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      I was sitting with the aunts at Mugwort Manor, having breakfast on a pleasant morning. It wasn’t a wholly pleasant morning, because the aunts were bickering, but that was nothing new. The subject this time was Aunt Dorothy’s homemade arthritis medication.

      “I tell you, it was right in this cupboard.” Aunt Dorothy drew herself up to her full height. The trouble was, Dorothy’s eyesight was somewhat lacking, and she was staring at the refrigerator.

      Aunt Agnes wasted no time in pointing that out. “You haven’t taken your arthritis herbs in at least one hundred years,” Aunt Agnes added. “Why the sudden interest in them now?”

      Aunt Dorothy folded her arms over her chest. “I’m getting twinges in my back and hips, so I want to take some. Does anyone know where that old recipe is?”

      Aunt Agnes shook her head, but Aunt Maude spoke up. “It’s mainly cat’s claw, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, cat’s claw and devil’s claw and I can’t remember what else,” Aunt Dorothy said. “It’s in that old herbal medications recipe book we had. Now where could that be?”

      “I remember that book!” Aunt Maude exclaimed. “I think it’s in the attic.”

      Aunt Agnes huffed. “Australian houses don’t have attics, Maude, as you well know.”

      “What would you call it, Agnes? That dusty old room where we shove all our old junk and things we haven’t looked at in years?”

      “A spare junk room,” Aunt Agnes said as quick as a flash. “Why don’t you go and look in there, Dorothy?”

      I jumped to my feet. “I’ll go,” I offered. “What does this herbal recipe book look like?”

      “It’s green,” all three aunts said in unison.

      “And it has notes and drawings of herbs,” Aunt Dorothy added. “You can’t miss it. It’s about so big.” She demonstrated the size with her hands.

      “You wouldn’t happen to have any werewolves chained up in cages in the attic?” I asked them. I was only half joking.

      “They’re called Shifter wolves, Valkyrie, not werewolves,” Aunt Maude said.

      I sighed and escaped from the room as fast as I could. I had only reached the doorway when I realised that I had no idea where this attic was. “Where is the attic?” I said as I spun around.

      “It’s not an attic,” Aunt Agnes said. “It’s a junk room. You go straight past my bedroom and keep going down that hallway as far as you can. The last door on your left is the spare junk room.”

      I hurried from the room, the aunts bickering behind me. I realised I hadn’t explored all of Mugwort Manor, which was why I had no idea this room existed. And why would I want to explore the place? It gave me the creeps, to be honest. I wasn’t one for antiques. Sure, a nice antique here or there, but when they were all overcrowded and on top of each other, it made me quite uncomfortable. And then there was the fact that Mugwort Manor itself was quite dark and gloomy. Whoever built it had never heard of passive solar. In fact, there was nothing about it that was light and airy.

      It was with trepidation that I passed Aunt Agnes’s bedroom door and continued down the musty hallway. I had never been this far before, and I was a little concerned about what I might find. I flung open the door and reached for the light switch. I couldn’t find one, so I held up my phone to the walls on either side of the door. Still no light switch. I noticed a funny black cord hanging from the ceiling and remembered that electric lights in the early days sometimes had cords dangling from the ceiling instead of switches. I pulled the cord. To my relief, the light came on.

      Heavy brocade curtains, in what was probably once a green colour, but had now faded to an unpleasant shade of beige, hung heavily over the two windows. I walked to the nearest window and tried to open the curtains with a flourish, but they didn’t budge. I found a rather complicated cord arrangement, and managed to open one curtain, but it only opened a short distance. I had the same problem with the curtains on the other window. I reached between the curtains and tried to open the old sash windows, but they were stuck.

      I gave up and turned back to survey my surroundings. I had thought the living rooms downstairs were cluttered, but this was something else again. It looked as if someone was moving house and had put everything in the one room in readiness to move. Boxes were perched on top of boxes and some had tipped over, spilling their contents onto the floor.

      A thick coat of dust clung to everything I could see, and the sunlight, now tentatively making its way through the windows, showcased the thick particles of dust. At first glance, I couldn’t see a recipe book, let alone a book of any kind. The items strewn on the floor were mainly vintage clothes.

      I carefully stepped between a row of boxes to discover a heavy pump organ against a wall. I had no idea how anyone managed to carry that heavy item up the stairs. I also had no idea if it worked, but I hoped it didn’t. The last thing I needed was for my trip to the attic to prompt the aunts’ memory of the pump organ and for them to start playing it.

      I didn’t want to stay in the dusty room too long, so stepped up my search. Most of the cartons were unsealed, so I peeped inside. So far, I had only come across clothes. While the room wasn’t big, it was crammed full. I figured I could get lost here for a day sorting through all the mess.

      Five minutes later, I noticed a thin green book on top of the pump organ. At first, I had assumed it was sheet music, but perhaps it was the recipe book, after all.

      As I reached for it, my foot caught on something which, as I was flying through the air, I managed to identify as a mummy’s head snow globe. My left hand fell heavily against the green book, dislodging it from the top of the pump organ.

      I picked myself up and dusted myself down before retrieving the book from behind the pump organ. It was indeed the elusive herbal medication recipe book. Some dusty envelopes were stuck next to it, so I reached for them, hoping they weren’t harbouring any redback spiders.

      There were five envelopes, all of which looked quite old. I turned them over one by one, trying to make out the postmarks, but most were too faded to read. One of the envelopes was addressed in a scrawl.

      The envelope was addressed to the aunts, so I have no idea why I opened it. I just did so, automatically. I expected to find a letter, but there was simply a thick, white square card. I gasped. On it were the words:

      I have urgent news about Dahlia and Baudelaire Jasper.

      Come to

      5555 West Giro Road,

      Lighthouse Bay.

      Burn immediately after reading.
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      “It’s a local postmark,” Aunt Agnes said.

      Aunt Dorothy peered over her shoulder, while Aunt Maude made sounds of disgust as she looked at the other envelopes. “They’re all bills,” she said in an irritated tone.

      “They seem to be a few years old,” I said. “I’m sure they’re nothing to worry about now.”

      Aunt Agnes snorted rudely. “Honestly, Maude, this is something to worry about.” She stabbed her finger at the card. “This date is five years ago, just when your parents disappeared, Valkyrie.”

      I already knew that. Aloud I said, “Yes, I know, because the sender says he knows something about them. If you genuinely don’t know where my parents are, then this person probably did. Maybe everything would have been different if this envelope had been opened at the time.” I didn’t mean that to come out harshly, but it was a simple fact.

      Thankfully, my remark didn’t set my aunts off into a round of finger-pointing which would lead to another round of bickering. Aunt Agnes jumped up and fetched a bottle of Witches’ Brew. “I think we need this,” she said.

      I readily agreed. I was feeling quite sick to my stomach, nauseous even, at the thought that someone might have known where my parents were all this time. “Does this address seem familiar to you?” I asked them.

      All aunts shook their heads. “It would have helped if the sender signed it,” Aunt Agnes said dryly.

      “I think it’s a trap.” Dorothy set down her goblet of Witches’ Brew with a thud. “Someone was kidnapped and forced to write the address.”

      Aunt Agnes groaned. “For what purpose?”

      Dorothy sighed and rolled her eyes. “To lure us into a trap in order to harm us, of course.”

      Aunt Agnes took a big gulp of Witches’ Brew before answering. “My dear Dorothy, if anyone wanted to harm us, they would have just come here and done the deed.”

      I broke into the conversation. “Okay, someone wanted you to go to that address so they could tell you about my parents.”

      “I don’t like it,” Dorothy said.

      “Are you sure that address doesn’t ring a bell?” I asked them.

      “Well, it’s right out of town,” Maude said. “It’s in a fairly secluded area. Most of the farms there are tiny, more like thirty acres or so—you know, hobby farms.”

      Aunt Dorothy clapped her hands. “See! A secluded area. Someone wanted to lure us out there and kill us!” Her voice ended in a note of triumph.

      Aunt Maude and Aunt Agnes disagreed with her vehemently, and an argument broke out. I picked up the card and left the room. The aunts didn’t even notice. Aunt Agnes had already promised to lend me her car that morning as I was going to check out one of the local curtain stores to price some block-out roller blinds. I needed one in the front room of my cottage that I had turned into an office. The glare in the mornings was so bad that I couldn’t even see my laptop screen. Sure, I could take my laptop into my living room, but I liked to work in a designated office space.

      I wondered what I would find at the address. I tried not to get too excited. It was five years ago, after all. For all I knew, the writer of the note could have moved on. I wondered why they hadn’t made a second attempt to contact the aunts. Maybe they had fallen victim to foul play. I shook my head and concentrated on the GPS on my phone.

      I found West Giro Road readily enough, although I almost missed the turnoff. As the road wound its way between deserted sheep paddocks and large boulders of granite, I had some misgivings. A lot could happen in five years.

      I slowed down as I approached my destination, and passed a small house with an extensive rose garden. A man was in the garden, brandishing pruning shears. I waved, but he did not respond.

      I pulled off to the right after I saw a little white letterbox with the number 5555. The house beyond it was still standing, and that was a plus. It was an old house, surrounded by plenty of bushes and small trees. The lawn was green, quite a contrast with the parched paddocks surrounding it, and I wondered if the house owner had bore water. Certainly, no one would spare tank water to water a lawn. I parked the car, scrambled out as fast as I could, and was heading for the house, when an elderly man stepped out in front of me from behind a thick bottlebrush tree.

      I started with fright and exclaimed, “Catweazle!”

      The man clutched his throat and stepped backwards. “What did you call me? A weasel?”

      I hurried to explain. “Oh, I’m so dreadfully sorry. You scared me, you see. You look exactly like a favourite actor of mine. When I was a child I used to watch reruns of an old children’s show called Catweazle. You look just like the lead actor. The likeness is amazing.”

      The man narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “And what did this man look like?”

      “He was um, a very handsome gentleman,” I lied. I shook off the fleeting moment of concern that I was getting better at lying. “My name is Pepper,” I said. He frowned, so I quickly added, “My aunts call me Valkyrie, Valkyrie Jasper.”

      The man gasped, then bent forward and peered at me. “You’re really Valkyrie?”

      I nodded. “I can show you my driver’s licence…”

      He held up a hand. “No need. You look just like your mother. My name is Dr Beckett Maxwell, but you can call me Beckett.” He leant forward and wrapped his bony fingers around the upper part of my arm. “Were you followed?” He looked over my shoulder.

      I shook my head. “No. I haven’t seen another car on the road for miles.”

      That appeared to appease him, because he pulled me after him. I hurried to keep up with his long strides. Just outside his door, he stopped and turned to me. “Don’t breathe a word until I get rid of my housekeeper.” He held his finger to his lips.

      Given the man’s behaviour, I half expected his house to look like the Addams Family’s house, or even like the house of an alchemist, but his house was rather ordinary. It was clean with no clutter, not even any bizarre antiques. I was almost disappointed. He pointed to an old crinkled sofa and then held his finger to his mouth once more. Without saying a word, he disappeared through a door at the far end of the room.

      I was left alone with my thoughts. The room smelt a little strange. At first I thought it was a musty smell, but then I realised it was some sort of arcane incense. I could see smoke wafting from an incense stick on top of a bookcase on the far wall.

      It was deathly silent, apart from the noise of the crows calling outside. There was a sense of anticipation in the air, although it might have been simply my imagination. My right eye twitched, usually a warning sign.

      I considered myself lucky that I had finally found someone who knew what happened to my parents, if indeed that was the case. One thing was certain, he had known my parents, and that was a plus. I waited with baited breath to find out what he would tell me.

      I didn’t have to wait long. He opened the wooden door and walked back in. “My housekeeper has gone. Lazy, that one,” he said with clear disapproval. “Still, we need to speak in low tones in case the housekeeper comes back and overhears the conversation. It’s for our ears only. Do you understand?”

      I tried not to bounce up and down in my seat with excitement. “Yes, I understand. Do you know what happened to my parents?”

      Beckett walked slowly over to take a seat opposite me. He took a moment or two to arrange a crocheted rug on the arm of his chair before looking up at me. “Your parents are safe.”

      My parents were safe? For years I had suspected they were dead, although I couldn’t bring myself to believe it, and then when the aunts had told me that Mum was next in line to Agnes in the Council, and that I was safe while she remained missing, I had hoped that was the reason for her disappearance. The news that my parents were safe hit me like a ton of bricks.

      “Are you sure?” My voice trembled.

      He nodded.

      “Do you know where they are?”

      He shook his head and leant forward. “I don’t know,” he whispered.

      I wondered if that was true. “But surely you must know?”

      His face fell. “I’m sorry. Your parents had to disappear to keep you safe. Your mother, that is. Do you understand about the succession to the Council? Forgive me, dear. I don’t know how much you know.”

      “I know about the succession to the Council,” I said, trying to remain calm.

      Either he didn’t hear me, or he disregarded what I said, because he launched into an explanation of the Council succession. “The Council is an ancient and esoteric secret organisation. No one can be voted on to the Council—membership is hereditary. Some years ago, someone started killing members of the Council. There was an attempt on your mother’s life…”

      I interrupted him. “There was?” I was shocked. That was the first I had heard of it.

      He nodded, and looked around the room wildly. “We must keep our voices down. My housekeeper knows nothing of this and it would be dangerous if anyone found out. Yes, after the attempt on your mother’s life, she and your father decided they would have to go into hiding. It was to protect you, you understand. Your mother was on the Council, and if something happened to her, then you would be next in line to be targeted, and as you don’t have any heirs?”—He looked at me expectantly and I shook my head—“then the line would end with you. That would play into the enemy’s hands.”

      As I processed what he said, something didn’t make sense. I knew Aunt Agnes was on the Council, and my mother was her successor. Surely my mother didn’t actually have a seat on the Council? I couldn’t tell this man that Aunt Agnes was on the Council in case it was a trap, after all, so I thought for a while before speaking. “Are you absolutely certain that my mother has a seat on the Council?”

      He nodded so strongly that his thin-rimmed tortoiseshell glasses fell off. He picked them up and perched them back on the end of his nose. “Quite so, quite so. That’s why she’s in hiding. It keeps you safe.”

      “And you have no idea where they are?” My initial excitement was replaced by disappointment. He shook his head, so I added, “What were you going to tell my aunts?” I slapped myself on the side of my head. “Forgive me. I haven’t mentioned that the aunts never found that envelope you sent them. I actually found it today and we opened it.”

      He nodded slowly. “I always wondered why your aunts didn’t come. Your parents asked me to send the envelope. I don’t know your aunts. I have always been careful to retain my privacy, but I did do some work with your mother on more than one occasion. Your parents contacted me and asked me to send that letter to your aunts. We had a narrow window of opportunity as it was just before your parents officially disappeared. They wanted your aunts to know they were safe.”

      “I wish someone had told me they were safe,” I said bitterly. “For a long time I thought they were dead. Until now, in fact.” I took a deep breath and did my best not to cry.

      Beckett shot me a look of sympathy. “From what your mother told me, you knew nothing of this life, of this world that they were in. Your aunts would have to be the ones to tell you. I know it was hard for you, Valkyrie, but your life and your parents’ lives were at risk.”

      “I suppose so.” I didn’t say so out loud, but surely there could have been another way to let me know my parents were safe, to make sure I knew. Something occurred to me. “Why didn’t you make a second attempt?”

      His bushy eyebrows shot skyward. “A second attempt? What do you mean?”

      “The aunts lost that envelope amongst a stack of unpaid bills, so they never came to your address. Did you think that was strange? I was wondering why you didn’t try to contact them again.”

      Beckett frowned deeply. “I assumed they had figured out for themselves that your parents were safe and thought it was too dangerous to contact me.”

      I nodded and thought it over. I was beginning to think that the aunts truly didn’t know anything about my parents’ disappearance. They had kept so many things from me that I didn’t trust them too much. I was sure I was on a need-to-know basis with them. I wondered if Beckett knew where my parents were and thought he shouldn’t tell me. I pressed him, but he assured me that he didn’t know.

      “It wasn’t safe for them to tell me where they were,” he added. “I was simply meant to give your aunts that message that your parents were okay and that they had to vanish for your safety. I had to send the letter before they officially disappeared, because then The Other wouldn’t have time to rally and track down any correspondence here in Lighthouse Bay.”

      I was puzzled. “Who are the others?”

      He shook his head. “Not the others, The Other. That’s the name of the faction that is allied against the Council.”

      My aunts hadn’t told me that, so I wondered if they knew.

      “You know, for the past five years I wondered why no one ever came.” He tapped his chin. “I had no idea that your aunts wouldn’t open their mail.”

      I afforded myself a small smile. “My aunts are eccentric.”

      Beckett nodded sagely. “That happens to you after one hundred years or so. I must make us a cup of tea.”

      He walked through the wooden door at the far end of the room again, leaving me alone with my thoughts once more. To say I was relieved that my parents were alive was an understatement.

      There was a crash from the direction of the kitchen, and I figured Beckett must have broken something. I wondered if I should go to his aid, but then thought the better of it. I had heard him speak a little earlier, so I figured perhaps his housekeeper had returned. I looked around the room again, and realised there was no sign of a dog or a cat, so he wasn’t speaking to a pet.

      I turned around and looked at the bookcase behind me. He had an assortment of tastes. I spied several novels, all of them thrillers, as well as some non-fiction titles. I craned my neck to look at the titles: Foucault’s Pendulum by Umberto Ecco, Autobiography of a Yogi by Paramahansa Yogananda, Siddhartha by Hermann Hesse, The Secret Doctrine, Volume 1, by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, and Mastering the Art of Ritual Magic: Volume 1, Foundation, by Frater Barrabbas.

      “Surely it can’t take so long to make a cup of tea?” I muttered to myself after an interval. I waited a few more moments and then thought I should go into the kitchen. He was taking a long time to clean up whatever he had broken, so maybe he needed help.

      I walked through the wooden door and gasped. Lying on the floor was Beckett, his arms flung wide, pieces of a broken teapot beside him.

      He was dead.
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      I stood rooted to the spot, frozen, for what was probably only a few seconds, but felt like an age, before I came to my senses and hurried over to him. I felt for a pulse, but there was none. I pulled my phone from my pocket and called triple zero, emergency. I told the voice I needed an ambulance and the police.

      I called Lucas, but he didn’t pick up. My heart sank. I knew Lucas was busy—not only had he recently inherited the winery that made most of the Witches’ Brew in Australia, a potent brew all vampires needed to supply their vitamins and minerals, but he was also a Cleaner, someone whose duty was to police all matters of vampire or Shifter involvement in crime, to keep such matters from coming to the eyes of the authorities as well as the general public.

      I tried Lucas once more with no success, and then called Aunt Agnes. “I hope you don’t mind, but I went to that address on the way to the curtain store, and it was a Dr Beckett Maxwell. He went to make a cup of tea, and I’ve just found him dead.”

      I expected her to question me over and over again, but to my relief, she was straight to the point. “When the police arrive, tell them he was an old friend of ours. Tell them he was a family friend, but that you had never met him. Tell
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