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      The kettle whistled on the old wood stove like it was auditioning for an opera. Aunt Agnes ignored it in favour of glaring at my left hand.

      “You’re waving it about on purpose,” she said.

      I looked down at my engagement ring, which was currently catching every stray ray of sunlight and throwing it around the Mugwort Manor kitchen. “I’m not waving it about on purpose,” I said, even though I probably was. “I’m gesturing. It’s a completely different thing. Besides, if you’d been given a ring in a lighthouse restaurant with sand crab lasagne and a fruit plate for two, you’d be gesturing as well.”

      Aunt Maude uttered a romantic sigh and patted Cary the Dachshund, who was snoring in a basket by the wood stove as if he’d been born to a life of warmth and sausages. “Lighthouses are terribly symbolic,” she said. “Beacons of hope in the darkness. Guiding ships home.”

      “Lucas is my ship,” I said happily. “My tall, dark, slightly bossy ship.”

      Aunt Dorothy peered over her glasses at my hand, then took them off and peered again. “It keeps going fuzzy,” she complained. “One moment, it’s a diamond. The next, it’s a small, startled fish.”

      “That’s because you’re not wearing your glasses properly,” Agnes said, getting up to rescue the kettle before it boiled itself into a nervous breakdown. “And because you need to stop looking at it like it’s about to swim away.”

      “I’m just checking it’s still there,” Aunt Dorothy said. “You know what Mugwort Manor’s like. People are always misplacing things. Guests. Bodies. Jewellery.”

      “We have never misplaced jewellery,” Agnes said firmly. “People always leave with more than they came with.”

      “That’s because Maude keeps pressing knitted scarves onto them,” I pointed out.

      Aunt Maude, who was indeed knitting at the table with her usual air of quiet determination, lifted her current project. “This one is for Lucas,” she said. “I’m weaving protective knots into it. For when he’s off on his Cleaner business.” She lowered her voice on the last two words, as if the walls might be listening.

      Breena, currently in human form and draped over one of the kitchen chairs like a weary ballerina, flicked her dark hair over her shoulder. “Don’t weave in knots that make him forget to call,” she said.

      “He can’t call,” I said, for what felt like the fiftieth time that morning. “The case is sensitive and top secret.” I made a vague gesture which I hoped conveyed all the mystery of a shadowy supernatural police force. “He said there’s no reception where he’s going.”

      “In Europe?” Dorothy said. “Surely they have good mobile service there.”

      “Not everywhere,” Agnes muttered darkly, pouring boiling water into the teapot. “And even if they did, I doubt The Other would allow Lucas to sit there merrily sending you text messages with heart emojis while he’s supposed to be tracking them down.”

      A little shiver ran down my spine at the mention of The Other. I tried to ignore it in favour of focusing on my ring again, but the name hung in the air like a small, chilly cloud.

      “The Other,” Maude repeated, knotting her yarn a little tighter than necessary. “They won’t be happy about the engagement.”

      “Well, that’s rude,” I said. “We haven’t even sent them a wedding invitation.”

      Agnes set the teapot on the table. The old oak shuddered in familiar terror. “They won’t like the symbolism,” she said. “A Jasper marrying a Cleaner? They’ll think the Council is consolidating power. They already don’t like the fact I have a seat on the Council.”

      “And that you refuse to die,” Dorothy added helpfully.

      “I’m not going to die just to make life more convenient for The Other,” Agnes said. “Or anyone else.”

      “Good,” I said quickly. “Because I’d like all three of you at the wedding, please. We’ll need at least three people to argue about the seating plan.”

      Breena reached for the milk jug and poured some into her teacup, then bent and lapped from it.

      Aunt Maude cleared her throat in a long‑suffering way. “Breena, you’re a lovely young woman. You no longer have to drink from a saucer.”

      Breena’s cheeks turned pink. She picked up the cup properly and took a sip, though she still somehow managed to look like a cat pretending to be a person pretending not to be a cat.

      Cary, sensing that someone else was perhaps receiving more attention than a small dog deserved, let out a soft whine and rolled onto his back in his basket in an appeal for tummy rubs. Dorothy immediately obliged, cooing at him in French, which she apparently thought was his native tongue.

      “He’s from the local shelter, Dorothy,” Agnes reminded her. “He was born in Lighthouse Bay. He probably thinks your words mean you’re about to give him a dog biscuit.”

      The kitchen felt cosy and familiar: battered pine cupboards, the big dresser full of mismatched crockery, Dorothy’s herbs hanging in neat bundles, the giant cauldron simmering gently on the Rayburn with the day’s stew. I breathed it all in, letting it settle me.

      “Well, The Other can think what they like,” I said firmly. “Lucas and I are engaged. You’re on the Council. None of that is going to change. And I refuse to let an evil covert organisation dedicated to wiping shifters off the face of the earth ruin my happy glow.”

      There was a brief pause as everyone digested the words, evil covert organisation, alongside their morning tea.

      “I don’t like it,” Agnes said eventually, her forehead creasing. “They have ears everywhere. Agents. Informants. People who would be delighted to see a Jasper disgraced. You’re more of a target now.”

      “I was a target before,” I pointed out. “You said so. The Council seat inheritance. Euphemia. The Other already knows I exist.”

      “Yes, but now you’re officially attached to a Cleaner,” Maude said. “It looks organised.”

      I laughed at that. “It is organised,” I said. “It’s called love. There will be flowers. And cake. I should start looking at dresses. Do you think there are wedding dresses that are impervious to bloodstains?”

      All three aunts gave me identical disapproving looks.

      “From other people’s blood,” I added hastily. “From incidents. You know, inevitable crime scenes.”

      “You won’t be attending your own wedding in the middle of a crime scene,” Agnes said. “We will have wards. And charms. And warding charms. Nobody uninvited is getting through the gates.”

      Breena perked up. “Can I be a bridesmaid? I could carry the rings in my teeth.”

      I tried to imagine my parents’ faces. “We’ll workshop it,” I said carefully.

      Aunt Agnes poured tea, the brown liquid swirling into the mugs with comforting familiarity. She handed a cup to me. I accepted it, even though I’d already had three cups of coffee. “Jokes aside,” she said, “we have to be careful. Lucas being in Europe on a Cleaner case involving The Other at the same time as your engagement becoming public knowledge is a concern.”

      “If we don’t tell anyone, how will it become public knowledge?” I asked. “It’s not like it’s going to appear in the Lighthouse Bay Chronicle under local engagements.”

      Aunt Agnes shook her head. “The Council will know. They already do. News travels. And if there is one thing I know about The Other, it’s that they listen.”

      “We’ll just have to listen better,” Maude said stoutly. “I’ll knit faster.”

      Dorothy’s expression was grave. “You can’t let them intimidate you, Valkyrie. That’s what they want. They want you to be nervous and distracted. Like a possum on the road when the headlights come.”

      “Thank you for that helpful image,” I said. “Nothing says marital bliss like being compared to a startled possum on the road.”

      Before anyone could come up with further cheerful metaphors, there was a sharp knock at the front door.

      We all froze. It was habit. Too many knocks at Mugwort Manor had resulted in someone falling into the tomatoes, or suddenly becoming a corpse, or asking very pointed questions about why the Cluedo cottage had allegedly fake bloodstains on the wallpaper.

      Cary sprang up, ears pricked, and let out his fiercest attempt at a bark. It sounded like a squeaky toy in distress.

      “See?” Dorothy said proudly. “A guard dog.”

      Agnes marched to the door. I followed, because if there was one thing I’d learnt since moving to Lighthouse Bay, it was that nothing good ever happened when I wasn’t there to see it.

      Agnes opened the door.

      A woman stood on the step, framed by the morning sun.

      “Oh!” she said, brightening when she saw us. “Hello. I do hope this isn’t a terrible time. I’m so sorry to turn up without a booking, but the sign said there were vacancies. My name is Zinnia Fairweather.”

      “Fairweather,” Maude repeated, appearing at my shoulder like a conjuring trick. “What a lovely name.”

      “It sounds like a paint colour,” Dorothy said, squinting at the Grecian statue by the front door. “Or a brand of laundry detergent.”

      Zinnia laughed. “I get that a lot. I was booked in to a local motel for a couple of nights, but it’s so lovely here, I thought, why not stay a week? I hope you’re not full?”

      Agnes drew herself up. “Mugwort Manor is never full,” she said. “We pride ourselves on always having space for guests.” She hesitated for a heartbeat. “At the moment, that’s particularly true. All the themed cottages are vacant.”

      Zinnia’s eyes lit up. “Oh, how lovely. Themed cottages?”

      Dorothy beamed. “They’re murder‑themed now. They’re ever so popular.”

      Zinnia’s jaw fell open.

      “You’re in luck,” Agnes said. “I’m Agnes, this is Maude, that’s Dorothy, and this is Valkyrie.”

      “Pepper,” I said automatically.

      “We’ll put you in the King Arthur cottage,” Maude decided. “It’s restful. And the dragons on the wallpaper don’t move anymore.”

      “Perfect,” Zinnia said, apparently undeterred. “If it’s not too much trouble, could I check in now? It’s been a long drive.”

      “Certainly,” Agnes said. “We’ll help you with your luggage.”

      We stepped out into the driveway.

      The manor loomed behind us, three storeys of gloomy stone and bristling ironwork, like a slightly offended castle.

      Zinnia’s car was small, dusty but not battered, with a collection of bumper stickers.

      She fished the keys out of her coat pocket. I trailed after her, Maude at my side. Agnes hung back a little.

      Zinnia clicked the button.

      The boot flew open with a mechanical click.

      We all leant back out of habit. It was a Mugwort Manor thing. You never knew what was going to come out of a boot. Luggage. Groceries. A cat. Once, a set of antique candlesticks.

      This time, it was a man.

      He was dead, judging by the knife protruding from his body.
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      For a long, horrified heartbeat, nobody moved.

      Then Zinnia made a small, breathless noise, like a kettle that had been turned off halfway through boiling, and fumbled in her coat pocket. “I’ll call the police,” she said, voice high and thin. “I have to call the police.”

      “That would be sensible,” Agnes said. She sounded sensible. She also sounded as if she would quite like to murder whoever had decided to deliver us yet another body via automobile.

      Zinnia stabbed at her phone screen with trembling fingers. I stood there like a particularly useless garden gnome while she gave her name, the address, and the words “there’s a man in my boot” in increasingly distressed tones.

      She ended the call and clutched the phone to her chest. “They’re coming,” she whispered. “They said to wait. I… I didn’t know he was there. I promise I didn’t know.” Her eyes were wide. “I only opened it to get my suitcase.”

      “Of course you didn’t,” Maude said at once, patting her shoulder with brisk sympathy. “If you had known, you would have screamed much earlier. Possibly in another postcode.”

      Zinnia let out a shaky laugh that sounded as though it might turn into a sob if anyone looked at her too kindly.

      “Come away from the car,” Agnes said. “We don’t want to disturb the scene.”

      We herded Zinnia back towards the house. She allowed herself to be shepherded along, her gaze flicking back to the car.

      “Maybe we should check to see if he is dead?” Aunt Dorothy offered.

      “He is very dead,” Agnes said shortly. “And we are not going to poke him to make sure.”

      “I wasn’t going to poke him,” Dorothy said. “I was going to prod him gently with a stick. There’s a difference.”

      Agnes crossed her arms. “Either way, we are not doing it. The police will be here any minute.”

      Zinnia sank down on the verandah step. “I can’t believe this is happening,” she murmured. “I only wanted somewhere to stay. Maybe food. A shower.”

      The sound of an approaching car announced itself with a cloud of dust. Moments later, two familiar figures appeared.

      Detective Oakes looked, as always, as though life had personally disappointed him. Detective Mason, far more wide‑eyed, clutched a notebook and tried to take everything in at once.

      Oakes grunted, which I chose to interpret as a greeting. “We received a call about a body.” His gaze flicked to Agnes. “From your guest.”

      “Yes,” Agnes said. “We found him in her boot.”

      Mason choked slightly. “In her boot?” He stared at Zinnia’s shoes.

      “Her car boot,” I clarified.

      Oakes pinched the bridge of his nose. “Of course you found a body in a car boot,” he muttered. “Nobody touches anything. Nobody goes near the car. Ms Fairweather?”

      Zinnia flinched. “Yes?”

      “You’re the one who called?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I’m Zinnia Fairweather. I just arrived. I opened the boot to get my suitcase and he was there.” Her voice wobbled alarmingly on the last word.

      “Did you touch him?” Oakes asked.

      “No,” she said quickly. “I stepped back. I haven’t touched anything.”

      “Good.” Oakes nodded once, then glanced at me. “And you? Or your aunts?”

      “We looked,” I said. “We did not touch.”

      Oakes nodded. “Mason, secure the scene. I’ll have a look.”

      Mason pulled on gloves. Oakes followed at a more measured pace. The rest of us watched from the verandah like an audience at a very grim amateur play.

      I knew the moment Oakes saw into the boot, because his shoulders did a tiny, resigned slump. Mason bent for a better look, then straightened, expression sober. They murmured to each other for a moment, then Mason moved back to the path, effectively placing his lanky form between the car and the rest of us.

      “Definitely deceased,” Oakes said. “Statements. We’ll start with Ms Fairweather.”

      “We’ll just do it here,” Oakes added, glancing at the verandah chairs with an air of reluctant acceptance. “Mason, the ambulance will be here any second judging by the sirens. You confer with them.”

      Oakes took Zinnia a step away, still within sight but out of easy earshot. We did not, of course, try to eavesdrop. We merely pricked up our ears and stared in their direction and strained to catch every word.

      I did accidentally overhear her say that she didn’t stop anywhere between the motel and here.

      The paramedics did their solemn work, confirming what we already knew. Mason moved aside so they could bring in a trolley.

      Once the paramedics had gone, Oakes turned back to us, notebook in hand. “Does anyone recognise him?”

      He looked from face to face. I glanced automatically at Agnes, who had gone very still.

      “I’ve never seen him before,” I said truthfully.

      “Nor have I,” Maude said.

      Dorothy shook her head.

      Breena, arms wrapped around herself, shook her head.

      Oakes frowned. “And you?” he asked Agnes.

      She took a fraction too long to answer. “No,” she said at last. “I have never seen him.”

      Oakes made a note. “Fine. Ms Fairweather, we’ll need you to give your statement at the station later. For now, just tell me exactly what happened when you arrived.”

      We went through it all. Zinnia arriving, the introduction at the door, the car, the boot. Oakes scribbled, occasionally asking for a time or a clarification.

      “And none of you saw anyone near the car before Ms Fairweather opened the boot?” Oakes asked finally.

      We shook our heads in chorus.

      “You’re sure?” he pressed.

      “Detective,” Agnes said with a trace of frost, “if there had been a strange person loitering here, one of us would have noticed.”

      Oakes shut his notebook with a decisive little snap. “We found a wallet in his pocket,” he said. “Credit cards, licence, everything. The name of the deceased is David Miller.”

      He gave the manor one last, suspicious glance, then nodded stiffly and headed away, Mason at his heels.

      We watched them go. The manor seemed suddenly very quiet, as if even the birds had decided to give us a moment to digest our latest corpse.

      Zinnia broke the silence. “I am so, so sorry,” she said. “I have no idea how he got there. I swear I didn’t know.”

      “We believe you,” Maude said. “Don’t we, Agnes?”

      Agnes was staring in the direction of the driveway, her brow furrowed, lips pressed into a thin line. “Mmm,” she said. “You must be in shock, my dear. Come inside. Valkyrie, make her a cup of tea.”

      Zinnia let herself be shepherded through the foyer and into the kitchen. I busied myself with mugs and tea while Maude fussed with biscuits.

      Once Zinnia had both hands wrapped around a mug and some colour had crept back into her cheeks, Agnes said, “We’ll just check on something. We won’t be long.”

      We left Zinnia under Maude’s and Dorothy’s care and went down the short hallway to the small sitting room the aunts called the morning room, even though nobody had used it in the morning since 1952. Agnes shut the door.

      “Well?” I said. “What is it? You recognised him.”

      She hesitated for a fraction of a second, then nodded. “Yes. Not as David Miller.”

      “As who, then?”

      She crossed to the old writing desk in the corner, opened the top drawer, and pulled out a slim, battered leather folder. I’d seen it before: her Council papers. The sort of thing you did not wave around at afternoon tea.

      She flipped through a few pages, her fingers quick and sure, then stopped and tapped one with a neatly trimmed nail. “Here,” she said.

      I stepped closer. The page held a grainy colour printout of a man’s photograph with the slightly resentful look people always had in official pictures. Dark hair, pale eyes, strong jaw. Even with the difference in angle and expression, I recognised him.

      The man from the boot.

      Underneath, in neat Council type, was a name.

      Viktor Volkov.

      “He’s one of The Other,” Agnes said quietly. “Or was. This went out as an alert a few months ago. They had reason to believe he’d entered Australia.”

      I sat down on the arm of an overstuffed chair. “So this man is an agent of The Other,” I said. “And now he’s dead. Do you think one of them killed him?”

      “That is one possibility.” Agnes paced to the fireplace and back again. “He could have failed. Or betrayed them. Or simply become inconvenient. They’re not known for their patience.”

      “But why dump him here?” I asked. “In a tourist’s car. In our yard. It’s a bit pointed.”

      “That,” Agnes said grimly, “is exactly what worries me.”

      She moved to the window and pulled back the lace curtain a fraction, peering out as if somebody might be crouching behind the rhododendrons.

      “I’m on the Council, Valkyrie,” she said. “A hereditary seat. There are those who would be delighted to see me removed. If a known agent of The Other turns up dead on my property.” She didn’t finish her sentence.

      “People might think you had something to do with it,” I finished.

      “Exactly,” she said. “And if there were a formal complaint, an investigation, it could be enough to push for my removal.”

      I thought of the way she had hesitated when Oakes asked if she recognised the dead man. “Do you think that’s what this is?” I asked. “Someone trying to frame you?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “But the timing is unfortunate. The Other grow more active. The Council is jumpy.” Her gaze flicked to my left hand, where my ring still gleamed obliviously. “You are newly engaged to a Cleaner.”

      “We’ll find out who did this,” I assured her. “We’ll find out who put him in Zinnia’s boot, and why. We’ve been through this before. We can do it again.”

      Agnes let out a breath, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. “Very well.” She closed the folder and slid it back into the drawer.

      Somewhere in the house, Cary barked at something entirely unrelated. In the kitchen, I could hear Dorothy offering Zinnia a second biscuit and Breena asking if she was allowed to sit on the table.

      Life at Mugwort Manor went on: tea, biscuits, bickering. And now, apparently, one murdered agent of The Other whose death could topple my aunt from her carefully held Council seat.

      I flexed my fingers, feeling the weight of my ring. Engagements, evil organisations, political skulduggery, and unexpected corpses in car boots.

      “I suppose,” I said, “this means our quiet week is cancelled.”

      Agnes gave a short, humourless laugh. “My dear Valkyrie,” she said. “We have never had a quiet week in our lives.”
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