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      An early evening mist sat lightly upon Lighthouse Bay, bathing the cliff tops in pale blue. It imparted an eerie feel to the landscape, and I wondered if the ghosts from the shipwrecks below where I stood were roaming freely. I imagined them now, their long pale dresses in tatters as they floated above the ebbing tide.

      I shook myself and came back to reality.

      No one had been murdered for a week.

      With that thought, I turned around, and stepped straight into a solid object.

      Lucas O’Callaghan steadied my shoulders. I flinched at his touch, not because I found him repellent, rather because I found him too attractive for my own good. I squinted at him, a handsome man in soft focus, the mist swirling into arabesques around him.

      “Did I startle you, Valkyrie?”

      “Pepper, please,” I said automatically, struggling to keep my voice steady. I knew he had used my legal name simply to irritate me. I snatched my hands from his chest and looked past him at his companion.

      “Allow me to introduce Lila Sanders,” he said, releasing his grip. “Lila Sanders, this is Valkyrie Jasper.”

      I frowned and shook the elegantly offered hand. “My name’s Pepper,” I said hastily. “Only my aunts call me Valkyrie.”

      The woman eyed me speculatively.

      “Your aunts have sent me to fetch you for dinner,” Lucas continued in the same mocking tone. “They suggested I show Lila the view.”

      I know what view she wants to see, I thought cattily, watching the way Lila ogled him. Aloud I said, “It’s normally a beautiful view from here. Sometimes you can see whales, and sometimes dolphins.” I waved my hand expansively past the nearby lighthouse perched high on the rocky headland, a small lighthouse as such structures go, to the pristine white beaches either side.

      I knew why the woman was here. She was a journalist, working for East Coastal Life, a glossy magazine which declared itself to be a popular lifestyle publication. The magazine was doing a spread on Lighthouse Bay, and Lila had booked one of the cottages for the week. My aunts had allocated her a cottage next to Lucas’s.

      A sudden gust of wind pushed me forward, and I all but landed on Lucas once more. “Enjoy yourselves,” I said, doing my best not to sound jealous, and I headed downhill in the direction of Mugwort Manor.

      I inhaled the salt air as I walked, enjoying the feel of the sand between my toes and the dampness of the fog on my skin. The sudden arrival of butterflies in my stomach disturbed me, a sure sign that something was about to happen. When I crested a sand dune and came to the start of the pathway to the cottages, I put my sandals back on. It was only then that I risked a glance over my shoulder, but Lucas and the woman were nowhere to be seen. Still, the mist was heavy now. I took one more long deep breath of salt air to steady myself, and strode out purposefully.

      Although I had newly moved into the Assistant Lighthouse Keeper’s Cottage, my aunts wanted me to join them for dinner at Mugwort Manor every night. I enjoyed spending time with my eccentric aunts, even more so now I had my own space. I was grateful for the opportunity to become a partner in their Bed and Breakfast business, which did not, in fact, offer breakfast. Go figure.

      I walked past my cottage, smiling as I did so, on past the newly rented cottage, grimacing as I thought of the hideous theme that I had not yet addressed. Still, I had only been here a short time and there was so much work to be done, not the least of which was toning down the aunts’ peculiar decorating schemes.

      As I walked past the Williamses’ cottage, my right eye twitched. This was an unreliable indicator that something was terribly amiss, unreliable in the sense that it did not warn me on every occasion. I expected Paul and Linda had another of their nasty arguments.

      I picked up the pace, only too aware that my aunts did not like to be kept waiting for dinner. I had just reached the edge of the vegetable garden when Linda Williams emerged from the haze, heading for her cottage.

      I had not liked Linda when we had first met, but had warmed to her. Her husband, Paul, was a rather obnoxious man, a taxidermist by trade and a sexist control-freak by nature. From what I had seen, he was overbearing and controlling.

      I noticed Linda was carrying an overnight bag. I wondered why, but considered it would be tactless to comment on it. “Hi, Linda,” I said when she drew near, dismayed to see her face was red and puffy. It was clear she had been crying. She didn’t seem to have had much sleep either, judging by the dark circles under her eyes. “Are you all right?” I said, before I realised it might not be the most tactful thing to say. Since I had moved into my cottage, I had heard loud arguments on several occasions.

      She nodded and clutched her bag. I stood there awkwardly for a moment, not knowing what to say. “Well, I’d better be going,” I said finally. “My aunts get thingy if I’m late for dinner. I’ll be in my cottage later, so feel free to pop in for a glass of wine if you feel like a chat.”

      Linda mumbled her thanks and then left. I stared after her for a moment. Something was clearly wrong. Her impossibly white face had turned even paler, as if she had been drained of blood. I shrugged and turned back to the manor.

      The back door of Mugwort Manor opened onto the vast kitchen. Sometimes the aunts had dinner in the dining room, but sometimes in the kitchen. Tonight, it was in the kitchen.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I said, but Aunt Agnes waved a hand at me in dismissal, so sharply did she make the movement that her red, bat-wing glasses fell to the end of her long, pointed nose.

      “You’re just in time, Valkyrie.”

      “Pepper.” I didn’t know if there was any point trying to get my aunts to call me Pepper; instead they insisted on my legal name, the bane of my existence.

      I sat at the table and took the offered goblet of Witches’ Brew.

      The gold rim had barely touched my lips, when an ear splitting scream pierced the air.

      The aunts leapt to their feet and were at the back door in a blink of an eye. I was only marginally behind them. As I peered around Aunt Maude’s ample frame, I saw Linda running out of her cottage, waving her arms wildly in the air.

      My aunts moved, more slowly this time, but I sprinted past them.

      Linda ran to meet me, still gesturing wildly. I grabbed her flailing arms and held them to her sides. “What’s happened?”

      “Paul, it’s Paul. He’s dead!”
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      It all happened at once. I pulled my phone from my jeans pocket and called emergency, while hurrying into the cottage. The aunts followed me, but Linda stayed outside.

      When I reached the living room, Paul was sprawled on the floor, a grotesque sight in a weirdly themed jungle cottage, observed by a painted zebra and a lion. Through the potted Cycad Palm plant draped over him, I could see he was deceased. There was no blood, just a victim on an otherwise pristine floor of bleached wood.

      My first thought was that he had not been shot or stabbed, and my second thought was that this was the second murder at Mugwort Manor in a short space of time.

      Lucas pressed past me. I had not even seen him arrive. “This is a crime scene,” he said, pushing between two tall Yucca plants in fluoro green pots. “You should all leave.”

      “You’ll need to leave, too,” I pointed out, irritated that he had taken charge of the situation.

      In response, he made a shooing motion with his hand, but then fell in behind us as we made our way back out the door, waiting for the police to arrive.

      Aunt Dorothy did her best to comfort Linda. “Why don’t we all go to the manor and wait for the police?” she said.

      Linda looked as though she might faint. She was trembling violently, but followed Dorothy without question.

      We as a group had only taken five or so steps when a police car screamed to a halt, and hard on its heels was an ambulance.

      Two uniformed officers I had not met jumped out of the car. Lucas once more took charge. “The body’s in the cottage,” he said.

      “Do you suspect suspicious circumstances?” the more muscular police officer asked.

      “Well, we don’t know,” Aunt Agnes said. “That’s why we called you. Aren’t we supposed to call you when someone suddenly drops dead?”

      Linda burst into tears at her words.

      “Police are only called to the scene of a death if suspicious circumstances are suspected,” he said. “Normally, a doctor calls us if necessary.”

      “Then you had better speak to the paramedics,” Lucas said, gesturing to the man and the woman who were halfway to the cottage door.

      The two officers nodded and followed the paramedics into the cottage.

      “Did your husband have a history of heart trouble, or anything like that?” Aunt Agnes asked Linda.

      Linda shook her head and burst into a fresh bout of wailing.

      “What if he was murdered?” Lila said, clutching Lucas’s arm and edging ever closer to him. “I’m so terrified.”

      It was all I could do not to roll my eyes. Someone had just died, and this woman was using it as an opportunity to seduce Lucas? Perhaps she didn’t need an excuse. For all I knew, they might already be lovers.

      I shook my head. There were more important things to worry about, namely, a dead guest.

      The police and the paramedics took ages to emerge. That, and the fact my right eye was twitching violently, gave me reason to think Paul had been murdered. This was no simple heart attack.

      We all stood around awkwardly until the police walked from the building. The more muscular officer—I had already forgotten his name—took out a notepad and pen. “We’re going to treat this death as suspicious for now, but when the detectives arrive in town they’ll question each one of you.”

      “So it was murder then?” Aunt Agnes asked.

      The officer did not respond. “Miss Jasper, could you please tell me where you were after six last evening?”

      “My sisters and our niece, Valkyrie, were having dinner,” she said, “and after dinner, we all went to the living room where we chatted for some time, and watched old episodes of Gilmore Girls with the cat.”

      He turned to me. “Do you live with your aunts?”

      I pointed to the Assistant Lighthouse Keeper’s Cottage nearby. “I live there, but I had dinner with my aunts and watched several episodes of Gilmore Girls with them. I suppose I went home about nine,” I said, guessing that would be his next question.

      “Did you see anyone on your way to your cottage?”

      I shook my head. “Not a soul. It was a much heavier mist last night. I did notice the lights on at the cottage.”

      The officer turned his attention to Linda, as if realising for the first time that she was the wife of the deceased. “I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs Williams,” he said, his voice entirely devoid of compassion. “When did you last see your husband, and what were your movements last night?” His pen hovered over his notepad expectantly.

      “I stayed in the Wayfarers Motel in town,” she said, wringing her hands nervously.

      “And why was that?”

      “My husband and I had an argument.” Her expression was stricken. “I stayed in the motel overnight, and I only found him when I came back, just now.”

      “I saw Linda arrive back here,” I said. “I was on my way to have dinner with my aunts, when I saw Linda arrive. We heard her screaming soon after, so we went to investigate.”

      He turned to Linda. “Did anyone see you at the motel?”

      “Actually, I did have dinner in the motel’s restaurant, so all the staff would have seen me, plus I ran into an old customer of my husband’s, Jack Murphy. I didn’t have dinner with him, though; I just chatted for a while with him and his wife. They’re holidaying here. Then I went to my room, but I didn’t order room service or anything, so I don’t think anyone saw me after that. I suppose someone last saw me around ten at night.”

      The officer nodded.

      “And you, Mr...?”

      “Lucas O’Callaghan. I’m currently staying in the cottage there.” He gestured in the direction of his cottage, now enshrouded by mist.

      “And what were your whereabouts last evening, sir?”

      “I was doing some paperwork after dinner, so I was home all night.”

      The cop’s pen stopped. “Alone?”

      Lucas hesitated, but then said, “Yes.”

      “And nobody can vouch for that?”

      Again the hesitation. “No.”

      The officer looked at Lila. “And you are?”

      “Lila Sanders. I’ve just now arrived in town to do a feature story on Lighthouse Bay. I’m staying in the cottage next to Mr O’Callaghan’s.”

      The cop nodded and turned his attention to the rest of us. “Did any of you see anyone who wasn’t a guest after six at this establishment anytime between last evening and midday today?”

      We all shook our heads.

      “All right then, that will be all for now. I’ll ask all of you to stay around the vicinity so the detectives can interview you. Mrs Williams, I’m afraid your cottage is a crime scene, so you’ll have to make other arrangements for accommodation for the next few days. Is there anyone we can call for you?”

      Linda shook her head and dabbed her eyes. Aunt Maude put her arm around her shoulders. “Come with us for dinner.”

      “I’m not hungry,” Linda wailed.

      “No matter, you’re coming with us,” Aunt Maude said firmly, locking her arm through Linda’s.

      I made to follow my aunts back to the manor, so we could discuss what had happened, but Lucas caught my arm. “Maybe you should stay with your aunts until the murderer is discovered,” he said in little more than a whisper. “I’m worried about your safety.”

      I noticed that Lila’s face had turned bright red at our close encounter. I nodded to him and hurried to catch up with my aunts.

      When we arrived at the house, Aunt Dorothy took Linda to the living room, along with a bottle of wine and two goblets.

      “Let’s all sit down and discuss this,” Aunt Agnes said as soon as Linda was out of earshot. She opened a bottle of Witches’ Brew and poured it into goblets. I took a gulp.

      Witches’ Brew provided the specific vitamins and minerals that vampires needed. Witches’ Brew was made by the Ambrosia Winery, a winery Lucas had recently inherited from his witch-vampire uncle. Lucas was renting one of the cottages while he was in town, and I had no idea how long he would continue to do so.

      I myself was still coming to terms with being a vampire, but I was relieved to know that vampires were born that way, rather than being made—or so my aunts had told me. I still wasn’t sure if I believed them. I was more convinced that there was no such thing as blood lust. That was just as well, because I had rather a weak stomach and I generally fainted at the sight of blood. The Witches’ Brew also enhanced our powers, but the only power I knew I had to date was being able to move fast. I still wasn’t able to do that at will. Oh, and I could see in the dark. The aunts told me that my powers would kick in the more I drank the Witches’ Brew.

      “Motive?” Aunt Agnes said loudly.

      “If his wife did it,” Aunt Maude said, “then the motive’s obvious. We all saw how he treated her, and we all heard the screaming arguments they had. Though surely she could’ve just got a divorce.”

      “It’s not as easy as it sounds,” I said wearily. “One can’t simply snap their fingers and get a divorce. Perhaps they had a prenup, who knows? Do we know anyone else with a motive? What about Lila Sanders?”

      “I know you don’t like her because she’s an old friend of Lucas O’Callaghan’s,” Aunt Agnes said.

      I sat upright. “What? She’s an old friend?” I wasn’t prepared for the wave of jealousy that hit me.

      “Yes, she said so,” Aunt Agnes said, seemingly oblivious to my discomfort. “That should help her write a nice story about our business, shouldn’t it?”

      I bit my lip. Not unless she likes living in a King Arthur themed cottage, I thought.

      “It could be Lucas himself,” Aunt Maude said. “Maybe he found out that Paul Williams was working against him.”

      “What nonsense, Maude,” Aunt Agnes said waspishly. “How could Paul possibly work against him? We need some sensible discussion, please.”

      I sighed, not wanting them to bicker as they usually did. “Let’s look at opportunity then,” I said in an attempt to change the subject. “Wasn’t the cleaning lady over at the cottage yesterday afternoon?”

      Agnes nodded and then shook her head. “Yes, but she wouldn’t have done it. We’ve used her for years.”

      “And wasn’t the lawnmower man there, too?” I said, trying to remember exactly who I had seen the previous day.

      “Yes he was, but they left early afternoon, well before six. Anyway, why would the cleaning lady or the lawnmower man want to kill Paul?” Aunt Maude said, her eyes wide.

      “Well, that’s the first thing that would have to be looked at,” I said. “Plus the time of death hasn’t been established yet. For all we know, it could’ve been much earlier. The cops fixated on six in the afternoon because that would’ve been the paramedics’ best guess at the earliest time of death. The first thing the detectives will look at,” I continued, “is whether any of the people who had opportunity actually knew the man.”

      Aunt Agnes set down her goblet hard. “Great idea, Valkyrie. Get a pen and paper and we’ll make a list.”

      “A list?” I echoed. “I was just speculating. The detectives will have it all sorted.”

      “I don’t think you understand, dear,” Agnes said. “This is the second murder that has occurred in a short space of time at Mugwort Manor.”

      “But surely you can’t think the two murders are related?” I said in disbelief. “Do you think Shifters are at it again?”

      “Something is afoot,” Agnes said, “you mark my words. It is very rare to have a murder in this town, and now there have been two in quick succession. There must be a common denominator.”

      Maude tapped her chin. “On the other hand, it could just be the energies.” She fixed me with a look. “Lucas O’Callaghan has recently taken over the running of the Ambrosia Winery. That impacts us all. Valkyrie has just returned and has gone into business with us. Such things shake up the energies in town.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand,” I said, a comment I had made a lot lately.

      “Energies attract things to them,” Maude said, “kind of like a vortex. Try to picture it like energy swirling, sucking other things into it.”

      I was puzzled. “But me coming here was a good thing, surely? Are you saying that Lucas is evil or his inheriting of the winery is somehow bad?”

      Both shook their heads. “No, no, no,” Agnes said. “Energy is neither good nor bad. Energy does not discriminate. Energy can become bad when it rushes, and that energy we can make good by slowing it down. That’s why, in Feng Shui, it’s best not to have a house at the end of a road because the energy will speed there in a straight line at that house.” I was still at a loss, and said so, so Agnes continued. “It’s just that profound events, whether good or bad, will attract other events to them.”

      “I think I understand.”

      “How do you think he was killed, Valkyrie?” Maude asked me.

      “Well, he sure wasn’t shot or stabbed,” I said.

      “Quite so.” Maude nodded. “So the police saw something that made them suspect murder.”

      “And the paramedics probably saw something and told the police,” I pointed out.

      “What? Poison? That seems the most likely,” Maude said.

      Agnes agreed. “Valkyrie, I think you should move back to Mugwort Manor until we know what happened to Paul Williams.”

      “Absolutely not,” I said. “I’m quite sure I’ll be safe in my cottage. It’s not as if there’s a serial killer.”

      Aunt Dorothy marched into the room. “We don’t know that yet. We’ll only know that if more people are killed. Serial killers always start with one person.”

      “Thanks for the cheerful remark,” I said.

      Dorothy smiled. “I suggested Linda stay here, and she’s agreed.”

      “Great, she can have my old room,” I said hopefully.

      Dorothy narrowed her eyes. “I’ll take her a plate of food and wait with her. I don’t think she should be left alone.”

      We stopped talking about the murder while everyone turned their attention to serving the food. When Aunt Dorothy left the room with two plates of food on a large tray, the talk once more turned to the murder.

      “Do you think Linda did it?” I asked the aunts.

      “We should just come straight out and ask her,” Aunt Agnes said.

      “Obviously she won’t confess,” Maude said, which set them off into a rather loud round of bickering. I certainly hoped Linda couldn’t hear them. At least they seemed to have lost all interest in insisting I stay at Mugwort Manor.

      I was greatly relieved about that. I had grown quite fond of my cottage, and it had taken me no time at all to remove the castle theme. I had simply painted over the pictures of turrets, flags, and princesses. Sure, the kitchen was dated, but not so bad that I couldn’t live with it.

      After dinner, I made my way back to my cottage. I was a little afraid to walk there at night after a recent murder, but I knew I had lightning fast speed. Although I didn’t yet know how to control it, I was confident it would save me if it came to that. I could see in the dark quite well, even with the mist, so I didn’t need to turn on my iPhone’s built-in torch.

      As I walked quietly to my cottage, I saw someone ahead of me. I froze on the spot. With my vampire night vision, I at once identified the form as that of Lila Sanders.

      She was sneaking along slowly, heading straight for Lucas’s cottage. She didn’t notice when I passed her, partly because it was so dark that she couldn’t see much in front of her face, and the wind no doubt obscured any sound of my sandalled feet on the sand.

      When I reached my cottage, I risked a glance back, only to see her hand raised to knock.

      I slipped inside my front door, tension gnawing away at my stomach.
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      I awoke at seven after a particularly bad night’s sleep. I hadn’t been able to sleep much at all, and had tossed and turned. I had been scared, after all. I had made sure my window was bolted and I’d pulled my heavy dresser across my door. This was beginning to be quite a habit.

      It was the early hours of the night before I had managed to get to sleep. Normally, if I woke up in the night I would make a cup of hot chocolate and work on the website. After all, I hadn’t made much progress on it to date. Still, with a murder that had happened only metres away from where I was now lying, there was no way I was going to leave my secured room until the cold light of day.

      I was groggy and suffering from a somewhat sick feeling when I woke up, and I staggered to push the large chest away from my door with one thing in mind. Coffee. Of course, I had done my best not to think of what Lucas and Lila had been up to in the night.

      I drank one cup of coffee so I would feel human again, and then made a second one which I could enjoy. I booted up my laptop and thought I might as well get straight to work. I had nothing better to do, and I needed to keep my mind occupied.

      My office was in the enclosed porch of the cottage and afforded a good view of the walkway from the manor to the beach, and, if I craned my neck, of the other cottages. The black cat scratched on my door, so I opened it for her. A flash of movement to my left caught my eye. It was Lila, clad in the scantiest bikini possible. She was coming from her own cottage, but then again, I assumed she had gone home to change. I wondered why Lucas wasn’t going to the beach with her.

      It was about nine when I heard a car. I was eating vegemite toast, with the cat purring loudly near my feet. I looked out the window and saw a large silver Ford come to a stop outside Lila’s cottage. This had to be the detectives.

      She wasn’t there, of course, so they duly moved on to Lucas’s. I kept watching and saw them go inside. I heaved a sigh of relief. That meant Lucas was inside and not on the beach with the scantily clad Lila Sanders. I shook my head to clear it. No matter, it seemed they had spent the night together. And what did I care?

      I turned back to the website and tapped away at the keys viciously. It was quite a while before the car continued on to my cottage. I was surprised they hadn’t walked the short distance.

      I had been expecting Detectives Banks and Anderson, but
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INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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