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      One discount pack of hipster lace briefs, one large caramel almond latte, one plane ticket from Sydney to Lighthouse Bay. That’s all I had to show for my life, or to be precise, that’s all I could afford after I sold my old car.

      I was about to do what every girl dreaded—move back home to the relatives. I had no choice. My degree in Classical Literature hadn’t exactly prepared me for the workplace. I’d worked as a temporary waitress, as a barista, selling tickets at a cinema, anything I could get, but the jobs were few and far between. I had done plenty of spells to get permanent jobs, but nothing ever worked. I’d wished more than once that I was like a Hollywood witch who could wave a magic wand and make things happen, instead of being a normal everyday woman who practised traditional witchcraft.

      “It’s only until you get back on your feet,” I said aloud, and then averted my eyes as the taxi driver shot me a quick look in the rear view mirror. I had no idea how I would cope with moving from the big city to the tiny beachside town of Lighthouse Bay, a move made all the worse by having to live with my elderly aunts. To say they were as mad as hatters was putting it mildly. Still, their Bed and Breakfast business in the Jasper family ancestral home was crumbling, as no doubt was the house itself—if my memory served me correctly—and they had offered me a partnership in the business. They said they needed young blood.

      The taxi driver didn’t make conversation, which suited me just fine. I looked out the window at the narrow, winding road leading from the township of Lighthouse Bay to Mugwort Manor with dismay. This was a far cry from Sydney. Had I made the wrong decision? Had boredom ever killed anyone outright? I shook my head. No, I truly had no other options. I had been living on instant noodles, and had become so ill from lack of good food that I even had to take a daily iron supplement. I would have to put my best foot forward.

      I directed the taxi driver to take me to the main house, not the cottages that my aunts rented out to paying guests. The driver deposited my suitcases on the side of the road and then drove off, leaving me standing there.

      Mugwort Manor loomed before me, looking quite Wuthering Heights but without the doom and gloom. Well, maybe a little gloom, but there were certainly no English moors around here. The Australian sky was bright and blue, the air salty, yet the landscape in front of me betrayed no sign that the sea was nearby. The dark dormer windows seemed threatening somehow, as if some arcane creature was watching me through hooded eyes between the ancient drapes. Jasmine and ivy clawed their way across the face of the house, clinging to every fissure they could find.

      Trees hung over the pathway, almost as if they wanted to tear at guests. The undergrowth was thick enough to conceal any manner of creature. In fact, was that a menacing growl I heard?

      “Stop being fanciful,” I said aloud. I had grown accustomed to talking to myself. I figured whoever said that talking to oneself is the first sign of madness had not lived alone for any length of time. Or maybe they were right.

      The house looked the same as when I had last seen it some five years earlier, just before I lost my parents. I had been raised in the northern suburbs of Sydney, and only after my parents went missing while on sabbatical in Kyrgyzstan had I regained significant contact with my aunts. My parents’ estate was tied up in all sorts of legal entanglements, and my lawyer said they would not be declared dead for another two years. I didn’t want them declared dead at all; I hoped they would somehow turn up. The Australian government was not looking for them. No one was, and I myself did not have sufficient funds to go to Kyrgyzstan. Even if I did, I wouldn’t know where to start. The situation was entirely hopeless.

      At any rate, my parents had done their best to avoid The Aunts, as they called them, and had never told me why.

      I uttered a few choice words and then struggled up the moss-covered flagstone path to the front door of Mugwort Manor.

      A fresh sea breeze picked up my hair. I flicked the few strands out of my eyes and inhaled the heady scent of jasmine. Although Sydney was also on the ocean, the air was nowhere near as clear nor as fragrant as the pristine air of Lighthouse Bay. Mugwort Manor was close to the beach, a beautiful beach which stretched along the east coast of Australia. One section of beach was patrolled, and frequented by surfers, while the remaining, longer section was a designated off-leash dog beach. I was looking forward to long walks on the beach to preserve my sanity.

      I paused as butterflies welled in my stomach, warning me of an upcoming event. I’d had this precognition since childhood, a foreknowledge that served to warn me both of something good happening and also something bad. Unfortunately, my life had been full of more bad somethings than good somethings. I had no idea what this was signalling, but given my track record, I supposed it wasn’t going to be good. My right eye twitched. That always meant something bad was heading my way.

      I decided not to ring the doorbell and alert my aunts until my belongings were sitting nicely outside the front door, otherwise I was sure mayhem would ensue. They were not the most organised people in the world. With that in mind, I stacked my suitcases out of the way. My aunts were likely to charge out the door and fall over them. Aunt Dorothy, for one, was clumsy and short-sighted. Just as my hand reached for the brass doorbell, I realised I had left my handbag by the road.

      I gingerly walked back down the uneven flagstones—they were an accident waiting to happen—being careful going downhill given that it had obviously rained recently, and heavily. That wasn’t unusual for these parts. Lighthouse Bay wasn’t in the tropics, but in summer, thunderstorms were common most afternoons.

      I retrieved my handbag from on top of a clump of kikuyu grass and turned to go, hesitating as the sound of a powerful engine roared behind me. As I turned, a silver Porsche screeched to a halt and splashed mud all over me.

      A tall, dark, and strikingly handsome man jumped out of the car, presumably to apologise. At least, I think that’s how he looked through the mud in my eyes. I gingerly wiped it out and then removed the mud from my mouth as well. The man was now standing in front of me. It was all I could do not to drool: that strong jaw line, eyes that brought to mind the colour of Homer’s ‘wine-dark sea,’ his muscular body, the way he exuded raw masculinity.

      He was wearing a leather jacket and a scowl. “Name?” he snapped.

      “You splashed mud all over me!” I said angrily, my initial attraction to him vanishing in an instant at his manner.

      “That’s a long and unusual name.” He raised his eyebrows.

      I did not find the remark remotely funny, and the man hadn’t even bothered to apologise. “What do you want?” I said, none too politely.

      “Is this Mugwort Manor?”

      By way of answer, I pointed to the partly concealed sign nearby.

      The man looked at the sign, and then walked up the flagstone path to the door, ignoring me completely. I stormed after him.

      I knew this was a big mistake. I wasn’t a people person and I hadn’t enjoyed any of my jobs in the hospitality industry, so how did I think I would cope with rude customers at the B&B? I assumed this man was a customer, but I reminded myself he could be anything. I just hoped he wasn’t a debt collector.

      The man was already pressing the brass doorbell incessantly. “You need to give them time to answer,” I said.

      He ignored me and rang once more.

      Aunt Maude flung the door open, looked the man up and down, and then spotted me. “Valkyrie!” she said with delight. She pulled me into a big hug. I managed to extract my head from her ample bosom only with some difficulty.

      The man clearly wasn’t accustomed to being ignored. He cleared his throat loudly, and said, “I’m Lucas O’Callaghan. I’ve booked.”

      Maude ignored him. “Dorothy, Agnes, Valkyrie’s here,” she called over her shoulder.

      Dorothy appeared in the doorway. “Oh, Val, you’ve gotten taller.” She was looking directly at the man.

      I groaned. “I’m over here, Aunt Dorothy.” The aunts did not look related to each other. Aunt Maude was happily plump, as she put it, with a shock of white hair, while Aunt Agnes was stick thin. Her hair was as red as a fire engine, and she wore red, bat-wing, thick-rimmed glasses. On the other hand, Aunt Dorothy wore no glasses at all, and that was a problem. Her hair was salt-and-pepper at the roots and sported masses of frizzy split ends. Her eyes were a piercing cornflower blue, as were the other aunts’ eyes, but that was all they had in common.

      Aunt Agnes pushed past Aunt Dorothy and the man. “Put your glasses on, Dorothy. Hello, you must be Mr O’Callaghan. You need to come inside and register.” Her voice was harsh, but all three aunts hated men. I had never found out why—perhaps they were all jilted in their youth. I would have to address this if the business were to succeed. She continued in a kinder tone. “Maude, get Valkyrie’s suitcases and take them to her room.”

      “Um, you said I could live in the Assistant Lighthouse Keeper’s Cottage,” I said hastily, following the aunts into the foyer. Mugwort Manor creeped me out, and the aunts’ collective eccentricity was wearing.

      At any rate, the foyer was a grand affair. The parquetry floor would have been quite something in its day, although the extensive wood panelling on the walls looked medieval. The wide panels next to the strong oak entrance door had once been glass, but were now boarded up with heavy oak wood panels to match the walls. The place somewhat resembled a fortress, albeit a heavily decorated one. Two identical bronze statues of women in Grecian drapes and mounted on fluted column pedestals flanked the door.

      The room would have been impossibly dark, only for the skylight in the vaulted ceiling and the huge window high over the door.

      “Nonsense, dear.” Aunt Agnes looked at me over the top of her bat-wing bifocals. “You need to settle in first, and we have so much catching up to do.”

      “I’m used to living alone,” I pleaded.

      Lucas O’Callaghan made a sound that sounded suspiciously like, ‘No wonder.’

      “Did you have something to say?” I snapped.

      He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Sorry, Valkyrie.” His tone held more than a hint of derision.

      “My name’s Pepper,” I said, exasperated.

      “Her real name is Valkyrie,” Agnes said primly. “It’s her legal name.”

      Dorothy nodded. “I asked her mother to call her Valkyrie Chooser of the Slain who Shall Enter Valhalla, but she refused, for some reason.”

      I resisted the urge to scream. “Aunts, everyone else calls me Pepper. The agreement was that if I returned to help, you would call me Pepper, and I could live in one of the cottages.”

      “Have it your own way then, Valkyrie,” Agnes said waspishly.

      The man crossed his arms. “Ladies, can I just register and get out of here?”

      And that was when a body fell through the skylight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The man lay on the parquetry floor in a pool of stained glass, all beautiful and colourful, like some sort of Salvador Dali painting.

      I wanted to look away, but somehow, I couldn’t. My breathing came roughly, and I feared I would faint.

      Lucas O’Callaghan rushed to the man’s side and felt for a pulse, which was overly optimistic of him, from what I could see. Sunlight hit one of the green shards of glass and bounced happily around the room, rather an incongruous sight in the midst of a fatal accident.

      Or was it an accident? What was the man doing on the roof in the first place?

      There would be time for questions later. I turned to my aunts, the three of them clutching each other, their mouths open in shock. “I’ll call the police.” I reached in my handbag for my phone, but stopped when I heard a voice. Of course, Mr Perfect was already calling the police. I gathered my wits. “Perhaps we should leave the room.”

      The aunts nodded, and I followed them from the vast lobby into the adjoining living room, a dark and dismal room, the very antithesis to an inviting space. After we all sat, my aunts on the same enormous couch and I on one at an adjoining angle, I forced my attention to the room. Anything to stop me shaking. I was shaking so much I was all but vibrating, and my breath was stuck in my throat. How would I ever whip this place into shape? The old brick fireplace was blackened, stained by years of soot. The air was thick and musty. I wanted to cross the room to the heavy lace drapes and fling them open, but my legs were jelly.

      The room was stiflingly dreary, and I suspected that even if I were to open the drapes, it wouldn’t make a significant difference. A thick, dark carpet covered most of the floor, seemingly draining what little light managed to filter into the room.

      “The police will be here soon,” the man said as he strode into the room and sat, uninvited, on an armchair. It was an old wooden antique, upholstered in beige and olive green stripes. It was also undoubtedly expensive.

      “Not a good start to your vacation,” Aunt Agnes said, clearly trying to make an effort. “We can’t give you a refund.” Okay, maybe not.

      He waved one hand in the air in dismissal. “I don’t require a refund. I’m not on vacation. I’ve just inherited the Ambrosia Winery.” His words were as clipped as his manner. I could tell he was tense, but he was trying to hide it. I suppose he could be forgiven for that, given the circumstances. I just didn’t like the man.

      My aunts gasped and clutched each other. The electric jolt that ran through the air was tangible. Agnes recovered first. “But Henry’s surname was different.”

      “Henry was my mother’s brother, not my father’s,” he said patiently, too patiently, as if he were explaining to a child. There was more than a hint of condescension in his tone. “Hence I have my father’s name.”

      It made no sense to me, but my aunts were nodding. Their faces were pale and drawn. They were staring at Lucas O’Callaghan with shock, and was that fear?

      Agnes stood up suddenly. “I’ll go outside and wait for the police,” she said, but before she was halfway to the foyer, the doorbell rang.

      Agnes picked up speed, and the rest of us followed her. I hung back a little, not wanting to look at the body.

      A male police officer stood over the body and spoke into his phone, while a female police officer ushered us back into the living room. “I’m Constable Walker,” she said. “All of you wait here for Sergeant Carteron while I have a quick look outside. Did any of you see anybody else around before the incident?”

      We all shook our heads, and she walked away, after casting a hungry backwards glance at Lucas O’Callaghan.

      Sergeant Carteron hurried into the room and introduced himself. He flipped open his notepad and asked us to identify ourselves. I at once noticed the good sergeant wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, and he was awfully attractive. I thought it rather strange that I had seen two good looking men within hours of my arrival in a small town. I wasn’t complaining, of course, and I must admit it was an idle thought to distract myself from the gruesome scene of minutes earlier. Still, I couldn’t help thinking that while Lucas O’Callaghan had a most unpleasant manner, the sergeant did not appear to suffer any personality defects. What’s more, he was talented; he was doing a good job getting my aunts to speak one at a time rather than over the top of each other.

      “It’s just like we already told you,” Agnes said. “We heard the doorbell, and when we went out, our niece, Valkyrie, was standing there with this gentleman who had previously booked.”

      “And did the two of you arrive together?” The sergeant addressed the question to me.

      I shook my head. “No, we’ve never met. I caught a taxi from the airport, and was carrying my suitcases to the door when this man arrived.”

      The sergeant turned to Lucas O’Callaghan. “Is that your car outside?”

      “It’s my hire car,” O’Callaghan said. “I normally ride a motorbike.”

      Of course you do, I thought, while wondering if I had heard the sergeant’s name before.

      Constable Walker returned at that moment. “No sign of anyone outside,” she said to the sergeant.

      “The Forensics team will be here soon,” Carteron said. “I didn’t recognise the victim, so I doubt he’s from around these parts. You’re sure he wasn’t one of your paying guests?”

      “Quite sure,” Agnes said abruptly.

      The sergeant nodded. “Well, we’ll know more once we have a positive identification. It seems strange that he fell through the stained-glass window in the roof.”

      That had to be the understatement of the century. The stained-glass window depicted, or rather had depicted, an image of a dragon slaying St George. My aunts had explained to me more than once over the years that our ancestors had been animal lovers.

      The sergeant said something in a low tone to Constable Walker, but she was off in a world of her own, staring at Lucas O’Callaghan. Perhaps she was more susceptible to his animal magnetism than I was, because she couldn’t seem to take her eyes off him. The sergeant had to repeat his question before she responded.

      “How long before police will remove the, um, man?” Agnes pointed into the foyer as if there was some doubt as to what she was talking about.

      “We won’t have to shut down the business, will we?” Dorothy asked.

      “I very much doubt that it will come to that,” the sergeant said. “The detectives will be here presently. It will be their call, but my guess is that they’ll just cordon off the lobby and you can go about your business. Just don’t go anywhere near the crime scene.”

      “Crime scene?” Dorothy repeated. “You don’t think it was an accident?”

      I stared at her in shock. “How could someone accidentally fall through a stained-glass window?” Agnes asked her, mirroring my thoughts.

      “Perhaps he was on the roof looking for a view of the lighthouse, or the ocean,” Dorothy said reasonably.

      “If you were wearing your glasses, perhaps you would have seen the full extent of his injuries,” Agnes said, none too kindly. “He had bruises around his neck. He’d been strangled.”

      Dorothy’s hand flew to her mouth, and she gasped loudly. She trembled violently, while Maude did her best to comfort her.

      I silently berated myself for not looking too hard, but then again, I hadn’t wanted to look at the body. I had assumed his injuries could be attributed to his fall through the skylight. After all, it was a two storey house and he had fallen through glass onto a hard parquetry floor, but there had been scratches, deep gouges even, on him.

      What sort of weapon could do that? Some sort of bizarre pitchfork? I shuddered. No, it looked like he had been attacked by a wild animal. I knew male red kangaroos would attack if they felt threatened, and could inflict serious injuries, but there would hardly be any kangaroos on top of the roof. Besides, kangaroos rarely came into towns. Australians knew the legend of the Bushland Panthers, large black cats, sightings of which had been reported all over Australia for the past one hundred years, but I had never heard of one in this area. And surely those injuries were inflicted before the man was on the roof. Yet if they were, how had he managed to climb up there? And why?

      I gripped the edge of the couch and forced myself to take a deep breath. These were questions for the police to answer, not me. Still, if there was some sort of legendary panther or giant angry bird attacking people and dropping them onto the tops of houses, then I wasn’t too keen to stay in Lighthouse Bay, penniless or not.

      “Has anything like this ever happened around here before?” I asked the sergeant.

      “I was about to ask the same thing.” The voice was Lucas O’Callaghan’s.

      Constable Walker walked over to him, and stood there, smiling at him. I almost threw up at the look on her face. Had she never seen a reasonably good looking man before? Her partner was strikingly attractive, so I wondered why she wasn’t making googly eyes at him.

      “No, nothing like this has ever happened before,” she said. “This is a quiet little town.”

      The sergeant appeared discomforted, so I decided to press him for information. “You’ve heard of incidents like this before, haven’t you?”

      He shifted from one foot to the other. “I only recently moved to town, but no, this is certainly the first time anyone has fallen through a stained glass window to their death.”

      I felt he was avoiding the question, but I pushed on regardless. “Has anyone had that type of injury before? It looks like some kind of wild animal did it.”

      A slow red flush worked its way up the sergeant’s face. “That’s up to the detectives to investigate. I don’t know how familiar you are with small towns, Miss Jasper, but there are only a few police officers here, all uniformed, and the detectives have to come from the nearest city.”

      I nodded. I didn’t know that, but it made sense. I’d never had occasion to think of it before.

      I looked up to see that the constable had taken Lucas away and was standing with him by the window. She was writing his contact details in her notepad. She was giggling and flirting, leaning against the window frame. To my surprise, he was not reciprocating in the slightest. I had taken him to be a bad boy; perhaps I was wrong.

      As she leaned ever closer to him, he took a step backward.

      “So do we have to wait here for the detectives?” Aunt Agnes said.

      The sergeant appeared a little puzzled by the question. “You shouldn’t leave the vicinity until you’re questioned by the detectives, so I suggest you do stay in the house.”

      “I meant, is Mr O’Callaghan allowed to go to his cottage?”

      The sergeant looked doubtful and hesitated before answering. “No, I’d rather you all stay here, together. If there is someone outside, and there probably isn’t,”—he held up his hands in a gesture of reassurance—“there’s safety in numbers. Mind you, I’m sure there’s no further danger, but I’d rather leave it to the detectives to make that call. I want you all to remain in this room until you hear from the detectives.”

      “But I need a bathroom break,” Dorothy complained.

      “Me too,” the other aunts said in unison.

      The sergeant looked a little exasperated. “Do you need to pass through the lobby in order to get to the bathroom?”

      The three of them nodded.

      He wiped one hand across his brow. “All right then, but all of you go together. Constable Walker, would you stand at the crime scene while they’re away?”

      The constable frowned, clearly dismayed to be drawn away from Lucas O’Callaghan.

      After she left, Lucas returned to his position on the chair. The sergeant turned his attention to me. “Valkyrie—if I may call you that?—what are you doing in town? Just visiting your aunts?”

      “My name’s Pepper,” I said. “Please call me Pepper. I’ve actually moved back to town to help my aunts with their business.”

      “You have experience in the hospitality industry?”

      “Um, no, I have a degree in Classical Literature,” I said defensively.

      His eyebrows shot skyward. “Oh, a useless degree,” he said, and then his face flushed. “Oh, forgive me. I meant no offence. So this is permanent?”

      I sure hope not! I thought, stinging from his unkind remark. Aloud I said, “Well, maybe permanent is going too far, but certainly for the foreseeable future.”

      The sergeant smiled. “Welcome to Lighthouse Bay!”

      Was he flirting with me? Lucas cleared his throat, and I shot him a glance. He seemed amused. I glared at him by way of response.

      “And Mr O’Callaghan, what are you doing here?”

      “I recently inherited the Ambrosia Winery, so I’m staying in town until I’m satisfied that the business is running just how I’d like it to run.”

      I watched the sergeant’s face carefully, but he did not show the surprise that my aunts had earlier. “So sorry to hear about your uncle. You can’t stay at the property itself?”

      Lucas shook his head. “No, there’s only one house at the vineyard, the managers’ house—a husband and wife couple—so I could hardly intrude.”

      “Quite so.” The sergeant tapped his pen on his chin. “And you two didn’t see anything when you arrived? Not another car, not a person?” We both shook our heads. “Nothing at all that was out of the ordinary, even something you didn’t consider important?”

      I shook my head again, and then remembered something. “There was something, but it was probably just my imagination.”

      The sergeant nodded encouragingly. “Go on.”

      “I heard growling in the bushes right next to me, just before Mr O’Callaghan drove up. It sounded like a wild animal. It was the sort of noise a possum makes, but this animal sounded a lot bigger.”

      Lucas flinched.
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      I looked at Lucas O’Callaghan, but his face wasn’t giving anything away. Did he know something? It seemed more than a coincidence that this bizarre accident had happened the very day that Lucas arrived. Still, he had been standing with me when the man had fallen through the roof, so obviously he wasn’t the one who had done it.

      The sergeant scratched his chin. “Could it have been a dog or a feral cat? Are you sure it wasn’t two possums fighting? They sound vicious.”

      I shook my head. “Quite sure. I know the sound of possums fighting. It was that type of sound, but it sounded like a much larger animal.”

      “And you didn’t see anything?” he asked again.

      “No, but that was exactly when Mr O’Callaghan drove up. Have any animals escaped from a zoo or a circus, perhaps while being transported? The highway isn’t far from here.”

      Sergeant Carteron shook his head. “I’m sure the detectives will check that out, but that would normally be called straight through to the local police, and there haven’t been any such reports.”

      The constable walked back in, ushering my three aunts in front of her. I suspected they had pretended that they needed to go to the bathroom simply to get a closer look at the victim, although why they would want to do so was quite beyond me. They looked dishevelled and were breathing heavily, as if they had been doing hard exercise. Aunt Agnes’s bright red hair was sticking out at all angles. Perhaps it was the shock.

      The constable walked over to stand near Lucas. She scrawled something on a piece of paper and handed it to him. “Here’s my home phone number. Give me a call if you remember anything else.” I couldn’t be sure, but I think she actually winked at him.

      At that very moment, a sleek black cat appeared as if from nowhere. She walked over to sit in front of the fireplace, and then proceeded to lick her paws.

      “Perhaps you should lock the cat in a room, away from the crime scene,” the sergeant said. “We can’t have a cat contaminating the crime scene.”

      “We can’t lock her up,” Maude said. “She doesn’t live here.”

      “Who does she belong to?” the constable asked.

      “She belongs to herself, of course,” Maude said, raising her eyebrows.

      “Well then, why is she in your house?” The sergeant was unable to keep the exasperation out of his voice.

      “She comes over to watch the Gilmore Girls on TV,” Maude said.

      “And we feed her, too,” Dorothy added.

      I bent down to stroke her. “What’s her name?”

      No one spoke, so I looked up at the aunts.

      “She hasn’t told us,” Dorothy said.

      Oh gosh, I was in a mad house. Of course, I knew that my aunts were eccentric, but I hadn’t remembered until now just how eccentric they were. The sergeant’s phone rang, and he hurried to the door. I couldn’t hear what the other party was saying, but I could hear noise outside. I assumed it was the detectives and the Forensics team arriving.

      And I was right. Soon the foyer was bustling with activity. After five or so minutes, the detectives came into the room. Constable Walker had been with us the whole time, and she could still hardly take her eyes off Lucas O’Callaghan.

      The detectives introduced themselves as Banks and Anderson. I had expected they would take us away separately and question us, but they didn’t. They did, however, tell us that we would have to go down to the local police station and make a full witness statement at some point that day. They didn’t seem to have any sense of urgency about it.

      “I’d like you all to stay put for just a few more moments, please.” Detective Banks nodded to his partner and to the constable, and they all left the room, the constable casting a longing glance at Lucas over her shoulder.

      I at once turned to my aunts. “What on earth could’ve happened? Did you see his injuries? That wasn’t just from falling through the roof. It looked like he was attacked by a wild animal.”

      “Now don’t talk about such things in front of our guest,” Agnes said firmly, nodding to Mr O’Callaghan. “I’ll ask the policewoman if I can fetch us all something to eat and drink.”

      She hurried out of the room. I noticed that the other two aunts were knitting furiously. The black cat had her eye on one of the balls of wool on the floor. I thought I would try to get some sense out of the guest. “Mr O’Callaghan, what do you think happened?”

      “He was strangled, obviously.” His reply was curt.

      “Yes, I know,” I said through gritted teeth. “I was asking why he fell through the roof.”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” he said unhelpfully. “What do you think happened?”

      My aunts made an attempt to shush me, but I ignored them. “As nobody was meant to be working on the roof, it’s a mystery that he was up there in the first place. It’s also a mystery that he had those injuries—unless he was skydiving and fell from a plane, but there were no signs of a parachute, and he would have been, um, more squashed. It just seems to defy reason. Sure, he was strangled, but he had serious injuries, more than falling through glass should do. I can’t think of a single logical explanation for it.”

      “Nor can I,” Mr O’Callaghan said. “Perhaps the detectives will be able to come up with one.”

      “Are you still going to stay here?” Maude asked him from over her knitting. “Or will you stay at a different B&B? One without dead bodies, and things like that.” Her voice trailed away uncertainly.

      “I’m happy to stay here,” he said, “although I think we should all remain vigilant. I don’t want to scare anyone, but if there’s some sort of wild animal on the loose, perhaps we should all make sure we keep our doors and windows locked and not go out at night.”

      “But this happened in broad daylight,” I pointed out, “and you and I were standing outside the house at the very time the man must’ve been up on the roof.” At that point, I realised that the man was likely being murdered right when we were on our way up the flagstone pathway. I trembled as a wave of dizziness overcame me.

      Aunt Agnes hurried into the room with a large pot of coffee. “I’ve made some sandwiches, but the police told me to hurry, so I couldn’t rustle up anything more substantial. I have lunch in the oven, but it isn’t quite ready yet. I did bring a plate of Tim Tams, too.” She looked at Mr O’Callaghan. “I noticed a hint of an accent, Scottish isn’t it?”

      The man looked rather put out. “Irish, actually.”

      “If you haven’t been in Australia long, Tim Tams are an Australian chocolate biscuit, quite delicious. Perhaps you Irish call them cookies.”

      “Thank you, but I’ve been in Australia for quite some time.” He leaned across and selected a Tim Tam.

      I was ravenous. The food on the plane had been scant, so I grabbed a plate and heaped a pile of sandwiches on it, and proceeded to gobble them up. I looked up to see Lucas looking at me with raised eyebrows. “What’s your problem?” I said through a mouthful of crumbs. “Haven’t you seen anyone eat before?”

      Dorothy butted in before the man had a chance to answer. “Now, Valkyrie, be nice to our guest. You don’t want to frighten him away.”

      She was right. I had been rude to a guest, and I was here to try to grow their business. “I’m sorry, Mr O’Callaghan.” It had been such a strange day—it was all so surreal. I wouldn’t have been the least surprised to wake up and find that it had all been a dream.

      He waved my apology away. “You must be hungry.”

      I stuffed another sandwich in my mouth and nodded.

      Lucas leaned forward. “Do you drink the wine from my winery?”

      All three aunts looked startled, as if they had been accused of some heinous crime.

      “Well yes, it’s a local brand,” Dorothy said. “We like to support the local businesses.”

      “And your uncle gave it to us at a discount,” Agnes added, “for our guests.”

      I was perplexed. “I didn’t think you fed the guests. I thought you left breakfast food for them in their cottages, and that was it.”

      “There are several vineyards around here,” Maude said, ignoring me, “but Henry’s was the closest. You’re going to continue growing the wine?”

      Lucas nodded. “Yes, the business will continue as usual. There’s quite a demand for that type of wine.”

      He looked at the aunts intently as he said it. They all nodded, their faces carefully blank.

      I was quite sure there was some subtext I was missing, some nuance that was beyond my understanding.

      Lucas continued his questioning. “Did you know my uncle well?”

      Dorothy and Maude looked at Agnes, who hesitated before answering. “Yes, just as well as we know any other business owners around town. Were you and Henry close?”

      “Not especially.” Lucas’s manner was guarded.

      Maude leaned forward. “How did he die, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      Lucas’s careful mask slipped momentarily, but he was quick to recover. “An accident, when he was on vacation overseas.”

      Detective Anderson came back into the room before I could get any further insight as to what was going on, if indeed there was anything going on.

      “The crime scene has been processed, and the exhibit has been removed.”

      “What exhibit?” Dorothy piped up.

      “It’s what we call the victim,” the detective said.

      Dorothy stood up. “Well, why didn’t you say so?”

      The detective flushed a little, and then said, “You’re all free to go about your business, but you can’t go inside the area surrounded by police tape. We’ll need that for a couple more days.”

      I heaved a sigh of relief. “Valkyrie will show you to your cottage,” Agnes said to the new guest. “Dorothy, go get the keys. Mr O’Callaghan, you’ll find everything in order, but feel free to ask should you require anything from us.”

      Lucas shifted from one foot to the other. It was the first time I had seen him look uncomfortable. “I’d rather one of you ladies show me to my cottage.”

      Dorothy re-entered the room and handed me his keys. “Why?” she said.

      “The three of us have things to do, so Valkyrie will show you to your cottage,” Agnes said in a tone that brooked no nonsense.

      “May I speak to you in private, Mrs. Jasper?”

      Agnes was clearly put out, but nodded and followed Mr O’Callaghan into the foyer. They returned moments later, with Agnes wearing a scowl on her face. “Valkyrie will show you to your cottage,” she said once more. “Valkyrie, it’s the Atlantis-themed cottage. Come back as soon as you’ve done that, and have some lunch. It will be ready by the time you get back. You must be ravenous.”

      I was dumbstruck, wondering why Mr O’Callaghan was so insistent that I not show him to the cottage. Did he think I was going to berate him for splashing mud over me? It didn’t make any sense at all. Still, my aunts didn’t make any sense either, so I supposed I’d have to get used to this sort of thing.

      Mr O’Callaghan shrugged, a dark look spreading over his face. “I’ll just get my suitcases,” he said. I nodded and followed him back out the door to his car. I looked at the key, and it had the number five on it. To my horror, it was the closest to the cottage that the aunts had promised to me, the Assistant Lighthouse Keeper’s cottage. My cottage-to-be had been removed from its original place many years earlier and placed at Mugwort Manor.

      “Follow me,” I said. I took off at a pace, half hoping to lose him. Why was he so concerned about me showing him to the cottage?

      I unlocked the door and held it open until he walked inside. I had hoped to be shown over the cottages in person before I had to show any guests around, but I had seen them many times in my youth.

      As soon as I opened the door, my jaw dropped open. It was a bit worse than I had remembered. For some reason, the aunts insisted on cottages that were heavily themed. This cottage was called the Atlantis Cottage, but sported mainly a pirate theme. The walls were adorned with a particularly garish wallpaper of pirate flags, fake cutlasses, and cannons. As far as I could tell, the only nod to Atlantis was the appearance of space-age prints in frames.

      I showed him the kitchen and the bathroom, and then walked into the bedroom to open the curtains. I winced when I saw the double bed. It was in the shape of a ship, complete with a ship’s wheel as a headboard. Over the headboard in a chrome frame hung an illustrated timeline of all the shipping disasters in the Bermuda Triangle. “There’s a lovely view over the hills from this window,” I said, hoping to draw his attention to the only positive I could see. When there was no response, I turned around to see he wasn’t in the room.

      I hurried out, for a minute worried he’d been mauled by some sort of animal just like the victim. To the contrary, he was standing in the living room, his arms crossed, looking at a silver-framed photo.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked him. “You didn’t want to see the bedroom?”

      “I’ll see it soon enough,” he said gruffly, setting down the photo directly in front of me.

      It was a black and white photo of a beautiful young woman, her long blonde hair streaming in the wind. She was smiling at someone, I assumed the photographer—Lucas? “Your wife?” I asked before I could catch myself.

      “Someone very dear to me. She couldn’t come with me this time.”

      I looked at the photo again, and then forced myself to look away. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      His face paled, and he took a step backwards. “No, you can leave now.”

      I was horrified to realise how he had taken my words. I tossed the keys to him and he caught them with one hand. “I hope you enjoy your stay,” I said, doing my best to inject sincerity into my voice. I hurried to the door, the thought of a wonderful home cooked meal, one that I wouldn’t have to pay for, beckoning me to the manor. As my hand reached for the door knob, he spoke. “You’re leaving so easily?”

      I spun around, confused. “What do you mean?”

      He looked a little embarrassed. “Oh, nothing. Thank you.”

      I nodded, and shut the door behind me. My duty was over, and the police had removed the body. I breathed a sigh of relief. Now I could settle in, the only black spot over my existence being the murder. Surely the police were right—people would know if a lion or a tiger had escaped from a zoo. Besides, what sort of animal could climb onto a high rooftop?

      I hurried to the back of the manor, and into the kitchen. There was no sign of the aunts, so I assumed they were in the dining room. I walked through to see them sitting there, clearly waiting for me. I stifled a laugh. The dining room looked like something from The Addams Family. In fact, the whole house did, for that matter. The furniture was antique, and the room was completed by an ornate antique pump organ. The room was largely wooden; well-maintained floorboards covered the entirety of the floor, and the walls were set with heavy wooden panels.

      I took my seat at the table, next to Aunt Maude and opposite Aunt Dorothy. Agnes sat at the head of the table. I suppose that suited her, because she was something of a control freak.

      “This smells delicious,” I said.

      Aunt Agnes nodded. “Tuck in, everyone. We need to keep up our strength. It’s my signature kale soup. There are tomatoes, beans, potatoes, parsley and more, but it’s entirely tasty. It’s good for you, full of iron. Just what you need.”

      I was surprised. “How did you know?”

      Agnes looked blank. “Know what?”

      “That my iron levels are low. I have to take a supplement every day.”

      Agnes shook her head. “Isn’t everybody low in iron these days, what with fast food and the like?” She tut-tutted. “That’s what I meant. Now eat up, dear. And let’s have some of this nice wine.”

      I declined. “It’s a bit early in the day for me to drink.”

      The aunts exchanged glances. “Nonsense,” Agnes said brusquely. “Think of it as an elixir rather than wine. It’s full of vitamins and minerals, just what you need,” she said again. She poured the wine into a beautiful crystal goblet, decorated with blood red inserts in the shape of a pentacle, and handed it to me.

      There was no point arguing. I gingerly placed my lips around the gold rim and took a sip. It smelled of blueberries and chocolate and happiness, if that were even possible. “It’s surprisingly good,” I said, and all three aunts nodded their approval. “Aunt Agnes, if you don’t mind me asking, do you know why that guest was so weird about me showing him the cottage?”

      “He seems to be a little afraid of women,” Agnes said. “Pass me the bread rolls, would you, Maude?”

      I set down my wine glass. “What do you mean, afraid of women?”

      Agnes shrugged one shoulder and took a sizeable gulp of wine. “He told me that women always throw themselves at him. He didn’t want you to try to put him in a compromising position, so he wanted someone our age to take him to his cottage.”
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      I laughed, thinking she couldn’t possibly be serious, but then it dawned on me that she might be telling the truth. “Are you joking?” I asked her.

      “No, not at all.” Agnes took a large mouthful of bread, chewed it, and then busied herself buttering another slice. “He said if you made advances to him, it would make his time here difficult.”

      “Why, of all the arrogant…” I managed to stop before I said some words that would make my aunts’ hair stand on end. “He certainly has a high opinion of himself. That arrogant jerk! How dare he think that I would want to...?” I hesitated once more. My original opinion of him had been right. “Come to think of it, that woman constable was drooling all over him. Did you find that strange?”

      I addressed the question to Agnes, but Maude spoke up. “There’s a shortage of handsome men in Lighthouse Bay, apart from Sergeant Carteron, of course, but he doesn’t seem interested in Constable Walker. I think the sergeant took a fancy to you, Valkyrie. Anyway, the constable is probably too young to realise that she doesn’t need a man. They’re nothing but trouble.”

      I rolled my eyes. I hoped the aunts wouldn’t start one of their usual rants against the male of the species. Although, having met Lucas O’Callaghan, I was beginning to think they were right.

      Detective Anderson entered the room, startling me. “Please continue your meal, ladies. Until we know the identity of the victim, I was wondering if you could all leave here and stay with someone for a few days, perhaps a relative.”

      Aunt Agnes jumped to her feet. “Absolutely not!” she exclaimed. “We’re running a business here.”

      Detective Banks poked his head around the door and shook his head. “They won’t go.”

      Anderson nodded to him and wiped his brow, before turning back to us. “It looks as if all your guests are refusing to leave, as well.”

      “Do you think we’re in danger?” Aunt Agnes asked. Her voice held no trace of fear.

      “I don’t have enough evidence to answer your question, Madam,” the detective said solemnly. “I only know that a murder has been committed in your home, and at this stage in the investigation, it’s too early to know whether or not you’re in danger, but common sense would dictate that you leave for a few days until we look into it.”

      All three aunts shook their heads. “It’s not going to happen.” Aunt Agnes took her seat.

      The sergeant turned to me. “Miss, do you insist on staying in this house with your aunts?”

      Agnes interrupted him. “Valkyrie was going to stay in one of the cottages, but given the circumstances, I think she should stay in this house, with us.”

      “Yes, absolutely. There’s no question about that,” the detective said firmly. “I’d ask you all not to leave the house after dark, and to stick together as much as you can.”

      I made to protest, but then thought it over. Homicidal maniac or my aunts? It was a tough choice. “All right then, I’ll stay here,” I said. “I wouldn’t be able to sleep at all if I were living in one of the cottages, to be honest.”

      My aunts exchanged glances, clearly pleased with my decision.

      “And we’ll feed you up, Valkyrie,” Dorothy said. “You’ve clearly starved yourself.”

      “Not out of choice,” I muttered.

      “I’ll have one of the uniformed officers drive by Mugwort Manor every few hours, night and day, until we find out what’s going on,” the detective said. “I assume you have security here?”

      “Yes, we do,” Agnes said. “We’ll be quite safe inside this house.”

      “That man wasn’t safe in the house,” I pointed out.

      “He didn’t die inside the house,” Agnes countered.

      “Well, I’ll leave you ladies to it,” Detective Anderson said.

      Aunt Maude stood up. “I’ll show you to the door. Valkyrie has had a hard day, her first day helping us in the business.”

      The detective nodded to us and left the room. I spread some vegemite on a crusty bread roll and consumed it greedily.

      “Now don’t you worry about a thing,” Agnes said to me. “You’re not in any danger here. Just don’t go outside without one of us.”

      I forced a smile, wondering what help one of my aunts could possibly be if we encountered whatever creature or human had attacked the man who had been recently lying on the parquetry floor not far from where I was eating now. I fought a wave of nausea.

      Aunt Maude walked back into the room, and before she had even reached her seat, spoke. “So, Valkyrie, are you still doing your spells?”

      I gasped and dropped my butter knife. “How did you know?”

      “Your mother told us, of course.”

      I frowned. “I didn’t know my mother knew.”

      “Mothers know everything,” Aunt Maude said, and the other two aunts nodded.

      “So do the three of you practise witchcraft, too?” I asked them.

      “Of course, dear. We practise traditional witchcraft, just like you.” Aunt Agnes produced her knitting from a bag on the floor. “We mainly practise knot magic. We weave our spells into our knitting. Now the question is, dear, have you had much success with your spells?”

      “I’ve had mixed success,” I admitted. “I did spells that I’d find things on sale all the time, and that worked, and I was always able to find a parking spot whenever I wanted one, even in the middle of Sydney, but I always failed in two areas.”

      I looked up to see all three aunts leaning across the table, their eyes beady and glittering. “And what would those two areas be?” Aunt Dorothy asked me.

      I had probably said too much, but there was no turning back now. “I did spells to find a nice boyfriend, but I never met anyone, and I did spells to get a job that I’d really like. The other spells I did always worked, even if I had to repeat them until they actually happened, but those two spells never worked.”

      I expected the aunts to say something philosophical, or to say I was better off without a man, but they did not.

      “That’s because you were going to find better options elsewhere. Just think, if you had found a job in Sydney, you wouldn’t be here now!” Aunt Agnes’s voice ended on a note of triumph.

      I resisted the urge to say, ‘That’s exactly my point.’

      “And that’s why you haven’t found a boyfriend,” Aunt Agnes continued.

      “Yes, men are no good,” Maude said.

      Aunt Agnes narrowed her eyes. “Hush, Maude! Valkyrie, the right man hasn’t come along yet, not that you need a man. Well, you go and take a nice relaxing bath, and we’ll attend to the washing up. You’ve had a long day, Valkyrie.”

      “Pepper.”

      “Quite so. Your room is the one you always stayed in when visiting us. Off you go!” Aunt Agnes shooed me away.

      Before I had gone far, she called me back and thrust a tall goblet of wine into my hands. “Take this with you, and drink it, but sip it slowly. It takes some getting used to.”

      “Throw your clothes outside the bathroom door and I’ll wash them for you,” Aunt Dorothy called after me. “I’m about to do the laundry.”

      I walked up the staircase, wine goblet in hand, skirting the yellow police tape around the centre of the foyer. I averted my eyes from the scene, even though the victim’s body was no longer there. I shook my head. What a strange beginning to my new life.

      I opened the door to what was to be my new room for the next few days—I hoped no longer than that. I immediately crossed to the windows and opened the curtains wide. My aunts dreaded open windows, saying that people would look in, and that the sunlight would ruin their antique furniture. The aunts’ bedrooms all looked over the front of the house, but this room looked over the back of the manor. It was a secluded location, so it wasn’t as if people would look in at any given time.

      I tied back the heavy gold brocade drapes with the golden rope tassels hanging at the sides. I made to open the tall sash window, and then had second thoughts. If a creature had dragged a man onto the roof, would it be able to get through my window? I shook my head, dispelling such fanciful notions. The person was clearly murdered by a human, not an overgrown angry wombat.

      I flipped the latch and pushed the window upwards. It was a struggle, probably because it hadn’t been opened in years, but to my delight, it opened fully. I looked around the room for something to hold it open. I didn’t want to be the cause of the heavy sash window falling down and smashing. These things would be awfully difficult to replace, not to mention highly expensive.

      I couldn’t see anything, so instead took the five hideous cushions from the bed. They were all a faded beige tapestry and looked antique, not my taste at all. It took some doing, but soon I had them all wedged between the windowsill and the bottom of the window. Later, I would find a piece of dowel or even a piece of wood to keep the window open, not that I planned to have it open at night. I usually liked to sleep with fresh air, but I would rather sleep in a locked and bolted room with no chance of entry by anything, human or otherwise.

      That done, I turned to have a good look at the room. There was a huge double four poster bed in some sort of darkly varnished wood, and an enormous antique dresser topped with an equally huge mirror. An old rocking chair, also covered in tapestry, sat in one corner, and a heavily upholstered gold brocade armchair sat in the opposite corner. I was pleased to see a pedestal fan near the window. The air was already growing humid, and the gathering black clouds signalled a coming thunderstorm. I usually collected stormwater to use in spells, but there was no way I was going outside, given the circumstances.

      I flung open my suitcase and retrieved some comfortable clothes and my make-up bag.

      The bathroom was across the hallway from my bedroom. As the aunts’ wing was at the front of the house, I would have this bathroom to myself. Still, I wasn’t looking forward to having to use it in the night and leaving the safety of my locked bedroom.

      I opened the door to the bathroom and, like my bedroom, it was clean. I thought perhaps the aunts had employed a maid to clean it just before I arrived. The whole manor was spic and span. I smiled, grateful that my aunts had taken me in. I knew they genuinely did need help with the business, but I’m sure their motivation was kindness towards me.

      The bathroom was small, typical for a home of this age. Of course, when the house had been built, all the bathrooms would have been outside and this would have been added at a later date.

      Tiles covered every inch of the room—ceiling excluded, of course. They were off-white, and surprisingly tasteful compared to some other parts of the house I’d seen.

      The bath was a heavy claw foot affair, as imposing as it was pretty. I turned on the water and held my hand under it until it ran hot, and then adjusted the temperature. I rummaged through my make-up bag for my cleansing potions. I pulled out a little bottle of dill herbs, and sprinkled some in the bath. Dill was good for removing jinxes. I also selected a little glass vial of Bluo, laundry blue. It was a traditional hoodoo method for removing crossed conditions, crossed conditions being otherwise known as curses, hexes, or jinxes. I didn’t put too much in the bathwater, because even a tiny bit turned the water bright blue. I also threw in some dried lemongrass. I had grown my own herbs, ones I used for witchcraft, in containers in Sydney, and I wasn’t able to bring them on the plane. I had given them away to a neighbour. Here, I would have to start from scratch, but I would have a lot more room to grow my herbs.

      It didn’t take long for the bath to fill, so I was pleased that the water pressure was good. It wasn’t always so in such old houses. I stripped off and threw my clothes just outside the door. It was kind of Aunt Dorothy to do my laundry for me. It was so good to have family again.

      I piled up my long hair on top of my head. I just didn’t have the energy to wash it. I cleaned my face, a little surprised to see how I looked in the mirror. I tried to reassure myself with the fact that it was probably the harsh light; then again, it was probably the truthful light of day. This bathroom was most likely the brightest room in the house, thanks to the huge windows at the end of the little room. They were frosted, so while no one could see in or out, they nevertheless allowed a great deal of bright daylight to flood the room.

      I hopped in the shower and soaped myself, and then quickly rinsed. Soap should never be used in an uncrossing bath, so I had to soap up first. I got out of the shower, careful not to slip on the wet floor, and then lowered myself into the bath.

      The temperature was just perfect, and I leaned back with a sigh of delight. The warm water massaged my tense neck muscles, and I wiggled my toes. I remembered that I hadn’t unpacked my little plastic jug and placed it next to the bath, but never mind, I was sure the uncrossing would still work. In hoodoo tradition, one should pour bathwater over the head seven times—either that or fully submerge the head, and I wasn’t going to do that in the blue water—and then save a cupful of the water to throw out to the east. I wasn’t even sure which direction in this house was east, but I would check the compass on my phone later.

      I was almost drifting off to sleep when I heard a loud knock on the door. I heard the door creak open and I slid further under the water. “Are you in there, Valkyrie?” Aunt Dorothy’s voice asked.

      “Yes, Aunt Dorothy.”

      “I’ll just take your clothes and wash them.”

      “Thank you.”

      I should have thought to lock the bathroom door. No sooner than I thought that, I heard the door creak open again. “You know, Valkyrie, with what just happened today, you should’ve locked the bathroom door.”

      “Thanks, Aunt Dorothy. I’ll lock doors from now on.”

      I lay in the bath so long that it turned cold, and I had to keep topping it up with hot water. I loved baths, but my tiny little apartment had an equally cramped shower, no room for a bath. In fact, there had been no room for anything in that apartment.

      Lying in the bath for some time, a sense of inertia set in. I finally willed myself to get out of the bath, despite not having the energy to do so.

      I hauled my tired body out of the bath and towelled myself dry, but couldn’t find my clothes. I thought I’d put them on the chair next to the door. I poked my head around the door, but there was no sign of my clothes. I groaned. Clearly, when Aunt Dorothy stuck her head in the bathroom, she had taken my clean clothes as well as my dirty ones. No matter. I shut the door and finished drying myself.

      I draped the towel around myself and crossed the hallway. I wrapped my hand around the brass door knob and pushed. Nothing happened. It was locked. Why on earth was my bedroom door locked? I tried it a few times, and then with both hands, shook the door knob so hard that my towel almost fell off.

      Surely Aunt Dorothy wouldn’t have locked my bedroom door when I was in the bathroom? Perhaps it had just jammed. I put my shoulder against it and pushed hard, but it didn’t so much as creak.

      “Aunt Dorothy?” I called out. There was no response. There was nothing else for it—I would have to go in search of my aunts and the key to my room. I only hoped that the detectives didn’t choose this moment to come back to question any of us.
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      As I made my way downstairs, I somehow got lost. It wasn’t too hard to do in Mugwort Manor; it was a veritable labyrinth.

      I took a turn left instead of right, and ended up in an eerie corridor I remembered from my childhood. The aunts had always warned me sternly not to go in that wing of the house. They had called it the Forbidden Corridor.

      No small wonder; it was straight out of a cheesy horror movie. It was long, and so dark towards the back that I couldn’t even see where it ended. The floor was covered in a thin red carpet that barely covered the creaking floorboards beneath, and the walls were set with the same heavy wooden panels as in most other rooms. A strange smell hung in the air, like eucalyptus leaves and the red dust of the Outback, mixed with something pungent, like a wild animal.

      My bare feet trembled on the faded Axminster carpet. Was that a vibration I felt? I put my hand on the panelled wall and yes, it did appear to be vibrating a little. I walked around a bend in the hallway and came face-to-face with a door I had always feared.

      How had I forgotten? It all came flooding back to me. There was something about that room that held fear for me, something I couldn’t quite remember. Many times over the years I had tried to remember, or rather, had thought I should remember but wondered if I really wanted to do so. I suspected that, as a young child, I had seen something in that room that had terrified me.

      As I turned hastily to walk away, I saw a pulsating red light emanating from the crack under the door. I stood there, frozen to the spot, my breath caught in my throat.

      Part of me wanted to turn and run, but part of me wanted to know what was going on. I crept along the hallway to the room and gingerly reached out my hand for the door knob. I touched the door knob, and when nothing happened, I turned it. That door, too, was locked. I put my ear to the door and heard Aunt Agnes’s voice. It was striking, as if she was commanding someone.

      I turned and walked away as fast and as silently as I could. It seemed as if every floorboard creaked. My breathing was laboured as raw fear coursed through me.

      When I was safely around the corner, I heaved a sigh of relief.

      What was going on in that room? Perhaps it was simply the aunts’ altar room. They had said they were witches, and they wouldn’t want anyone stumbling across their magical works. That was what I wanted to believe, but I had the niggling feeling that it was something more than that.

      My towel was threatening to fall off, so I tucked it back in and made my way to the main staircase.

      I went to the laundry first, but there was no sign of anyone, nor was there anyone in the kitchen. The washing machine was whirring away. “Aunt Dorothy,” I called loudly.

      Perhaps she was having a cup of tea in the living room. I hadn’t heard anyone else in the upstairs room with Aunt Agnes. I stuck my head in the living room and called out again. I was beginning to become a little frustrated. I was wearing only a towel, and I was locked out of my room.

      I did not know where to look next, but the ringing of the doorbell decided for me. “Aunt Dorothy?” I called out. No one responded, so I figured it had to be her. She was deaf, after all, and any other person would have replied. I hurried to the front door and flung it open. As I did so, my towel caught on a sharp point of the old brass door handle. My towel slipped off me and fell to the ground. I snatched it up and wrapped it back around me, but too late. I looked up into the horrified face of the visitor.

      It was Lucas O’Callaghan.
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      I could have died. I really did want the ground to open up and swallow me.

      “I need to speak to your aunts,” he said in a clipped tone. “It simply won’t work, Miss Jasper. Flashing your wares has no effect on me, of that I can assure you.”

      I was so filled with rage and embarrassment that I was struck speechless for a moment. He pushed past me and walked straight into the house, uninvited.

      “How dare you!” I called out to his retreating back. “I’ll have you know I was just in the bath and Aunt Dorothy took my clothes and I was down here looking for her and I called out and you didn’t answer, so of course I thought you were Aunt Dorothy!” I was so furious that I spoke too quickly, my words tumbling one over the other.

      He turned around, confusion over his face. Okay, it wasn’t the best explanation, but I had just flashed my naked self at a stranger, a rude stranger who for some reason known only to himself thought I was after his body.

      Aunt Dorothy appeared in the room, looking as shocked as I felt. “What’s going on?” she asked, looking me up and down.

      “Aunt Dorothy, did you take my clothes? My clean clothes that were on the chair inside the bathroom door when I was in the bath?”

      “Oh, were they your clean clothes? I thought they were your dirty clothes. I’m so sorry, dear. Is that why you’re wearing a towel?”

      I took a deep breath to try to calm myself. “The reason I am wearing a towel,” I said slowly and carefully, enunciating each word precisely, “is that my bedroom door was locked. Did you lock my bedroom door?”

      Aunt Dorothy walked over to me. “Yes, Valkyrie. You said you wanted your door locked.”

      I took another long deep breath and let it out slowly. “Not when I was on the other side of the door, Aunt Dorothy. How did you expect I would get back into my bedroom to get my clothes? And now your guest has accused me of wearing a towel to attract him, or some such thing.” I shot him my best glare. This time, I did expect him to apologise.

      “I didn’t think you were wearing a towel to attract me,” he said.

      “But you said…”

      He interrupted me. “I thought you removed the towel to attract me.”

      Heat slowly rose from my toes until it covered my face. My whole body burned with anger. I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t think of anything sufficiently censored. I was aware of my mouth opening and shutting, and I became even angrier as I couldn’t think of anything suitable to say. Finally, I said through clenched teeth, “My towel got caught in the old brass door knob. If you go and have a look at it, I’m sure you’ll see threads of the towel in it. And I don’t find you the slightest bit attractive. Sure, you’re okay to look at, but your personality leaves a lot to be desired. In fact, I’d call you a pig, but I like pigs—they’re nicer than people.” I thought that might be going too far given that he was a guest, but then again he had insulted me. I turned to Dorothy. “Aunt Dorothy, may I have my bedroom key?”

      “Certainly.” She pulled it out of her pocket and handed it to me. I walked up the staircase in my towel with as much dignity as I could muster. I was halfway to the top when the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I swung around, and Lucas O’Callaghan was staring at me. He whipped his head away as soon as I caught him looking at me. Various emotions coursed through me. I was mortified; I was embarrassed; I was furious.

      I dressed hurriedly and did not put on any make-up, in case the irritating Lucas O’Callaghan was still there and thought I had put on make-up specifically to seduce him. That man sure had problems, thinking women were throwing themselves at him. The nerve of him! Talk about conceited.

      This time when I went downstairs, I found all the aunts together in the living room. They were staring at their knitting, their knitting needles clacking away ninety to the dozen. Mercifully, there was no sign of O’Callaghan. “Has that man gone?” I asked them.

      “Yes,” Agnes said.

      “What did he want?”

      “He came to ask us to stay inside and keep our doors and windows locked.”

      I frowned. “That was it? But the police already said that. Surely there was more to it?”

      Aunt Maude set her knitting down. “He made a long speech to the effect that he’d had a look around outside and thinks we’re in danger. He suggested we go and stay with relatives.”

      I snorted rudely. “That’s exactly what the police said. Is he some sort of undercover police officer or something? Or a private detective?” I was puzzled.

      “I think he’s just an interfering busybody,” Maude said. “He thinks we’re helpless females.”

      I thought they were helpless females, too, but I wasn’t about to say so. “I think it’s very strange for him to come here and say that. If he has any new information, he should go to the police.”

      The aunts muttered amongst themselves for a moment. Agnes was the first to speak. “He’s just an annoying man trying to throw his weight around. Pay him no mind.”

      I wondered if they were keeping something from me. “Is that all he said?”

      The three of them nodded. I bit my lip, but I did sense that they were telling the truth about that. “What are we going to do?”

      “Do?” Aunt Agnes echoed. “We’re going to go to the police station and give our witness statements, and then I’m going to prepare dinner. While I’m doing that, maybe you could look at our website and see if it needs tweaking in any way.”

      “I know you mentioned you had a website,” I said, “but I wasn’t able to find it, and you weren’t able to email me the website address. How do people book?”

      “By calling us, of course. There’s the telephone on the reception desk. How else would they book?” Agnes looked at me as if I had taken leave of my senses.

      I thought I would tackle the whole question of the website later. Clearly, it was going to be a somewhat serious task. “When are we going to give our statements?”

      “As soon as you’re ready, dear,” Dorothy said.

      “Okay, just give me a moment to get dressed.” I hurried back to my bedroom and put on some better clothes, brushed my hair, and this time applied make-up.

      Aunt Agnes drove us to the police station. She had a tiny blue Mazda. I was sitting in the back seat with the ample figure of Aunt Maude. That, coupled with the fact that Aunt Agnes drove like a racing car driver, made the journey somewhat uncomfortable. The road dropped away sharply at some parts. Sure, this was on the coast, but it was headland country, so it rose and fell. I had spent the entire, mercifully short, journey with my eyes firmly shut and clutching my seatbelt with both hands.

      As soon as we arrived at the police station, I looked around for O’Callaghan and was relieved that there was no sign of him. Sergeant Carteron was at the front desk, and he smiled broadly when he saw me. “Well hello, Miss Jasper,” he said, ignoring the aunts. “I’ll just see if the detectives are ready to take your statement now.”

      I was first in, and it was over more quickly than I thought, nothing like I had seen on TV. I supposed that’s because I wasn’t a suspect. I figured the detectives had checked with the cab driver and found I had truly arrived in town just prior to the man’s murder, and it would also help that I had been standing with the aunts and Mr O’Callaghan when the body fell through the roof. That meant none of us could be the culprit, although there was always the possibility that one of us was in it with someone else, an accomplice.

      I shook myself. That had actually not occurred to me before. What if Mr O’Callaghan had an accomplice? Being downstairs in the lobby when the man fell through the roof would have given him an alibi.

      When I returned to the waiting room, Aunt Dorothy was on the edge of her seat. “Agnes is giving her statement now,” she called across the room, seemingly uncaring that every pair of eyes swivelled to her, “and the police found out who the victim was. That nice sergeant just told us.”

      I waited, but she didn’t volunteer the information. “Who was it?” I asked her.

      “It was the wine scientist at the winery,” she said. “He worked for Henry Ichor.”

      “Henry Ichor, the same Henry Ichor who died overseas recently and left his winery to Mr O’Callaghan?”

      Both of them nodded solemnly. “The one and the same,” Aunt Maude said.

      I tapped my chin. The surname sounded familiar. “Henry Ichor died overseas, and now his wine scientist has been murdered. Do you find that a bit suspicious?”

      They looked at each other, and it was obvious to me they were wondering how much they should tell me. That meant that they knew something, and I said so. “Please don’t keep anything from me. I can tell that you both know something.”

      “Nonsense, dear,” Aunt Maude said. “If we did, we’d tell you.”

      We stared each other down, but she didn’t blink or look away. Finally, I sighed. “Okay, then. I’ve been thinking it over, and I’m wondering if Lucas O’Callaghan had something to do with it.”

      Maude’s pencilled eyebrows shot skyward. “How could he? He was with us when it all happened.”

      “Exactly!” I said triumphantly. “That gave him an alibi, while his accomplice was up on the roof murdering that poor man.”

      Dorothy and Maude exchanged glances once more. “I know you find him irritating, Valkyrie,” Dorothy said in a soothing tone, “but he didn’t murder that man.”

      “But you don’t know that,” I said.

      “Agnes thinks he might be useful to us,” Maude said.

      I was perplexed. “How? How could he possibly be useful to us? Do you mean giving you a discount on the wine?” Before they could answer, I pushed on. “It’s quite suspicious, if you ask me. First of all, that Henry guy is killed overseas, and then Lucas O’Callaghan inherits everything. Then the wine scientist was murdered, right when Lucas was at your house. That can’t be a coincidence. Maybe the wine scientist knew that Lucas killed Henry.”

      “Mr O’Callaghan didn’t kill anyone,” Agnes said.

      I started, because I hadn’t seen her come into the room, so lost had I been in thought. “Dorothy, it’s your turn to go in now,” she continued.

      Agnes took a seat next to me. “I’m not fond of men, but I do think that Mr O’Callaghan can be useful to us.”

      “Yes, Aunt Dorothy said you’d said that. Useful in what way?”

      Her eyes flickered, and then she said, “Time will tell. Anyway, I invited him for dinner tonight.”

      My heart sank.

      “You know, I had never met Talos Sparkes,” Aunt Agnes said. “Still, customers wouldn’t normally meet the scientific staff.”

      I sat upright. “Was that his name? Talos?”

      Aunt Agnes’s brow creased. “Why yes. Did you know him?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve just remembered where I’d heard the name Ichor before. Now I see why Henry Ichor named it Ambrosia Winery. I wonder if he was related to Talos? That’s surely too much of a coincidence.”

      Agnes and Maude exchanged glances. “I’m at a loss, Valkyrie,” Agnes said. “What on earth are you talking about?”

      “Ambrosia, of course!” I said triumphantly. Looking at their blank expressions, I pushed on. “Ambrosia was the food of the mythical Greek gods. You know, the legendary food that made them immortal. That’s why Henry Ichor called his winery Ambrosia.”

      “I’m still at a loss,” Agnes said. “I thought ichor was a horrible discharge from a wound.”

      I shook my head. “In mythology, ichor was the blood of the Greek gods, or immortals in general. It was said to contain ambrosia. Only immortals consumed ambrosia.”

      “Oh that makes sense, dear,” Aunt Maude said, although her expression said otherwise.

      “And Talos—that name can’t be a coincidence,” I said. “In mythology, he had a single vein filled with ichor.”

      Aunt Agnes waved her hand. “I think Henry Ichor was Greek,” she said. “That explains it. He probably employed a Greek wine scientist.”

      I shook my head. “I’m sure they were related. Perhaps Talos’s mother was an Ichor.”

      “And to think some people said your degree in Classical Literature was useless, Valkyrie,” Aunt Maude said, shooting a look at Agnes.
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      I sat in my aunts’ dimly lit office, tapping away at their ancient desktop computer. Thank goodness their internet was fast. Thank goodness they had internet at all! My laptop was still packed, and I wondered whether I should go fetch it. Still, this computer had their passwords stored, and I hoped like hell their passwords were written down somewhere.

      Their website simply referred to Mugwort Manor, and did not allude to the fact that they were a Bed and Breakfast establishment. The banner up the top showed the lighthouse, but the lighthouse could not be seen from the property.

      As I already knew, there was nowhere to book on the website, and that was something I would have to address in a hurry. I was surprised that anyone had ever discovered the website, but discovered it they had, as demonstrated by the huge amount of reviews, none of them favourable.

      The first review had the word ‘avoid’ in capitals three times in a row: AVOID AVOID AVOID. The second review was entitled, A Journey to Hell.

      I spent several minutes reading the reviews, cringing as I did so. At least every review admitted that the rooms were clean. Most complained about the eccentricity of the aunts, giving lengthy, and I hoped, exaggerated examples, and most complained that the lighthouse was depicted on the website, but they had to walk for five minutes to see it in person.

      Several complained that there was no actual breakfast served, but rather baskets of bread, breakfast cereals, coffee, tea, milk, sugar, cookies, and condiments left for them to prepare their own breakfasts. Several also mentioned that they were not told until after their arrival that breakfast would not be served. More than one reviewer said they had brought up this fact to the aunts, but that they had simply responded that they didn’t do breakfast any more.

      I rubbed my temples furiously and then wondered where I had left my Advil. I stood up and stretched, and then made yet another attempt to pull the massive curtains aside. These were heavy burgundy velvet, and when I moved them, I was surprised that no dust billowed out. Still, not one review said that the place was dirty.

      I had no idea where to make a start in improving the business itself, other than to do a decent website. The other pressing matter was to change the themed cottages. I didn’t know how far I would get with that, given that my aunts were attached to and delighted with the themes. And then there were the finances to address—I shuddered when I thought of going through the accounts.

      I sat down and turned my attention back to the website. It was clearly a free one, and displayed copious advertising matter, most of it appearing as pop-ups. To the left of the screen was a big square announcing the day’s weather and date, and then some allegedly newsworthy items from the district. Some of the photos had not loaded and just appeared as squares on the left-hand side of the page and across the bottom.

      Mercifully, the address was there, as was the aunts’ telephone number. The bottom of the website was filled with photographs of the area, or so I assumed, given that only the top five had managed to load so far.

      I put my head in my hands and groaned. This was an absolute nightmare. I had not been the slightest bit optimistic about what I would find, but this far surpassed my dismal expectations—in a bad way. It was a sad state of affairs, to be sure, and then there was the added problem of a possible murderer about to kill us all in our beds. And as if that wasn’t enough, there was Lucas O’Callaghan who was bizarrely convinced that every woman wanted him.

      I stood up and stretched once more, thinking I should go and get ready for dinner. I didn’t want to dress up too much, as I knew what that awful Lucas would think. I giggled as I fancied I should black out my two front teeth just to irritate him.

      I went to my bedroom, happy that it was unlocked—though I intended to take my keys everywhere with me for the foreseeable future to be on the safe side—and changed into a long beach skirt and a brief tank top. I decided not to wear any make-up, but after I cleansed my face, I slathered on some tinted sunscreen. It was oil-based and gave me a glow. I wasn’t going to bother with mascara or lip gloss. I’d get a tan soon enough. I tanned easily, but had not spent much of my time in Sydney outdoors. Come to think of it, I had planned to walk along the beach this evening. Well, that wasn’t going to happen. I was instead going to have to spend the evening in the company of the dreadful Lucas O’Callaghan.

      I walked down to the dining room, but no one was there. I could hear the aunts chattering away in the kitchen. I crossed to the curtains and drew them open. I didn’t think they had been opened in years, because they were quite resistant to being moved. I decided not to open the sash windows to let in some fresh air, partly because I knew the aunts would only shut them at once, and also because I didn’t know if the murderer was in the vicinity.

      The aunts had laid the table beautifully, with a heavy lace tablecloth that looked antique, and fine antique china in a pretty pattern of yellow buttercups. I peeked over the top of the heavy tapestry fire screen to see logs in the fireplace, I supposed simply for decoration as it was the middle of summer. Three yellowing candles sat in each of the two square heavy brass sconces either side of the ornate fireplace, which was white marble with a pair of female marble figures flanking the grate.

      A large porcelain vase of fresh flowers sat on a side table, and scented candles sat at intervals down the centre of the dining table. They radiated a strong scent of sweet orange blossom, which all but overpowered the lingering scent of mould that hung unmistakably in the stale air.

      I looked down at the ancient antique Persian carpet under my sandaled feet. It had seen better days, as had the rest of the house. Paint was peeling off the walls in several places, creating a kind of eerie silhouette in the dim light. The heavy plaster ceiling was supporting several crystal chandeliers that managed to glimmer beautifully despite the relative darkness.

      Several sash windows adorned the walls, each set with solid colour stained glass panels. There were several colours, but they managed to come together in a surprisingly tasteful way, each colour and window complementing the next. It was a nice break from the dreariness of the room.

      The chandelier above me tinkled. I spun around. There could be no breeze; the windows were shut. Perhaps it had been a draft down the chimney. There was that fluttering feeling in my stomach again, my right eye twitched, and then the doorbell chimed.

      This time, I had no intention of answering it. Let the aunts usher in the insufferable man.

      Aunt Agnes and Aunt Maude soon appeared with said insufferable man, along with three other people I hadn’t met, or had even known existed.

      “Valkyrie, I’d like you and Mr O’Callaghan to meet our other guests, Paul and Linda Williams, and Marius Jones.”

      Linda Williams walked to me slowly and shook my hand. As I was trying to extract it, I looked over and saw that her husband was doing the same to Lucas. Marius Jones stood off in the background, looking sullen. I judged him to be about thirty years of age, and he was muscle bound. My first thought was that he would be able to drag the body onto the roof, if anyone could.

      “I didn’t know you had other guests, Aunt Agnes,” I said. “I thought your only guest was Mr O’Callaghan.” As soon as I said it, I remembered that one of the police officers had mentioned guests in passing.

      Aunt Agnes did not look the least put out. “Oh, we haven’t had time to tell you, what with everything going on. The three other guests are here for the week, so I thought we should have them all to dinner, to make up for, well you know...” Her voice trailed away.

      I didn’t know how any dinner, no matter how sumptuous, would make up for the fact that a murder had been committed where one was staying.

      Aunt Maude bustled around, showing everyone to their seats. To my dismay, I was seated opposite Lucas. I regretted not having the presence of mind to discuss the seating arrangements with my aunts first. I looked around wildly for the vase of flowers I had spotted earlier, wondering if I should place it directly between us.

      “Mr O’Callaghan has brought us several bottles of his marvellous wine,” Agnes announced to a murmur of approval from all gathered. “Would everyone like some wine?” She whisked the bottle past everyone’s eyes. No one declined, not even the grumpy muscular guy. Agnes duly filled our glasses. There was still no expression on Lucas’s face.
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