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      I loved the roar of the waves crashing on the beach at Lighthouse Bay. It was a comforting sound, but now, as I walked along the beach sinking my toes into the wet sand, I was anything but comforted. After all, in the short time I had been in Lighthouse Bay, I had escaped death on more than one occasion.

      I looked up at the rapidly gathering clouds and decided I should head back to Mugwort Manor. I had heard one too many stories about lightning striking people on the beach before the storm had even arrived.

      Perhaps others had the same thought, because the beach was rather deserted, unusual for this time of day. A young couple jogged with an overly enthusiastic blue cattle dog, and a woman with a miniature poodle snatched it up out of their path.

      My regular walks along the beach helped me process everything that had happened to me recently. My aunts had summoned me from the rapid pace of the city to the quieter life at Lighthouse Bay, quieter if you don’t count the homicide factor. They wanted me to manage their Bed and Breakfast establishment, an establishment that didn’t serve breakfast, the irony of which was lost on the aunts.

      My aunts had told me I was a vampire, much to my shock, and had told me that vampires were not the bloodsucking creatures of myth, legend, and Hollywood. Still, that hadn’t helped me sink my teeth into the matter, no pun intended.

      They had neglected to tell me what had happened to my parents, who had gone missing five years earlier. My aunts insisted they didn’t know, but I didn’t believe them. Call it a vibe.

      And speaking of vibes, my right eye was twitching, a warning sign. I wondered if it was a warning of lightning, and cast a worried glance over my shoulder. Sure enough, the sky that had been blue and sparkling only minutes earlier was now black and threatening. I picked up speed, rounded the corner, and nearly fell over my cat.

      “Hecate!” I exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

      The cat, of course, did not respond, but sat and regarded me with wide yellow eyes. I stroked her back for a while, until she lost interest in my attentions. She then hissed and ran back in the direction of the manor.

      Now I was convinced that something was afoot, and it was probably more than thunder. Had there been earthquakes in these parts? I had read that animals reacted strangely just before an earthquake hit.

      As I walked past Lucas O’Callaghan’s cottage, I looked for any sign of occupation, despite the fact I knew he was at his winery, the winery that made Witches’ Brew. Witches’ Brew tasted like wine to a normal person, but actually was a potent brew with just the right amount of specific nutrients that vampires needed.

      I was surprised that Barnabas Butler was not at his usual post, in a chair with his easel just outside the gate to the jungle-themed cottage. A new guest, Barnabas Butler was a watercolourist, the starving-artist-in-the-garret type. When I had asked him where he sold his paintings, he had given me a lengthy and boring lecture about money being the enemy of art. I would have been worried if he hadn’t paid for his accommodation in advance.

      My skin was prickling, although I put that down to the electricity in the air. I heard the first crack of thunder in the distance. Thunderstorms always carried a feeling of anticipation, although I wasn’t entirely convinced that the weather was responsible for the way I felt. I usually enjoyed the scent of the breeze preceding a thunderstorm and the fragrance of the plants which seemed to be amplified at those times.

      Aunt Dorothy was at the back of the manor, tending to the kale in her vegetable garden. She looked up when she saw me, and waved a gloved hand.

      I was about to return her greeting, when Hecate hissed and sprinted around the side of the house.

      “Follow that cat, Valkyrie!” Aunt Dorothy said. “Something’s wrong, you mark my words.”

      I shrugged and did as she asked. I had given up asking the aunts to call me Pepper. They always insisted on using my legal name, Valkyrie.

      The black cat certainly was acting strangely. Her fur was standing on end, and she was prowling as if stalking something. There were no birds or mice in front of her, at least not that I could see. I walked around the side of the manor, stubbing my big toe on one of the flagstones and cursing loudly as I fell headfirst into the wall. I disentangled myself from the jasmine vines and looked down to see the edge of one of my toenails had broken off. Beach sandals were no match for this pathway.

      The crows overhead were noisier than usual, and the butcher birds were making a loud commotion.

      I rounded the corner, and watched as Hecate approached what looked to be a large bag of rubbish that someone had dumped on the porch.

      Only a few more steps, and I gasped.
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      It was the body of a man.

      I edged forward gingerly, my breath caught in my throat. He had been stabbed, a knife protruding from his chest.

      I stood, frozen to the spot. Who would murder someone in broad daylight? I gathered my wits and ran over to him, trying to avert my eyes from the knife. To my shock, he was still alive. I whipped my phone from my pocket and called 000, emergency. “Ambulance,” I said to the female voice. “And police. Hurry! There’s a man outside my home and he’s been stabbed. The knife is still in him. Hurry!” I said again.

      The voice calmly asked for the address, which I supplied. “Help is on its way,” I said to the man, although looking at him, I realised that help would come too late.

      He was trying to speak. I crouched down, and put my ear close to his mouth, forgetting for a moment that the voice on the phone was still speaking.

      “Beware of Lucas.”

      Was that what he said? Or was it, “Beware of Lucas’s…”? I couldn’t make out the words. I leant a little closer and asked, “What did you say?”

      Too late. He was gone. It was only then that I noticed the note impaled by the knife in his chest that read, Agnes, you’re next!

      The voice on the phone asked me if I was all right, and I was about to answer. I didn’t get the chance. I dropped my phone in fright when a scream pierced the air behind me. I spun around to see Bella Barker, her hands pressed to her cheeks. I rarely saw Bella, the aunts’ cleaning lady. She was a hard worker, and kept to herself. I hurried over to comfort her, but the aunts emerged from the front door of the manor, right behind Bella.

      Bella hurried over to the body. “Is he dead?” She felt for a pulse, which I thought showed great presence of mind in the situation. She looked up at me. “No pulse.” Her hands flew back to her cheeks.

      Aunt Agnes was as white as a sheet, and was trembling violently. “A stranger is dead, right on our doorstep,” she said loudly. “Whoever could he be?”

      Aunt Dorothy pushed past her. “Why, it’s Collier Cardon!” she said. “Don’t you know your own ex-boyfriend, Agnes?”

      “Hush, Dorothy,” Aunt Agnes snapped. “Of course it’s not him.”

      “It’s him! It’s him!” Aunt Dorothy said.

      “You know how bad your eyesight is, Dorothy,” Maude said firmly. “It doesn’t look anything like Collier. Besides, Agnes hasn’t seen him in years.”

      The aunts turned around in unison and looked at Bella, who had receded into the background. “Bella, take the rest of the day off,” Aunt Agnes called out to her.

      Bella once more removed her hands from her cheeks. “Sorry, what did you say?” She cupped her hand behind her right ear. Agnes repeated her words, more loudly this time. “But, but, won’t I need to speak to the police?” Bella stammered.

      “We can’t worry the police about this,” Aunt Agnes all but yelled. “It will be bad for business. You understand, don’t you, Bella?”

      Bella was quick to agree. “Yes, of course. Whatever you say.”

      I was surprised that Bella agreed, but I expected she thought there would be a big fat bonus in it for her. “I’ve already called the police,” I told them.

      The aunts were visibly distressed by my words. Aunt Agnes rubbed her forehead. “Shouldn’t you have consulted us first, Valkyrie?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. I didn’t want to say too much, given that Bella Barker was there. No doubt the aunts had their own reasons to keep this murder from the police. As the sound of sirens grew ever closer, Agnes turned to Bella once more and spoke loudly and clearly. “Go to the kitchen and make yourself a nice cup of tea and wait there for the police. After they speak to you, take the rest of the day off.”

      Bella scurried away. “I take it he was a vampire?” I asked the aunts.

      They all nodded. “Lucas should have handled this, not the police,” Aunt Agnes said. “Collier was a vampire. This is a matter for a Cleaner.”

      I sighed, as I usually did when reminded that Lucas was a Cleaner, one of the most dangerous vampires. Cleaners were responsible for keeping the fact that vampires and Shifters existed from the general public. They cleaned up after any murder that was perpetrated by vampires or Shifters. I pointed to the knife protruding from the man’s chest. “I thought vampires bit people, not stabbed them.”

      The aunts exchanged glances. “You’ve been watching too much TV,” Aunt Agnes said dismissively. “Valkyrie, you mustn’t tell the police that he was an old boyfriend of mine.”

      “Surely they’ll find out,” I protested.

      Aunt Agnes shook her head. “We haven’t dated in centuries. The police will never know.”

      “Bella will tell them,” I said.

      Aunt Agnes was still shaking her head. “She’s as deaf as a post without her hearing aids, and she’s waiting for new ones. She wouldn’t have heard us talk about it. Honestly, I don’t know why the two of you had to mention it.” She addressed those words to Dorothy and Maude.

      Maude put her hands on her hips. “Why do you always say, ‘The two of you’? It was Dorothy. I was doing a good job of covering up. Dorothy was the one who opened her big mouth, not me. Every time Dorothy does something, you always say, ‘The two of you,’ but it’s always just Dorothy.”

      Aunt Agnes rolled her eyes. “Don’t you think we have more important things to worry about right now, Maude?”

      Aunt Maude shrugged and leant over the body. “Should we leave that note pinned to him?”

      Dorothy and Agnes went over to stand next to Maude. “No, because it connects me to the murder,” Agnes said, shaking her finger at Aunt Maude.

      “The fact that he’s on your porch kind of connects you to the murder, anyway,” I pointed out.

      Agnes ignored me and reached for the note, but I yelled, “Stop! Forensics might find evidence of the note and find out it’s been removed. That will cast suspicion on you, nothing surer.”

      The aunts exchanged glances. “I suppose you’re right,” Aunt Agnes said reluctantly. “If only this was like the good old days, before the police knew anything about DNA.”

      The other aunts murmured their agreement.

      The sirens grew louder as a large silver Ford followed by an ambulance appeared around the trees, and both rapidly came to a halt. Detective Mason and Detective Oakes jumped out of the car.
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      I hadn’t seen Detectives Mason and Oakes since the murder before last. They had swiftly banished us to the living room, while they attended to the body. We were all sipping Witches’ Brew. A crack of thunder startled me, causing my wine goblet to tilt precariously. The sky darkened, the remaining shards of sunlight filtering through the window revealing millions of particles of dust. Clearly, Bella hadn’t done this room today. Still, it was a pretty sight, as the light caught the crystals hanging from one of the lustreware vases and reflected rainbow patterns on the opposite wall.

      I put the goblet down and leant back in the seat, clutching a hideous, faded tapestry cushion to me. Had I done the wrong thing in calling the police? The aunts sure seemed to think so. In fact, Aunt Agnes was on the phone to Lucas right at that minute, speaking in hushed tones.

      “He’s leaving the winery soon,” she said to us, after she hung up.

      “Why are you so sure it’s something Lucas should have handled?” I asked them.

      “Well, Collier was a vampire, of course,” Aunt Agnes said, but I didn’t miss the look that passed between the other two aunts.

      “But I know that Cleaners don’t have to cover up all vampire or Shifter murders,” I said, “only those murders actually done by Shifters or vampires.”

      “Are you overlooking the note?” Aunt Agnes asked me.

      I bit my lip. She was right, of course. There was surely no mundane reason for someone to murder a vampire and threaten Aunt Agnes. “So you haven’t seen this guy for years?” I asked her.

      Aunt Agnes’s eyes shifted from side to side, which I knew by now was a sure sign that she was lying. “We dated hundreds and hundreds of years ago,” she said. “I’ve dated many men over the centuries, so he was nothing out of the ordinary.”

      That didn’t exactly answer my question, but I knew better than to press her on it.

      “We’re going to have to tell Valkyrie,” Aunt Dorothy said with a sigh. She stood up and retrieved her knitting from a large mahogany chiffonier, almost knocking over an unwieldy and oversized ruby glass epergne in the process.

      I sat on the edge of my seat. “Tell me what?”

      “Dorothy!” Agnes snapped.

      “Collier was murdered, Agnes,” Dorothy said, her tone one of irritation, “and the note said you were next. It’s quite obvious what this is all about. You’re going to have to tell her sooner or later.”

      “Now that you’ve opened your big mouth, I’ll have to, I suppose,” Aunt Agnes said through clenched teeth.

      “Would someone please tell me what’s going on?” I drained the rest of my Witches’ Brew in one gulp, realising that I was about to get one more big surprise. And just when I thought things couldn’t get any weirder.

      Aunt Agnes sighed loudly and did five rows of knitting, before Dorothy prompted her. Agnes slammed her knitting down and looked up at me. “There’s a Council. A powerful vampire Council. I’m part of it.”

      That didn’t tell me much. “Care to elaborate?” I asked her.

      Maude frowned. “Your Aunt Agnes is part of a powerful vampire Council. Dorothy and I know about it, of course. However, we’re not on the Council.”

      I was intrigued. “What does this Council do? Is it like the ruling body? I mean, do you run the vampire world or something?”

      It was clear to me that the aunts were decidedly uncomfortable. “We make matters of policy concerning vampires, yes,” Aunt Agnes said. “You must keep this to yourself, Valkyrie. No one can know I’m a member of the Council.”

      I thought it over. “Is there a Shifter Council, too?”

      The aunts all shrugged. “Probably,” Aunt Agnes said. “There could be more than one, who knows? That’s not our business.”

      “So what do Council members do?” I asked Agnes.

      “Like I said, we make matters of policy concerning vampires.”

      “You’re not explaining it very well, Agnes,” Maude said. “You’re confusing the poor girl.”

      Agnes waved one hand at her. “If you think you can do a better job, go right ahead.”

      “Well, I don’t want to sound elitist,” Maude began, “but the Council members are the elite of the vampire world.”

      “That does sound elitist, you’ve got to admit,” Dorothy said, crossing to the window to look behind the curtains.

      Maude huffed. “It’s like a hierarchy. You could think of your Aunt Agnes as a Jedi.”

      Aunt Agnes groaned loudly. “A Jedi? Are you kidding me, Maude? That’s your way of explaining things to Valkyrie? Now you have her thoroughly confused.”

      She was right—I was thoroughly confused. “So how does someone get onto the Council? Do you get voted in or something?” I asked Agnes.

      Maude shook her head. “Weren’t you listening, Valkyrie? I just said Agnes was like a Jedi. Jedis don’t get voted in.”

      Agnes shook her finger at her. “Don’t you ever say the word Jedi again. If I ever hear you use the word Jedi again, why I’ll…”

      I thought it prudent to interrupt at this point. “If someone isn’t voted onto the Council, how do they become a Council member?”

      Aunt Dorothy took one more peek behind the curtains, and then returned to her seat. “It’s hereditary. The position on the Council is hereditary. It has been for centuries. That’s why it’s such a secret.”

      I was still somewhat confused. “What’s the secret? The fact that there is a Council?”

      All three aunts shook their heads. “No, of course that’s not a secret,” Aunt Agnes said wearily. “The identity of the Council members is a secret.”

      Aunt Dorothy interrupted her. “It’s a position of wealth and power,” she explained, “and after several Council members were murdered—this was hundreds of years ago, mind you—the Council decided to keep the identity of their members a deep secret.”

      I was beginning to catch on. “So now that the man outside was murdered, his heir will take his place?”

      The aunts all nodded vigorously.

      “And Aunt Agnes, if someone murdered you, who would be next in line? Aunt Dorothy or Aunt Maude?”

      “Don’t you worry yourself about that,” Aunt Agnes said. “The detectives will be inside in a moment. Just tell the truth about finding the body, Valkyrie, apart from the fact that you know his identity and that I dated him hundreds of years ago.”

      I wasn’t about to be deflected that easily. “Who’s next in line to you, Aunt Agnes?”

      Dorothy and Maude stared at each other. I pressed on. “Aunt Agnes, who is it?”

      Aunt Agnes went white. “Valkyrie, there’s something you don’t know.” She hesitated.

      I knew this wasn’t going to be good.
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      “She’ll find out eventually,” Aunt Dorothy said.

      “Loose lips sink ships,” Aunt Agnes snapped. “No one ever finds out anything if loudmouths don’t blab about it.”

      “What will I find out?” I said, trying to hang on to what little vestiges of patience I had left.

      “That Aunt Agnes isn’t your aunt,” Aunt Dorothy said. “You tell her, Agnes.”

      “I think you already did,” Aunt Agnes said through clenched teeth. “Valkyrie, that is correct. I’m not your aunt. I am, in fact, your great great great great great grandmother.”

      “I think you calculated several of those greats wrongly,” Maude pointed out. “You need more.”

      The aunts’ bickering was irritating at the best of times, so I hurried to forestall the impending escalation. I held up my hand. “All I want to know is, who’s next in line to the Council if you were to be murdered, Aunt Agnes.” I realised my words were blunt, but too late, they were already out of my mouth.

      Aunt Agnes hesitated, but once again, Dorothy spoke. “Your mother is next in line.”

      I was shocked. “Does this have anything to do with my parents’ disappearance?”

      The aunts all hurried to reassure me. “Of course not,” they said in unison. They weren’t entirely convincing, and I suspected there was more to it. I equally knew that I wouldn’t be able to get any information out of them if they really didn’t want to give it to me.

      I didn’t have a chance to pursue the matter, because the detectives marched into the room. Detective Oakes was the first to speak. “Did you know the victim?”

      We all said that we didn’t. “The perpetrator appears to know you, Mrs Jasper,” the detective said to Aunt Agnes.

      “Why would you say that?” Aunt Agnes did her best to look confused.

      “I believe you have read the note.” The detective’s manner was abrupt.

      “Oh yes.” Aunt Agnes plastered a false smile on her face. “Yes, that’s most puzzling.”

      “Was he expected today?” Detective Mason asked.

      Aunt Agnes’s confusion appeared genuine this time. “Expected? No, I’ve just said that we didn’t know him.”

      Detective Oakes’s exasperation was evident. “Bookings, that is, Mrs Jasper. Was he booked in for today?”

      The aunts exchanged glances. “I’m not sure when he was booked in,” Aunt Agnes said, shooting Dorothy a significant look.

      “Yes, I remember he booked over the phone,” Aunt Maude said, raising her eyes towards the ceiling, “but I don’t remember whether he was due today or not. I think he was. I must consult the book to see if I wrote it in. Perhaps I didn’t make an entry, after all. I really must be more careful. Is his cottage ready, Valkyrie?”

      Apparently, the aunts were faster on the uptake than I was, because it took me a moment or two to catch on. The detective’s question as to the victim’s booking had clearly given the aunts the idea to say that he was a guest. I would have to play along with it. It would be less suspicious if a guest was murdered. That at least would give him a reason to be on the premises. “It hardly matters whether his cottage is ready or not, Aunt Maude,” I said, “seeing that he won’t be able to use it.”

      Aunt Maude slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh, silly me. It’s the stress. I need some more medicinal alcohol.” She nodded to the bottle of Witches’ Brew.

      Detective Oakes turned his attention to me. “Miss Jasper, you’ll have to come down to the station to make a witness statement, if you would be so kind.” It was clear that his request was a demand more than anything.

      “Sure. When would you like me to do that?”

      “In the next few hours, please.”

      I nodded.

      He flipped open a notepad and hovered his pen over it. “Give me your account of what happened.”

      I thought back. “I was following the cat around the side of the building, when I saw a body on the porch. I hurried over, and immediately called emergency, but then he died.” Because I knew he was about to ask, I added, “I didn’t touch anything.”

      The detective flipped a page. “How many guests do you have at the moment?”

      “Lucas O’Callaghan, the regular,” I said, hoping my voice wasn’t shaking at the mention of Lucas’s name—what was wrong with me? I wasn’t a schoolgirl, for goodness’s sake—“and Barnabas Butler. He’s a watercolourist.”

      Oakes’s eyebrows shot up. “He’s a what?”

      “A watercolourist,” I repeated. “You know, he’s an artist, in watercolours.”

      “Is that what he does for a living?” Oakes asked, scribbling away in his notepad.

      “I’d say not. He doesn’t believe anyone should earn a living from creative processes.”

      Oakes snorted rudely. “He’s not a lawyer then!” he snapped.

      I was confused. “What do you mean?”

      Oakes scowled. “Some defence lawyers earn their living from creative processes.” He must have noticed the confused look on my face, because he added, “They’re liars!” Before I could respond, he turned to my aunts. “And when did you all arrive on the scene?”

      “Dorothy, Maude, and I came out together when we heard Valkyrie scream,” Aunt Agnes said. “Our cleaning lady, Bella Barker, was the first out there, and we arrived seconds behind her.” I wasn’t sure I had screamed, but I was hardly likely to say that.

      Oakes looked up from scribbling in his notepad. “And where is Mrs Barker now?”

      “She’s in the kitchen, drinking tea. The poor thing,” Aunt Agnes added.

      Oakes nodded to Mason, who disappeared in the direction of the kitchen. “First of all I’ll ask you to sign and date each individual account that I have written in my notepad—oh, and print your full name—and then I’d like you all to come down to the station to give witness statements,” Oakes said.

      “Is that really necessary?” Aunt Agnes said. “Valkyrie was the one who found him. All we did was look out the door.”

      Oakes waved a hand in dismissal. “Nevertheless, I’ll ask you all to come down to the station.”

      Aunt Agnes acquiesced with a frown. “All right, if you insist.”

      Detective Mason reappeared with Bella. “I’m taking Mrs Barker to the station to give her witness statement and then I’ll have an officer take her home,” he told Oakes.

      Oakes nodded, and then turned back to the aunts. “Ladies, please don’t use your front door for the rest of the day. Forensics could be out there a little longer.” His words were punctuated by a loud crack of thunder, and the manor shook ever so slightly. “I’ll see you all later.” He nodded to each one of us in turn, and then took his leave by the front door, despite telling us not to use it.

      Aunt Agnes hurried to her feet and bolted the door behind him. She turned around, and then clasped her throat. “Lucas! Where did you come from?”

      “I was waiting for the police to leave,” Lucas said. “I came through the back door. I hope that was all right.”

      Aunt Agnes ushered him into the room. My heart immediately set a-fluttering, as it always did when I saw Lucas. He headed straight for me. “Pepper, are you all right?”

      “Yes,” I said, although I was aware that my voice was trembling. Aunt Dorothy must have noticed too, because she poured some more Witches’ Brew into my goblet. I took a gulp. It hadn’t really hit me yet, but I felt I would burst into tears at any minute.

      Lucas turned to the aunts. “Agnes, you told me the note said that you were next?”

      She nodded, and fidgeted in her seat.

      “You do realise that you’re going to have to tell him, too?” Aunt Dorothy said.

      Aunt Agnes’s face turned flame red, a colour matched only by her hair. “Dorothy, you have a loud mouth!”

      “Tell me what?” Lucas said.

      I leant back into the overstuffed velvet sofa. “Here we go again,” I said, earning a sharp look from Lucas. “He will have to know,” I added. “He is a Cleaner, and he is likely your best protection.”

      Aunt Maude agreed with me. “Valkyrie’s right. He does need to know.”

      Aunt Agnes sighed dramatically. “Why are you all ganging up on me? All right, if you must know, I am a Council member.”

      Lucas’s jaw dropped open. “You! You’re a, a, Council, um, member…” he stammered. It took him a few moments to compose himself. “I never would have guessed.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment, young man,” Aunt Agnes said snarkily.

      “And there’s more,” I said. Aunt Agnes opened her mouth, but I beat her to it. “The victim was a member of the Council too, and Aunt Agnes’s ex-boyfriend.”

      Aunt Dorothy tittered. “One of many.”

      Aunt Agnes shot her a withering glare and then turned her attention to me. “You didn’t have to tell him that last part, Valkyrie.”

      “To the contrary, it’s best that I know everything,” Lucas said firmly. “Actually, it’s all starting to make a little sense now.”

      “What’s making sense?” Aunt Agnes snapped. Clearly, she didn’t like to be on the receiving end of a mystery.

      “Scorpius Everyman,” Lucas began, but Aunt Maude interrupted.

      “Do you think that Cleaner, I mean, that ex-Cleaner, Scorpius Everyman, murdered him?” she said. “He murdered those other people to make it look like Shifters did it, to turn the vampire population against Shifters. Surely you don’t think this is connected?”

      Aunt Agnes paused, the wine bottle in midair hovering over a spare goblet next to Lucas. “Give the man a chance to speak, Maude.” She filled Lucas’s goblet.

      He took a large gulp before speaking. “Scorpius Everyman is still on the run, but word has it he’s in Europe. As you know, Scorpius was part of a faction that wants to have shifters wiped out. Obviously, he was in it with several other people, and I suspect that this murder was done so that a member of that faction can get on the Council.”

      Aunt Agnes tapped her chin. “So, do you think Scorpius and his associates want to get their own people on the Council by killing off current members who don’t adhere to their set of values, if current members happen to have an heir who is on the faction’s side?”

      Lucas nodded. “Exactly.”

      “But then the murderer will be obvious, won’t they?” I said. “It’s whoever is next in line to the victim. That won’t be hard to solve.”

      I was surprised by the immediate murmur of disagreement. “It’s going to be awfully hard to find out who is next in line to Collier,” Aunt Agnes said. “By law, six weeks have to pass before the new person comes forward to take their seat.”

      I couldn’t see the problem, and said so. “Surely the person can be arrested in six weeks?” I said.

      Lucas shook his head. “I’m afraid this case is out of my hands. This victim was murdered by mundane means, by a knife, so it has to be left to the police to solve.”

      “Which is no doubt why he was murdered by a knife,” Aunt Agnes said.

      “But can’t the Council arrest whoever takes his place in six weeks?” I asked her, pressing home my point.

      “Not without proof,” Lucas said.

      I held my hands in the air. “Hello! Someone gets murdered, and leaves a note saying Aunt Agnes is next. It’s obviously about getting on the Council.”

      Lucas readily agreed. “Yes, it’s obvious, but it doesn’t mean there is anything we can do about it. Agnes, who is next in line to you? Not Pepper?”

      I was touched by the concern evident in his voice.

      “Valkyrie’s mother,” the aunts said in unison.

      “And she’s missing.” Lucas said it as a statement, rather than a question. After a few moments, he spoke again. “Pardon the question, Agnes, but if anything were to happen to you, and with Pepper’s mother missing, would Pepper be next in line?”

      My breath caught in my throat. I hadn’t considered that. To my relief, Agnes shook her head. “No, only if Valkyrie’s mother was pronounced dead. She’s officially missing, so the line of succession goes to her. With Valkyrie’s mother missing, Valkyrie is perfectly safe.”

      “Let me get this straight,” Lucas said. “If something were to happen to you, Pepper’s mother would have a seat on the Council, even though she is missing? They won’t replace her with anyone else?”

      Aunt Agnes nodded. “That’s right.”

      “But that’s good, isn’t it?” I said in a small voice. “Won’t that somehow thwart their plans?”

      Lucas dashed my hopes. “No, because it would be an empty seat, one less person to vote against them. An empty seat would be as good as having someone on their side. Have I got that right, Agnes?”

      “Yes, you have. On the bright side, no one’s going to come after Valkyrie.”

      It was only then that I remembered that the dying man had whispered either, “Beware of Lucas,” or “Beware of Lucas’s….”
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      The aunts hurried us all off to the police station, saying we should give our statements as soon as possible to get the unpleasant mess, as they put it, out of the way. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to get it out of the way, given that a man had died right in front of me. I was feeling a little nauseous, and what’s more, I didn’t know whether or not I should tell the aunts what the man had said before he died. I fully intended to tell Lucas; it’s just that I hadn’t yet had the chance.

      The waiting room was stuffy, and reeked of body odour and stale cheap coffee. My stomach rumbled loudly, reminding me just how hungry I was. It was a strange sensation, being both starving and slightly nauseous at the same time. I shifted in my seat once more and looked at the officer behind the desk. I hoped the detectives wouldn’t keep us waiting too much longer. I shot a look at Aunt Agnes to see how she was coping. After all, she had known the man well.

      It was a full five minutes before Detective Oakes appeared and ushered me into an interview room.

      This room smelt marginally better, only because the detective’s sickly sweet aftershave overpowered everything else. By reflex, I looked around for a window, but realised within a split second that interview rooms wouldn’t have windows from which criminals, or innocent people for that matter, could escape.

      While the detective was consulting his notes, I regarded the room. I wondered how people could continue to work in such bland, depressing surroundings, but I supposed they had more important things on their mind than interior design. This room was pale olive and beige, contrasting rather unpleasantly with the bright lime green plastic of the chairs. The cold metal table was in keeping with the ambience, or lack thereof. A low humming sound reverberated through the room, but I had no idea of its source.

      I duly gave the detective a blow by blow description, omitting only the words that the man had said before he died. I felt absolutely no guilt about keeping it from the police. After all, they certainly couldn’t be told that the man was a vampire and that Lucas was a vampire Cleaner. I did, however, feel guilty about keeping it from my aunts.

      When I returned to the waiting room, Aunt Agnes was not there. “We’ve already been questioned, Valkyrie,” Aunt Maude said. “Agnes is in there longer than we were.”

      “That makes sense,” I said. “After all, the note said, Agnes, you’re next. I suppose he’s trying to find out who would have reason to harm her.”

      “Well, he’s not going to find that out,” Aunt Dorothy said.

      I nodded. “Sure, but he doesn’t know that. He’s only doing his job.”

      “Quite so, quite so,” both aunts said.

      When Aunt Agnes finally appeared, her face was white and drawn. Aunt Dorothy opened her mouth, but Aunt Agnes shook her head. “Not here.”

      The four of us walked outside and climbed into her small car. “That was gruelling,” Aunt Agnes said. “He seemed to think I had a connection to the victim.”

      “But you do have a connection to the victim,” Aunt Dorothy pointed out, but was silenced by a withering glare from Agnes.

      “I’m hardly going to tell the police that we dated centuries ago, am I, Dorothy, or that we were both members of the Council?” she snapped. “Anyway, that detective seemed to think I was connected with the victim in some way because of the note left on him. He thinks whoever killed the victim is coming after me next.”

      “That’s exactly what the note said,” Dorothy said a little too cheerfully.

      “So what did you tell the police?” I asked Agnes.

      “Not a thing,” Agnes said. “I just kept telling him that I had no idea, that I just assumed it was someone trying to throw them off the track. However, he thought it was strange that someone I didn’t know would be murdered on my porch and with a note saying that I was next. It does look very strange. Rather, I can see why it looks strange to the police.”

      “What are we going to do?” Aunt Maude asked her.

      “Obviously, we are going to have to solve this murder, because the police won’t have a hope of doing so,” Aunt Agnes said. “Let’s all get coffee and cake. I need to take my new car for a spin.”

      I had totalled Aunt Agnes’s old car only recently, when a murderer had run me off the road. Fortunately, Aunt Agnes had received a handsome payout figure from her insurance company, and had recently bought a bright yellow Ford Fiesta.

      The other aunts readily agreed, but just then I had an incoming text from Linda. Are you all right? I’ve heard about the body on your porch. Want to meet for coffee now? I’m at the Lotus Bean if you can make it.

      I read the text to the aunts. “Would you mind dropping me off at the Lotus Bean?”

      “Sure, that’s fine,” Aunt Agnes said. “But Valkyrie, please be very careful what you tell Linda. You can’t tell her that the note said I was next, and obviously, you can’t tell her anything about the Council.”

      “Yes, I realise that,” I said. I texted Linda to say that I was already in town and would be right there. “I’ll ask Linda to drop me off home afterwards,” I told the aunts.

      Linda was waiting for me at the Lotus Bean, the newest coffee shop in town. Unlike the police station, the decor here was pretty: greens and purples intertwined on the most interesting logo I had ever seen, and the tables and chairs were of handcrafted wood. Rather, I’m sure they were mass produced, but made in such a way as to resemble handcrafted wood.

      Linda waved to me to get my attention, a rather unnecessary move given that she was sitting alone. The gentle breeze had driven other patrons inside. People in beach towns generally felt the cold far more than their inland counterparts.

      “I ordered your regular coffee for you,” she said by way of greeting. “I ordered your usual cake as well. I hope that was all right.”

      I thanked her and took a seat opposite her, with my back to the wall and with a good view of the empty tables and gently waving blue umbrellas in front of me.

      Linda clasped her hands and leant forward. “Okay, tell me everything! I mean, I don’t want to sound ghoulish, but another dead body? What are the chances?”

      I rubbed my forehead. Before I could say anything, she pressed on. “Do the police know who it is? Have you ever seen him before? Was he one of the guests?”

      Linda had become a good friend, but this wasn’t my secret to tell. “I’ve never seen him before,” I said, and that was the truth. “I don’t know what he was doing on the porch.”

      Linda leant back in her chair. “The scary thing is that the murderer must’ve been really close to you when you found him.”

      I was startled. “What makes you say that?”

      Linda was unable to reply because the waitress deposited our drinks and cakes in front of us. As soon as the waitress was out of earshot, Linda continued. “Because his injuries were serious and he died when you found him.”

      My jaw fell open. “How did you know that?”

      “The lady staying a few rooms from me is in town for her daughter’s birthday, and her daughter is married to one of the paramedics who attended.”

      “I should have known.” I said dryly. “People in small country towns know your business better than you do.”

      Linda nodded. “Yes, the paramedic told this lady’s daughter, who told me. He also told her about the note with the knife. Agnes, you’re next, wasn’t it?”

      Now I really was shocked. “I think that was meant to be a secret.”

      Linda took a large bite of her cake, and swallowed it before answering. “Well, she did swear me to secrecy.”

      I sipped my coffee to try to calm my nerves, but upon reflection, coffee probably wasn’t the best choice for calming nerves.

      “Is Lucas on the job?” Linda asked me. Linda knew that Lucas was a Cleaner, and Linda herself was a Shifter wolf. I had met her as soon as I arrived in town, and her husband too, a most unpleasant man. He had been murdered. I shuddered at the thought. After a rocky start, Linda and I had become firm friends, and she had decided to stay in Lighthouse Bay. She was currently looking around for a house to buy.

      “No, because this murder isn’t anything to do with vampires or Shifters,” I said, trying my best to sound convincing.

      Apparently, Linda bought it. “Of course. Silly me, I wasn’t thinking. Still, the note makes me wonder if it could be something to do with vampires.”

      “Maybe the murderer is a disgruntled former guest,” I said in an attempt to deflect. “The business was a real mess when I arrived.”

      Linda laughed. “I don’t mean to make light of such a serious business as murder, but if guests threatened all substandard accommodation businesses, there wouldn’t be many people left. Besides, the note shows that your aunt was connected in some way with the victim.”

      I was beginning to think that we should have removed the note, after all. “Yes, it’s a mystery for sure,” I said, and then popped a big piece of cake in my mouth to save me having to answer any more questions.

      Luckily for me, the conversation soon turned to Linda’s search for a new house. “They all look much better online,” she said. “The agents must take those photos with a special lens, to make the rooms look much bigger. Also, some houses are on a very steep block, but they look perfectly flat online. Did you know that most people don’t clean their houses when they’re for sale? Why, some of those ovens I have seen are absolutely filthy, and so are most of the glass shower doors, too.” Finally, Linda stopped her tirade about houses for sale and insisted on paying for our coffee and cake. She disappeared inside, while I looked out over the busy street.

      I thought I saw Lucas over the other side of the street, but the figure appeared to be acting furtively. Maybe he was on secret Cleaner business, something to do with the murder. He was wearing a baseball cap and large dark sunglasses, something he never did. I stood up and crossed the road, intending to talk to him.

      As I approached, he ducked into a little café. I looked over my shoulder for Linda, but she hadn’t emerged from the coffee shop yet, so I went inside to speak to Lucas. His head was bent over a menu, and strangely, he was still wearing his sunglasses.

      “Lucas.”

      He did not look up. I walked over to him. “Lucas.” He looked up at me and smiled, but did not speak.

      “I haven’t had a chance to tell you, and I haven’t told the aunts, but the dead man, that is, Collier Cardon, mentioned you just before he died.”

      Lucas looked shocked. “What did he say?”

      “I’m not quite sure. He either said, ‘Beware of Lucas,’ or ‘Beware of Lucas’s…’. I mean, I think he actually said ‘Beware of Lucas’s…’ but I didn’t know if he was stammering because he was dying, the poor guy.”

      Lucas tapped his chin.

      “What do you think he meant?”

      “I have no idea, but it’s obviously important. I’ll get to the bottom of it. Did you tell the police?”

      I slid into the seat opposite Lucas and leant across the table. “Of course not! I haven’t even told my aunts.”

      “Why not?” Lucas whispered.

      I thought the answer was obvious. “Because they might suspect you, of course,” I said wearily. “I haven’t told a soul.”

      Lucas looked pleased, as far as I could tell in the dark room. “Promise me you won’t tell anyone. This could be very significant.”

      “Do you have any idea what it means?”

      Lucas shook his head. “Not exactly, but it does give me a lead I can look into. Now then, promise me you won’t mention this again?” I opened my mouth to say something, but he held up his hand. “I mean, even to me, even when we’re in private. We have probably said too much now, but I have reason to believe that there might be a listening device close to my person.”

      I was shocked. “What do you mean? A bug?”

      Lucas shrugged. “This murder has far deeper implications, so I have to be especially careful. The walls have ears, as they say. Never mention what Collier Cardon said to anyone, even me, even if you’re sure no one can overhear the conversation, because there could be a listening device trained on us at that very moment.”

      Curiouser and curiouser. “Sure, if that’s what you think, but will you keep me updated on your investigation?”

      Lucas nodded. “I will. Just don’t mention to anyone that you saw me here. I’m watching someone and I’m trying to be incognito.” He gestured to his cap and the huge sunglasses. “Don’t even mention to me later on that we had this conversation, not unless I think it’s safe and I bring it up first. I’m sorry to be so mysterious, but there’s a lot going on here.”

      “If you think that’s best.” It wasn’t like Lucas to be so overly dramatic, so I figured he had good reason to say what he did. “I’d better be getting back to Linda.”

      A red flush travelled up his skin.

      “Lucas, are you all right?”

      He fanned himself with a menu. “This disguise is making me hot.”

      He sure was acting strangely. I gave him a little nod and then hurried back over to the café, just in time to catch Linda emerging from inside. “Pepper,” she said urgently, “is your phone turned off?”

      I looked in my handbag for my phone and found that I had inadvertently switched the sound off. Several missed calls showed on the screen. I moved to turn it back on, but Linda spoke again. “I have to take you back to Mugwort Manor in a hurry. Agnes just called. Something terrible’s happened.”
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      I clutched my throat. “What? What’s happened?”

      Linda took off at a fast pace towards her car, with me hurrying beside her. “The police are at the manor with a search warrant.”

      “A search warrant?” I parroted, my heart racing furiously.

      “Yes. Apparently the knife in the murdered man was one of your aunt’s kitchen knives.”

      I gasped, although a few moments later after I thought it over, it didn’t seem quite so bad. “He was murdered at the manor, so it’s not so strange he was murdered with something from inside the manor, surely?”

      Linda merely shrugged.

      When we arrived, I was concerned to see several police cars at the manor. “Will you be all right by yourself?” Linda asked me. “Do you want me to come in with you?”

      I thanked her, but declined. “If they’re going to suspect one of us, the less you have to do with it the better.”

      Linda nodded. “Call me later.”

      I said I would, and then shut her car door. The aunts were outside, standing by a particularly tall rosemary bush.

      “Rosemarys don’t last very long,” Aunt Dorothy said. She was bending over, her nose only inches from the blue flowers. “They’re much the same as lavenders in that regard.”

      Aunt Agnes held her hands skyward. “Honestly, Dorothy, sometimes I wonder about you. There are far more pressing matters at hand.”

      “Do the police suspect one of us?” I asked, coming straight to the point.

      Aunt Agnes shrugged. “Who knows? I think it strange that they got a search warrant, though. I would have let them look through the place without one.”

      “No, you wouldn’t,” Dorothy said.

      “Hush, Dorothy,” Agnes and Maude said in unison.

      “The room!” I said. “They’ll find your secret altar room!”

      Aunt Agnes shook her head. “It’s magically protected. They won’t see the door; they’ll only see wall panelling. Besides, they’re more interested in the knives in the kitchen.”

      “Can we sit down?” I asked them. “This is all a bit overwhelming.”

      The aunts walked over to a wooden seat in the garden by way of answer. The three of them sat side by side, leaving me perched precariously on the edge of the seat. “Does this mean the murder wasn’t premeditated?” I asked them.

      “What do you mean?” Aunt Dorothy said.

      Agnes swivelled her head. “She means that poor Collier was stabbed with a knife from our kitchen, which seems to suggest that he turned up here, and then someone killed him with the nearest thing to hand, namely one of our kitchen knives.”

      “But that doesn’t fit with the note on his body,” Maude pointed out.

      I shifted my position ever so slightly to try to get more of the seat. “That’s true. Perhaps someone lured him here and then stabbed him with one of your kitchen knives to make it look like one of you did it.”

      “But like I just said, that doesn’t fit with the note on the body,” Maude said. “That makes it look like Agnes is the next intended victim. If the murderer wanted to throw suspicion on Agnes, then the murderer wouldn’t have left the note.”

      “You know, something just occurred to me,” Dorothy said, tapping her chin. The act of tapping caused her elbow to lodge firmly in my ribs, so I pushed back against her a little to make her move up the seat. Unperturbed, she continued. “Perhaps the police will think that Agnes did do it, and left a note there to cast suspicion off herself.”

      Kookaburras in the tree overhead cackled. It was amazing how much their cry sounded like raucous laughter. I expected Agnes to respond just as scornfully to Dorothy’s suggestion, but she did not. “You do have a point there, Dorothy. For once you said something sensible.” Dorothy beamed from ear to ear.

      “Did you get the impression the police suspected any of you?” I asked the aunts.

      Aunt Agnes bit her lip. “They didn’t say so in as many words, but the fact that they have got a search warrant tends to suggest otherwise.”

      My stomach churned. “We’ll have to hurry up solving this murder. How can we start looking for Collier Cardon’s heir?”

      “More to the point, what was Collier Cardon doing in town?” a deep voice said behind us. I swung around so hard that I nearly fell off the edge of the seat. It was Lucas, but he was not wearing the huge sunglasses, baseball cap, or the faded jeans he had been wearing earlier.

      My heart raced, as it always did when I saw Lucas. I’d have to get that response under control. “Lucas,” I said weakly. Why did he always have that effect on me?

      Lucas shot me a smile, and continued. “The most obvious answer would be that Collier was here to see Agnes, but surely he would have let you know he was coming.” He fixed Agnes with a steely gaze. “Did you have any idea he was coming to visit you?”

      “No?” she said in a tone that didn’t convince anyone.

      “You knew!” I said, unable to keep the accusation out of my voice.

      Her head turned right to left and back again as if she were watching a tennis game. “Maybe I knew he was.”

      “Agnes!” Maude and Dorothy said in unison.

      “It was secret Council business,” Aunt Agnes said in a haughty tone. “The two of you are always harping on, asking me questions you know I can’t answer, when it’s secret Council business.”

      “Secret Council business, my…” Maude began, but then paused, obviously thinking the better of finishing her sentence. “You say everything is secret Council business, whether it is or it isn’t.”

      “How do you know it isn’t?” Agnes said. “It’s a secret, and it’s a secret from you, so you wouldn’t know whether it was a secret or not.”

      The logic of that was lost on me. I groaned and put my head in my hands. “What was he coming to tell you, Aunt Agnes?”

      Aunt Agnes sighed long and hard. “If I knew that, Valkyrie, then he wouldn’t need to visit me. He simply told me he had urgent matters to discuss. If he had already told me what they were, then there would have been no need for him to visit me, would there?”

      Lucas raised one eyebrow at me. Clearly, he couldn’t make any more sense of the aunts than I could.

      “Well, that’s something else we’ll have to keep from the police,” Maude said, to a murmur of agreement.

      “I have to get back to the winery,” Lucas said. “I just wanted to come back here to check that you’re all okay.” His hand lightly rested on my shoulder for a moment, sending a thousand butterflies on their way through my stomach.

      I watched Lucas leave, and then dragged my mind from his muscles to the murder. “Aunt Agnes, did anyone know that Collier intended to come here?”

      “I certainly didn’t,” Aunt Dorothy said.

      “Me either,” Aunt Maude said, clearly put out.

      Aunt Agnes nodded. “Yes, someone certainly did.”

      I sat on the edge of the seat. “Who?”

      “Why, the murderer, of course.” Aunt Agnes’s tone was smug.

      I thought that over. “Did he arrive on time?”

      Aunt Agnes nodded again. “Yes, Collier was always punctual.”

      My leg had gone to sleep, so I stood up and walked around to face the aunts. “So either someone else knew he was coming, or someone saw him at the door, took fright, ran to the kitchen, grabbed a knife, and stabbed him. Come to think of it, now that I’ve said that, it all seems too far-fetched. No one else was lurking around, and if you don’t count Lucas, the only guest is Barnabas Butler.”

      Detective Oakes marched over to us. “Ladies, did you notice any of your knives missing?”

      Aunt Agnes shook her head. “No, we have so many knives, and I don’t keep them in the one place.”

      Aunt Maude interrupted her. “We keep some in drawers, some in the knife block, and sometimes we find them lying around in strange places.”

      “So you didn’t notice the murder weapon missing?” The aunts all shook their heads. “What about you, Miss Jasper?”

      “I never know where to find anything in that kitchen,” I said truthfully. “They must have about fifty knives in there. No one would notice one go missing.”

      “Well, you all saw the murder weapon,” Oakes said, exasperation evident in his voice, “so do you have any idea where it came from?”

      Aunt Agnes looked at the sky, presumably for inspiration. “I think it was one of the knives in the knife block,” she said.

      “The knife block, out in the kitchen, in full display,” Oakes said.

      “We weren’t expecting a murderer to grab a knife from it,” Agnes said defensively.

      Oakes sighed. “Quite so, quite so. Well, thank you for your help, ladies. We’ll be in touch.” He and Mason walked to their silver Ford, but then Oakes hurried back. “Ladies, I don’t want to worry you, but just as a precaution I’d ask you to lock your doors at night. The perpetrator could well be someone known to you all. If you have any concerns, please call me direct on my mobile number.” He handed Aunt Agnes his card, and then hurried back in the direction of his car.

      Other police officers streamed from the house and followed the silver Ford up the road.

      “Well that’s a relief,” I said. “They haven’t taken any of the laptops or anything from the house.”

      “I wouldn’t expect that they would,” Agnes said. “We have red brick dust under the welcome mats at the front and the back of the house for protection, and red brick dust across every windowsill in the house. We also have fennel seeds under the mats. Fennel seeds have long been used to keep the law away.”

      “And we have a floor scrub to keep away the law, too,” Aunt Maude added. “We always mix oil of bergamot, oil of cloves, and oil of cedar in a bucket and wash the house outwards towards the front door. That’s a really good traditional floor wash to keep the law away.”

      I raised my eyebrows at all their measures to keep the law away, but I supposed it wouldn’t do for centuries-old vampires to have too close a brush with the law. “Do you think it is Barnabas Butler?” I said.

      Aunt Agnes frowned. “Do I think what is Barnabas Butler? Do I think he is the murderer?”

      I shrugged. “Collier Cardon was murdered on the porch in broad daylight, while you were all home. I know it wasn’t you three, and I know it wasn’t Lucas, so that only leaves Bella Barker or Barnabas Butler.”

      “That’s a lot of Bs,” Maude said.

      Dorothy swatted her face. “Bees? They must be attracted to the lavender and the rosemary.”

      Maude groaned. “No. Bella Barker, Barnabas Butler. Their names start with B.”

      Aunt Agnes crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, that isn’t illegal, last time I looked, but Valkyrie is right. It was either Bella Barker, Barnabas Butler, or someone we haven’t thought of yet.”

      “And that someone must be lurking around the manor,” I pointed out. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

      “Now don’t get ahead of yourself, Valkyrie,” Aunt Agnes said in a placating tone. “We mustn’t think that someone is lurking around. After all, the murderer could well be Barnabas Butler.” As she spoke, she smiled and nodded, as if that were a good thing.
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      We all agreed that we should investigate Barnabas Butler first. And so, only hours after I had discovered a murder victim, I was attending an exhibition at the local art gallery. Barnabas Butler wasn’t exhibiting. Far from it—he probably thought exhibiting was commercial and so beneath his notice, but he had told Aunt Agnes the previous day that he would be attending the exhibition. We thought the social setting was a good place to start investigating, somewhere we could speak to Barnabas and ask him questions. The exhibition was Aboriginal art, by an up and coming Indigenous artist from Queensland.

      I was light headed and still quite shaken after the day’s events. I would have preferred to be at home in bed with a good book, or lying on the sofa and watching mindless TV. Instead, I was mingling with the town socialites and looking at artwork I could not afford. My firm favourite already was a vividly painted scene of dolphins swimming through the Great Barrier Reef.

      The gallery director called us all to attention. A portly man with a walrus moustache, he was clearly used to people doing what he said. He introduced one of the country’s patrons, a tall, thin woman. She gave a speech, which mercifully was short, as it was delivered in a high pitched, nasal tone and was more a catalogue of her achievements rather than anything to do with art. When she finished, the gallery director took the microphone.

      “Much Aboriginal art is based on the Dreamtime,” he began, “which, as you all know, was the period of creation, and those stories have been passed down generation after generation. Australian Indigenous peoples had no written language in the Western way of understanding, but their stories were passed down in written form as symbols in their art. Of course, it goes without saying that different areas have vastly different styles.”

      I was relieved that the director’s speech was interesting. “Aboriginal art on canvas, on board, only began a few decades ago,” he continued. “You are probably all most familiar with Dot Painting, which was originally developed to disguise iconography, to hide the secret meanings from the European population and from other tribes. That’s one theory anyway. These days, some artists are branching away from Dot Painting. To date, the record for any Australian female artist’s work is just over one million dollars for an Indigenous painting, and the record for an Indigenous painting is over two million dollars.”

      I heard someone shuffle beside me. “Huh! If that’s all that’s important to you,” Barnabas snapped. “Money!”

      “It’s pretty important to me,” I admitted.

      He regarded me with narrowed eyes. “Art done for money is worthless.” He shook his bottle of water at me.

      I could have said something about his definition of worthless, but I thought it better to hold my tongue. After all, I didn’t want to alienate him. Now that he was speaking to me, I wanted to ask him something to see whether or not he was a firm suspect, but my mind went blank. Finally, I thought of something. “I didn’t see you painting outside the cottage this morning.”

      He stared absently at me by way of response. This was hard. “Were you working on another painting?” I asked him. “Did you finish your painting of the sand dunes?”

      Barnabas looked at me as if I had gone completely mad. “Finished?” he asked me. “Of course not! It takes years to finish a painting. In fact, I haven’t finished one yet.”

      “Oh.” I was at a loss. “Um, were you doing any painting this morning?”

      He nodded. “I was painting just behind the lighthouse.”

      I thought fast. “That was such an atmospheric mood, with the storm approaching.” He agreed. I pushed on. “I cut my walk at the beach short this morning, because I was worried about lightning.” He continued to nod. “I didn’t really see anyone else at the beach this morning. Did you see anyone else at the lighthouse?” That, of course, was my roundabout way of asking whether anyone could verify his alibi.

      He rubbed his chin. “Only the other guest.”

      “The other guest?” I asked him, perplexed. “Oh, do you mean Lucas O’Callaghan?”

      “Yes, that’s him. I forgot his name for a moment. He was skulking around in the sand dunes, acting suspicious. I saw him on my way back, but I don’t think he liked the fact that I saw him. He was hurrying away from the manor, heading for the beach.”

      “Are you absolutely positive it was Lucas?”

      “Yes, I practically tripped over him before he took off.”

      Lucas had told me he was at the winery all morning. Why had he lied? Surely he didn’t have anything to do with Collier Cardon’s death? Could Lucas have murdered Collier? If so, then did that mean Lucas was Cleaning after a crime committed by Collier, or worse still, could Lucas be part of the faction?

      I shook my head in an attempt to clear it, but that brought on the beginnings of a headache. Barnabas had already lost interest in our conversation, and was staring angrily at the price of the nearest painting.

      Should I tell the aunts? I hadn’t told them about Collier’s dying words. Yet, if I didn’t tell them that Barnabas had seen Lucas, then Barnabas was likely to tell them. In that case, they would know I was keeping something from them. I glanced around the room, to see that Aunt Agnes was striding towards Barnabas.

      On the spur of the moment, I made my decision. I would tell them that Barnabas had seen Lucas around the time of the murder, but I would not tell them what Collier had said. I needed to speak to Lucas first.

      In fact, I had thought Lucas would be here tonight. Where had he been lately? I had simply assumed he was working on something, and maybe he was. I certainly hoped that something hadn’t involved Collier Cardon.

      I walked over to stand near a bright red and orange painting featuring two white fish. I was captivated by the painting, as it looked like a galaxy, a dark background with bursts of white and orange light. The aunts soon joined me. “Did you get anything out of Barnabas?” Aunt Maude asked Aunt Agnes.

      Aunt Agnes shrugged. “He said that he was at the lighthouse at the time of the murder, doing one of his paintings. Oh, I didn’t actually ask him where he was at the time of the murder. I asked him in a roundabout manner. So, he said he was painting at the lighthouse and that he saw Lucas on the way back.” She shot me a look as she said it.

      “He told me exactly the same thing,” I admitted.

      “He said that Lucas was acting furtively,” Aunt Agnes continued.

      I nodded. “He said the same to me, but Lucas was at the winery all morning.”

      Something flitted across Aunt Agnes’s face, but then her features formed into their usual controlled façade. “So he said.” She tapped her chin. “Has Lucas been acting strangely, lately, Valkyrie?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said honestly. “He hasn’t been around much, um, not as much as I thought he would,” I added lamely.

      “Perhaps Barnabas was lying about Lucas,” Aunt Maude offered. “He doesn’t know our association with Lucas, and for all he knows, Lucas is just another guest. Barnabas might have murdered Collier, and he’s trying to throw the suspicion onto Lucas.”

      Why hadn’t that occurred to me? “That makes sense,” I said, and Dorothy and Agnes agreed. “What do we do next?” I asked them. “How can we investigate him any further? I suppose the first thing we need to do is find out if Barnabas was related to Collier.”

      Aunt Agnes took a flute of champagne from a passing waiter, and sipped it before answering. “I’ve been thinking about that. I just don’t know how to go about it.”

      “I suppose there’s no chance that it’s on record with the Council?” I asked.

      Agnes shook her head. “No. Remember I told you that the Council members are kept secret now? Well, it’s the very same reason that no one knows who is next in line. It would make it too easy for people to kill the line of succession, to get their own members in.”

      I was dismayed. “Does this sort of thing happen often?”

      Aunt Agnes hurried to reassure me. “Oh no, of course not. It hasn’t happened in hundreds of years.”

      I sighed long and hard. “What do we do now?” I asked them. “Who would know who Collier’s relatives were?”

      Aunt Agnes shot a look around the room before answering. “His lawyer would know.”

      “Great idea, Agnes,” Aunt Dorothy said, patting Agnes a little too hard on the back. “How do we find out who his lawyer is?”

      Aunt Agnes’s face fell. “No idea.”

      “How can we find out?” Dorothy had turned and was now addressing a painting of a tree.

      I wandered away, not wanting to get in the middle of the aunts arguing about whether Dorothy did or did not need glasses. I looked at the paintings, wishing I could afford one of them, when I heard laughter. It was a young woman at the far end of the gallery, partially obscured by a pillar. I turned back to admire the painting in front of me, when I saw her companion. I gasped. The lighting there was dim, but surely that couldn’t be Lucas?

      I had only managed a brief glimpse before he ducked back behind the pillar. I could hardly walk down there—there were no paintings down that end, so I had no reason to be there. Still, it was eating me up. I decided to walk over to the other side of the gallery in case that gave me a better look. As I did so, I cast another glance in the woman’s direction, and the man caught my eye for a second, before looking away. I was sure it was Lucas. But if so, why didn’t he speak to me? Why was he hiding from me?

      I reached the other side of the gallery, and then turned back, pretending to look at another painting. It was all I could do not to gasp. Lucas and the woman were embroiled in a passionate embrace. He was kissing her thoroughly.

      I stood there, frozen to the spot. Why was Lucas kissing another woman? And why would he do so, given that he knew I had seen him? Was he undercover? If so, he was enjoying his work rather too much for my liking.

      One question after another assaulted me. Was this Lucas’s way of getting rid of my obviously unwanted attentions? Had I got too close to him and this was his means of pushing me away?

      Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. I forced myself to walk calmly back to the other side of the gallery, where I wouldn’t be able to see Lucas and the woman. Everything I thought I had known about Lucas was wrong. One thing was certain, if he was kissing that woman due to some sort of secret Cleaner business, he surely wouldn’t have done so when he knew I was watching. What was he up to?
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      I was pretty miserable by the time I got home that night. I hadn’t told the aunts what I had seen, though not telling them was against my better judgement. I just couldn’t seem to come to grips with the fact that Lucas was kissing another woman.

      The aunts were adamant I not walk to my cottage in the dark, and insisted I stay overnight in my old room, the room I had stayed in when I had first come to Lighthouse Bay.

      I had a quick shower, washed off my make up, threw on the only bathrobe I could find, an old one of Aunt Agnes’s, and then crossed the corridor to my room. I went to the window to peep around the curtains. The lights to Barnabas’s cottage were on, but those to Lucas’s cottage were not. Was Lucas still with that woman? A sharp pang of jealousy assaulted me.

      “He’s not worth worrying about,” I said aloud to myself. Maybe if I said it another few times, I would start to believe it.

      At any rate, I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep. I had thought Lucas and I were at the start of something good, but had he merely been toying with my feelings? I didn’t know for sure, but it didn’t look good. I decided to go down to the kitchen to take two Panadol and wash them down with a nice cup of tea.

      I had just swallowed the Panadol and was stirring sugar into my tea when all the aunts burst into the kitchen. “Valkyrie!” Aunt Agnes said. “There you are! I banged on your door, but you didn’t answer.”

      “Headache,” I said. “I just took two Panadol and I was making a cup of tea. What’s wrong?”

      “Did you see anyone? Hear anyone?” Aunt Agnes asked urgently.

      I started to shake my head, but that hurt, so I said, “No, not a soul. Why?”

      “I think someone tried to poison me,” Aunt Agnes said. “I’ve called the police.”

      “But isn’t this a matter for a Cleaner?” I asked her.

      Aunt Agnes looked decidedly uncomfortable. “Perhaps, but since the police are already investigating Collier’s death, I thought it wouldn’t hurt for them to investigate this, too.”

      I knew what she hadn’t said. She suspected Lucas. What other reason was there for calling the police and not leaving it to Lucas? “You said someone tried to poison you?” I prompted her.

      She held up a glass, which she was gingerly holding with a tissue. I hadn’t noticed that before. “I always take a glass of water to bed,” she told me.
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