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      I stared at the dip. It was French Onion. It was also green. Not a sweet, pale green that reminded me of the childhood fields I used to bike past on lazy summer afternoons with my friends. No, it was a radioactive, almost glowing green. A green that should not be witnessed by the unprotected human eye. 

      “The dip is green,” Daphne said. 

      I felt my skin burn. “Did you ever stop to think that the dip was supposed to be green?” I asked, trying to keep my voice level. 

      “Is the dip meant to be green?”

      “No,” I confessed. “The one thing I needed to do with this book club meeting was to make the French Onion Dip. If I don’t serve this, Edison will be furious with me.”

      “I rather think Edison will be furious with you if you do serve the dip,” Daphne said.

      Delilah poked her head around the kitchen door. “I think it’s fun.”

      “You would!” Daphne turned up her nose. 

      The three of us were standing in A Likely Story, my favourite place in the whole entire world. It was not my favourite place at the moment, as I wished I had sneaked store-bought dip into my home with the book club attendees being none the wiser. 

      I mentally listed everyone who was participating in tonight’s meeting, just to get a feel for their personalities—if they’d take offence to a French Onion Dip that was more toxic than French Onion. There was Viktor Borisyukin, a stately man who reminded me of a hawk or perhaps a falcon. He was tall, imposing, his brown hair streaked with silver. He would absolutely judge a woman who passed store-bought dip off as homemade. 

      Then there was Georgia Neale, a loud, overbearing woman. She was an heiress who loved horses. She went around town in her jodhpurs, hair falling out of her ponytail, leaving rude notes on the cars of people she thought had parked incorrectly. 

      “Georgia is going to make a huge song and dance about this dip,” Delilah said, as though she could read my mind. 

      I looked at Delilah, and then I looked at Daphne, and I sighed. The pair were twins, but they could not be less alike. Delilah was as mad as a cut snake, and that is why I loved her. Daphne was as uptight as her sister was free-spirited, and I liked her too—mostly because she scolded sexist mechanics for me when I was having car trouble. 

      “Oh, it’s only a dip for a book club,” I said to JenniFur, the bookstore cat. “I don’t care what anyone thinks.”

      But I did care. After my husband left me, I was lost, insecure. Thankfully, I had stepped into my own power, but from time to time, and against my best efforts, I still worried about not being enough. I still worried that my husband had left me because I wasn’t good enough. I didn’t want the book club members to judge me and find me fundamentally lacking. 

      Delilah, not JenniFur, answered. “But Anthony will run out of the meeting. I believe he left his first wife because she served lumpy gravy at his grandmother’s hundredth birthday. It caused a big scandal in town, because she cut his brake lines, and he almost drove right off the mountain.” 

      Daphne narrowed her eyes at her sister. “Tsk, tsk, Delilah. That was never proven.”

      I shuddered. Anthony Evans. A rather unusual man. On first impression, he appeared mild-mannered and, if not sweet, calm. He wore checked shirts with a notebook in the pocket. He kept a pencil tucked behind one ear, and I would always see him walking around town with a pair of gigantic binoculars hanging around his long, thin neck. 

      Any suspicion I had that he was calm had vanished when Anthony yelled at me. He had invited me bird watching, and I did not want to go, but I could not think of an excuse at the time. In the car, he had provided me with a field guide, which I’d pulled out on our walk to try to identify the bird. He didn’t say anything at the time, but afterwards he spread word around town that I should have made a note of the bird and checked my field guide later. After that incident, he had always treated me with startling passive-aggressiveness. In fact, one time I’d found a note on my parked car supposedly from Georgia Neale, but it was written in Anthony’s unmistakable handwriting. 

      “How is the dip, chaps?” Now it was Edmund Elliot’s turn to stick his head around the door. That dip! Why did everyone care so much about the dip? Daphne and Delilah had provided all manner of treats—like mini pizzas topped with mini pepperoni, and delicious cupcakes: strawberry cream cupcakes, triple chocolate cupcakes, lemon tea cupcakes. They had brought bread slathered in marinara and topped with shredded mozzarella and pepperoni.

      “What about the mini pizzas?” I said. “Why is no one asking about the mini pizzas?”

      “Pizza is great,” Edmund said, “but it is no French Onion Dip.”

      Edmund read plays. Just plays. I had no idea why he’d joined a book club where we read everything but plays. Maybe he felt a little lonely? A lot of people on the mountain loved nature, going for walks, protecting the trees from chop-happy neighbours who wanted a better view of the valley below.

      Not Edmund. He hated nature. He hated trees. He was one of those chop-happy neighbours who would have happily cut down every last tree if it meant increasing the value of his property, which was small and cramped and filled with Shakespeare, or so I’d been told. 

      “We want dip,” Audrey Alexander said. She followed Edmund into the kitchen. It was cramped now, with Daphne, Delilah, Edmund, and Audrey packed into the tiny space. Soon, we were joined by Viktor and Georgia.

      Georgia and Audrey were best friends. Georgia liked to buy expensive horses, and Audrey liked to ride expensive horses, so they had bonded. Neither Georgia nor Audrey liked the rest of us. Edison had discovered the pair had created their own, secret book club of two. Their club met at Georgia’s sprawling, Spanish style mansion where she served salmon trout tartare with caviar.

      Edison assumed they still attended our meetings to mock our opinions and laugh at our food. My skin burnt more when I thought about the dip. I placed myself in front of it so no one could see the colour. 

      Georgia shot me an accusing look. “I’d love some dip.”

      “I think we’d all love some dip,” Viktor remarked. He glared down his nose at Georgia. Edison had told me Viktor didn’t like Georgia because she smelt like saddles. 

      Without warning, the guests chanted, “Dip! Dip! Dip!” Even Delilah joined in, despite knowing what the dip looked like. Only Daphne kept quiet. Bless Daphne. Sometimes her uptight nature really was a comfort. 

      “There is no dip,” I said hurriedly. “I forgot to make it.”

      Everyone groaned. Now the kitchen party was joined by Edison, the kindest man I had ever met. He stepped into the kitchen just in time to hear my announcement. 

      “You had one job,” JenniFur said.

      “What will Anthony say?” Georgia said as she shared a conspiratorial look with Audrey. “What will Anthony say indeed?” 

      Edmund glanced at his watch. “Where is Anthony? I abhor tardiness. The man is usually on time, and the meeting should have started five minutes ago.”

      “Maybe he heard there was no dip,” Audrey said with a smirk.

      Georgia smirked too. “Maybe he saw a bird he’d seen a million times before and died of excitement.”

      I didn’t like Anthony, but I didn’t feel he deserved to be mocked. “Maybe he’s fetching some caviar for our salmon trout tartare. I hear that’s quite the thing to serve at book club meetings these days.” I allowed myself a small smile of satisfaction when Georgia and Audrey turned pink. 

      There was a knock on the door. Anthony, at last! We all left the kitchen and piled out into the bookstore’s reading room with its comfortable armchairs and its crackling fire.

      Edison opened the door, but Anthony was not standing there. It was Detective Caspian Cole. He looked pale, his sturdy silhouette framed by flashes of lightning in the distance. 

      “I’m afraid there has been a terrible accident.”

      “We already know about the dip,” Delilah said. Everyone but Daphne looked at her, confused. 

      “It’s about Anthony Evans, a member of your book club. His body was found at the bottom of a cliff an hour ago. We believe he fell while bird watching.”

      “Poor Anthony. I feel so worried for him,” Georgia said, not sounding sorry in the least. “Is the pizza done, do you think? Has the cheese bubbled?”

      “The cheese bubbled ages ago,” Delilah said. “I took the pizzas out of the oven to cool down. But Georgia, Anthony is dead!”

      “I can’t hear about murder on an empty stomach,” Audrey said. “I say we eat.”

      “How can you eat at a time like this?” Edmund snapped. “One of our very own is dead. Perished while doing what he loved.”

      “He loved falling off cliffs?” Delilah asked, clearly confused. 

      Edmund snorted rudely. “No! He loved bird watching.”

      “Maybe a rival bird watcher did him in?” Audrey said, excited.

      “His death was an accident.” The detective’s tone was firm.

      Georgia narrowed her eyes. “You can’t possibly know if it was murder or an accident, Detective. It’s far too soon.”

      “The only murder that has taken place today,” Edmund said, “is what Nell did to the poor dip.”

      My mouth fell open. 

      “Oh, please, Nell. We all saw the dip. You didn’t stand in front of it fast enough,” Audrey said. “This would never have happened at my—”

      We all knew she was about to say book club, but she stopped herself just in time.

      “Who would want to kill Anthony?” Georgia said quickly. No doubt she was covering for her best friend and partner in secret book club crime.

      “He wasn’t murdered,” Detective Cole said again.

      “I know so many people who’d want to kill Anthony,” Viktor said, smiling and nodding as he spoke. He was standing in the shadows, looking like a vampire. “He was obnoxious.”

      Georgia nodded. “He dragged us all birdwatching and then got mad if we didn’t understand the stupid birdwatching etiquette.” 

      “Poor Nell,” Audrey said. “He practically destroyed her reputation around town for having the audacity to consult her field manual while in the field.” 

      “I didn’t mind so much,” I said. I didn’t like to speak poorly of the dead. 

      “He committed identity fraud, pretending to be me,” Georgia continued, “when he left that note on Nell’s car pretending to be me correcting her parking, which is something I do all the time to other people. Nell does park properly.” 

      Detective Cole appeared exasperated. “No one was murdered. I came by only as a courtesy because I didn’t want you all to wait for him.”

      “Please go,” Edmund said. “Nobody likes you.”

      Edison took off his glasses and sighed. “Detective Cole, thank you for alerting us to the passing of poor Anthony Evans.”

      “So, Anthony is dead,” Viktor replied, “and that’s very sad and so on. But the real tragedy here is what happened to the French Onion Dip.”

      Georgia, Audrey, and Edmund murmured in agreement.
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      I was in the kitchen, having a conversation with JenniFur in whispered tones.

      “I told you they were mean,” she said.

      I nodded slowly. “I thought you were exaggerating.”

      JenniFur waved her paw in the air. “Quite a nasty bunch of people.”

      “But Edison told me they were all Seelie of the Summer Court,” I protested.

      “Your point?” JenniFur stopped licking her paw and fixed me with a gaze.

      “But isn’t the Summer Court supposed to be good? And the Night Court, bad?”

      JenniFur’s nose twitched. “Humans! I used to think things were so black-and-white when I was a human. No, wisdom has come to me since I’ve been a cat. There is no bad magic as such, it’s just how you use it.”

      I was confused. “What does this have to do with magic?”

      “Nothing. It’s an analogy. The Summer Court has traditionally been, shall we say, the light side of the Seelie, and the Night Court has been, shall we say, the dark side of the Seelie. But that, of course, is going by the Summer Court’s definition. If you ask someone from the Night Court, they would say something altogether different.”

      “I see,” I lied. “Anyway, all this philosophical talk is too much for me. It was bad enough listening to Edmund Elliot go on and on about plays and Audrey go on and on about literary fiction. I read to escape, to have a good time. I don’t want to second-guess what the author was trying to say, or worse still, trying to teach me. If I wanted to learn something, I’d read a non-fiction book.”

      JenniFur pounced on a dust ball that wafted across the room before turning her attention back to me. “Did you ever meet Anthony Evans?”

      “Of course! I told you all about him. He wanted me to go birdwatching with him.”

      JenniFur made a strange sound. At first, I thought she was coughing up a furball but then realised she was trying to laugh. I had never seen a cat laugh. “Silly me. It must be low blood sugar. Would you feed me?”

      “But I fed you an hour ago,” I said.

      “I’m a cat.” JenniFur made big eyes at me.

      I sighed and poured food into her bowl.

      Edison walked into the room. “I can’t believe they insisted on having their meeting after hearing that Anthony Evans died.”

      “They didn’t seem the slightest bit upset,” I remarked. “I can’t believe they’re all so self-absorbed.”

      Edison tut-tutted. “They’ve been like that for years. We used to have more townsfolk in the book club, but the current members drove them away.”

      “Then why do we continue with the book club?” I asked him. “The energy is entirely toxic.”

      “Yes, I have to sage the place thoroughly after every meeting,” Edison said. “I use white sage smudge sticks and Palo Santo sticks, and I spray Florida Water everywhere. Still, the book club does bring good business to the book store.”

      I shrugged and sat down. “In that case, I suppose it will have to continue. Would they object if we got new members?”

      “Yes, they would object to anything just for the sake of it,” JenniFur said.

      Edison looked at me. “What did JenniFur say?”

      I repeated her words.

      Edison agreed. “They would have something to say, but that shouldn’t stop us. It would be good to introduce new people, but I think we should do it slowly. The current members are as thick as thieves, and they’ve been coming here for years.”

      I rubbed my hand over my eyes. “I can’t believe they didn’t seem to care that Anthony had died. Or was that just their way of covering grief?”

      Edison shrugged. “I’m no psychiatrist, despite having to sit through many hours of Anthony Evans talking at length about Freud and Jung. Poor Anthony. He wasn’t a pleasant man, but of course it’s terrible that he died. And falling over a cliff? How was that even possible? He has lived in this area for many years. He would have known all the unsafe areas in these parts.”

      “It must be the recent rain,” I guessed. “Maybe he was watching a particular type of bird, and the ground gave way. I’ve been on several of those walking tracks around the cliffs, and some of the ground is a bit tricky.”

      Edison looked doubtful. “I suppose so. Anyway, come and say goodbye, Nell. It’s almost time for the meeting to end.”

      I walked into the room and listened to Viktor talk about The Decameron. He was speaking in a loud voice to be heard over Georgia and Audrey, who were discussing a recent trendy literary fiction book which had been made into a film.

      “And that is why The Decameron was banned in Australia from 1927 to 1973, apart from two years in the middle, or so a quick glance at Wikipedia on my phone tells me. I hope I have made a fitting tribute to our recently departed Anthony by discussing one of his much-loved, banned books. And so concludes our evening’s meeting,” Viktor said.

      I clapped loudly. Everybody turned to look at me. I realised I shouldn’t have clapped, so plastered a smile on my face. “I loved what you had to say,” I lied. Truth be told, I couldn’t remember when I had last been so horribly bored. Thankfully, I had managed to escape to the kitchen on occasion.

      Everybody stood up to leave. “I wonder when the funeral will be,” Audrey said to Georgia.

      “Yes, but more to the point, where will it be,” Georgia said. “If it’s local, we won’t need to dress up, but if it’s at the Gold Coast, I’ll need to buy a new dress. At any rate, it will be a good opportunity to give my new perfume an outing. Would you like some, Audrey?”

      All the colour drained out of Audrey’s face. “I’ve developed an allergy.”

      Georgia narrowed her eyes. “To what, in particular?”

      “To the types of things you have in your perfumes, especially Horse Sweat Pour Femme, Hay Bale Heaven, Unbridled Emotion.”

      “But you ride my horses.”

      “Yes, but I’m not allergic to actual horses, just things that smell like them.” Audrey shot Georgia a hopeful look.

      Georgia shook her head and strode for the door, with Audrey trotting behind her.

      When they left, I looked around to see if Daphne and Delilah were leaving, but they were nowhere to be found. I shut the front door and walked back into the reading room. Daphne and Delilah had taken off their shoes and were lying back on chairs. “I thought they’d never go,” Daphne said

      I shot Edison a querying look. “We always debrief after one of the bookstore meetings,” he told me.

      “I can see why.” I raised my eyebrows. “Wine anybody?”

      “Yes, please,” JenniFur said.

      I waved my finger at her. “No more wine for you, ever. You’re a very cheap drunk.”

      JenniFur hissed and ran out of the room. I was afraid she was going to think up a nasty surprise to leave me. I walked into the kitchen and fetched a bottle of Moscato from the fridge.

      Soon, the four of us were sitting around, sipping our wine. “They were all horribly mean about Anthony Evans’s death,” I said.

      Delilah adjusted her tinfoil hat. “They’re not very nice people, in case you hadn’t noticed. Still, you need to keep the book club going because it brings business to the shop.”

      I nodded. “That’s what Edison said.”

      Edison readily agreed. “They’re probably your best customers. Although poor Anthony Evans won’t be buying any more previously banned books.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Edison’s bushy eyebrows shot skyward. “Didn’t we tell you, Nell? Anthony only read books that had once been banned, such as Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Naked Lunch, The Decameron, Forever Amber, and so on.”

      JenniFur stalked back into the room and jumped onto a spare seat. “Something bad is afoot,” she told me. “I feel it in my whiskers. There’s going to be another death—you mark my words.”
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      I felt a little sickly when I awoke the following morning, probably due to drinking two glasses of Moscato on an empty stomach. I had been too nervous to eat at the book club meeting the previous night, and I had been so busy preparing for it that I had forgotten to eat dinner.

      I was daydreaming when Edison thrust a book into my hands. “Viktor Borisyukin just called to ask if the special edition of Bridget Jones’s Diary he ordered has arrived. Actually, it arrived five minutes ago. Would you deliver it to him?”

      “Can’t he come in for it?” I asked.

      Edison shook his head. “Viktor has been waiting on this for a long time. There was a mix-up with the orders, and he’s such a good customer…”

      He would have said more, but I interrupted him. “Sure. I wanted to have a sticky beak at his house, anyway.”

      Edison chuckled. “It’s rumoured to have been owned by somebody from the Russian mafia. The talk around town is that Viktor bought it from the Russian mafia man who was here hiding out in Wild Lime Mountain.”

      “Well, I thought this was a sleepy little town. I’m learning something all the time.” And that was the truth. I had only found out recently that the Seelie lived in Wild Lime Mountain—or that the Seelie existed at all.

      “You know where he lives?”

      I nodded. “The road runs off Lamington Lane. His is the house with the high brick fences and the huge iron gates.”

      Edison thrust the book into my hands. “That’s the one.”

      I was excited to get a look at Viktor’s house, or rather, mansion. It was huge and looked just like one of those mafia mansions in a Hollywood movie. It was tall, imposing, and built of stone. Every time I drove past it, I craned my neck to get glimpses of it, and glimpses were all that were possible from the road.

      I stopped at the gate. I expected they would be electronic and would swing open, but they remained shut. I jumped out and looked for an intercom. Strangely, it was partially concealed behind a tangle of ivy.

      I pressed the buzzer. “Hello? Hello, this is Nell Darling. Viktor is expecting me. I have his book delivery.”

      Nothing.

      I tried again. I held my finger on the buzzer and spoke more loudly. Still, there was no response. I tried pressing the button on and off and then repeating my words, but the gates did not budge. Maybe Viktor wasn’t expecting me so soon.

      I was about to give up, but while walking back to my car, I noticed the iron gate was partially open. I pushed it a little, and it moved readily.

      I had no idea whether it had been like that or if somebody had, in fact, released the gates and let me in. I shrugged and pushed the other gate open. As soon as I had driven around the small, stone guardhouse building, the mansion loomed in front of me.

      I gasped. It was certainly not like the Queenslanders or the other houses in Wild Lime Mountain. Large, sprawling, and dramatic, the mansion sat on a slight rise, giving its already imposing presence an added flair.

      I stopped the car and got out, the gravel crunching under my feet. I absently wondered how the gardeners—and I assumed there had to be several gardeners—managed to keep the weeds out of the gravel. I’d had a gravel driveway when I was married, and I had spent forever pulling out weeds.

      I walked up to the door and knocked, admiring the pungent fragrance of jasmine. I wouldn’t have been surprised if a butler had answered.

      Again, there was no response.

      I noticed a huge brass doorbell as large as a teacup saucer to my right on the wall, partially obscured by a potted Mandarin tree. Viktor sure liked partially obscuring means of communication.

      I pressed it heavily, but there was no sound. I assumed it was reverberating somewhere in the house.

      When the doorbell elicited no response, I decided to leave but paused for a moment, wondering whether I should leave the book on the porch. There was an ornamental metal seat to my left, so I placed the book on it.

      I was halfway back to my car when a woman’s scream pierced the air.

      I spun around, trying to identify the source. It seemed to be coming from outside. I ran around behind the building and saw a woman bending over something on the ground.

      When she saw me, she straightened up. “He’s dead!” she screamed. “He’s dead!”

      I sprinted over to her, thankful I was wearing flats and not heels. When I drew close, I could see Viktor lying on the ground.

      “Did you call 000?” I asked her.

      “Of course, I did,” she spat.

      “Should we give him CPR?”

      “He’s dead.” Her tone was accusatory, almost as though I had been the one who killed him, but of course, the poor woman was clearly in shock.

      “Was it a heart attack?”

      She shook her head and then slumped to the ground before bursting into wracking sobs. Through her tears, she said, “It was a brown snake, I’m sure of it. I was out doing some gardening, and Viktor came to tell me to go inside. He said he was getting the shovel because he saw a large brown snake cross over behind the house.”

      “An Eastern Brown?” I asked.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Yes, like I said, a brown snake. I told him not to go near it. I wanted to call the snake catcher, but Viktor wanted to do away with it. They say that’s when people get killed, when they try to hurt a snake or catch it.” She burst into sobs once more.

      I wanted to say something but
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