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            Chapter 1

            A Highland View

         

         ‘Connie, we’re nearly here!’ shouted Libby. She swung down from the top bunk, landed on the floor and shook Connie to wake her up.

         Annoyingly, last night Connie had dropped off straightaway, but Libby had hardly slept. Connie had been right − the top bunk of a sleeper train was like trying to sleep on a rollercoaster.

         Connie rubbed her eyes and stretched. ‘What’s that awful rattling noise?’

         ‘Ssshhh,’ said Libby, throwing her pillow at her. ‘It’s my aunt. She snores terribly. I don’t think she’d like us to tell anyone though.’

         Connie giggled. ‘My lips are sealed.’ She snuggled back down.

         ‘Hurry up.’ Libby checked her watch. ‘We might have time for some breakfast before we arrive.’

         ‘Good plan. Or my mum will insist we have a big bowl of porridge as soon as we step through the door.’

         ‘Bleugh,’ they said in unison.

         They quickly got dressed and dashed down to the club car. Connie tried to persuade the attendant to make them something to eat, while Libby gazed out of the window. Everything seemed so empty compared to the streets of Paris. Although it was dark, she could just about see the mountains and rivers glistening in the distance where the moonlight shone on them. She felt a long way from home.

         ‘Here you go.’ Connie handed her a roll, distracting her.

         Libby munched on her bacon roll while Connie chattered away. ‘I can’t wait for you to meet Bertie and James.’

         ‘I thought you only had one brother?’

         ‘Very funny,’ laughed Connie. ‘They’re my dogs, silly. I’ve missed them so much. Unlike my brother, who is so annoying!’

         Libby wondered what it was like to have a brother. Being an only child, she was used to having her mum all to herself.

         ‘Oh, I think we’re coming into the station now!’ said Connie. ‘Let’s grab our bags. I know Dad will be waiting for us. He’s always early.’

         Connie clambered off the train and dashed along the platform with Libby’s aunt, Miss Mousedale, in close pursuit.

         Following behind, Libby couldn’t help noticing her aunt wasn’t her usual tidy self. Her hair was escaping from her bun and her cardigan was fastened up the wrong way. It looked like she had got ready in a hurry!

         The station was completely deserted. Libby checked her watch, it had just turned six. Most sensible people would be fast asleep; she knew where she’d rather be. Connie was scanning up and down, clearly trying to spot her dad. All around them were mountains covered in trees.
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         ‘I don’t know where he’s got to,’ Connie sighed. She sat down on her case and searched for her phone in her rucksack.

         Just then Miss Mousedale’s phone rang. Libby wondered if it was Connie’s mum ringing to tell them they were delayed. But the look on her aunt’s face suggested it wasn’t someone she wanted to speak to. Her aunt’s voice got louder. She was clearly upset about something. The only word Libby heard clearly was ‘forgery’. Before she could find out more, she spotted the headlights of a car in the distance.

         ‘Is that your dad?’ she asked.

         Connie’s face lit up. She jumped to her feet and started waving. The car swung into the station and a tall young man jumped out. He had the same wild hair as Connie. It had to be Connie’s brother, Libby thought.

         ‘Fergus, what are you doing here? Where’s Dad?’

         ‘Well, that’s a fine welcome.’ Fergus laughed, scooping up Connie and spinning her around.

         ‘Put me down!’ Connie’s face was so red her freckles had almost disappeared.

         ‘Dad’s too busy. I hear you’ve been busy as well! Getting yourself into trouble, according to Mum.’

         ‘Don’t be so rude,’ laughed Connie. ‘You know I’m always on my best behaviour!’

         Fergus stuck his tongue out at her. ‘Of course, you’re Miss Perfect!’

         
            [image: ]

         

         ‘Oh, do shut up,’ Connie shoved him playfully. ‘Anyway, let me introduce my very best friend in the whole world, Libby, and her aunt, Miss Mousedale.’

         ‘Hello,’ said Fergus. ‘So, you must be the famous Libby. I’ve heard all about you and your mystery solving.’

         Libby blushed. She hoped Connie’s family didn’t think she was some kind of troublemaker.

         Last term, in Paris, Libby and Connie had discovered that their former teacher, Miss Browne, had framed Libby’s aunt for stealing a valuable brooch. They had uncovered her true identity, found the missing brooch and made sure she’d been captured by the gendarmes. But that was weeks ago, and there had only been one mystery.

         Miss Mousedale shivered and wrapped her cloak around herself tightly. ‘We’re looking forward to some peace and quiet. We’ve had enough excitement for one lifetime.’

         ‘You’ll be fine at our house, Miss Mousedale,’ said Connie. ‘Nothing ever happens there.’

         Libby silently groaned. She wasn’t convinced that the countryside would be much fun, but with her mum still away in Peru she didn’t have much choice. It had been so kind of Connie’s family to invite her and her aunt to stay for the Christmas holidays. It was funny to think of her aunt and Connie’s mum having been friends at school. Maybe, once they were back at the travelling school next term, there would be more excitement in store for them.

         Libby looked up. ‘It looks like it’s going to rain.’

         The clouds were gathering overhead and she was longing to get inside the car.

         ‘More likely to be snow,’ said Miss Mousedale. ‘I remember those skies from my childhood and all those times we got snowed in at school.’

         ‘Ooh, maybe we’ll have a white Christmas!’ Libby smiled.

         ‘If you knew what it was like round here when it snowed, you wouldn’t say that,’ Connie laughed. ‘Let’s get inside. I’m freezing.’

         Libby and Connie clambered onto the backseat of the ancient, muddy Land Rover.

         ‘I’m exhausted,’ Miss Mousedale said, getting into the front seat. ‘I barely slept a wink last night!’

         Libby and Connie looked at each other and smirked. They knew for a fact that she had snored for most of the night.

         ‘It won’t be long now,’ said Fergus after a few minutes. ‘It’s just down the track.’

         Libby wiped the dirty window with her sleeve. She could see that the long road was lined with towering trees and in the distance she could just make out something large emerging through the mist. Surely that can’t be Connie’s house? It’s huge, thought Libby.

         Four towers sheltered the house from the bitter wind. Behind was a forest of firs. As they approached, there was no sign of anyone or anything. Libby shivered as she looked up. Now she was nearer, she could see the crumbling brickwork and the patched-up windows, but it still would be the biggest house she’d ever stayed in in her life.

         ‘Home at last.’ Connie rushed to the door, pushed it open and ran inside. ‘Mum! Dad!’ she shouted. ‘Where are you?’

         Libby was hit by a blast of heat from the open fire roaring away in the entrance hall. On either side of it were piles of logs and next to them were wellies in a mix of sizes and colours. She warmed her hands in front of the flames.

         ‘Connie,’ came a voice from the landing.

         Libby looked up at the sweeping staircase. The dark red walls were covered with huge paintings. An older woman was coming down the stairs. She smiled but Libby noticed there were dark circles under her eyes.

         ‘Mum!’ Connie ran into her arms. ‘Where’s Dad? I thought he was coming to pick us up?’

         ‘He’s in his study working, I’m afraid. We mustn’t disturb him. He has some important business to attend to.’

         Libby could see Connie was upset that her dad hadn’t come out to say hello.

         ‘It’s so lovely to see you again, Elspeth,’ said Miss Mousedale, hugging Connie’s mum. ‘Thank you for having us both. Especially when things are so…’

         Before she could finish her sentence, Connie’s mum interrupted. ‘You must all be starving. How about I get Mrs MacCallum to rustle you up some bacon and eggs?’

         Libby wondered what her aunt had been about to say. But the thought of food quickly distracted her.

         ‘Sounds perfect. We haven’t eaten a thing in ages, Mrs Montgomery,’ she said, winking at Connie.

         Despite what they’d eaten on the train, the girls still managed to devour a whole plateful of cooked breakfast. Her aunt and Connie’s mum were soon deep in conversation and Libby tried to listen, but Connie and Fergus were drowning them out, shouting about something.

         ‘And do you know where she is now?’ asked Connie’s mum.

         Aunt Agatha looked up. Libby turned away. She didn’t want her aunt to realise she’d been eavesdropping. Instead, she tried to join in with Connie and Fergus’s conversation. ‘What are you two rowing about?’

         ‘This is us being nice,’ laughed Connie. ‘You should see when we’re properly fighting.’

         ‘Connie’s a wild one,’ said Fergus.

         ‘Am not!’ said Connie. And they started arguing again.

         Libby looked over at her aunt and Connie’s mum, but their conversation had come to an end. She couldn’t believe she’d missed it.

         ‘I think I’ll have a rest. The journey took it out of me, I’m afraid,’ said Miss Mousedale.

         ‘Come on, Libby,’ said Connie. ‘Let’s unpack. I’ll show you where you’re sleeping, Miss Mousedale. Mum, have you put her in the blue guest room?’ She headed up the stairs without waiting.

         Connie’s mum blushed. ‘Agatha, I have put you in the room next to the girls. I’m hoping that’s suitable? It seems a waste to open up the east wing for one person. Not that I mean…’ She stopped.

         Connie’s mum fiddled with her necklace. Her face was turning blotchy. Libby hoped she didn’t regret inviting them to stay.

         ‘It’s fine, I understand,’ Miss Mousedale smiled. ‘Best that I’m near these two. You never know what mischief they’ll get up to.’

         ‘Indeed. All that trouble in Paris wasn’t at all what I expected when I sent Connie to your school. Donal isn’t convinced about her going to New York with you next term.’

         ‘That would be a shame,’ said Miss Mousedale. ‘But I understand why it might not be appropriate given the circumstances.’

         Libby couldn’t believe what she’d just heard. Surely Connie’s mum didn’t really mean she wouldn’t be returning to school? What ‘circumstances’ was her aunt talking about? She couldn’t imagine school without her friend.

         ‘Libby, let’s go and get changed. Then I can show you around,’ shouted Connie from the top of the stairs. Libby could see she was eager to get away. Bertie and James, Connie’s golden retrievers, came rushing out from the kitchen, galloped down the corridor and ran towards her, barking excitedly around Connie’s feet.

         ‘Connie, how many times have I told you not to encourage them to go upstairs? They’ll get mud everywhere.’

         ‘Sorry, Mum. I promise I won’t let them stay long. I’ve missed them.’ Connie dashed across the landing. Libby hurried to catch her up.
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         Libby stopped at the top of the stairs and took a closer look at the large paintings. It was like being in a museum. There was even a suit of armour stood menacingly in the corner. Her home was tiny in comparison. You could have fitted all of their things into just the landing.

         ‘Weird to think all the people in these portraits lived here,’ said Connie. ‘But don’t worry, I know that the house definitely isn’t haunted!’

         Libby hesitated as Connie disappeared down the dark corridor. Despite Connie’s reassurances, she couldn’t help feel as if their ghosts were watching her. If she was going to be staying here, she mustn’t let her imagination get carried away.

         She was just about to move again, when she felt a hand on her shoulder and froze.
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            Chapter 2

            The Missing Painting

         

         ‘Boo!’ whispered a voice in Libby’s ear. She jumped and swung round. It was only Fergus.

         ‘Scared you, did I?’ Fergus asked. ‘Looking for ghosts?’

         Libby laughed. She tried not to let Fergus see he had spooked her. ‘There’s no such thing.’

         Just then one of the tapestries on the wall rustled and Libby jumped again. Connie’s home was a little bit spooky. It wasn’t like anywhere else she had stayed before.

         ‘What were you saying about not believing in ghosts, Libby?’ laughed Connie, who’d reappeared. ‘I wondered where you’d got to. Don’t worry, this house is just creaky and old. If you hear noises, they’re nothing sinister. I promise.’

         ‘Don’t believe her,’ whispered Fergus. ‘It’s tortured souls howling in the night.’

         ‘Stop it, Fergus,’ said Connie, then grinned at Libby. ‘I told you he was annoying.’

         Libby peered out the window. Ominous dark clouds were brewing. She tried to forget what she’d overheard about Connie not coming back to school. She didn’t think she should mention it. Maybe her mum wasn’t being serious.

         ‘I think Aunt Agatha was right. It does look like snow is on the way.’

         ‘I hope not,’ said Connie. ‘I don’t want to be stuck inside for days.’

         To the right of the window, Libby spotted a large faded patch on the wall, as if something was missing.

         ‘What used to be here?’ she asked.

         ‘No idea,’ said Connie. ‘Probably a painting. I guess it’s being cleaned.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         Connie pushed open the heavy, wooden door, leading the way inside. Libby gasped as she looked round.

         ‘Here we are, slightly better than our last dorm,’ laughed Connie.

         Libby couldn’t believe this was Connie’s room. ‘You’ve got a four-poster bed,’ she cried. ‘You lucky thing! It’s like something out of a book!’

         Connie blushed and sat down at the edge of the bed. Bertie and James seemed to take this as an invitation and jumped up beside her.

         ‘Oi, get down! You’ll get me in a trouble if Mum sees you,’ scolded Connie.

         There were two long windows overlooking the forest. Libby peered out and noticed a small house partially hidden by the trees. Before she could ask Connie what it was, she was hit on the head by something soft. Connie had thrown her pillow at her.
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         ‘Stop daydreaming, Libby.’

         Libby draped herself over the sofa at the bottom of Connie’s bed.

         ‘I could get used to this life,’ she smiled, stretching out.

         ‘Don’t get too carried away. Most of this stuff is ancient and has been in our family for years. I never get anything new. You wouldn’t want to know how many people have slept in my bed,’ Connie whispered with the blanket pulled over her head.

         ‘Stop trying to spook me out. You’re as bad as Fergus!’ Libby laughed, throwing the sofa cushions at her. All the commotion started the dogs barking.

         The door flew open. In the doorway stood Connie’s mum, glaring at them both. Libby sat up, feeling awful.

         ‘Connie, can’t you be quieter?’ she snapped. ‘Daddy is trying to work downstairs and I’ve got a massive headache. In fact, I’m going for a lie down.’

         Connie looked down. Libby could see her face was starting to go blotchy again.

         ‘Sorry, Mum, we’re just excited.’ She shooed Bertie and James off the bed.

         Connie’s mother shut the door as she left.

         ‘It’s not like Mum to be so cross.’

         ‘We’ve probably also woken Aunt Agatha with all the noise,’ said Libby. ‘Shall we go outside before it starts to snow?’

         ‘Good plan. If we take these two with us, hopefully they’ll sleep for the rest of the day, then Mum can’t tell us off again.’

         Libby thought this would be the perfect opportunity to find out about that small house in the trees. It seemed strange, out there on its own in the middle of nowhere.

         ‘Can we go to the woods?’ she asked. ‘I want to take some photos to send to my mum. Let her know we’ve arrived safely.’

         ‘Fine, but it’s really muddy out there.’

         Libby looked down at her high tops and grimaced.

         Connie laughed. ‘Don’t worry, hopefully one of my old pairs of wellies will fit.’

         
            ***

         

         The mist had thickened while they’d been inside and Libby could barely see two steps ahead. Bertie and James had already disappeared and Connie strode on, seemingly oblivious to the weather. Libby supposed her friend was used to it, but it made her feel uneasy.

         ‘You won’t be able to take any photos in this,’ said Connie. ‘Shall we go back? Maybe Mrs MacCallum will make us some hot chocolate if I ask nicely.’

         Libby was tempted, but she couldn’t resist finding out about the mysterious house. She could just about make it out in the distance. They weren’t that far away.

         ‘In a minute. I want to explore.’ She got out her camera and looked around. ‘Let’s head that way,’ she said, pointing towards the trees.

         ‘Honestly, there’s nothing to see up there.’

         Libby pretended not to hear Connie and walked quickly ahead. She was soon standing right in front of the house. The windows were boarded up and some tiles had come loose from the roof and lay smashed on the ground.

         ‘I wondered where you’d got to,’ said Connie, as she caught up. ‘Why are you looking at the bothy?’
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         ‘A bothy? Oh, is that like another name for a house? I thought it was interesting, out here all on its own,’ said Libby. ‘Why’s it empty?’ She wondered why it had been abandoned like this.

         ‘I think it got damaged in a storm.’ Connie sounded impatient. ‘Nobody has lived in it for years.’

         ‘How strange.’

         ‘I don’t think so,’ said Connie. ‘Don’t start getting all weird on me. Fergus always used to tell me it was haunted. It’s getting dark, we should head back!’

         Libby looked around and realised that the mist had got thicker. A shiver went down her spine. Something about this place made her feel strange. Suddenly she wanted to be as far away from here as possible.

         ‘I think you’re right. We should head back,’ she said. ‘Race you!’

         Libby and Connie ran back inside towards the house with Bertie and James close behind.
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            Chapter 3

            Hide and Seek

         

         Libby woke up early the next morning. Her feet felt like ice and she searched for her fluffy slippers under her bed. She’d had an unsettled night. All that talk of ghosts, and the howling wind rattling the windowpanes, sounding like wailing, had managed to keep her awake. Connie was still fast asleep.
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