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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Beware of Lucas.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Bella will tell them,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The other aunts murmured their agreement.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Dorothy!” Agnes snapped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The aunts all nodded vigorously.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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