there, no-one has been able to put together quite properly. She was close to a hundred, from what I've heard, but she made it all the way to Hadlow House somehow, in the absolute worst snowstorm anyone around these parts has heard of in living memory.” 
 
    “Perhaps she was assisted?” 
 
    “Perhaps, but the tale never sat right with a lot of people. I don't want to go spreading strange rumors, but I think you should be aware that what happens out at Hadlow House has a habit of reaching into the village. So you'll find that people around here are keen to make sure that nothing of that sort occurs again, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Indeed I do,” Edward said cautiously. 
 
    “Your grain'll be delivered,” Mr. Barker said, forcing a smile that didn't quite sit right with the concern in his eyes. “That's one thing that can never be said about me, I always show up when I say I'm going to show up. Even at Hadlow House.” 
 
    “Your punctuality is very much appreciated,” Edward told him, before turning to walk away and then stopping for a moment. He thought for a few seconds, and then he turned to look at the man again. 
 
    “Is there anything else, Mr. Demeter?” Mr. Barker asked. 
 
    “I've heard talk of a wolf that has been seen near the house,” Edward told him. 
 
    “There are no wolves in England.” 
 
    “I know, but -” 
 
    “They've been gone a long time. Hunted. Extinct.” 
 
    “I'm well aware of that, but I've heard mention of the possibility that a stray wolf might be on the property.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, but I was wondering whether there might be a small hidden population somewhere. Is that not at least slightly possible?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Mr. Barker replied, throwing a sack over his shoulder. “Anyone who says they've seen a wolf anywhere in the country is either a fool or a liar. Believe me, if even a single wolf existed anywhere in the land, it would have been hunted down by now.” 
 
    “I'm sure you're right,” Edward said as the man walked away. Left alone in the yard for a moment, he thought a little more about the wolf before realizing that his mother must have been mistaken. “Of course you are,” he added. “Everyone knows that there are no wolves around these days.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “This looks wonderful,” Edward said the following day, as he stood in the dining room and saw that the table had been laid out ready for Elsa's arrival. “I must admit, I am truly astonished.” 
 
    “We can make ourselves presentable,” Thomas told him. “When we really pull out all the stops.” 
 
    “And Mother...” 
 
    The words faded from Edward's voice. 
 
    “Your mother is busying herself around the house,” Thomas said a little awkwardly, “but she will be ready to welcome your friend.” 
 
    “Is she drunk?” 
 
    “She is not drunk,” Thomas replied stiffly, “nor will she be for the rest of the day. Your mother can be difficult and temperamental, but I assure you that I know how to keep her in check on days of importance. And young Elsa's first visit here to Hadlow House is such a day.” He paused. “You should know that I sent papers off to Mr. George in Southampton, and I anticipate a welcoming response within the month.” 
 
    “That is... wonderful news,” Edward said, although he had to fake his enthusiasm just a little. 
 
    “So you must get on with things,” Thomas continued, “if you mean to woo Elsa Potter. I merely mean to impress upon you the importance of letting the girl know your intentions. You do not need to marry her before you go away, of course, but she should at least understand by that point that she is to wait for you. Then, once you are established in your new life, you can come back and marry her, and perhaps by then you will be ready to go abroad.” 
 
    “You sound almost as if you cannot wait to be rid of me,” Edward joked. 
 
    “I want you to live the kind of life that I never could,” Thomas said, before hesitating for a moment. “I shall be at the table this evening,” he added, “but before that, you should speak to Elsa about... my condition. She should be prepared to see my eye, rather than coming across it with no warning.” 
 
    Edward nodded. 
 
    “We shall move this away from me a little,” Thomas added, sliding the nearest candle further along the table. “There is no sense in drawing attention to anything that one might prefer not to see.” 
 
    “You do not need to live your entire life in the shadows,” Edward told him. 
 
    “I am fully prepared,” Thomas said, “and -” 
 
    Before he could finish, they both heard a horrified scream ringing out from somewhere beyond the house. They looked toward the window, and then Thomas turned to his father again. 
 
    “Sophie!” he gasped. “That was Sophie! What's she doing out there?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    His sister was still screaming a minute later, as Edward raced out of the house and hurried across the garden. Reaching the girl, he dropped to his knees in front of her and looked into his eyes, and then – following her gaze – he turned to see his mother patting some soil at the garden's edge. 
 
    “What's wrong?” he asked, looking at Sophie again. “Talk to me!” 
 
    As her scream faltered, Sophie managed a faint gasp and stepped back. She almost tripped, and Edward had to reach out and grab the sides of her arms to keep her upright. 
 
    Over at the back of the house, Thomas was stepping out from the conservatory. 
 
    “Sophie, what's wrong?” Edward asked, before looking over his shoulder as he saw his mother making her way over with a shovel in her hands. “What was happening?” he stammered. “Why was she screaming?” 
 
    “Ask her yourself,” Celeste said darkly. 
 
    “Why weren't you doing anything to help her?” he replied, watching in disbelief as she made her way past, then turning to his sister again. “You sounded utterly distraught. Sophie, please, what caused that?” 
 
    He waited, but as tears rolled down her cheek he realized that she seemed almost too horrified to speak. 
 
    “Look at me,” he said, before touching the side of her face and tilting her head a little. “Please, look into my eyes.” 
 
    When she obeyed, Edward somehow saw even more fear. 
 
    “Everything's alright,” he continued. “I'm here, and I won't let anything happen to you.” 
 
    Looking past her, he saw his mother walking calmly into the house. 
 
    “Was it something Mother did?” he asked his sister. “You have no reason to feel guilty, Sophie. You must merely tell me what caused you to scream like that.” 
 
    Again he waited, but he was starting to realize that he was never going to be able to get through to her. Looking past the girl for a moment, he saw his father watching from the back of the house, and he saw a curiously detached expression in his eyes, as if – at that moment – Thomas Demeter cared not one jot about anything that was happening at his house. Edward opened his mouth, wanting to call out to him, but a few seconds later Thomas turned and walked slowly back into the house. 
 
    Left alone with his sister in the garden, Edward tried to work out how he was ever going to get through to her properly. 
 
    “Whatever it was,” he said finally, “it's done now. Do you understand that? If it's the past that worries you, there's no need, for the past cannot hurt us. Not ever.” 
 
    He wiped some of her tears away. 
 
    “You believe me, don't you?” 
 
    She hesitated, before slowly nodding. 
 
    “I have to go into the village soon,” he continued, getting to his feet and taking her hand, then starting to lead her back toward the house. “I can only hope that Mother is able to behave tonight, she has been causing more and more trouble of late. I need to get to know Elsa a little better, although I'm starting to think that perhaps I should not leave for Southampton at all. Not this year, at least. I'm not sure that it would be a good idea to leave you here all alone.” 
 
    “I'll be alright,” she told him. 
 
    “That's good of you to say,” he replied, “but -” 
 
    “You should go with Elsa,” she added. 
 
    He stopped and looked back down at her. 
 
    “Go far away,” she continued, staring up at him as the tears dried on her cheeks. “I mean it. I don't think you should stay here. Go as far as you can and take her with you, and don't ever look back. Don't ever come to the house again.” 
 
    “You sound wise beyond your years,” he told her, “but I cannot simply abandon my family.” 
 
    “You must,” she said, squeezing his hand tight. “There is already the knot at the window, the one on the bar. And you must be careful of the man with the white pistol.” 
 
    “White...” 
 
    Pausing for a moment, Edward tried to work out whether his sister was merely making things up, or whether in some manner she was truly trying to warn him. 
 
    “The white pistol is the worst thing,” she continued. “When you see it, you mustn't go toward it. I don't know how I know that, Edward, but I want you to always be safe.” She squeezed his hand even tighter, until she began to hurt his fingers. “Promise me that you'll stay as far away from the white pistol.” 
 
    “I -” 
 
    Before he could finish, Edward heard the distant sound of the house's grandfather clock chiming, ringing out to tell all and sundry that three o'clock had arrived. He knew that he had to get to the village and meet Elsa, and return her to the house for supper, yet for a few seconds he could only stare down into his sister's eyes and try to work out exactly what she meant. Something about the intensity in her expression made him loath to simply dismiss her words outright. 
 
    “When the time is right,” she continued, lowering her voice a little, “you'll know what to do about Mother. I trust you, Edward. She has to choose the knot herself, the time of it I mean, but you'll put her in the right place. I have so much faith in you, especially if Elsa is there to give you advice.” She hesitated. “It will be a cold day.” 
 
    Edward smiled awkwardly, still wondering exactly what his sister meant, but he knew without a shadow of a doubt that despite her strange words she was still only a child. That being the case, he told himself that there was really no need to think too deeply about her strange comments at all. She had already imagined strange things in her bedroom, and now she was simply letting her immature imagination run wild once again. For that, he supposed, he should actually be a little impressed. 
 
    “I'm going to need your help this afternoon,” he told her, hoping against hope that everything would be alright. “Elsa is coming for supper, Sophie. Please, I want to make a good impression on her.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    “It was a simple accident when he was a child,” Edward explained as he kept his hands on the horse's reins. “He fell while playing with a friend and was most unfortunate. A knife had been left wedged near the floor and...” 
 
    He paused for a moment, as the horse continued on its way toward Hadlow House. Although he wanted to explain more about the incident, he worried that Elsa might be too delicate to hear any truly gruesome details, and the last thing he wanted to do was shock her. 
 
    “An inch either side,” he added, opting for the diplomatic option, “and the injury would have been much less severe.” 
 
    “And he really can't cover it in any manner?” Elsa asked, holding on carefully as she rode behind him on the animal. “Not even with a patch?” 
 
    “He has tried, but he swiftly develops an infection. Over the years he has learned to simply keep the empty socket exposed to air, and in this manner he is untroubled. Of course, he is rather aware of how he seems to other people, and he has come to hide away from strangers.” He paused. “I imagine there might have been developments since, ones that he could try, but in truth I believe he has come to accept his condition perhaps a little too readily.” 
 
    “When you first told me about this,” she replied, “I did not fully appreciate how difficult it must have been for him. My heart aches for the poor man.” 
 
    “He does not like sympathy.” 
 
    “I would not be so crass as to say such a thing to him directly,” she countered. “I merely think that it is such a shame when anyone is so restricted by something physical that they cannot alter. Or by something mental, I suppose.” 
 
    “You use big words for a simple country girl.” 
 
    “Should I not be educated?” 
 
    “I didn't say that.” 
 
    “Why,” she continued, “I have even been reading the latest supplements of that fashionable tale by Boz. Do you know of the London writer and his work? I believe its full title is The Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club or something like that.” 
 
    “I have heard of it,” he told her, “but I have not read it myself. Have copies made it all the way to Cobblefield?” 
 
    “In their own manner. I have them all if you would like to read them.” 
 
    “I would,” he replied, but at that moment he felt a tightening knot of dread in his chest as he saw Hadlow House coming into view up ahead. “My father will be most interested to hear you speak of such things, and impressed as well. He has always been a learned man who takes great interest in the arts.” 
 
    “And what of your mother?” she asked. “You speak so much about your father, yet you rarely mention your mother at all.” 
 
    “My mother is... a good woman, I suppose,” he replied through gritted teeth. 
 
    “You suppose?” She paused. “That seemed to be very much a qualified statement.” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” he told her, and now his sense of dread was only getting worse. He worried that he was making a mistake by introducing Elsa to his family, but he knew that he had gone too far now to back out. “I am sure that this afternoon will be a great success,” he added, “but I would ask you please to remember... I am my own man. I do not wish to be defined by my family. Especially not by my mother.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I for one think that you're extremely lucky to have been born and raised here in Cobblefield,” Thomas said a short while later, as they all sat at the dining table with candles burning to disrupt the late afternoon gloom. “The cities are all filling up with dirt and grime, at least here in England.” 
 
    “I have often wondered about the world out there,” Elsa replied, before glancing at Edward to make sure that she was not saying anything untoward. “I imagine some of it is very different.” 
 
    “That is certainly the case,” Thomas said with a faint smile. 
 
    Elsa turned to him. While most of the table was lit by candles, there was no candle close to Thomas Demeter himself; evidently preferring to remain a little more in the shadows, Thomas could barely be seen at all up in the darker end of the room, although after a moment one of the candles briefly burned brighter, illuminating the head of the household and allowing everyone to see the empty socket where his eye had been removed many years earlier. Elsa stared for a moment, shocked by the sight of such a thing, before realizing that her gaze had been noticed. She quickly averted her eyes, choosing instead to look down at her soup. 
 
    “Would you like to leave Cobblefield one day?” Thomas asked. “If you were given the opportunity, I mean.” 
 
    “I think I would,” she admitted. “Perhaps not forever, but certainly for a while to see the world.” 
 
    Thomas turned to Edward with a knowing smile. 
 
    “There's a lot of world to see,” Celeste said, speaking for the first time since they had all sat down. She took a moment to dab the corners of her mouth with a napkin. “I doubt that anyone could see it all. Not in one lifetime.” 
 
    “I'm sure you're right,” Elsa said softly. 
 
    “I'm absolutely right,” Celeste snapped. “Of course I'm right. Any other idea is ridiculously stupid.” She glanced at Elsa, staring at her for a moment with an expression of disgust. “You young things always think you know what's best. You think you're so clever, and that people such as myself are idiots who don't understand the way the world works. Let me tell you, though, that life always finds a way to deliver a nasty surprise. You're not as much in control of your fate as you think.” 
 
    Elsa hesitated, before realizing that she probably shouldn't say anything else. 
 
    “Well,” Thomas murmured, “if -” 
 
    Suddenly they all heard a loud thud coming from somewhere else in the house. Edward immediately turned and looked out toward the hallway, just as the thud returned. 
 
    “What was that?” Elsa asked. 
 
    “Don't let it in,” Sophie whispered. 
 
    “Don't let what in?” Edward replied, turning to her. 
 
    “Please,” she continued, lowering her voice while keeping her eyes fixed on him. “Don't let it in.” 
 
    Edward flinched as he heard the bang again, and this time his father got to his feet as the candles flickered a little more on the table. 
 
    “Everybody wait here,” Thomas said firmly. “I'm sure it's nothing. It seems to be coming from the back of the house, perhaps from -” 
 
    “Don't let it in!” Sophie hissed at him. 
 
    Edward looked over at Elsa and saw the fear in her eyes. He turned to his sister next and saw that she seemed absolutely terrified of something. 
 
    “You can't let it in!” she told Thomas. 
 
    “I knew it,” Celeste sighed, bowing her head. “I knew I saw it out there.” 
 
    “This is nonsense,” Thomas murmured, setting his napkin down. “Elsa, I'm truly sorry that our supper has been interrupted in this manner. If you'll excuse me for just one moment, I must see what is causing all that -” 
 
    Before he could finish, the thud returned, this time sounding as if somebody or something was repeatedly hitting the back door. 
 
    Celeste closed her eyes, just as a solitary tear escaped and ran down her cheek. 
 
    “I'm sure it's nothing,” Thomas said, making his way out into the hall. “Everybody wait here and -” 
 
    “No!” Sophie screamed, getting to her feet. “You're not allowed!” 
 
    Thomas turned to her. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” he said cautiously. “Young lady, exactly who do you think you're talking to?” 
 
    “You're not allowed to open that door,” she replied, red-faced and flustered now as tears filled her eyes. “Just ignore it and it might go away. It has always gone away before, has it not? Can't we just ignore it and hope that nothing happens?” 
 
    “I don't understand a word of this,” Thomas said, stepping back toward Sophie. “Young lady, I am your father and I will not be spoken to in this manner.” 
 
    “It's just a wolf,” Sophie whimpered. “Why does anyone care so much?” 
 
    On the opposite side of the table, Celeste was weeping gently. 
 
    “There are no wolves in England,” Elsa pointed out, looking first at Edward, then at Thomas and finally at Sophie. “Are there?” 
 
    “There aren't supposed to be,” Edward said. 
 
    “Listen to the child,” Celeste whimpered, gripping her spoon tighter than ever. “For the love of all that's holy in this wretched world, listen to her.” 
 
    Edward watched his mother, convinced that she must be hiding something. A moment later he heard the legs of a nearby chair scraping across the floor, and he turned just in time to see that Elsa was hurrying from the room. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked. 
 
    “Is nobody going to open that back door?” she replied, quickly disappearing from view. “I'm sorry, I know it's not my place, but I can perhaps provide some solace if I see what is amiss and report back.” 
 
    “Foolish girl,” Celeste murmured. 
 
    “Wait!” Edward said, getting up and rushing after Elsa, determined to stop her as she made her way from the kitchen into the conservatory. “I'm sorry, you really shouldn't be caught up in all of this. My family is not usually quite so troubled, I promise you, it's just that the recent move has caused a few ructions and we're still trying to get settled.” 
 
    “I understand all of that,” Elsa said, stopping at the back door and pulling it open. “I just -” 
 
    As soon as she looked out onto the steps at the rear of the house, all color drained from her face and she fell silent. For a few seconds she couldn't even tell what she was seeing, but as Edward stopped next to her she finally saw that the wolf was dragging a large chunk of burned and blackened meat up onto the wooden boards. 
 
    “What's it doing?” she stammered. “What is that? What -” 
 
    In that instant, she saw a length of bone poking out from the meat, leading up to the unmistakable sight of a partially soil-covered human skull. And in that moment, she could only scream.

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    “Get away from here!” Edward shouted, shooing the wolf off the steps, causing the animal to drop the bones and race away. “Go! Leave!” 
 
    As the wolf hurried back across the garden, Edward stopped and looked down at the pile of burned, muddied bones at his feet. He could scarcely believe what he was seeing, even as he slowly crouched to get a better look. Telling himself that he must be wrong, that the wolf – and a wolf it had most certainly been – must have simply dug up some other kind of carcass, he reached out and touched the skull. When he rolled it slightly closer, he was shocked to see two empty eye sockets staring up at him. 
 
    “Is it human?” Elsa sobbed, clinging to the side of the door as if she felt she might faint at any moment. “Edward, please, tell me that it's not human!” 
 
    “It's human,” he replied, “and... small. It would appear to have come from a human.” 
 
    He began to turn the skull around, and he felt sure that it was a little smaller than it should have been, almost as if it had once belonged to a child. 
 
    “Are there any tales of a child going missing here?” he asked, before turning to Elsa. “You know a little about the history of this house. Tell me, have you ever heard of a child going missing?” 
 
    “I don't know,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Think!” he snapped angrily, struggling to maintain his composure. “In all the gossip and malicious stories that have been spoken about Hadlow House, do you recall ever hearing about a missing child?” 
 
    “I don't remember,” she sobbed. “I... I don't think so. Edward, do you know what that means? It means that my worst fear has come true.” 
 
    “Then what is this?” he shouted, getting to his feet, still holding the skull even as the jawbone fell away and bumped down against the wooden boards. “Tell me what I am holding here!” He looked out across the garden and saw that a patch of dirt had been dug up, and a moment later he spotted the wolf making its way over to the patch and pawing at the dirt. 
 
    Still holding the skull, Edward looked into its eyes and realized that somehow he felt that he had seen this face before. Some great sense of realization was hidden deep in his mind, threatening to break through. 
 
    “You know who that is, don't you?” Elsa said after a moment. “I'm so sorry. I hoped I was wrong.” 
 
    As Edward turned to her, he realized that he could hear his mother sobbing in the dining room. 
 
    “You know,” Elsa continued, her voice trembling with fear. “Ignore my hysterics from a moment ago, Edward, for in truth I know as well. I knew even before I arrived here tonight.” 
 
    He began to shake his head. 
 
    “Why do you think I was so keen to come out here when we heard the wolf at the door?” 
 
    “There are no wolves in England.” 
 
    “Yet one came here and revealed the truth to you.” 
 
    He shook his head more vehemently. 
 
    “How could you not have known?” Elsa asked. “I prayed that I might be wrong, but I knew I was not. How did you not realize what I saw from the first moment I met you and your sister? She has been dead all this time.” 
 
    “No,” he replied, shaking his head. “That's not possible.” 
 
    “I tried to think of some way to break it to you,” she continued. “I could not believe that you hadn't realized. How could anyone not have seen this from the very beginning?” 
 
    “You're lying.” 
 
    “I thought it must be the most obvious and clear thing,” she stammered. “So obvious, in fact, that I actually began to doubt myself. I tried to encourage you in this direction, I told you to face the truth no matter how much it might hurt and -” 
 
    “My sister is not dead!” he snapped angrily, with tears in his eyes. “My sister is at the dining table right now! You have seen her for yourself!” 
 
    “I have seen something,” she replied. “Something that should not exist. Like the wolf, perhaps.” 
 
    Before Edward could finish, he spotted movement coming from inside the house. Looking past Elsa, he saw that Sophie was slowly and cautiously making her way to the door, with her eyes fixed firmly on the skull. The child appeared to be absolutely terrified, yet she inched ever closer until she was standing right in the doorway, and now Edward understood that something had seemed so very different about her for a while now. 
 
    “No,” he whispered. “This can't be true. When -” 
 
    In that moment Sophie screamed, and Edward watched in horror as she stepped back and disappeared from view. 
 
    “Sophie, come back!” he shouted, stumbling to his feet and reaching for her. “Sophie! Stop!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Where is she?” Edward barked as he stormed back into the dining room. “Where's my sister?” 
 
    “I'm so sorry,” Elsa sobbed as she hurried after him. “Edward, I -” 
 
    “Shut up!” he shouted, turning to her so suddenly that she almost slammed straight into him. “I swear, I do not want to hear one more word come from your lying mouth! I want the truth!” 
 
    “Edward,” she whimpered, clearly shocked, “I only meant to help you.” 
 
    “This is all lies,” he continued, turning and looking at the table again, where his mother was sobbing and his father sat silently as candles continued to flicker. “Why are you all conspiring against me like this? How are you pulling off such tricks? What is the meaning of this torture?” 
 
    “Your sister is no longer sick,” Thomas said darkly. 
 
    “I want to talk to her,” Edward replied. “Now!” 
 
    “You can't,” Elsa told him. “I'm so sorry, but she's gone.” 
 
    “Sophie is recovering,” Edward continued, ignoring Elsa's words as he hurried to the end of the table and slammed his fists against the wood. “We have all been taking care of her. We moved her out here so that she would benefit from the cleaner air.” 
 
    “That much is true,” Thomas murmured. 
 
    “Then where is she?” 
 
    “Your mother dealt with the matter,” Thomas explained, staring at him with his one good eye. “I myself did not realize at first what had happened, though I began to suspect the truth. After that, I was afraid to hear the words, so I allowed myself to become caught up in the fantasy that your mother had created. And when Sophie began to appear again, seemingly unaware of what had happened to her, that task was made so much easier.” 
 
    “Lies,” Edward said, shaking his head again. “This is all lies!” 
 
    “It was easier to turn away from the truth,” Thomas told him. “My boy, I never suspected that you were unaware of what was happening. I honestly believed that you, like us, merely wished to embrace the impossible for as long as we could.” 
 
    “Sophie cannot be dead,” Edward continued. “I have talked to her. I have walked with her.” 
 
    “I knew it had to end eventually,” Thomas said. “Not like this, perhaps, but... I suspected that young Elsa would see the truth immediately, and that she might hasten this moment. Deep down, I think I wanted that to happen.” 
 
    “You!” Celeste sneered, turning to Elsa with an expression of growing anger in her eyes. “It's your fault!” 
 
    “No,” Elsa replied, backing away against the wall. “I never meant for any of this to transpire. I merely assumed that you all knew she was a ghost!” She looked over at Edward. “Even if you did not know that you knew.” 
 
    “Everyone around me is speaking lies,” Edward murmured, still struggling to make sense of all the madness that he was hearing. “Why have you all conspired against me like this? Why are you trying to make me seem like a fool?” 
 
    He waited, but nobody answered. Celeste was still glaring at Elsa, who had slid down onto the floor and was sobbing at the far end of the room, while Thomas remained resolutely in his spot at the table's far end. For a moment the room fell into silence, until finally footsteps could be heard slowly making their way across the hall beyond the door. Edward immediately turned, and the footsteps continued until slowly Sophie stepped into view. 
 
    “There you are!” Edward gasped. “You won't believe the foolish -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, he saw the darkness in her eyes and in that moment some part of him understood the truth. He tried to deny it for a little longer, to wrap himself back up in the comforting lies that he had plastered over his own eyes, yet somehow the sense of understanding grew and grew until he was unable to understand how he could ever have missed something so very obvious. 
 
    “But...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “How?” he stammered. “Why?” He paused for a few more seconds. “When?”

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Several days earlier, Edward Demeter stood in the hallway of Hadlow House. Suddenly something brushed against his elbow from behind. Startled, he turned and look toward the front door, and then toward the stairs, yet still there was no sign of his sister. 
 
    “How are you doing this?” he muttered, although he quickly reminded himself that he needed to hide any sense of irritation. He took a deep breath, and once again he was unable to shake the fear that his sister was hiding somewhere and laughing at him. “Am I the only person in this house with a proper head on his shoulders?” 
 
    He hesitated again, before turning to leave the room. At the last second, however, he spotted a pair of feet poking out from behind one of the chairs. After freezing for a few seconds, he hurried over and look down, and to his horror he saw his sister on the floor, resting on her side with splatters of blood extending across the floor. 
 
    “Sophie?” he stammered, trying not to panic as he dropped to his knees and began to gently shake her shoulder. “Sophie, are you alright? Can you hear me?” 
 
    Rolling her onto her back, he saw that her eyes were wide open and that blood was smeared all around her mouth and nose. 
 
    “Sophie!” he shouted, before looking over at the doorway. “Mother! Father! Help!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Celeste Demeter sat on the end of the bed, staring at the smudge of a figure on the sheets. Her daughter Sophie had not moved for some time now, indeed she could not move; she was most certainly dead, and her glassy eyes merely stared up toward the ceiling. 
 
    “It's alright,” Celeste whispered, her voice drained of all emotion. “Mother's here. Mother's going to look after you, just as I have always tried to be a -” 
 
    She stopped herself just in time, as she realized that she could not possibly claim to have always looked after Sophie. After all, the poor child was dead now, she was gone and she was never going to come back. Celeste's marriage was a disaster, filled with unhappiness and resentment; the one thing that had kept her sane over the years was the understanding that she had a role to play for her children, that she had a solemn duty to look after them and to deliver them into adulthood. She had two children, and now – with one of them – she felt that she had failed utterly. 
 
    “It's alright,” she said again, and now she seemed to be speaking as much to herself as to the dead girl. “Mother -” 
 
    “Mother?” 
 
    Hearing a knock at the door, Celeste flinched and turned to look across the darkened room. 
 
    “Mother, might I come in?” 
 
    “Not now!” she called out. 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “Just wait!” Celeste hissed, desperate to delay – if only for a minute or two – the awful moment when she would have to reveal Sophie's death to anybody else. “Wait, Edward. For the love of God, just wait!” 
 
    “Is she alright?” 
 
    “I shall be out presently.” 
 
    She heard a sigh, but to her immense relief Edward did not try to enter the room. Instead she heard his footsteps walking away, but she knew he had not gone far; he was in his own room, perhaps, or pacing about somewhere, or in the chair out on the landing. After a moment, telling herself that her son would not simply barge into the room, she turned and looked down once again at poor Sophie's feeble little corpse. 
 
    “Why did you have to do this?” she whispered. “We just arrived, and it was all for you. Since the day you were born, I knew that there was something wrong with you. With your lungs, in particular. I was always trying to find some way to make you feel better, to make you more comfortable. I curse the ground your father walks upon, but when he suggested that we should finally move here after all the years he spent scrimping and saving to rebuild this wretched house... I actually thought that he might have come up with a good idea.” 
 
    A solitary tear ran down her cheek. 
 
    “But how long did you last in this foul place?” she continued. “How long did you survive Hadlow House before another of your dreadful fits overtook you? And this one, you were too weak to fight off, and too...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and after a moment she began to look around the room. The windows were shut; the curtains hung lifelessly. 
 
    “Is it the house?” she asked quietly, keeping her voice low so that no-one would be able to hear her from the landing. “There is a certain atmosphere here, that much is true. A certain feeling of death, one that I cannot quite put my finger on. Yet it is here nonetheless.” 
 
    She waited, but the silence of the house seemed to be the only answer she was ever going to receive. In truth, as she stared at the opposite wall, she knew that she was delaying the moment when she would have to face the horror of what had happened, and finally – resolving to do just that – she turned and looked once more at Sophie's dead features. She saw the girl's eyes staring up toward the ceiling, and her mouth hanging slightly open, and after a moment she realized that she had missed some blood on her cheek. 
 
    “Let me fix that for you,” she muttered, getting to her feet and wiping Sophie's cheek with a handkerchief. “We can't have you looking dirty, can we?” 
 
    “Sophie is dead,” she imagined herself telling her husband and son. “There's no more to it than that.” 
 
    Edward, she knew, would break down in tears, while Thomas would most likely remain strangely impassive. She had long since come to resent her husband for his blank lack of emotions, and she knew that at most he would say a few kind words while going out of his way to admonish anybody who showed even the slightest hint of genuine emotion. 
 
    “My pretty little girl,” she said now, smiling despite the tears in her eyes. She licked the handkerchief and used it to wipe around the other side of Sophie's mouth. “You had so much ahead of you. You should have lived such a long and happy life. Instead you were held back by a sickness that was never your fault.” 
 
    She hesitated, but she knew the moment had come. She took a few more seconds to finish tidying Sophie's corpse up, so that she would be presentable for Thomas and Edward to see, and then she slipped the handkerchief away before heading to the door. 
 
    Reaching out for the handle, she paused yet again, struggling to find the necessary strength. A knot of absolute dread was tightening and tightening in her belly, but she knew that she had no alternative. Part of her wanted to retreat, to go and sit at the bed and pretend that nothing bad had happened, yet she knew deep down that she was not going to be granted a miracle. Finally, despite the ache in her heart and the desire to scream in her mind, she pulled the door open and prepared to face the awful truth. 
 
    “Is she alright?” Edward asked, immediately getting up from the chair on the landing as his mother stepped out from the bedroom. “Mother!” 
 
    Celeste stopped for a moment, staring at him with a horrified expression. She wondered how she was ever going to tell him the truth, how she could possibly break the news that his sister was dead. Finally, just as some ideas were starting to form in her thoughts, she sensed movement nearby. She turned, and she was shocked to see that Sophie was stepping out from the darkness of the room. 
 
    “Thank the Lord!” Edward gasped, rushing forward and dropping down to hug her tight. “You have no idea how worried I was!” 
 
    “Don't squeeze her too tight,” Celeste said calmly, before peering back into the room. 
 
    Sophie's body still lay on the bed, motionless in the darkness. 
 
    “When I saw that blood,” Edward replied, pulling back and looking into his sister's eyes, “I had no idea what was wrong, but I feared that you...” 
 
    His voice trailed off for a moment as he thought back to that awful moment. Celeste, meanwhile, stared down with a growing sense of dread as she realized that the girl before her could not possibly be real; or, if she was real, then she most certainly could not be alive, for Sophie's corpse still lay on the bed. In that case, she understood now, what she was seeing was something truly impossible: she was seeing a ghost. 
 
    “I'm perfectly fine,” Sophie told Edward, before managing the faintest of smiles. “I'm sorry I scared you so much. You look white as a sheet.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    “Your father knows,” Celeste said a while later, as she sat once more next to Sophie's bed and looked down at the needlework she'd been preparing to get on with. “I can tell. He says nothing, of course, because that is his way, but he knows.” 
 
    She glanced very briefly at the corpse on the bed, before returning her attention to the needlework. 
 
    “Your brother must know, must he not?” she continued, furrowing her brow slightly. “He is an intelligent boy, yet I wonder whether that intelligence in fact allows him to ignore the truth. No matter, he will understand eventually, for he cannot do otherwise. Still, I do not envy him that moment. I am not -” 
 
    Suddenly the needle's tip pierced her finger, and she let out a gasp as she saw a bead of blood emerge from the wound. Setting the needlework aside, she took a moment to suck on her finger, before glancing again at Sophie and this time spotting movement somewhere around the girl's chin. Puzzled, she got to her feet and stepped closer, hoping to see better in the gloom. To her horror, she saw several small ants scurrying up Sophie's pale dead chin and into her mouth. 
 
    “No!” she hissed, swatting the ants away, before looking down and seeing several more heading to a small hole in the skirting board. “What do you think you're doing? Get away from her!” 
 
    Hurrying over to the wall, she knelt down and examined the hole, and then she took her handkerchief and began to push it into the gap. When that failed to work, she took a piece of paper and rolled it up, and then she slid the small tube into the hole so that – she hoped – the ants would be prevented from making their way into the room. Still, as she looked up at the wall, she began to imagine hundreds or thousands or millions of the tiny creatures all hurrying to find another way through, and a moment later she heard a buzzing sound. She turned just as a fat fly flew past, and in that moment she realized something that she had been studiously trying to ignore. 
 
    The room was starting to fill with a fusty and most unpleasant odor. 
 
    “Curse you all,” she muttered, getting to her feet and hurrying to the window. She pulled it open, letting the curtains immediately start billowing as a breeze blew into the room, and then she did the same at the other window before turning to look at the bed again. “Why can't she be left alone?” she asked as fresh tears filled her eyes. “Why must she be -” 
 
    “Mummy?” 
 
    Startled, she gasped and turned to see Sophie standing just a few feet away, facing the far corner. 
 
    “Mummy,” Sophie continued, “there's someone in my room.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Celeste stammered. 
 
    “I don't mean you,” Sophie replied, her voice trembling with fear. “I can't...” 
 
    She began to turn, as if she meant to look at her own corpse on the bed, but something seemed to stop her; after a moment she returned her attention to the corner, as if she simply could not bring herself to look over toward the bed at all. 
 
    “I can sense her,” she continued. “Sometimes I think I hear her walking around, always very close to me. I can't explain it, but she's here all the time and I don't like it. Can you... can you get rid of her for me?” 
 
    “I don't know who you mean,” Celeste said, even though deep down she understood precisely. “Sophie...” 
 
    “It's worse at night,” Sophie told her. “I don't think I can even stand to be in here when it gets dark. There's someone else in here with me, and sometimes I think... I think she might be dead. I've tried to talk to Edward about it but I don't think he understands. Do you understand, Mummy?” 
 
    “I'm sure that everything will be alright,” Celeste replied, even though she she knew she was running out of time as the fusty smell became stronger. “Just be patient, my darling. Be patient and brave, and I'm certain that everything will be fine.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A while later – she wasn't sure how long, because she was finding it harder and harder to keep track of time – Sophie stood on the stairs and waited to hear another sound. 
 
    A moment earlier she'd been making her way slowly down to the hall, but she'd stopped as she'd sensed a presence. She had no idea how or why, but somehow she felt certain that she wasn't alone on the staircase. Yet when she turned and looked over her shoulder, she saw absolutely no sign that anyone was following. All she really knew for certain was that the air all around seemed so very cold. 
 
    Looking down, she saw an ant scurrying across one of the steps and disappearing into a gap in the wood. An involuntary shudder passed through her body; she'd always liked insects, but now something had changed and she felt that ants were horrible little things with nasty, sharp little legs that allowed them to crawl all over places they had no right to be. 
 
    Suddenly hearing footsteps, she looked up at the landing just in time to see her father emerging from one of the rooms. Thomas walked toward the office, before stopping and looking back down at his daughter, quickly meeting her gaze. 
 
    Sophie waited for him to say something, but instead she was struck by the sadness in his eyes. He was staring at her as if she was the most awful thing he had ever seen in his life; she wanted to run up to him and tell him that everything would be just fine, yet somehow she couldn't shake the feeling that she'd only be making things worse. 
 
    A moment later Thomas carried on, walking calmly into the office and then gently pushing the door shut. For a few seconds Sophie heard another sound – somebody was sobbing in one of the rooms, perhaps it was her mother – but then this sound also faded and silence returned. As she looked around again, Sophie felt as if Hadlow House was sometimes the quietest place in the world, quieter even than a cemetery. 
 
    Making her way down, she walked into the reading room and stopped at the window. She couldn't quite remember why she had entered this particular room, but as she looked out across the garden she was surprised to spot her brother. Ordinarily she would have smiled at this moment, pleased that he was returning, but instead she was overcome by a sense of sadness as she realized that he seemed so very far away, as if somehow the pair of them were separated by an entire world. Even when he waved, she felt as if he was waving from a great distance. 
 
    She blinked, and in that moment she realized that once again she had lost track of time. Had seconds passed, or hours, or years? She heard the front door opening, but she barely paid any attention at all. 
 
    “Sophie?” she heard her brother's voice saying, still echoing in the distance. “What -” 
 
    The garden looked entirely otherworldly, and she was starting to feel that she could sense all the life out there in the world. The grass was teeming with insects, and there were birds in the trees, although perhaps not as many as she might have expected. Still, life was preferable to the alternative, and for a moment she thought back to the sensation on the stairs. Now she understood that there had been something dead up there, something that wasn't breathing, something that had been so close that it had almost been inside her body. She tried to understand, but she could hear the presence's footsteps echoing in her thoughts. She simply failed to understand, however, why she hadn't been able to see this particular presence. 
 
    “Sophie?” Edward said, and now his voice sounded a lot closer. “Is something the matter?” 
 
    She hesitated, and then she slowly turned to him. Although he was only a few feet away, he still seemed to be somehow slipping into infinity. 
 
    “Sophie, what -” 
 
    “Can you hear it?” she asked, suddenly hoping against hope that he might be able to explain everything that had been happening. 
 
    “Hear what?” 
 
    They both stood in silence for a moment, until Sophie turned and looked past him. She was thinking again about the presence that had been with her, and about the fact that – while she'd been on the staircase – she hadn't been able to hear anyone breathing at all. Not even herself. 
 
    “It was on the stairs earlier,” she continued. “While you were out, I heard its footsteps.” She hesitated, and after a moment she realized that perhaps the answer was too scary. “Never mind,” she added. “I'm sure it's not important.”

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Sitting near the stone bridge that spanned the river, with sunlight breaking through the treetops, Elsa Potter looked into Sophie's eyes and tried to understand exactly what she was feeling. 
 
    “This thing in your bedroom,” she said cautiously, “is it -” 
 
    “It's always there,” Sophie whispered softly, staring into the water. “It won't leave me alone. I can't even look at it.” 
 
    Elsa hesitated, before reaching out to touch the girl's hand. She pulled back almost immediately, shocked by Sophie's icy skin. 
 
    “Sophie!” Edward shouted in the distance. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Over here!” Elsa called back to him, relieved that he was close. “Edward, we're over here!” 
 
    She looked into the forest, and after a moment she spotted Edward in the distance and waved at him. 
 
    “Here!” she shouted. “Edward, we're here by the river!” 
 
    As she heard Edward making his way over, Elsa turned to Sophie again. She knew deep down that something was wrong, that the girl's cold touch and dark stare could only mean one thing. No matter how hard she tried to convince herself otherwise, she couldn't shake the feeling that the child was not of this world; leaning closer, she listened to her for a few seconds, and this only confirmed what she had feared all along. Sophie Demeter was not breathing, and seemed to be entirely dead. 
 
    “Sophie,” she said cautiously, “are you -” 
 
    “What?” Sophie asked, her voice tinged with fear. “What are you going to tell me?” 
 
    Elsa hesitated, before hearing Edward getting closer and closer. 
 
    “She was just exploring,” she said, getting to her feet. Dusting herself down, she left Sophie and made her way over to join Edward by the trees. “She's a very intelligent and sensitive young lady.” 
 
    “That much is certain,” he muttered. 
 
    “And troubled,” she added, lowering her voice. She wanted to mention her suspicions, yet she was starting to realize that Edward might have no idea. “Edward, the thing she has been telling me just now...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and she knew in that moment that she could not possibly be the one to break the news to him. He had to come to that realization himself. 
 
    “Such as?” he asked. 
 
    “How much has she told you?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    Swallowing hard, she tried to work out how she might nudge him in the right direction. She glanced at Sophie again, and in that moment she realized that the girl's death seemed too obvious for anyone to miss. At the same time, she also understood that Edward perhaps loved his sister far too much to accept the inevitable. 
 
    “She says that she has seen people in your house,” she said finally. 
 
    “What sort of people?” 
 
    “People who perhaps should not be there. Edward, I also think -” 
 
    “She has told me about a woman,” he replied, interrupting her, “but I'm really not sure whether I should believe her.” 
 
    “Has she told you about the thing in her bedroom?” 
 
    “What thing?” 
 
    “She says there is something in her bedroom,” she continued, lowering her voice still further. “She's just a child, so it's no surprise that I can't really get her to be more specific, but I can tell that she's worried nobody will believe her. She claims that last night, she was in her bedroom and she sensed a presence. She was scared, and eventually she hid under the bed.” 
 
    She paused, wondering whether this would suffice, but she could tell from the look in his eyes that he had not yet accepted the awful truth. And although she did not know him very well yet, she realized in that moment that she could never break his heart by telling him something that should be so very obvious. Instead, as she felt tears filling her eyes, she knew that all she could do was try to guide him to the truth on his own terms. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You really should rest,” Thomas Demeter called out from one of the other rooms. “I have told you that before.” 
 
    Carrying Sophie's corpse in her arms, Celeste continued to slowly make her way through the house. As she reached the kitchen, she looked down at the girl's body; discolored and slightly swollen, Sophie was now emitting a pungent odor that even the open windows of her room had failed to disperse. Her body had left a foul discharge on the sheets, and despite her madness Celeste knew now that the poor child could no longer be left to rot in her own bed. As her mother, Celeste was determined to afford her at least a modicum of decency, although she suspected deep down that true decency was impossible to attain in such an awful and wretched house. 
 
    After walking through the conservatory, she carefully pushed open the door that led out into the garden. 
 
    “Are you sure that's a good idea?” she heard Thomas asking in the distance. “Celeste? Are you sure you should be going out there?” 
 
    Ignoring her husband's voice, she carried Sophie out into the garden and over to the little pile that she had already prepared. A few chairs and other items were piled up in the garden's far corner, and Celeste quickly settled Sophie down on top. Her mind was racing and she was still trying to come up with some better idea, but when she looked at the girl's dead face she realized without a shadow of a doubt that this was the best approach. Edward might not yet understand that his sister was dead, but she felt sure that – deep down, in his heart of hearts – Thomas was aware of the situation. 
 
    “My girl,” she whispered now, as she doused the body in some oil she had taken from one of the storage rooms in the basement, “you must never forget that I love you so very much and that...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and as tears filled her eyes she felt as if she had failed her daughter. 
 
    “This is just how things must be now,” she added, before taking an old set of flints and using them to light the fire. “I cannot -” 
 
    Suddenly flames rushed across the pyre, and Celeste was startled as she stepped back. As her heart raced, she watched Sophie's body disappearing into the inferno, and then she turned and walked back toward the house. Reaching the steps, she sat down with her back toward the house and watched as the bonfire burned. She knew that there was still so much to do: the bed needed to be changed in Sophie's room, the whole place had to be aired out, and she feared endless conversations with her husband and son. Still, the worst of the task was now over. 
 
    And the ghost... 
 
    The ghost would have to leave, would it not? 
 
    While Celeste might have expected to be comforted by the haunting sight of her dead daughter, in reality she found that the whole situation chilled her to her bones. She felt like a terrible mother for thinking such things, but she desperately hoped that the ghost might soon leave. Whereas at first she had felt as if she herself was the one being haunted, now she believed that it was Thomas and Edward whose lack of understanding kept the ghost around. For that, she wanted to throttle them both. 
 
    Hearing footsteps, she knew that Thomas had made his way out to investigate the fire. She flinched at the merest thought of his presence, but she told herself that even Thomas – even her calm, sensible husband – would have to finally acknowledge the death of their daughter. 
 
    “Is anything the matter?” he asked after a few seconds. 
 
    She heard him stepping closer, and in that instant she understood that he had disappointed her again. Keeping her eyes fixed firmly on the fire, she thought of Sophie's body burning in the heart of the flames and she supposed that the fantasy would have to be kept going for a little longer yet. She hated that thought, but at the same time she knew she could not go against her husband's wishes. 
 
    “This house is too old,” she said, coming up with a seemingly plausible excuse for the bonfire. “Some of the furniture that was left here seemed horribly out of place, so I saw fit to get rid of it. I hope you don't mind.” 
 
    “I do not,” he replied, “although I would have thought that we could talk about that first.” 
 
    “I just wanted to get on with it,” she told him, simultaneously wanting to scream and to die. “There's something about this house that I don't like, it's as if the past is lingering in all the rooms and corridors. I suppose I might very well be wrong, but I wanted to try to make a fresh start. If we rid ourselves of a few old chairs and tables that have been sitting around, we might...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, and after a moment she looked up at him. 
 
    “It's just a thought,” she added, and in that moment she loathed him more than ever as – out of the corner of her eye – she once again saw Sophie's ghost. “You're probably right, it might be a dreadful mistake, but I just don't think that we can let the past control us like that. If we don't break free now, then will we ever?”

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Hearing footsteps in the night, Celeste – who had barely slept at all for a number of days – turned and looked over at the bedroom door. She could hear voices now, and she understood that Sophie's ghost was once again on the loose in the house. 
 
    Next to her, Thomas slept contentedly. 
 
    Sitting up, Celeste realized that Sophie was in Edward's room, talking to him about whatever was troubling her. She marveled that Edward – her smart, clever son who seemed destined for such great things – was seemingly blind when it came to this particular truth, that somehow he had no idea that his sister was even dead. She understood why Thomas was ignoring the situation, she had become accustomed to her husband ignoring more or less any situation that involved passion or emotion, but she had long held out hope that Edward was different, that her son at least could face the world as it really existed. 
 
    Yet now the hushed voices continued, and Celeste wondered just how Edward could converse with a ghost without realizing what was happening. 
 
    Climbing from the bed, she made her way to the door and peered out onto the landing. She could still hear the voices, but after a moment she noticed something else, something that sent a shiver through her bones. A woman's body was hanging from the rafters, a little way beyond the staircase. Blinking, Celeste told herself that this vision must be some stray thought left over from a dream, yet the body remained in place as it twisted slightly and its bare feet hung down in the cold night air. Celeste blinked again, and in that moment the horrid sight was gone. 
 
    A moment later Edward stepped out of his room, causing one of the floorboards to creak, and Celeste instinctively pulled back. She heard her son walking along to Sophie's room and stepping inside, and she thought of the dirty bed-sheets that she still hadn't changed. Ordinarily such a lapse would have filled her with horror, but she found herself hoping that Edward might see them and finally understand the truth. All she wanted was for someone else – anyone else – to more openly share the burden of knowing that poor Sophie was gone. 
 
    And then, as she continued to look out across the landing, she saw Sophie emerging from Edward's room. The girl began to follow her brother into the other bedroom, before stopping and slowly turning to look directly at Celeste with a calm glare. 
 
    Celeste opened her mouth to call out, but in that moment she fell silent. 
 
    Sophie tilted her head a little, causing a faint cracking sound to come from her neck. Again Celeste wanted to call out to her, but for a few seconds she felt a chill running up the back of her neck as she realized that Sophie seemed somehow angry, and that this anger was aimed very much in her direction. All she wanted to do now was to run out onto the landing and hug her daughter, to tell her that everything was going to be alright, yet at first Celeste held back as she worried that in some way Sophie blamed her for everything that had happened. Nevertheless, as her mother, she knew that she had to help, so she opened the door and stepped forward. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Suddenly a hand clamped over her mouth and pulled her back, and the door swung shut to block Celeste's view of the girl. 
 
    “Not tonight,” Thomas hissed in the darkness, leaning closer to his wife's ear from behind. “Let her be.” 
 
    He loosed his grip on her mouth a little. 
 
    “She's dead,” she whispered. 
 
    She waited, but he said nothing. Her heart was pounding and she knew that this might be her best chance to drag the truth out into the light. 
 
    “She's dead,” she said again. “She died of -” 
 
    “I do not wish to hear this,” Thomas said firmly. “She is with her brother. Let them both be.” 
 
    “It is not right,” she whispered. “She should never have died, but she did die and now we must let her go. She knows on some level what has happened to her, and now it is not natural that she still haunts our family.” She paused as tears filled her eyes. “With all my heart, I wish that she could be alive again, I would go to the ends of the afterlife itself if I thought I could drag her back, but I can't! What happened is a tragedy, Thomas, but it cannot be undone!” 
 
    “Just let the girl be,” he said calmly, keeping his voice low. “Do not interfere, Celeste.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    Before she could finish, he pushed her hard against the wall and grabbed her wrist, holding it behind her back at such an extreme angle that she gasped as she feared that it might break. 
 
    “We are a family,” he continued, “and no-one must get in the way of that. Not me, not Edward, not Sophie and most certainly not you.” 
 
    “This can't go on forever!” she sobbed. 
 
    “It can go on for as long as we will it to go on,” he sneered. 
 
    “That's easy for you to say,” she told him, feeling a sudden and unexpected surge of anger. “You sit in your office all day and ignore the rest of the world, but for those of us who actually have to live there is no way to hide forever from the awful truth.” 
 
    “Celeste -” 
 
    “Sophie is dead!” she sobbed, as her husband kept her face pressed against the wall. “We have to let her go!” 
 
    “Never!” he snarled, pushing harder and harder. “Woman, you will listen to me and put all these foolish ideas aside. Everybody is happy here except you! Why must you work so hard to drag us all down to your level?” 
 
    “Because she's dead!” she sobbed. 
 
    “She is not dead!” 
 
    “I burned her body,” she cried, sniffing back more tears as she tried to keep her voice low in case Edward heard from the room across the landing. “I know you saw me do that! You have hidden the truth from yourself, Thomas, the way you always do, but at some point you have to come to your senses!” She waited, knowing that she risked incurring his wrath yet determined to try to finally break through and end the nightmare. “I see her all the time,” she whimpered. “She follows me, and then she follows Edward. This afternoon I saw her just standing at the window, staring outside for the longest time. She knows that she's dead but she's too young to understand the truth.” 
 
    She heard her husband's labored breathing, yet she did not dare to try to push back against him even if she finally hoped that she was getting through. 
 
    “She's scared, too,” she added. “She speaks of a presence in her room. She knows that death is all around her, but she fails to understand that she is the cause of this sensation. You might think that the situation can persist, Thomas, but I am telling you that it cannot. Bit by bit she is coming to realize the awful truth, and it would be better to help her now than to wait for it all to come crashing down. Please, you have to understand that our daughter is dead.” 
 
    Again she waited, and after a moment she felt the pressure against her back easing off just a little. 
 
    “I thought Edward would see through it all and help me,” she continued, “yet to my surprise he is more lost than anyone. He cannot bring himself to acknowledge the truth, Thomas, but we are his parents and we must do so. Do you finally understand?” 
 
    “Come back to bed,” he said firmly. 
 
    As soon as he let go of her, Celeste turned and watched as her husband walked back across the darkened room. Disbelieving what she was seeing, she saw him climbing back under the covers as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “To bed, Celeste,” he added. “We can talk about this in the morning.” 
 
    “We never talk about things in the morning,” she reminded him. 
 
    “I will not tolerate this behavior,” he replied. “I have moved us out here so that we can live new, happier lives. It will take time for us all to adjust, but as the master of the house I insist that you do as you are told. “ 
 
    Although she wanted to scream, Celeste quickly realized that the anger and rage she'd felt just a moment earlier had begun to fade, replaced by a familiar sense of resignation. She knew that she had missed her chance to force the issue, so she quietly made her way back across the room and climbed into the bed. Looking once more at the dark ceiling, she listened to the sound of Thomas breathing next to her and found herself wondering how she could attain his level of satisfaction with the situation. A moment later, she heard voices emerging onto the landing beyond the bedroom. 
 
    “Come along, then,” Edward said, as he led his sister's ghost from one of the bedrooms, “although I must warn you that if you snore again, I will kick you.” 
 
    Tears streamed down Celeste's face.

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    “How long?” Edward said now, standing in the dining room and staring at his sister's ghostly figure as Elsa sobbed on the floor nearby. “How long has she been dead?” 
 
    Tears streamed down Celeste's face. 
 
    “I want everybody to take their seats again,” Thomas said firmly. “I did not give permission for anyone to leave my table.” 
 
    “The presence in your room,” Edward whispered, stepping closer to his sister. “The sense of death, the -” 
 
    “Sit down!” Thomas roared angrily, slamming a fist against the table. “Sit down, my son, or I swear by the name of the Lord that I will force you back to this table!” 
 
    “Anger, my darling?” Celeste whispered, turning to him. “This might be the first time I have experienced any emotion from you since the day we met.” 
 
    “Do not talk back to me,” he said, getting to his feet. “This is my family and I will have it organized as I see fit.” 
 
    “Or what?” Celeste asked as she too stood. Feeling the same strength she'd briefly felt a few times before, she was determined this time to not lose her opportunity. “What will you do, Thomas, if the rest of us refuse to play along with your little ghost story? What if we will no longer entertain this charade?” 
 
    “I want everyone to sit down,” he replied, his voice trembling with rage. “Now.” 
 
    Celeste hesitated, before slowly retaking her seat. Edward, meanwhile, turned to see that Elsa was still weeping on the floor. Stepping over, he took her by the hand and helped her up, and in that moment he knew that he desperately needed to get her out of the house. 
 
    “That means you too, my son,” Thomas said. “And your guest.” 
 
    “Father,” he replied, turning to look over at him, “this has gone on for too long. I think we have to face the truth about Sophie.” 
 
    “The truth is that she is here, and we have a guest, and we must sit down for dinner.” 
 
    “No,” Edward said, shaking his head, “the truth is that Sophie is -” 
 
    Before he could finish, Sophie screamed. Startled, Edward turned and saw that she now had her eyes squeezed shut and her hands pressed tight over her ears, but a moment later she faded from view, disappearing into the darkness. Although he immediately took a step toward her, Edward quickly realized that she was gone. 
 
    “Edward,” Thomas snarled. “Join us.” 
 
    “No,” he replied. “I must find her.” 
 
    “Edward?” Elsa said, her voice shaking with fear. “She's right there.” 
 
    Turning, Edward saw to his horror that Sophie was now sitting back in her place at the table as if nothing had happened. Staring down at the soup that she hadn't yet touched, she looked strangely peaceful, and Edward felt for a moment as if this scene of family life was all he had ever wanted. 
 
    “Sit down,” Thomas told him. “You don't want to cause a fuss, do you?” 
 
    “Let's just try,” Elsa said, taking Edward by the hand and leading him toward the table. “We can at least sit down while we work this all out. The fact that you know the truth is an important first step.” 
 
    “I...” 
 
    Although the sight of Sophie's ghostly figure filled him with terror, Edward knew that he couldn't do or say anything that might risk upsetting his sister again. He retook his seat while Elsa sat opposite him, but he kept his eyes fixed firmly on Sophie as he waited to see what she might do next; she, meanwhile, continued to look down at her soup for several more seconds before slowly looking up at him. 
 
    “Can we play again tonight?” she asked. “Please, Edward?” 
 
    He looked at Elsa, and then at his sister again. 
 
    “Please?” she whimpered. “Sometimes I feel very scared, and the only thing that makes me feel better again is playing with you.” 
 
    “I'm sure your brother will find the time,” Thomas said firmly. 
 
    “And where will you be?” Celeste snarled bitterly. “In your office, as usual?” 
 
    “I have some very important papers to read,” he told her. 
 
    “When don't you have important -” 
 
    “Silence!” Thomas snapped. “I will not be spoken to in this manner at my own table! What kind of an impression do you think you're making on poor Elsa, who was invited here to get to know our family? This entire supper is running out of control and I will not have that.” He looked at each of them in turn for a moment, before smiling at Elsa. “As I am sure you are aware, my dear, all families are a little unusual. They all have their little... quirks.” 
 
    Not really knowing what else to say, Elsa merely offered the best smile she could manage. 
 
    “Am I dead?” Sophie whispered. 
 
    “No,” Edward replied quickly, although he immediately realized that his instinctive response was unhelpful. As a candle burned between them, he looked into Sophie's eyes and saw a darkness he had never witnessed before. “It's complicated.” 
 
    “I'm so cold all the time,” she told him, “and so scared. I think I understood something before, but now I've forgotten again. I can feel someone dead around me, but I never see them. Sometimes they follow me in the house, and then...” 
 
    She paused, furrowing her brow as if she was remembering something awful. 
 
    “Mother was burying something outside,” she continued. “She took the things from the old bonfire and threw them into a pit that she'd dug. I went over and watched as she worked, she was finding it hard and I wondered why Father didn't help. Or you, Edward. But when she threw all the burned things from the fire down there, I saw that there were bones. I asked her why they were there and she didn't answer, I don't even think she could hear me. And then, when I went to the edge of the pit, I saw a skull and somehow I knew...” 
 
    “Don't think about that,” Edward told her. 
 
    “She has to,” Elsa whispered. 
 
    “I remember again,” Sophie said softly. 
 
    “No, she doesn't have to do anything,” Edward replied tensely, keeping his gaze fixed on his sister. “Whatever's happening here, we can come up with a solution.” 
 
    “You know that's not true,” Elsa told him. “Please, I'm begging you, face the truth even if it's not something that you want to accept.” She watched Edward carefully, waiting for him to realize that she was right. “Edward, please, I understand why this is hard for you but your sister is dead! It's time to let her go!” 
 
    “Our guest is perhaps outstaying her welcome,” Thomas murmured. 
 
    “Is she telling the truth?” Sophie asked her brother. “Do I have to go somewhere?” 
 
    “No,” he replied, shaking his head. “Not now, and not ever.” 
 
    “I don't want to go,” she sobbed. “I'm scared that when I get there, it'll be cold and dark. Sometimes at night I realize I know the way to get to that place, but I also know I have to go alone and I don't want to!” 
 
    “Then don't,” Edward said, growing ever more desperate. “Stay here with us, Sophie. Stay here forever.” 
 
    “There are other ghosts in this house,” she explained. “There's a woman who's lost, she's looking for her husband but she can't find where he might be because the house has changed.” She sniffed back tears. “And there's a woman near the stairs who's hanging from a rope, and sometimes she looks down at me and I see her eyes bulging. And there's -” 
 
    “None of that matters,” Edward told her. 
 
    “Listen to your brother,” Thomas said firmly. “He speaks the truth.” 
 
    “This can't go on,” Elsa stammered, reaching across the table toward Edward, waiting for him to take her hand as the candles continued to burn. “You have to -” 
 
    Suddenly she let out a shocked gasp. Reaching up, she grabbed her own throat as if she was struggling to breathe. Edward waited for her to tell him what was wrong, and then he turned and saw the empty chair nearby. Looking around, he realized that there was no sign of Sophie, and then he turned to Elsa again and saw that she was unable to get any air into her lungs at all. He immediately rose to his feet, ready to rush around the table and help. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Thomas barked. 
 
    Edward turned to him. 
 
    “Ms. Potter has tried to interfere with our family,” he continued, “and there must be consequences for that. Once she has been dealt with, we can get back to normal.” 
 
    “Sophie, leave her alone,” Edward said, turning to see that Elsa was getting to her feet while still frantically gasping for air. “Sophie, this is wrong! You know that! You're not a murderer!” 
 
    “Help me!” Elsa gasped, taking a step away from the table before dropping to her knees. Leaning forward, she scratched desperately at her throat. “Somebody...” 
 
    “Sophie, you have to stop this!” Edward shouted, looking all around the room, hoping to spot his sister somewhere. “I know you're scared, but you can't take it out on her! She was only ever trying to help us!” He waited, but he could still hear Elsa's anguished attempts to breathe and he knew that time was running out. “Sophie, please, I'm begging you... you can't do this to her! I love her!”

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    In an instant, Elsa managed to snatch some air as she fell forward, just as the candles on the table were immediately extinguished and the room plunged into darkness. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Edward asked, hurrying around the table and dropping to his knees next to Elsa. “Please, tell me you can breathe again!” 
 
    “I can!” she gasped. “I could feel her fingers in my neck, Edward! I could feel her squeezing and suffocating me!” 
 
    “She's gone now,” he replied. 
 
    “No,” she said, sitting up a little as moonlight streamed through the window and caught the side of her terrified face, “I don't think she is.” 
 
    As those words left her mouth, a loud bang rang out as if something had slammed into the wall, followed by another. Turning, Edward and Elsa watched as one-by-one all the candlesticks were thrown off the table and sent careering across the room until they hit the far wall and tumbled down onto the floor. Once the last candlestick was gone, silence fell for a moment longer before the chair at the bottom of the table flew up into the air and slammed hard against the ceiling. 
 
    “Out of the way!” Edward shouted, pulling Elsa clear just as the chair crashed down against the spot where she'd been kneeling. 
 
    “This could all have been avoided,” Thomas said, still sitting at the head of the table. “Everything can still be put right, however. I just need everyone to stay calm.” 
 
    Edward opened his mouth to call out to his father, but at that moment he felt a cold hand touching his shoulder from behind. He froze, too scared to turn and look, but in truth he already knew what he would see. 
 
    “I'm scared,” Sophie's voice whimpered. “They're trying to make me go but I won't go.” 
 
    “This isn't the answer,” he told her. 
 
    “I won't go,” she sobbed, “and I've changed my mind. I don't want you to ever leave me, either.” 
 
    “Sophie, this isn't the way,” he replied. “You must -” 
 
    “I won't go!” she screamed, and in that moment all the panes in the window shattered, showering Edward and Elsa with glass as yet more shards rained down against the table. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Edward asked, trying his best to cover Elsa and keep her safe. 
 
    “I fear that your sister has lingered too long in the land of the living,” she told him, “and that now she will not leave. I don't blame her for that, but this cannot persist.” 
 
    “Everybody take your seats!” Thomas shouted, getting to his feet. “I want order restored! Do you understand? I will not stand for this madness!” 
 
    “Your father won't face the truth,” Elsa said, turning to Edward, “but you must. Please, I know you're a good man and I know that you won't make the same mistakes that he's making. For the love of all that's holy, Edward, you have to be the one who breaks free and fixes this.” 
 
    “Sit down!” Thomas screamed. “All of you! This family will return to order!” 
 
    “What if he's right?” Edward asked. 
 
    “He's not,” Elsa told him. “You know that. You have to.” 
 
    “This family will do as it's told!” Thomas shouted at them all. “We will get back to normal and we will thrive and prosper and we will -” 
 
    Suddenly Celeste screamed and lunged at him, flashing the blade of a knife she'd taken from the table. Before Thomas had a chance to react, his wife pushed him down into his seat and began to straddle him, while stabbing him over and over in the chest, digging the knife between his ribs as she punctured his heart and lungs. Even as blood soaked out onto the front of his shirt, Celeste refused to stop, stabbing him twenty then thirty then forty and more times until finally her sobbing body could manage no more and she slumped down against him, weeping frantically as she kept hold of the knife. 
 
    “Why couldn't you just let her go?” she cried. “Why couldn't you face the truth?” 
 
    Opening his mouth, Thomas tilted his head back as blood ran from his lips. He was trying to speak, but he could get no words out and finally he tilted his head back further until he saw Sophie's ghostly figure standing behind his chair. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Daddy,” she said softly. “You're going to go to the place that I don't want to go to.” 
 
    Thomas managed one final gasp before falling still, and a moment later Sophie stepped back into the darkness and vanished, leaving Celeste sobbing against her dead husband. 
 
    “Father?” Edward said, slowly getting to his feet as Elsa reached out and grabbed his hand. “Mother, what have you done? What have you done to Father?” 
 
    “He was going to make it all keep happening,” Celeste said softly. “It has to end, don't you understand that? It has to end and -” 
 
    Before she could finish, her entire body jerked and she pulled back a little. Still straddling her husband's corpse, she seemed lost for words as she stared into the darkness, and then slowly she began to climb off. After just a moment, however, she paused as if struck by some other impulse, and for the next few seconds she remained frozen in place. 
 
    “Edward?” Elsa whispered, pulling on his arm, trying to get him to the door. “We have to leave now, Edward. You understand that, don't you?” 
 
    Unable to stop staring at his father's corpse, Edward found himself replaying the awful scene over and over again, as if his mother was still stabbing his father in some horrific overlay placed on top of the real world. He tried to speak, he tried to turn away, yet he could only watch as his father's lifeless remaining eye glared up at the ceiling. Even as his mother turned and began to make her way slowly around the table, Edward was entirely unable to snap back to reality and he barely even noticed Elsa still tugging on his sleeve. 
 
    “Edward, please,” she sobbed as Celeste made her way closer, “I won't leave you here but we have to go!” 
 
    She hurried around to his other side, in an attempt to keep away from Celeste. 
 
    “Why's she looking at me like that?” she continued. “Edward, we need to run as far away from this place as possible!” 
 
    “He's dead,” he whispered. 
 
    “Edward -” 
 
    In that moment, Celeste tried to step around her son; Elsa hurried the other way, but Celeste was ready for her and grabbed her by the arm, quickly pulling her down onto her knees and then placing the bloodied knife against the young woman's throat. Elsa tried to pull away, but Celeste was holding her down now with increasing strength. 
 
    “Please,” Elsa stammered, feeling the blood-wetted blade on her skin, “don't do this!” 
 
    “You're going to take him away,” Celeste murmured. 
 
    “No,” Elsa replied, “I -” 
 
    “You're going to take my dear Edward,” Celeste continued, “and if you do that, great harm will come to him. I know that because...” 
 
    Her voice trailed off for a moment. 
 
    “Because I have seen it,” she added, tilting her head slightly. “I think he should stay here with me, where I can take care of him. It'll be just the two of us, the way it was always meant to be, and I'll be so much stronger now that I'm all grown up.” 
 
    “I don't know what you're talking about!” Elsa whimpered. “Edward, help me!” 
 
    Barely hearing her voice at all, Edward stared at her father's corpse. 
 
    “I won't let you take him,” Celeste continued, forcibly turning Elsa's head to the side so that she could see her neck a little better, then adjusting the angle of the knife. “Don't you understand that he's all I have left now? Don't you realize that if you take him, I'll be all alone forever? How can you do that to me? I always thought that you liked me, I thought you wanted to be my friend. You were so nice to me down by the river. If you're truly my friend, then you have to help me keep him.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Elsa asked, staring up into her eyes. “I've never -” 
 
    Stopping suddenly, she realized that something about the expression on Celeste's face seemed familiar. She told herself that she had to be wrong, that she was most likely imagining things, yet if anything the sensation continued until she was absolutely certain. In that moment, an icy shiver ran through her body as she realized the awful truth, and for a few seconds she could only look up at Celeste – or at least, at Celeste's face – with a growing sense of horror. 
 
    “It's her,” she stammered, not even daring to look away for a second. “Edward, it's your sister! It's Sophie! She's in your mother's body!”

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “You have to leave him with me,” Celeste continued. “Don't you see that now? Father's gone and Mother will be going soon. If you take Edward away, I'll have no-one. It'll just be me and the ghosts in this house.” 
 
    “Edward, it's her!” Elsa gasped. “Edward, you have to help me!” 
 
    Finally stirred from his shocked state, Edward turned and saw Celeste pressing the knife harder and harder against Elsa's throat. He immediately stepped forward and tried to pull the blade away, only to find that Celeste's grip was unusually strong. 
 
    “Let go of her!” he hissed. “You've already -” 
 
    Before he could finish, Celeste threw him back against the wall. Letting out a stunned cry, he slipped down onto the floor, landing in a heap as he tried to understand how his mother could be so strong. 
 
    “It's not her, Edward!” Elsa sobbed. “Your sister's somehow controlling her!” 
 
    “He's going to stay here with me,” Celeste sneered. “He knows that now. He's going to stay here and we'll be together forever, and neither of us will ever have to be alone. I won't have to leave, and neither will he. He won't go off to Southampton or India or anywhere else, he'll stay here at the house with me and we won't need anyone else.” She turned the knife again. “We won't need you, either.” 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Edward said, struggling to get to his feet. “You've done enough! You've already killed Father!” 
 
    “That wasn't me,” she replied, turning to him with a faint smile. “That was Mother. She did it because she was filled with anger and hatred! I can hear her now, she's crying in here, she's so weak she couldn't even keep me out! I think her mind is broken.” 
 
    “But you're -” 
 
    Unable to finish, Edward saw a familiar glint in her eyes. He had no idea how or why or when, but in that instant he understood that his little sister had taken control of their mother's body, and when he looked down at Elsa's terrified face he knew that he had to find some way to stop her. 
 
    “Stay here,” Celeste said again, “with me.” 
 
    “But you shouldn't be here at all,” he told her, as he began to realize exactly what he needed to do, “and I'm going to make sure that you aren't.” He looked at Elsa. “Trust me,” he added. “I have a plan.” 
 
    Racing out of the room, he hurried to the back door and grabbed the skull from the spot where he'd left it earlier, before hurrying down the steps and gathering together the fragments of bone that the wolf had already disturbed. Spotting the patch of broken ground over on the far side of the garden, he raced across the grass just in time to find the wolf tugging on more bones that had been left half-buried in the soil. 
 
    “Get away!” Edward shouted, kicking the animal in its side and sending it running for safety. “You've done enough!” 
 
    Dropping to his knees, he frantically dug up as many of the bones as possible. Taking off his jacket, he laid it down and set the bones on the fabric, and soon he'd found several ribs as well as some pieces from Sophie's arm. His first thought had been that he had to get every last scrap, but finally – realizing that he had no time – he curled the jacket around the bones to form a bundle, and then he glanced back at the house as he stumbled to his feet. 
 
    Seeing no sign of anyone at the windows, he hurried through the moonlight, making his way toward the gate. He was out of breath now, but he reasoned that his sister would have no power once her remains were off the property. Reaching the gate, he flung it open and took a step forward, ready to make his way out into the clearing beyond the wall. 
 
    “Edward!” 
 
    In that moment he froze, as he recognized the voice behind him. 
 
    “Edward, please,” Sophie sobbed, “I love you.” 
 
    Although he knew that he had to stop forward, Edward was unable to quite bring himself to do that. After a few seconds he turned, with tears in his eyes, and he saw Sophie standing just a few feet away in a patch of ethereal blue moonlight. 
 
    “Edward, I'm scared,” she continued. “I'm sorry I was naughty, I'm sorry I hurt Elsa, but she was trying to take you away from me and I can't let that happen. I didn't hurt Daddy, I promise! That was Mummy! I only found out that I could live in her body after she did that to him! You have to believe me!” 
 
    “I do,” he replied, his voice shaking with fear. 
 
    “If you go away from here, bad things will happen,” she told him. “We won't be able to be together forever.” 
 
    “We never were,” he pointed out. “I was always going to leave for Southampton.” 
 
    “But now I can't grow up,” she replied, “and I'm scared to go away from here because I think the other place is somewhere very dark and very cold.” She sniffed back more tears. “I just want to be here with you, Edward. You're all I've got left. Can't we do that?” 
 
    “Not forever,” he replied. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because it just doesn't work that way. When people die, they have to go away eventually.” 
 
    “I've been having dreams,” she told him. “I keep seeing a man with a white pistol, and he's angry at you.” 
 
    “There's no man with a white pistol.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “You have to be strong, Sophie,” he continued, interrupting her. “I'm so sorry you died, if I could have done anything to change that, you know I would have. But now you're dead and you can't go on like this, and there's nothing either of us can do that'll bring you back. Not truly.” 
 
    “I can take over Mother's body,” she told him. “For little periods at a time, at least. Her mind's in pieces, so she can't stop me. Can't I try to come back to life like that?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Please don't leave me,” she cried. “Edward, I don't like this place. It's so dark and horrible, and when you're all asleep I have to walk around by myself, and sometimes I can tell that there are other ghosts like the woman downstairs and the one who hangs from the ceiling. I try to avoid them but sometimes I forget. Edward, please, don't leave me here.” 
 
    “I'm not going to leave you here.” 
 
    “So you'll stay?” 
 
    “Sophie -” 
 
    “We can play forever!” she said excitedly, taking a step toward him. “There are so many games we can play together, and no-one else will ever be able to interfere! We can just play and play and play!” She hesitated, still smiling, but after a moment she furrowed her brow. “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked. “Edward?” 
 
    “I'm trying to make sure that I never forget,” her replied. 
 
    “Forget what?” 
 
    “This moment. How you look. Your face.” 
 
    “But why would you forget? You said you're not going to leave me here.” 
 
    “And I'm not.” 
 
    “Then -” 
 
    “Because when I leave,” he added, struggling to hold back tears, “you won't be here. You never should have been, not after you died. And I don't know where you're going next, Sophie, but it's unnatural for you not to find out. I love you too much to let you be a ghost forever.” 
 
    “But -” 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he said firmly. “Goodbye.” 
 
    With that, he stepped back, crossing the threshold while still holding the bundle of her bones in his arms. Sophie immediately screamed and lunged at him, reaching out with her hands, but in that moment she faded from view; although her scream lingered briefly in the cold night air, soon the only sound was the distant rustle of nearby tree-tops. 
 
    A moment later the bundle opened and the bones fell out. Sophie's skull hit the ground and rolled, coming to rest next to Edward's right foot, several inches from the gate. Fragments of her other bones fell into his hands and slipped like sand between his fingers. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” he said again, staring at the space where – just a moment earlier – he'd seen his sister for the last time. “Wherever you are now, I hope it's right. I hope it's where you deserve to be. And I hope you're happy.” 
 
    Spotting movement in the distance, he looked at the house just in time to see Elsa stepping out through the front door. Touching her neck, Elsa seemed to be in shock, but she stopped and stared back at Edward as if – on some deeper level – she understood that he'd finally managed to get his sister to leave. And in that moment, as a cold breeze blew across the clearing, Edward told himself that Sophie was finally free.

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    “It's peaceful here,” Edward said a few weeks later, as he stood in the cemetery at St. Leonard's and looked at the two fresh graves. “I wasn't sure at first, I considered taking them back to Bristol, but I think... this was the right place for them to be buried.” 
 
    “I hope you were happy with the service,” Father Moore replied, standing next to him. “I didn't really have a great deal to go on, but I tried my best.” 
 
    “It was more than adequate,” Edward said as he looked around at the nearby gravestones. “We barely had time to get to know Cobblefield, so it's understandable that few people from the village came today.” He spotted smoke rising from the chimney of the local pub. “Besides,” he added, “I know that Hadlow House has something of a reputation in these parts. I'm sure that everyone in the village will be pleased to learn that it is to be left vacant once more. And the gossip-mongers, at least, will be fed for months.” 
 
    “You won't be selling up?” 
 
    “I could use the money desperately,” Edward replied, “but something tells me that the house is better left untouched. If I could afford to knock it down, I'd probably do that, but I shall be living off a rather meager salary once I reach Southampton. There might come a day when I am a little better off, and then I shall seriously consider returning to the idea of dismantling Hadlow House brick by brick.” He paused. “Then again, perhaps it is better to just let the place stand there all alone as a monument to the undead. One wouldn't want to disturb things that one doesn't understand. Even salting the ground might not be enough.” 
 
    “There might be some wisdom in that approach,” Father Moore suggested. “I have been to Southampton, and I must say that it is a most agreeable place. I rather envy you for moving so close to the sea.” 
 
    Edward took one last look at the graves, and at his father and sister's names on the stones, before turning and following the priest back around to the front of the church. As they walked he saw the names on other gravestones, and he realized that his family was now sinking into the history of the village; he wondered whether, many years from that day, future inhabitants of Cobblefield would see the names Thomas and Sophie Demeter and wonder absent-mindedly who they might have been. 
 
    And then, hearing voices, he looked ahead and saw Elsa standing near the front of the church, talking to her parents. Stopping, he felt a swelling sense of gratitude in his heart; Elsa and her parents were the only people who'd shown up to the funeral that day, and they had been making a great effort to welcome him into their lives. Her father had even indicated – very strongly – that Edward should ask for Elsa's hand in marriage. For a few seconds, watching Elsa, Edward realized that while Hadlow House represented his past, Elsa Potter was very much his future. 
 
    “Mr. Demeter?” Father Moore said cautiously. “Is anything the matter?” 
 
    “No, I don't think so,” Edward replied, as Elsa glanced at him and smiled. “In fact, I rather think that everything will now be perfectly alright.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One more task, however, lay ahead of Edward. This was a task he made sure – once he was aware of it at all – to put off for some time, and indeed he delayed it until the very end of the year, until he knew that he could wait no longer. Even then he made slow progress, for deep down he understood that this was going to be the most difficult thing he had ever done in his life, and he almost turned around several times before finally he stood in front of one of the largest psychiatric hospitals in Bristol. 
 
    As snow fell all around on that New Year's Eve, with 1837 only twelve hours away from becoming 1838, Edward Demeter stared up at the hospital's grim facade and wondered whether he had made a terrible mistake. 
 
    “There aren't many here who receive visitors,” the orderly, a surprisingly cheerful man named Jones, explained a few minutes later as he led Edward along one of the corridors. “Most people get put here in the hospital and sort of forgotten about.” 
 
    “Not if they have family, I'm sure,” Edward replied. 
 
    “You'd be surprised,” Jones continued. “I've worked here all my life, I started when I was just a boy, pushing trolleys. There are some patients who've been here longer than I have, and in all that time they haven't received a single visitor. I'm talking fifty years of being ignored, and I know they've got family out there somewhere. But nobody comes to see them.” 
 
    “That is quite awful,” Edward pointed out. 
 
    “It's the way of the world, Sir,” Jones muttered, as groans emerged from some of the rooms they were passing. After a moment he stopped in front of one particular door and opened a small hatch on the front. “This is her. I don't think you'll be wanting to stay too long, Sir. Just come to the far end when you're finished and ring the bell, and I'll let you out.” He hesitated. “And don't be alarmed by anything you see or hear. All the patients are very securely locked away. Despite what they might say, none of them can get to you.” 
 
    As Jones walked away whistling, Edward stared at the hatch, and at the darkness on the other side. He swallowed hard, and then he took a step forward and leaned a little closer, squinting in an attempt to see into the cell. 
 
    “Are you there?” he whispered. “I'm sorry it took me so long to come and see you, but... I have been very busy. I went to Southampton, just as Father intended, but it has all been a whir ever since and indeed Mr. George has greatly expedited my training.” 
 
    He waited, giving her a chance to respond. 
 
    “And so it is,” he continued finally, “that he means for me to set sail for India in the new year, just a few days from now. I must confess that I am shocked by how quickly everything is moving, but if Mr. George needs me to be in India, then who am I to argue? I most certainly wish to be useful.” 
 
    Again he waited, and this time he heard a faint shuffling sound coming from the other side of the door. He flinched and considered moving back, but he somehow managed to force himself to hold his ground. 
 
    “So I shan't be able to visit you again for quite some time,” he added. “I don't know how long Mr. George will need me to be out there in India, but I have heard that some people stay for many years. It can be quite the making of a man, in terms of character as well as fortune, and I mean to seize this opportunity to work for the company and improve my lot in life. I think Father... would be proud.” 
 
    “Your father...” a voice whispered on the door's other side. 
 
    “Yes,” Edward replied, “my father. He -” 
 
    “Your father is dead.” 
 
    “I am well aware of that fact, but -” 
 
    “She killed him!” Elsa hissed, suddenly appearing on the hatch's other side, her bulging eyes emerging from the darkness. “She did it with her own hands! We both saw it!” 
 
    “Indeed, we did.” 
 
    “And then she took your mother over!” she continued, babbling now as if she couldn't stop herself, as if her madness – sparked by that awful night at Hadlow House – was spewing out unbidden into the world. “I saw it happen! I saw the dead come back to life! She tried to kill me, Edward, and she so nearly succeeded! And in that moment I felt my soul connecting to the world of the dead! I've felt it ever since! I shan't ever be able to forget it!” 
 
    Edward opened his mouth to reply, but for a few seconds he held back. Elsa Potter had begun to lose her mind just a few weeks after the events at Hadlow House; shortly before he was due to marry her, Edward had begun to worry that the events of that horrific night had been too much for her, and on the very eve of the wedding her parents had been forced to send her away. Edward knew that everyone blamed him for what had happened to Elsa, and indeed he knew that the guilt for this heartbreaking turn of events lay at his family's door. The house had claimed the woman he loved. 
 
    “I should go now,” he said, stepping back. 
 
    “Tell her to come back to me,” Elsa sobbed. “I saw something that night, Edward! I saw death, and I saw life in a way I had never seen it before! Oh, Edward, when are we to be married? Can we do it soon? I do so want to go to India with you!” 
 
    “I shall visit when I can. If I can.” 
 
    “Get me out of here and let me go back to the house!” she whimpered. “I'm begging you, Edward, I'll never ask you for anything ever again, but you have to let me go back to Hadlow House! I want to feel the power of that place one more time, before we go to India!” 
 
    “I'm sorry, but I cannot do that,” he said firmly, looking down at his hat as he found himself unable to look into her eyes again. “I really must be on my way now, Elsa. I only wanted to come and see you before the year is over. I'm sorry, I never intended to agitate you. Perhaps this was a mistake.” 
 
    With that, he turned and began to walk away. 
 
    “When do we leave for India?” Elsa called after him. “Shall it be before we are married? Edward, I love you so very much! Edward, I have seen the dead! I have seen them walk! Now I understand everything!” 
 
    Trying to ignore her cries, Edward focused resolutely on the door ahead. He could already see the bell, and he wished to get out of the hospital as quickly as possible. As he passed one of the final cells, however, he slowed his pace as he spotted another familiar name scribbled on the side. Stopping, he realized that this cell also held someone he knew, although he certainly had no desire to see or hear from her ever again. 
 
    “Edward?” Celeste's voice whimpered from the darkness. “My darling, is that you? Have you come to get me out of here?” 
 
    “Edward!” Elsa screamed in the distance. “I love you! Edward, take me home! Take me with you!” 
 
    A shudder ran through Edward's bones, but he quickly stiffened his resolve and marched to the door at the end. As he rang the bell, he managed to block out the voices of both Celeste and Elsa, and he told himself that he would have to remain strong if he was ever to avoid falling into the same trap as the women in his life. His mother and his beloved Elsa had both been ruined by that terrible house, but Edward Demeter gritted his teeth as he reminded himself that he would never, ever let the same thing happen to his own mind. He was going to leave Hadlow House far behind and set off on a new adventure, and he was not going to allow himself to think about the past ever again. 
 
    He knew not why he and he alone had been spared, but he resolved to remain on his guard for the rest of his days. 
 
    Once he had been let out of the hospital, and after he had endured more unnecessary chatter from that Jones fellow, Edward stepped out into the cold night air and put his hat back on. Then he walked down the steps and along the path that led to the street, and then he disappeared into the New Year's evening crowd without ever once looking back. Soon he was gone, but Elsa's cries still rang out as snow drifted down and settled on the hospital's roof. In the distance, church bells rang out across the city.

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Thousands of miles away, Laurence Napier stepped out of the carriage and stopped for a moment to look along the dusty street. For a moment he felt horribly out of place, and he wondered whether a mistake had perhaps been made. Why was he, a twenty-three-year-old boy from London, baking under the Indian sun? 
 
    “Mr. Napier, I imagine?” 
 
    Turning, he watched as an older man with an alarmingly large mustache made his way over. 
 
    “I was sent to meet you,” the man explained, reaching out and forcibly shaking his hand with such force that Laurence worried his fingers might be squeezed right off. “Carstairs is the name. For my sins, as many as they are, I'm the company's man in these parts.” 
 
    “It's a pleasure to meet you,” Laurence replied, trying to hide the fact that he was already out of sorts. Indeed, he could feel sweat dribbling down the back of his neck. “I must say, I was warned about the heat here but nothing can quite prepare a man for the intensity.” 
 
    “That's certainly true enough,” Carstairs said as he began to lead him across the road. “You'll get used to India, though. Even the locals can be quite agreeable after a while. Most of them, anyway.” 
 
    “Most of them?” 
 
    “Sometimes we have to remind them who's the boss,” Carstairs explained. “It's regrettable, but they leave us with no choice. Why, just the other day I had to send three soldiers to apprehend a fellow who'd become a regular little thief. Of course, I told them to treat him properly, but the man turned violent so he had to be put down.” 
 
    “Put down?” 
 
    “With a bayonet.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Laurence murmured, shocked by the suggestion of such violence. “Was that really necessary?” 
 
    “Necessary? It was absolutely vital. One has to maintain discipline or these brutes will run us all over like... ants.” He glanced around, his face twisted with suspicion as if he worried that trouble might erupt at any moment. “You're like all the young men, Mr. Napier. You come out here with one idea and you think you're going to make friends with the locals, but you'll learn. Mark my words, you'll most certainly learn.” 
 
    “I should like to learn,” Laurence told him. 
 
    “Keep close to me and you'll learn how to make a pretty little fortune,” Carstairs continued, “that's for sure. A good tour of duty out here in India can set a man up for life. In my time here, I've seen plenty of men like you arrive and leave, and they're always far richer on the way back to England. All you have to give up in exchange is a decade or two of your life, and what's that? Peanuts!” 
 
    “Indeed,” Laurence said uncertainly. 
 
    “But you need to keep your wits about you. That's what I always try to drum into the heads of the new recruits who show up, and you're no different. It might all seem like fun and games out here, but one moment of inattention can lead to absolute tragedy. If you let your guard down and -” 
 
    Suddenly Carstairs turned and pulled a pistol from his waist, aiming it at two local men who were approaching through the dust. The men immediately spoke to one another and ran away, quickly disappearing around the corner, but Carstairs kept his pistol raised as if he expected further trouble. Finally he murmured something under his breath. 
 
    “Was that strictly necessary?” Laurence asked. 
 
    “I've got a sixth sense when it comes to trouble,” Carstairs told him, still watching the scene carefully. “I've told you about the men who made their fortune, but remind me one day to tell you about the ones who died out here. There's always some local fellow who wants to cause trouble. Lord knows why. You'd think they might understand their places in the pecking order by now.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I... I think so.” 
 
    “A bullet between the eyes usually fixes them, though,” Carstairs muttered, before lowering the pistol and turning to Laurence again. “As I've already hinted at, young man, you need to toughen up a little, but that's true of everyone.” He held the pistol up for him to see. “And get yourself one of these. The locals are absolutely terrified of them. This thing has saved my life on many an occasion.” 
 
    “It's rather unusual,” Laurence pointed out. “I've never seen an entirely white pistol before.” 
 
    “You're very observant,” Carstairs said with a smile, as he slipped the pistol away and then set off again, leading the younger man along the road. “The pistol belonged to my father, actually. It's very solid, and it's already dispatched more than a dozen local trouble-makers. Allow me to explain exactly where it came from.” 
 
    Their voices faded into the general noise of the market as they walked through the busier part of the area. High above them, a perfectly clear blue sky was punctuated by the enormous brightness of the midday Indian sun.

  

 
   
    Next in this series 
 
      
 
    1885 
 
    (The Haunting of Hadlow House book 6) 
 
      
 
    Many years ago, a terrible tragedy struck the new owners of Hadlow House. Those dark rooms have stood empty ever since, but now fresh blood is about to arrive. 
 
      
 
    Edward thought that by moving to the other side of the world, he could forget about Hadlow House forever. Following a shocking accident, however, he and his family are forced to confront the past. With little money and no prospects, Edward finds himself faced with only one real option. 
 
      
 
    As soon as they arrive back at the house, Edward and Elsa discover that something is horribly wrong. What once seemed like a fitting act of respect now threatens to spill out and bring fresh horror. Can Edward finally face the truth about his family, or will he make the same awful mistake as those who came before him?

1885 is the sixth book in the Haunting of Hadlow House series, which tells the story of one haunted house over the centuries from its construction to the present day. All the lives, all the souls, all the tragedies... and all the ghosts. Readers are advised to start with the first book in the series. 

  

 
   
    Also available 
 
      
 
    THE GHOST IN ROOM 119 
 
      
 
    Something dangerous is lurking in room 119 of a Barcelona hotel. Something vicious. Something evil. Something that wants revenge.

Arriving in the city for a short break, Penny and Steve are looking forward to a week of sun, sea and sand. Those plans are ruined, however, when Steve thinks he recognizes a woman at the hotel bar. Ten years ago, he dated a girl named Annabelle, but the relationship ended badly. The woman at the bar looks a little like Annabelle, not enough for him to be certain that it's her, but enough for him to worry.

Soon, Steve finds himself drawn into a nightmare. He's starting to see the strange woman everywhere, and now he's worried that he's being followed. Has Annabelle returned to his life? If so, has she turned up in Barcelona by accident or by design? And how is her apparent appearance connected to the strange noises and flickering lights that can be heard every night, coming from room 119?

  

 
   
    Also available 
 
      
 
    THE GHOSTS OF MARSH HOUSE 
 
      
 
    Marsh House stands abandoned in the heart of an English seaside town. A local ghost tour guide regularly stops in front of the house to tell its grim tale, but no-one has actually set foot in the building for more than forty years. Until now.

Desperate to get away from his troubles in London, Andrew heads to Marsh House and sets about trying to fix it up. Between rotten floorboards and bug infestations, he's got his work cut out for him. And that's before he even notices the strange noises in the night, and the fact that a strange presence is watching his every move.

When he invites a new friend to move in with him, everything changes. Andrew might not have paid attention to the darker side of Marsh House, but his new guest quickly realizes that something's very wrong. Does the ghost of a long-dead woman still haunt the house, cursing anyone who dares to fall in love? And is this malevolent entity somehow also responsible for the death of a local woman whose body was found on the beach?

And by the time he uncovers the shocking truth, will it be too late for Andrew to ever return to his old life?

The Ghosts of Marsh House is a horror story about a man who's trying to run from his own mistakes, and about a woman who'll stop at nothing to make others pay for her misery. 
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