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      I was multitasking, trying to make my first cup of coffee for the morning while on hold to the internet company. It didn’t help that I was caffeine deficient. On my first attempt, I had forgotten to put the coffee in the machine. They really needed to make a first-thing-in-the-morning coffee machine for people who haven’t had coffee yet.

      ‘Press one if you want to buy a new product. Press two if you are calling about the delivery of a new product. Press three if you are calling about your mobile phone. Press four if you are calling about your home phone. Press five if you are calling about the internet. Press six if you are having technical difficulties. Press seven if you wish to hear these options again.’

      I pressed six for technical difficulties, but I was cut off.

      I went back to the menu and tried again, but I couldn’t find an option that would let me progress without an account number. After five minutes, I found an option that let me say what I wanted. Unfortunately, I was halfway through that, when the coffee machine turned on and the company’s voice recognition software bounced me back to the start of the menu.

      I resisted the urge to throw my phone to the floor and jump on it. I was on my third cup of coffee before anyone answered.

      “What is the number you are calling from?” the distant voice demanded.

      “My phone isn’t with your company,” I said. “And I don’t know the account number. I can’t find it.”

      “Is it broadband or NBN?” the voice asked.

      “NBN isn’t here yet, so it must be broadband.”

      “Is this for the number you are calling on now?”

      I took a deep breath. “No. I told you, my phone is with a different company. I don’t know the account number here, but I can tell you the landline.”

      “What is the phone number?”

      I duly told her. “Let me check that number.” The line went dead.

      I went through the whole process again. I had eaten five pieces of vegemite toast before I got a human again, yet I made the mistake of telling the voice that the phone belonged to my aunts.

      “We can’t discuss any matters except with the account holder,” she said.

      “I manage the business,” I said.

      “I’m sorry, madam, but we need to speak to the account holder.”

      I had a brainwave. “Here’s my aunt now. I’ll just put her on.” I did my best to imitate Aunt Maude’s voice. “Hello, this is Maude Jasper. I give my niece, Valkyrie Jasper, permission to speak for me. Here she is now.” I changed my voice again, and said, “Hello.”

      “I need your account number,” the voice said.

      “Can’t I give you the address?” I said in a pleading tone. “My aunts appear to have lost the account number.”

      “I’ll have to transfer you to another department,” the voice said. Without further ado, she put me on hold, and then an automated voice said, “I’m sorry, this number is no longer in use. If you are phoning internally, check the new internal number log.” It disconnected me.

      I wanted to scream with frustration. And where were the aunts when I needed them? They had been away overnight, and hadn’t told me where they were going. The aunts made me nervous at the best of times, so surely any secret business couldn’t be a good thing. Besides, I was still recovering from my narrow escape from a murderer, and was supposed to be lying around the house, taking it easy.

      I pulled out my laptop again and checked the internet. Nothing. One of the guests, Harry Friar, had already called me several times to complain about the lack of internet. At least I had 4G service on my phone and iPad, so I googled the internet companies that were available at Lighthouse Bay. There were five all up. Each one was more frustrating than the last to deal with. It was late morning before I realised I would have to call the original phone company back. Apparently, they owned all the lines in the area and wholesaled out to the other companies. What’s more, the other companies had all definitively told me that my aunts’ phone number was not one of theirs.

      This time, I managed to speak to a human after only fifty minutes on hold. “Please don’t transfer me,” I said urgently. “I’ve been on hold for hours and I’ve spoken to every internet company in the area. I can only tell you the phone line—I don’t know the account number. This is a Bed and Breakfast business, and the guests are complaining that the internet is down. Can you help me?”

      “We need to start with your account number,” the faraway voice said.

      I clutched my head. Was I dreaming? Or was I going mad? “I already told you that I don’t have an account number, only a phone number. This is a business, and the internet has been down all day. This is urgent. I’ve called all the other internet companies and they all say they don’t hold the account. They were able to check with the phone number, so surely you can?”

      “What is the phone number there?”

      I told her, and then there was silence. For a moment I was terrified that I had been disconnected, yet again.

      “I’m sorry, there is no phone number listed at that address.”

      “I haven’t told you the address yet,” I said with frustration, “but it’s Mugwort Manor, Lighthouse Bay, New South Wales.”

      “No, we have no records of a phone number at that address,” the voice said.

      “Could I please speak to a supervisor? Every phone company has told me they don’t provide internet here, but I know that your company owns all the phone lines in the area, so I need to speak to a supervisor.”

      “All right, madam, I’ll transfer you to a supervisor now. You might be on hold for a minute or so. Please do not hang up.”

      With that, the line was disconnected. I sank into the nearest chair and took a deep breath.

      I called the number again, but this time pressed one for the sales department. Miraculously, my call was answered immediately. “I know I’ve come through to the wrong department,” I said, “but I have literally been on the phone all morning. I mean, all morning. No one will help me, and every time someone transfers me, I’m disconnected.” I explained the situation at length before the man was able to speak again, and he proved quite helpful. He said he would pass it onto a supervisor, but he couldn’t tell me how long before the internet would come back on.

      I went back to lie in the living room to try to stay calm. I figured I should listen to a guided meditation on my iPad. I had just drifted off to sleep when the aunts burst through the door. Their faces were flushed, and they smelt strongly of gin. “I hope you managed all right without us,” Aunt Dorothy said, looking slightly embarrassed.

      I narrowed my eyes. They looked like they had been out for a night on the town, but still, who was I to question them? I was their niece, after all.

      “I was fine, only there’s been a serious internet problem,” I explained. “What internet company are you with? I spent hours on the phone to all of them, and Ozfoneandnet’s going to look into it further.”

      “We don’t know what internet company we use,” Aunt Dorothy said blithely.

      “You must have an account,” I said. “I really must find your account number in case we have technical difficulties like this again.”

      Aunt Maude shook her head. “We don’t have any technical difficulties.”

      My day was getting stranger and stranger. “The internet is down, and Harry Friar has already complained about it more than once. I didn’t have your account number, so they don’t know how long it will take to fix. They need to have your account number so they can see what’s really happening with it.” I enunciated each word slowly and carefully.

      “There’s nothing to worry about, Valkyrie,” Aunt Maude said. “We’ll just go and fix it now.”

      “Fix it?” I said. “What do you mean? I couldn’t even find the modem to turn it on and off. Is that what you mean? That you will turn the modem on and off? Can you show me where the modem is?”

      “What’s a modem?” Aunt Dorothy said, looking entirely perplexed.

      Aunt Agnes shushed her. “You’re confusing the poor girl. Valkyrie, we don’t use an internet company. We use spells to get internet here. That’s why we don’t pay any bills.” The other two aunts nodded sagely as she said it.

      It took me a while to process the information. “Let me see if I’ve got this right. You have somehow magically conjured up internet and you don’t pay an internet company?”

      All the aunts nodded happily. “We do have to maintain it magically,” Aunt Agnes said, as if she was explaining something simple, “but with all the excitement lately, we forgot to do it.”

      The three of them left the room smiling, leaving me there with my jaw hanging open. Magical internet? What next? Just when I thought things couldn’t get any stranger.

      At that moment, there was a knock at the door. I struggled to my feet and looked around the corner into the foyer. There was no sign of the aunts—presumably they were doing whatever they had to do to get the internet back on. I opened the door to see a most officious looking man in a black suit holding a black briefcase. I figured he was the new guest. “Hello, you must be Scorpius Everyman. Welcome to Mugwort Manor.”

      He scowled at me. “Valkyrie Jasper? You called Ozfoneandnet this morning and said your internet was down.”

      I shook my head. “Thanks for coming, but it’s all fixed now.”

      He took a step towards me. His face flushed red, and his cheeks puffed up like a cane toad’s. “Miss Jasper, there is no internet available out here. The phone lines here are very old copper wires. I checked the records, and the lines out here haven’t been serviced in years. They will not support ADSL.” He put down his briefcase and folded his arms over his chest. “I hasten to add, NBN is not available in this area yet, and as the only available internet in Lighthouse Bay is ADSL 1 or ADSL 2, and as both of those are dependent on a proper phone line, then there cannot possibly be any internet here.”

      I tried to think on my feet. “No, you’re right. I was completely mixed up. I was talking about 4G, not broadband. We don’t have a landline here.”

      At that gravely inopportune moment, the landline rang behind me.
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      The man pushed past me, nearly knocking over one of the Greek statues as he did so. I had no option but to clutch the heavy statue and struggle to right it, while his patent leather shoes click-clacked across the parquetry floor to the old black phone. He snatched it up and put it to his ear.

      Apparently, whoever it was had hung up, because the man swung around to face me. “What’s going on? This is impossible.” His cheeks had puffed up horribly by now, and his face was so red I was afraid he would have a stroke.

      I tried to come up with a plausible explanation, but failed. “Err, um,” I sputtered. “It’s an old phone that sometimes works,” I said after an interval. “I wasn’t calling about that, though. It was all a mistake, and I’m sorry to bother you. The internet here runs on mobile broadband, you know, 4G. The internet went down, and I assumed it was broadband. I’m from Sydney. I haven’t been here long, so I didn’t know the system.”

      To my relief, which I hoped wasn’t misguided, the aunts marched into the room. Unfortunately, they still reeked of gin. “That’s right,” Aunt Agnes said smoothly. “Our niece, Valkyrie here, is from the city and doesn’t understand the country ways. She thinks we have that advanced internet that they have in the city.”

      The man narrowed his eyes. “I’m Joseph Maxwell, from Ozfoneandnet. When the call came through that your internet was down, I hurried out, because you can’t possibly have internet.” His eyebrows knit together in a deep furrow.

      “No, of course we don’t,” Aunt Maude said, taking the man by his elbow and guiding him towards the door.

      When they reached the door, he shook off her hand and looked back at the phone. “It’s not possible that the phone should work after all these years. I looked up the records, and you have never had technicians out here. This just isn’t possible.” He shook his head in dismay.

      “We didn’t want to bother Ozfoneandnet with our little phone problems,” Aunt Dorothy said, but she was addressing the statue.

      Aunt Agnes rolled her eyes. “Dorothy, you really need to get some glasses. Mr Maxwell, the phone only works intermittently, but we don’t like being disturbed by phone calls, and so it doesn’t matter.”

      “But you run a business here,” Joseph Maxwell said in disbelief.

      “Yes, but our bookings are online,” Aunt Agnes said firmly.

      “That’s right. Bookings come through to our iPads which we have with another phone company,” I added firmly. “Our iPads use 4G. When do you think Ozfoneandnet will offer ADSL out here, Mr Smith? And when will NBN be available here?” I hoped going on the offensive would take his mind off the telephone, and it seemed that it did.

      “What’s NBN?” Aunt Dorothy asked, looming over him.

      Joseph Maxwell looked at Dorothy as if she had climbed out from under a rock. “Why, it’s the National Broadband Network, of course. Everyone knows that.” He took a step backwards, presumably to escape from her gin-laden breath, and addressed me. “I’m afraid you will have to wait until the NBN comes.”

      “And when will that be?” I asked.

      “Not for two or more years,” he said in a self-satisfied manner. “At least.”

      “What about ADSL then?”

      He shook his head. “If the NBN is coming within the next few years, then Ozfoneandnet cannot make any ADSL ports available. What’s more, we are not allowed to provide anyone with broadband if NBN is a year or two away.”

      I was already aware of this, and added, “Well, that’s ridiculous!”

      He held up his hands. “Don’t shoot the messenger! It’s the government’s rules, not ours.” With that, he smirked and took his leave.

      “What a horrid little man,” Aunt Maude said. “Valkyrie, why were you asking him about having the internet connected? We already have the internet connected.”

      Aunt Agnes sighed dramatically. “Are you both fools? Valkyrie was obviously trying to throw him off the scent. To explain more clearly, she was trying to make him forget that we had a phone when we weren’t supposed to have one. She was trying to make him defensive about not providing internet to this area.”

      I nodded, but before I had a chance to speak, Aunt Dorothy butted in. “Why are you addressing me, Agnes? Maude asked the question, not me. Why do you always say ‘the two of you’ when it’s always only Maude?”

      Maude rounded on her. “It’s not always me. It’s you. You’re the one who can’t understand anything, not me.”

      Dorothy and Maude got into a heated argument. I turned to Aunt Agnes. “Do you think he’ll make any trouble? I mean, when he thinks more on the phone situation?”

      Aunt Agnes bit her lip. “I don’t think so. After all, phone lines were laid here. He will no doubt think it strange, but I’m sure he won’t give it too much thought. Now Valkyrie, go back and lie on the sofa. You’re still supposed to be resting up.”

      I sighed. Since Lucas had brought me home the night before last, the aunts had insisted I stay on the sofa to recover, rather than go back to my own cottage which was only a short distance away. At least my newly adopted cat, Hecate, had come to keep me company. I sat on the sofa, my iPad next to me, and Hecate jumped up and demanded I scratch her under her chin.

      Aunt Maude hurried in with a goblet of red liquid. “Here, drink this.”

      “If I drink any more Witches’ Brew, I’ll turn into a…” My voice trailed away. Witches’ Brew was a magical wine produced by Ambrosia Winery, a winery formerly owned by Lucas O’Callaghan’s deceased uncle, Henry Ichor. Lucas O’Callaghan was my crush, a stereotypically tall, dark, and handsome man who smelled like cinnamon and ancient sage, and made my heart race at the very thought of his name. He, too, had come to town recently. Oh, and he was a vampire.

      Lucas’s winery was one of the few in Australia that made what was commonly referred to as Witches’ Brew, but was, in fact, a wine-potion full of iron and the other necessary vitamins and minerals that vampires needed. My aunts had assured me that real-life vampires were never overcome by bloodlust, but then they had never been altogether too truthful with me. I had always suspected that Witches’ Brew might prevent bloodlust, but I couldn’t be sure. Still, I had only recently found out I was a vampire, and I’d never suffered bloodlust in the past. In fact, I was given to fainting at the sight of blood. I had always been anaemic until I moved to Lighthouse Bay and started drinking Witches’ Brew. It seemed to be a panacea that cured all ills.

      I had also discovered that I was a witch-vampire, and so were my aunts. Apparently, my parents had wanted to keep that fact from me. They had gone missing just over five years ago, when on sabbatical to Kyrgyzstan. The news that I was a vampire had proven to be a terrible shock, as would be expected. I had been firmly convinced that such things didn’t exist. I was also shocked to find out that one of the boarders, Linda Williams, was a Shifter wolf. Of course, I hadn’t thought they existed, either. After Linda’s husband was murdered only recently, she and I had become quite good friends. In fact, we were well on our way to becoming besties.

      Of course, it had been difficult to accept the fact that I was a vampire, and if that wasn’t bad enough, Linda had told me that my crush, Lucas O’Callaghan, was the most terrifying type of vampire out there, a Cleaner. She had told me that Cleaners answered to no one. It was Cleaners who were responsible for keeping the presence of vampires and werewolves from the public and more importantly, from governments. She had told me that they would take any measures necessary. I shivered involuntarily.

      Did Lucas know I was a vampire? When Jack Murphy, the murderer of Linda’s husband, had tried to kill me two days ago and had run my car, or rather, Aunt Agnes’s car, off the road, Lucas had given me Witches’ Brew to drink. That surely meant he knew I was a vampire, although he didn’t state so explicitly. His actions, if not his words, revealed him as a vampire to me.

      And speak of the devil, who should walk through the door now but Lucas O’Callaghan.

      “You look white,” he said by way of greeting. “I trust you’re not feeling worse?”

      He took a seat opposite me, on a pale blue chair I had bought just the other day from a bargain furniture store, much to my aunts’ horror. They far preferred musty antique furniture that smelled of dust and mould, and held within the aura of every former owner and every former setting.

      I took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “I’m feeling quite good, actually. I’m still bruised, and my foot hasn’t completely healed where I stepped on something when I was running through the bush, but I don’t feel dizzy anymore.”

      “You were lucky,” Lucas said. “He ran you off the road and then shot at you. It could have been worse. Are you sure you’re all right?”

      He looked so concerned that I hurried to explain. “We just had a bit of a thing with the local Ozfoneandnet man.” I silently rebuked myself as soon as I said it. Now I would have to explain. I pressed on. “I reported a problem with the internet here, but it was just that the modem needed to be turned on and off. I didn’t know where the modem was, and my aunts were away all night, so I rang Ozfoneandnet to complain and they sent the man out.” I felt bad lying to him, but I could hardly tell him the truth.

      Lucas raised his eyebrows. “That’s not like Ozfoneandnet to act so promptly.” His tone held more than a measure of disbelief.

      I laughed. “You haven’t heard me complain. I complained loudly and bitterly for hours—and I mean hours—all morning.” As soon as I said it, I didn’t think I should have sold myself to him as someone who complained loudly. Not quite the image of the wonderful future girlfriend I was trying to portray.

      Lucas’s mouth twitched slightly. “I see.” He pulled a bunch of flowers from behind his back. “For you.”

      I gasped. There were several magnificent, blood red roses. “They’re beautiful,” I said breathlessly.

      Unfortunately, Aunt Agnes whipped into the room and snatched the roses from me. “I’ll put them in a vase,” she said, regarding Lucas with narrowed eyes. The aunts knew that Lucas was a Cleaner, and had also told me that they were sure Lucas didn’t know they were vampires. I wasn’t so sure of that, given that I was fairly certain Lucas knew I was one. I hadn’t told the aunts that Lucas likely knew I was a vampire, and I hoped that fact wouldn’t come back to bite me—no pun intended.

      A loud knock on the door broke me from my thoughts. I made to get up from the sofa, ignoring Hecate’s protests, but Lucas waved me back down. “Your aunts can get it.”

      I nodded. “It must be the new guest this time.”

      Sure enough, I heard one of the aunts moving to the door, and heard the heavy oak door creak open. “Hello, welcome to Mugwort Manor. You must be Scorpius Everyman.”

      I heard a sharp intake of breath and looked at Lucas. His face had gone pale, paler than I even thought possible.
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      I got off the couch, and this time, Lucas made no attempt to stop me.

      I heard the man’s voice say, “Yes, I am,” and his voice held menace. A cold shiver ran up my spine, and I came to a halt, rooted to the spot, trembling. His voice was worse than fingernails on a blackboard, like shards of glass falling into an abyss. His very appearance struck terror into my soul. He reminded me of Voldemort—the way I thought of Voldemort from the books, not the way he looked in the films. The film version of Voldemort didn’t scare me for some reason. This man had an ancient air about him, an air of malevolence, of threat.

      Or was I being fanciful? Was I simply overreacting because Lucas had gone white? Aunt Maude certainly was showing no sign anything was amiss. I turned and hurried back to the living room. To my surprise, Lucas was gone, the heavy drapes at the large window moving in the gentle breeze.

      I walked back into the foyer, and Aunt Maude promptly introduced me to the man. We shook hands. His grip was firm, and he looked at me as if he was looking right through me. I felt as if I had touched evil itself. The other aunts came into the room and they, like Aunt Maude, did not give any indication that they felt the same way about the man as I did. To me, he didn’t
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