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      “Are we lost?” Jake folded the map on one side, turned it around then unfolded it again. He stared out of the window as if looking for something to indicate our location, but all that was visible in the October darkness were the humongous pine trees lining the road. “We’re lost. Are we lost?”

      “We weren’t lost two minutes ago and we’re still not lost now.”

      “You—”

      “One more word on this, Jake, and I will turn this truck around.” I held up a finger in his direction while keeping my attention on the poorly lit country road. “One. More. Word.”

      “It won’t matter if you turn it around because we’re lost,” he muttered.

      “What? What was that? You want to go home? I should turn the truck around? Well, gee, Jake, I was looking forward to a weekend of ghost hunting, but okay.”

      “Me too!” He waved the map in the air. “That’s why I’m worried we’re lost.”

      “I’m going to tell you for the last time. We are not lost.” He opened his mouth to argue, but I pointed in his face without taking my eyes from the road. “Not another word about it.”

      It wasn’t as though I’d memorised the whole three-hour route from Manchester to Maison de la Mort in the Lake District, but it was a pretty straight shot. And I wasn’t all that great at relying on people. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Jake smooth out the map, then try to fold it back into its original folds, then give up and fold it in half again.

      “Did you fold that in half?” Who did that to a map?

      “I’ll manage the navigation.” He waved his hand over the top of the map, in the direction of the road ahead, lit only by our headlights. “You keep your eyes on the road.”

      “Y’know the map is folded in a concertina pattern for a reason. It’s so you can follow your—”

      “Eyes.” He pointed two fingers at my eyes and then at the road. “Road.” He gave up on folding the map, screwed it up into a ball and shoved it by his feet.

      “Why would you treat a map that way?” I tutted at him. “What will happen if everything electrical suddenly dies? Or we range out of internet coverage, like now? We’ll need that map.”

      “We’ll never need that map,” he grumbled, and stomped on it with one foot like a petulant toddler. He switched off the phone’s torch app he’d been using to try to read the map and rolled down the window. A blast of icy air burst into the truck and hit me in the side of the face. It was so unexpected I involuntarily yanked the wheel and the truck swerved.

      “How many times?” Jake waggled his hand at the road. “Watch the road!”

      “I’m sorry,” I called over the roar of the engine rushing in through the open window. “I can’t hear you because you’ve just frozen half of my face! Close the dang window before I throw you out of it and leave you for dead.” With one hand, I grabbed my long, dark hair that was flying loose and tangling in the draught, and tucked it back into my woollen turquoise scarf.

      Jake held his phone with both hands and thrust them out of the window, waving them around as if trying to get a signal. Not finding any, he wound the window all the way down and stuck his head and shoulders out as well. As if that tiny bit of extra reach would help.

      “What are you doing?” I yelled.

      “Trying to get a signal so I can find out where we are,” he yelled back.

      “The truck isn’t made of lead, you idiot.” I grabbed the back of his jumper and pulled him back inside. “If there were a signal you’d still get it in here. Now sit back down, close the window and behave or I swear I will turn this truck around.”

      “We both know that’s an empty threat.” He wound the window up and settled back in his seat, pouting like the eighteen-year-old he was.

      “Yeah, that’s true. I’m not turning this truck around,” I conceded. “Dumping you at the side of the road, though, I could do that. I wouldn’t even need to slow down.”

      “You wouldn’t do that either. You need me.” He said it with such certainty.

      “Is that right? Then prove it. Tell me what you remember about this house.” Jake pulled the information I’d printed off from under his thigh. Keeping my eyes on the road, I reached over and turned the loose sheets face down in his lap. “Tell me what you remember.”

      “I don’t need to remember. I can read it from the information.” He turned the sheets face up.

      I plucked them from his hands and shoved them in the pocket on my door panel. If littering hadn’t deeply offended me, I’d have thrown them out of the window to remove temptation completely. “You won’t always have the information to hand. And you won’t always be able to ask your god, Google, for the answers either. You need to learn to glean as much information as possible from any situation as quickly as you can. So tell me what you remember.”

      “Fine. I remember that they claimed to be the most haunted house in the UK with something like two hundred deaths on site.”

      “Not ‘something like’. The info said ‘more than’. And please don’t say it means the same thing because it doesn’t.”

      “Either way, that seems extreme. Two hundred is a lot.” Jake twisted in his seat to look at me. “Do you think that’s possible? And what’s going on there that makes so many people want to kill themselves or each other?”

      “It does seem like a lot. But a lot of people have to die to make a lot of ghosts. And you need a lot of ghosts if you’re going to claim to be the most haunted house in the UK.”

      “Did you check them out?” Jake relaxed back in his seat, staring out of the window at the shadowy trees bracketing the single-lane county road.

      “Did I check out all two hundred plus deaths before coming here? When I was only invited this morning? Oddly, no.”

      “How many did you manage to research?”

      “None.”

      “None?”

      “Yeah, none. I had to get that last story written up and get Marcus to sign off on it before I could leave.”

      “What story?” Jake twisted his whole body to face me, nearly strangling himself with his seatbelt. “You took on a story without me?”

      “Do you remember that gnome war story you desperately wanted to investigate?” I asked. “The story that you said you’d die if we couldn’t at least take a peek at? The story that was the most fascinating thing ever. The story that—”

      “I had an assignment due! I wanted to come on those stakeouts with you, but I had to get it done.”

      “One: Don’t snap at me. Two: Organise your time better. Three: If I agree to investigate a story because it’s something that you’re interested in then make sure to show up for all activities involved in investigating that story. Four: You chose to work with me. You’re not doing me a favour. Five: Take some responsibility for yourself and your actions.”

      “That’s not fair! I had—”

      “We all have lives and we all have responsibilities. If you can’t work every story I understand—this is a full-time job.” I held up a finger before he could interrupt. “This is a full-time job and you’re at university, so you need to work on your priorities. If that means that you can only work one story a month, then that’s what it means. But don’t get mad at me because I had to complete a story without you because you hadn’t organised your time well enough.”

      “I wanted to see the gnome wars,” Jake whined at me, his bottom lip poking out ever so slightly which, despite his athletic build and boy-band natural sort-of-quiff hairstyle, made him look adorable. Like a puppy. Which I obviously refrained from commenting on.

      We’d met when he’d written a poorly researched article about an alleged vampire attack and Marcus, my editor, had made me check it out. Then some people were murdered and Jake and I had apprehended the killer, with the help of detective Trank, my godfather. And now Jake worked the odd story with me.

      “There were no gnome wars. It was children being children and playing.”

      “I figured it would be, but I was hoping for a real-life Gnomeo and Juliet.”

      “Do you mean Romeo and Juliet?”

      “And you get mad at me for not getting your pop culture references,” he mumbled.

      “Yeah, but mine are cool.” I tapped his knee to get him to focus. “What else do we know about the house?”

      “We’d know a lot more if you’d have told me about this earlier and I could’ve got Butts on it.”

      “Just like you can’t rely on Google, you can’t rely on Butts to do your research.” Butts was Jake’s computer genius friend. Who also happened to have a crush on him. “She has assignments like you do, and you need to learn how to collect info yourself.”

      “And I’m going to find out their dirty secrets from the brochure?” He leaned over me and retrieved the information I’d shoved in my door.

      “Dude! I’m driving.” I straightened up so I could see over his head.

      Information in hand, he settled back in his seat and flicked through the sheets using his phone’s torch app to read. “They talk about it being the most haunted house in the UK. What a great experience it would be for ghost hunters. They apparently have amazing food. And a creepy cemetery not too far from the house.”

      “Probably just as well if people are kicking it left, right and centre. I wonder if they built it for that reason.”

      “I bet that’s a top selling point for the house. Three beds, two baths and its own cemetery.”

      “Yeah, if you’re a murderer.”

      “So this is all we know?” Jake waved the sheets at me.

      “Yep.”

      “Shouldn’t we know something?” he asked. “Like when the last deaths were? Or who the most commonly sighted ghosts are? Or which rooms are most haunted?”

      “I’d have thought there would’ve been something like that in their promotional material, but maybe they like to save it for when you get there.”

      “So we’re going into this completely blind?” Jake flipped through the sheets.

      “Yep, we’re going to wing it. It’ll be a good experience for you to go into a situation with no idea what to expect.”

      “Do you mean, no idea what to expect other than—” Jake held a sheet up and read from it. “‘The spookiest weekend you could hope to find. Ghosts galore!’ How did you even get invited to this?”

      “I got a call this morning asking if I wanted to check it out. They’re having a grand opening in a couple of days, on Halloween. I guess they wanted me to visit now, in the hopes I’d write about how haunted it was and drum up some publicity for their big opening.”

      “Have they read your articles?” Jake tucked the information away again. “You never come down on the side of the supernatural.”

      “It’s not that I set out to disprove it—that just happens. But I did think the invite was a little weird because normally people want me to find the logical explanation. On the flip side, it’s an all-expenses-paid weekend away at a supposedly extremely haunted house. Couldn’t really pass that up, could I?”

      “Do you—” Jake started, but I snapped my fingers and pointed to a sign at the side of the road.

      “Still think we’re lost?”

      “No, and that’s purely due to my excellent navigation skills.” He squinted through the dark at the sign and shook his head. “Maison de la Mort. What a cringeworthy name. Why not call it ‘A Lot of People Died Here House’?”

      “They pretty much have, but they say it in French because it sounds fancier.” I slowed for the left turn the sign had indicated.

      “Maybe they think it makes it sound more …”

      “More what?” I asked, navigating the narrow lane that led to an even narrower bridge.

      “Spooky.” Jake’s arm lifted and pointed ahead.

      We made it over the bridge and I peered into the distance. Jake was right. I thought he’d been exaggerating because he wasn’t used to creepy houses, but this was something out of a gothic horror film.

      I slowed so I could get a better look at it without crashing. It was supposed to be a stately home from the 1800s, but, sitting in the centre of a mass of trees, with sharply pointed roofs and an orange glow coming from the windows, it reminded me of a stereotypical spooky house from a Scooby Doo cartoon. “Yeah, that does—”

      “Watch the road!” Jake grabbed the wheel.

      Admittedly my attention had been briefly directed elsewhere, but I was still nowhere near veering off into the countryside.

      “Would you quit it?” I smacked his hands away from the wheel.

      “So why am I here instead of Champonal?” Jake asked as he pressed his face against the windscreen as if that would help him see the house more clearly. “This would’ve been a lovely romantic getaway. Doesn’t he like ghosts?”

      “I have no idea if he likes ghosts.” Charlie Champonal was an incredibly handsome fraud detective whom Jake and I had met on our last story. One who hadn’t asked me out. Even though he should have. And even though I’d have said no if he had. But none of that was the point.

      “Ah, still hasn’t called yet?” Jake threw a grin at me. “He will.”

      “Don’t make me speed up to throw you out. The gravel will chip Bertha’s paintwork.”

      We headed up the long, winding drive to the house. The lawns on the immediate side of the gravel had been tidied, but it still had a cultivated wilderness feel to it, as though it wasn’t possible to fully beat nature back. The top of the drive opened into a square with parking spaces lining the edge of the shape and a fountain at the centre. Four cars were already parked out front. We pulled in next to a dark-coloured car on the right.

      I shut the engine off and leaned around Jake to look up at the house. “How many rooms do you think they have?”

      Jake peered out of his window. “Maybe twenty? Why?”

      “I don’t know. Just thought they’d have moved the car park around the back. Kinda ruins the spooky vibe.”

      “Oh, yeah. These few cars totally ruin that vibe,” Jake muttered as we climbed out of the truck. “Do these cars belong to other reporters?”

      “No idea. Maybe.” I grabbed my bag from the truck bed. “Or maybe they had advance bookings. Special offer-type deals if they leave a review somewhere?”

      “What, like, two for one? Two of you come, one of you leaves?” Jake asked as he grabbed his bag and threw the tarp back over the truck bed.

      “Hi! Hi! Hi!” A willowy blonde lady in a bright red, mid-shin, short-sleeved body-con dress with matching red spike heels wobbled across the gravel toward us. “I’m so glad you could make it! You must be Aurora.” She tottered right up to me, grabbed my hand and shook it as if it were a lever and she was trying to pump something.

      “I am. It’s nice to meet you …” I let the sentence drift because I wasn’t sure who she was.

      “Ruby. I’m Ruby Rascalé. I’m the manager here. We spoke on the phone this morning. It’s so lovely to have you. I’m so glad you could come. I’m such a fan of your writing. I loved reading about the cranky crocodile and the abominable rain monster. It’s all so fascinating to me.” She spoke so fast that by the time my brain had detangled what she’d said, she had already turned away and was giving Jake’s hand the same treatment as she had mine. She reminded me of a cartoon character. Not physically. Physically she looked like someone who spent a lot of time at the gym. She was slim, but toned to the point of being a few reps away from muscular. Maybe that was how she managed to pull off the skintight dress. “And this must be Jake Cutter. Jake. I’m so glad you could come, too. I was so enthralled with the vampire vixens article and how you met Aurora. It sounds too fantastical to be true.”

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Ruby.” Jake gave her his Pez-Dispenser grin.

      “Let’s get you both inside so you can meet the other guests.” Ruby squeezed in between Jake and me and draped an arm around each of our shoulders, ushering us forward. “Ah, there you are, Butler.”

      A man in a butler’s outfit strode toward us. He was late forties, with a lean build and sour face. His pure grey hair was slicked down, I assumed for neatness’ sake, but he’d left his eyebrows to run wild. They were so bushy they almost overpowered his whole face. They almost didn’t look real. How could eyebrow hair grow that long?

      “This is Butler. Butler, this is Aurora and Jake.” Ruby released Jake’s shoulder so she could gesture to us as if Butler might get confused. “Their rooms have been prepared?”

      “Yes, Miss Rascalé.” Butler dipped his head at Jake then me. “Sir. Ma’am.”

      I was tempted to explain to Butler, in detail, the several reasons why he should’ve addressed me before Jake since I was the senior person in every aspect of this situation, but it seemed petty. Although, that was why sexism was rife—because no one checked it for the sake of politeness.

      “Is Butler your real name?” Jake spoke louder than necessary. I assumed that was because he expected me to comment on the sir/ma’am situation and he was trying to drown me out. He always seemed to get embarrassed when I challenged that stuff.

      Ruby laughed. It was a high, delicate sound, but empty, almost brittle. “Of course it’s his name, silly. Why else would we call him that?”

      “Sir?” Butler extended his hand, motioning for Jake’s luggage.

      “Thanks, Butler.” Jake grinned, no doubt at calling the butler “Butler”, and handed him his bag.

      “You’re welcome, sir.” Butler’s face didn’t even make the slightest twitch to imply Jake was an idiot. He held his hand out for my bag. “Ma’am.”

      “I can carry it, but thank you.” It wasn’t as though I thought he was going to rifle through my underwear or anything, but it felt weird to hand it over. I’d stayed in hotels before, but not for work-related reasons. What if they opened my bag and brushed LSD on the inside of my bra so my skin would absorb it and I’d become highly suggestible to their haunting suspicions?

      “Nonsense.” Ruby ripped the bag from my grip and thrust it at Butler. “There you go.”

      Butler strode off with the bags before I could refuse. I figured chasing him and tackling him to the ground might be a bit much.

      “Are there many other guests?” Jake asked as Ruby guided us toward the ornate stone archway entrance.

      “There are six others,” she said with a nod, and leaned closer to him to whisper. “No one else brought their partner in crime, though.”

      Ruby dropped her hands from our shoulders and tiptoed up the stone steps to the wide wooden front door. Jake practically bounced up them after her. I followed more slowly and stood in the doorway, scanning the entrance hall beyond. The dimly lit hall was roughly the same size as the newsroom. Six solid wooden doors, three evenly spaced on each side and all closed, lined the walls of the hall while an ornate staircase sat at the far end. It split halfway up, one branch emptying out onto the landing to the left and the other onto the landing to the right. Both sides had shadowy hallways that I assumed led to the back of the house and the guest rooms.

      I glanced behind me at my truck and felt for the reassuring weight of keys in my pocket, then followed behind Jake and Ruby. Something about this place felt off. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. Ruby was talking at a speedy pace and Jake was nodding along as they crossed the hall, completely oblivious to his surroundings.

      “Was it only six other guests besides us? Is that everyone?” I called to Ruby from the front door. Four cars but six guests?

      She whirled back to face me as if she’d forgotten I was there. She beckoned me further into the entrance hall. “Come on in. Yes, there’s only eight of you in total. We wanted to keep this weekend intimate.”

      I edged forward, not wanting to get too far from the open front door. “And how many members of staff do you employ?”

      “Well, there’s Butler and me. Nevis Noir is the co-owner and he’s usually here somewhere. We also have a maid, a chef and a gardener as well.”

      “All of you live here?” Jake asked.

      Ruby gestured around her. “It’s such a beautiful old house and grounds. Peaceful. Relaxing.”

      “Except for the ghosts,” I pointed out.

      “Yes-yes-yes, except for those,” she agreed quickly and beckoned me inside again. “Do come on in.”

      With a final gaze at my truck, I closed the front door and caught them up. “You must have seen a lot of paranormal events here. I’d love to hear about your experiences.”

      Ruby gave me a slow nod. “Absolutely. After we get you settled in, we can talk all about it.”

      “Great.” Normally people tripped over themselves to tell me about their experience. Usually, before I’d even gotten my name out, but then, maybe she simply wanted to make a good first impression. “Where are the other guests from?”

      “All over.” Ruby shook her head and the waterfall of wavy blonde hair over her right shoulder rippled in the light.

      “All over where? The UK? The world?” I wasn’t sure if she was being vague or if I was imagining it. “Are they all reporters or—”

      “So many questions.” Ruby grabbed my upper arms and gave me a gentle shake, then laughed to herself. The same brittle tinkling sound.

      I shrugged. “I am a reporter. It’s kind of my job.”

      An ominous thud came from behind me and I spun around as the sound echoed off the walls. Butler stood in front of the closed front door, a stony expression on his face and his hands empty of our luggage. He’d taken our bags to our rooms and then gone back outside to come back in?

      “Ah, Butler, there you are.” Ruby clapped from behind me. I edged to the side so I could keep both of them in view at the same time. Ruby motioned Butler forward and he obeyed, striding toward us. “Can you take Aurora and Jake to their rooms, please?”

      “Absolutely, Miss Rascalé.” Butler strode past us and waited at the foot of the stairs. “Follow me, please.”

      “I’ll see you at dinner. I’m so glad you both could come.” Ruby clapped again, then disappeared into the room to the right, adjacent to the stairs, and closed the door behind her.

      “If you’ll follow me?” Butler headed up the stairs without waiting for us.

      Jake moved to follow, but I grabbed his arm. “I’m getting a really weird vibe here, Jake.”

      “Maybe it’s the ghost. Ruby said we’re having a three-course meal as a welcome so everything will look different on a full stomach.” He patted me on the shoulder and trotted after Butler.

      I stood in the hall a moment longer. I felt eyes on me. I turned. The distinct click of a door closing echoed from somewhere at the front of the hall. And then the same door-closing click from off to the right. It was unlikely these rooms were bedrooms, so I could check them out, right? I was here to explore, after all. I took three steps to the right to work around the hall anticlockwise.

      “Aurora!” Jake hissed from the staircase and motioned for me to follow. “Come on. I’m hungry.”

      “Yeah, you go on. I’m just going to—”

      “Miss North.” Butler stood on the landing of the staircase before it branched in either direction. “There’ll be plenty of time for investigating later. Please. Let’s get you settled in so I may attend to other matters.”

      Jake beckoned me up the stairs. I hesitated. How mad would Ruby be if I started snooping around straightaway? She wouldn’t be, right? Because that was why they’d invited me. But then all my ghost-hunting equipment was in my bag. Even my phone. So if I saw something now, there’d be no way to capture it or prove it. I could’ve kicked myself for letting Butler take my bag.

      “You’ve upset the butler now,” Jake whispered as he came halfway down the stairs.

      I made a noncommittal noise as I scanned the hall again. There was no reason I couldn’t grab my bag and be back down in under a minute. Then Butler could attend to his “other matters” and I would be free to roam. I climbed two stairs. And then another click of a door closing echoed through the hall. “Something weird is going on here, Jake.”

      “Weird how? Weird, like the most haunted house in the UK weird?”

      With one last quick study of the hall, I spun around and jogged up the stairs, dragging Jake behind me, with the intention of grabbing my equipment and heading straight back down. “Let’s find out.”
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      Once Butler saw I was following, he headed up the left branch of the staircase and waited at the mouth of the dimly lit hallway, hands behind his back like a statue.

      “Who is this?” I paused on the landing where the staircase branched and pointed to the huge, gilt-framed portrait hanging on the wall. The subject was a solemn-faced man in his forties, with black hair, a widow’s peak and a streak of silver at each temple. The dark tones in the portrait and the red-and-gold damask patterned wallpaper gave him a vampiric air. Or maybe it was simply recent events channelling my thoughts in that direction.

      “Sir Nevis Noir.” Butler announced, gesturing to the picture before beckoning me to him. “Let’s get you to your room, Miss. There’ll be plenty of time for questions later. You must want to get cleaned up.”

      Butler turned his back on me and headed down the corridor before I could ask if Nevis Noir really was a “sir”.

      Jake grinned at me. “I think that’s a polite way of saying you look rough.”

      “I could smother you in your sleep and no one would know,” I whispered as I passed him on the last step. “It is allegedly the most haunted house in the UK afterall. People will think you died of fright.”

      Jake laughed and followed me following Butler. “But how would you get home? Your sense of direction is terrible. You wouldn’t have found your way here without me.”

      I whistled low. “You’re right. Maybe smothering you would be too painless.”

      Butler turned down the narrow corridor and we trailed after him. It was softly lit with imitation oil lamps that made the gold in the wallpaper shimmer. The whole thing reminded me of Pride and Prejudice.

      “Here are your rooms.” Butler opened the first of three doors on the left. “Miss North, you’re in here. And Mr Cutter, you are in here.” Butler gestured to the first of three rooms on the right.

      “Thank you.” I peered into the room.

      It had the same patterned wallpaper that the hall had boasted. It was a little busy for my taste, but then I didn’t live there. A four-poster bed, made up with pure white linen and with white net curtains tied up around the posts, jutted out from the centre of the right wall. Directly opposite stood a dressing table with a three-panelled mirror sitting on top of it and a chair tucked beneath. In the far right corner of the room loomed a huge, three-door wardrobe. There was a closed door to the left of the dressing table, which I assumed was the en-suite bathroom.

      I didn’t know if it was the lack of windows, the dark-stained imposing furniture, the busy wallpaper or something else, but the room had an unsettling vibe to it. Suffocating. Stale. Or maybe they’d assigned me the most haunted room in the house and that was what that vibe was.

      All thoughts of investigating downstairs on hold, I stepped across the threshold to explore my room. I was wondering if I could request a room next door to Jake, one with an external wall and a view, when the door clicked closed behind me. I whirled around and yanked it open.

      Butler and Jake both turned to me with identical puzzled expressions. And then I realised that Butler had simply closed the door after I’d entered. Nothing spooky. Nothing unusual. Nothing ominous, but something about Butler had my reporter senses dinging. And it wasn’t only his eyebrows. Same for Ruby. In fact, the whole house gave off a vibe that had me wishing I’d had time to do at least a little research before showing up here. I’d never gotten a vibe like this when I’d investigated haunted houses before, so maybe that meant this house really was haunted. Or maybe it was because I’d researched them properly beforehand so I knew what to expect.

      “I was curious what Jake’s room was like,” I said, in what I hoped was a good cover for my jumpiness.

      “Are you unhappy with your room?” Butler asked.

      I shook my head. “Nope. Just nosy.”

      Butler arched a fluffy disapproving eyebrow at me and gestured for Jake to step into his room. Jake did as he was bid and then Butler closed the door in his face.

      “Dinner will be served at seven sharp.” For a moment I thought he was going to shove me back into my room and close the door in my face—he looked as though he wanted to—but he didn’t. He clicked his heels and strode back along the corridor the way we’d come, with exaggerated purpose.

      Jake opened his door and bent at the waist to peer around the doorframe after Butler. “That guy’s wound pretty tight. Maybe it’s living with all the ghosts. And did you see those eyebrows?”

      “Yeah …” I stared along the hallway after him, waiting until he was out of sight, then stepped back into my room, leaving the door open behind me.

      “I like it here.” Jake jogged into my room and dove onto my bed. He wriggled and bounced up and down, messing up the covers.

      “Is there something wrong with your bed?” I asked, scanning the room for my bag.

      “Nope, just wanted to test them out without messing up my covers.”

      I pointed to the mess he was making of my bed. “This is what makes me happy I’m an only child.” I found my rucksack by the wardrobe and lifted the top flap to check the knot on the drawstring keeping it closed. It looked as though it hadn’t been touched.

      “What are you doing?” Jake twisted on the bed so his feet were at the top, hovering dangerously close to my pillows, and his face was at the end.

      “Nothing.” I pulled out my EMF meter and night scope.

      “What’s that?” He wiggled forward until his torso hung off the bottom of the bed, then he walked his hands forward until his legs followed and he dropped onto the wooden floorboards.

      “If you’ve gotten mud on my pillow …” I tucked the EMF meter in the front pocket of my grey hoodie and Jake took the night scope from my hands as I crossed the room to check the rumpled mess that was my bed.

      Jake headed toward the en suite, night scope pressed to his left eye. “It’ll only be one side. You can flip it over.”

      “I’ll flip you over,” I muttered and left him poking around the bathroom. I wandered across the hall and into his room. Opposite his bedroom door were two sets of wide windows covered with leaded lights arranged in a diamond pattern.

      I switched the bedroom lights off and crossed the buffed, slightly warped wooden floorboards to peer out of the window. I imagined Jake had a spectacular view, but, without the help of the moon, everything was dark beyond the glass. A brief glow of a flame below and to the left caught my attention. I had a passing glimpse of a face before the light went out. Someone was smoking? At least they had the good manners not to do it inside. The orange glow of the lit cigarette bobbed around in the air as if the smoker was gesturing. I pressed my face close to the glass to see who, if anyone, he was talking to but it was too dark.

      “Jake?” I could use the night scope he was messing with. “Jake, come here.”

      “Why did you turn the lights off?” He flipped them on before I could tell him not to. “Took me a minute—what?”

      “Why would you do that?” I darted away from the window, hoping whoever was below hadn’t spotted me. At least the lighting was soft, so I wasn’t blinded.

      “So you could see.” Jake took a running leap at his bed and landed in the centre, his feet hanging off the edge. “I think you were a mole in your previous life. That’s why you’re happy in the basement of the newsroom. You’re so averse to light. It’s weird.”

      “It’s not weird when I’m trying to spy on someone in the garden.” I switched the lights back off and returned to the window, retrieving the night scope from Jake’s hands as I passed. I pressed my face to the window and angled the scope in the direction I’d seen the flame. No one was there. Maybe the light from the window had scared them off.

      “Oooh, who are we spying on?” Jake crowded behind me and pulled the scope from my hands. He put it to his eye and gasped. “This is a night vision scope!”

      “What did you think it was?”

      He turned his back on the window and explored the room through the night scope, one hand waving in front of him as though he couldn’t trust his scope vision. “I thought it was some sort of ghost vision thing.”

      “Oh, you mean the Multidimensional Spatial Conduit. Yeah, I would’ve brought it, but it had a faulty flux capacitor, so I had to send it away to get fixed.”

      Jake watched me through the scope. “Are you messing with me?”

      I crossed the floor and retrieved the scope from his hands. Again. “Yes.”

      He took it back from me and turned it over in his hands. “If this doesn’t have a ghost vision option, how is this ghost-hunting equipment?”

      “Say we see what we think is a ghost outside in the middle of the night. We want to chase it. That night vision scope lets us do it and not break our necks.”

      “So this is practical equipment. That’s cool.” Jake put the scope back to his eye and reached toward me. “What’s in the pouch of your hoodie? Camo paint?” I pulled the EMF meter out, switched it on and handed it to him. It whined. He grabbed the EMF meter and I managed to catch the scope before he dropped it. “Now this is a ghost detector!”

      “No, that is an EMF meter. It detects electromagnetic fields. It’s used to detect faulty wiring.”

      He paused in waving the EMF meter around the room. “So we’re going to check for faulty wiring? Is that like a side gig for you? Doesn’t Marcus pay you very well?”

      “Marcus pays me fine, but you eat all my wages.” I tugged on the arm that was waving the EMF meter around and rescued it from him so I could point out the dial on the front. “Ghosts supposedly have electromagnetic fields. This device reads electromagnetic fields.”

      He frowned at me. “So it is a ghost detector?”

      “No, it’s an electromagnetic field detector. It will detect electromagnetic fields.”

      “Which you just said that ghosts have—”

      “Supposedly have.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He waved away my “supposedly”. “I’m taking that to be your sceptical way of saying this is a ghost-detecting machine. Let’s test this puppy out.”

      He launched out into the hallway, waving the EMF meter around like a flag. I followed him and closed the doors to both of our rooms. “How about we use our ordinary senses first?”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” he asked.

      I grabbed his arm to stop him from waving the EMF meter for a second. “Let’s get a baseline for what is normal paranormal activity around here first and then we can look into using some tools of the trade.”

      With an exaggerated sigh, he handed the EMF meter back to me. “Fine, but I—wait. Did you bring other stuff?” He backed up a step as if he were ready to dive back into my room and root through my bag.

      “Later, okay?” I resisted the urge to tie my scarf around his neck like a lead and drag him onward like a disobedient puppy, but it took effort.

      “Fine.” He fell into step beside me as I shuffled along the corridor toward the back of the house. “Do you think this place is haunted?”

      “I don’t know about haunted, but I’m getting a strange vibe.”

      “Maybe it’s because it’s an old house and it’s draughty.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      “What are we looking for?”

      “What are we looking for? In the supposedly most haunted house in the UK?” I asked, and Jake nodded. “Sigh.”

      “What?”

      “We’re looking for ghosts, Jake. In the allegedly most haunted house in the UK, we’re looking for ghosts.”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “I meant besides that.”

      “What else would we be looking for besides that?”

      “I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.”

      “Okay, so apart from actual spectres we’re looking for ectoplasm, goo or any type of slime. Disappearing or opaque pools of blood. Discarded, dismembered limbs with—”

      “Alright, there’s no need for the attitude.” Jake nodded and walked on ahead and I grabbed him back.

      “Weird.” I checked over my shoulder because I couldn’t help it. “We’re looking for weird.”

      “What type of weird?”

      I shook my head. “There’s a vibe in this house. It’s … wrong. So anything that strikes you as unusual. Or anything that could be used to fake hauntings.”

      “Okay.” He jogged ahead several steps out of my reach. “When you say weird, you mean, like, you inviting me on this weekend away instead of a handsome fraud detective? That kind of weird?”

      “Boo!” A tall, stocky man with a grey buzz cut jumped out at Jake from around the corner. Jake swore and stumbled back, but the man laughed. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t resist. Once I heard the ghost talk it was almost too easy.” The man slapped Jake’s shoulder and squeezed it. “Hilarious.”

      “Hilarious,” Jake echoed without anywhere near as much enthusiasm and stepped out of the man’s hold, backing up until he was adjacent to me.

      Without Jake blocking my view I could get a good look at the man. He wore khaki trousers with a million pockets, the type you think that the military would wear, and a grey hoodie that had the word “Army” emblazoned across the chest. I wasn’t all that good at judging age, but I’d have put him at early forties.

      “Aren’t you here for the ghosts?” I asked.

      “Of course.” He laughed again. “Isn’t everyone here for the ghosts?”

      “How did you get invited?” He definitely wasn’t a reporter. If he had been, he’d have valued eavesdropping on our conversation more than scaring us. I knew my breed.

      “Friend of a friend.” He stepped forward with his hand extended. “Richard James the Third.”

      I shook his hand. “I’m Aurora North the First. And this is Jake Cutter the First.”

      Richard James the Third laughed, shook Jake’s hand and then wagged a finger at me. “I can see I’m going to have to watch you.”

      I gave him a pleasant smile. “Not nearly as closely as I’m going to watch you.”

      He laughed again. It was a rich and throaty noise that still somehow managed to sound hollow. Despite the different timbre, it reminded me of Ruby’s laugh. He stretched his arms wide, blocking off access to the corridor behind him. “Let’s get downstairs, so we’re not late for dinner.”

      I stepped back out of his way and gestured for him to pass by us. “After you.”

      “Come on. We can all go together and get to know each other better.” He wafted his arms forward in a shooing motion as if we were sheep and he was herding us.

      “Okay.” I turned and walked along the corridor with a confused Jake in tow.

      “When did you get here?” I asked as Richard James the Third followed us down the stairs.

      “Not long—”

      “Oh, shoot, I need to get my inhaler.” I darted to the side and passed Richard back up the stairs. “I’ll be two seconds. You both go ahead.” I disappeared along the corridor before Richard James the Third could catch me. I heard Jake saying something, but no one followed me.

      I peeked around the corner Richard James the Third had jumped out from expecting to find something, but it was just another corridor, exactly the same as ours. There were two doors on the right wall and two on the left, separated by a staircase in between them, leading down. Nothing as fancy as the one we’d come up, so maybe it was an old servants’ staircase.

      Why had he practically blocked off this corridor? What was down here? And why didn’t he want us to see? If he were here for the ghosts, maybe he’d found something he wanted to keep to himself. Although, what sense did that make? It wasn’t like he could block off the back of the house for the whole weekend. Or maybe he had a flatulence problem and had an episode in this corridor. Maybe he didn’t want that to be our first stinky impression of him. I took a tentative sniff of the air. It smelled like polish and slightly of dust, but nothing else. What other reason could there be?

      What if shooing us down to tea had been Richard’s way of being friendly? That was a possibility. Maybe it was nothing ominous at all. Or maybe this place did fake their ghosts and he was in on it. Maybe they kept their ghost-faking equipment in these rooms and that was what he was trying to hide.

      “That’s definitely worth checking out …” I reached for the door handle of the first door on the right. Surprised to find it unlocked, I peeked inside. The room was littered with belongings, but no one yelled at me for bursting in on them, which meant the occupant was elsewhere.

      “This is someone’s room. I wouldn’t want people snooping around my room.” I pulled the door halfway closed, then stopped. “But then, it would be good to have an idea of who the other guests are. Just in case.”

      Decision made, I stepped into the room and closed the door behind me. The layout was exactly the same as mine, except the bed had been slept in and then made. But not made professionally—made by someone like me who had thrown the covers over and considered it done. Makeup cluttered the dressing table. A silver chain with a beautiful emerald pendant hung over the side of the mirror. Leaving it so openly on display meant it was either fake or the room’s occupant was very trusting. There was no overnight bag or even a wheelie suitcase evident. A quick check of the wardrobe showed me a full array of clothes. Smart dress, casual, a dressing gown. This wasn’t a guest room. This was a staff member’s room.

      Footsteps echoed along the corridor outside. I scanned the room for a good hiding place, but the bed frame was solid wood and if the room’s occupant was coming to get dressed for tea then the wardrobe and the bathroom were out. The best option was to crouch down and hide on the far side of the bed. The wooden base would hide me from general view if I curled into a ball. And if the occupant was incredibly unobservant. Maybe I could sneak out while they were in the bathroom.

      “We need to make sure we show them everything we have to offer. We need to convince them. To make them believe.” Ruby’s voice was a whisper, but the acoustics of the house made it echo and carry—that was helpful to know. Was I in her room? That was going to be awkward if she came in and found me.

      “Don’t worry so much, love,” a man’s voice said. It wasn’t Butler or Richard James the Third. Maybe it was Nevis Noir, the owner? Why was he calling Ruby “love”? Was it a specific or general endearment?

      “It needs to be perfect,” Ruby insisted.

      “Everyone knows how to play their part,” he said. “Everyone knows how this works. Action to action. All we have to do is stick to that and this weekend will go off without a hitch.” Their footsteps paused outside the door. “What? Is there something else?”

      There was a long silence before Ruby spoke. “He approached me about the video again.”

      “When?” The man bit the word out.

      “Earlier tonight.”

      “Leave it with me, love,” he said. “I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry about it, okay?”

      Ruby said something else I didn’t catch and then their footsteps started up again. They retreated along the hallway.

      “That was interesting.” I got up from my awful hiding place and had a quick root in the wardrobe for anything to identify the owner of the room, but, other than her love for Dior perfumes, there was nothing. Where was her ID? Her purse? Her driving license? If this were an employee’s room then surely she wouldn’t need to keep that on her while she was working. Unless it was her night off and she’d gone out, then obviously she’d take her purse, but why would Ruby, as the hotel manager, give someone the night off on the day when all the guests were arriving? Hadn’t Ruby said there was a maid, a butler, a gardener and a cook? But the wardrobe didn’t look like the wardrobe of a maid, a gardener or a cook. For starters, there was no uniform.

      “Curiouser and curiouser.” I stood in the centre of the room and turned in a slow circle to make sure I’d missed nothing obvious.

      Deciding it was well worth checking out the rest of the rooms on this corridor, I pressed my ear to the door. All was quiet, so I slipped out and closed the door behind me. I was reaching for the door handle of the room across the way when someone spoke.

      “Miss North, there you are.” It was the man who’d been speaking to Ruby.

      “Here I am.” I jerked my hand back as I faced him, in what I was sure was an incredibly unsubtle movement. “And you’re the gentleman from the portrait.”

      He stood at the end of the corridor. Tall, immaculately groomed, tanned, and wearing a red, patterned cravat on his navy suit, his appearance screamed “debonair”.

      “I am. My name is Nevis Noir.” He gave me a sweeping bow. “Welcome to my humble abode.”

      “Thank you for inviting us,” I said, heeding my mum’s voice in the back of my mind reminding me that manners were free and just because I was deeply suspicious of everything wasn’t an excuse to be rude.

      “Were you investigating?”

      “Actually, I was snooping.” I’d been caught in the act. There was no point denying it.

      He laughed. “Did you meet Henry?”

      “I met a Richard.”

      “Ah, no, Henry is our friendly butler.”

      “I thought Butler was the butler.”

      He laughed again and just like Ruby and Richard, something was off about it. It sounded tinny. Maybe it was the acoustics. He offered me his arm. He didn’t walk to me, but waited at the corner for me to move to him. After the briefest hesitation, I crossed the distance and placed my hand in the crook of his elbow, because it would have been rude not to. And my mum would know I’d been rude to someone. She had a sixth sense about these things and I’d get a telling off next time I went home.

      “Yes, Butler is the butler, but Henry is our ghost butler. He turns down the beds occasionally.” Nevis guided me back along the corridor toward the entrance hall.

      “Occasionally?”

      “Unfortunately. If he always turned down the beds, we’d save so much in staffing costs.”

      I laughed to be polite and removed my hand from Nevis’ arm. “I need to grab something from my room.”

      “Absolutely.” He gestured at the door of my room and waited.

      Great. So no more sneaking back down that corridor for the moment. I crossed the floor of my room and placed the EMF meter and night scope carefully back in my bag. First Richard, now Nevis, didn’t want me exploring that way. Although Nevis had caught me about to snoop around someone’s room. So maybe his problem was more about the privacy of his staff than anything suspicious.

      I closed the door to my room behind me. He offered me his arm again and once again I took it. “Is he your only ghost?”

      “Not by a long shot.” Nevis guided me from the corridor to the staircase.

      “So how many ghosts do you have?”

      “You’re looking for an actual figure?”

      “You claim to be the most haunted house in the UK. You can’t really claim that title without knowing how many ghosts you have in comparison to other haunted houses.”

      “I suppose that’s a good point.”

      “Are all these rooms common rooms?” I gestured around the hall as we descended the last few stairs.

      “Yes.” Nevis pointed to the furthest room on the left and counted backward. “That is the library, the drawing room, the dining and just past this staircase, toward the back of the house, is the kitchen. On the other side we have the games room at the far end, the lounge and then here, the study. Where everyone is waiting for us.”

      I peered around the right of the staircase. “And past the staircase on this side?”

      “Extra bedrooms. And now you know the layout, shall we join the others?” He opened the door to the study, gesturing for me to go ahead.

      The room was papered in the same pattern as the rest of the house while several landscape paintings, all with gilded frames, were dotted on the walls around the room. Three large, brown leather sofas made a horseshoe around the huge fireplace that would be amazing on cold nights. Cold nights like tonight. I stared at the dark fireplace, briefly wondering why it wasn’t lit. The other guests seemed unaware as they mingled, champagne flutes in their hands.

      “Oh, there you are,” Ruby exclaimed as Nevis and I walked in, and then flicked a finger on the rim of her wineglass to get the attention of the other guests. “Let’s have some quick introductions. I’ll start. My name is Ruby and I’m the manager here. Next?” She pointed to Richard James the Third.

      “I’m Richard James the Third.” He motioned for a beady-eyed, copper-haired, petite lady in her late thirties, dressed in a sequinned skater skirt and forest green cardigan, to speak next. The lady sat on the sofa facing the door and the sequins on the skirt formed a pattern when she moved, but I couldn’t quite make out what. It looked like a waterfall, but not quite.

      “Hang on, Richard James the Third,” I interrupted. “We know your name, but do you have a shorter version? Do you prefer Rick? What newspaper do you work for? Or is it an e-zine? Or a travel website?”

      “You are quite the firecracker.” Richard barked a laugh. “You can call me Dick. And I don’t work for any type of publication. I’m more of a … freelancer.”

      “What area do you freelance in?” Jake asked.

      Dick fixed Jake with a mischievous smile. “Ghosts. Werewolves. Vampires. Anything supernatural, I hunt it down.”

      “So you’re a ghostbuster?” a lady in her early twenties wearing a figure-hugging white dress cried. Like Ruby, she was fit enough to carry it off. “How exciting. Well, I’m—”

      “Whoa, whoa. I’m sorry to interrupt.” I held my hand up in the woman’s direction and turned back to Dick. “Can you clarify exactly what you mean when you say you hunt down vampires?”

      He shrugged at me. Not a casual shrug, but a huge lift of his shoulders, almost as if he wasn’t used to the movement and it took effort. “I hunt them.”

      “Okay, but how do you hunt them? How do you find them? What are your intentions should you catch something? Have you caught something? And how do you fund this? Do you—”

      “Hold your horses there, little lady.” Dick laughed. “It’s adorable that you’re so interested, but maybe we should let the others introduce themselves first before I give away all my trade secrets, hmm?”

      “But you’ve hunted ghosts before, so you brought your EPG meter with you?” I persisted. “I imagine with all the electrical devices in this house we should be able to get a really clear reading.”

      Dick nodded. “I’m hoping so, but let’s leave the shop talk until later. It feels rude to exclude the others by talking about things that they might not understand.”

      I felt Jake’s eyes on me. I gave him a small shake of my head and he stayed quiet.

      “Great idea.” Ruby gestured to the lady in white before I could argue. “Blanca, you were saying?”

      Blanca glanced my way as if I were going to interrupt and argue again. I shook my head, smiled and motioned for her to talk.

      “I’m Blanca Trust. I work for a travel company that offers extreme getaways. I’m so excited to be here and see all this spookiness.” She regained some of her initial enthusiasm and pushed her shoulders up and forward so her assets nearly fell out of her low-cut dress. Something about that movement felt forced, like Dick’s shrug, but maybe she was simply nervous and had rehearsed it, so she didn’t babble. She pointed to Jake and then me. “You two are reporters, correct?” She smiled at me then turned her attention to Jake.

      “Yep, yep, we’re both reporters,” Jake answered far too quickly.

      “That’s so exciting.” Blanca sashayed over to Jake and linked her arm through his. “I can’t wait to hear all about your adventures.”

      All Jake could do was nod. I was pretty sure that was because he couldn’t make an intelligent response while ensuring his eyes didn’t drop lower than Blanca’s face.

      “This is Mrs Teresa Paon.” Ruby gestured to the woman in the sequinned skirt. “She works for a TV show that is interested in spending a few episodes investigating our spooky home.” Teresa lifted her glass at everyone with an air of resignation.

      “I’m Professor Robert Prunus,” a man in a purple crushed-velvet suit declared. It took all my effort to not stare. He looked like a cartoon villain with his dark hair slicked back, a handlebar moustache and a black walking cane. “I’m here to see if there is any merit to these people’s claims of supernatural activity and if so, convince the university to perhaps spend some funding up here investigating.”

      “Which university?” I asked.

      The professor frowned at me as if I’d asked a stupid question. “Oxford, of course.”

      “I wouldn’t have thought that spectral analysis would’ve been something that Oxford went in for,” I said.

      The professor opened his mouth to say something that I was pretty sure was going to be a snooty insult when the door opened and a chubby man with ruddy cheeks and floppy mousy-brown hair sauntered into the room.

      “Sorry I’m late, all,” he announced as if we’d been waiting on him.

      “Not to worry, Philip,” Ruby said. “We were doing introductions. Since you’ve already met everyone but Aurora and Jake, you didn’t miss anything.”

      “Oh, you’re the lass from the newspaper Ruby has been so excited about.” He walked over and shook my hand, placing his other hand on top. “I’m Philip Padre. I’m here examining the connection between the Druidic ley lines in the area and the influx of ghosts.”

      “Ley lines? And your name’s Padre?” I asked, and he nodded. I faced the group. “Can I quickly recap on everyone’s names please, because I have a terrible memory?” I felt Jake’s curious gaze because he knew I had an excellent memory, but carried on before anyone could object. “So it’s Mrs Paon, Blanca, Ruby, Professor Prunus, Dick the hunter, Padre here, and Mr Noir?” I pointed to everyone as I recited their names and then looked at Jake, waiting for him to click. He didn’t.

      Nevis smiled at me. “Please, call me Nevis.”

      I heaved an internal sigh and smiled back. “Right.”
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      Butler announced that dinner was ready and Nevis accompanied me across the hall into the dining room while everyone else followed. After the name revelation of the other guests I had intended to check in with Jake to see if he had worked out what was happening, but from the blank look on his face, the names had meant nothing to him. Maybe he’d never played Cluedo. Or maybe he’d been a little too focused on Blanca’s assets to follow the conversation. Or maybe these people genuinely had Cluedo character names. Though that was highly unlikely.

      And since Dick hadn’t corrected me over the EPG meter ghost-hunting equipment, I knew he was no more a ghost hunter than I was a beauty queen. Maybe Jake would work it out if I gave him a little space and some hints. Now we were here, there was no reason we couldn’t use this as an observational training exercise for him.

      In the centre of the dining room stood an oval table big enough to seat at least twenty people. It had been elaborately laid with folded napkins, extremely shiny cutlery and three small white flower arrangements evenly spaced in a line down the centre. A handwritten card with the guests’ names sat at each laid place. Nevis gestured to my seat and held my chair out for me. I thanked him and sat down.

      “So, Philip, tell us more about the Druidic ley lines you’re investigating,” I asked while everyone was still taking their seats around the table. I was all about letting Jake work out what was happening on his own, but it wouldn’t hurt to nudge him in the right direction. “It sounds really interesting.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen?” A slim, short lady with glasses and dark hair tied up in a ponytail called from the doorway of the adjoining room to the left. She was dressed in a chef’s costume. And it struck me as a costume rather than her clothing because she moved as though she were uncomfortable in it. And because a pair of emerald drop earrings hung from her ears. Who wore their best jewellery to cook in? Surely that was against food safety regulations anyway. And they looked like they matched the necklace I’d found in my room-snooping. So it had been the cook’s room? “I’m sorry to interrupt, but can I have your attention for a moment?”

      “Everyone, this is Ali Ments, the chef.” Nevis introduced the rodent-esque looking lady as the room twisted in their seats to look her way.

      “Ali Ments?” I asked, and looked to Jake. His face said he knew something was up, but not what. “That’s such a great name for a chef.”

      “What makes you say that?” Ali asked.

      “Well, ‘aliments’ is French for food.” I glanced around the group. Everyone was staring at me. “Surely someone has told you that before now?”

      Ali clapped and placed both hands over her heart. “Really? I never knew.” There was an underlying tone of sarcasm to the comment that made me instantly dislike her. If you’re going to be sarcastic, have the confidence to do it openly. Passive aggression was no one’s friend. And now I was worried she was going to spit in my food.

      “What delights do we have awaiting us this evening, Ali?” Nevis asked.

      “I thought, with the weather set to take a turn for the worse, that comfort food would be the best option. So we have cream of tomato soup with slow-baked, cheese-topped crusty rolls to start, good old bangers and mash with onion gravy for mains, and dessert will be chocolate cheesecake and ice cream.” The small woman surveyed the room, her attention hovering mainly on Jake and me. “To double check before I begin serving, does anyone have any allergies? None were mentioned on the booking forms, but sometimes people forget.”

      Jake and I shook our heads along with the other guests, but I sensed that she was only really looking at us.

      “That sounds amazing, Ali,” Nevis said.

      Ali gave him a bow of her head and then ducked out of the room, closing the door behind her.

      “You were talking about ley lines,” I reminded Philip as Butler entered through the adjoining door and began filling our empty wine glasses on the table.

      “It is truly fascinating,” he agreed. “I’ve always been interested in Druidic rituals and how they identified the ley lines. I think it’s so compelling how the strength of a ley line can amplify powers of intuition and such.”

      “Then you obviously agree with Mac Taylor’s theories?” I asked. “He’s written extensively on the subject.” I gestured to Jake. “Jake and I met him recently.”

      “Smart man. Well dressed,” Jake agreed without missing a beat. We’d met a Mac Taylor recently, that was true, but he hadn’t been an expert on ley lines. Or well dressed. I took that to mean Jake was on board with something not being right.

      “Oh, you’ve met him?” Philip asked, and then took a long sip of his wine. Almost as if he were drawing it out, waiting for someone to intervene.

      “Do you think a ley-line excursion would be a good idea for my company?” Blanca asked, saving the day for Philip. She directed her question to me while Philip was still drinking.

      “I think Philip would probably be the best person to ask. Although the nearest proven ley line of any decent width is over in Scarborough. Not exactly the extreme type of holiday destination I’m guessing your company deals with.” I turned to Philip. “Scarborough is the nearest, isn’t it? Officially classified level seven?”

      Philip raised his glass to me. “How lovely to speak with an educated mind on the subject.”

      “What other types of excursions does your company do, Blanca?” I asked.

      “Anything you can imagine, really,” she gushed with excitement. “Anything crazy. Anything out there.”

      “I find it so intriguing why people do these extreme holidays. What are your top five most popular packages?” I asked. “The ones that people always book.”

      Blanca shook her head and held up her empty wine glass which Butler filled for her. “There aren’t really any particular favourites.”

      “There aren’t any favourite destinations or packages? Surely, there must be something. Your signature package, for example? What’s the one that you could sell to anyone?” I prodded.

      She shook her head. “Nope. All the packages are tailored to the clients.”

      “Okay, but even then. There must be a general activity that is your most popular?” I pressed. “Like swimming with sharks or something?”

      “Well, swimming with sharks is always big,” she agreed.

      “Your company doesn’t cage people though, right? You do that free-swimming thing? Like that company does?” I snapped my fingers at Jake. “The one with that beautiful blue fighting fish with the pink-tipped fins as a logo. What’s it called, Jake? You’re into that stuff.”

      “Fighting Fish Adventures.” I assumed Jake picked the name because I’d described Freddy, my gorgeous fighting fish who lived in my office at the newsroom, as their logo. Which meant he knew Blanca was lying too.

      She nodded. “They’re our biggest competitor for that type of extreme adventure.”

      “But you don’t put the clients in cages, right?” I asked. “I always thought that defeated the purpose.”

      She pointed her finger at me while holding her glass. “Exactly. As you said, it would completely defeat the purpose of it being an extreme holiday.”

      “What’s the insurance premium like on that type of holiday?” I asked.

      “High.” She nodded. “Very high, but that’s why it’s an exclusive company.”

      “Tell us more about you and your job, Aurora,” Nevis interrupted before I could question anyone else.

      “Someone says something spooky has happened, we investigate it and write an article about it.” I shook my head. “It’s kind of straightforward.”

      “I refuse to believe that,” Ruby chipped in. “I think Aurora is far too modest. Jake, why don’t you tell us about what happened with the vampires?”

      “Vampires?” Dick laughed and slapped the table. “Yes, tell us about the vampires, boy.”

      Jake raised his eyebrows at me as if for permission. I doubted we could outright question everyone over dinner without it becoming awkward and it couldn’t hurt to share a story that we’d already published. I gave him a subtle nod, which he correctly interpreted as indicating it was up to him if he wanted to share, and then he launched into the story. He entertained everyone through the meal and, because everyone kept stopping him to ask him questions, he’d only just finished telling the story as Butler was clearing away our dessert plates. Everyone but Professor Prunus had cleared their plate at every course. It wasn’t as though I was the food police, but I’d watched him lift up a sausage at one point and peer underneath. I didn’t know what he was expecting to find, or had found, but I looked closely at my food after that.

      “Let’s retire to the study so we can continue this fascinating conversation,” Nevis suggested, to much agreement.

      He stood behind me, pulled out my chair as I stood, then once again offered me his arm to escort me to the study. I was beginning to feel as though it were less out of good manners and more about making sure I didn’t run off and snoop. Which was fair. I also noticed that Jake had tried to make a beeline to speak to me, but Blanca and Ruby had double-teamed and cut him off.

      “Have you always lived here?” I asked Nevis as we crossed the hall.

      “No, I grew up here when it—”

      A knock on the front door interrupted him. As a group, we all turned to look at the door. It was almost comedic.

      “Are we expecting anyone else?” I asked. Because I was. I was expecting the stranded motorist.

      Nevis shook his head and took a step toward the door, my arm still linked with his. “No.”

      “I’ll get it, sir.” Butler held up a gloved hand in Nevis’ direction and strode to the door. He opened it with a flourish while the rest of us hovered in the entrance hall to see who it was.

      “I’m sorry to bother you so late, but my car has broken down a little way back and this is the only house I could see.” It was a male voice, but I couldn’t see the speaker. “I can’t get a signal on my phone, so I was hoping I could trouble you to use your landline.”

      “Absolutely, sir.” Butler gestured for him to step into the hall. “Right this way.”

      The man stepped past Butler and faltered when he saw all of us staring at him. He reminded me of a young Harrison Ford circa the first Indiana Jones films. Minus the whip and the hat, but the leather jacket and vibe that he could handle himself came through loud and clear. His dark blond hair was cut short and mussed up from the wind, and his extremely chiselled jaw was covered in a smattering of stubble. His big puppy-dog eyes searched the crowd. He was handsome, but if you took a step back and looked at the whole package, it seemed contrived.

      “Am I interrupting something?” he asked, his eyes darting from face to face, lingering a little longer on Ruby than anyone else.

      “No, of course not.” Nevis stepped forward and gestured to the study. “Please come through and use the phone.”

      “Thank you.” The faux Indiana Jones nodded in our direction and then headed into the study. Nevis followed him. I let the other guests pass me and waited for Jake.

      “What’s going on?” Jake whispered.

      “Maybe you should question the newcomer and find out,” I suggested as we wandered into the study.

      “I’ll bring the coffee in shortly. And some for you as well, sir,” Butler said to the newest guest, and then closed the door with a definite click.

      “The phone is over here.” Nevis gestured to a tall, narrow wooden table in the corner of the room by the fireplace. On top of it sat an old-fashioned telephone. Not the push-button kind, but the type that you had to spin the dial to the correct number. It had been a long time since I’d seen one of those.

      “Thank you.” The man nodded at Nevis and glanced around the room. When no one made an attempt to speak to him he crossed to the phone and threw a furtive peek over his shoulder as he picked up the receiver. I didn’t know if it was something about his movements, but I was suddenly about sixty per cent certain this was the guy I’d seen smoking from Jake’s window. I’d only caught a glimpse of the smoker when he’d used the lighter, but it could have been this man. I felt fairly certain it hadn’t been any of the other guests. I nudged Jake in the ribs and jerked my head in faux-Harrison Ford’s direction.

      Jake shook his head at me. “I don’t know what to say.”

      I walked over, dragging him behind me, tapped the man on the shoulder and held out my hand. “Hi, I’m Aurora. And this is Jake.”

      The man moved the receiver to his other hand and shook our hands as though we were about to pull his arm off. The faintest hint of smoke wafted off him. “Carlos. Carlos Cadavre.”

      “Cadavre? That’s an interesting name, isn’t it?” I asked Jake. “Whereabouts did you break down, Carlos?”

      “At the end of the road.” He turned his back on me as he started to dial.

      “Do you mean the end of the drive or the road?” I asked.

      He gestured over his shoulder. “The road.”

      “Where were you heading?”

      He lowered the phone and narrowed his eyes at me. “What’s with all the questions?”

      “I’m so sorry.” Ruby placed her hands on my shoulders as she came up behind me. “She’s a reporter, so she is full of questions.”

      Before I could say anything else Butler opened the door and wheeled in a silver room service tray. On the top stood two cafetières, a stack of cups and saucers and a large plate of biscuits.

      “Excellent timing, Butler,” Dick cheered. “Our little reporter friend was interrogating the stranded motorist.”

      Butler arched a bushy eyebrow and then lifted one of the cafetières at me. “Decaf?”

      Jake laughed and stepped forward. “No, you don’t want to see her without caffeine in her system. You better give her the hard stuff.” Jake picked up two cups and waited as Butler filled them, then walked over to the far side of the room and perched on the end of the bridge table, waiting for me to follow. I did, watching as the other guests moved in on the tray for their own coffee while Carlos made his mumbled phone call in the corner of the room.

      “Okay, so what’s the what?” Jake whispered to me as he handed me a cup.

      “What do you think the ‘what’ is?”

      “Dick isn’t a ghost hunter unless an EPG meter is the same thing as an EMF meter.”

      “It’s not. I made it up.”

      “Since Philip thinks Mac Taylor is a ley-line expert I’m going to assume he’s not who he says he is. And Blanca thinks our boy Freddy runs an extreme holiday company. So she’s not who she says she is either. So we’re three for three. And Professor Prunus?”

      “There’s no way Oxford university would endorse paranormal studies. I mean, it’s Oxford.”

      “What about Teresa’s ghost-hunting show?”

      “Haven’t you worked out what’s going on yet?” I asked, feeling a lot more settled now I’d identified why everything felt so off. “Their names are a dead giveaway. You’d think they’d have created better characters if they wanted to fool folks. Although I guess the people coming here already know what they’re coming for.”

      “Characters?” Jake asked.

      “Teresa Paon dressed in green. ‘Paon’ is French for ‘peacock’. Blanca dressed in white. ‘Blanc’ is French for ‘white’. Ruby dressed in red …” I looked into Jake’s blank expression. “You don’t see where I’m going, do you? Did you never play Cluedo as a child?”

      Jake frowned. “Is that on the PS3?”

      “PS3? It’s a board game,” I hissed at him. “Colonel Mustard, with the candlestick, in the library. Ringing any bells?”

      Jake’s frown deepened as he looked around the room. “There’s no Colonel Mustard here.”

      “It’s Dick! He had an army sweatshirt on when we first met him. He is supposedly a hunter. He’s Colonel Mustard.” I shook my head at him. “Dude, we seriously need to work on your observation skills.”

      “Okay, fine, so what happens in this game?”

      “Someone dies and you have to work out who killed them.”

      “Someone is going to die?” Jake turned his back on the room to face me. “And you’re only telling me this now?”

      “They’re not really going to die. They fake die. This is a murder mystery weekend.”

      “Does that mean there are no ghosts here?”

      “Yep, I think they used that to dupe us into coming. That’s why there wasn’t much info in the brochure. They mocked it up for us.” I peered over Jake’s shoulder at the group. “But we’re here now so what do you want to do? Play the game? Solve a fake murder? It would be good practice for your seriously lacking observational skills, but, since we are coming off the back of a real triple homicide, it’s cool if you’d rather go home.”

      “No, I’m good. As long as someone only fake dies, we can stay.” He perched on the edge of the table next to me. “So who do you think the victim is going to be?”

      I twisted at the waist to face him. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.” He surveyed the group. “I think it’s going to be Teresa.”

      “I think it’s going to be Carlos Cadavre.”

      Jake nodded. “That’s a good call. He’s new. TV shows always kill off the newer characters because you’re not as attached to them.”

      “Yeah, and his name’s Cadavre.”

      “You two look deep in conversation,” Professor Prunus called from across the room. “What are you planning? Your ghost-hunting expeditions for the evening?”

      “It’s impolite to shout across the room.” Teresa spoke with a delicate voice that matched her delicate posture. She sat on the edge of the sofa and smoothed over her skirt, the sequins catching the light and now clearly depicting a peacock.

      “How do you think they’re going to kill him? And when?” Jake whispered, his eyes jumping from character to character.

      “Dude, you have these awesome little things in your head called ‘eyes’. Why don’t you use them?” I held up a finger before he could retort. “I’m pretty sure his death is imminent. It’s bitterly cold out tonight and yet there’s no fire in the fireplace. Why? Because that would give off too much light.”

      “Too much light when?” Jake asked. And then the room was plunged into darkness. “Oh.”

      Silence held for maybe two or three heartbeats and then the screaming started. Jake shuffled closer, so his side was pressed against mine.

      “You okay?” I whispered.

      “Do you still have your night scope on you?” he whispered back.

      “No, and that would be cheating anyway.” And then a gunshot echoed around the dark space and the screaming began in earnest.

      “Aurora?” Jake whispered, his hands fumbling to grab me, his fingers closing around my wrist. I put my coffee on the table and did the same with his.

      “Everything is fine,” I whispered back. “Don’t freak out.”

      “Not going to lie. I am a little freaked out.” He placed his other hand over mine where I was grabbing his wrist, as if worried I was going to let him go.

      “Wait it out, dude. Everything will be fine. This is just a game. Wait it out.” I squeezed his hand and tried to keep my voice level. I’d been expecting a lead pipe to the head type of death, not a gunshot, but a gunshot in the darkness was scarier than a muted thump I supposed.

      A few seconds later all the lights came back on. I did a quick headcount while still squinting in the light. We were one person down. Predictably, it was Carlos. The back part of the horseshoe of sofas hid the majority of him, but his feet poked out in between the gap. Blanca pointed to him and screamed.

      “Jeez, she’s going to shatter the windows.” I waggled my finger in my ear as Jake did his own headcount and realised who was missing.

      “Do you never get tired of being right?”

      “His name was Cadavre. It wasn’t a leap.”

      “He’s dead?” Teresa screeched as she stood over the body, maybe because Blanca’s scream hadn’t elicited the response they’d wanted. “He’s dead. He’s dead!”

      “He’s not breathing,” Dick declared, kneeling over Carlos to examine him. Dick’s head disappeared behind the sofa. “He’s not breathing and I can’t get a pulse.”

      Jake spoke to me as he watched Dick’s head bob up and down behind the sofa. “How sure are you he’s not dead?”

      I seesawed my hand. “About ninety, ninety-five per cent.”

      “Ninety?” Jake’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “You’re ninety per cent sure he’s not dead?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, because accidents can happen. So I’m eighty-five to ninety-five per cent sure.”

      “So now it’s eighty-five?” he hissed.

      “Which one of you did this?” Blanca screeched, before her composure disintegrated to sobbing. She stumbled across the room to Jake and practically draped herself over him. Jake wrapped his arms around her and patted her back while he arched an eyebrow at me.

      “Maybe we should check out that fifteen per cent,” he said.

      “It was you!” Profession Prunus jabbed his cane at Blanca. “The first one to try to assign blame elsewhere is usually the guilty party.”

      “She didn’t try to assign blame,” Nevis said as he bent over Carlos’ body. “But you did, so, by your own logic, you are the guilty party.”

      “What’s going on?” Ali asked from the open doorway.

      “Someone shot the man who came to use the phone,” Teresa cried.

      Nevis looked over to me. “What do you think we should do, Aurora? You have experience with this kind of thing, from that vampire story. You know what to do when someone dies.”

      “Well, I think we should probably call the police.” It wasn’t that I wasn’t interested. I enjoyed a good murder mystery as much as the next girl, but I was a teensy bit annoyed that they’d tried to dupe me. And use both me and my investigations to gain publicity for their murder mystery weekend. Maybe no one else took my work seriously, but I did. All they had to do was be honest from the outset and explain why they were inviting me and it would’ve been unicorns and rainbows.

      “That is an excellent idea.” Nevis turned to Butler and pointed to the phone. “Call an ambulance too.”

      “Fifteen per cent,” Jake whispered, and I sighed. I took another sip of my coffee, then crossed the room to Carlos’ prone form, with Jake and Blanca in tow.

      Dick sat back on his haunches. “There’s no point calling an ambulance. He’s already gone.”

      “Are you sure?” Jake asked from over my shoulder.

      “I know how to take a pulse, boy,” Dick snapped, and held up Carlos’ limp arm. “But check if you need to. There’s no pulse.”

      Jake released Blanca and bent down to take the wrist Dick offered. Jake prodded around Carlos’ wrist and frowned up at me.

      “What?” I watched him feeling around the wrist.

      “Fifteen per cent.” He shook his head. “Fifteen per cent. Fifteen per cent.”

      “What?” I visually checked Carlos over. There was no immediately obvious cause of death despite the gunshot. And there was no blood, so that meant the bullet hadn’t hit him. No stab wounds. No strangulation marks. No death-inducing wounds at all that I could see. So, heart attack? What did you do when someone had a heart attack? Could you still do CPR? Did that work?

      “What’s fifteen per cent?” Ruby asked.

      “He doesn’t have a pulse.” Jake offered me Carlos’ wrist. “Check for me?”

      “How can he not have a pulse?” I crouched down and felt Carlos’ wrist while Jake wiped his hands on his jeans, but I couldn’t find a pulse. I stretched out my fingers and tried again. Still no pulse. Holding his wrist with one hand, I opened his jacket, properly checking his torso for wounds. Nothing. I pulled the sides of his jacket back together and a silver packet of cigarettes fell from his pocket. So he was my outside smoker? And now he was dead.

      I checked the pulse at his wrist again, still not able to find a beat.

      “There’s nothing there, right? I didn’t miss it?” Jake asked, his face hovering over my shoulder.

      “No. I think—I think he’s really dead.” I frowned at Carlos’ face in surprise. “I think he’s really, genuinely dead.” All my senses told me Carlos might be genuinely dead, but maybe because he was still warm, or I’d seen him standing up less than a minute ago, my brain couldn’t accept it. Maybe it was natural causes and he’d had a heart attack, but that would be some amazing timing if it were that. Just when the lights went out.

      Dick slapped his thigh. “That’s what I said.”

      “I know, but—” I swiped my hand at Dick. We didn’t have time to get into the myriad of reasons why I didn’t believe him. “Jake? Will you call an ambulance, please?” I asked, and Jake tripped over himself to back away from Carlos. “Is anyone proficient at CPR? I took a first aid course a few years ago, but I’m not … who’s the first aider here?”

      “The man’s dead,” Dick cried. “What good are chest compressions going to do?”

      “Well, they will get his heart pumping oxygen to his brain, which means there’s a good chance we might be able to save him.” I looked around the room. “Anyone? This is a business, right? By law, you need to have a registered, qualified first aider on the premises.”

      “Me!” Teresa waved at me after a pause. “I am. On my TV show.”

      I hesitated. Teresa’s TV show wasn’t real. It was her character cover. Did that mean that she was pretending to know CPR? “He’s really dead.”

      “Let’s see if we can change that.” Teresa shooed me out of the way so she could kneel down next to Carlos’ chest. She interlaced her fingers and stretched them out before tilting his head back and placing her ear over his mouth to check his breathing. Everything she did looked as if it were right.

      “Jake, did you call an ambulance?” I asked, as I watched Teresa begin chest compressions.

      He spoke from behind me. “Line’s dead.”

      “Try the phone in the kitchen,” Ali said from behind the sofa, where she was watching the scene.

      “If this phone doesn’t work, why would that one?” I asked.

      “They’re on separate lines,” Nevis explained.

      “Teresa, are you okay if Jake and I go to call an ambulance.?” Teresa nodded in response without breaking her CPR rhythm. I reached out for Jake and dragged him behind me as I scurried to the door.

      “What the hell is going on?” He looked back over his shoulder at the tableau of death framed by the study doorway as we hastened across the entrance hall. “Is he dead? Is he not dead? And what’s with the separate phone lines?”

      “Yes. He’s dead. I’m pretty sure he’s not supposed to be though.” I pushed the dining room door open and we headed to the left, toward the swing door that led to the kitchen.

      “You could say that about anyone who’s dead,” Jake countered.

      “Fair point.” The kitchen was roughly the same size as the dining room and stainless steel everywhere. At the far end of the room, next to a door that led back out into the hallway, a phone was mounted on the wall.

      “Did their reactions seem off to you?” Jake followed me into the kitchen. “And I thought Teresa’s character was here to check the place out for a TV show. So how is she a first aider on a show that doesn’t exist?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. But you checked his wrist. He didn’t have a pulse.” I lifted the receiver, and Jake placed his hand on mine before I could dial.

      “Someone genuinely murdered him?” he asked. “When he was supposed to be fake murdered?”

      “I don’t know that someone murdered him. Maybe he had a heart attack. He was young and looked fit, but it happens.”

      “Conveniently when the lights go out?” Jake arched an eyebrow at me.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought. But there’s still no reason to jump to murder instead of natural causes.”

      “They all jumped to murder,” Jake said.

      “Of course they did. It’s a murder mystery weekend and he’s supposed to be the victim.” I dialled the emergency services and turned to face him. My attention snagged on two freezer chests pressed against the back wall, one with an ashtray full of thin cigar butts on top of it. Wasn’t that hygienic? I put the receiver to my ear, but the sudden bout of screaming drowned out any ringing.

      “What’s happening now?” Jake’s whole body turned in the direction of the screaming like a divining rod.

      “Well, since I’m standing next to you, I don’t know, but I’m guessing they’ve all realised that Carlos Cadavre is dead. Not Cluedo dead. Real-life dead.” I pressed the receiver to my ear and covered my other, but I couldn’t hear any ringing. I pressed the dial-tone button a few times and listened. Silence. No dial tone. No nothing. I replaced the receiver.

      Jake frowned at me. “What’s up? Why did you hang up?”

      I lifted the receiver and handed it to him so he could listen for himself. “Phones are dead.”
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      “What?” Jake pressed the phone to his ear and tapped the dial-tone button while I checked to make sure it was plugged in at the wall. “So now what?”

      “Well, now, we drive until we can get a signal and call for help. Or, I guess, we could load Carlos into the bed of the truck and drive to the nearest hospital while Teresa continues with the CPR.” I frowned at the logistics of that. “But we don’t know how far away that is. And that’s if chest compressions are actually doing anything.”

      “Why would they not do anything?” Jake asked. “It looked like she was doing them right.”

      “If he were poisoned all the chest compressions would do is pump the poison around his body. That’s not going to help him survive.”

      “Wait.” Jake checked over his shoulder, along the kitchen. “So we’re saying he was murdered?”

      “I’d say the odds of him being murdered are about the same as the odds of him having a heart attack at the exact moment the lights went out.”

      “Right.” Jake’s eyes darted around the room as he tried to make sense of that. “So, what are we saying?”

      “I’m saying one option seems as unlikely as the other. He was young and appeared fit. Admittedly that doesn’t mean he didn’t have a heart attack, but I’d say it was unusual if he did. On the flip side, it seems foolish for someone to have chosen that particular moment to murder him. Yes, we were in the dark, but it was still in front of everybody. Seems like a careless move. And there was no obvious cause of death.”

      Jake nodded “Right. So … what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying we’re leaving to get help.” I ushered him forward through the kitchen and toward the dining room.

      “But we’re coming back?” he asked over his shoulder. “We’re bringing the help back with us?”

      I nudged him into the dining room. “Yes, we will come back with the ambulance. We’ll have to lead them back here anyway, I think. It’s a pretty out-of-the-way place.”

      “Maybe we could—” Jake’s voice cut off as he stepped out of the dining room into the entrance hall.

      “We could what?” I asked as I followed him. “Oh.”

      “Stay back!” Ruby was standing in the centre of the entrance hall, waving a gun in the direction of the study. The rest of the guests, or cast, were lined up against the wall as if it were a firing squad.

      I whistled low. “That escalated fast.”

      “Ruby?” Nevis stepped forward, his hands held up. “Let’s all calm down, okay?”

      “Is this part of the charade or is she really holding a gun on those people?” Jake whispered.

      “If that gun were supposed to be used in this whole role-play thing, then it would be filled with blanks. And Carlos didn’t have a bullet wound. So, part of the charade.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Not sure enough to step in front of it.”

      “Then what are we going to do? Let her shoot them?”

      “If it’s them or us, yeah. I’m not responsible for them, but I am responsible for you.”

      “Really?” He arched a disbelieving eyebrow at me. “Really? You’re just going to let her shoot someone?”

      “Yeah. Look how she’s waving it around. It’s clear she’s not gun competent. We’ll wait for her to accidentally shoot someone then tackle her while she’s freaking out over it. Even if she kills that one person we saved everyone else.”

      “Oh, yeah. That’s a solid plan.”

      “Aurora.” Nevis spotted us in the dining room doorway and beckoned me out. “Will you tell her?”

      “Whoa.” I held up my hands as Ruby swung the gun in my direction. I edged slightly in front of Jake. If I got shot Marcus would be upset, but if Jake got shot, Marcus would kill me. And, since my mum made a point of asking after Jake all the time now, I definitely wouldn’t be in her good books for a while either. “Don’t point that at me. I—we have nothing to do with any of this. You guys invited us here.”

      “That doesn’t mean you didn’t kill him,” Ruby shrieked, and jabbed the gun in my direction.

      “So far there’s no evidence that anyone killed him,” I said. “He wasn’t shot or stabbed that I could see. Maybe he had an aneurysm. Or a heart attack. Or a stroke.”

      “That’s an excellent point.” Nevis stepped toward Ruby, one hand up and one hand reaching toward her. “There’s no reason to believe anyone killed him.”

      “Except for the gunshot.” She waved the gun around.

      “Carlos didn’t die from a gunshot. And wasn’t the gunshot part of your play?” I gestured to the alleged guests still lining the wall. “You lured us here with the promise of ghosts, but this was supposed to be a murder mystery weekend, right?”

      “We would never use a gun in our performance. And he wasn’t part of it.” Ruby jabbed the gun in the direction of Carlos’ body.

      “Maybe he brought the gun with him,” Philip suggested.

      “Yes!” Teresa cried. “For protection. He was worried for his life. And maybe there was no wound because someone poisoned him before he ever got here.”

      I opened my mouth to refute that. There were so many holes in their theory I didn’t even know where to start. All I knew was that there was a dead man on the floor that no one was administering CPR to.

      “Ruby, if the gun isn’t a prop, where did you get it?” I asked.

      “It was sticking out from underneath the sofa.” Tears streaked her mascara down her face.

      I held my hand out and edged forward. “How about you give the gun to me?”

      Professor Prunus jabbed his cane at me. “How do we know you’re not the one Carlos was frightened of?”

      “We don’t even know if it is Carlos’ gun.” I stepped closer to Ruby, hand still outstretched. If she didn’t willingly surrender it, and I got close enough, I could take it from her, but I didn’t really want to tip my self-defence hand if I could help it. “Ruby? Are you going to give me the gun?”

      “How about it, Ruby?” Nevis stepped closer while the gun was still pointed in my direction. “Give the gun to Aurora?”

      “Don’t do it, Ruby,” Teresa shrieked. Ruby turned her head to look at Teresa and I grabbed the gun from her and backed up to where Jake was standing. Teresa pointed a finger at me. “No! She’s going to shoot us all!”

      “Don’t tempt me.” I dropped cross-legged to the floor. With several clicks I had the gun open and removed the firing pin. I put the gun back together, then stood and handed it back butt-first to Ruby. “You keep the gun and we’ll keep the firing pin.”

      “You are my hero,” Jake whispered as I pocketed the firing pin. “Can you show me how to do that?”

      “No, but when you become an adult, I’ll take you to a gun range and the instructors can show you. Teresa? What happened with Carlos?”

      “He’s gone.” Teresa wiped a tear from her eye. I was too far away to see if it was a real tear or not. “He’s in a better place now.”

      “You stopped? Why?” I asked.

      Teresa shook her head at me as though she didn’t understand. “He was dead.”

      “Don’t you judge.” Professor Prunus jabbed his cane in my direction. “You left us.”

      “To check the phones and call for help.” Frustration edged Jake’s voice.

      Nevis turned sideways, a hand outstretched in each direction toward Jake and Prunus as if he were breaking up a fight. “It is a tragedy, but it happened. Let’s move forward from here.”

      “Move forward to where?” Jake asked before I could.

      “I think I might make us all some Irish coffee,” Ali announced as she shuffled across the hall toward the kitchen. “Very Irish.”

      “No need to make any for us, Ali,” I called after her. “Jake and I are going to head out to the local police station.”

      “You’re leaving?” Ruby shrieked. “You can’t leave.”

      I pointed to the study. “Someone’s dead. When that happens, you call an ambulance and the police. All the phones are out so Jake and I are heading out to get them.”

      “How do we know you didn’t kill him and aren’t going to make a speedy exit, leaving us to take the blame?” Professor Prunus asked.

      “Because, once again, there’s no evidence he was murdered.” I grabbed Jake’s cuff and dragged him toward the front door. “Also, I don’t care what you think.”

      “Are we leaving our stuff here?” Jake whispered.

      “Yes,” I whispered back. “In case Carlos didn’t die of natural causes. We can get it when we come back with the police. Let’s be smart about this, Jake.”

      “Are you going to let them leave?” Teresa cried at Nevis as the group followed us to the front door.

      “We need to talk this out.” Nevis moved to the front of the group. “Get our story straight. If this gets out, we’ll be ruined.”

      “Someone died here and you’re worried about your business?” Jake turned and pointed at Nevis. “You need to reorganise your priorities.”

      I was reaching for the doorknob when there was another knock at the door. I jerked my hand back, startled.

      “Wait,” Nevis hissed as I reached for the doorknob again.

      “Why? What’s the problem?” I looked from Nevis to the door. “It’s just the detective, right?”

      “You managed to get through to someone?” Nevis whispered, and gestured toward the kitchen. “They got here fast.”

      I shook my head. “Phones were out. And I meant, this is the detective who turns up to help solve the crime, right? Another actor like you guys. In case the participants of the game get stuck.”

      Philip stared at the door. “He’s not due until much later.”

      “Then who’s at the door?” hissed Teresa.

      “I know an easy way to find out.” I opened the door. A short man with narrow, rodent features looked up at the front of the house. Whereas Ali gave off a mouse-type impression, he had more of a ratlike vibe. Made me wonder if they were related. He wore a brown Columbo-esque trench coat and a matching felt trilby. His outfit reminded me of a private investigator from a noir detective novel. He looked back down when he heard the door open.

      “I was beginning to think nobody was home.” His voice was deeper than I expected for such a slight man, and without a trace of a Lancashire accent. So he wasn’t local.

      I looked pointedly at the several cars parked around the front of the house then back to him. “Huh.”

      He glanced at what I was looking at and then turned back to me, expectation on his face. “Are you … going to invite me in?”

      “Nope, we’re leaving.” I pulled Jake out of the doorway behind me and closed the door.

      The man stepped directly into my path. “Why are you in such a hurry?”

      “I’ve just got my period and I need tampons.” I gestured for him to move. “If you’ll excuse us.”

      He frowned, but reluctantly stepped to the side. I nodded in thanks and Jake and I headed down the steps of the front porch to the truck. The night had turned savagely cold and I could feel the chill biting through my vest, T-shirt, hoodie combo.

      “Bet you wish we’d gone back for our stuff now.” Jake spoke through chattering teeth.

      “Well, hindsight vision is twenty-twenty.”

      As we crossed the open drive, I literally felt the heat seep out of me. How had it gotten this cold so fast? It definitely hadn’t been this bad on the way up. I unlocked Jake’s door and he hopped in while I circled around the front of the truck and climbed up my side. I looked back at the house, but the man was gone and the door was closed. I assumed Nevis had let him inside. I turned the engine over and Bertha coughed, but didn’t start. I tried it again.

      “Well, that doesn’t sound like a promising noise,” Jake grumbled. “This is why you, as an adult, are supposed to have a more reliable form of transport. I don’t know why you don’t. Your dad is a mechanic. It’s his job to make vehicles the best they can be.”

      “Do you want to get out and walk?” I pulled out the choke as I tried the engine again, pumping the clutch.

      “What are you doing? Why are you pulling on the cigarette lighter?” Jake leaned over to get a better look at what I was doing. “And why is it over there?”

      “It’s the choke.”

      “It’s so I don’t choke? Why would I choke?” He straightened up and stared at me. “You don’t smoke.”

      “Do you think it would be possible for you to sit there in silence for just a moment while I get the truck started?”

      He settled back in his seat, cupping his hands over his mouth and blowing on them. “Okay, but please don’t smoke in here. It’s an enclosed space. Have some respect for my lungs.”

      Bertha roared to life, so I didn’t have to backhand slap him to shut him up. Jake lunged forward and turned up the heater. A blast of cold air filled the truck through the vents and he switched it off straightaway.

      “You seriously need a new car.” He rubbed his arms and blew into his cupped hands again.

      “Funny. I was thinking I seriously need a new sidekick.” I checked my rear-view mirror and started to reverse. Once out of the space I checked my mirrors one last time before we hightailed it out of Dodge. The man who’d knocked at the door was racing toward us waving his arms.

      “What’s he doing?” Jake frowned into the wing mirror.

      “Don’t know.” I was going to pretend I hadn’t seen him and speed away to the nearest police station when Bertha stalled out.

      “I’m telling you, you need a new car,” Jake grumbled as the man caught up with us and stood by my window.

      “Get out of the truck.” He slapped something against the glass. “Now.”

      Jake peered at what the man was showing us. “Is that a warrant card?”

      “How convenient is that?” I squinted to read the name on the ID and laughed.

      “What?”

      “His name is Detective T. Worthy.”

      Jake frowned at me. “Why is that funny?”

      “T. Worthy. Trust worthy.”

      “Where does it say his first name is ‘Trust’?” Jake practically pressed his face up against the glass to examine the ID more closely.

      “It doesn’t say it, it’s implied.”

      “How?”

      I pushed Jake back into his seat. “It just is.”

      “Both of you. Out of the truck.” Detective T. Worthy removed his warrant card from my window and pointed to the spot on the ground next to him. “Now.”

      “What do you want to do?” Jake asked.

      “I’m not sure. Something is really off here. I felt it when we first walked in. And then, when I realised it was a murder mystery weekend, I thought that was why. But a man just died in there and I don’t feel as though it changed anything.”

      “I’m pretty sure his death changed something for him.”

      “Not helpful. I mean, it didn’t change how they were acting. We realised he was dead. We freaked out a bit.”

      “They freaked out a lot.”

      “But it didn’t feel genuine to me. Did it to you?”

      He was thoughtful for a moment. “Not really, I guess.”

      “And they said he wasn’t part of the play and yet I’m sure that was who was smoking outside your window.”

      Jake’s eyebrows inched up. “How sure?”

      “Sixty per cent.”

      “That’s nearly the same as being not sure.”

      “Yeah, but I’m ninety per cent sure it wasn’t any of the other people in the house and Nevis said Carlos was nothing to do with them. If he wasn’t part of the act and he really broke down then why was he smoking outside earlier?”

      Detective T. Worthy rapped on my window again. “I said, get out of the truck.”

      “You’re only sixty per cent, which means it could have viably been someone else. And what about this guy?” Jake gestured to the supposed detective. “That was convenient timing for a real detective to show up.”

      “Okay. We get the police, bring them back here and let them sort it out?”

      “I agree,” Jake said with a decisive nod.

      “We’ll explain to this guy. Then, regardless of whether he’s happy about that or not, we’re sort of in the clear.” I rolled down my window a tiny bit and spoke through the crack. “We’re on our way to get the police.”

      “I am the police.” He held up his warrant card again.

      “Yeah, I’m not being funny, but everyone in that house lied about who they were and since someone died in there, then you handily turn up, it’s kind of a little much to swallow.” I pointed to the road ahead. “We’re going to get the real police.”

      “I am the real police. You’re the reporter they were trying to fool so you’d give them a good write-up in your newspaper?”

      “Yep, that’s us,” I said. “So, Mr Real Police, what are you doing here?”

      “My sister is the cook. She was so excited about this whole thing I wanted to stop by on my way home and see how it was going.”

      “You can see the resemblance.” I swirled my finger at his face while I patted my facial-recognition skills on the back, then stopped. “Except you have a different surname to your sister.”

      “She’s my half-sister.” He pocketed his warrant card. “Different fathers so different surnames.”

      I turned to Jake. “Convenient addition.”

      Jake nodded and then peered around me. “Why are you using the front door? Didn’t you think your appearance might mess the whole thing up for your half-sister?”

      “I tried the back door, but it was locked.” The detective took a brief look back at the house. “It’s never locked. I thought it was strange so came around the front. Nevis told me about the stranded motorist dying. I’m about to call it in, but I’m going to need both of you to come back inside. I can’t let you leave without taking statements.”

      “How are you going to call it in?” I asked.

      “Radio in my car.” He jerked his head in the direction of a dark-coloured estate-type car. “You can use it if you want to call someone, but I still can’t let you leave.”

      I held my finger up to imply he should wait and rolled the window up. “What do you think?”

      Jake frowned at the possibly legitimate detective. “What do you think?”

      “I think it’s plausible, but that doesn’t make it true.” I pursed my lips in thought. “We could use his radio, but there’s no guarantee it’s actually going to a police station.”

      “So what do you want to do?” Jake asked as I wrapped my arms around my chest, trapping my hands between my body and my arms to warm my fingers up. Something about the movement jogged a memory loose.

      “Why did you check Carlos’ wrist for his pulse?”

      “To see if he was dead.”

      “I know why you checked his pulse. I meant why the pulse at his wrist? Did I only check his wrist?” I tried to pull a clear memory of the incident, but the surprise of Carlos being genuinely dead had muddied my recollection. “Did I check his neck? No, didn’t Dick hand you Carlos’ wrist to check?”

      “What does it matter where we checked his pulse?”

      “Because you can stop the pulse in your wrist, but you can’t stop the pulse in your neck.” I shook my head and yanked the keys from the ignition. “Why didn’t I check? I’m so stupid. That’s why none of this is adding up. Their over-reactions. Why Teresa stopped doing CPR. We’re still playing Cluedo.”

      “But Carlos was dead.”

      “No, he’s not. We’re meant to think he’s really dead and then we’re supposed to convince them he’s really dead. Then they pretend to drop the act and the paying guests—in this case us— would believe there was a real-life murder to solve. When there’s not because they’re still playing the game.” I thought about that for a second. “Although it seems a bit dangerous. What if a guest attacked someone because they thought they were defending themselves?”

      “That would make the game so much better, if people believed that there was a real murder to solve. And that explains what all the weird reactions were about, and why they all jumped to the conclusion Carlos had been murdered rather than it being natural causes, and—” Jake waved everything away. “Hang on. What were you saying about stopping your pulse?”

      “That you can stop the pulse in your wrist.”

      “For real? That’s a thing?”

      “Yeah, but only in your wrist. You place a ball in a certain place in your armpit and squeeze your arm over it. It shuts off blood flow to the wrist, so if someone checks your pulse—”

      “You don’t have one?” He blew out a breath. “That’s awesome. And how do you know this?”

      “Everyone knows that, but I temporarily forgot it somehow.” I jerked my head back toward the house. “Come on, let’s go and revive Carlos Cadavre.”

      Jake put on a Hollywood voiceover voice. “Another mystery solved by the dynamic duo.”

      I paused in the middle of climbing out of the truck. “You know that’s Batman and Robin?”

      He slammed Bertha’s door closed. “Yeah, but I haven’t thought of a good superhero crime-fighting name for us yet.”

      “We don’t fight crime.”

      “We could do,” he called over the truck bed.

      “I’m glad you’ve seen sense.” The detective made a sweeping gesture toward the house as I turned my back on him to lock my side and threw Jake the keys to lock his door. “If we head back inside we can wait in the warmth.”

      “Okay.” I nodded congenially at him and began walking to the house. Jake caught up and I held out my hand for my keys.

      He clutched them in his hand. “I thought I might drive us home.”

      “You don’t even know what a choke is. How are you going to start Bertha up?” I tapped the hand that was holding the keys and he surrendered them to me.

      “What’s a choke? Is it like a type of pipe? I’ve never seen you smoke before.”

      I pocketed my keys. “This is exactly what I mean. Why would it be a pipe?”

      “Because you smoke it then you choke on it,” he explained.

      The entrance hall was empty when we got back inside the house. The detective closed the door behind us so loudly it was almost like a gong for everyone to come out of the woodwork. The opening and closing of doors echoed through the house.

      Jake and I headed straight for the study.

      “Whoa.” Professor Prunus emerged from the lounge and extended his cane at chest height to block my way. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      I pushed the cane away. “Into the study to revive Carlos Cadavre.”

      “What?” Professor Prunus blinked as if he needed me to repeat it.

      “We’re going to revive the not-so-dead dead guy,” Jake said as he came up behind me.

      “No!” The detective jogged passed us and planted himself in the study doorway. “You can’t contaminate evidence.”

      “What’s going on?” Philip trotted out of the dining room, followed by Teresa.

      “These fools are trying to contaminate evidence.” Professor Prunus pointed his cane at me, but he stepped back so I couldn’t swipe it away again.

      “Who is contaminating evidence?” Nevis asked from across the hall in the library doorway.

      “What’s happening?” Ruby asked as she descended the left branch of the stairs with Blanca in tow.

      “We’re not trying to contaminate anything.” I watched as they began moving toward the centre of the entrance hall, almost pinning us to the wall in a horseshoe shape. It was starting to feel a little like we were being corralled.

      “Maybe she wants first crack at getting his spirit to talk to her,” Dick said as he descended the right staircase.

      “Come on now, everyone.” Blanca backed up to the door in between the dining room and the library and beckoned us to follow her. “How about we all retire to the drawing room? Butler can bring us some brandy to calm everyone’s nerves while we wait for the police to come.”

      “The library would be warmer, ma’am.” Butler said from the front door, his arm extended to the first room on the right.

      “Excellent. Brandy in the library then, Butler?” Blanca asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Butler dipped his head and crossed the hall.

      “I think that would be a great idea,” Nevis said, offering me his arm.

      I shook my head. “I want to check Carlos really is dead first.”

      “It’s a crime scene, Aurora.” Nevis’ voice was heavy. “Come on. Let the detective do his work. We’ll wait in the drawing room.”

      “There’s no immediate evidence of foul play. How is it a crime scene?” I asked.

      “We need to ascertain if there was foul play,” the detective jumped in. “Until then, let’s treat it as if it were a crime scene.”

      “Come on.” Nevis offered me his arm again. “Let’s all get settled in the library and wait for the cavalry.”

      I placed my hand on his arm. “I do actually have some questions that I’d like to get out of the way before the brandy starts flowing.”

      The detective made a shooing motion and everyone shuffled across the hall to the library.

      The library had three large red leather sofas and two armchairs with brass detailing that matched the red-and-gold wallpaper. Bookcases lined all three windowless walls. They contained nothing but hardback books with no jacket covers. The type that made you look smart. The curtains, a heavy red velvet, were too long for the tall windows and pooled on the floor below. Ornate old-fashioned lamps were placed on side-tables around the room, giving it a soft glow.

      Once everyone was inside and making themselves comfortable, I wandered in a circle around the outside of the room, examining the books on the bookshelves as I passed.

      “It might be a while before the crime scene investigators or anyone from CID get here so let’s try and get some facts straight first.” The detective moved away from the door and I casually wandered closer. He took out a notepad and flipped it open. “Who was it that found the body?”

      Before anyone could answer, a knock sounded on the closed door.

      I held my hand up to the detective. “It’s Butler. I’ll get it.” I opened the door to let Butler in. He pushed in the same type of trolley that he’d used for the coffee. As soon as he was clear of the doorway I darted behind him and ran across the entrance hall to the study. A chorus of voices shouted behind me, but I had a decent enough head start. I reached the door to the study and threw it open as feet sounded behind me.

      Someone had thrown a white sheet over Carlos’ body. I assumed it was in case we happened to go back into that room—it would be easier for him if he wanted to blink or breathe or do something that might give away his still-mortal condition. I moved to the head of the body. There was a red, wet stain on the sheet at the top end. I stared down at it. He hadn’t had any head wounds, fake or otherwise. So where was the stain coming from? Had someone spilt wine on him? That seemed inconsiderate.

      I crouched down by the stain and a familiar metallic scent filled my head and churned my stomach over. Some part of my subconscious must have known he wasn’t dead the first time—that was why I’d barely reacted. But this time? Every inch of me knew Carlos was dead this time.

      Hesitantly, my fingers reached for the edge of the sheet. I took a deep breath through my mouth to try to steady my racing heart and shaky fingers. Gently, I peeled the sheet back from his face. Only it wasn’t Carlos under the sheet—it was Ali. She lay face down on the rug, a pool of blood in a halo around her head. From the matted, bloody mess of her dark hair, it looked like she’d taken a heavy blow to the crown of her head.

      “So much for no one being really dead.”
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      “Are you satisfied that Carlos is dead now?” Professor Prunus sneered at me as everyone crowded inside the doorway.

      “I’m about fifty-fifty on that statement.” I blew out a shaky breath and let the sheet drop over the bloody mess of Ali’s head. The smell was bad enough, I didn’t want to have to keep looking at it as well. I scanned the immediate vicinity for something that could’ve been used to cause that damage. There was a heavy brass candlestick lying by the side of the fire, blood on the corner of the base. The candlestick in the study. There were several strands of hair stuck in the blood. Something about that, that tiny detail, had my stomach pushing my tea halfway back up my throat. I stood and stepped back. Pulling my cuffs over my hands, I dug my nails into my palms to give me something to focus on so I didn’t vomit on the dead woman. That was not the done thing.

      “You’re standing over his dead body and you’re still only fifty per cent sure Carlos is dead?” Teresa scoffed. “I thought you were a reporter.”

      “That’s not the reason for the fifty-fifty split.” I focused on their faces and slowly the need to vomit receded. “I’m a hundred per cent sure the body is dead. And I’m a hundred per cent sure that this body isn’t Carlos.”

      “What do you mean it’s not Carlos?” Philip asked from the doorway, nobody making any move to get closer.

      I beckoned Jake over and he wormed his way to the front of the crowd and came to stand next to me.

      “Is that blood?” He pointed to the red stain on the sheet, and I nodded. The colour drained from his cheeks in a way it hadn’t when we’d thought Carlos was dead. I guess some part of him had known Carlos wasn’t really dead either. “Whose?”

      “Yes. Who is under the sheet?” Professor Prunus called from the doorway.

      I looked at Jake, silently asking if he’d be okay if I lifted the sheet. In response, he leaned over the body, careful not to touch the bloody stain, and pulled the sheet back. Everyone gasped. Everyone except Jake, whose jaw was locked shut. I guessed he was fighting against throwing up too.

      “Oh, no. Is that the cook?” Professor Prunus said, with an underlying hint of glee in his tone.

      “Where’s Carlos’ body?” Teresa asked the group.

      “Aurora said she thought he wasn’t dead,” Blanca said from somewhere near the back. “Maybe he got up and walked away.”

      “Did you check her pulse?” Jake asked me, and I gestured to the mess that was the back of her head. He didn’t say anything. He simply inclined his head. I took that to mean “Fool me once”.

      I crouched down while he still held the sheet. I moved Ali’s hair to get a clearer feel, focusing on her tiny, bare earlobe intently, so my eyes wouldn’t stray to the wound, and began gently probing Ali’s neck. After several long seconds, I looked up at Jake and shook my head.

      “Do you want me to check?” he asked. I shook my head again. I took the sheet from his trembling hand and covered Ali’s one hundred per cent dead body back over.

      “Which one of you did this?” Ruby cried.

      “It was her!” Professor Prunus jabbed his cane at me. “She’s in league with the cook.”

      “Ali’s dead.” Dick moved to the front of the crowd. “How can they be in league?”

      “I meant with Carlos,” Professor Prunus snarled, and squared off against Dick.

      “Okay. No more acting.” I swiped my hand through the air and noticed the slight tremor in it. It was the adrenaline. I balled my fists before anyone noticed. “This woman is dead. Really dead. Not acting dead. Not squishing-a-ball-in-her-armpit-to-stop-her-pulse dead. Really, truly, utterly, completely ready-to-go-in-a-coffin dead. Okay? So how about we go and call the real police? Detective? Where’s the detective?”

      I stood and peered over the heads in the doorway. He stepped to the front and waved at me. “I’m here.”

      “I’m assuming you aren’t the real police?”

      He shook his head. “No—I—no.”

      “Is this your half-sister?” I gestured to Ali and he shook his head again. That was a small blessing I supposed, though not for my facial recognition skills. “If you’re not a detective then I’m also assuming you don’t really have a radio in the car?” He shook his head again and I sighed. “If the phones are out—are the phones really out?”

      “No.” Nevis said. “The kitchen is a fake phone. It’s not connected up. The phone lines are fine. You’re sure she’s dead?”

      “Then where’s Carlos?” Ruby scanned the study from the doorway, as if she expected him to pop up and wave at her.

      I raised the receiver on the old-fashioned phone with a sinking feeling I knew what I’d hear before I put it to my ear. “Nevis, should this be a working phone?”

      “Yes. That one and the one in the games room.” He gestured to the right twice, I assumed to imply the games room was two rooms along. “Why?”

      “Because it’s not working.” I replace the receiver with a click.

      “We have no phones?” Jake followed the phone cord to the wall socket to make sure the phone cord hadn’t somehow been pulled out. “Genuinely no phones?”

      “I’ll try the one in the games room,” Dick called, and backed out of the room.

      “I’ll help,” Blanca said, and followed him. Personally, I didn’t think someone needed help lifting a receiver and listening, but that was me.

      “If Ali is here, where is Carlos?” Professor Prunus asked me, using his cane as a pointer.

      “Well, considering Carlos wasn’t dead when you all pretended he was, I’m guessing he likely got up and walked away.”

      “He wouldn’t do that.” Ruby shook her head. “He was Method. He’d have stayed on the floor until later tonight when we were supposed to move him.”

      “Where were you supposed to move him to?” I asked.

      “It was supposed to be a bit of a comedy sketch,” Philip explained. “Moving the body, dodging the detective, that kind of thing.”

      “Before we get into this, can I please get some clarification here?” I held my hands up to stop anyone from interrupting me. “This is a murder mystery weekend, right? You invited us so we could write a review. Carlos was part of this and was supposed to fake die. We were supposed to think Carlos was really dead, try and convince you guys, and then you would act like he was really dead. Then we would think we were in a real-life murder mystery when actually we were still playing the game?” I glanced around the group. “Is that how this was supposed to go?”

      “Yes, but this isn’t part of it.” Nevis gestured to Ali’s sheet-covered body.

      “Phone isn’t working in the games room either,” Blanca announced.

      “Someone’s cut the phone lines?” Ruby gasped. “Why would someone do that?”

      “Probably so they can pick us off one by one and we can’t call for help,” Dick suggested as he rejoined the group. “That’s how predators do it in the wild.”

      “Predators cut phone lines?” Prunus scoffed.

      “No, but they cut off their prey’s avenues of retreat to single them out before they—” He clapped and everyone jumped. “Head on in for the kill.”

      “I don’t think they get it,” Jake murmured as he stepped closer to me.

      “They don’t, do they?” I whispered back. None of them seemed all that bothered by Ali’s death. And despite Nevis’ declaration that this wasn’t part of the game, it sort of made me think it was. Or at least that they thought it was. “But we can’t still be playing because Ali is definitely dead. I was clear that Ali was completely dead, right?”

      “I thought so,” Jake agreed quietly. “So they don’t believe us. Or it’s because they’re theatre people and that’s how they take bad news, in a ‘the show must go on’ type of way.”

      “Someone is going to pick us off one by one?” Teresa had backed up into the entrance hall, her voice hitching up, crossing the border from rational to hysterical.

      “Carlos. It must be Carlos.” Dick pointed to the cook’s covered body. “He was the only one not accounted for when she was being murdered so it must be him.”

      “Pretty sure you all came from different directions when Jake and I came back inside,” I said.

      Dick puffed up his chest. “What are you insinuating?”

      “Did you know Carlos?” Jake asked before I could tell Dick what I was outright saying. “Haven’t you guys all rehearsed this? It seems like you all know each other, at least a little.”

      “We’d never met him before. He was a last-minute replacement. The actor who was supposed to play his part caught a cold,” Nevis explained.

      “He can’t be sniffing and sneezing if he’s supposed to be dead, can he?” Blanca elaborated to Jake’s confused expression.

      “Okay. Here’s what we’re going to do.” I grabbed Jake’s sleeve and pulled him with me as I stepped around the side of the room toward the door. “First, Jake and I are going to check the phone in the games room, then we’re going to head out to find the nearest police station.”

      “We checked the phone in the games room,” Blanca reminded us.

      “It doesn’t work,” Dick added.

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t believe you,” I said. “You fooled me once with the whole Carlos pretending to be dead thing, so I’d rather check for myself.”

      “That was part of the game!” Ruby shrieked, and wafted her hand at Ali’s body. “Do you think we’d really kill someone as part of a game?”

      “How do we know it wasn’t you who killed the cook?” Professor Prunus asked.

      “Because I’d only just met the woman and, unlike all of you, Jake and I are the only people here who have solid alibis.” I made a shooing motion to indicate they should clear the doorway.

      “You’re saying one of us did this?” Professor Prunus pointed at Ali with his cane.

      “Nope.” I shook my head. “I’m merely saying it wasn’t us.”

      “Well, it wasn’t me either,” Professor Prunus retorted quickly.

      “Or me,” Teresa jumped in.

      “Or me,” Ruby added.

      “Okay, okay.” Nevis held up his hands to silence anyone else before they joined in. “Anyone could have done this. We invited Aurora here under false pretences and then duped her into thinking someone was dead when they weren’t and that we had no way to contact the outside world. It’s natural she’s suspicious.” Nevis stepped to the side and gestured for the others to make a clear path through the doorway. “Let her check the phone. And someone needs to fetch the police, it might as well be her.”

      “So, what?” Professor Prunus snapped. “We’re meant to sit here twiddling our thumbs while the killer picks us off, one by one?”

      “Have you never seen any type of scary film?” I asked. “Everyone sits in the same room and nobody leaves. That’s how no one dies.”

      “That didn’t work for poor Carlos,” Teresa pointed out.

      “Carlos was fake dead, remember? Now, if you’ll excuse us?” Pulling Jake behind me, I darted through the empty doorway.

      The room behind us filled with chatter as we scurried along the hall. I edged the door to the games room open and peeked inside. Sofas, a little more comfortable looking than those in the study, sat to the left while a billiards table and low-hanging ceiling light occupied the right half. I directed Jake to the same old-fashioned type of phone on a tall table in the left-hand corner of the room while I stood in the doorway, keeping watch.

      Jake depressed the hook switch button several times as he held the receiver to his ear, then shook his head at me.

      I pointed to the bottom of the table. “Check the—”

      “On it.” He disappeared for a moment behind the table as he checked to make sure the phone line was connected, then pushed to his feet, shaking his head. “All connected, but still not working.”

      “Well, that sucks.” We exited the room and I closed the door.

      “Not working?” Nevis called from the doorway of the study.

      I shook my head. “Nope, so we’ll head out.”

      “Can I please grab a jumper before we go?” Jake whispered. “What if Bertha breaks down? We’ll freeze to death.”

      I pressed my lips into a line. Now I was sure someone was definitely dead, I wanted to leave as quickly as possible. I was all about solving spooky mysteries, but murders weren’t my idea of a good time. Then again, neither was freezing to death in a truck on a deserted back road.

      “My truck had a few issues, so we’re going to grab our stuff,” I told Nevis, and a relieved Jake bolted for the stairs.

      “Let us know when you’re leaving,” Nevis said, and stepped back into the study.

      “Are we sure this dead body is really a dead body?” Jake asked as I caught him up, throwing a furtive glance over his shoulder back at the study.

      “Yeah,” I whispered. “At least I think so. There was no pulse in her neck and that’s not something you can fake. Doesn’t matter where you stick the golf ball. And didn’t you see the back of her head?”

      “There’s no other way she could fake the pulse thing?”

      “I’m sure there are numerous medical things you can do. The only thing I know of that could simulate death would be something called tetrodotoxin, but even then, that only slows the heart rate and breathing. There’s still a faint pulse, and I prodded every-dang-where on that woman’s neck. She didn’t have a pulse. And that tetrodotoxin is incredibly dangerous.”

      “And we’re sure it was a real body? Not a dummy? A really good fake?” he asked as we crested the stairs and headed along the corridor to our rooms.

      “Yes. I can tell the difference between a real dead body and a rubber dummy, can’t you?”

      He pinched the bridge of his nose and screwed his eyes closed. “I had some wine with dinner. I’m not really a wine drinker.”

      I stepped back to stare at him. “Wow. I know that alcohol kills brain cells, but until now I’ve never seen it in action.”

      We reached our rooms and I gestured for him to get his stuff first. I stood in the doorway, keeping watch again. There was no way Ali’s body had been a dummy. She was a real dead person. I’d had more experience than I’d cared to. I could definitely tell a real dead body when I saw it.

      “What?” Jake asked. “What’s that face for?”

      “There is no way they could’ve faked that body. I checked the pulse at her neck. There was definitely nothing there. Even if they’d tried to cover her neck with latex or something else, I was prodding pretty hard at the end so I still would’ve been able to feel it. And I’d have felt the latex. And she definitely smelled like blood. That was real blood.” I was still listing out all the reasons why Ali was one hundred per cent definitely dead when Jake came to stand in front of me, all his stuff packed up.

      “Okay. I believe you. The blood did have a gut-wrenchingly familiar smell.” He nodded to my room. “Get your stuff.”

      I darted into my room and quickly grabbed my bag. I hadn’t even started to unpack so it was less than three seconds before I was back in the hallway with him.

      “Where do you think Carlos is?” He checked behind us as we turned out of the corridor and onto the staircase.

      “I don’t know. It’s weird that, if he wasn’t dead, he disappeared and hasn’t shown up,” I said. “Unless he thinks the game is still on. Or he really was dead and the killer hid the body.”

      “You think he’s dead?” Jake whispered. “Murdered by whoever killed Ali?”

      “Jake, I genuinely have no clue what’s going on here. I thought I did, but I don’t. And after our last experience with murders, I would like to get us both to a location where people aren’t fake dead, really dead or faking being really dead.”

      “We can come back with the police detectives, though, right?” he pressed as we reached the bottom of the staircase. “Watch them take statements. Write up this story like that?” He grabbed my arm. “We’re still writing the story, right?”

      “Yes. We will absolutely come back with them, so we get our story. I just don’t want us to be the story.”

      “Okay. I’m good with that.”

      I veered away from Jake to stick my head through the study door. Everyone was milling around the far side of the room in pairs, talking in hushed whispers and throwing furtive glances at whoever they weren’t talking to.

      “Nevis?” I called. He had his back to the room, staring out of the window into the darkness beyond.

      “Are you heading out now?” He faced me and the whispering fell silent.

      “Yep. We’ll be back soon.” I felt a little sorry for him. If this was his dream, his big opening weekend, now it was a deadly disaster. Although I felt a lot more sorry for Ali.

      “If they come back at all,” Teresa muttered.

      “How do we know they didn’t murder her?” Professor Prunus eyed me.

      “Drive safely,” Nevis said before returning to his window-staring.

      “Will do,” I called before Jake and I practically scurried across the entrance hall to get out of the house.

      Jake shook his head at me. “There is something really weird going on here.”

      “Preaching to the choir.”

      “They’re standing around in a room with a dead body like it’s nothing. Who does that?”

      “Dude, I don’t know.” I ushered him out of the front door and closed it behind us. Gravel crunched beneath my boots as I strode across the drive to my truck. Then my feet came to a stop. I tilted my head to the side. “Does Bertha look lopsided to you?”

      Jake moved up next to me and stared at my truck. “I’ve been telling you since the first day I met you, that isn’t a roadworthy vehicle.”

      I looked around at the other parked vehicles. I wasn’t an expert on cars at all, despite my dad’s mechanical nature, but I was pretty sure some of them were lower than they should’ve been. And a couple were slightly tilted to one side, like Bertha. And then I realised why.

      “Nooooooo.” I jogged to my beloved Bertha and pointed Jake in the direction of the other cars. “Check the tyres.”

      “Check the tyres?” he repeated, but went and did as I asked. “What am I—” He stopped speaking when he found what he was looking for. He sauntered back over to me as I was crouched down checking Bertha’s back left tyre.

      “Well, sh—”

      I slapped the back of my hand on his shin and pointed up at his face. “No. Swears.”

      “Someone has slashed all of the tyres, trapping us here with a bunch of crazy people and a murderer.” He did a sort of horizontal windmill–type move. “I think a little swearing is acceptable.”

      “Someone hasn’t slashed all of the tyres.” I stood and scanned the drive. “Just most.”

      “I’m sorry. That makes a difference how?”

      “Because if we can make a whole set of tyres, we can change them and still drive out of here.”

      He looked from Bertha to the neighbouring car. “These tyres aren’t the same size.”

      “We need to check the sizes first to make sure we have four good tyres. They won’t fit Bertha, but a couple of these cars should have matching tyre sizes.”

      “Where am I looking?” he asked.

      “The size will be on the tyre. I’ll check this side. You check that side. I’ll shout out what I’ve got and you tell me if it’s a match.”

      “Righto.”

      After several long, cold and creepy minutes in the dark we’d not found matching tyres. Some of the ones we thought were okay just had a slower puncture.

      “What are we going to do now?” Jake asked.

      “Well, we could hotwire someone else’s car and drive it out on flat tyres,” I suggested. I wasn’t driving Bertha out on her wheel rims.

      “Can you hotwire a car?” he asked, equal parts disbelief and potential awe in his voice.

      “Nope. That’s the first flaw in that plan and I’ve got no signal to call my dad. It can’t be that hard though.”

      Jake waved his phone at me. “We can google it. Google always has all of the answers.”

      I stared at him, arms folded. “Yeah, Jake. Google it.”

      “You don’t think Google has the answer? Google has the answer to everything.” He did some phone tapping. Then a little more. Then slightly more aggressive tapping. When the realisation sank in that we didn’t have any signal, which also meant no internet, so Google, with all  of its answers, was out of reach, he silently put his phone back in his pocket.

      “This right here.” I pointed to the ground between us. “This is why I call you an idiot.”

      “I’m not the one who thinks it won’t be that hard to hotwire a car and wants to drive it along country roads, in the dark, with flat tyres, for who knows how long before we find a police station.”

      I turned to face him. “Okay, well, if you don’t want to try that I’m out of ideas on how to get out of here.”

      He squinted down the driveway. “We could walk.”

      “Yeah, let’s walk. In the dark. Following a deserted country lane with no real idea where we’re going. While there’s a murderer on the loose. A murderer who clearly doesn’t want us to leave.” I gestured to the slashed tyres.

      “What’s your suggestion then? Stay in the house of death and wait to be picked off?”

      “No. We walk. Obviously.”

      “But you just said—”

      “In the morning. We start out at first light. Take plenty of provisions. We can make twenty, thirty miles. I know we’re out in the sticks, but that’s a long way. We’re bound to come across someone. We go back the way we drove until we get a signal then fire up Google Maps and see where we are.”

      Jake stared down the driveway and then to his feet. “I don’t know if I could walk that far.”

      “Please, it’s not like you’re carrying the one ring and we’re heading to Mordor.”

      “You are such a geek.”

      I nudged his shoulder with my own. “Come on, dude. Let’s go survive a night in the Maison de la Mort. That’s going to be a pretty good addition to our story. Maybe we’ll get lucky and it really will be haunted.”

      “You say the nicest things.” He fell in step and we headed back to the front door. “And we can work out who the killer is.”

      “That too.” I opened the door and we stepped into the warmth of the entrance hall. Seconds later everyone emptied out of the study and into the hall.

      “What’s wrong?” Nevis asked.

      Jake held up his hands and took a step further. “Nobody freak out—” And then everybody freaked out.

      I moved up beside him. “What’s wrong with you? Never start with that line.”

      “Why? I didn’t want them to freak out.”

      “Telling someone to not freak out is like saying, ‘I’m about to tell you something that’s going to make you freak out’.” I stepped back to look him over. “How have you survived this long?”

      “What happened?” Nevis called over all the chatter. “What did you find?”

      “Did you find another body?” Ruby asked. “Was it Carlos?”

      “We’ve been through this,” Dick snapped at her. “It can’t be Carlos. Carlos is the killer. If Carlos were dead it would mean someone else is the killer.”

      “Maybe someone else is the killer,” Teresa piped up.

      “All the tyres are slashed,” I shouted above the chattering. And then the chattering stopped.

      “All of them?” Professor Prunus pointed his cane at me. “How do we know you didn’t slash the tyres?” He turned to the group. “Maybe she’s in it with Carlos.”

      All the eyes in the group landed on me.

      My shoulders drooped. “Sigh.”

      “We have two options here.” Jake held up his fingers to count them off. “One: We can all stand around accusing each other, or two: we can go to bed.”

      “Well, I think we should stand around accusing each other,” Teresa said. “How else will we know who the killer is? I won’t sleep soundly with a killer wandering around.”

      I slapped the back of Jake’s shoulder. “Nice try.”

      “And what are we supposed to do with Ali’s body?” the detective asked the group. “We can’t leave her corpse rotting on the floor.”

      “What do you suggest we do with her?” Dick asked. “Put her in the fridge?”

      Philip nodded. “That would stop her from decaying.”

      “We’re not putting anyone in the fridge,” Nevis declared. “I think the best thing for us all to do is to get to bed. We can all lock our doors—”

      “I think we should search the house,” Dick said.

      “How is that a good idea?” Ruby screeched at him. “Maybe you’re in league with Carlos and have set your murderous sights on someone else.”

      “She has a point,” Blanca agreed. “But we’re all saying it wasn’t us. If we think it was Carlos, or someone else, shouldn’t we find them before we get all snuggled up in our beds and bludgeoned to death in our sleep?”

      “And she has a point,” Philip agreed.

      “Let’s split up and search the house?” Jake asked, his face screwed up in disgust. “Have you guys never seen a horror film?”

      “Is that a threat?” Professor Prunus cried.

      “He probably doesn’t want us to search in case we uncover some evidence it was them,” Teresa suggested.

      “And we killed Ali because …?” I waited for someone to finish the sentence.

      “How would we know?” Teresa asked. “You’re the crazy murderers.”

      I covered my face with my hands. “Sigh-sigh-sigh-sigh-sigh-siiiiiiiigh.” I took a deep breath and then threw both hands in the air in defeat. Their crazy was too strong for me. “Okay. Let’s search the house.”

      “Let’s form small groups.” Dick began shuffling people together.

      “Why do you think you should pick the groups?” Nevis asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Blanca snapped. “Everyone grab a buddy and let’s go.” She grabbed hold of Philip’s sleeve and tugged him toward the kitchen. “We’ll go this way.”

      Ruby took hold of Nevis’ sleeve in a similar fashion and pulled him toward the games room. “We’ll start over here.”

      “Teresa, would you care to help me search upstairs?” Professor Prunus asked, to which Teresa gave a silent nod.

      “That leaves us,” Dick said to the detective. “We’ll take upstairs too.”

      “Okay, we’re going to head back outside.” I gestured over my shoulder and started backing up toward the door, dragging Jake with me. “Do a loop around the house.”

      “Good plan,” Dick called from the foot of the stairs.

      “Why are we going outside again?” Jake whispered.

      “There’s no one out there, so it’s easily the safest option.”

      And then someone knocked on the door.
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      “Well?” Teresa hissed and gestured to the door as everyone moved back toward the centre of the entrance hall.

      “Are you expecting someone else?” I asked Nevis, who shook his head, eyes on the door.

      “Are you going to open it?” Dick asked.

      “Why not? The more the merrier.” I stepped forward and pulled the door open.

      A portly lady in her late forties, wrapped in a thick pink coat that she’d accessorised with a pink beret and pink lipstick, smiled at me.

      “Oh, I’m so glad someone’s home.” She shoved past me into the entrance hall and loosened her coat. Every item of clothing underneath it was also pink. “I’ve broken down at the end of the road and I was wondering if I could use your phone.”

      “Is she part of this?” Jake whispered and I shrugged.

      The Pink Lady did a weird sort of pouty expression while she fluttered her eyelashes at me, almost as if she needed glasses and was trying to see without them.

      “Oh, what a lovely home you have.” She clasped her chest and spun in a slow circle. “Are you having a dinner party or do you all live here?”

      “I know you.” Teresa crossed the hall toward us. “You auditioned for my part.”

      The Pink Lady frowned at Teresa and adjusted her beret. “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about. I was driving home and I broke down. Now, will one of you people please direct me to the phone?”

      “You did!” Teresa jabbed her finger at The Pink Lady as she bore down on her. “You wore this awful blonde fuzzy wig that looked like a toilet brush and—”

      “That wasn’t a wig, that’s my hair!” The Pink Lady snatched the beret off and revealed what looked like a perm gone very, very wrong. It was cut into a sort of graduated bob, but sprang out around her head like a motorcycle helmet. “And does no one know how to improv here?”

      “Remind me what improv is,” Jake murmured to me.

      “It’s an acting thing. It means when someone goes off-script or forgets their line, you carry on without drawing attention to it,” The Pink Lady explained before I could. “Which I just did. Apologies.” She closed her eyes and held her hand up as if reaching for something, then pulled down the imaginary whatever she’d reached for. “Gath-er. Annnnd, we’re back.” She blinked her eyes open and smiled at me like the last minute hadn’t happened. “Where did you say the phone was?”

      “Phones are out,” Jake said. “And someone murdered the cook, so we’re about to search the house to find the culprit. Maybe now isn’t the best time to join the cast.”

      “The phones are out?” The Pink Lady gasped. “Oh, how awful. Maybe it would be okay for me to stay the night here with you then.”

      “Did you miss the part where someone has been murdered, you stupid woman?” Teresa shrieked, and then addressed the rest of us. “Maybe she did it and wants to stay so she can cover her tracks. Murderess!”

      “Easy there, Teresa.” Philip patted Teresa’s shoulder as you would a dog.

      “I broke down at the end of the drive,” The Pink Lady repeated. “I only came up to check if I could use your phone.”

      “We’re not playing the game anymore,” Teresa cried. “People are dropping like flies.”

      “Let’s not get overexcited, Teresa,” Professor Prunus said flatly. “It’s only one person.”

      “What about Carlos?” Ruby pointed out. “Where’s Carlos? Maybe the person who killed Ali killed him too.”

      “Wait.” The detective joined Dick at the bottom of the stairs. “I thought we agreed that Carlos killed Ali and that’s who we were searching for.”

      “Who’s Ali?” The Pink Lady whispered to me. “I thought the cook was dead.”

      “Ali was the cook,” I whispered back.

      “But why would Carlos kill Ali?” Professor Prunus asked. “It wasn’t as though he had to eat her cooking.”

      “I thought she did a splendid job on the soup,” Philip said.

      Professor Prunus shook his head. “It was clearly from a tin.”

      Jake leaned in to whisper. “Are you sure you don’t want to walk in the dark and take our chances with the killer because these people are batsh—”

      “Dude!” I slapped the back of my hand into his chest. “No. Swears. How many times? You weren’t this sweary when we first met.”

      He shrugged. “I’m more comfortable with you now.”

      “Wow, and this is how that familiarity presents itself? Nice.”

      “It was Elise, wasn’t it?” Nevis asked, the voice of sanity calling some order back to the chaos.

      The Pink Lady did a weird sort of scan around the room as if she were looking for someone to give her permission to speak. “Are we using our own names?”

      “What are you doing here, Elise?” Nevis pressed.

      “And more importantly, do you have a car that works?” I asked.

      Elise held her beret by the rim and inched it around in her hands. “I wanted to show you that I could be part of this company. That I would be an asset to the cast. I thought if I turned up you’d have to ad-lib me into the production and then I would show you how great I was.”

      “You didn’t get the role for a reason,” Teresa scoffed. “Leave. Just go.”

      “I thought Teresa wanted her to stay,” Jake whispered.

      “Don’t you think this still all feels very much like a performance?”

      “The cook was definitely dead,” he reassured me and I nodded in appreciation.

      Elise glanced around the room. “I came by taxi. If the phones aren’t working, I can’t call one, and I don’t know where the nearest bus stop is or if they run this late.”

      “She can’t leave,” Dick announced. “She’s a suspect like everyone else.”

      “She’s only just walked in,” Ruby said.

      “No, she’s only just knocked on the door,” Dick clarified. “She could have been hanging around for hours.”

      “So, I can stay?” Elise perked up as she scanned the group. “I’m in the game?”

      “Yep, we’re playing ‘let’s search the house for a murderer’,” I said. “Seeing as how you’ve already got your coat on, you can help us search outside.”

      Elise yanked her beret back on her head. “Who did you say died? Do you have a suspect already? I think it was that Mrs Peacock. She looks very shifty.”

      “It’s Paon, you imbecile,” Teresa exclaimed, and then held her hands out to the sides as she looked around at the rest of the group. “Is everyone okay with this? Are we really letting this happen?”

      Blanca gestured to Elise. “She’s here. There’s no way for her to leave. Why not let her help search?”

      “Yes, I’m excellent at searching.” Elise buttoned her coat back up as she stood before Jake and me.

      “Aurora—” Nevis started, but I held my hand up to stop whatever he was going to say.

      “I’ll explain it as we search.” I checked my watch. “Everyone meet back here in half an hour?”

      “It’s not going to take half an hour to search a few rooms,” Professor Prunus muttered.

      “It will if you do it properly.” I held the door open for Jake and ushered him and Elise back out into the cold. “We’ll start to the left and work our way around anti-clockwise,” I directed Jake as I closed the door.

      “This is so exciting,” Elise said as she rubbed her upper arms and followed Jake to the left. “Though I’d have much preferred to be searching in the warmth. Still, searching in the cold is much more fun than being an understudy. What are we looking for? Was it the cook who died, did you say? I thought it was supposed to be the stranded motorist, but maybe they changed the script. Do you have any suspects yet? This is so exciting.”

      I whistled to get Jake’s attention. Jake, who was staring at Elise as though she were a chatty gargoyle, dragged his eyes to me and I jerked my head to the right.

      “I thought we were looping around from the left?” he asked quietly, and then realisation dawned on his face. “You let them overhear that.”

      “Yes.”

      “Who let who overhear what?” Elise whispered and joined our huddle.

      I pulled them both into the shadows at the side of the porch. “Elise. Tell us everything you know about this. And not in character. As you. As you who wanted to be an actor in this.”

      Elise’s attention jumped between Jake and me. “Won’t that spoil the fun?”

      “Elise, I need you to focus for a second, okay?” I dipped my head a little to make sure I was looking directly into her overexcited eyes. “Ali, the woman who played the cook, is really dead. Someone really murdered her. The murderer is either one of those folks in the house, Carlos—who was the first supposed dead body and is currently MIA—some unknown person, or you.”

      “I’m already a suspect?” she asked with a huge smile and shook her bum in an excited bunny wiggle.

      I offered Jake my hand. “Do you want to tag in and give it a go?”

      He slapped my hand. “Elise, Carlos was supposed to be the first victim. We were meant to believe he was really dead and we did for a short time, but then Aurora remembered how you could fake not having a pulse and then we went back to the study to check, but Carlos was gone and Ali’s body was in his place.”

      Elise gasped. “Wow. I didn’t see that coming.”

      “She took a blow to the back of the head so evidently neither did she,” I mumbled.

      “The point is, the cook is really, genuinely dead,” Jake stressed. “And we suspect one of those people did it, so can you tell us what you know about them?”

      Elise narrowed her eyes at Jake. “How dead is genuinely dead?”

      “Can you maybe just tell us what you know about the actors?” I asked.

      She sighed. “Okay. But you can’t tell them I’ve told you.”

      “We won’t,” I said as Jake and I crossed our hearts in unison.

      “Okay, well, a friend of a friend of a friend heard about auditions for this murder mystery house.” Elise leaned forward as though she were telling us a secret. “I think the guy playing the butler owns the actual house. He inherited it recently or something. Or he co-owns it with the guy who organised the auditions, or—” She waved her hand. “I’m a little fuzzy on the details, but that guy Nevis, he and the butler are friends, or they knew each other or something, and came up with the idea of doing a murder mystery role play. I don’t really know how it all started, but they held auditions down in Manchester and picked a cast. I was in the running for Mrs Peacock, or Mrs Paon, or whatever they’re calling her, but I suppose that Teresa gave a better audition of a timid, staid, uptight shrew on the day.” She straightened up and looked at us both expectantly.

      “Cool,” Jake said after a pause. “So … what do you know about these people?”

      “Didn’t you play Cluedo as a child?” Elise asked, her attention jumping between us. “Okay, well, Nevis is playing a character called—”

      “No, not the characters, the people playing the parts. The actors. Do you know anything thing about the actors?” I clarified.

      “Oh.” She gave a hesitant shake of her head. “I only spent a couple of hours reading scenes with them and a heap of other actors. I don’t really know anything about them.”

      I held back a sigh. It wasn’t her fault she didn’t know anything. I supposed it was too much to hope she’d have known all the players well enough to give us motives. It would have been nice to have apprehended the murderer, tied them to a chair and taken shifts in watching them so we could all get some sleep.

      “Do you know the script?” I asked. “Do you know what’s supposed to happen?”

      Elise checked over her shoulder. “That’s part of the game. No one knows what’s supposed to happen. That’s how they keep the whole thing fresh. Make a different story each time without having to write new scripts.”

      I frowned at her. “The actors know, though, right?”

      “No. I don’t think so. I didn’t get far enough into the process to find out all the details about how that would work, but they did say it would be scripted up to a point then mainly improv from there on out. Relying heavily on improv means that the mystery plays out differently every time, so each set of customers gets a new and different experience.”

      I turned to Jake. “Is there any chance Ali wasn’t dead? Even the slimmest possibility.”

      “No. I watched you prod all over her neck. I saw the back of her head. I could smell the blood. She was d-e-a-d—dead.”

      I stepped out of the huddle to check around the side of the porch to make sure no one was eavesdropping. “Elise, do you remember anything at all from the auditions? Anything that struck you as odd. Anyone who appeared not to get along?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Nothing at all?” I pressed, and she shook her head again. The way she forcefully maintained eye contact made me suspect she was lying, but why? Unless it was her that hadn’t gotten along with Ali. Maybe they’d argued at the auditions and that was what she didn’t want to say. And then she’d nipped into the study and bashed her skull in. And we were wandering around in the dark with her. “Elise, what time did you get here?”

      “When I knocked on the door. Why?”

      “Can you prove that?”

      “I’ve got train tickets and taxi receipt. Will that do?” She was already rooting in her bag.

      “Taxis don’t give receipts,” Jake said.

      “Of course they do. You have to ask, but if you take a taxi for business purposes, you can write it off as an expense. Here you go.” She handed me her train tickets and taxi receipt. “I also took a few photos on my phone of the scenery. They’ll be time and date stamped. They’re not great because the stupid taxi man wouldn’t slow down, but you should be able to make out the scenery.”

      “Check if they’re geotagged,” I said to Jake as Elise offered him her phone.

      The train tickets had been time-stamped by the conductor and her taxi receipt seemed real. She could’ve faked both in advance, but that would mean she’d have had to plan Ali’s murder in advance and it felt more like a spur of the moment type of murder to me.

      “There aren’t any on the last few photos.” Jake handed me the phone.

      “That’s because there’s no signal all the way out here so they can’t be tagged, but—” I scrolled to a picture of the sunset with the location tagged as the nearest train station and an hour earlier. “Here we go. Time matches the train tickets.” I handed Elise back her phone and tickets. “Thank you for letting us check.”

      She tucked her belongings back in her bag. “It’s fine. You’re right to be suspicious. Someone has been murdered, after all.”

      Something about the way she said that made me suspect she didn’t believe Ali was dead. We’d told her as clearly as we could. There was no point harping on it instead of searching the grounds.

      I stepped out of the shadows. “Okay, let’s loop the house and then get back inside.”

      “Is there a particular reason you wanted to search outside in the freezing cold?” Jake asked as I beckoned for him to follow me off the gravel path and onto the cold, damp grass. “You know I’m wearing canvas shoes?” He lifted up his foot as he followed me.

      “You knew we were coming here, maybe next time you’ll dress appropriately.”

      “You know you’re wearing bright red cowboy boots, right?” he asked.

      “And how many times have you heard me complain that I’m not wearing the right footwear, hmm?”

      “Fair point,” he agreed grudgingly.

      “I like your boots,” Elise said from over his shoulder.

      “Thank you.” I looked back to see she’d linked her arm with Jake’s and was using him to steady her. Kitten heels were not grass-walking shoes, but she wasn’t complaining.

      I peered up at the side of the building, trying to gauge where Jake’s room was. I pulled my phone from my pocket and switched the torch on. We were going to go step by step until I found what I was looking for. I used the light to scan the grass before stepping on it and then on the adjacent bit of the gravel.

      “You’re looking for something to identify who was out here earlier, something to confirm it was Carlos,” Jake guessed.

      “Someone was out here?” Elise asked. “Why? There’s nothing out here.”

      “I think that maybe he was talking to someone—having a conversation he didn’t want anyone else to hear,” I said. “Maybe planning Ali’s murder. Maybe he was arguing with someone, maybe with Ali. Maybe Carlos was talking to someone and Ali overheard and that’s why they killed her. Maybe it wasn’t even Carlos at all.”

      “There are a lot of maybes there,” Jake said.

      “Oh!” I snapped my fingers and both he and Elise jumped. “I overheard a conversation earlier, between Ruby and Nevis. She mentioned that someone had approached her about a video and Nevis said he’d take care of it.”

      “When was this?” Jake asked.

      “When you went downstairs with Dick.” I wasn’t about to say “when I’d been searching Teresa’s room” in front of Elise.

      “And you’re only telling me this now?”

      “I only remembered now. It’s been a busy night.”

      “That sounds like they’re being blackmailed to me,” Elise interjected.

      I pointed to her. “I thought so too.”

      “By Ali?” Jake suggested.

      “I’m pretty sure Ruby said he approached her, but that doesn’t mean Ali wasn’t involved somehow.” I inched forward, scanning back and forth with my makeshift torch. “We really need to get back inside and ask people for alibis for the murder.”

      “That sounds like fun,” Elise agreed. “I think we should start with that Teresa.”

      “I don’t think they’re going to be all that forthcoming with alibis if one of them murdered Ali. Or that they’ll be all that definitive,” Jake said. “Remember when we came back in with the detective, everyone came back into the hall from different directions?”

      “I do remember that Jake, and I’m pleased to see you do too.” I paused mid-scan. “I also remember we’ve not seen hide nor hair of Butler since he brought the brandies. He wasn’t there when we found the body.”

      “So he’s the killer?” Elise asked, glancing at us. “That’s not a very good mystery, is it? I’m glad I didn’t get a part now.”

      Jake looked at me. “Is that what we’re saying?”

      I inclined my head and returned to my gravel searching. “We’re saying that we haven’t seen him and all the tyres were slashed while everyone else was finding the body. So he could’ve slashed the tyres for some reason. Though he could quite easily be another victim we haven’t found yet.”

      Elise gasped. “That would be a better twist.”

      Jake lifted his foot and tried to shake off the dampness. “What about Carlos? Are we saying he’s dead? Dead like Ali, dead?”

      “I don’t know, but—” I stopped as the torch lit on a section of gravel that was churned up.

      “What?” Elise bent down to see what I was looking at. “Oh, would you look at that gravel? It looks like someone’s been doing a hoedown.”

      I shone my torch ahead of us on the gravel path. There were two sets of footprints.

      Jake pointed back along the path. “There aren’t any footprints before this point so whoever was here came from that direction.” He pointed in the direction we were heading.

      Elise looked both ways along the path and then out into the grounds. “How did you see anyone out here? Where were you? Were you out here? Why were you out here?”

      “I was in Jake’s room and saw the end of a cigarette glowing in the dark. Before I could get a good look, Jake turned on the light.”

      I stepped onto the gravel path and examined the indents. I snapped a quick picture on my phone, then placed my foot next to the footprint and took another picture before anything could happen to them. I knew it wouldn’t necessarily count as evidence, but if it helped us to work out who killed the cook, it would be good to have the option of putting it in our article.

      “They look like women’s footprints.” Elise placed one hand on my back to steady herself as she traced the outline of the shoe print in the air above it. “See the little almost chopstick dints in the gravel? Heels. Whoever it was, was in heels. And see here, whoever she was talking to was a man. Look at that ridge of gravel where he’s twisted or shuffled his foot.”

      “Maybe it was a woman in flat shoes,” Jake suggested.

      I pointed the length of the gravel ridge. “If that’s from where he dug his shoe in the gravel, look at the length of it. It’s easily upward of a size ten. Women average out at six or seven.”

      “With the footprints and your sixty per cent identification, we’re thinking the man’s footprints belong to Carlos?” Jake asked.

      “It’s the best idea I have at the moment. Can you see any cigarette butts over in the grass?”

      Jake pulled his own phone out and used it as a torch to scan the grass around him. “Nope. Am I only looking for cigarette butts?”

      I stepped onto the grass and nudged him onto the path so he could keep his precious shoes dry.

      “That and anything else you think is weird.” I scanned a little further out than he had.

      A few careful steps further and I came across a cigarette butt. I crouched down and read the brand around the filter, then took a picture.

      “Aurora, there’s a butt in this plant pot.” Jake took his own picture. “Do I need to do anything with it?”

      “Like what? Test it for DNA? What brand is it?”

      He angled his head to try to read it from the butt. “Lambert and Butler.”

      I checked around but that was all I could see in the grass. “Same as the one I found. And the same kind Carlos had in his pocket.”

      “This one has lipstick on, though,” Elise said. “Does yours have lipstick on?”

      “What colour?” I stepped onto the path and peered into the plant pot along with both of them.

      “Red.” Elise straightened up and massaged her lower back with one hand. “That doesn’t help you narrow down who was out here though, because Teresa, Ruby and Blanca were all wearing similar shades of red.”

      “Are you sure?” Somehow I hadn’t noticed that.

      “I used to work on a cosmetic counter. Worst job ever, but it helped me to work out which colour palettes work for which characters and which ones I can carry off with my complexion.”

      I picked up the butt and examined the lipstick stain. “I guess it doesn’t really matter anyway unless we can tie the smoker to a murder.”

      “At least it’s pretty conclusive that it was a woman,” Jake said.

      “And not me.” Elise pointed to her pink-lipsticked lips.

      “Yep.” Jake threw me a subtle glance which I was pretty sure implied that maybe she’d worn red lipstick earlier when she was out here smoking with our sixty per cent Carlos, to implicate everyone but her. Except her ticket stubs placed her elsewhere.

      We continued searching along the path. Both sets of footprints led along the side and turned around the back of the house before leading into the back entrance. When we reached the back door, I checked the way we’d come, scanning with my torch from a different angle to see if I could see anything new.

      The light caught on a small ridge of gravel by a plant pot near the corner. I walked back toward it and crouched down.

      Jake followed me. “What’s up?”

      “Did you find something?”

      “Look at this ridge in the gravel.” I pointed to an almost fully circular ridge.

      “Someone pivoted on the spot?” Jake asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Like, maybe someone who was eavesdropping on a conversion happening around the corner that ended suddenly and they didn’t want to be caught.”

      “Is that another cigarette butt in the plant pot?” Elise supported herself on my shoulder as she peered into the pot. “Why are all these people smoking? Don’t they know it’s bad for them? There’s no lipstick on this one though.”

      “Where?” I asked and she pointed to a brown, inch-long, stubbed-out butt that had blended in with the soil. “Good eyes. That’s a cigar butt, isn’t it?”

      “Like the ones in the ashtray in the kitchen?” Jake asked.

      “The cook was smoking in the kitchen? No wonder someone murdered her.” Elise straightened up and rubbed her lower back again. “But they’re not cigars. It’s an old American brand. It’s a normal cigarette, but wrapped in brown paper instead of white.”

      Jake crouched down to examine the butt. “And there’s no lipstick on it. So we’ve got a man and a woman out here talking and someone, possibly another man, eavesdropping on them?”

      I shook my head. “Think about that, Jake. If Ali wasn’t responsible for that ashtray, do you think she’d allow it in her kitchen?”

      “So Ali was out here smoking,” he said. “She overheard the conversation Carlos was having with whoever, Carlos sees her or knows she heard. Then she turns up dead. So Carlos is the killer.”

      I seesawed my hand. “Unless someone else was out here. We’re assuming it was the overheard conversation that was the motive and we’re assuming it was Ali because she’s dead, but what if it wasn’t Ali that overheard? What if it was someone else?”

      “Are you—are you saying that someone else might be murdered?” Elise stammered.

      I shrugged. “Yeah.”
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      We finished our loop of the house and, finding nothing else of interest, headed back inside. I was eager to try to get all the information out of my head and onto paper so Jake and I could work out what was going on. We might be leaving tomorrow, but it didn’t mean we couldn’t try to work out who the killer was before then. Everyone was waiting in the centre of the entrance hall when we came back in through the front door.

      “Did you find anything?” Blanca called from the centre of the group.

      “Nope,” I called back before Elise could speak up. “Did you?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing.”

      I did a headcount. “Where’s Butler?”

      Nevis scanned the group as if he were about to point him out. “He’s—he’s probably—”

      “Off killing someone!” Teresa shrieked. I heaved an enormous internal sigh. The smallest thing set that woman off.

      “Teresa, everyone is here,” Philip calmly reminded her. “There’s no one for him to kill.”

      “Then where is he?” Ruby scanned the hall as if expecting him to appear on cue.

      “He’s probably trying to fix the phone lines,” Nevis explained. “That’s all.”

      “Or maybe he’s burying Carlos’ body,” Professor Prunus joined in.

      “Why would he bury it?” Jake asked. “Why wouldn’t he leave it where it was?”

      Professor Prunus pursed his lips at Jake. “Because where would he put Ali’s body if he left Carlos’ body there?”

      Jake looked at me and I shook my head. As great of a story as this was going to make, if we survived, I was regretting not leaving Jake in charge of navigating and being lost in the countryside somewhere.

      Nevis held his hands up for silence. “It’s been a long night. We’ve searched the house and found nothing. How about we all go to bed? I’m sure Butler will show up tomorrow morning having fixed the phone lines and with a full breakfast spread.”

      Teresa clutched her hands over her heart. “Go to sleep with a killer roaming loose around the house? What if Carlos murders us in our beds?”

      “At least we’d get a little peace,” mumbled Elise.

      Ruby draped her arm around Teresa’s shoulders. “Okay, come on. We’re all a little on edge, let’s not turn on each other.”

      “This from the woman who threatened us all with a gun not an hour ago?” Dick pointed out.

      “I was scared, Dick.” The way Ruby said Dick’s name made it sound like an insult. Ruby moved from Teresa and beckoned Elise to her. “Elise, there should be a couple of rooms already made up. Come with me and we’ll get you settled.”

      Nevis gestured to Ruby and Elise. “Let’s stay in pairs. That seems like a safe option.”

      “Unless you’re paired with the killer.” Elise plucked the thought from my mind, eyeing Ruby with suspicion.

      Ruby flashed Elise a brilliant smile. “Let’s get you settled and then I’ll give you a quick tour of the house, so you can get your bearings.”

      “Did Carlos have a room here?” I asked before Ruby and Elise could leave.

      Nevis shook his head. “He was a stand-in cast member. He only got here tonight.”

      Elise opened her mouth as if she were about to say something and then closed it again.

      “Oh, so when he turned up at the door, that was the first time you’d all seen him?” I asked, and everyone nodded or made noises of agreement while Elise focused on her shoes. Interesting. So either Elise knew Carlos or she knew everyone was lying. Or both.

      “Why do you ask?” Dick said.

      “Curious. Was he supposed to stay here with all of you?” I gestured to the group.

      “The idea was that the ‘stranded motorist’ would live here since they would be an integral part of the murder mystery, but, as I said earlier, Carlos was a last minute stand-in.” Nevis’ tone said that was the end of the conversation. “Now, it’s been a long night, I think we should all go to bed.”

      With mumbled agreement, everyone shuffled toward the main staircase. We followed behind at a slower pace. All but Ruby and Elise took the left branch of stairs.

      “Are they all on our side of the house?” Jake whispered.

      “I don’t think so. There are only four spare rooms on our corridor.” I tugged Jake’s cuff and we headed up the right branch, following Ruby and Elise as they wandered along the corridor toward the back of the house.

      “We’re going the wrong way,” Jake whispered.

      “I want to see whose room is whose.”

      “How are we going to do that because they’ve all gone the other way?”

      “If I didn’t want someone to know which room was mine, I would take a route that took me past their room first. That way, they couldn’t casually follow me.”

      “You are so terrifyingly devious sometimes.”

      Ruby and Elise turned the corner to the rooms on the back corridor of the house. I paused at the corner and pretended there was a stone in my boot. I took it off and shook it upside down.

      Jake watched me with a bemused expression. “What are you doing?”

      “Stalling.” I jerked my head in the direction of Ruby, indicating he should watch that way while I focused back the way we came.

      “No one’s coming this way,” Jake mumbled. “Maybe their rooms really are on our corridor.”

      “There aren’t enough.”

      “Then where are they?” he asked.

      After nearly a minute of stalling, which should’ve given even the slowest of walkers enough time to make it to the back corridor, I slipped my boot back on.

      “Let’s find out.” I strode quickly along the corridor, Jake in tow.

      We passed the room where Ruby had housed Elise, over the back entrance to the house. The door to the room was firmly shut, not pulled to, which was weird because Ruby was supposed to be giving Elise a tour.

      Just past Elise’s room was the head of a narrow staircase.

      “Think that leads to the back entrance?” Jake asked as we hurried past.

      “Yeah, I think so.” I peered down it, but could only see so far because it turned at a right angle halfway down. We reached the end of the corridor just as Teresa appeared around the corner.

      Teresa clapped her hands over her heart. “Oh! You startled me.”

      “Sorry.” I stepped to the side to let her pass and looked up the corridor she’d come from. It was empty.

      She rounded the corner and paused. “Oh, she would put that ghastly woman next to me.”

      I turned to see Ruby and Elise coming out of Elise’s room, a huge smile on Elise’s face. Teresa stalked to the first room on the right, the one I’d snooped in earlier, and, still mumbling, slammed the door behind her. I turned back to Jake who stared at me, eyebrows raised.

      “Where is everybody?” I watched Ruby and Elise go back the way they’d come then ambled along the corridor to my room.

      “Maybe they have twin rooms,” Jake suggested as I opened my door. He followed me inside and flopped face down on the bed, his feet hanging off the edge. After a moment he rolled on to his back. “What the hell is going on here?”

      “Dude.” I held my hands up and shook my head. “I can’t tell what’s real and what’s not. I know Ali was definitely dead, but their reactions to things seem so off. Or maybe it’s because they’re drama people and have forgotten how to act like real people.”

      “What’s the plan?” Jake kicked off his shoes and padded across the floor to put them under the bottom of the radiator to dry out.

      “They better not smell.” I pointed to the shoes before sitting on the edge of the bed to pull off my boots one at a time. “We need to write everything down. I’ve got a heap of stuff swirling around my head and I can’t see clearly because of it.”

      “I can’t believe they lied to get us here.” Jake made himself comfy on the bed, cross-legged with his back against one of the posts.

      I made a non-committal noise and shook out the red checked blanket from the dressing table’s chair and wrapped it around me before climbing up onto the bed. Jake smirked at my hobo chic, but didn’t say anything. “Let’s go through what we know. From start to finish.”

      “Basic stuff. This house isn’t haunted. This is a murder mystery weekend getaway. Everyone here is an actor.”

      I wrapped the blanket tighter around me. “Agreed. Do you think Elise really did come up here with the intention of trying to muscle her way into the performance?”

      “Why else would she be here?”

      “Maybe she was always supposed to be part of the performance. Her role as outsider puts her nicely in with us, so she can steer us in the direction of solving the mystery if we get lost.”

      “You think she’s genuinely part of this?”

      I sighed. “My gut tells me she’s not, but just now, when we walked past her room, Ruby had closed the door.”

      “So?”

      “So, if Ruby was about to show Elise around, why would she show her into the room and then close the door?”

      Jake gave me an indulgent smile. “I think you’re making a little too much of a closed door.”

      “And you need to understand a little more about human behaviour. Get up.” Still wrapped in my blanket, I got off the bed and crossed to the bathroom. “Come on.”

      He made a big show of sighing but crossed the floor. “What now?”

      I opened the bathroom door and made a sweeping gesture. “This is your room.”

      “What?”

      “I’m demonstrating. Be quiet and go into your room.”

      He rolled his eyes at me but walked into the bathroom. I hovered by the door, on the threshold, not crowding him.

      He spun in a slow circle. “It’s nice … can I come out now?” I stepped into the bathroom and closed the door behind me. He backed up a step.

      “Feels different, right? With the door closed? Confined?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I know it’s a small room, so the vibe is a little more intense, but it’s the same premise. Are you ready to concede that it was weird Ruby closed the door?” I asked, and he nodded. I opened the door and shuffled back to the bed, Jake in tow.

      “So now she’s one of them? Like invasion of the body snatchers?” He climbed back up and rested his back against the pillar again.

      “I don’t think it’s quite that dramatic, but, judging by Elise’s smile as they came out of the room, I wouldn’t be surprised if Ruby had convinced her the cook wasn’t really dead and she should play along.” I adjusted the pillow behind me and tucked my feet underneath the edge of the blanket. “And, while we’re talking about Ruby, don’t you think that whole gun outburst was out of character?”

      “Which character?” Jake asked. “Her character or the character she’s playing?”

      “Both. Either. Seemed like a weird blip. Maybe it’s something. Maybe it’s nothing. Let’s carry on listing what we know.” I was about to start but realised my information was too fragmented to make much sense. “No, let’s work through people instead. You start with Ruby.”

      “We know that someone approached her about a video and she told Nevis about it. Do you think that was Carlos?”

      “Realistically, it could be anyone. It doesn’t even need to be someone here, but did you see the way Carlos’ attention lingered on Ruby when he first appeared? There’s definitely something going on there. Let’s say, for arguments’ sake, they were talking about Carlos.”

      “Are we saying Carlos is alive or dead?”

      “Let’s work it both ways.”

      “Okay, well, if it was Carlos you saw outside, maybe he was talking to Ruby about that mysterious video. Ali overheard, maybe approached Ruby to get a piece of the blackmail action, and Ruby killed her,” Jake suggested. “After she killed Carlos and hid his body. That works the same for Nevis too. Do you agree?”

      I nodded and it turned into a head shake. “Yes and no. I agree that both Nevis and Ruby could’ve killed Ali if she tried to get in on the blackmail action—if they were being blackmailed—but I’m not sold on them killing Carlos.”

      “What? That motive goes hand in hand.”

      “Ruby told Nevis about the mystery man approaching her about the mystery video just before dinner. Carlos had no mortal wounds on him that I could see, which leaves poison as the method of death. And both Ruby and Nevis were with us the whole time until Carlos’ supposed death. They still could’ve done it—I guess someone could’ve injected an air bubble into his vein, or something like that, when the lights went out—but I don’t think he’d drop dead from that in an instant with no convulsions.”

      “They could’ve poisoned him before he turned up. If that was who you saw, then he was around.”

      “Yes, but Nevis only found out that the mystery man had approached Ruby before dinner, so that doesn’t line up time-wise. Although, either of them could’ve poisoned him earlier, I suppose. Ruby did say ‘again’, which means he had already approached them.” I pointed a blanket-covered hand at Jake. “And if Carlos was this mystery man, maybe he found out Ali was trying to muscle in on his score and he killed her.”

      “If Carlos was alive, that could work,” Jake agreed.

      “My problem with this hypothesis is that we’re basing it on footprints and cigarette butts. Maybe Carlos wasn’t speaking to anyone and the woman’s footprints were made earlier. Maybe there was nothing for Ali to overhear.”

      “Or, like you said earlier, maybe someone else overheard the conversation, but Ruby, Nevis and/or Carlos thought it was Ali.”

      “But if Ali didn’t overhear anything then she couldn’t have approached them, so why kill her?”

      Jake shrugged. “Just in case?”

      “Just in case doesn’t seem like a great reason for murdering someone.”

      “Well, it depends what was on that video.”

      “Excellent point.”

      Jake gave me his Pez Dispenser grin. “Let’s suppose that it was Carlos talking to Ruby or one of the other women. How do we work out which one he was talking to? We try to bum cigarettes from people and see who smokes that brand?”

      “Carlos had a packet on him. If he was smoking with someone else, then they might have smoked his. And they’re a really common brand. And, if people are bumming cigarettes, maybe someone borrowed one from Ali and that person overheard the conversation between Carlos and whomever, but the killer saw the butt in the plant pot and assumed it was Ali”

      Jake nodded. “That works. So, Ruby, Nevis and Carlos. These are our suspects?”

      “Yes, but then there’s Professor Prunus.”

      “Prunus? Why?”

      “Did you see how Prunus reacted to Ali’s death? I’m surprised he didn’t go full school playground and sing ‘nah-na-na-nah-na, you’re the first to die’.”

      “What?”

      “You didn’t notice?” I asked. “When we found her he was almost gloating over her demise. And he barely touched his meal.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t like sausages and was too polite to say?”

      “No, he hardly touched any of it. Like he didn’t trust what was in it.”

      “Like he thought she was going to poison him?”

      “Have you never been to a restaurant? You’re never rude to the waiting staff because they’re the ones handling your food. If they don’t like you, they could spit in it. Or worse.”

      Jake laughed at me. “That doesn’t happen.”

      “It doesn’t need to actually happen. All she had to do was threaten and you wouldn’t be able to eat what she put in front of you because your imagination would run riot.”

      “You think they argued about something?”

      “I think they were in a relationship at some point.”

      Jake laughed. “Because he didn’t eat his soup?”

      “Prunus said something when someone suggested Carlos had killed her. I can’t remember the exact wording, but it was along the lines of, ‘Why would he kill her? He didn’t have to eat her cooking’ or something like that.”

      “So? That still doesn’t point to a relationship. And, if Carlos were part of the game, he would have to eat her cooking.”

      “It was the way Prunus stressed that Carlos didn’t have to eat her cooking. Something about it felt like the complaint of a long-suffering boyfriend.”

      “To be clear, you’re assuming a relationship based on how Prunus stressed one word?”

      I gave him a half shrug. “Yeah. And it clearly wasn’t a happy one. Maybe he killed her. Maybe they argued. He lost his temper. And that whole smug attitude was a way to cover his guilt.”

      “Right. Anyone else you’d care to throw into the ring? Maybe the detective, because, y’know, he itched his ear when he asked about her.”

      “What!” I slapped the duvet. “He itched his ear? You are totally right. That is suspicious.”

      “Why can’t you let me mock you every once in a while without retorting? Just concede once every now and again?”

      “It’s not in me, bro. You gotta keep going until I’m out of quips. You gotta earn your victory.” Jake made a disgruntled noise and I tapped the duvet to get his attention. “Anyone else you want to throw in?”

      “Well, since Butler served the food, maybe it was him Prunus was worried about. Butler is missing.”

      I seesawed my hand. “I’m not sure Butler is missing, exactly. And, as the cook, it would be easier for Ali to say ‘that plate goes to Prunus’ than Butler try and doctor the food on his way from the kitchen to the dining room. And I didn’t get a sense of any contention between Butler and Prunus. Anyone else?”

      “Not right now.”

      “Okay. I want to throw Teresa in. When I was a-room-snoopin’ earlier, I only made it into one room before Nevis caught me. I didn’t know whose at the time, but there was a beautiful emerald pendant hanging on the side of the dressing table mirror. There was a smaller diamond either side of the emerald.”

      Jake’s eyes jumped around the room as if looking for the reason I’d stopped speaking. “Should I let Charlie The Fraud Detective know you like emeralds?”

      “I can buy my own jewellery, thank you.” I adjusted the blanket and refused to touch the Charlie comment. “I was waiting for you to jump in and say you noticed the cook wearing emerald earrings, set in a similar fashion.”

      Jake pressed his lips together. “Oh.”

      “If you didn’t notice she was wearing them when she was alive I’m guessing you didn’t notice she wasn’t wearing them when she was dead.”

      “Someone stole her earrings? You think it was Teresa?”

      I grimaced. “I don’t know if Teresa stole them or if she stole them back. Just now, Teresa went into the room I searched. I can’t see her going into the cook’s room right in front of Ruby, which makes the room with the emerald pendant her room.”

      “You think the cook stole Teresa’s earrings and wore them in front of her?” Jake’s face wrinkled up in disbelief. “Wouldn’t it be more logical that they had similar jewellery?”

      “First, emeralds are not that common of a choice. Second, the setting on the necklace and the earrings were really similar. I didn’t get a close enough look at the earrings to say for sure, but they looked like they could have matched the necklace. Third. People are weird. I once knew a girl who stole an engraved bracelet from someone and made up a huge, elaborate tale about the engraving to the person she stole it from. It was insane.”

      “So, you’re saying that Teresa murdered Ali over a pair of earrings?”

      “Accusations fly. Things get heated. Tempers fray. It’s not a leap.”

      “Right.” Jake clearly wasn’t convinced. “Anyone else you want to throw in?”

      “Not at this moment. You?”

      “No.” He held up a finger at me. “But I just remembered something. You know when you asked everyone if they’d met Carlos before tonight and they all said they hadn’t?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Did you see Elise’s reaction?”

      “That’s my boy.” I reached forward and tapped his knee. “I did notice.”

      “I think they’re lying about never having met him before.”

      “Me too.”

      “And I don’t think any of them believe Ali is really dead,” he added.

      “Yeah, me either. And I don’t know why. They must have been able to smell the blood. It’s not like it’s a delicate fragrance.”

      “How can they not think she’s dead? She had her head caved in.”

      “Prosthetics. No one but us examined her. And it is supposed to be a murder mystery weekend experience.” I frowned at the far wall. “Maybe Carlos’ body was supposed to get swapped out for the cook the whole time and that’s why no one thinks she’s dead.”

      “Who do you think slashed the tyres? Carlos?” Jake asked, changing tack.

      “The only people with opportunity would be Carlos or Butler. They were the only two who weren’t present when we found Ali and we’ve not seen either of them since.”

      “But why, though?”

      “I don’t know. Unless there’s someone else here and they did it.”

      “To recap, our suspects are Ruby, Nevis, Carlos if he’s alive, Prunus and Teresa?”

      “Yep.” I yawned and wrapped the blanket more tightly around me before getting up to wedge the chair from the dressing table underneath the door handle of the bedroom door.

      “Good thinking.”

      I yawned again. “Let’s get some sleep so we can leave early in the morning.”

      We took turns doing our nightly ablutions in the en suite before getting changed and climbing into the bed. Neither of us mentioned Jake going back into his own room. I was glad that I didn’t need to explain why that wasn’t happening. I fell asleep to dreams of being locked inside a house of mirrors. The type they have at travelling fairgrounds, where you can’t work out what’s a reflection and what’s real. They were playing music so loudly I knew no one would hear me if I tried to shout for help. And the music was more like an erratic drumbeat.

      I woke up groggy and with a headache. At some point, a thunderstorm had started up outside and the rain was hammering on the roof. I wanted to get up to get some water and take some tablets for my headache, but it was cold. I could feel a draught on my face. I sat up, sleepy and confused. The room had no windows, so where was the draught coming from? I edged out of bed, trying not to wake Jake. My feet were halfway to the floor when I noticed movement on the other side of the room.

      I blinked in the near absolute darkness. It took my tired eyes a moment to make sense of what they were seeing. A figure loomed on the far side of the room, candlestick raised.
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      “What? What? What!” Jake grunted as I slapped his arm. I stared at the figure while my other hand reached for the light beside the bed. I didn’t want to take my eyes off it in case it disappeared.

      I over-balanced stretching for the light and my foot got tangled in the bedcovers. I tipped, without managing to switch the light on, and landed heavily, face first on the floor, my left foot still tangled in the covers.

      “What’s wrong? Aurora?” The room was bathed in a soft light and Jake’s face appeared over the side of the bed. “Are you okay?”

      “There’s someone in the room.” I kicked free of the bed sheets and scrambled to my feet.

      “What?” Jake launched from the bed, bounded to the door and flipped the main lights on. “Where?”

      I squinted against the sudden brightness and pointed to where I’d seen the figure. The now empty space where I’d seen the figure. I was sure the door to the room hadn’t opened. And, realistically, between me seeing them and Jake turning the light on they hadn’t had time to make it to the door anyway. And we’d have seen the light from the corridor if the door had opened.

      “Stay by the door.” I waved Jake back where he was and slowly crossed the room. There was nowhere but the en suite for the figure to hide, and if they darted past me Jake would be able to tackle them at the door. Apart from the bed, the only other furniture in the room was the wardrobe and the dressing table. No one but the creepy stretchy guy from the X-Files or Mr Fantastic would be able to fit in those drawers.

      I grabbed one of the doors to the wardrobe, pressed myself into the gap between the wardrobe and the corner of the room so I could use the door as a shield, and yanked the door open. When no one immediately leapt out and tried to smash my head in, I peeked inside. It was empty.

      Jake pointed to the bathroom and I nodded. I stepped toward the bathroom, then stopped and moved back to check out the drawers.

      “Yeah, that looks like an amazing hiding place,” Jake mocked from by the door.

      “I don’t want Eugene Tombs trying to eat my liver,” I said and yanked each of the drawers open in turn.

      “You mean Hannibal Lecter, don’t you?”

      “Either way, the drawers are clear.”

      “What a relief. And why am I standing by the door instead of searching the room with you?”

      “In case the candlestick-wielding figure gets past me.” I pushed the door to the en suite open with my fingertips and peeked inside. It appeared empty. I flipped the light on and stepped over the threshold. There was a toilet, a sink with a cupboard beneath and a shower cubicle. Realistically the shower cubicle was the only place they could have hidden, but, even through the frosted glass, I could see it was empty. Just to be safe I slid the door back. Empty. I checked the cupboard underneath the sink as a last resort. Nothing. I came out empty-handed and confused. “Check the hallway?” I suggested, even though I was certain the door hadn’t opened and they’d be long gone by now anyway.

      Jake did as I bid. “No one.” He crossed the room to double-check the bathroom and came out shaking his head. “Are you sure you saw someone?”

      “I definitely saw someone.”

      “Can you describe them?” He climbed back up into the bed, shivering as he wiggled back under the covers.

      “It looked like … a person.” I moved back to where I’d seen the figure and examined the floor.

      “Well, that narrows it down. What are you doing?”

      “Looking for evidence that someone was here.”

      “Like what?”

      “Something.” I shook my head and scanned the room. “I’m certain someone was in here. There should be something to prove it. Something.”

      “Okay. What was your figure wearing? Was it a man or woman? Describe them to me.” Jake patted the bed for me to get back in, but I didn’t.

      “They were tall. Ish. In a black … something.”

      “A black something? A black what? Coat? Dress? Jumper? Tutu? Painter’s overalls? Cape? And was it a man or a woman?”

      “I’d just woken up, okay? My eyes weren’t working as well as normal. And it was dark. And I’m tired.”

      Jake frowned at me. “Are you arguing for there being a figure in the room or against it?”

      “I could’ve sworn someone was there, Jake.” I grabbed the blanket and wrapped it around myself as I sat at the bottom of the bed, bracing my back against a post and tucking my legs beneath me. “And I’m sure they were wielding a candlestick.”

      “Okay, now you know how I don’t like to be the boring voice of reason, but maybe you imagined it because Ali has been murdered by candlestick. You were lying here, right? And you saw the figure over there.” Jake shuffled over to my side of the bed and pointed to where I’d seen the figure. “Half of that view is obstructed by the curtain. You saw them through the curtain. Maybe it was a fold in the material.”

      I fingered one of the bed’s lace curtains tied to the post behind me. Had I mistaken a curtain ripple for a person? Admittedly I did have a pretty good imagination, but if I’d imagined it then what had woken me up? The storm had been the soundtrack to my dream, so it hadn’t been that. And why would someone be sneaking into my room?

      Yes, we’d found the cigarette butts outside, but on their own, that didn’t prove anything. And no one but Elise knew we’d found them. It wasn’t like we had a really clear idea who’d killed Ali, so why would anyone want to stave our heads in? Or maybe, since it was my room, they were only after me.

      “What’s that face for?”

      “I think we should try and get some sleep.” I stood up with the blanket around my shoulders and crossed the floor to the bathroom. I flipped the light off and turned back into the room, my attention snagging on the wardrobe. It was flush against the far wall, but not nestled in the corner. Why would someone leave a foot-wide gap between the wardrobe and the corner wall? The dressing table was far enough along the adjoining wall so you’d still be able to open the wardrobe doors.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Hmm?” I squeezed sideways into the gap between the wardrobe and the corner.

      “What are you doing?”

      I moved out of the corner and stepped back to look at the wall above the wardrobe. Two feet along from the corner was a thin line where the edges of the wallpaper were subtly peeling. The slight peel reached from the ceiling all the way behind the wardrobe. Why would the wallpaper be peeling? And why there? I’d not noticed any signs of neglect anywhere else in the house. So why here?

      I faced Jake. “Where did Carlos go?”

      “What? It was Carlos in the room just now?”

      “No. Maybe. I don’t know, but I meant where did Carlos’ body—dead or alive—go?”

      “He’s at a local B&B?”

      “But how did his body get out of the study?”

      “Same way Ali’s got in there? Through the door?”

      “Which door? The main door? The patio door?”

      Jake shook his head. “Either?”

      “Or neither.”

      “How did she get in there then? Down the chimney?”

      I beckoned him toward me. “I feel certain that Ali was killed where we found her. She could’ve easily walked through the front door to the room because it didn’t matter if someone saw her. She wasn’t sneaking around—at least I don’t think she was—so how she got in there doesn’t really matter, but Carlos? Carlos was supposed to be dead, so whether someone killed Carlos and hid his body or whether his disappearance was part of this whole mystery, he couldn’t chance being seen. Do you agree?”

      Jake drew the word out. “Yeah.”

      “Okay, so how would Carlos get out of that room without being seen?”

      “An invisibility cloak.”

      “Let me rephrase. In the real world, how would someone get around without being seen?”

      “They could train with the CIA or some other agency and learn how to be forgettable.”

      “Okay. Good imaginative response. Any other options come to mind? Any more relevant options?”

      “They’re all ghosts?” Jake asked, his expression stretching into disbelief. “Are they all ghosts?”

      I sighed. “This is what you’ve got for me? Invisibility cloak, CIA operatives or ghosts?”

      “They’re valid guesses.” He reluctantly threw back the covers and padded to me, barefoot.

      “They are not valid guesses.” I met him halfway, grabbed his hand by the wrist and led him toward the wardrobe because he was moving far too slowly.

      “This isn’t going to get weird, right?” he asked, eyeing my grip on his wrist and where we were heading. I pursed my lips at him and shoved him into the gap between the wardrobe and the wall. “Yep. This just got weird.”

      I shoved him a little further in, so his shoulder was pushed up against the wall. “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      “What do you feel?”

      “Unnerved.”

      “Can you be serious for a minute?”

      He shuffled out a little, so he had space to place his hand on the wall. “A wall. I feel a cold wall.”

      “It’s an internal wall. Why would it be cold?”

      “They have no insulation and heating issues?” He tried to shrug, but couldn’t in the confined space. “It’s an old house. It’s draughty.”

      “Okay.” I grabbed onto that like a lifeline. “And where do you feel the draught?”

      “From behind—” Jake cut himself off and twisted to get his arm behind the wardrobe. His head whipped in my direction. “This house has secret passages. That’s how whoever killed the cook got out of the room without being seen. That’s how Carlos got out of the room without being seen.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking.”

      Jake shuffled out of the nook and stared at the wardrobe with me. “How do you think we open it? Do we go through the wardrobe?”

      “I’m pretty sure it doesn’t work like Narnia.”

      “As usual, I’ve no idea what that means.” He opened the wardrobe doors and stuck his head inside. “Do you think this is where your figure went?”

      “Maybe. Let’s move the wardrobe forward and find out.”

      It turned out that was a more difficult feat than I’d thought.

      “Are you sure this isn’t nailed to the floor?” Jake asked after several minutes of us trying and failing to move the wardrobe.

      I stood back and rubbed my fingers, my knuckles aching from the effort of gripping the side of the wardrobe so hard. “Okay, so we tried to slide it out and that’s not worked. We can’t lift it. We don’t know how the door opens and there’s not enough space in that gap to get enough leverage to try to shove it open.” I scanned the room for anything useful and my eyes lit on the dressing table. I put my weight in to it and inched away from the wall. “Help me with this.”

      Jake grabbed the mirror and dumped it on the bed then took hold of the other side and we dragged the dressing table flush against the front of the wardrobe. “Now what?”

      I hesitated before grabbing the chair from underneath the door handle, but if people weren’t even coming through that door then it wasn’t doing its job anyway. I placed it in front of the dresser and then climbed on the seat. From the seat to the top of the dresser, from the top of the dresser to the top of the wardrobe. I pressed my face to the wall and peered behind the wardrobe, feeling the draught from the slit in the wallpaper on my face. It was too dark to see anything, so I straightened up and pressed both of my hands to the left of the slit. I shoved. I felt the panel give, but it didn’t open. I moved my hands a little lower and tried again. Still didn’t open.

      “Maybe it’s bolted on the other side so you can’t waltz through,” Jake suggested.

      “But surely the point of secret passages is so you can jump in whenever you need to. Although since this door is partially hidden behind a wardrobe, maybe you’re right.”

      “Are we thinking this means that someone really was in our room?” Jake asked. “That you really did see someone?”

      “I felt a draught on my face. I felt like someone was watching me.” I gestured to the floor. “But I also think that if someone had come out of this passage there’d have been some evidence on the floor. Dust or dirt or something?”

      “Was that a ‘yay’ or a ‘nay’ to there being someone in the room?”

      “It’s a ‘possibly’.”

      “And we’re sure this is a secret passage? Not shoddy workmanship.”

      I inclined my head. “It’s a ‘possibly’.”

      “You’re usually a lot more definitive in your answers.” Jake waved me down from the wardrobe.

      “That whole Carlos thing threw me.” I accepted Jake’s offer of help as I jumped down from the chair. When I was clear he scampered up our homemade pyramid like a monkey.

      “Well, I believe that you saw someone and I believe you’re right and this is a secret passageway.” He positioned his hands and shoved at the wall. The partition gave and the motion carried his torso forward. I grabbed his legs before he could tip and fall into the passageway from the top of the wardrobe. He righted himself and grinned down at me. “Teamwork, bro.”

      The secret door was hinged at the corner of the wall. Jake scrabbled down and we peered into the black hole of the open door between the wall and the wardrobe.

      Then we threw our clothes on. I grabbed my torch and palmed my Taser as well. Just in case.

      “Is that a Taser?”

      “Yeah. Did you think we were going to drive out to the middle of nowhere with no way to protect ourselves if things got dicey?”

      “What else have you got in there?” Jake edged closer to my rucksack.

      “The usual. Shotgun. Mace. A mace. Axe. Throwing stars. Everything a self-reliant girl needs.”

      He eyed my bag. “You don’t have a shotgun in there.”

      “You’re right, I don’t, but only because my mum vetoed it.”

      “Your mum vetoed it?”

      “My dad and I were watching this programme where these guys shoot ghosts with rock salt and my dad said that if I was going to wander around supposedly haunted and deserted places as part of my job then that was probably a good weapon since it would work equally well on normal or paranormal deviants, but my mum said something about a sawn-off not being ladylike, so she vetoed it and bought me a Taser.”

      Jake stared at me. “I love your family so much.”

      “You ready?”

      “Hell, yeah.” He darted for the passageway, but I grabbed his arm before he could go charging into what could possibly be deadly danger.

      “Let’s take it slowly, cautiously, and not have any mortal accidents, okay?”

      “You ruin all my fun.” He tried to sound disappointed, but he was vibrating with excitement.

      “Uh-huh. I’m responsible like that.” I shuffled sideways between the wardrobe and the wall and turned on the torch. No light. I felt Jake crowding my back. “There’s going to be a weird noise. It’s me so don’t freak out.”

      “That’s not a warning you’re about to fart, is it, because this is a pretty enclosed space and I’m standing right by you.”

      “Yes. I’m about to break wind. Brace yourself.” And then I pumped the handle of my dynamo torch. A crunching, gear-churning sound filled the space.

      “Aurora. I feel that our relationship is strong enough for me to say this: You need to see a doctor.”

      I flipped the torch on and shone it in his face. “You’re hilarious.”

      He followed me into the narrow passageway. It was barely wide enough for one person to walk abreast. He closed the door almost all the way, then stopped. “Should I close this? How are we going to find our way back here?”

      “There have to be doors all over the house. We can come out at one of those if we can’t find our way back here.”

      With the door closed the air was permeated with a damp, musty aroma that reminded me of the deserted buildings I’d investigated as a child. The floor of the passageway, like the rest of the house, was varnished floorboards, and just as clean. I shone the light up. There were no cobwebs on the brickwork. That meant someone was using these passageways. And cleaning them. So maybe someone really had been in my room.

      “Which way?”

      “This way.” We were already facing toward the back of the house so I figured that would be the way to explore first.

      I stepped carefully along the boards. They didn’t creak. They made no sound at all. Someone could’ve been wandering around these passages all night and we wouldn’t have heard them.

      “How would someone know where they were going?”

      “I guess they’d know the house layout.” I covered my light to see if there were any tiny beams of light shooting into the passageway from our room. There weren’t. So no one was spying on us. That was good to know.

      Further ahead lay a wooden staircase leading down. I placed one hand on the brickwork to steady myself and stepped carefully down one stair at a time to try to not make a noise. Halfway down I paused. I could hear voices, but I couldn’t tell where they were coming from. I tapped Jake’s arm, pointed to my ear, and swirled a finger in the air asking if he could tell.

      Jake shook his head and mouthed, “Who is it?”

      I couldn’t quite make it out. Trying to keep my weight to the side of the stairs, so they didn’t creak, I crept further down. The hushed voices were slightly clearer halfway down. Where would that mean they were in the house? On the back stairs? I pressed my ear against the wall and felt Jake’s hand on my shoulder letting me know he was directly behind me.

      “Does anyone else know?” It sounded like Ruby. She wasn’t whispering, but she was keeping her voice low.

      “I don’t know,” Blanca hissed.

      “Okay, okay, okay. Let me think how to deal with this.” Ruby was silent for a long moment. “We’ll have to tell Nevis.”

      “Can’t we deal with it together?”

      “We need help getting rid of her.”

      “I thought—”

      A scream ripped through the peace of the night, interrupting their whispered conversation.

      “Who was that?” Ruby asked. “Teresa?”

      Both of their footsteps beat a frantic rhythm down the stairs while I manhandled Jake backward as he tried to push me forward.

      “We have no idea where this passage empties out.” I shoved him back the way we’d come, no longer worried about stealth since I could hear footsteps from all over the house. We made it back to my room and I held the light so Jake could grapple with the door. He finally managed to pull it open and we edged around the wardrobe into the bedroom and out into the corridor.

      We sprinted along the corridor to the main staircase and down our branch of the stairs to the landing. I’d expected to see everyone there before us, but the hall was empty.

      “Where is everyone?” I looked around for Blanca and Ruby, who I’d definitely heard sprinting this way, or for the owners of the footsteps racing around while we’d been heading back to our room, but the hall was empty.

      “There!” Jake pointed to Teresa, who was dripping wet and slouched against the open doorway of the lounge, next door to the study. “Is she dead?”

      I shook my head. “Dude, I hope not.”
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      Jake followed me down the stairs as I rushed to get to Teresa and then skidded to a halt a few feet away. She was soaked through. Literally dripping wet. Droplets of water splashed onto the hardwood floor from her hair, darkening the wood.

      “I can’t see any blood. And I think her chest is moving. I think she’s breathing.” I crouched down in front of her and placed my fingers on her neck. She definitely had a pulse. So she’d fainted? I gently shook her shoulder. “Teresa?” Her eyes flicked open. She startled back and let rip another vicious scream and then fainted again. “Yep. Still alive.”

      “What’s going on?” Nevis called from the stairs. “What’s all the charging around about? And who’s screaming?”

      “Is anyone up there with you?” Jake asked.

      Nevis checked over his shoulder. “Anyone, like who?”

      “We heard footsteps,” Jake said.

      “Probably the storm. Everyone is likely asleep in their beds. Or they were until you screamed. Is everything alright?” Nevis descended the stairs. I moved to the side so he could see Teresa’s slumped form. “What happened? Is she okay?”

      “I don’t know. She screamed. We found her. She woke up, screamed again, and then passed out again. She doesn’t seem to be physically harmed.” I moved so that Nevis, who was still dressed as he had been earlier in the evening, could check Teresa’s vitals. “You didn’t hear both screams?”

      “What’s all the commotion about?” Ruby appeared at the mouth of the corridor that led from the back door into the entrance hall before Nevis could answer. She was wrapped in a red silk dressing gown that she’d accessorised with kitten heels that boasted a fluffy strap across the toes. I assumed she was using them as slippers, but they looked ridiculously uncomfortable to me.

      “We heard Teresa scream,” I said. “Twice.”

      “Is she okay?” Concern filled Ruby’s voice as she wrapped her robe more tightly around herself and scurried over to us.

      “You heard two screams, right, Ruby?” Jake asked.

      “Only one. Why?” Ruby placed a hand on Nevis’ back and bent down to examine Teresa.

      I stepped back to give her more space. “So that wasn’t you charging down the back stairs just now?”

      She straightened and adjusted her dressing gown. “No. I was in bed. Maybe the first one woke me without me realising what it was.”

      “You were in bed?” I asked.

      She tightened the tie keeping her robe closed. “Weren’t you?”

      Jake shook his head. “We were ghost hunting. At the back of the house. We heard people talking, sounded like you.”

      “I was in bed,” Ruby repeated as Nevis cast a curious glance her way.

      “Who’s ghost hunting?” Philip asked from the same corridor Ruby had come from. He was fully dressed too, but in different clothes to earlier. “Are you hunting for Ali’s ghost?”

      Ruby whirled around. “That’s inappropriate.”

      “Why?” Philip sounded confused. “Recently deceased in a violent situation. That seems like perfect ghost-making circumstances. Maybe if you manage to contact her, she can tell you where Carlos is. Can’t those in the spirit realm see everything?”

      “Please, can we refrain from talking like this?” Ruby’s voice had an edge of irritation to it. “I don’t like to think that Ali’s ghost is wandering the halls.”

      “She’d be a perfect witness for her own murder,” Philip continued, and then spoke directly to me. “Do you have contacts in the spirit realm?”

      “Why did you change clothes?” I wasn’t touching the whole “spirit realm” thing. I absolutely wouldn’t be able to do it without sarcasm.

      Philip looked down at himself as if surprised that he were in different clothing. “Oh. I couldn’t sleep, so I had a long bath before bed and—I heard some commotion so I got dressed. I didn’t realise I’d put something different on. Don’t my shoes go with my shirt?” He threw a pointed look at my boots, and ran a hand over his still-damp hair. “What’s wrong with that Teresa?”

      As if on cue, Teresa regained consciousness, her hands covering her face, and made loud, sloppy sobbing noises. Nevis tried to ease her hands down to look at her face, but she wouldn’t let him.

      “Okay, come on.” Ruby helped Teresa to her feet and guided her to the sofa in the room beyond. “What happened?” She sat next to Teresa on the sofa and rubbed her soaked back with one hand while offering her tissues.

      Teresa hair clung to her face as if she’d showered fully clothed. I moved around the room following in her footprints. They’d come from the patio doors. I ran my hand over the back of the curtains. They were damp. Damp like the doors had been open and the curtains had taken a blast of the heavy storm rain.

      “Teresa, were you outside?” I pulled the curtains back, peering out through the doors. The light was on in the room and it was dark outside so I couldn’t see anything. Yes, it seemed like a stupid question because she was drenched, but it seemed more stupid to be outside in the storm. Why would she be outside? I cupped my hands around eyes and peered out. It was too dark. I was going to have to open the door.

      Teresa made some unladylike snorting noises and wiped at her eyes. “I was—”

      “What’s going on down here?” Dick burst through the doorway, wrapped in a chunky, towelling navy bathrobe. “The charging around. The screaming. It’s a heck of a hullabaloo for this time of night.”

      “He said ‘hullaballoo’ with a straight face,” Jake whispered as he joined me at the patio door. The relief of finding Teresa alive had made him a little giddy.

      “Aurora and Jake were chasing Ali’s ghost,” Philip explained, and then gestured to Nevis and Ruby. “I’m not sure what these two were doing. And then Teresa screamed.”

      “I was sleeping,” Ruby said with a heap of indignation. “And Nevis was—”

      “You were hunting down Ali’s ghost?” Dick’s lip curled in distaste. “That’s hardly appropriate, is it?”

      “She is a reporter,” Teresa said through snivels. “What do you expect?”

      “Well, you invited her here so you must have expected something,” Jake said addressing the group in general.

      “I didn’t expect her to bring death with her,” Teresa cried and jabbed a finger at me.

      “Teresa, this house is called Maison de la Mort, which literally translates as ‘house of death’. Pretty sure I didn’t bring it here.”

      “Okay, I know this is a stressful time.” Nevis held his hands up and twisted at the waist so he could see everyone. “We all need to keep it together. We need to work together to get through this, okay? Now, Teresa, what happened? Were you outside?”

      “Yes—yes—yes,” Teresa stammered, suddenly overwhelmed with tears again. “I was—I’d—”

      Another scream echoed around the entrance hall before Teresa could tell us what had happened. As one organism, we all dashed out into the hall. All except Teresa, who followed sluggishly behind.

      “Where did that come from?” Dick asked, his attention jumping around the hall.

      “I need to tell you all something,” Teresa whined from the doorway.

      “Upstairs?” Philip suggested.

      Elise stumbled out to the landing from the right corridor, the opposite side of the house to where Jake’s and my room were. Once she had everyone’s attention, she bent at the waist, placed her hands on her cheeks and screamed again.

      Jake leaned into me. “I know we don’t know her that well, but does that seem out of character?”

      “Told you Ruby inducted her into the game.”

      “But we told her about Ali,” Jake stressed. “I felt like she believed us.”

      “Me too, but maybe Ruby’s argument was more convincing than ours.”

      Blanca, drenched and dressed in black running leggings and a black running top, darted out of the corridor behind Elise. Where had Blanca been? Why was she wet? Had she been soaked when she’d been talking to Ruby or had she gone outside afterward? If she had been outside, how had she heard the screams?

      “What on earth is wrong?” Blanca placed her hands on Elise’s shoulders and spun Elise around to face her.

      “He’s dead,” Elise wailed. “He’s dead!”

      “Who? Who’s dead?” Dick charged up the stairs and snatched Elise from Blanca’s hold. He grabbed her by the upper arms and shook her so hard I heard her teeth click. “Who’s dead?”

      “Hey!” Blanca knocked his hands off Elise. “She’s clearly upset and that is not helping.”

      Before we could get any answers from Elise about who was dead, Teresa screamed again. Everyone turned to stare at her. She put her back to the doorframe and slid to the floor, the back of her hand pressed against her forehead. She slumped to the side and half curled up on the floor.

      “He’s dead,” she wailed, and thumped the floor with her fist.

      “What is wrong with these people?” Jake whispered. I blew out a breath as I shook my head, wishing I’d managed to take some aspirin for my headache earlier.

      “What the hell is going on out here?” Professor Prunus yelled as he strode out from the opposite corridor to Elise. “Some of us are trying to sleep.”

      “People are dead,” Dick boomed across the distance. “Have some respect.”

      “Who’s dead?” Prunus called back.

      Neither Elise nor Teresa answered.

      “Elise, who’s dead?” I asked.

      “Well, of course, you’d ask the interloper,” Teresa muttered.

      I turned Teresa. “You tell me then.”

      Teresa licked her lips and pushed a strand of sodden hair out of her face. “Someone. Someone is definitely dead.”

      Philip crouched next to her. “What do you mean ‘someone’?”

      “I couldn’t tell who it was for sure.” Teresa tossed her head.

      “Who do you think it is?” Jake asked.

      “It looked like the detective to me,” Teresa said.

      “The detective?” I looked between them, at the different directions they’d come from. “Is that what you saw Elise?”

      “Well, I—I—I—saw something,” she stammered.

      “Can you tell us where?” I asked and Teresa narrowed her eyes at me then pointed back into the lounge. I looked up at Elise, who pointed back in the direction she’d come from.

      “They’re pointing in different directions,” Jake whispered to me.

      “Of course they are.” I sighed. “Elise, whereabouts did you see him?”

      “Oh, of course, you’d ask her first again,” Teresa wailed. “I found him first.”

      “Let her tell you, Aurora.” Elise dabbed at her tears with a tissue. “If it means that much to her.”

      “I found him first! I should get to tell everyone first,” Teresa shrieked. She climbed to her feet using the doorframe to support herself. “Don’t act like you’re trying to do me a favour, you gatecrasher.”

      “It’s okay, Teresa. I know you don’t mean to be hurtful.” Elise wiped a tear away. “It’s stressful finding a dead body. I completely understand. Go ahead and tell everyone.”

      “Don’t. Don’t try and act all gracious,” Teresa shot back.

      “Blanca. Dick. Professor.” Nevis bit their names out. “Go with Elise.”

      “Who died and made you the boss?” grumbled Prunus, but he descended the stairs on his side and headed toward Elise and the small group.

      Nevis ignored the comment and focused on Teresa. “Can you show us?”

      Teresa disappeared back into the room.

      “I think we should split up. I’ll go with the Elise group.” Jake was already moving in their direction as he spoke. I grabbed the sleeve of his jumper and pulled him back.

      “Yeah, I don’t think so, Sherlock.”

      “That way we can be first on both scenes.” He tugged his arm to indicate I should release him.

      “We’re not first on either scene.” I stepped closer and lowered my voice. “And I’m not letting you run around a house riddled with secret passages and a killer on the loose.”

      “It’s because you need me to protect you, right?” Jake patted my hand. “I get it. You don’t need to say it aloud.”

      I rolled my eyes at him and followed him into the lounge. “Yeah, that’s what it is,”

      Nevis opened the patio door and a gust of wind blew through the room, slamming the other door closed. Nevis, Ruby, Teresa and Jake were between me and the patio and I could still feel the rain in the air. This was going to be bracing. The thunderstorm didn’t look like it had lessened any. In fact, it seemed to be getting worse.

      “I’m not going out there,” Ruby announced, and stepped back from the door.

      “I don’t want to go back out there either,” Teresa whined.

      “What were you doing outside in the first place?” I asked.

      Teresa pushed her dripping hair out of her face. “I was taking a walk.”

      “In the middle of the night?” Ruby asked.

      “In a storm?” Philip asked.

      “I find it calming.” Teresa tossed her head, water droplets flinging off her head and hitting Ruby’s red dressing gown, making crimson splotches. “And none of you commented on Blanca running around out there.”

      Jake grimaced as he looked out into the storm. “Shouldn’t we get coats?”

      I shook my head. “Don’t think it’s worth it. I don’t have a coat that’s going to keep me warm or dry in that. And it’ll be one more thing to dry out when we get back inside.”

      “Which way?” Nevis asked, and Teresa pointed to the right. “It would be a lot easier if you could show us.”

      Teresa shook her head, raindrops flying from her hair. “I’m not going back out there.”

      “Can you at least tell us where to look?” Nevis pressed.

      Teresa pointed toward the back of the house. “I’ve told you. That way!”

      Jake glanced my way, eyebrow arched. I nodded. Yes, I did think Teresa’s behaviour was suspicious.

      Nevis grabbed three industrial torches, way more powerful than my little dynamo one, from the side table cupboard by the patio doors, handed a torch to me and one more to Philip. Jake glanced my way once more, eyebrow arched. Once again I nodded. Yes, it was weird that they kept torches in a side table cupboard in the lounge.

      Nevis clenched his jaw and stepped out into the storm. I checked my torch worked and then Jake and I followed. The cold took my breath away. It was like breathing in shards of ice. The rain was so heavy I was soaked in a matter of seconds and the wind gusted around me. I had to shade my eyes, like you do when it’s sunny, to keep enough rain out of my vision to be able to see.

      Jake gripped my arm. I wasn’t sure if it was because he thought I was going to be blown away by an extra strong gust or because he was afraid he was. I swept the beam of my torch in front of us in steady side-to-side motions. Or as steady as I could.

      Philip followed us out. I knew the second he’d stepped outside because he let loose a string of expletives. Even through the heavy rain, I could read Jake’s expression of envy. I think he’d have commented on it, but that would’ve meant opening his mouth and letting out what remaining warmth he had left.

      We struggled against the wind, following Nevis’ slow, staggering progress along the path. Where was the body supposed to be? Admittedly visibility was low, but I couldn’t see anything even remotely body shaped on the path ahead. Had Teresa meant around the back of the house? It would’ve been helpful if she’d said that and then we could’ve gone out of the back door. Nevis kept walking, so we kept following, Philip cursing behind us the whole time. We staggered the whole length of the side of the house, past where we’d found the cigarette butts and footprints earlier.

      Nevis turned around and scanned the ground we’d covered. “Did we pass it?” he yelled over the wind.

      “We didn’t see anything.” I knew I’d spoken the words, but the wind stole the sound so I shook my head.

      Jake took the torch from me and stepped onto the grass, surveying a little away from the house. I pulled him back by his hood and yelled in his ear. “Teresa would’ve had to be able to see it from the path without a torch.”

      “What if she wasn’t on the path?” Jake yelled back. He shone the torch directly in my face and raised his eyebrows. Yeah, he knew he’d made a good point, but there was no need to blind me over it. I knocked his hand down and turned to Nevis.

      “Are we going to check around the back?” I yelled, and nearly choked on a mouthful of freezing rain for my trouble. I pointed as I spoke, trying to convey what I was saying in actions. “Maybe Elise saw it from her window.”

      Nevis gave what I took for a “might as well” shrug. We were already frozen and soaked through. Ahead of us Nevis turned the corner and stumbled back a step. He put his arms up to protect his face and bent forward into the icy wind. I looked to Jake, who nodded. I gritted my teeth, turned the corner and took the full force of the elements. I stumbled back a step under the elemental assault and Jake grabbed my arm.

      The wind took my breath away. Not only was it a head-on wind, but gusts buffeted around us as well. One gust tried to blow my jumper up while another was helping the rain plaster my hair to my head and another was forcing frozen water into my left ear. We struggled forward and caught up with Nevis.

      Once he was level with the back door, Nevis stopped and stared out at the gardens. The light from the windows above illuminated the immediate vicinity, but further down the stone steps everything was dark. Nevis angled his head and pointed to the bottom of the steps.

      “Is there something there?” The wind stole most of the volume, but I could just make out what he said.

      Cupping my hands around my eyes to keep the rain out, I stared out across the grounds.

      “There.” Jake pointed to the bottom of the steps. I squinted at where he was pointing. A shadowy, body-sized lump lay sprawled at the bottom of the steps.

      Philip caught up as we stumbled down the steps, the gusts shoving at us from all sides. Nevis was the first to the bottom of the three flights of stone steps. Lying on its side, with its back to us, it was definitely a body.

      As Nevis bent over the figure, I peered back up at the house above. In the window, I could see the other group who’d followed Elise’s directions to the body all staring out of the window at us. For a moment they were still. Like a portrait. And then, as if on cue, they all burst to life at the same moment, arms waving around as they argued.

      “Help me move him,” Nevis shouted over the roar of the wind.

      “Should we do that?” Philip moved closer to the body, preparing to grab the legs despite what he’d said.

      “We can’t leave him here.” Nevis gestured with an open palm to the figure and then the storm around us. He rolled the body onto its back. I guessed the intention was so he could grip it under the arms to carry it more easily, but he jumped back. I moved to the side to see what the problem was. The hilt of a dagger protruded from the body’s chest.

      Despite already being frozen to the bone I felt a cold shiver run through me. Perhaps because I was already under an environmental onslaught and my body was busy defending itself against that, it was the only reaction my body could muster. Jake’s glacial fingers encircled my wrist. I wasn’t sure if it was to hold me back or so he had something to ground him.

      He pressed into my side and, despite the howling winds, I heard him clearly. “Is this real?”

      There was practically no blood on the body or pooling around him. Did that mean the heavy rain had washed it away or did it mean he hadn’t really been stabbed? I inched forward, pulling Jake with me as Nevis hovered by the head of the body while Philip waited to our left. I felt as though they were waiting to see what we’d do. I took that to mean they thought this was another Cluedo death.

      I bent down, Jake followed me, and I prodded around the neck area. My fingers were rapidly turning numb, so it was difficult to work out if I couldn’t feel a pulse because there wasn’t a pulse or because I couldn’t feel my fingers. In all honesty, there wasn’t much we could do anyway. We had no way to leave, no way to call out, and, if he wasn’t already dead, we had to move him or he’d die from exposure. I motioned for the torch Jake was holding. Somehow I felt as if seeing where my fingers were on the neck would help. I shook my head at Jake and we swapped places.

      Jake began probing the neck for a pulse while I examined the dagger. There was no point in trying to preserve evidence. I was pretty sure the rain would’ve washed any trace away. Still, I used the cuff of my jumper as I reached out to the dagger. Philip grabbed my wrist.

      “I don’t think you should touch that,” he yelled in my face. “Evidence.”

      I wasn’t about to waste my energy explaining it had all washed away. Surely he must know that. I shook his hold off and reached for the dagger again. This time Nevis caught my hand.

      “We need to get inside.” He was yelling at the top of his lungs, but I could only just make out what he was saying. I shook his hand off too, but before my cuff touched the dagger, the body was hoisted up to chest height. I supposed it would be easier to check if the dagger was real when we were inside, but somehow, checking it outside, in the rain, made me feel like I could leave the emotions associated with finding another body out there as well.

      I tapped my neck at Jake, asking if he’d found a pulse, and he shook his head. We walked behind as Philip and Nevis carried the body in like unneeded pallbearers. Jake held up a finger and pointed it directly at the face of the dead man, whose head was lolling to the side as the two men carried him up the steps.

      “What’s wrong?” I yelled in Jake’s ear. It was too dark to see what the problem was.

      “It’s not the detective,” he yelled, and pointed the torch at the body’s face. “It’s Butler.”
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      The group that had followed Elise were waiting at the back door. None of them were venturing out into the storm, but were waving us inside with urgency, as if we were being chased.

      “Is that …?” Blanca frowned at the body Nevis and Philip carried across the threshold and into the small foyer. They didn’t make a move to go anywhere with him, almost as if they didn’t know what to do with him now.

      We followed them inside and closed the door. I held on to the hem of Jake’s jumper to keep him by the back door with me.

      “That’s Butler!” Dick jabbed a finger at Teresa.

      “No, I saw the detective.” Teresa shook her head as she stared at the face. “I’m sure it was. Which one of you did this?”

      “How do we know you didn’t?” Elise asked. “You were the first to scream. Finding a body is a great way to cover having killed them.”

      “How dare you—”

      “Where are we going to put him?” Philip asked over Teresa’s outburst.

      “With Ali,” Nevis said, and the group parted to make way for them.

      “Dagger to the heart.” Professor Prunus shook his head as they passed him. “What a way to go.”

      Dick and Professor Prunus followed them while Ruby placed her hands on Teresa’s shoulders as she stood behind her and watched.

      “What did you see?” I asked Elise. Or tried to, but I only made a chattering noise. Now I was back in the relative warmth I felt a lot colder. I wasn’t sure if that was from finding another dead body, the icy rain or both.

      “Okay. You two, upstairs and changed before we’re laying both of you out next to Ali as well.” Ruby shooed Jake and me up the back stairs. “Go on.”

      As much as I wanted to stay downstairs and question Elise and Teresa about what they’d seen, I was losing the feeling in every part of my body. I didn’t want to get back to the newsroom and have to explain to Marcus why Jake and I were missing fingers or toes. And I flat out refused to think about what my parents would have to say.

      I tried to agree, but it came out as more chattering. I grabbed Jake with my numb fingers and shoved him up the stairs in front of me. I had the impression that he’d have liked to argue, but his jaw wasn’t cooperating either.

      I tripped up the top steps and Jake reached out a hand to catch me. I felt hollow. Weirdly void. As if I’d left a part of myself outside in the rain where we found the body. And lightheaded. And plain uneasy. The expression on Jake’s face told me he was dealing with a similar emotional overload.

      I tugged his sleeve to get his attention. “You okay?” I wasn’t sure the words came out clear, but he got the gist.

      A violent shiver ripped through his body and he spoke through clenched teeth. “I’d feel a lot better if we could stop finding dead bodies.”

      An involuntary bark of laughter escaped me. “Me too, dude. Me too.”

      We had shuffled a few steps along the corridor, shivering and teeth chattering, when we heard a door close nearby.

      We stopped. I pointed to the floor between us, asking if that had come from upstairs. Jake nodded, pointed behind me in the opposite direction to our rooms, and raised his eyebrows in question. All thoughts of a warm shower forgotten, we scurried along the corridor in the direction of the noise. We reached the corner and peered around. The corridor was empty.

      Nightmares of having amputated frostbitten fingers temporarily on hold, we tiptoed around the corner. I wasn’t really sure what we were looking for. No one had come out of these rooms because they’d have passed us or we’d have heard them descend the main staircase. So that meant someone had entered one of the rooms, but who, because everyone else was downstairs? Carlos?

      “Try the handle,” I mouthed to Jake, and pointed to the door on the right.

      “What if someone’s in there?” he whispered back.

      “Who could be in there? Everyone’s downstairs.”

      “What about the gardener?”

      “We’ll say sorry.” I physically moved him away from the door and gently twisted the doorknob. The door didn’t budge. “Locked. Your turn.”

      Jake tried but the door on the opposite side of the corridor didn’t open either. We shuffled forward and Jake reached for the next door on his side. He twisted the knob and pushed. The door didn’t move.

      “This is like Russian Roulette,” he whispered with a grin, his teeth barely chattering at all now the excitement had taken over.

      “You get a one in six chance of killing yourself in that game. It’s not exactly a great analogy.”

      He pointedly counted the six doors in our corridor then pressed his lips together and gave a wide shrug. “Looks pretty accurate to me.”

      I turned my back on him, trying not to imagine a giant revolver on the other side of the door, and twisted the doorknob. Locked.

      “Safe this time.”

      I pointed in his face. “You’re an idiot.”

      “Why aren’t we picking the locks on these doors?”

      “Didn’t hear the door lock, only the sound of the door closing.” I gestured to the last door on either side of the corridor. “It should still be unlocked.”

      Jake flexed his fingers and reached for the door. He twisted the doorknob. Both of us held our breath. He pushed. The door didn’t open. He did what I assumed was a happy dance that involved a spin and a kick. Water flew from him as he moved and the squelching of his shoes was deafening. So much for going covert.

      “In your face,” he hissed at me, still doing his dance.

      “You remember we’re looking for a murderer, right?”

      “Sorry, got carried away.”

      “Uh-huh.” I wrapped my hands around the doorknob of the last door. I twisted and pushed. The door gave.

      Jake stepped around me to head into the room, but I grabbed his arm and stepped in front of him. The only thing worse than explaining to Marcus about my frostbite-amputated fingers would be explaining about my frostbite-amputated fingers and a dead Jake.

      “Hello?” Jake called softly over my shoulder and into the room.

      “What are you doing?”

      “What? I was letting whoever was in here know we were coming in. If it is the murderer we don’t want them to come out all candlestick swinging, do we?”

      “And you think saying hello is going to prevent that?”

      “Well—”

      “I need to find a stronger word than ‘idiot’.” The room had the same double four poster bed with curtains to the right and dresser and bathroom to the left as my room. And personal belongings everywhere. “This is someone’s room.”

      “Whose?” Jake crowded behind me.

      I pointed to a familiar grey hoodie, draped over a chair, with the word “Army” emblazoned across the front. The one Dick had been wearing when we first met him.

      I crept to the far side of the room and peered into the bathroom. Empty. No one in the shower cubicle. No one hiding in the cupboard beneath the sink. I came back out of the bathroom to find Jake checking in the wardrobe.

      He jerked his head in the direction of the bathroom. “No one in there?”

      “Nope.” I checked inside the drawers, bottom to top. Full of clothes, but empty of people. I checked in the top drawer. Underwear.

      “What are you doing?” Jake hissed at me as I rooted through Dick’s underwear.

      “It’s the most common hiding place for important stuff.” I pulled the mixture of brightly patterned boxers and plain white briefs forward and ran my hand against the back of the drawer.

      Jake shook his head as he watched me. “That’s just not right.”

      My fingers found something ridged. I moved the underwear to the side and pulled out a photo frame. It was the size of a small notepad displaying a wedding photo. Dick had his arms wrapped around a slight blonde lady as they beamed at the camera. From Dick’s age in the photo, it was at least twenty years old.

      “Who keeps a wedding picture in their underwear drawer?” Jake asked. “And look. You’ve made all his underwear damp.”

      I looked down at myself then at the drops we’d left on the floor. “We need to go.”

      “I thought we were looking for whoever came in here.”

      I replaced the picture and ruffled the underwear before closing the drawer. Then I ushered Jake toward the door. “Whoever came in here, if they came in here, is gone now.”

      “You’re thinking secret passageway?”

      “Boy, am I thinking secret passageway.”

      “Don’t you want to find it, chase the killer down and save the day?” He tiptoed to the wardrobe to check the gap between the wardrobe and the corner, then pointed above the wardrobe. The wallpaper had the same slight peel as ours. “Definitely secret passageway.” He squeezed into the gap between the wardrobe and the wall.

      “Think about this for a second. Everyone is downstairs apart from Carlos and the detective.” I grabbed Jake’s wrist and tugged him out of the gap.

      “So one of them is the killer? Maybe they’re in it together.” Jake pointed to the internal wall. “And hiding behind these walls.”

      “Maybe they are the killers, maybe they’re not, but how about we don’t get caught in a tight space with them?”

      “Really? You were all for charging along the secret passages earlier.”

      “Yeah, when we had lights and some type of weapon to defend ourselves with. All we’ve got now is my smile and your squelchy shoes.”

      Jake eyed the wall with disappointment. “That’s a fair point. Your smile isn’t that great. And I don’t even want to mention your hair right now.”

      I nudged him toward the door. “I hope you get pneumonia.”

      We snuck back out of the room and hurried toward the back of the house. We’d made it along the back corridor and were turning onto ours when we collided with Nevis.

      “Where have you two been?” He peered behind us, along the corridor.

      “She got lost.” Jake jerked his thumb at me as we continued walking. “You should’ve seen her trying to navigate her way here. Honest, man. Anything other than a straight line?” He shook his head and blew out a breath as he opened the door to what was now our room and gestured for me to go in. “No chance.”

      He squelched into the room behind me and closed the door before Nevis could ask any more questions.

      “Who did you think went into Dick’s room?” Jake ducked as I threw a pillow at his head for the lack of direction dig. He picked it up from the floor, fluffed it and placed it back on the bed without comment.

      “Carlos. The detective. Someone else. I don’t know.” I pulled some fresh clothes out of my bag. “Who do you think it was?”

      “Same options you gave.” Jake piled his clean clothes on the bed. “What about Blanca’s conversation with Ruby? About getting rid of Ali’s body?”

      “I’m having the first shower after your navigation comment.” I grabbed my stuff, dumped it all on the chair and then dragged it halfway into the doorway of the bathroom. “And that’s not what we heard.”

      “That’s what I heard.” Jake pointed to the seat. “What are you doing with the chair?”

      “You’re going to sit on it. And that isn’t what you heard. All Blanca said was that no one else was there when ‘it’ happened. And Ruby wanted to tell Nevis about ‘it’ because they’ll need help to get rid of ‘her’.”

      “Yeah, no one else was there when Blanca murdered Ali and they need Nevis to help them get rid of the body. And Blanca was wet. She could’ve easily have come back in after murdering Butler.”

      “Blanca was wet when we saw her but was she wet when she was talking to Ruby? Or did she go out afterward for some reason? And if she’d just murdered Butler, why didn’t Blanca tell Ruby about both? If Ruby is willing to help Blanca get rid of one body, why not two?”

      “Maybe Blanca thought that two bodies was pushing it and she had time to deal with Butler herself,” Jake suggested.

      “Or maybe Blanca had a cat who died and she needs help to take it to the vets.”

      “That’s what you’re going with? A dead cat?”

      “I’m saying, you have to hear what is said, not add your own interpretation.” I inclined my head. “Doesn’t look great for Blanca, though.”

      “I liked her, too,” Jake said with a sigh. “And Elise is in the game now?”

      “I guess. That whole scream business? She—” I cut myself off as a violent shiver ripped through me. “Let’s talk when we’re dry. Sit here.” I tapped the back of the chair that I’d positioned in the doorway of the bathroom.

      “While you’re in the shower?”

      “Yep, so I know you’re not snooping and getting yourself into trouble. And so I know no one’s abducted you and dragged you into the walls.”

      “While you’re in the shower?” he repeated.

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s weird.”

      “You’ll be thanking me when you live through the next ten minutes.” I collected my things from the seat and tapped the back of the chair again.

      Jake’s face twisted up, but he came over. I threw a towel out of the bathroom at him. Then I stripped out of my sopping wet clothes and danced around in the shower for a few minutes until I got warm.

      Once Jake was showered and changed too, we headed out of the room. Even from the top of the staircase, we could hear arguing. Something about more raised voices, more action, more drama, had a wave of tiredness washing over me. I checked my watch. “Do you know it’s only just past one a.m.? We’ve only been here for about six hours.”

      “Is that all? Feels like a lot longer than that. I’m going to sleep for a week when we get back.”

      “More arguing?” Nevis sighed as he joined us at the top of the staircase, looking at the open door of the library. “You both head to bed. There’s no point everyone losing a good night’s sleep.”

      “No offence, Nevis, but it doesn’t matter when I head to bed, I’m not getting a good night’s sleep here,” I said as Jake and I followed him down the stairs. I grabbed Jake’s cuff to hold him back and let Nevis walk on ahead. Then I pointed to the study and Jake and I shuffled sideways across the hall, keeping an eye on Nevis to make sure he didn’t turn back and try to stop us.

      We crept inside and both stood with our backs to the door, looking down at the two sheet-covered bodies lying side by side in front of the fireplace. It was easy to make out which body was which. Butler’s sheet was almost like a circus top because of the dagger sticking out of his chest. It was almost funny. Almost.

      “What are we doing?” Jake asked.

      “Ali is dead, right? Definitely dead?”

      “As dead as a person can be. Butler too. You’re having doubts?”

      “Yes, because they don’t believe it. And now they’ve roped Elise in—I felt like we convinced her. I felt as though she believed us. If she had a change of heart, it makes me think that she might know something we don’t.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like, maybe Ali isn’t really dead. Like maybe Ali was waiting in Elise’s room for her and Ruby to show up and that’s why Ruby closed the door.”

      “But how would Ali get there without—secret passages. And that would easily be enough to convince Elise that the game was still on. Yeah, okay. I’m on board with double-checking they’re both dead.” He stared at the ceiling and blew out a really long breath, as if steadying his nerve. “Let’s do this.”

      “You don’t have to look. You can stand guard,” I offered.

      “Nah, we’re partners, partner. You want to do some gross stuff. It means I have to do it with you.”

      He stepped forward and I grabbed his wrist. “So you know, that doesn’t work in return. I’m not doing gross stuff when you want to.”

      He huffed a laugh. “Yeah, you will. Which one do you want?”

      “I’ll take Butler, you take Ali?”

      Jake edged around one side and I went to the other.

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” The hollow sensation that I’d managed to wash off in the shower was slowly creeping back over me.

      “Let’s just get this done.” Jake sucked down a breath and pulled the sheet back from the cook’s head. The stale metallic smell of blood filled my nostrils. I knew my tea was long digested, but it still felt as if there were a chance I’d see it again. Jake covered his mouth with the back of one hand. “Wow. That’s pungent. What am I looking for?”

      “Check the pulse on both wrists and her neck. Focus on that. When you’re done, cover her back up, okay?”

      Jake nodded and went about his tasks. I pulled the sheet from Butler’s torso. His expression brow was wrinkled in anger, but then, if I’d been stabbed through the heart, I’d have been angry too. I reached out to probe his neck for a pulse. The skin was much warmer now and I almost expected him to sit up or slap my hand away, but he didn’t. My fingers grazed the slight stubble on his neck. For some reason, that, of all things, made my stomach contract, ready to vomit. I snatched my hand back and wiped my fingers on my jeans as I took a steadying breath. Once the nausea passed, I quickly prodded around his neck and when I was sure there was definitely no pulse I turned my attention to the dagger wound.

      “She is absolutely dead,” Jake announced as he covered Ali back up. He wiped his hands on the corner of the sheet as if he were wiping her death off. The colour he’d gained in his cheeks from the warm shower was gone. He was almost as pale as the sheet covering Ali. “I’ve no idea how Ruby convinced Elise, but it wasn’t with Ali. How about you?”

      “Definitely no pulse. There’s no latex on his neck. This isn’t a dummy. He’s not breathing, even shallowly. This is a genuinely dead person.” Cuff over my hand, I gently pressed the handle of the dagger to one side to see if there was a metal blade attached.

      “What are you doing?” Jake moved around the bodies and crouched next to me.

      “I’m checking this dagger doesn’t have a retractable blade or that it’s just a handle strapped to his chest. That there is really a metal blade buried in his chest.”

      Jake peered into the wound as I pressed the dagger to one side. Then he fell back against the sofa and covered his mouth as he made a wrenching noise. I scanned around for something he could throw up in, but before I could move he wrapped his fingers around my forearm.

      “I’m okay.”

      “You sure?” I asked, because his colouring had degraded from white to grey.

      He blew out a breath and wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead. “Yes. And Butler is one hundred per cent dead.”

      “Okay. Let’s go.” I covered Butler back up and helped Jake to his feet. I could hear voices, but the hall was empty so we tiptoed across to the kitchen.

      “What now?” Jake asked as we scrubbed our hands with antibacterial soap and nail brushes beneath the hot water tap in the kitchen.

      “Now we go and tell those people their friends are definitively dead.” I grabbed a fistful of paper towels and gave half to Jake. He dried his hands then rooted through the drawers, coming up with a spoon.

      “We tried that before with Ali, remember?” he asked as I dried my hands and used the towels to shut the water off, so I didn’t touch the tap.

      “Yes, but we didn’t make them get up close with her.” I rested my hip against the counter. “If one of them takes her pulse, smells the blood, really looks at Butler’s wound, there’s no way they can still think they’re not dead.”

      “What do you think Elise saw?” Jake wandered to the two huge chest freezers at the back of the kitchen.

      “I’m not convinced she saw anything.”

      “Her reaction was theatrically over the top. But then so was Teresa’s. And she thought it was the detective.”

      “I think we need to find out exactly what they saw, in case one of them did see the murderer, and then we need to convince them Ali and Butler are dead.”

      “It’s not like we haven’t tried.” He bent down to check the handwritten labels of contents on each freezer, then moved the ashtray of cigarette stubs to one and lifted the lid of the other.

      “Yeah, but—” I stared at the two huge chest freezers. Huge enough to store a body in. Huge enough to store our missing Carlos in. And our missing detective in. I lunged forward and caught the lid before Jake could open it more than an inch. He frowned at me.

      “What? I’m getting ice cream. I need some sugar to replace all the adrenaline. It’s not—” He stared down at the freezer lid we were both holding. Then he let go as if it had burned him. He flung the spoon away and it clattered to the floor. “No. No. Tell me there’s not another body inside. I’m not ready to find another one yet.”

      I shook my head, still not lifting the lid any higher. “There probably isn’t.”

      He jabbed an accusatory finger at me. “Then why did you lunge for the lid?”

      “Because we’re still missing Carlos, and if we open this freezer without expecting a body to be inside we might freak out, but, if we’re aware it’s a possibility, we’ll deal with it better.”

      “What? Expected or not, I am not going to deal well with Carlos’ corpse on my ice cream.” Jake turned away and then turned back. “Why would he even be in there?”

      “Because if you killed him and wanted to keep his body out of the way, where would you put it?” Before he could say anything else, I lifted the lid, peered inside and gasped.

      “Oh, what-what-what?”

      I turned to face him, my eyes wide in surprise. “They have mint choc chip!”

      Jake stormed over to the freezer, keeping his eyes on me the whole time, then casually reached inside. He pulled out a tub of chocolate ice cream and pointed a finger in my face. “I hate you.”

      “Meh.” I closed the lid, a wave of relief washing through me that there hadn’t been a body inside. I moved the ashtray back to the other freezer top.

      “You’re going to find a body in that one.” Jake was perched on one of the stainless steel countertops, digging into his ice cream. “Karma.”

      “That’s not how karma works.” And yet I still held my breath as I lifted the lid and peered inside. “Jake?”

      “Yeah?” I turned to see that he had a heaped spoonful of chocolate ice cream near his mouth. He dropped the spoon back into the bucket when he saw my face and slid off the counter. “What?”

      “They have two freezers full of ice cream.”

      He threw me the most disgusted look I’d ever seen on anyone. “You’re so not cool.”

      “But don’t you feel better knowing there are no dead bodies in those freezers?” I asked, heading back out into the hall. Because I did.

      “No, because until you freaked out, it hadn’t even occurred to me there might be dead bodies in the freezers.”

      “So you’re saying it was me?” Ruby’s shriek came from the lounge. “You’re saying I’m the one stabbing people and bashing their heads in with candle sticks?”

      “That wasn’t what I said,” Elise cried. “I never said it was you.”

      “It sounded exactly like what you said,” Teresa chipped in. “Who else is wearing red?”

      “Maybe someone else had something red,” Elise shrieked. “Maybe it wasn’t even red. Maybe it was the light.”

      “Right, so now it was green?” Teresa asked.

      “I never said green!” Elise’s voice broke on a sob.

      I sighed outside the door. “Once more into the breech, dear friend.”
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      “Hey, what’s going on?” I asked as I pushed the door open.

      Professor Prunus was hovering in the corner with the window cracked open, smoking his pipe. Dick was standing in front of the roaring fireplace with his back to the room and both hands resting on the mantlepiece as if he were trying to push it forward. Blanca was sitting in an armchair at the back of the room, a half-empty whisky decanter in one hand and a half-empty glass in the other.

      Ruby faced us, arms folded and lips pursed. “Well, Elise is saying I killed Butler. Or possibly Teresa killed him. Give her a moment, maybe she’ll accuse you too.”

      “That’s not what I said,” Elise pleaded with Ruby.

      “Elise? Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Oh, right. Ask her if she’s okay?” Teresa grumbled. “Don’t ask me.”

      “Here.” Nevis nudged my arm with a glass of whisky and gestured to Elise. I thanked him and passed it to her.

      Elise took it with a sob and a half smile, then drained it in one gulp. “Can I have another?”

      Blanca pushed up from her seat as though it were an enormous effort, refilled it from the decanter she wasn’t letting go of and stumbled back to her seat. Elise took a small sip, hiccuped and excused herself.

      “Tell us what happened?” I crouched in front of Elise so she’d focus on me and hopefully not worry about everyone else.

      “I was in my room. I woke up when I heard people charging around. I thought it was the storm. I looked out of my window and—” She took a sharp intake of breath, her bottom lip quivering, then her eyes darted to Ruby.

      I tapped her knee to get her attention back on me. “It’s okay, Elise. Tell us what you saw.”

      “Red.” She took a healthy swig from her glass. “I saw red.”

      “Why don’t you flat out say it was me?” Ruby snapped, arms folded, posture rigid. “Don’t be oblique about it. Point the finger directly at me.”

      “She didn’t say it was you.” Jake inched a tiny bit closer to me as if he was getting ready to physically defend me and Elise. “She said ‘red’.”

      Ruby spread her arms wide to gesture around the room. “Do you see anyone else in red?”

      “No, but if I wanted to deflect attention from myself, I’d wear something red when killing someone in case anyone saw, because then everyone would think it was you,” I explained, and faced Elise again. “What did you actually see?”

      “Three people. They were arguing. One came back inside, one turned to walk down the steps into the gardens, and then the third person followed him down and stabbed him.”

      “He wasn’t stabbed,” Teresa said. “Someone hit him over the head.”

      “Hit him? With what?” I hadn’t noticed any head wounds when I’d checked him over.

      “Of course he was stabbed,” Dick roared as he faced the room. “The man had a dagger protruding out of his chest.”

      “I know what I saw,” Teresa snapped. “Maybe he was stabbed afterward.”

      “Who hit him?” I asked Teresa.

      She sipped some of her drink. “I couldn’t see.”

      “You couldn’t see who hit him, but you know someone hit him?” What sense did that make?

      “They had their back to me.”

      “Where did they hit him?”

      “On the head?” Teresa sneered at me as if I were stupid.

      “Where on the head? Front? Back? Temple area?” I pointed to the different areas as I spoke.

      “What does that matter?” Professor Prunus asked.

      “Where?” I asked Teresa again, holding up a finger implying Prunus should wait.

      “From behind,” she said slowly, as if she gave the wrong answer and could quickly take it back.

      “So you saw the altercation from behind. Both parties had their backs to you?” I asked with the least amount of inflection possible.

      She answered in the same slow manner. “Yes.”

      “Was the person at the back taller? Shorter? Do you remember what they were wearing?”

      She shook her head. “It all happened so fast.”

      “Okay. And did you see what they hit him with?” I asked.

      “Yes. It looked like a really big spanner.”

      “A wrench? Someone hit him with a wrench?” I wasn’t sure what it was, but I believed her. It made no sense with what we’d found, and her initial reaction had been so over the top, but what she was saying now? I believed her.

      “You didn’t see any of this?” Nevis asked Elise.

      She shook her head. “All I saw was the three people. I think they were fighting when they came outside, and then the killer—” She flicked her eyes in Ruby’s direction and then back to me in the worst attempt at subtlety ever. “The killer stabbed him and then he fell down the steps.”

      “Did you see anything that could identify someone?” I asked.

      Her eyes flicked to Ruby again. “No.”

      Teresa gestured to Elise with her glass. “That is not what happened at all.”

      “And where were you exactly?” I asked Teresa.

      “I was—”

      “Does it matter where she was?” Dick yelled from the fireplace.

      “Actually, old boy, it does,” Professor Prunus piped up. “You see, the reporter is trying to establish who was where so we can work out which one of you is killing people.”

      “Which one of us?” Dick’s voice was a low growl that reminded me of a dog that was giving you a warning it wasn’t happy. “Which one of us is killing people?”

      “Well, it clearly wasn’t me,” Professor Prunus said.

      “It took you long enough to get to the hall when everyone else was already there,” Teresa pointed out. “You were the last one. Were you drying off? Slipping out of whatever red thing you wore to stab Butler?”

      “You said he was hit over the head.” Blanca’s words were delicately slurred. She gestured to Teresa with her glass. Some amber liquid sloshed over the side and splattered onto the carpet unnoticed by her. “You said he was battered with a wrench.”

      “But she also said it was the detective, so how can we trust her word?” Prunus reminded everyone.

      “How do we know Elise didn’t do it?” Philip piped up from the doorway. “She claimed she saw what happened and was quick to point the blame. Maybe she did it?”

      “Where is the detective?” Ruby asked, looking around the room. “He’s conveniently absent.”

      “Probably because Elise killed him after she killed Butler,” Professor Prunus offered.

      “Okay, well, I’m going to bed.” Nevis spoke loudly over the chatter. “I suggest you all do the same.”

      “There’s a murderer on the loose.” Dick gestured around the room.

      “Did you point at me?” Blanca slurred and tried to stand, but flopped back down into her seat.

      “Yes, there is,” Nevis agreed as he walked over to Blanca. “But sitting around here and pointing fingers isn’t going to change that.” He took the whisky decanter from Blanca’s hands but she held onto the glass as he helped her to her feet. “Let’s get you to bed.”

      “He has a point,” Philip agreed.

      “You would say that if you were the murderer,” Dick grumbled.

      “Okay.” I stepped in Nevis’ path to the door. “Everyone stop. There’s something that you need to see.”

      “Another body?” asked Dick.

      “No. It’s the same bodies, but you need to see them.” I followed Jake out of the room in the direction of the study, leaving them murmuring behind us.

      “What are you doing?” Nevis charged past me and blocked the door to the study.

      “We’re going to show you the bodies,” I said.

      “We’ve seen the bodies,” Dick snarled from behind me.

      “I know you’ve seen them, but which one of you checked their pulse? Which one of you examined the dagger wound on Butler?” I looked around the group. “Anyone?”

      The way Teresa tossed her head at me reminded me of a horse. “We know they’re dead.”

      “No, you think they’re game dead when actually they’re really dead,” I clarified.

      “What are you talking about?” Philip asked.

      “One of you needs to go in and check their pulse.” I held my hands up. “That’s all I’m asking.”

      “Are you insane, woman?” Professor Prunus cried. “You’ll contaminate the evidence.”

      “Maybe that’s what she wants,” Teresa called from behind us. “Cover her guilt.”

      “It is pretty morbid,” Ruby agreed. “Maybe we should all get some sleep.”

      “It’s not morbid. It’s unthinkable.” Dick moved to stand next to Nevis and block the doorway.

      “Maybe it’s not the best idea, Aurora,” Elise said.

      “I agree with them.” Blanca’s speech was more slurred.

      “Oh, dear. I told you to take it easy,” Philip lightly chastised her.

      “I’m fine.” She waved him off and stumbled to the side.

      “No, you’re not.” He placed an arm around her shoulders to support her. “Come on, everyone. It’s been a long night. Elise, Ruby, will you help me get her to bed?”

      “Of course.” Ruby took Blanca’s other side and Elise followed behind as they headed for the stairs.

      “Elise, they don’t need your help,” I called after her.

      “Aurora, look at the poor girl.” Elise gestured to Blanca, who was stumbling around. “We could probably do with your help too.”

      I shook my head. “She’s not drunk.”

      “That’s right.” Blanca’s words had morphed from slightly slurred to barely understandable. “I’m not drunk.”

      “Aurora—” Elise began.

      “We found Butler, what? Twenty minutes ago?” I asked. “Blanca was wet, so she had to have gone to her room to shower and change. That’s at least ten minutes. So she managed to get that drunk in the remaining ten minutes? That’s dang near impossible. She’s acting because she—like everyone else —thinks Butler and Ali are alive.”

      “She’s not acting,” Dick scoffed. “She has no tolerance. Women like that shouldn’t drink.”

      “Women like what?” Teresa moved past me to square off against Dick.

      “She’s upset about Butler and the cook, Dick,” Ruby retorted, using his name as an insult again. “Like we all are. Like you are. Only she’s not trying to cover it up.”

      “I’m not covering anything up.” He slapped his chest as if he were a gorilla. “I own my emotions. And you—” He stepped up to me.

      “I wouldn’t, mate.” Jake placed a hand on the front of Dick’s shoulder to stop him from getting any closer to me. “I know she looks all fragile and delicate, but you’ll be on the ground before you know what’s happening.”

      “You’d let a little girl fight your battles?” Dick scoffed at him.

      Jake shrugged. “Yeah. And this wasn’t actually my battle. You were stepping to her.”

      “Okay, okay.” Nevis ushered everyone away from the study door. “Everyone’s upset. Tempers are frayed. Let’s call it a night and get some sleep.”

      “No. We—” Before I could finish, the smash of breaking glass echoed around the hall.

      “Oh, Blanca.” Ruby sighed. “Teresa, will you get the dustpan and brush? Aurora, will you help?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Aurora, that’s rude,” Elise whispered. “We’re guests here.”

      “It’s not because I don’t want to help,” I explained. “It’s because Blanca’s drunkenness, her smashing that glass, Dick’s attitude, it’s all a distraction technique to stop us from getting in the study, but what you folks need to know is that Jake and I have already examined Butler. And he has a real dagger stuck in his chest. A really real dagger. I don’t know how many more times I can say this, they are both genuinely dead.”

      “We know this.” Teresa made a show of rolling her eyes. “Talk about a drama queen.”

      I looked at Dick and Nevis blocking the study door. Even if I managed to get one out of the way there was no reason the other would move. And physically moving them was a pretty aggressive tactic, but then these people needed to understand that their friends were really dead.

      I stepped back and evaluated Nevis. Maybe they did know their friends were dead and this was how they dealt with it. Just because they weren’t dealing with it how I would, didn’t mean they weren’t dealing with it at all. But then why would they try and keep us out of the study? Although I had threatened to mess with the bodies and any potential evidence. And in their shoes, I wouldn’t want a stranger messing with the bodies of people I’d known, but then why would Blanca act drunk? Unless she really was that much of a lightweight.

      “What’s going on?” Jake whispered in my ear, and gestured to my face. “It’s like you shut down for a minute.”

      I stole a glance at Nevis. “I’m doubting myself.”

      Jake shook his head. “Don’t. We’re right.”

      I smiled at him. He would never replace Freddy, my true confidant, but he was becoming a pretty good second choice.

      “Elise?” I turned to where Ruby and Elise were still helping Philip support Blanca. “You remember when you showed up earlier and, despite there being a dead body in the study and a killer in the house, Jake and I trusted you enough, even though you were a stranger to us, to let you search with us?”

      “Yes.” Elise looked to Ruby and then back to me.

      “I need you to trust us now. I don’t know what Ruby told you to make you believe that this is all part of the game, but it’s not.” I pointed to the study door. “There are two very genuinely dead people in that room.”

      “I know,” Elise said.

      I pointed to my face. “Look at me, Elise. They’re dead. I genuinely believe they’re dead.”

      She shifted her weight from foot to foot. “We all do.”

      “How about this, Elise?” Jake asked from behind me. “How about if you go in and check if they’re dead. Just you. If you come out and tell us they’re dead we’ll be satisfied that you all believe that and we’re not still playing the game, but you have to check their pulse, Elise. You have to genuinely check if they’re still alive.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Teresa scoffed. “They’re obviously dead. For heaven’s sake. I’ll go and check.”

      “They asked me, Teresa.” I imagined if Elise could’ve done a hair flip she would have.

      “So, what do you say, Elise?” I asked.

      Elise dodged the smashed glass as she approached the study. “Fine, but I want you to know that I’m not happy about touching dead people.”

      “Who is?” I asked.

      “This is ridiculous,” Dick said, but moved away from the door.

      Nevis gave Elise a subtle nod as he opened the door for her. I took that to mean he expected her to tell us that, yes, they were dead, even though they weren’t. She returned it and headed into the study.

      I nudged Jake. “Good work, dude.”

      “I hope it pans out,” he muttered.

      Elise inched alongside Ali’s covered form and then turned around, arms outstretched. “How do you want me to check?”

      “Pulse at the neck.” I placed two fingers on my own neck to demonstrate. She felt her own neck and then bent at the waist to pull the sheet from Ali’s head.

      “Phew.” She coughed and covered her mouth as she reached down with one hand. She prodded around the cook’s neck for at least half a minute while we waited. She found the pulse on her own neck again and then tried to find Ali’s pulse. After another excruciatingly long minute, she turned to Nevis. “I think I’m doing this wrong.”

      “They’re dead, Elise, they’re not supposed to have a pulse,” Nevis reminded her.

      “I know, I know, but—” She prodded Ali’s neck while looking at Nevis, confusion all over her face.

      “Oh, for goodness sake!” Teresa swiped Nevis out of the way and stormed into the room. “Move.”

      Elise straightened and rubbed the small of her back as she walked back out to stand by me while Teresa crouched over Ali and probed her neck. Teresa angled her head and stared off into the distance as she kept feeling for a pulse. Abandoning that, she reached for Ali’s wrist and felt around that.

      “Nevis?” Teresa called. “Nevis? Can you check this for me please?”

      “What’s going on?” Ruby asked as she came to stand by the door, followed by Philip and a suddenly sober Blanca.

      “I couldn’t find a pulse.” Elise frowned at me, her expression dazed.

      “That’s because they’re dead, Elise,” Ruby said, almost cajoling.

      “No, I couldn’t find a pulse,” Elise repeated.

      “What?” Blanca asked, her words no longer slurred. “What does she mean?”

      Teresa moved away from Ali and pulled the sheet from Butler’s face to check his neck while Nevis checked Ali. He frowned up at Teresa and shook his head. Teresa shook hers back.

      “What?” Ruby pointed to them, her voice inching higher in panic. “What does that mean?”

      Nevis covered Ali back up and Teresa did the same with Butler. Nevis followed Teresa out and closed the door behind them. Teresa wore a glassy expression. She was staring at the faces of the group, but it was like she didn’t see them.

      “I’m—er …” Nevis coughed and ran a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry we didn’t listen—I didn’t listen.” He addressed Jake and me. “You were supposed to think they were dead, so …”

      “What? What does that mean?” Blanca asked.

      “They’re dead, Blanca.” Nevis looked as though he’d aged ten years in under a minute. He looked around at the group, his shoulders sagging under the weight of the declaration. “Aurora and Jake were right. They’re genuinely dead.”

      Confused muttering surrounded us. Elise’s fingers wrapped around my hand and she inched closer.

      “Nevis?” Ruby stepped in his path, fisting her hands in his shirt. “I don’t—”

      “They’re gone.” He cupped her face in his hands. “They really are gone, love.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t—I don’t understand.”

      “That makes two of us,” Dick muttered. “It’s not like this is news.”

      “Of course they’re dead.” Professor Prunus waved his cane in the air. “They’ve always been dead.”

      “I don’t understand what’s happening,” Philip whispered to Blanca. “Is this part of the improv? Aren’t they supposed to be dead?”

      “For goodness sake, let’s stop all this foolishness and get to bed.” Dick waved his arms forward as if to usher everyone up the stairs.

      Slowly I edged backward out of the group, pulling Jake and Elise with me until we were far enough back that we could see everyone. Philip strode to the study door, Blanca on his coattails. He was in the study before Nevis could stop him. Seconds later a string of expletives from Philip drifted out into the hall, followed by a strangled scream of anguish from Blanca. The sound chilled me through my hoodie.

      Dick and Prunus rushed into the study as Blanca came stumbling out. Teresa was sitting on the floor in the middle of the entrance hall and Blanca dropped to her knees next to her, sobbing. Prunus darted out and made it three feet out of the doorway before he snapped over at the waist and threw up. Vomit splattered on the floor. Philip came up behind him and shoved a wastepaper bin beneath his face as he vomited again. Dick exited the study and closed the door. Somehow, there was a solemnness to it. Dick didn’t move. He stood in the doorway as if guarding it.

      “Sort of wish we’d not convinced them now,” Jake whispered as he scanned the hall. “Feel a bit like a douche.”

      “I think we should probably head to bed and leave them to their grief,” Elise whispered and tugged me up the stairs. I climbed while looking back out over the hall. Nevis was trying to comfort a hysterical Ruby in the doorway of the lounge. Teresa, dazed and distant, sitting on the floor, was stroking Blanca’s hair as she sobbed in her lap. Prunus was hunched over, gripping onto his wastepaper basket like a lifeline, while Philip stood behind him, one hand on Prunus’ back but his attention elsewhere. Dick was like a statue in the doorway.

      “Aurora, let’s go,” Jake muttered.

      “You did the right thing.” Elise muscled herself between Jake and I, much like Ruby had when we’d first arrived, and led us up the stairs. I took one last look back at the hall as we headed along our corridor.

      “Elise, what did Ruby say to you to convince you the game was still on?” I asked.

      “She explained how the game worked, what had happened so far, and how I would possibly be asked to contribute.”

      “How did she convince you?” Jake opened the door to our room and we followed him inside.

      “She explained how the game was supposed to work,” Elise reiterated.

      “Why did you believe her over us?” Jake asked as he sat on the bed.

      “Well, she—” Elise paused in her explanation as her eyes lit on our furniture pyramid. “Redecorating?”

      “Secret passage,” I explained. “You were saying?”

      “Er …” She tore her eyes from the corner of the room and focused back on us. “Right. She said that you were supposed to believe Ali was dead.”

      “That’s it?” I asked when nothing else was forthcoming.

      She gave an embarrassed shrug. “In my defence, you were supposed to believe Ali was dead. And I hadn’t seen the body. I just thought they were doing a good job.”

      “And you didn’t see what you said you did tonight, right?” Jake asked.

      “I was supposed to say that. I didn’t even look out of my window.” She lifted her hand as if she were going to cover her mouth. Not in a theatrical way, more like an involuntary movement. “Do you think I could’ve seen who did it?”

      “No, Elise, I don’t,” I said with the most confidence my tired body could muster. I didn’t want her to feel bad. “Did someone tell you to say that?”

      “No, no. I had an improv card.” She patted her pockets, looking for it. “That’s how the mystery is directed. The actor who plays the maid or butler decides who the killer is and when to release what clues.”

      “So they work like plot points.”

      “Yes, but only the people who get the cards know about that plot point. Ah.” She pulled a business card–sized piece of paper from her pocket and handed it to me. The writing was small and in block capitals.

      Jake read it aloud over my shoulder. “You see Butler arguing with two people. He is stabbed. Imply, but do not outright state, that one of the participants is Ruby. Action time: 12:55 a.m. Please destroy card.”

      I took a photo of it with my phone. “Why did you keep it?”

      Elise gave me an embarrassed smile. “Memento? And in case Teresa was trying to set me up.” She held her hand out for the card and I gave it back. “Turns out Teresa was out to steal my limelight anyway. I wonder why they gave her a different one.”

      “Elise, when did you get this card?” I asked. “How did you get this card?”

      “Butler must have pushed it underneath my door sometime after everyone retired. There was a knock and this had been pushed under the door.”

      “Do you remember what time?” I asked.

      She winced. “Maybe elevenish.”

      “Which means Butler was still alive then,” Jake said. “Narrows our window of opportunity.”

      Elise let out a huge yawn. “Oh, excuse me.”

      “I think it’s time we all got some sleep,” I said.

      “Do you want to stay in here with us?” Jake asked.

      “Oh, that’s very kind of you, but I think it’s best if I go back to my own room, for your sakes.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, because if she was about to say she thought the killer was coming after her, I was about to barricade her in the room with us.

      “Death always makes me a restless sleeper. As soon as I drop off my mind jerks me awake, as if my subconscious wants to check I’m still alive. Sometimes I snort.” She gave me an embarrassed laugh. “At least this way you two can get some sleep.”

      “If you’re sure?” I asked, and she backed up to the door.

      “I’ll see you both in the morning. For a brand new day.” She closed the door behind her.

      I wedged the chair under the door handle and Jake shuffled the dressing table in front of the entrance to the secret passageway, overlapping the wardrobe. Someone could still get in, but they’d have to climb over the dresser to get into the room. Hopefully we’d hear that.

      “I’m pooped.” Jake sat on the side of the bed.

      “That’s nice.” I handed him a spare notebook and pen.

      “What’s this?”

      I could’ve easily given a sarcastic reply, but I was too tired. “Write down everything you remember from tonight. Everything. Doesn’t matter if it’s a tiny detail. We can pull it all together tomorrow.”

      After nearly half an hour of furious scribbling, I could barely keep my eyes open. I climbed into bed.

      Jake pulled the duvet all the way up to his chin. “If someone tries to kill us again, wake me, okay?”

      I flopped face down into the pillow, so my voice came out muffled. “Sure thing.”
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      “Aurora?” Jake’s head poked up above the duvet. From where I was sitting, on the floor at the foot of the bed, he reminded me of a meerkat, the way he was peering around.

      I stuck my hand in the air and waved it to get his attention. “Here.”

      “How long have you been up?” He patted the duvet down so he could see me.

      “A while.”

      “How long is a while?” He pushed himself to a seated position and tried to wrap the duvet around him. “Hang on.” He threw the duvet back over his head. The duvet bobbed up and down in weird shapes. I had no clue what he was doing. And then his head popped out from underneath the duvet at the bottom of the bed. He grinned at me. “You were saying?”

      “You know we have to make that bed, right?”

      He tried to look over his shoulder at the mess of duvet and sheets behind it. He looked like a turtle with a duvet shell. “It’ll be fine. A little tug here, smoothing over there.”

      “Your mum drops by your student accommodation to make your bed for you, doesn’t she?”

      “No, I make my own bed.”

      “Do you, though?” I narrowed my eyes at him. Something about the defensiveness in his voice made me think that wasn’t quite the whole truth.

      “Yeah.” He shrugged. It was a weird motion while he was lying down. “I mean, Karl’s girlfriend makes everyone’s bed when she stays over, but otherwise I make it.”

      “How often does she stay over?”

      “What are you doing down here?” He pointed to my mass of papers on the floor.

      I assumed that meant she stayed over a lot. “I couldn’t really sleep all that well last night, so I got up and tried to work out who was where during what.”

      Jake’s eyes roved over my notes. “Did you sleep at all?”

      “Not really.” I took my ponytail down so I could retie it and imprison some of the flyaway strands that had come loose during the night. “As soon as I lay down my head started buzzing with all this. I thought if I could get it all down and out of my head then I’d sleep.”

      “How’s that working out for you?”

      “I’m still in the middle of getting it all down and out of my head.”

      “Jeez,” Jake angled his head so he could read some of the notes I’d been writing. “There’s a lot of space in your head.”

      “I’m going to take that in a complimentary way, meaning I remember a lot.”

      “That’s your prerogative. So, what do we have?”

      “I feel we need to recap the events because so much happened in such a short space of time. This is our timeline. We got here. We met everyone. We had dinner. Carlos arrived. We went into the study. Carlos fake died. You and I went to the kitchen to check the phones. We came back to the entrance hall where Ruby was about to fake shoot everyone because they fake thought Carlos was dead.” I paused to check there wasn’t anything Jake wanted to add.

      “I’m with you, keep going.” He rested his chin on his hands while he listened.

      “We decided to leave and get help. We met the detective at the door. He went in. We went out. He came out to bring us back in. We decided that Carlos might not be dead, so we came back in and went to check his pulse. Instead of Carlos, we found Ali’s body. You and I went back out to leave, but the tyres were slashed. We came back in. We decided to search the house for Carlos. Elise knocked on the door. She searched outside with us. We found cigarette butts. We came back inside, nobody having found anything, and then we went to bed. Then I possibly saw, possibly imagined, a figure in our room. We found the secret passageway and explored.” I waited for Jake to interrupt.

      He motioned with his hand for me to carry on. “I’m good, keep going.”

      “We heard Ruby and Blanca talking. Teresa screamed. We heard footsteps that I assumed were people running to her aid, but when we got there, it was only us. She screamed again, then Nevis, Ruby and Philip showed up. Philip had wet hair. Nevis was still dressed. Ruby was in a nightgown. All five of us headed to the lounge with her. Dick came in dressed in a bathrobe.

      “Elise screamed. Blanca showed up dressed in black and wet, then so did the Professor, who was dressed for bed. Dick and the Professor went with Elise. Ruby stayed with Teresa. You, me, Nevis and Philip went to look for the body. We found Butler. Stabbed in the chest. We brought him in. We left the others with the body. You and I came up here to get changed. We heard a door close. We checked and only Dick’s room was open, but there was no one inside. We found his wedding picture hidden in his underwear drawer with briefs and colourful boxers—”

      “That you dripped all over.”

      “That’s not essential to the timeline. Shush. We came back to our room. Showered. Went downstairs. We checked to make sure Ali and Butler were both dead. They were. You got ice cream and we checked the freezer for more bodies. Didn’t find any. Went into the library where Elise was obliquely blaming Ruby because of her improv card. Teresa told a different story. We made Elise check Ali’s pulse, then Teresa did, then Nevis did. They told everyone they were dead. People were confused. Nevis comforted Ruby, Teresa sat on the floor. Blanca and Philip went in to look for themselves. Dick and Prunus followed. Blanca came out and cried in Teresa’s lap. Prunus threw up while Philip comforted him in a way. Dick stood by the door. We came to bed. Elise told us about the improv card that was pushed under her door at around eleven. Did I miss anything?”

      “No, but I’m shattered hearing all that back,” Jake said, and rubbed at his eyes. “Was there a reason for going back through all that?”

      “Yes.” I unfolded the eight pieces of paper I’d taped together horizontally out in front of him. They had the timeline that I’d just read through.

      “Wow.” He drew the word out as he stared at my art. “You really didn’t sleep at all, did you?”

      “No, but I wanted to check I had everything in the right order because now we can mark our observations on it.”

      He reached down from the bed and trailed a finger over the seam of where I’d joined two sheets. “Did you bring Sellotape with you?”

      “Scotch tape. You never know when it might come in handy.” I tapped my timeline. “Let’s start at the beginning. Do we still agree Ali was murdered where we found her?”

      “Yes. And that puts her time of death in between when we first left and when we came back in with the detective. That’s not a whole lot of time.”

      “Doesn’t take a whole lot of time to bash someone over the head a couple of times and dive back into the secret passageways before someone sees.”

      “Who do you think killed the cook? Are you still with the same suspects?”

      “Yes. Teresa because of the earrings, Ruby and Nevis because of the video and the possibly overheard conversation and possible blackmail, and Prunus because of their relationship.”

      Jake shook his head. “I’m still not convinced Teresa killed her over earrings.”

      “It doesn’t have to be over the earrings. Perhaps they had sentimental value. Perhaps they were only the inciting incident. And Ali wasn’t wearing them when we found her body—”

      “Maybe she took them off.”

      “Can you remember if she had them on when we found Carlos?”

      He closed his eyes for a long moment. When he opened them, he shook his head. “No.”

      “Me either. Dang it.” I frowned down at my timeline. “We could try and find out which is her room and search it before we leave, I suppose.”

      “I still don’t think it was Teresa. She was pretty dazed when she came out of the study last night.”

      I stared at him. “She’s an actress.”

      “I’m not sold on Prunus either.”

      “I’m positive they were in some sort of long-term relationship—I’m convinced of it. Maybe after he killed her he’d been able to pretend that she wasn’t really dead because everyone else was still playing the game. Then, when he was confronted with what he’d done, it made him physically sick.”

      “What was his motive?”

      “If they were in a relationship? Could be anything. And I find it weird, if it ended badly—and from his attitude I’m pretty sure it did—that they both wanted to be in this confined space. Maybe they argued over who had the right to be here.”

      “Seems extreme.”

      “Murder and relationships are, dude. And I want to throw Dick in the ring as a suspect too.”

      “Dick? Why?”

      “Do you wear boxers or briefs?”

      Jake reached out and tipped my notebook down so he could see the page. “Is that really on your list or are you checking I’m paying attention?”

      “Dick’s underwear drawer had a mixture of colourful boxers and plain white briefs. I was tired and cold and it didn’t register last night. I wrote it down along with the rest of my notes and when I saw it this morning, I thought it was weird.”

      “Yes, it is weird that you’re recording a random man’s underwear choices. I’m glad you realise this.”

      “No, I thought it was weird because my dad wears blue or white boxers. Sometimes they’re patterned, sometimes they’re not, but they’re always blue, white or blue and white. Not red. Not green. And not briefs. Boxer shorts.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “My mum complains about it at Christmas. She always tries to get him to wear festive ones—I’ve no idea why—and I somehow get caught in the middle of it.” I tapped the notebook. “My point is that Dick had white briefs and colourful boxers.”

      “Maybe he likes to change it up?”

      “Or maybe, he’s not staying in that room alone.”

      “So he keeps the white ones for when he’s romancing a lady? You’ve put far too much thought into Dick’s underwear.”

      “I thought you kids today were supposed to be open-minded.”

      “About underwear preferences?”

      I hit him on the head with my notebook. “He’s sharing the room with another man.”

      Jake reared back. “Because he likes variety in underwear? Even if that’s true, and that’s a big if, who is the other guy? Prunus?”

      I shook my head at him in disbelief. “Carlos.”

      “What?”

      “Someone went into Dick’s room when everyone was downstairs. That was the only room that was open. All the rest were locked and I didn’t hear a door being locked, only closed.” I held up a hand to stop Jake before he interrupted. “Yes, maybe they locked it and we didn’t hear it, but I think Carlos was hovering in the stairwell to snoop on what was going on. He darted back to the room when he heard Ruby shoo us up the stairs. He heard us in the corridor outside and hid in the secret passageway.”

      “Why would they hide their relationship?”

      “Because Carlos was supposed to be a stranded motorist, remember? They weren’t supposed to know him.”

      “Okay, let’s put this underwear business to the side for a moment.” Jake waved the topic away, clearly not convinced. “Here’s a question. Why was Ali in the study in the first place?”

      “Maybe to talk to Carlos about whatever she’d heard outside.”

      Jake snapped his fingers and pointed to me. “Yes! I can see that. But then where did Carlos go? Say there is a secret passage and that’s how he got out of the study. Where is he now?”

      “I think he is still somewhere in the house.”

      “Well, that’s creepy.” Jake’s eyes darted around the room. “Alive or dead?”

      “Didn’t I just get through saying I thought that was who was in Dick’s room last night?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “But, for argument’s sake, let’s say that wasn’t Carlos in Dick’s room last night. I still think Carlos is alive. Or at least he was when he left the study.”

      “Why?”

      “Because those passageways are narrow and Carlos was an average-sized guy. Even if whoever killed Carlos was capable of hoisting him over their shoulder they still wouldn’t have been able to carry him through the passageways because they’re too narrow. So they’d have had to drag him. That would’ve been a pretty big job and even a guy like Dick would be hot and sweaty after that. When we came back in, no one looked like they’d dragged a dead body through a secret passageway. And no one looked as if they’d just had a shower.”

      “Those are good points. So we’re saying that, regardless of whether Carlos was in the room when Ali was murdered, he left that room alive?”

      “Yep. And there’s still the possibility he could’ve killed Ali if she tried to muscle in on his blackmail action. If there is blackmail action.”

      “This is true,” Jake agreed while scanning my timeline. He reached down and tapped a sheet. “Who slashed the tyres? That had to have happened when we found Ali’s body, but why would someone slash the tyres then?”

      “Ah. I think Butler did it.”

      “Butler? Why?”

      “Who has the most to lose if this weekend fails?”

      “They all do. This is their job.”

      “Yes, but remember what Elise said? Nevis and Butler are partners.

      “So they killed Ali?”

      “No! They slashed the tyres. Or, more accurately, Butler did. He was gone the longest and, really, he’s the only one who could do it without being missed. We’d have noticed if Ruby disappeared for ten minutes, right? And I’m betting he cut the phone lines, too.”

      “Because?” Jake motioned for me to explain.

      “Because then we couldn’t leave and we couldn’t call the police.”

      “Slashing everyone’s tyres and cutting the phone lines is a bit extreme.”

      “Jake, you misunderstand the reach we have.” I gestured between us. “Not only through our hardcopy newspaper, but our enews site, our email list, you through the university. If we’d written a stellar review of this place, their business would boom. A few slashed tyres is nothing.” I was busy writing that explanation down on my timeline, but paused before I’d finished it. “When was the last time you saw the detective?”

      “When we went to bed after searching the house.”

      “Same here.”

      “So now we’re missing the detective and Carlos? Do you think the detective is in the walls somewhere as well? What about Teresa saying she saw him outside? Do you think she mistook Butler for him?”

      “No, I think Teresa saw someone whack someone else over the head.”

      “You think whoever killed Butler hit him over the head first?”

      I shook my head. “Butler had no head wounds. Remember how first Teresa said it was the detective who was dead, but then we found Butler? What if Teresa did see someone hit the detective over the head? What if the killer was dumping Butler’s body and the detective saw. So the killer had to kill him too and that was what Teresa witnessed?”

      “Then where’s the detective?”

      “Hidden somewhere. And Blanca was talking to Ruby on the back stairs about getting rid of someone. She was wet. Maybe that was who Teresa saw. But was she wet when they were talking or did she go out after?”

      “I thought you said their conversation didn’t mean Ali.”

      “No, I said don’t jump to conclusions because it might not mean Ali.”

      “I hope it’s not Blanca. I like Blanca.”

      “You like her boobs. It’s not the same thing.”

      An extra-loud clap of thunder sounded overheard and Jake winced. “Are you sure about leaving today?”

      “Yes. Even if it’s only so we get far enough to get phone reception and call in the cavalry.”

      “And what does the cavalry look like? He wouldn’t be a tall, dark-haired, swoon-inducing fraud detective, would he?”

      I stood, stepped over my timeline and yanked the duvet off him.

      “Hey!” He grabbed for the duvet and wrapped it back around him. He sat in the middle of the bed looking like a Mr Whippy ice cream. “Hasn’t he called? Is that why we’re so sensitive about it?”

      Before I could say anything, a light tap sounded on the door. I opened it to find Blanca. With shadows under her eyes, dressed in dark, loose-fitting jeans and an oversized navy heavy-knit jumper, she looked nothing like the woman we’d met the previous night. And I really hoped she hadn’t heard the comment I made about her boobs.

      “Hey. I’m sorry to bother you.” Her voice was hoarse, probably from crying. “I wanted to thank you. For being so persistent. If you hadn’t—” She covered her mouth with a jumper-clad hand as if that would hold back the emotion.

      “Do you want to come in?” I asked, but she shook her head. Then she launched forward and hugged me. I held her for a long moment until she pulled back.

      “Do you—do you know what’s happening?” she stammered. I assumed that was her way of asking if we knew who did it.

      I ushered her into the room, where Jake was hastily pulling on a T-shirt. She gave him a timid wave and he did his best to return it in a casually cool way.

      “Were you outside last night?” I asked rather than answering her question.

      “I was so excited for our first night. I couldn’t sleep and I love running in storms.” Her voice cracked as she spoke.

      “You came in the house the back way, right?” Jake asked.

      “Yes. I was running through the woods at the front of the house but looped around to come in the back door so I didn’t track mud and water everywhere. I didn’t see anything, though.”

      “We heard your conversation with Ruby on the back stairs,” I said.

      “How?”

      I pointed to our furniture pyramid that she’d missed. “Secret passage.”

      “How much did you hear?” she asked, her voice still soft.

      “We heard you tell Ruby that you wanted to be rid of someone and Ruby saying she wanted to tell Nevis because you’d need help,” Jake explained, and I heaved a heavy internal sigh. We weren’t going to get anything good from her now. Boys and boobs. It was really quite shocking.

      Blanca winced. “We were talking about Elise. We like her, but we can’t afford to take another actor on.” She huffed a laugh. “Or we couldn’t. I guess it doesn’t matter now. Anyway, I wanted to thank you both for being so determined. We’d have carried on as if we were still playing without you.” She opened the door and stepped out into the corridor, then gave us a timid smile and walked away.

      I closed the door after her, then I grabbed a pillow from the bed and beat Jake with it.

      “What? What?” He held his hands up to protect himself.

      “What? What!” I hit him with the pillow again. “You never tell them what you know. Have you learned nothing?”

      “What?”

      I threw the pillow on the bed and gestured after Blanca. “When she asked us what we heard the answer is ‘everything’ regardless of what you actually heard.”

      “How was I to know that?”

      “How do you not know that?” I picked up the pillow and hit him one more time for good measure.

      “You don’t believe her?” He pulled it out of my hands and tossed it back on the bed.

      “Do you?”

      “I want to.”

      “She gave us the tamest explanation for that conversation. They weren’t talking about Elise.”

      “Who were they talking about?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. But seconds later Teresa screamed that she’d seen someone being murdered and Blanca was wet.”

      “I like her, though.”

      I patted his shoulder. “We’ll find you a nice, non-murderous girl when we get back. What about Butts?”

      Before Jake could respond, the bedroom door burst open. Prunus stomped into the room and slammed the door behind him. He was dressed in an outdoors type of navy half-zip jumper, cargo trousers and walking boots. His cane was nowhere to be seen. “Who did it?”

      “Who did what?” I asked.

      “Who murdered them?” he yelled, then seemed to catch himself. He held a hand up. “I’m sorry for barging in. Should I go back out and knock? I’m—” He exhaled a long, shaky breath. “On edge.”

      I nodded. “I can understand that. I mean, she was your wife. I can see how this situation would be so upsetting for you.”

      Prunus frowned at his boots then back up at me. “Thank you.”

      “Were you together for a long time?” I retrieved our timeline from the floor and folded it up.

      “Almost five years. We were … separated. It was all very amicable. I was thrilled when she got the role here.” He looked from Jake to me. “Do you know what happened?”

      I stashed the folded up timeline in my bag. “We don’t, I’m so sorry.”

      “You don’t have any suspects at all?” he pressed. “No one?”

      “We’ve only been here one night and for most of that time you folks have been pretending to be other people.” I gave him an apologetic shake of my head. “I know these people are your friends, but is there anything you can tell us?”

      “I would suggest tracking down Carlos. I heard him threatening Teresa,” he added.

      “Teresa? About what?” Jake asked.

      Prunus shook his head, but it was more like a vibration than an actual head shake. “It wasn’t clear. I was smoking out of the window and I caught the end of the conversation. Sound travels around here.” As if mentioning it reminded him, he lowered his voice. “Are you going to question everyone today? I think you should. Will you let me know what you find?”

      I nodded and lied. “Of course. When did you see him threaten Teresa?”

      “Not long after you got here. But I didn’t actually see it, I only heard it.”

      “And you’re sure it was Teresa?”

      Prunus hesitated. “They were in her smoking spot and no one else here smokes.”

      “What was he threatening her with?”

      “I didn’t hear the details, it was more his tone.” Prunus hesitated as if unsure what to do. “So you’ll let me know if you find anything out?”

      I nodded. “Absolutely.”

      “Good. I loved that woman.” Prunus backed up to the door and closed the door quietly behind him.

      Jake turned to me, “So it was Teresa Carlos was threatening?”

      “No, Prunus assumed it was Teresa because of the smoking. It could’ve been anyone.” I rubbed my face with the cuff of my jumper and yawned. “We should probably get downstairs to breakfast and see what we can find out.”

      Jake sat on the bed and stared at the bedroom door. “You can use the bathroom first.”

      “That’s mighty kind of you. Why?”

      “I need to do a … bodily function and it might smell a bit afterward.”

      “I appreciate that, Jake,” I said as I gathered up my things.

      “Also, I want you out of the way so I can question the next person who knocks on our door and see if I can get anything good from them.”

      “What makes you think anyone else is going to knock on the door?” I asked.

      And then someone knocked on the door.
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      “I can do this,” Jake whispered as he shooed me into the bathroom. “I can.”

      “Okay, okay.” I dumped my stuff on the toilet seat, then closed the door and pressed my ear to it.

      “Nevis. Everything okay?”

      “We’re having breakfast.”

      “Thank you.” There was an awkward pause. “How is everyone doing?” The way Jake’s voice rose in volume, I guessed Nevis was walking away.

      “About as well as can be expected. Is Aurora here?”

      “In the bathroom. Did you want to come in and wait for her?”

      “No, I was just checking that she was here.”

      “As opposed to where?”

      “As opposed to lying dead in the flower beds. Or the games room. Or somewhere else.”

      “Nope, she’s definitely in the bathroom. Alive and well.” Jake lowered his voice, so I had to strain to hear it. “Talking of missing people, though, do you know where the detective or Carlos are?”

      Nevis sighed so heavily I heard it all the way from the bathroom. “No. I checked both their rooms, neither bed had been slept in.”

      “Might be worth checking with Dick,” Jake suggested and I gave him a mental pat on the head. “About Carlos’ whereabouts, at least.”

      “Why?” Nevis asked.

      “Well, they’re together, aren’t they?” Jake’s tone was full of casual confusion. “Maybe he stayed in Dick’s room last night.”

      “Oh. I didn’t—I don’t—what makes you think they’re together?”

      “Just a vibe. It’s not against the rules, right? Or is it that you’re worried he’s going to show Dick that video?”

      I winced. He’d pushed too hard too soon.

      “Video? What video? I don’t know what you’re talking about. I only came to let you know about breakfast.”

      “Thanks.” Jake raised his voice, so I assumed Nevis was walking away. When I heard Jake close the door, I peeked out of the bathroom. He saw me and slumped in on himself. “I blew it.”

      “It’s an art.” I opened the bathroom door wider and leaned on the door frame. “It’s very much something that you learn as you go. You got a lot of information from him, but do you know where you went wrong?”

      “I mentioned the video.”

      “No, it would’ve been fine but you didn’t lead into it enough. You flipped from Carlos staying in Dick’s room—which was something Nevis didn’t know, so he was on the back foot with that—right to the video. You needed to talk around the whole Dick and Carlos situation first to let him get comfortable with that before you pushed him further. You’ll do better next time.”

      His demeanour brightened. “You’d let me question someone again?”

      “Yeah, how else are you going to learn? And don’t underestimate what you got from Nevis. If Dick is gay, then we might have just outed him, which is not a great karmic move on our part so we might need to make amends for that. But it’s weird that Nevis didn’t know about Carlos and Dick.”

      “Maybe they’ve kept it secret. Or maybe that means there is no Carlos and Dick.”

      “If there isn’t then why does Dick have two types of underwear in his drawer?” I frowned at the far wall as something else occurred to me. “And why is he hiding his wedding photo? Surely, if he were pretending he wasn’t gay, he’d want that out on display. Although, it is his bedroom and not a public room.”

      “And maybe his boyfriend, whoever that is, doesn’t want to look at Dick’s wedding photo. It is kind of insensitive.”

      I nodded. “Good point. Did you get the vibe from Nevis that Carlos was the mystery man with the video?”

      “I couldn’t be sure.”

      “I think he is. If Carlos had nothing to do with that whole video business, then I think Nevis would’ve reacted differently. He would’ve asked you about it.”

      “He did.”

      “No, he made a cursory inquiry and then said he knew nothing about it. If he’d genuinely known nothing about it, he’d have asked you more questions. And if the mystery man wasn’t Carlos, again Nevis would’ve questioned you because he’d want to know if someone else had or knew about the video.”

      “So we sort of confirmed Carlos was the one blackmailing Ruby?”

      “No, we sort of confirmed Carlos was the one who approached Ruby. No one but us has mentioned blackmail. Although Prunus did say Carlos was threatening Teresa, so that’s something. You did a good job.”

      Twenty minutes later we followed the sounds of bowls, plates and murmured conversation into the dining room. It had taken Jake the full fifteen minutes to get ready, ten for the shower and five for whatever else he was doing while I added the new bits of information to our timeline. I wasn’t normally a five-minutes-and-done type of girl, but we were about to head into a storm and I was pretty sure any effort I made was going to be blown or rained off me in seconds. And I was hungry.

      Philip, Teresa and Professor Prunus were hovering over a large table in front of the wide windows. From what I could see it was filled with cereals and a couple of loaves of bread next to a toaster.

      Jake headed to get some food. I was pretty sure he was cursing Ali’s unfortunate demise a little more this morning with the plain breakfast fare. Ruby and Nevis sat at the near end of the table eating their breakfasts slowly and in silence, Dick was in the middle with his back to the door, and Blanca sat at the other end picking at her toast.

      “Morning,” Elise chirped as she walked in behind me. “How did you sleep, Aurora?”

      “Okay, thanks, Elise. You?” I followed her to the breakfast table and popped some bread in the toaster while she went for cereal. Philip, Teresa and Professor Prunus all headed back to the table with moderately filled bowls or plates.

      “The storm kept me up. I thought it would have quit by now. But I think it’s in for the day.” Elise peered through the windows.

      “Me too.” I stared out at the dark, angry sky, and the blustery winds smashing the rain against the windows. I wasn’t looking forward to going out in that.

      “What are your plans for the day?” Elise asked.

      “What are your plans for the day?” Teresa mimicked. As she tilted her head, her earrings caught the light. Emeralds.

      “Please, nobody argue.” Blanca sat back in her chair, pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around them as if she could pull them closer.

      “You need to eat something.” Dick kept his head down when he spoke as if his plate were the most fascinating thing ever.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Dick,” Blanca shot back. “I was a little upset about everyone being murdered!” She ended on a screech and grabbed her head and started sobbing.

      “You think tears will convince people it’s not you?” Prunus asked.

      “Hey, everyone.” Ruby’s voice was more tired than calm. “Let’s not fight, okay?”

      “Says the murderess,” mumbled Teresa.

      Ruby shot to her feet and launched her teacup at the wall. Tea splashed all over the carpet beneath. Ruby thrust a finger in Teresa’s direction. Her voice shook with anger. “Call me that again.”

      Teresa’s attention jumped from the broken cup to Ruby. Too startled to say anything, Teresa clung to her own cup. It appeared their characters weren’t all that different from who they really were. Only exaggerated. At least that made it a little easier because it meant we wouldn’t have to get to know a bunch of new people.

      “Hey, love.” Nevis urged Ruby back down into her chair.

      My toast popped up and I kept one eye on buttering it and the other on everyone else to make sure no crockery came flying my way. Jake was eating his cereal next to me, openly watching the argument as though it were a spectator sport.

      Professor Prunus coughed. “Murderess.”

      Nevis shot to his feet and banged both palms down on the table. “No more. We were friends once. Maybe we’ll never go back to that, but we can still be civil. We’re not monsters.”

      “Someone’s a monster,” Elise chimed in.

      “Who asked you?” Teresa snapped.

      “Enough!” Nevis roared. His face turned red with the effort and a vein bulged in his neck. “Everyone. Get your breakfast. Sit at the table. If you can’t be civilised, then be quiet.”

      He sat back down. Everyone followed suit. Nobody spoke. They all ate their breakfast in the most tense and brittle silence I’d ever experienced.

      “I know everyone is still raw from the discoveries last night,” I said, staying at the food table so I could watch everyone. “And I know that it’s easy to blame the people in this room, but is there any chance someone else is in this house?”

      “Anyone like who?” Again Dick didn’t lift his head from his plate.

      I shrugged. “Anyone who might want this venture to fail. Enemies any of you might have. The legend of a serial killer who haunts these parts. Anything.”

      “The legend of a serial killer,” Teresa scoffed at me. It appeared the real Teresa had the same attitude as the fake Teresa, only her scorn felt a lot sharper.

      I looked around the table. “Is there anything at all?”

      “What does it matter?” Dick shook his head.

      “It matters because if someone else isn’t in this house …” Blanca’s voice cracked on the words. “Then one of us killed them.” The entire group stared at Blanca, who in turn looked at me. “That’s what you mean, isn’t it?”

      “Yep.” And I was a bit surprised the others hadn’t put that together. “So anything, anyone you can think of who might do this?”

      “I don’t associate with murderers.” Teresa stuck her pinky finger out and sipped from her teacup.

      Elise lifted her tea cup in a cheers motion at Teresa. “You do now.”

      “Yes, now you’re here. How do we know it’s not you? I got the card that said I was to be outside last night. I got the card to say I was supposed to see the murder. And then you scream?” Teresa sipped some of her tea. “It’s almost as though you’re trying to cover your tracks.”

      “Do you still have it?” If she did we could compare it with the one Elise had.

      “Of course not. It said to destroy it so nobody can accidentally see it.” Teresa shook her head, her emerald earrings catching the light. I was torn between commenting on them and not. If she was the murderer, I didn’t want to point the finger at her and then leave. It seemed irresponsible, but then, I didn’t want to draw attention to them in case she wasn’t the murderer, but that small thing made her a target. Maybe the murderer would kill her and make it look like suicide. Then they would be home free.

      “If you don’t have it then how do we know you even got the card?” Prunus asked. “Maybe you said you did so you could cover up the fact that you murdered everyone.”

      “How do we know you didn’t send me that card?” Teresa countered. “Or Blanca? Or Philip.”

      “If you want to bicker over it, that’s fine,” Philip said from where he sat next to Blanca. “But you leave us out of it. We’re grieving over here.”

      “And we’re not?” snapped Prunus.

      “No, you’re bickering, like Philip said,” Nevis intervened.

      “I assume if you’re asking about our enemies then you don’t have a clue who did this.” For the first time, Dick lifted his attention and let it fall on me. His gaze felt heavy.

      “I would rather it be someone we’ve never met than think the murderer was in this room,” I explained.

      “And Carlos? Where’s he?” Dick asked.

      Without looking, I could feel Nevis’ attention jump to me.

      “I don’t know.” I was tempted to ask Dick if he knew, but then if he was asking me, I guessed he didn’t. And we’d already outed him to Nevis, it was best not to do it in front of everyone.

      “And the detective?” Blanca asked.

      “I don’t know.” I wasn’t about to announce in front of everyone that I thought Teresa really had seen the killer murder the detective, even though now she was claiming it was a plot point. It would draw unnecessary attention to her. Unless she was the killer, and she was covering herself. “Jake and I are heading out in a little bit to see if we can get far enough to get a signal and call for help.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?” Nevis asked. “I know how to get to the nearest town.”

      “You can’t leave me here,” Ruby whispered, and clung to his hand.

      “You could come too,” he said as Ruby peered out of the window, concern etched in every line on her face.

      “I’ll go,” Dick said. “I’ll come with you.”

      “That’s really kind of you both to offer, but we’ll be fine.” Elise threw a quick look in my direction that clearly said, “You can’t leave me here”.

      “You’re going?” Teresa scoffed and turned to me. “She’s going?”

      “Yes. Elise is a rambler, so her skills in this environment will be invaluable.” I felt Jake’s eyes on me as I agreed. No, I hadn’t intended that she come with us, but we’d already checked out her alibi and she hadn’t been at the house when Ali had died, which meant, apart from Jake and me, she was the most innocent person. We couldn’t leave her in the house. And if it turned out she was the murderer, Jake and I could take her.

      “Her skills?” Prunus eyed Elise. “What skills?”

      “We’re great with compasses, maps, and things like discerning sure footing, which in this weather is an essential skill,” Elise explained.

      “Like a mountain goat,” Teresa muttered.

      “How can you be so mean all the time?” Blanca cried at her.

      “I took that as a compliment, actually. I like goats and they are very sure-footed.” Elise picked up her plate and dirty cutlery and walked through the swing door to the kitchen.

      “Just to confirm,” I said. “No one has had any threats made against them, any stalkers, anything suspect at all?”

      Ruby and Blanca shook their heads. Everyone else ignored my question. Guessing that was as much as I was going to get, I took my plate into the kitchen. Elise was already raiding the cupboards for supplies. A small heap of chocolate bars and healthy protein bars were piled up on one of the countertops.

      “I was going to make sandwiches and then I thought it was better if we had food we could eat easily on the move and with our gloves on.” Elise paused in her food collecting. “Thank you for not contradicting me and making me stay.”

      “We’re going to have to go about fifteen to twenty miles, I think. Are you okay with that? Do you have anything else to wear?” I gestured to her skirt and kitten heels. She wouldn’t make it to the end of the driveway dressed like that. “I’d offer you something of mine, but I only brought two pairs of jeans and one of them is still wringing wet.” I thought about that. “Although I might put them back on to leave so at least I’ll have something dry to put on when we get back. Unless you want to see if they fit?”

      “We have a washing machine and tumble dyer if you need it.” Nevis walked into the kitchen and loaded his plate into the dishwasher. He took mine from my hand and placed that inside too. He looked me over. “You weren’t planning on going out dressed like that?”

      I nodded. “Unless you have some galoshes lying around.”

      “Not galoshes, something better.” He beckoned us to follow him as he headed out of the kitchen and into the hallway.

      I darted back to the swing door and peeked into the dining room. I whistled to get Jake’s attention, then jerked my head in the direction of the kitchen. I wasn’t sure where Nevis was going to take us, but I didn’t want to leave Jake alone with these people for any length of time. He came in with a piece of toast in his mouth and another on a plate.

      “Where we going?” He did his usual three-chews-and-swallow routine.

      “I think Nevis might have some waterproofs for us.”

      “Cool.” He shoved the last of one slice of toast in his mouth, grabbed the other from the plate and discarded the crockery on the countertop.

      “Whoa.” I snapped my fingers and pointed to the plate. “Not cool.”

      “What?” He scanned the worktop.

      “There’s a dishwasher, right there.”

      “Sorry, Mum.” He rolled his eyes, loaded his plate in the dishwasher and gestured for me to lead the way.

      “Aurora.” Elise beckoned to me as I exited the kitchen. She was standing in the foyer at the back of the house. I moved toward her, Jake in tow, just as Nevis reached up and pressed the side of the wood panelling on the wall opposite the back door. One panel popped open and revealed a closet. A closet full of khaki jackets. Nevis handed a jacket to Elise first, then me and then one to Jake.

      I peered into the cupboard. “Any chance there are trousers too?”

      “Yep.” Nevis pressed on the side of the next wood panel along, and it sprang open to reveal more waterproof gear. He handed me a pair of crinkly khaki trousers with elasticated ankles and a drawstring waist.

      “Wow.” I held the trousers up to my waist. They were at least four sizes too big, but the drawstring waist would keep them up.

      “Fashionable, I know. And to complete the look …” He opened the next panel along and pulled out a pair of khaki wellies. He sized up my feet, then handed me the wellies. “These look about right.”

      He found some for Elise and Jake too.

      “Are you three intrepid explorers off out into the typhoon, then?” Philip asked from the hallway.

      “We’re going to grab some things from upstairs, then we’re going to head out,” I said.

      “While you’re gone I’m going to see if I can find out what happened to the phone lines. I don’t know that they’ve been cut, but if they have, maybe I can rewire one of them,” Nevis said. I noticed he didn’t say “if the killer has cut them”.

      “And if they’ve not been cut?” Jake asked.

      Nevis looked to Philip and then shrugged. “Then I hope you manage to get a signal.”

      “I’ll help you with the phones,” Philip offered. “I’m not an electrician, but together we should be able to work it out.”

      “We’ll get changed and be off.” I backed up to the stairs while I spoke.

      “Let us know when you’re leaving,” Nevis said.

      “Oh, before you leave …” Philip started. He let the sentence hang and Nevis took that as his cue to give us some privacy. He squeezed Philip’s shoulder as he passed him. “I just—I wanted to thank you for persisting in making us—y’know.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, because that was all I could think of. Philip gave us a tight-lipped smile and then headed back to the entrance hall after Nevis.

      After grabbing some socks for Elise, we dropped her off at her room, where Ruby was waiting with some clothes for her, and went back to ours to change. I dumped the waterproofs on the bed and grabbed my rucksack.

      Jake picked out a couple more T-shirts to layer over his first one. “Do you think Elise can make it twenty miles?”

      I unpacked the contents of my rucksack and carefully repacked anything I thought we could possibly need. “I think she’d rather try than stay here. We should have invited her in the first place.”

      “You think her alibi, the geotagged photos, is iron clad? Enough to let her wander around with us?”

      “I think it’s pretty solid. And we can’t leave her here. But if she does turn out to be the murderer, which I don’t think she will, we can totally take her down.”

      He frowned at me. “I’m not sure I could hit a woman.”

      “Dude, while that is commendable in general life, if someone’s coming at you with homicidal intent? Man, woman, dog or gerbil, you knock them down and you don’t feel guilty. Okay?”

      Jake nodded in time with a knock on the door. I pointed to it.

      “Do you want to try again?” I mouthed, meaning his attempt at questioning. He hesitated, so I made the decision for him and darted into the bathroom. I left the door ajar so I could hear better.

      “Teresa,” Jake said, and then the door closed immediately.

      “Are you alone?”

      “Is something wrong?” I gave Jake a point for not answering—it meant if he got into trouble I could emerge and he hadn’t lied.

      “I—I wanted to talk about last night.” Her voice was softer than I’d heard it before.

      “Do you need to sit down?”

      “What did you do to your furniture?”

      “We found a secret passageway, so we did our best to block it.”

      “How did you find it?” Her voice sounded nearer the bathroom door, I assumed because she was looking over the furniture pyramid.

      “Aurora woke up and saw someone brandishing a candlestick in her direction.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh. That’s all you have to say?”

      “That was all part and parcel of the play. I don’t know who got the card, but I know there was supposed to be a card with that action on it.”

      “The plot cards. Like the one you got that told you to be outside last night and claim to see someone getting hit over the head?”

      “No. Actually, that was what I came to tell you.” Teresa dropped her voice to a whisper. “I didn’t get a card last night. What I saw was real.”

      “You really saw someone get hit with a wrench?”

      “Yes,” she hissed. “Obviously, I wasn’t going to admit that downstairs in front of the murderer. I would clearly be the next target.”

      “What did you see?”

      “What I told you I saw,” she snapped. “A figure hitting another figure over the head. With a big spanner.”

      “Could you make out any identifying characteristics?”

      “No. I’ve told you this.” She sounded like she was close to losing her temper.

      “I’m sorry to ask you again, but, at breakfast, you did claim you hadn’t seen it so I wanted to make sure there weren’t other details you might have neglected to mention.”

      She made a disgusted sound. “I don’t know why I bothered telling you. You’re as bad as your boss.”

      “Actually, I’m his partner,” I said as I emerged from the bathroom. “And I get why you’re mad, but this attitude isn’t helping anyone. I let it slide when it was directed at me, but don’t direct it at Jake when he’s trying to help you.”

      “Were you eavesdropping?” Teresa stepped to the side to peer into the bathroom. “That interloper isn’t in there with you, is she?”

      “Hey!” I clicked my fingers in her face. “Attitude.”

      She stared at me for a long moment, then took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I am so sorry. My character is supposed to be this way, not me.”

      “Then why not stop acting?” Jake asked.

      “Because I can’t.” Her voice broke on the last word and it was the first glimpse of real emotion we’d seen from her. “If I have to deal with this situation as myself, I—with what I saw—” She closed her eyes, took another deep breath and let it out slowly. “If all this happens to my character and not me, I can keep it together. If I let myself think that two, maybe three, people I know have been murdered by someone else I know … that I saw it happen … and if the killer knows I saw them, then … I’m next”

      Jake shook his head. “Not necessarily.”

      “Yes, necessarily.” She threw her hands up. And again, it felt like a genuine reaction.

      “Make sure you stay with two other people the whole time we’re gone,” I said. “We’ll be back with help and this will all be over.”

      “I’m not a fool, you know,” the real Teresa said. “I know that Butler—which was his actual name, by the way—didn’t have any head wounds. I checked when I was trying to find his pulse.” She looked between us. “You know what that means?”

      “Yeah, we know what that means.” Teresa stared at me as if she didn’t believe me. I sighed. “It means that there’s likely another dead body stashed somewhere.”

      “Exactly.” She pointed at me, her voice breaking. “Exactly. And I saw it happen.”
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      Before we could get any more details from Teresa, someone knocked on our door.

      “They can’t see me in here.” She spun on the spot, looking for somewhere to hide. I stopped her spin and pointed to the bathroom. She darted inside and closed the door.

      I grabbed Jake’s wrist and pointed across the hall, implying he should take whoever was knocking to his room. He nodded, then I let go of his wrist and hid behind the door.

      “Ruby,” Jake said as he stepped out into the corridor, closing the door to our room behind him. “I was about to get something from my room.”

      “Is it safe?” Teresa edged back into the bedroom and I nodded. “Thank you for not letting her know I was in here.” Teresa's earrings caught the light as she moved.

      “Those earrings are so pretty. They’re similar to the ones Ali was wearing last night.”

      She covered her ears with both hands. “Yes, we both had a fondness for emeralds. It was one of the many things we bonded over.”

      “Do you know if she and Prunus had any children together?”

      Teresa blinked. “I’m sorry?”

      “From when they were married. I thought the earrings would be a lovely keepsake, something to pass on, especially if they had a daughter.”

      “I don’t think—I don’t know.” She gestured to the door. “I think I’ll go while I have the chance.”

      “Before you do, one last question. Someone said they overheard Carlos threatening you.” I didn’t phrase it as a question on purpose.

      “Carlos?” She jerked her head back as if I’d slapped her. “That man never said two words to me. Not at the auditions. Not here. Whoever told you that is mistaken.”

      “You didn’t cross paths when you were smoking outside?”

      She tossed her head. “I don’t smoke.”

      “Yeah, do you want to try that again?”

      “One requirement for this role was being a non-smoker. And before you point out Prunus and his pipe, it’s a prop. Have you ever smelt any smoke coming from it? No. He ‘smokes’ out of the window so no guests will notice.”

      “But Carlos smoked. He had a packet of cigarettes on him when he fake-died.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Were they Lambert and Butler Silver?” I nodded and she cursed Carlos out with language more colourful than a rainbow. “Okay. Yes. Fine. I smoke occasionally. I had a packet wrapped in a plastic bag and hidden in the plant pot by the back of the house for emergencies. Last night, when I saw someone getting—you know, I’d gone out to get them so they wouldn’t be ruined by the rain. Only someone had stolen them.”

      “When was the last time you had one?”

      “Yesterday morning. Ruby was stressing me out with her worrying. Talking of Ruby, I need to go before she or anyone else catches me in here.”

      “Okay, and please remember to stay in the company of at least two other people,” I said as I opened the door.

      “Obviously.” Teresa’s character was back in full force as she stomped out of the room and away along the corridor. The door to Jake’s room was still closed. I was about to head back into my room and finally finish packing my rucksack, and then I had a flash of Jake being strangled by Ruby. I pressed my ear to the door. I could hear voices. Not what was being said, but one was definitely Jake’s.

      “What are we listening for?” Elise whispered from behind me. I didn’t jump because I’d heard the rustling of her waterproofs from the other end of the corridor.

      “We’re listening to make sure Ruby isn’t murdering Jake,” I whispered back, and turned to face her. She looked like a watermelon, almost as if the waterproofs had inflated around her.

      “Oh.” She frowned at the door. “Why don’t we go in and check?”

      “Because he’s questioning her, so I don’t want to interrupt.”

      She winked at me. “Gotcha.”

      “Will you stay here and listen out while I get ready? Any sounds of anything homicidal, shout me.”

      She pressed her ear to the door and gave me a thumbs-up. I left my door open as I finally finished packing my rucksack. I put my leather jacket on then slung the rucksack on my back before donning my waterproof overcoat. I was adjusting the overcoat when Elise dived into the room and pushed the door halfway closed.

      “Remember, don’t go anywhere alone,” Jake said. Ruby thanked him and her footsteps retreated along the corridor.

      Jake stepped into our room and stumbled when he saw me and Elise, all waterproofed up and ready to go.

      I held a finger up. “Any wisecracks you’re thinking about making, remember you’re going to look like us in a minute.”

      “Do those jackets inflate?” Jake tugged at my overcoat in three different places. “Is that how they keep you warm?”

      “I’ve no idea. Put yours on and let’s go. We can swap info outside.”

      Clad in our waterproof gear, we looked like a comedy group of commandos as we descended the main staircase, but as long as it kept me dry, I didn’t care. It sounded like someone was rustling several crisp packets against a microphone as all three of us waded across the entrance hall in the crinkly khaki material, drawing a small crowd at the dining room doorway.

      Professor Prunus stared at us silently, as did Ruby and Dick, like they weren’t sure whether to joke or not. Teresa pushed her way to the front and burst out laughing.

      “What do you look like?” She pointed and laughed again. The laugh was forced and I noticed her finger and comment were directed, specifically, at Elise rather than all three of us. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. While I could understand her reason for wanting to stay in character, it seemed unnecessarily mean.

      “We look like people who are going to get help so someone will come back and arrest you for the people you’ve killed.” Elise delivered the words in a sugary sweet tone without breaking her stride, and continued waddling to the door.

      I didn’t know if Elise’s comment caught Teresa off guard, or if Professor Prunus shushed her, but Teresa didn’t sling any mud back our way. It would’ve slipped off our fancy get-ups anyway. Nevis opened the front door for the three of us, and Jake and Elise waddled outside. A gust of wind attacked them from the left but Jake caught Elise before she fell.

      Nevis frowned out at the tempestuous weather. “I assume I can’t convince you to stay here and let me try and fix the phone line?”

      I shook my head and the material of the coat rustled. “What if you can’t fix it? I think it’s worth having a backup option, don’t you?”

      “You’re right, I suppose. Keep going straight down this road until you come to the fork and then take the right branch. Like I said, the nearest town is about twenty-five miles away.” He peered out into the dark, thundery sky. “You think you can make it before it gets dark?”

      With the sky full of rain clouds, it was already dark, but I assumed he meant night-time.

      “In this weather?” I shrugged, and felt my whole coat lift up with the movement. “At the very least we’ll make it far enough to get reception and call someone back here.”

      “Be safe,” Nevis said, eyeing Elise and then the storm beyond.

      I looked back in the direction of the entrance hall where everyone had gathered. “You too.”

      I stepped out of the house and the cold wind hit me full force. Despite wearing pretty much every item of clothing I’d brought with me, it felt like the chill blasted right through it all. I pulled the hood on my jumper up and the overcoat hood over it, pulling the drawstring tight, so only a tiny bit of my face was visible. Nevis shut the door behind us with a decisive click.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” Jake raised his voice to be heard over the wind. He was talking to me, but Elise answered.

      “Yes. Let’s go.” She stepped forward, stumbling sideways under a particularly vicious gust again, but righted herself and carried on. We followed.

      We trudged forward along the drive with the wind buffeting us in all directions while the rain managed to soak the tiny bit of my face that was visible. I had to squint to see. Partially to keep the rain out of my eyes and partially because it felt, with each raindrop, as though someone were stabbing me in the face with shards of ice, but at least the gravelled drive meant we didn’t slip every time the wind shoved at us from a new direction. Heads bowed against the elements, we ploughed ahead in silence. It took us what felt like an hour to get to the end. I’d intended to use this time to discuss suspects and motives and pump Elise for whatever information she had, now she knew people were dead for real, but I couldn’t even hear my own thoughts over the roaring of the wind. I tugged on Jake’s sleeve to get his attention.

      “Are you okay?” I yelled. Just because I was determined to get far enough away to get a phone signal didn’t mean that everyone else felt the same.

      He gave me two thumbs up. I tugged on Elise’s sleeve and asked her the same thing. She shook her head and pointed in front of us. I’d been busy keeping my head down to keep the glacial rain out of my numb face, so I wasn’t as aware of my surroundings as I should’ve been. I looked where she was pointing. It took me a second to understand what I was seeing.

      My monster-investigating brain saw a version of the Loch Ness monster in the small lake ahead. But we were miles away from Scotland and it wasn’t as though the Loch Ness monster could fly. I used my arm to shield my face from the rain and squinted. Unless she could fly and was holidaying here. Maybe she’d brought the weather.

      “Is that the bridge we crossed on the way here?” Jake yelled, practically in my face so I could hear him.

      I blinked the rain from my eyes and focused on the one monster hump I could see. Now he mentioned it, the scales did have a sort of brickwork pattern to them. And the lake wasn’t so much a lake as a river that had burst its banks.

      “How are we going to get over that?” Jake yelled, his hand shielding his eyes as he scanned to both sides of us.

      “How deep do you think it is?” I yelled. Both Elise and Jake turned to stare at me. “What? I think we could wade through it.”

      “You want to wade through that?” Elise shouted, as though she thought she’d misheard.

      I nodded and my hood intermittently covered my eyes with the movement. “Yep.”

      She frowned at the Loch Ness monster bridge and then back to me. She shook her head. “I can’t swim.”

      “We’re not swimming, we’re wading.” The choppy water rushing under the bridge was so tumultuous it almost seemed as if it were fighting with itself. I had no intention of jumping in and going for a swim in that. “It’s pavement so we should have solid footing. We can at least try.”

      “Okay.” Elise gave a small but determined toss of her head.

      I reached out to grab Jake’s sleeve and we approached the Loch Ness bridge. Elise took hold of my hand and I made sure I had a good grip on her. We silently agreed for her to lead the way and I dragged Jake behind us.

      The footing was sturdy and the water only came up a little past my ankles, nowhere near the top of my wellies as I’d feared. We crested the bridge in steady steps. I followed Elise down the other side of the bridge, still keeping tight hold of her hand, and we waded through the water on the other side.

      Once back on the road the wind seemed even more violent, almost like we’d stepped into the airflow current. I attempted conversation a couple of times, but the roaring of the wind was too loud to keep shouting over and it was a heap of effort to try to hold a conversation. I directed Jake and Elise into the trees along the side of the road, thinking they might provide some shelter, but the wind was only slightly less and we’d traded sure footing for uneven ground. I didn’t want to risk heading further into the trees and losing our way, so we tramped back out onto the road.

      We’d been pushing on, bent forward against the onslaught, for what had to have been over an hour when an odd shape loomed up in the road ahead.

      Elise tugged my sleeve and pointed to what looked like a barricade in the distance. It was difficult to make out with the heavy rain, but I was pretty sure I knew what it was. We were having the worst storm I’d ever seen. I was betting the barricade ahead was fallen trees. As we got closer, the level of disaster became clearer. It wasn’t one tree. It was several trees. And they’d fallen in a squashed-tipi sort of way that stretched from one side of the road to the other. The tree on the top didn’t even look as though it had finished falling. Its base was supported by several other trees that looked as if they were about to let it go at any second. The trunks were so wide that even from where we were I knew I wouldn’t be able to get my arms around one.

      “Sigh.”

      Jake turned his back to the trees so he could yell at Elise and me. “I feel like the universe is telling us we should go back.”

      “Yeah?” I shouted back. “What is the universe telling you to do with the two dead people on the study floor who are going to start decomposing soon? Or the killer who might not be done?”

      He shook his head. “Storms don’t last that long.”

      “Do you want to tell Mother Nature that?” Elise yelled.

      “Let’s get around this.” I pointed into the trees on the right.

      We stepped a couple of metres into the trees and edged our way around the roadblock. Then we swung back out on to the road and trudged on for a few more minutes until we came to the fork in the road Nevis had mentioned.

      We turned right as he’d said, and maybe five steps along that road the wind abruptly ceased. No lessening, no easing off, it just completely dropped. My ears were ringing with the sudden silence. The rain was still heavy, but at least it wasn’t gusting in my face anymore.

      “Why isn’t it windy anymore?” Jake headed to the side of the road, in the shelter of the trees, and inched his hood down as it if were some sort of trick.

      Elise and I followed, and I pulled my own hood down with an equal amount of trepidation. “I think we must have been in the current of it and the forest is blocking it now. I don’t know. Let’s not ask why. Let’s simply be grateful.”

      Jake tilted his face up to look at the sky from under the shelter of the canopy of trees. “Are we following the direction of the road?”

      “Makes the most sense.” I started rooting through my layers of clothes to find my phone. “Do you remember how far out we were when you last were able to get a signal?”

      He winced. “Maybe ten, fifteen minutes. How fast were you driving?”

      “Say about sixty miles an hour. So that’s a minimum of ten miles, if you’re remembering right?” I checked over my shoulder. “And we’ve come maybe three.”

      “So we just keep going until we get a signal or until we see a car to try to flag down,” Elise said.

      “Does this suddenly feel like a bit of a foolish endeavour to you?” Jake asked as we walked three abreast under the overhanging trees to keep out of the rain and the road.

      “Our other option was to sit around and do nothing. All we need to be able to do is call someone.” I tucked my phone into an easier access pocket near the surface of my clothing layers. “We can tell them what’s happened and they can send help.”

      “She’s right.” Elise kicked a stone into the middle of the road. “Nevis said he was trying to fix the phone lines, but what if he’s the one killing everyone? He’s not likely to give us a way out, is he?” She stopped walking. “Are we following his directions?”

      “Yes, but only because I remember coming this way.” I tugged on her arm to pull her forward. “You don’t trust Nevis?”

      “I don’t really trust any of them.”

      “How come?” Jake asked.

      “Because people are dead,” Elise’s tone was matter-of-fact.

      “What did you get from Ruby?” I asked Jake since now the wind was gone, we could have a proper conversation.

      “She confirmed what Blanca said they were talking about on the back stairs. And she said that Carlos had a video of her giving herself a pep talk.”

      I waited, but he didn’t elaborate. “That’s it? That took several minutes to say? And what do you mean, ‘pep talk’? Was she implying that was the video Carlos has of her? That’s what he’s using to blackmail her?”

      “Carlos is blackmailing people?” Elise asked. “I could see that. He struck me as being into shortcuts.”

      “When? He was gone before you got to the house.”

      “I met him at the auditions,” she said.

      “Okay. We’re putting a pin in that.” I gestured to her. “Jake, tell us everything Ruby said.”

      “That was what she said.”

      “No, that was your interpretation of what she said,” I reminded him. “What did she actually say?”

      He was silent for a moment as if he were playing their conversation back through in his mind. “She said she was glad we were there. She said she was relieved that we’d been so determined to prove that Ali and Butler were dead. She asked if we knew where Carlos was because he wasn’t supposed to have disappeared. She said it was unlike him because he was such a professional. And then she started talking about auditions and how he’d caught her giving herself a pep talk one time.”

      “Was it like this?” Elise cocked her hip, at least I thought that was what the movement was, but it was difficult to tell, and affected the same frivolous tone Ruby had used when she first greeted us. “Do you know where Carlos is? It’s so unlike him. Carlos is such a professional. He’d never be late for anything. And he’d never walk away in the middle of a role. We would audition together sometimes. You audition for enough things, you see the same faces, you get to know each other. And everyone has their own weird little rituals beforehand to deal with nerves. I used to give myself pep talks. Carlos caught me one time. He said he filmed it and used to torment me by saying he’d show people. He still does. He’s such a cad.” Elise dropped the pretence and looked at Jake. “Like that?”

      He stared at her, eyes wide in awe. “Uncannily like that. Does that mean she killed Carlos?”

      “Well, we don’t know that Carlos is dead for sure, but she does want us to know that she didn’t have a motive for killing him,” I said. “So maybe, but does that mean she also killed Ali and Butler? Did she use past tense when she spoke about Carlos?”

      “I don’t remember.” He sighed. “I feel like I keep getting this wrong.”

      “Now, now. Everyone makes mistakes.” Elise reached around me to pat his arm. “The important thing is that you learn from them. Did you believe her when she said that the video was of her pep talk?”

      He grimaced as if he were trying to decide.

      “What was your gut reaction?” I asked. “When she said it? What was your first thought?”

      “I thought it was weird. It was a weird direction for the conversation to take.”

      “Okay. Either way, we don’t know where Carlos is so let’s put that to the side and deal with what we’ve got. While you were talking to Ruby I got a bit more info from Teresa,” I said and quickly filled them in.

      “She bonded with Ali over their love of emeralds?” Jake asked. “That seems flimsy.”

      “I think so, too,” Elise agreed. “But I do believe her about the smoking.”

      “Makes me wonder how Ali got away with that ashtray full of cigarette butts in the kitchen,” I said. “Elise, will you tell us everything you remember from the auditions? Like, from the absolute beginning?”

      “Well, I already told you that I heard about the gig through a friend of a friend,” she began. “I’m in several forums online that let people know about any new auditions, and someone in there posted about it. They were holding open auditions. The advert said it was going to be an ongoing role, food and board were provided, and there were other aspects to the roles that would be elaborated on should applicants get past the first stage.”

      “What other aspects?” Jake interrupted, and I nudged him with my elbow. He held up his hands. “Sorry.”

      “I turned up at the audition. Nevis explained to the group that it was a murder mystery type of game. They said no two performances would be the same, and because we’d be working with the public, the successful applicants would need to be able to improvise well. It was a regular audition.”

      “Did you get the vibe that there was any tension between Nevis and Butler? Or any hint of why, if Butler owned the house, he would play the role of the butler?” I asked.

      “They seemed to get on fine. I didn’t notice any tension.”

      “What?” I asked. The way she’d stopped speaking sounded like she had more to say.

      “I didn’t get any sense of real tension from them. More the feeling that Nevis was the dominant partner.” Elise squinted as if trying to recall the memory hurt. “It wasn’t anything they did or said, but, Nevis did all the talking and—I don’t know.”

      “Okay.” I made a mental note to ask Trank if he had any information on these two. Or maybe not Trank. Being my godfather, he’d likely tell my parents. And he always used his position as a detective to not give me information with the old ‘can’t comment on an open investigation’ line. So maybe Marcus would be a better bet. As my editor he would definitely want to help. Or Jake’s computer genius friend, Butts, if we eventually managed to get connected to the outside world.

      “Did you see everyone’s auditions?” Jake asked.

      “Not Ruby’s or Philip’s, or the Professor’s. I saw Teresa’s, though.” Elise’s face screwed up.

      Jake smiled at her expression. “Why do you dislike her so much?”

      “Have you met the woman?”

      “Yeah, she’s no more obnoxious than a regular obnoxious person. Is it because she got the part and you didn’t?” Jake asked with no finesse whatsoever. “From what I can see, they cast the part well. You’re too nice to play that part.”

      Elise glanced at me and I shook my head. Somehow he’d managed to insult and flatter her in one fell swoop.

      I took charge of the questioning before he could accidentally insult her some more. “Did you see everyone else’s auditions, apart from the three you mentioned? Did anything stick out about their auditions?”

      “Not really. They were all pretty standard. Except for Carlos. He came in last minute. It annoyed everyone. Auditions had finished, but Ruby said he could still audition. It was quite the upset. I remember Nevis not being happy about it. I thought he and Ruby had a bit of a thing, so her advocating for a handsome man to audition … well.”

      “So what happened?” Jake asked.

      “He auditioned and he was good, so he got the part,” Elise said. “I think he wanted a bigger role than he got, but I think Nevis and Butler had already earmarked people for the roles at that point.”

      Jake checked his phone for a signal as we walked. “How did Ruby seem?”

      “I don’t remember. I’m sorry. I felt like I was a shoo-in for a part and then Carlos waltzed in last minute and it annoyed me, so I wasn’t paying much attention to anything then.”

      “Is there anything else you remember from that day that was odd or strange, or stuck in your memory?” I said.

      “As I was collecting my things from the changing room I saw Dick in the corner arguing with Carlos, and the detective looked as if he were refereeing.”

      Jake arched an eyebrow at me. Maybe Dick wasn’t happy his lover was going to be working the same performance, which was weird. Why wouldn’t you be happy about that? Although there was still no actual proof that Dick and Carlos were a couple. Nevis hadn’t known anything about it.

      “And Ali?” I asked. “Was she hired that day?”

      “She wasn’t at the auditions, so I don’t know. I guess so.” Elise shook her head. “Maybe they hired her beforehand.”

      I frowned. That was weird. “Where do you think Carlos and the detective are?”

      “Where do I think they are? I don’t know about Carlos. He struck me as a fly-by-night type of person so I wouldn’t be surprised if he left the first night when he realised his part wouldn’t be as big as expected. But the detective seemed like a solid fellow, so I don’t know what’s happened to him. Where do you think they are?”

      “Jake, what do you think?”

      “Aurora was rooting through Dick’s underwear drawer and found colourful boxers and plain white briefs …” Jake let the sentence trail off. I guessed he was testing to see if Elise made the same conclusion I had.

      Elise snapped her fingers. “Ohhh, well, that makes sense as to why Dick and Carlos were arguing at the auditions. They’re lovers and Carlos was late. He nearly ruined their chances of working together.”

      “See.” I pointed at her and watched Jake shake his head. He still wasn’t convinced.

      “What about the detective?” she asked.

      I blew out a breath. “No idea. But if Teresa was telling the truth and she really did see someone hitting someone else over the head, then—”

      “The detective’s body is hidden somewhere,” Elise finished. “Who’s your pick for the murderer? I think it’s Teresa.”

      “I still think it’s Prunus.” Jake rubbed his upper lip. “It’s that moustache.”

      “I think it could be Teresa because of the earrings. Or Prunus because they were married. Or Ruby or Nevis over this video. Or Blanca for whatever that whispered conversation with Ruby was about. Or Dick and Philip, even though I have no motive for them. Or maybe it’s Carlos.”

      “So, basically, you’re saying you think it could be anyone?” Elise asked.

      I sighed. “Yep. That’s what I’m saying.”
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      It was another four hours of ploughing forward through the rain before I managed to get a signal on my phone. We tested it by calling Jake’s phone, but the call only connected for a couple of seconds before it dropped, so we decided to plod on a bit further before trying to call anyone else.

      If I tried to call Trank or Marcus or, heaven forbid, my parents, and the call cut out, they’d likely drive up here themselves. Or send mountain rescue. Or the army. It wasn’t as though they were overprotective in general, but since my crossing paths with a murderer not so long ago, they were all a little extra attentive.

      “I’ve got three bars.” Jake held his gloved hand over his phone as he turned in a circle.

      The rain hadn’t let up, but due to the lack of wind I was finally snuggly warm inside my waterproof, tent-like clothing. It made me hope that Nevis wasn’t a murderer. Jake veered off to the right to get some shelter in the trees so we could make our calls.

      “Do you have anyone you want to call?” I asked Elise as we followed Jake into the trees.

      “No. No one.” She didn’t sound unhappy about that exactly, more as if she’d already accepted it.

      I didn’t really know what to say. I had more people to call than I probably had battery life on my phone.

      “Divide and conquer?” Jake asked. “I’ll call Butts. You call Trank?”

      “Who are these people?” Elise asked.

      “Trank is a real police detective back in Manchester, and Butts is Jake’s friend who is a computer genius.”

      “Why do you need a computer genius?” She looked between us as I pulled my phone from my pocket and tried to call Trank. I got a call failed message. Great.

      “So she can check into these people and see if she can find a motive for us.” I pressed several buttons on my phone at the same time to force a restart. “To see if she can find anything that might incriminate one of them. We have suspicions and suspicious behaviour, but if Prunus says that he and his wife’s separation was amicable, who are we to contradict that without any evidence?”

      “We’re going back there?” she asked, while Jake turned away so he could have his conversation with Butts.

      “Yeah, probably.” I gestured around us. “I have no idea how far the nearest town is. Not really. I know Nevis said twenty-five miles, but it might be thirty miles, and while that doesn’t make a difference in a car it makes a heap of difference to us out here walking in the rain. We can check the map in a minute, but I suspect it’s a long way.”

      Elise peered out from beneath the canopy of the trees. “But it’s a lot easier now.”

      “Yeah, but we might turn a corner down the road and end up back in the current of the wind again. Or maybe the storm will get worse. Or—” My phone vibrated wildly in my hand. Forty-two text messages. Sixty-three missed calls. Eighteen voicemails.

      “What’s wrong?” Elise peered over my shoulder at the screen while I checked my text messages. She read them aloud as I scrolled through them. “Have fun. Call when you get there. Did you get there? Are you there? Call to let us know. Are you there yet? The radio says the traffic is bad and to avoid the motorways. Take the A6. Did you take the A6? Give us a quick call to let us know you’re safe. Call because your mum is getting worried. Make sure you’re driving safely in this weather. Are you there yet? Call when you get a minute, so we know you’re safe.” She stopped reading before they became a lot more demanding. “Who are these people?”

      “My parents,” I said, steeling my nerves as I dialled into my voicemail and prepared for the onslaught. “They’ve reverted to their early years of parenting, when all of my moves had to be catalogued.”

      I listened to my voicemail. All but three were from my parents. The messages started off as regular requests for me to call, and progressed into demands. I had a message from Marcus telling me my parents had called him to see if he had contact details for the house I was staying at, but he couldn’t find any because I was too clever with my passwords, and, although he was sure I was fine, they’d freaked him out so could I call him when I got his message. There was one from Trank saying I was in such trouble and demanding I call my parents because they were trying to get him to put a missing persons report out on me, and one from Charlie Champonal, the handsome fraud detective I’d met on a previous story who hadn’t asked me out. Even though he definitely should’ve. His message said that Trank had called him to see if I had called Charlie to say I’d made it okay. Charlie said he wasn’t sure what was happening, but he’d appreciate a call to say I was safe, whatever I was doing, because Trank didn’t believe him and was threatening to search his house in case I was hiding out there and had used the story as a cover for a secret rendezvous.

      By the time I’d listened to all the messages I was emotionally exhausted. Elise was hovering around, trying not to eavesdrop, but not sure what to do.

      “Are you sure there’s no one you want to call?” I offered her my phone again. Maybe I’d get lucky and she’d run my battery down so I wouldn’t have to call my parents.

      “Trying to put off calling your parents? How many voicemails did they leave you? I had eight.” Jake turned his back again and carried on with his conversation before I could reply.

      “No, honestly, I’m fine.” Elise waved me away in answer to my earlier question.

      I wasn’t ready to deal with my parents right off the bat so, after sending Marcus a quick text to say everything was fine and reminding him to feed and play with Freddy, my fighting fish, while I was gone, I called the local police station. I dialled the non-emergency number since at that present moment there was no emergency. I was on hold for over four minutes. A recorded message kept playing, telling me that they were busy with the storm and to call the emergency number if it was an emergency.

      After six minutes of listening to the same message I disconnected called the emergency number. I got the same message about how busy they were, but was greeted by a harassed-sounding man who asked me what my emergency was. I made the fatal error of trying to explain that it wasn’t exactly an emergency right now and he abruptly told me that line was for emergencies only and I should call the non-emergency line.

      So I called Trank.

      “Oh, is that how it is?” My dad answered Trank’s phone. “You call your godfather before your actual father?”

      “Yes. I was going to make all the non-essential calls first so I could talk to you and Mum for the longest,” I answered.

      “So I’m non-essential, am I?” Trank asked.

      Ohhh, speakerphone. How wonderful.

      “Okay. Before you all start bickering over whom I love best, Dad, you know it’s you, Mum, you know it’s you, Trank, you know it’s you. Whomever else might be listening, you know it’s you. Now can you please take me off speakerphone so I can speak to Trank, please?”

      “No. We can’t do that, Aurora. We’ve been worried sick,” my mum piped up.

      “Trank. It’s regarding an open police investigation.” It was sort of true and the best thing I could think of that would get Trank to take me off speakerphone.

      There was some muffled arguing, but Trank finally came on the line.

      “What investigation?”

      “Am I off speakerphone?”

      He paused. “You’re about to put me in a tight spot, aren’t you?”

      “We’re up at a house called Maison de la Mort and—”

      “You voluntarily went to spend a weekend at a place called ‘house of death’?”

      “Can you stop interrupting please?” I hissed into the phone. Jake was grinning at me from a few feet away and Elise was pretending to not listen as she explored a little way into the trees. “Two people have been murdered and we need the police up here immediately.”

      “Aurora.” Trank’s voice took on a heavy tone. “Be really clear about what you’re saying.”

      “I’m saying there are two dead people lying on the floor of the study. One took a candlestick to the head, the other a dagger to the heart, and there’s possibly another body somewhere that took a wrench to the head.”

      Trank paused. “That sounds like a game of Cluedo.”

      “Yeah, it’s meant to be a murder mystery weekend.”

      “Did you take Champonal with you? He said he was at home, but—”

      “No. I did not bring him on a story. If I had a real detective here why would I be calling you?”

      “He’s not a real detective—he works in Fraud,” Trank scoffed. “You’d still need to call me.”

      “Okay. Let’s not get into interdepartmental competition—”

      “He knew, though? Champonal?” Trank persisted. “He knew where you were? I knew he knew something. He was so evasive.”

      “No. Why would he know? And can we focus on what’s important for a minute please? People are dead.”

      “Are you sure they’re really dead and it’s not part of the game?”

      “Ohh, you think they’re faking?” I dropped my voice to a flat tone. “That thought never crossed my mind. Maybe I should trek back five hours through this storm and take their pulse. I’ll just put you on hold while I do that, shall I?”

      “Have you called the police?” Trank asked.

      “What do you think I’m doing now?”

      “I can’t drive up there and take charge of it. There are procedures. Jurisdiction.”

      “I know all this and I tried the local police, but they’re busy with this storm. So I was hoping you’d be able to call it through to someone you know who would be trustworthy.”

      “By trustworthy you mean would be okay with you sticking your nose into their investigation.” He blew out a breath and didn’t wait for my response. “Okay, where are you now?”

      “Well, I’m currently standing in the shelter of some trees at the side of a single-lane road about a five-hour walk from the house.”

      “When did these people die? Where are you staying now? Why aren’t you calling from where you’re staying? What happ—” I heard the deep inhale and exhale come down the line. “Aurora, tell me everything from the start.”

      So I did.

      “Do not go back to that house,” Trank instructed. “I’m going to put you on the phone to your parents while I try to get in contact with your local police station.”

      There was a lot of rustling and grumbling in the background and then my mum’s voice came through the phone. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. Nothing is going on.”

      “No? Then why did you need to speak to Detective Trank for longer than your own mother?”

      “Maybe because he doesn’t overreact when I don’t immediately answer my phone or text him back.”

      “Are you giving me lip, young lady?” My mum’s voice became faint as she moved the receiver away from her mouth to speak to someone in the room with her, I assumed my dad. “She’s giving me lip. I’ve been worried sick because she’s been missing for a whole day and now she’s giving me lip.”

      “Mum. I’ve not been missing. I couldn’t get a signal.”

      “And the place you’re staying doesn’t have a phone line? You couldn’t have used that?”

      I hesitated. “I think the storm must have knocked the lines out.” That wasn’t technically a lie. I didn’t know for sure the phone lines had been cut. Maybe the storm had knocked them out.

      My mum paused. “Did you just lie to me?” Her voice was muffled as she spoke to my dad again. “She just lied to me. We’re worrying ourselves sick and she’s lying to us.”

      There was some rustling on the other end of the phone and then my dad came onto the line. “Now, lovely, we’re not mad, but you have to tell us the truth.”

      “You know I’m not five anymore, right Dad?” I asked, and looked up at Jake to find him openly laughing at me while still on the phone with Butts.

      “Well, how about you don’t act like it and I won’t treat you like it?” my dad countered.

      I whistled down the phone. “Harsh, Dad. Harsh.”

      “If the truth hurts, lovely, then you’re not living right. So, what’s going on? And before you say you couldn’t get a signal or there’s a problem with the phones, we understand that things like that can happen, but we worry. Especially after recent events. But we’re talking about why you called Trank before us.”

      “Okay, so, some people may or may not be dead and—”

      “What do you mean, may or may not be dead?” my dad asked. “Surely they’re dead or they’re not. It can’t be that hard to tell. It’s not like you haven’t had experience with that now.”

      “Someone’s dead?” My mum’s panicked screech echoed in the background. “Who’s dead? Give me that phone!”

      “How’s it going?” Jake called to me as I waited for my parents to finish fighting over the phone, and for my dad to try and calm my mum down.

      I gave him a one-shoulder shrug. “Waiting for Trank to get in touch with the local police station. You?”

      “Well, I didn’t have to explain to anyone why I didn’t call.” He grinned at me.

      “That’s because you haven’t spoken to my parents yet. Aren’t you going to call your parents and let them know you’re safe?” I asked, purely motivated by the selfish need to not be the only person whose parents were unreasonably mad at them today.

      He shook his head. “They don’t even know I’m here.”

      “How come?”

      “I didn’t tell them.”

      “Why?” I asked, and he laughed and pointed at my phone.

      “Aurora?” Trank’s voice came back through the phone. “Are you still there?”

      “Yep, is someone coming out?”

      Trank hesitated. “Yes.”

      “But?”

      “Two things. The storm has taken down a lot of trees, so most of the routes to you are blocked—”

      “The police are going to let a few fallen trees get in the way of catching a murderer?”

      “Well, they also received advance notice from the owner of the house about the nature of what they were doing this weekend because they didn’t want to get fined by the police for wasting their time. Apparently whoever spoke to them warned them and they said if it happened it would only be this weekend. That their regular guests wouldn’t be so determined. I think they were prepared for you.”

      “So they’ve told the police that they might get calls reporting murders so they should ignore them and the police have gone ‘m’kay’?”

      Trank sucked some air down. “Sort of. You’re not in a city up there, so there aren’t many officers available. They’re stretched really thin because of the storm and they’ve had to call in reinforcements from the nearest stations. They said they’d send a constable up to check everything out.”

      “Okay, as long as they’re sending someone.”

      “They are. Now, where—” I pulled the phone away from my ear and missed the rest of the sentence because I heard what sounded like a scream. I checked around. Maybe it was the way the wind whistled through the trees. Jake looked at me. Yep, he’d heard it too. And where was Elise?

      I put the phone back to my ear. “Listen, I have to go, the storm is getting worse so—”

      “Did I hear a scream then?” Trank asked.

      “Someone’s screaming?” My mum shouted in the background. “Will you give me that damn phone!”

      “No, it’s the way the wind is whistling through the trees, but I have to go now,” I said, scanning around me for Elise. Was that who had screamed? I gestured around us to Jake and he shook his head. I took that to mean he didn’t know where she was either.

      “Aurora—”

      “Tell Mum and Dad not to worry. Everything is fine. Love them, love you. Tell Charlie I’m fine, too. Bye.” I clicked off the call before Trank could say anything else. Because I was pretty sure the next command out of his mouth would be don’t run toward the scream. And I was obviously going to run toward the scream.

      “Did you see which way she went?” I asked Jake as I tried to rush through the trees in my wellies and waterproof clothing. It was made to keep you dry, not for ease of movement.

      “No, I wasn’t really paying attention.” He waded into the undergrowth after me. “But this way, I think.” He gestured over my shoulder in the direction we were going.

      The trees were densely packed together so it was hard to get a direct line of sight.

      “Can you see anything?” I asked as I weaved around another group of trees.

      “No, I think we should—”

      “I swear if you say split up I will let you run off into the waiting arms of the murderer to teach you a lesson.”

      “I was going to say call out to her since we’re not exactly creeping up on anyone like this.” He gestured to our outfits and then grinned at me. “But it’s nice to know that you’re concerned about my personal growth.”

      “Elise?” I called, ignoring his comment. “Are you out here, Elise?”

      “Over here,” Elise shouted.

      That “over here” sounded like it had come from everywhere. Jake turned in a full circle and then shook his head.

      “Are you okay? Can you make it back to the road, Elise?” I shouted into the trees.

      “I don’t know which direction that is,” she called back. “And I’m kind of stuck in a ditch.”

      “Was it you who screamed?” I asked.

      There was a pause. “Yes. I slipped down the side of the bank.”

      “Are you okay?”.

      “Yes.” Her voice seemed to come from all directions. “Just lost. And stuck.”

      “How are we going to find her?” Jake asked.

      “Realistically, she can’t be that far from the road.” I inched around in a slow circle, looking for anything that might indicate which way she had gone. There was nothing. “Elise? Stay exactly where you are. We’re going to come and get you, okay?”

      “Okay,” she squeaked. “Be quick. It’s dark in here.”

      “How are we going to find her without getting lost ourselves?”

      “Breadcrumbs.” I ushered him back to the road.

      “I don’t really think throwing lumps of bread on the ground is going to help. What if the birds steal it? We’ll be lost. And we didn’t pack bread,” he reminded me as I started unzipping my waterproof jacket. “What are you doing?”

      I took off the jacket and gave it to him to hold, slipped my rucksack from my shoulders, then rummaged around in it until I found what I wanted.

      “You dressed as a boy when you were little so you could join the Scouts, didn’t you?” he said, peering over my shoulder into my rucksack.

      “As if my dad would’ve let me around that many boys,” I scoffed. “Go and tie the end of this around that tree.” I handed him the ball of string and took my jacket back. Once I was all fastened up, I followed Jake into the trees, letting him keep hold of the string.

      “Let’s go diagonally,” he suggested. “Left first then we can swing back right. Cover more ground that way.”

      “No. We’ll go straight. Elise will likely have walked straight. It’s more likely she’s further in than left or right. She said she couldn’t see the road.”

      “If we’re going straight why do we need the string?” he asked, unrolling it as we went.

      “Because what if we come to an obstacle and have to divert around it?” I pointed to the ground. “Be careful where you step. You break a bone, I’m leaving you here.”

      “I feel so loved,” he muttered.

      “Elise, you still there?” I called.

      “Yes, please hurry.”

      Jake and I trudged as fast as we could in our wellies. I stopped abruptly as a thought occurred to me.

      “What? What’s up?” Jake asked.

      I faced him so he could watch my back while I watched his. “How certain are we that she’s not the killer?”

      He blew out a breath. “Ninety per cent? And we can’t leave her out here on the ten per cent chance she’s the bad guy.”

      “I agree. What info did Butts get?”

      “She was still looking people up, but she said she’d email it to me as soon as she was done.”

      So we needed to hang around for a bit so Jake would still have enough of a signal to get the info. I faced the forest again and continued on.

      “When we get back to the road we need to check which is closer from here, the town or the house.”

      “I thought you wanted to get to the town,” Jake said.

      “I do, but I don’t think we can safely make it. I’d rather not be miles away from both when it gets dark. We called for help, which was the main purpose of this excursion.” I turned my attention back to the task at hand. “Elise? Can you keep talking so we can find you?”

      “Farewell!” she cried. “God knows when we shall meet again. I have a faint cold fear thrills through my veins that almost freezes up the heat of life.”

      Jake shook my arm in a sudden panic. “We need to get to her.”

      I batted his hand off me and kept walking forward. “She’s quoting Shakespeare. Didn’t you go to school?”

      “You have Shakespeare memorised?”

      “I was Juliet. Elise is doing the scene before she takes her own life.”

      “Interesting choice for our current situation,” he mused. “And you said your dad wouldn’t let you fake being a boy to join the Scouts, but he let you play Juliet? How’d that happen?”

      “My mum. It’s a fine balance. They keep each other in line. Mostly. And I’m pretty sure my dad threatened Romeo before the performance because there was supposed to be this kissing scene, but Romeo didn’t come near me. So there was that.”

      Jake laughed. “I love your dad so much.”

      “You say that now. Wait until I tell him we shared a bed.”

      The smile dropped from Jake’s face and he stopped walking. “Yeah, but he’ll know you’re way too old for me.”

      “Pretty sure if you say that he’ll hit you harder.” I threw a straight-faced glance over my shoulder at him, but kept following Elise’s voice, grinning to myself.

      I was so busy being pleased with myself I only just caught myself from sliding into the ditch after Elise.

      “There you are!” she cried. The ditch was taller than her on every side and almost a sheer drop. Her waterproofs were covered in mud from when she’d fallen and her wellies were ankle deep into the mud.

      Jake and I reached down and, in a move that was a great deal easier than I thought it was going to be, we hauled a sobbing Elise out of the hole.

      “Thank you.” She hugged me and then Jake. “Thank you for coming back for me. I was so stupid to go wandering off. I was trying to give you both some privacy for your calls—”

      “It’s alright, Elise. Let’s get home and dry.” I motioned for Jake to lead the way. He began winding up the string as we went, his arm working quickly to wind it all up.

      “How much of that did you let out?” I asked, looking at the slack on the ground.

      “Not this much.” He shook his head. “It must have snapped or come loose from the tree.”

      “What?” I took the ball of string from him and started winding it up in frantic motions.

      “What are you freaking out for? We came in a straight line. We head back the same way.”

      “Because, Jake, this string was securely attached to the tree and all we did was unwind it.” I looked around us into the shadows of the trees as I spoke, still winding the string in. “We placed practically no stress on it so it shouldn’t have broken.”

      “What do you think happened, then?” Elise asked.

      The end of the string came into sight and I examined it. It was a clean cut, but there was no way to tell if it was the end I’d cut or a more recent cut.

      Jake scanned the trees as he spoke. “She’s saying someone cut it.”
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      “What do you mean, you think it’s been cut?” Elise pulled the string from my hand to examine the end.

      I grabbed Jake by the shoulders and spun him around so he could watch one side of the forest while I scanned the other. “Anything?”

      “No. Do you really think someone cut it?” he mumbled over his shoulder at me.

      “Maybe. No. Yes. I don’t see how else it snapped. The end’s not frayed.” My attention jumped from tree to tree in the most systematic way I could think of. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Why would someone do this?” Elise waggled the end of the string at me.

      I took it from her and pocketed the string. “We need to get out of here. We can discuss the hows and whys later.”

      “There!” Jake yelled behind me and tore off into the trees.

      “Stop,” I yelled, but he ignored me and carried on running. “Stop, Jake. Stop!”

      “They’re getting away!”

      “I’m coming, Jake. I’ll help you—” Elise started after him, but I caught her arm.

      “No. Stay exactly where you are. Do not move from this spot. Do you hear me? Face this way and do not move.” I turned Elise toward the road and waited for her to agree.

      “But—”

      “Elise. I need you to stay here and mark our way back out. Can you do that? This is the most important job right now. If you move, even a little, we’ll lose our way out and get lost in here. Can you stand still and not be afraid?”

      She squared her shoulders. “Yes.”

      “Thank you.” I took off running after Jake, hoping that Elise wasn’t the killer with an accomplice. I went as far as I could go and stopped before I lost sight of her. “Jake?”

      “I’ve found something,” he called.

      I hesitated. “Is it something you can move? As in, not a dead body?”

      “Yeah. Where are you?” His voice echoed off the trees.

      “Jake, I can’t move from here, so you’re going to have to find your way back to me.” I looked over to Elise to check she was still where she was supposed to be. I gave her a thumbs-up and got two back in return.

      “Why can’t you move? Are you stuck? Wait there, I’m coming.” Sounds of twigs cracking and someone rustling through the undergrowth filled the silence. “Where are you?”

      “Can you tell which direction I am?” I asked.

      “It sounds like you’re everywhere.”

      “Okay, stop where you are. Turn in whichever direction you think I’m in and walk slowly, in a straight line, toward me.” I scanned around the area looking for movement. Nothing.

      “Aurora?” Jake called, his voice sounding further away.

      “Stop. Turn and walk in the opposite direction, okay?”

      A long minute later movement from the left caught my eye. It looked like a camouflaged version of the abominable snowman, but his gait was familiar.

      “Jake?”

      The camouflaged abominable snowman paused mid-step, then waved at me. He came jogging over in his wellies with annoying ease.

      Jake came to a stop in front of me. “How come you didn’t follow?”

      I inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m furious with you. I can’t have this conversation right this second because I need a minute to calm down. Let’s get safely back to the road and I’ll yell at you then.” I checked over my shoulder to make sure Elise was still in the exact same place and hadn’t been murdered. She was and she hadn’t.

      “Why? For trying to catch the killer? And I have a clue.” He waved a silk scarf at me as he passed, heading further into the woods, and called to Elise. “Come on, Elise.”

      I spun around. “No! Elise. Stay exactly where you are.”

      Jake took another step deeper into the forest and pointed ahead of him. “I thought you wanted to get back to the road?”

      “I do.” I turned away from him and stomped back toward Elise, trying not to grind my teeth to dust in anger.

      “You’re going the wrong way,” he called after me. “The road is this way.”

      “No, it’s this way.” I continued heading back to Elise.

      “I think I know which way the road is,” he scoffed.

      “Clearly you don’t. And that’s one reason why you don’t go charging around an unfamiliar forest—you get lost.” I jabbed a gloved finger in the direction of the road. The direction Elise was facing. “The road is this way.”

      Elise nodded. “She’s right.”

      “I think you must have both gotten turned around. It’s definitely this way.”

      I turned and stomped back to him, my wellies squelching through the undergrowth. I stopped directly in front of him and fisted my gloved hand in his jacket so I could pull his face close to mine.

      “You’re wrong. The road is in the direction Elise is facing. I know this because I purposely positioned her that way so we wouldn’t lose our bearings when I had to come and find you because you had recklessly gone tearing off after who knows what.”

      “No—” He tried to take my hand off his jacket, but I gripped it more tightly.

      “Don’t even think about trying to defend yourself right now,” I growled right in his face. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been so angry. “When you started to work with me you promised you would do everything I said, but when I told you to stop you broke that promise. If we’d chased after you, we’d all be bumbling around in these trees with no idea of where we were. You did something extremely stupid. If you’d been chasing the killer, you could’ve gotten yourself killed. If you were chasing a ghost and we followed you, you could possibly have gotten us all killed. We could conceivably die from exposure out here if we lost our way. I’m really mad, Jake. So right now, you need to close your mouth, swallow whatever smart remark your teenage pride wants to throw at me and follow us back to the road.”

      “That’s—” he started, but I shook his top to quieten him. Drops of rain fell from it.

      “Not a word, Jake. Honest to goodness, I will gag you. And then maybe beat you.” I let go of his top and squelched my way back to Elise. “Are you ready?”

      Wide-eyed, she nodded and cast a glance over my shoulder. I could hear Jake stomping and muttering as he followed us.

      When we’d made it back to the road, I was going to remind Jake to download the information that Butts had sent through email, but I didn’t want him to feel as though I didn’t trust him to do it. But then again, he might be so mad at me that he’d forget, and Butts might have found out something that would help.

      “What did you see in the forest?” Elise asked before I could ask about Butts.

      “Nothing, Elise. I was too busy being stupid,” he snipped.

      “No. Uh-uh.” I shook my head at him. “You don’t get to be mad. You ran blindly into the trees with no thought about your own safety—”

      “I can take care—”

      “Of yourself?” I interrupted. “Can you? What if the whoever you were chasing—if it was a who and not a what—hid behind a tree and stabbed you in the face as you tried to run past? Were you prepared for that? Or what if they whacked you over the head with a branch and knocked you out and we couldn’t find you and you woke up with a wolf eating your leg. Were you prepared for that? I know you took no precautions to find your way back to the road. So tell me Jake, in that situation, exactly how would you have taken care of yourself?”

      “Those are ridiculous situations.”

      “They are extreme examples.” Elise placed her hand on my arm to quieten me. “But Aurora does have a point. I walked in a straight line and you still had to come and rescue me.”

      “Then why didn’t you tie the string to a tree before following me?” Jake challenged.

      “Because that only works if you tie it to something at the start. All that would’ve done was take us back to the same tree. I could’ve made an educated guess what direction the road was in, but what if I’d guessed wrong? Now you need to admit that I’m right and you were an idiot. Then you can check your email to download whatever information Butts sent, and then we can discuss whatever it was you found.”

      “You found something?” Elise asked.

      “Nope.” I made a swiping motion with my hand. “Jake, admit that you were an idiot and I’m always right.”

      He sucked down a long breath that I was pretty sure had him suffocating a plethora of responses, and finally blew it out. “I’m an idiot and you’re always right.”

      “Good, now stand on one leg and clap,” I instructed.

      He stopped walking and stared at me. “What?”

      “Just wanted to see if you’d do it.”

      “Yeah, because I’m the only idiot here,” he grumbled and took out his phone, veering deeper into the shelter of the trees to keep out of the rain while he checked his emails.

      “Do you do this a lot?” Elise asked as we watched Jake’s fingers fly over his phone screen.

      “Do what?”

      “This.” She swirled a finger.

      “Walk down deserted country lanes trying to get a signal to call for help because someone murdered the butler?” I shook my head. “Not so much.”

      “I meant things like—” She gestured to the forest. “How did you know to tie a string to a tree so we wouldn’t get lost in the woods? Or to stop me from chasing after him and all of us getting lost?”

      “I don’t know. Common sense?” I inclined my head. “And I watch a lot of horror films.”

      Jake jogged back out of the trees to us. “I downloaded it and emailed it to you as well.”

      “What did you find while you were yahoo-ing around the forest?” I asked while checking and downloading the documents he’d sent to make sure we both had them should some sort of technical disaster strike.

      “This.” He whipped a length of material out of his pocket.

      “Is that a scarf?” Elise took it from Jake’s hands and held it up. “The person wearing this cut the string? Why would they do that?”

      “If the string was cut—” I started.

      “You said it was cut,” Elise interrupted me.

      “No, I said it looked like it had been cut.”

      “It has to have been cut though.” Jake motioned for me to hand over the string. “You’re the type of person who regularly checks their weapons to make sure they work properly so there’s no way you’d have put this in your bag if it was frayed, right? You checked it before you put it in?”

      “It’s string, it’s hardly a weapon.” Elise lowered the scarf from her face and stared at me as the second part of that sentence registered. “You have weapons? Like what?”

      “My wit.” I watched Jake undo his waterproof jacket to tuck his phone away and noticed the knots in the drawstring on his hoodie. I only got a quick look at them but they didn’t look like regular knots. “Jake, what type of knot did you tie in the string?”

      “A hitch knot. Climbers use them.”

      “Show me.” He tied a knot in the string and handed the ball back to me. “You tied this knot?”

      “Yeah. why? It’s a really sturdy knot.”

      “Oh, my.” Elise examined the knot and placed a hand on my arm. “Now, let’s not argue.”

      “What?” Jake persisted.

      “This is the knot you tied?” I held up the ball of string and he nodded. “You tied a slipknot.”

      “No. That’s a hitch knot. We went on this adventure weekend trip with school a couple of years ago and they taught us how to do these fancy knots for climbing,” he said.

      I pulled one end of the string and the knot came undone. “I’m never going climbing with you. When in doubt, Jake, stick to what you know.”

      “I thought I knew this.” He grabbed the string from me and tied another knot. He pulled one side and the knot came undone.

      “So no one cut the string?” Elise asked.

      “Doesn’t look like it. And that scarf means nothing without context.” I took the scarf from Elise to examine it. It was full of snags. “Maybe someone was following us and lost that scarf somehow. Which is unlikely because look at the way we’re wrapped up.”

      “Those types of scarves can be quite warm,” she said. “Maybe they had it tucked under all their waterproof gear.”

      “Then how did it come off their neck?”

      “She caught it on a branch,” Jake suggested.

      “This is a silk scarf. Look at this weave. If this had caught on a branch with enough force to have pulled it from her neck, if it didn’t strangle her, it wouldn’t have little snags like these. It would be ripped, but it’s not.”

      “That’s a good point.” Elise reached over and fingered the hole with gloved fingers. “I had that happen more than once to me when I’ve caught one on something.”

      “And if they did catch it on a branch, why wouldn’t they tuck it further down inside their coat? Why would they take it off?” I asked.

      Jake took the scarf from my hands. “You’re saying this isn’t a clue?”

      “It’s full of snags. It’s been blowing around for a while. Did you see anyone while you were running? A shadow? Hear anything? Anyone? What made you run off in the first place?”

      “I saw something.” He gestured off to the left as if he were reimagining it.

      “What?” Elise asked.

      He shook his head. “Something. A blur.”

      “So you didn’t actually see a someone—just a something?” I clarified. “A something that could’ve been branches moving in the wind?”

      He opened his mouth, a refusal on the tip of his tongue, and then closed it. “You’re saying it’s not a clue.”

      “Why would someone be out here anyway?” I gestured around us. “Yes, maybe to murder us, but there are easier ways to do that than out here.”

      “True.” Elise stopped and looked both ways along the road. “I notice we’re walking back in the direction of the house. Aren’t we going to find the nearest town?”

      “I checked Google Maps while I was on hold before and it said the nearest town was fourteen miles from here.”

      Elise winced. “That’s a long way but we might pass other houses on the way, though.”

      “We might,” I agreed. “ But we might not. We’re not going to make fourteen miles before it gets too dark, and if we go back at least we know for sure we have somewhere to stay. The police are going to send a constable out. He’ll have a radio. He can call for more help when he realises what the situation is.”

      “Why don’t we call a taxi?” Jake waved his phone at me. “We have a signal now.”

      “And where are you going to ask them to pick us up from? The twenty-ninth tree from the left turn after the fallen-tree-road-blocking tipi?”

      “So we’re going back to the house where people are killing each other?” Elise asked.

      “Yep. Unless either of you has a better idea?” Jake and Elise shook their heads.

      By the time we got back to the house, it was late afternoon. The wind had been mostly behind us for the last stretch, which had helped speed us along. Mostly. Except that as well as shoving us all along, it blew all the rain into our backs. Since we were covered in our waterproofs, it wasn’t like we got wet. More like it was a solid wall of ice pressing us forward. All I could think about was the hot shower I was going to have when we finally got back inside.

      Nevis was waiting for us on the porch as we scurried up the last of the driveway. “Any luck?”

      “We managed to call the local police station and they’re going to send someone out,” I said, doing my best not to shake the water off me like a dog. “How about you? Any luck with the phone lines?”

      “Still not working.”

      “Anyone else dead?” Jake asked, and Nevis narrowed his eyes at him.

      “I think it’s a valid question,” Elise chirped in.

      “No, thankfully,” Nevis gestured around the side of the house. “Head around the back and hang up the waterproofs on the hooks to dry. Tea should be ready in an hour or so. It’s not fancy, but it’s warm.”

      “Thank you,” I said, and we all shuffled off the porch and around to the back of the house. We bunched in the foyer and began the process of peeling off the layers.

      I shed my overcoat, shook the excess water off over the mat and then hung it on a hook on the wall panel where Nevis had retrieved them from. I shivered. “I’m not sure if I’m warm or cold.”

      Elise’s teeth were chattering as she followed suit and hung up her still-dripping jacket next to mine. “I know what you mean. I didn’t realise how warm that jacket was.”

      “I’m fine.” Jake shook his jacket out with a little too much force and rain flew through the air at Elise and me. “Sorry.”

      I grumbled at him, but I was still wearing my leather jacket so the rain dripped off me.

      Jake stepped out of his waterproof trousers and wellies in one go and crossed the small foyer in his socks to get his prized canvas shoes. He slipped them on and, laces undone, walked over and handed me my boots and Elise her kitten heels.

      “What do we do now?” Elise asked as she and I stepped out of our trousers and into our shoes. It felt amazing to have my boots back on, as if all were right with the world. Elise took both of our trousers, crossed the foyer and hung them up next to Jake’s.

      “Let’s get some food, head on upstairs to see what Butts found, and work out who did this.” Jake was already backing up toward the corridor that led to the kitchen.

      I shook my head. “You heard Nevis. Tea is in an hour.”

      “I’m a little peckish, too,” Elise said.

      “And my brain will need power to work through the info Butts sent.” Jake was already inching toward the hallway to the kitchen.

      I held up my hands. “Fine.”

      And then the doorbell rang.

      “Is that the police?” Jake asked.

      I checked my watch. “It’s been four hours since Trank called. Took their time, didn’t they? It’s not like it’s a double murder or anything.”

      The doorbell rang again. A flurry of footsteps scampered across the entrance hall. Another few pairs stomped down the main staircase. Even at the back of the house, we could hear the murmuring.

      We headed up the corridor to the entrance hall. Everyone was grouped together and staring at the door. No one made a move to open it. Not even Nevis.

      I glanced around the group. “Is someone going to open the door? I think the police are waiting.”

      “The police? How do you know it’s the police?” Dick asked.

      “Because we called the police,” Jake said. “Who else would it be?”

      I looked to Nevis. “There’s not someone else due is there? Murder mystery weekend wise?”

      He shook his head, then squared his shoulders and crossed to the door. I could understand the hesitation or reluctance. In his place, I wouldn’t be eager to relate how I’d thought two people weren’t really dead while carrying on the game.

      “I’ll—I’ll be in my room.” Teresa turned and fled to the main staircase.

      “I don’t want to be here when they open the study door.” Professor Prunus jogged back up the stairs after her.

      With some mumbling and grumbling, Blanca, Philip and Dick followed them back up the main staircase.

      “I’ll stay with you.” Ruby placed her hand on the back of Nevis’ shoulder. Then he opened the door.

      A baby-faced policeman in a navy rain cape that some serial killers wear in horror movies stood dripping on the doorstep.

      “Are you—” Babyface lifted his notepad to eye level, scanned it and lowered it again. “Ariel Norse?”

      “No, but I am the owner. Please come in.” Nevis and Ruby stepped aside and made way for the constable. “And we don’t have an Ariel, but we do have an Aurora.”

      “I’m Aurora North. I believe Detective Trank from the Greater Manchester police force called you on my behalf.” I offered Babyface my hand and he shook it. “Is it just you?”

      “It is.” He did a bizarre jellyfish whole-body type of ripple to dislodge the rain from his cape. “Apparently you’re reporting a double murder?”

      “Yes. This is Nevis Noir and—that’s not your real name, right?” I asked, suddenly aware I was still using their character names.

      “Nevis Walters.” Nevis offered his hand to the constable, who shook it, then he gestured to Ruby. “And this is Ruby Tasker. That is Jake Cutter and Elise Stone.”

      I gave myself a mental slap at not introducing Jake and Elise myself, but then I was more concerned about the lack of police presence than letting him know who we were.

      “I’m P.C. George,” he said after he’d finished shaking hands. “Is it only you five here?”

      “No, there are several other people.” Nevis gestured up the stairs. “They’re in their rooms right now. Do you need to speak with them?”

      P.C. George nodded. “At some point. Probably. How about you show me to the bodies first and we can go from there?”

      “This way, constable.” Nevis led the way and the rest of us followed. “I’m sure you’ll understand if we don’t come in.”

      “What am I looking for?” Babyface asked, his hand hovering on the doorknob.

      “You’ll see them as soon as you walk in.” Nevis gestured to the door. “We covered them both with sheets. They’re right in front of the fireplace.”

      “Okay. If you’d all wait here for me that would be great.”

      “Will do, Constable.”

      P.C. George opened the door, stepped into the room, and pushed the door closed behind him.

      I had the briefest notion he was going to come out and declare that they were still alive. I waved it away. There was no way that was possible. I’d checked and double checked. Jake had checked. Elise had checked. Everyone had checked. There was no way.

      P.C. George stepped out of the study and closed the door behind him. He addressed me specifically. “Is this a joke?”

      “No. No, they really are dead. Did you check their pulses? Did you see the stab wound?” Surely we weren’t going to have to go back through all this again.

      “Whose pulse?” He pushed the door to the study open. “Whose stab wound?”

      I peered past him into the study. Jake peered over my shoulder.

      P.C. George pointed to the empty space between the couch and the fireplace. “There are no bodies to check.”
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      “I don’t understand.” Nevis looked behind the curtains in the study for the fourth time. “I don’t understand. They were dead. They couldn’t have gotten up and walked away.”

      P.C. George had given us all a stern warning about making crank calls to the police, especially at such dire times. He ignored our protests that there really had been bodies, and escaped back out into the storm to help people who “really needed him”. He wouldn’t even let me use his radio to get in touch with Trank. He did say that he would send up a mechanic with spare tyres after he’d finished dealing with the emergencies so that was somthing.

      “Well, they’re not in here.” Elise climbed to her feet after peering under the sofa.

      “I don’t understand where they’ve gone.” Ruby hovered in the doorway.

      “I’m guessing the killer moved them while we were out.” I examined the carpet where we’d laid the bodies out. There had been a rug there. There was a clear outline of where it had been. So the killer got rid of the rug too. It made sense. It would’ve had blood on it.

      “But why?” Ruby asked.

      I shrugged. “It gives the killer more time.”

      “To do what? Nevis? What does she mean? What does the killer need to do?”

      “To cover their tracks, Ruby. That’s all.” I gestured to where the bodies had been. “Maybe the killer moved them outside. A storm like this would likely wash any evidence away.”

      “We need to tell everyone.” Nevis ushered us all toward the door.

      “What are we going to do now?” Jake asked as we followed Nevis into the hall and he called everyone else downstairs.

      “Well, since P.C. George wasn’t the saviour I was hoping for, tomorrow we get up and walk to the nearest town. I’m hoping the storm will have broken by then so it should be easier going.”

      “I knew we should’ve kept walking today,” Elise said.

      “Yeah, well, hindsight,” I said.

      “What’s happening?” Blanca asked, edging down the staircase toward us.

      “Why is the study door open?” Prunus said from the landing.

      Philip followed Blanca down the stairs, looking around. “Where’s the policeman?”

      “Obviously, he’s gone for help.” Teresa snapped. “He can’t deal with a double murder on his lonesome, can he?”

      “The bodies are gone.” Nevis spoke over the chatter. “The constable who came is not sending help because the bodies are gone. He doesn’t even believe there were bodies.”

      “Great!” Dick threw his arms up. “What are we supposed to do now?”

      “What do you mean, the bodies are gone?” Philip bent at the waist as he crossed the hall, as if he could peer into the study from as far away as possible. When he got close enough to see inside the study, he pointed into the room. “Where are they?”

      “Who would move them?” Teresa followed Philip to the study doorway.

      “Why would they move them?” Prunus asked.

      “And where would they put them?” Dick added.

      Jake and I exchanged a look as the same idea occurred to us both. The freezers in the kitchen. If that was where they were, maybe there was time to call the constable back.

      “Do you think they buried them?” Blanca asked.

      “Where are you two going?” Ruby called as Jake and I strode toward the kitchen.

      “We’ll be right back,” I said and darted into the dining room before anyone could object. Jake followed me and Elise followed him.

      “What are we doing?” Elise whispered as I pushed the swing door to the kitchen open.

      “We’re going to check out the freezers.” Jake pointed to the end of the kitchen.

      “Why would the killer put the bodies in the freezers?” Elise asked. “It’s not like we haven’t seen them and we know they’re dead so what are they trying to hide?”

      “Best thing I can think is they were trying to buy time,” I said. “They knew we’d gone to get the police, so they hid the bodies to give themselves more time to escape.”

      “That makes sense,” Elise agreed.

      My attention jumped between the freezer tops. “Where’s the cook’s ashtray?”

      “It’s over here.” Elise pointed to the brimming ashtray. “Why?”

      “Because it was on top of the freezers,” Jake said. “So, someone’s been in them?”

      “Maybe they were looking for ice cream. Like you.”

      “Yeah, or maybe they were stuffing bodies inside,” Jake countered, standing by the next freezer along, his fingers gripping the lid. “Same time?”

      I nodded. “Same time. Now.” Jake and I lifted the lids and peered inside our respective freezers. I stared down into a freezer full of ice cream and bags of frozen vegetables. Someone had rearranged the contents. And I was sure it was fuller.

      “I’m clear.” Jake dropped the lid to his freezer and it closed with a muted thump. “How about you?”

      Hesitantly, Elise peeked over my shoulder. “Hers is clear too.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” Jake pointed to the contents of my freezer. “Is it my imagination or does that freezer look like it’s got more stuff in it?”

      “Did yours look empty?” I asked. “Maybe someone put all the food in the same freezer.”

      Jake’s attention jumped between freezers. He shook his head. “Mine looked fuller too.”

      “What does—oooh, mint choc chip!” Elise reached into my freezer and grabbed a tub of ice cream before I could stop her. It revealed Butler’s nose and mouth. Elise shrieked and threw the tub back in the freezer, hitting the portion of Butler’s face that was exposed. I closed the lid and blew out a shaky breath. I knew we’d already found him, so it wasn’t like it was the shock of a new body. And I’d purposely checked in there expecting to find a body. Still.

      “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Elise grabbed my arm. “I didn’t mean to hit him in the face. I—it wasn’t expected. I mean, I know it was expected, but then we thought they were clear, so it wasn’t expected.”

      “It’s okay, Elise.” I reached out and squeezed her hand. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, yes, I—” She exhaled a long breath and stepped back from the freezers to rest her back against a countertop. “I need a minute.”

      “What’s going on?” Nevis burst in through the swing door. Everyone else poured in behind him.

      “We’ve found the bodies,” I said. Jake was already double-checking his freezer before I could ask if he wanted me to. He dropped the lid and nodded at me.

      “Where are they?” Dick asked from the back of the room.

      “No,” Blanca shrieked when I gestured at the freezers. “Who is doing this?” She turned as if to flee from the room, but the doorway was blocked by everyone else. Philip pulled her to him and wrapped her up in a hug.

      “Maybe we can catch the constable.” Nevis whirled around and shoved his way through the crowd, back out into the dining room and beyond.

      “What are we going to do with them?” Dick grimaced as he looked at the freezers.

      “What do you mean ‘do with them’?” Ruby asked.

      Dick waved his hand in the direction of the freezers. “We can’t leave them in there.”

      “Actually, I think that’s the best plan,” I said.

      “You can’t mean that?” Teresa gawked at me. “They’re people. Not sausages.”

      “Does anyone have any better suggestions?” Prunus asked. No one spoke. “Then that’s what we’ll do.” He turned and made his way through the crowd and exited into the dining room. We stood in silence for a few minutes before they all followed him.

      “So what now? Same plan as before?” Jake asked when we were alone in the kitchen. “Food and investigation?”

      “You can eat after finding them?” Elise asked, horrified.

      “We need to eat, Elise.” Even though I didn’t particularly feel like it either. “We’ve walked easily fifteen miles today. In the cold. We need to eat so we can do the same thing again tomorrow.”

      “But when we leave tomorrow, we’re not coming back, right?” she asked.

      “Not without the police. You and Jake get a heap of packable food and take it upstairs. I’m going to see if Nevis managed to catch up with the policeman.”

      I left Jake and Elise to their hunting and gathering and made my way through the dining room and out into the entrance hall. Ruby was waiting at the door, peering out into the storm.

      “Did he manage to catch him?” I asked as I approached.

      “I don’t know yet. I can’t see either of them. Do you think he will?”

      “No,” I said honestly. “The constable had a motorbike and a head start.”

      Ruby glanced at me before turning her attention back to the drive. “We’ve still not found Carlos. Do you think he could be the one doing this?”

      “Him or the detective. Both are still missing. To be honest, as much as I don’t want anyone to be the killer I’d be happy if it were Carlos. I never really spent any time with him, so …” I let the sentence hang.

      “I spent time with all these people.” Ruby stared out of the front door into the blackness. “I’m hoping it’s some madman hiding in the attic.”

      I opened the door a little wider so I could look out into the dark, storm-filled night. I couldn’t see hide nor hair of Nevis. I was hoping that meant he was still chasing the constable and not that the killer had swung a wrench at his head too.

      “I’m going to go upstairs. Will you let me know when Nevis gets back?” I asked. Ruby said she would. I’d been going to ask her about the video, but somehow it hadn’t felt like the right moment. I jogged up the main staircase and met Jake and Elise outside our room.

      “Did Nevis catch him?” Elise asked.

      “Don’t know, but Ruby is going to let us know when he’s back.” I opened the door because both she and Jake were heavily laden with what appeared to be mainly chocolate bars and crisps.

      Once inside I tugged off my boots while Jake and Elise dumped their haul in the middle of the bed. Jake carefully removed his shoes while I grabbed the blanket from the chair, wrapped it around me, then settled myself at the head of the bed. Jake climbed up and reached for a bag of crisps then settled back against one of the poles at the other end.

      Elise stood at the door, her hands clasped in front of her as if she weren’t sure what to do with them.

      I beckoned her over to join us. “No shoes on the bed, Elise. It’s my only rule.”

      Her face lit up and she trotted over, slipped off her kitten heels next to Jake’s pumps, and climbed onto the bed next to me. She sat with her feet tucked underneath her, looking at Jake. “So what do we do first?”

      “Jake, do you want to read out what info you can find and we’ll make notes?” I asked.

      “Sounds like a plan, Batman.” He adjusted his back against the bedpost and then pointed at a pillow at the head of the bed.

      I threw his pillow to him and he started flicking through his phone while I got my notepad out and settled back against the headboard. I was about to get my phone because Jake was doing that thing where he moved his lips when he read and all I could do was watch him and try and guess what he was reading. We could always Bluetooth Elise the files so she could read through them too and compare information afterward. I’d decided to do that when Jake spoke.

      “Butts has organised the info into folders for each person, but she also ran some sort of programme that compares details. How do you want to do this? Person by person first?”

      “Makes sense,” I said.

      “Okay, Blanca Gaust is a theatre actress. She worked with a company called Circles in Circles that disbanded earlier this year. This is her first acting job since then. No criminal record, not married, family lives in Birmingham.”

      I waited but nothing else was forthcoming. “That’s it?”

      “In Butts’ defence, she didn’t have much time.”

      “No connection to Ali or Butler?” I asked.

      Jake frowned at me. “I thought you wanted to do this person by person?”

      “Okay. Next.”

      “Oh, wait, there’s something else.” He enlarged his screen. “The files have come through funny. It says she filed an accusation of assault against someone called Alison Long, but it was never prosecuted.”

      Elise looked at me. “Alison as in Ali, the cook?”

      I shrugged since Jake was holding all the answers. “When was this?”

      “About two years ago,” Jake said. “That’s interesting, right?”

      “Keep going. Actually—” I got off the bed and jerked my head for Jake and Elise to follow.

      Jake reluctantly followed me. “Are you going to pee? Because I’m not waiting right by the door so you can keep an eye on me. It’s not like I need a babysitter and Elise is here anyway.”

      “If I wanted to keep an eye on you it would be so there would be food left when I came back, but no.” I grabbed the timeline from underneath the mattress where I’d hidden it before we’d left and beckoned them to the bathroom. “We need a storyboard.”

      “And you think the bathroom is the perfect place for that?” Jake asked.

      “As it happens …” I angled a bar of soap so I could write with the corner and began writing all the names of our suspects on the large mirror.

      “Then what’s this?” Elise picked up the timeline I’d placed on the closed toilet seat and began unfolding it.

      “That’s a timeline of what we know and who was where. We’ll use that as well as the info from Butts to create a clear map of suspects.”

      Jake was staring at me when I stepped back to admire my handiwork. “When the zombie apocalypse happens, you’ll come for me, right? Aurora? You’ll come and save me, right?”

      I patted his shoulder. “Of course.”

      “I feel like you’re humouring me.”

      “Survival of the fittest, bro. So, Blanca and Ali are connected.” I drew a line to connect them. “Flip to Ali’s file and see if it mentions the assault.”

      “No, but … oh. Hang on …” He tapped around on his phone for a few seconds and I desperately wanted to get my phone, so I could look at the files too. But if I did, Jake would see that as me not trusting him and that wasn’t true. I was impatient, not distrustful. “Here’s something. Ali and Blanca were in a play together. They were both part of this Circles in Circles company.”

      Elise peered at the phone over Jake’s shoulder. “That was before the assault complaint?”

      He scanned through the information. “The complaint came the day after opening night. According to this, they were both cast to play the same role.”

      “One will be the understudy. Maybe Blanca accused Ali of assault to get the lead role,” Elise suggested.

      “Or maybe Blanca had the role and Ali assaulted her to knock her out of the running.” Jake showed the screen to Elise. “Blanca sustained a list of injuries from the assault. It looks pretty severe.”

      “Then why didn’t the assault accusation stick?”

      Jake scrolled through the information. “There’s no reason I can see.”

      I narrowed my eyes at my suspect map on the mirror. “Do you remember the conversation Ruby and Blanca had on the back stairs about wanting to get rid of someone? What if that conversation was about getting rid of Ali? Not her body, but her as an actor from this play.”

      “Well, that would make sense as to why they’d need Nevis’ help,” Elise agreed. “Contracts and employment law and whatnot.”

      “Does that mean we’re ruling them out as suspects?” Jake asked.

      I drew a line from Ruby to Blanca on the mirror. “No, because Ruby could’ve killed Ali and was going along with Blanca’s comment or vice versa. What else?”

      “Ali is married to a Robert Yates.”

      “Robert is Prunus’ first name.” I wrote it on the mirror. “We’ll check in a minute, but let’s assume that is Prunus. I know he already admitted they were married, but at least now we have some confirmation of it.”

      Elise gestured to Jake’s phone. “Does it give a reason for the divorce.”

      “Er … ‘intolerable cruelty’,” Jake supplied.

      I whistled and added that to the mirror too. “That’s a pretty harsh statement. Especially since he said it was amicable. Is the divorce final?”

      Jake shook his head. “And now she’s dead.”

      “Do either have anything worth squabbling over in a divorce?” Elise asked.

      “Not that Butts has noted.”

      “Sometimes it’s not about the assets, though,” I said. “If that’s how she filed, then there must have been some extreme treatment from him to make her file that way, which means he might well be capable of murdering her. Or she made it up and taunted him with it, which, again, means he might well be capable of murdering her.”

      “I think it’s the latter,” Elise said.

      I pointed to her. “I agree, because if someone has treated you so badly that’s how you filed, you wouldn’t want to live in the same house as them, would you? Anything more on Ruby?”

      “Nothing of note on the social media in terms of her connection with people here. Then Nevis Walters co-owns both this house and is a co-founder of this theatre company. Not connected to anyone. He and Rupert Butler went to the same university, but that’s it, connection wise.”

      “What about Philip?” I asked.

      “Philip Hunt. He was in Circles in Circles too, so maybe something happened there between him and Ali,” Jake suggested.

      I made a brief note on the mirror of his connection to Ali and Blanca. “Do you have anything to back that up or are you grasping?”

      “Grasping. I’ve got nothing. And then there’s Dick Hound,” he said. “Butts has a marriage certificate for him to someone called Janice South, but nothing about a divorce, yet she noted there are lots of photos of him with guys on his social media. Nothing that openly states he’s gay, but a lot of implication.” Jake looked up from his phone. “And you think he and Carlos are a thing, so maybe Ali found out about that.”

      Elise waved it away. “He’s an actor. No one would care. It would be more of a shock if he weren’t gay. Can we do Teresa now?”

      Jake grinned at me and then did some more phone scrolling. “Okay. Teresa Derrick. There’s not much going on with her. Not married. No children. Nothing worthy of note on her social media that Butts found. Her roles were sporadic. None with the Circles in Circles company. In fact, she’s been living the cliché and working as a waitress.”

      Elise slumped in on herself. “Well, that makes me feel sorry for her now.”

      “What about the detective or Carlos?” I asked.

      Jake shook his head. “Those files have come through as corrupted on my phone. Try looking on yours?”

      “You sent them to me. If they’re corrupted on your phone, they’ll be the same on mine.” I handed the soap to Elise and grabbed my rucksack from the chair and searched through the pockets. “Motives so far. Blanca killed Ali as revenge for not getting justice for her assault. Nevis or Ruby killed Ali because she possibly overheard a conversation that likely happened between Ruby and Carlos about this video. Teresa killed Ali for stealing her earrings.” I put my rucksack to one side before searching my coat pockets for my phone. “Dick killed Ali because she found out he was gay. Prunus killed her because they were married and she knew how to push his buttons. Philip killed her—do we have a motive for Philip?”

      I abandoned my coat and waved my hand over the bed like a metal detector as I tried to find my phone amongst the wrappers and food.

      Jake shook his head. “Nothing that I could see.”

      “He does seem rather fond of Blanca, though,” Elise pointed out.

      “Yeah, I noticed she always turns to him,” I agreed as I stepped back and surveyed the bed. “Maybe she confided in him about the assault and he confronted Ali.”

      “Do we have any motives for anyone killing Butler?” Elise asked.

      I emptied my rucksack on the bed and checked through the contents for my phone. “The way I see it Butler was the only person who could have immediately identified that Ali was dead. He was the only one who knew what was supposed to happen post-Carlos. So the motive for his murder was to hide the first murder as long as possible.”

      “But he wasn’t killed until way into the night,” Elise said. “Remember he slipped that improv card under my door around eleven. Surely he’d have found out about Ali by then.”

      I paused in rooting through my belongings as something occurred to me. “What if he was murdered earlier. Like much earlier. Like when we were searching the house earlier. There was no blood anywhere on those steps. I know it was pouring down but if he’d been stabbed minutes before we got there, there should’ve been a little bit. Or a trail. And his wound would likely have still bled, but when they moved him—”

      “He hardly bled at all. Because the cold had slowed his blood. But Elise’s card—”

      I held my finger up to shush Jake. “What if that was the killer’s card? Butler gave that to the killer? Then the killer slid it under Elise’s door, so we’d assume Butler was still alive around eleven?”

      Elise looked between me to Jake. “But what difference would it make when he was killed? Either way, when we were searching the house or later at night when everyone was sleeping, no one really has an alibi.”

      “Confusion tactic.” Jake suggested. “Maybe someone saw something that might have implicated the killer while they were searching the house without actually realising what they saw, so they had to give Butler a different time of death to exonerate themselves.”

      I pointed to Jake. “Exactly.”

      “What are you doing?” He gestured to my belongings scattered over the bed.

      “Can’t find my phone.”

      “Where do you remember last using it?” Elise checked the bed over as she straightened it up.

      “I was … calling my parents and checking that the email you sent came through. I don’t think I used it after that. Maybe I left it in the waterproofs. I’m just going to check.”

      Elise and Jake exchanged a glance. “We’ll come too.”

      I rolled my eyes at them, but I appreciated the gesture. I didn’t bother slipping my boots back on since we were only nipping downstairs. Jake and Elise, both shoeless as well, followed me along the corridor and down the back staircase.

      “I’m not surprised you’ve lost it,” Jake said. “You’re always leaving it lying around.”

      “Just because mine is not permanently glued to my hand doesn’t mean I leave it lying around.”

      “My phone isn’t glued to my hand,” he retorted as we descended the back stairs. I stopped in the middle of the foyer and threw a pointed look at his phone, clutched in his hand. “Well, one of us has to make sure we have a lifeline when we escape tomorrow.”

      “I need to make sure mine’s charged. Remind me when we get back upstairs,” Elise said while I searched through the pockets of each jacket.

      “A-ha.” I held my phone aloft. “Got it. Let’s get back upstairs. My feet are getting cold.”

      Elise and Jake headed up the stairs in front of me. I stopped on the first stair. Then I turned back to the still dripping waterproofs and the wood panelling. There were seven individual panels along the back wall. I stepped down and moved into the middle of the foyer, staring at the wall.

      “Aurora?” Jake came back down the stairs. “You coming?”

      “We’re still missing Carlos and the detective.”

      “I know.” He moved next to me.

      “What are we doing back down here?” Elise asked from the bottom step.

      I gestured along the wall. “We’re going to see if these other panels open.”

      “But you have your phone.”

      “I do. That’s not what we’re looking for now.” I stood in front of the panel to the left of the waterproofs. “I’m going to start at this end.”

      Nevis had opened the third, fourth and fifth panels to get the waterproofs, so that left two panels either side.

      Jake moved to the opposite end. “Do two each.” I was about to object, but he squared his shoulders and pushed on the side of the panel like Nevis had before I could say anything. The door popped open. A suddenly pale Jake turned to me and shook his head. “Two pairs of wellies and some umbrellas.”

      “Okay.” I took a deep breath and pushed the first two doors at the same time. If there was a body hidden in there, I wanted to find it and get it over with. All the anticipation was bringing me out in a cold sweat. The doors popped open. I leapt back as something fell out of the second panel. Elise stifled a shriek. It took my brain all of five incredibly long seconds to register that it wasn’t a body. It was two bags of clothes in laundry sacks. They must have been piled on top of each other.

      “Aurora?” Jake appeared in front of me. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I shook it off as best I could. “Startled me is all.”

      Truth to tell, I was far from okay. I didn’t want to be opening cupboards looking for dead bodies. Sure, I could open them and look for ghosts and ectoplasm and goblins and whatnot without issues, but that was different. These were people we’d met. Talked to. However briefly. Part of me wanted to leave that last cupboard closed. We could go back upstairs, eat our chocolate, try and get some sleep, then escape first thing tomorrow.

      But I couldn’t. Not only because my evilly curious mind wouldn’t let me, but because if Carlos or the detective were in there, it was better we knew.

      “Anything in the first one?” Elise asked from the stairs.

      “No. It’s just the electrics cupboard.” I closed the door and then shoved the laundry bags back into the other cupboard.

      “I got this one,” Jake announced.

      “No, wait—” I reached out to stop him, but he’d already popped the cupboard door open. He slammed it shut immediately.

      “What’s wrong?” Elise asked.

      He blew out a long breath and stepped back from the cupboard. He pointed a shaky finger at the closed door. “Found Carlos.”
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      Jake, Elise and I sat on the side of the bed in my room like the three proverbial monkeys. Elise had her hands over her ears so she could block out distractions and focus on her breathing, Jake had his hands over his mouth, I was guessing so he didn’t vomit, and I was covering my eyes with one hand and tapping Carlos’ phone on my knee with the other. Admittedly, I did have a gap in my finger so I could keep a check on the other two.

      “I still think we should’ve moved him.” Jake’s voice was muffled as he spoke from behind his hands.

      “To what end?” I asked.

      After Jake found Carlos’ body, I opened up the cupboard and checked him over. He had a clear, thick purple line around his neck and what looked like scratches down his throat where he’d tried to loosen whatever someone had strangled him with. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. About him gasping for his last breath and the final thoughts that had run through his mind.

      I kept trying to get my mind to shift gears, but it wouldn’t. I needed to do something, so I got up from the bed and headed to the bathroom to look at our storyboard. I’d found Carlos’ phone in his front jacket pocket, which was great news, except the battery was dead and it wasn’t the same phone that Elise, Jake or I had so we couldn’t charge it.

      Jake came to hover in the bathroom doorway. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m trying to work out who did this, but I keep coming up against a brick wall.” I pointed to our soap mirror art. “Everyone has some sort of motive for Ali’s death, but no one really sticks out. Add in a strangled Carlos. That takes strength, but, in the right circumstances, with enough leverage, a woman might have been able to do it. And where’s the detective? It didn’t look as though Carlos had taken a head blow, so if Teresa’s telling the truth, then the detective’s body is still around here somewhere.”

      “What if Teresa isn’t telling the truth?” Jake asked.

      “I really think she was.”

      “What did I miss?” Elise asked, moving next to Jake. “Did we get into Carlos’ phone?”

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      “Did we work out where the detective is?”

      I shook my head again. “Nope.”

      “Do we have an idea who the killer is?”

      I shook my head for a third time. “Nope.”

      “Hmm. We could really do with getting into that phone.” Elise took it from my hands. “Someone here must have a phone charger that fits this phone. I’ve got a plug with a USB hole thing so all we need—what?” Elise asked when she saw me staring at her. “What did I say?”

      “Give me a sec.” I waved my hand in their direction to shush them while I worked through an idea.

      Jake looked from the mirror to me. “Did you just work out who the killer is?”

      “No, but I do have a plan to find out.”

      Before I could tell them, someone knocked on the door. I gestured for both Jake and Elise to get in the bathroom and out of sight. Neither was happy about it, but, for my devious plan to work, it was important no one saw Elise right now.

      I opened the door a crack. Nevis stood in the hallway.

      “Guess you didn’t catch P.C. George, then?”

      Nevis shook his head. “I really tried, but … anyway, I came to let you know that we’re having some tea. I know you might not feel like eating, but I think it’s important that everybody tries.”

      “I agree. I’ll be down in a minute.”

      “Have you seen Elise? I knocked on her door, but no one answered.”

      “I’ll let her know.”

      “Thanks.” He looked as though he wanted to say something else, but he didn’t. He plodded along the corridor like a man with the world on his shoulders. I felt a swell of empathy as he went, and then remembered he might be the killer. I closed the door and beckoned Jake and Elise out of the bathroom.

      “We’re having food?” Jake’s hand went to his stomach as though he wasn’t sure if he was hungry or if he was going to be sick.

      “No. We’re implementing our ‘catch a murderer’ plan,” I said and then quickly filled them in on the details of how it was going to work.

      

      “Is everyone sure what they’re doing?” I asked one more time as Elise put the finishing touches to my hair. Normally, I wasn’t a fan of being fussed over, but she’d insisted that I do something to “get into character”. I’d explained, since I was playing myself, I didn’t need to do anything, but she’d insisted. And she’d wanted to help, so I let her plait my hair in my usual headband style.

      It was strange, but it did make me feel a little more in control.

      “Is there any chance we can do it after tea?” Jake asked.

      “For the millionth time, no, we cannot do it after tea.”

      “I’m not really all that hungry.” Elise patted her tummy and nodded to Jake. “And neither should you be. You ate seven chocolate bars, four bags of crisps, and almost a whole packet of biscuits.”

      “Aurora ate one of the chocolate bars and some of the biscuits,” Jake said, and I turned to stare at him. “Well, you did.”

      “We can find some more food to fill the bottomless pit you call a stomach afterward, but let’s do this first, okay? So, we’re good? We know what we’re doing?”

      “Yes. We know.” Jake made a shooing motion.

      “Please be careful,” I said, and then headed out of the room and down to the dining hall.

      It wasn’t as though I didn’t trust Jake or Elise to follow simple directions, it was more that I didn’t trust them not to get overexcited and forget what they were doing.

      The dining room was set up the same way it had been the previous night. The table was laid with flower decorations and name cards where we were supposed to sit, as well as filled wine glasses. Jake and I had been assigned the same seats we’d had at dinner on the first night and Elise was two seats down from me.

      Nevis, Philip and Dick had their heads bowed closely together as though they were deep in a serious conversation by the swing door that led to the kitchen. Ruby was sitting at the head of the table next to Blanca, who was nursing her red wine. Teresa and Professor Prunus were hovering by the windows, casting furtive looks at everyone else.

      Before I could say anything else, a buzzer sounded in the kitchen and Philip stepped back from his huddle with Nevis and Dick.

      “The food is ready!” he announced with a clap. “Everyone take your seats. Ruby? Teresa? Will you both give me a hand bringing the food out, please?”

      “Why do I have to do it?” Teresa snapped at him.

      “Because Philip cooked and he asked for your help,” Nevis called from across the room.

      “I’ll help,” Blanca volunteered.

      “I wasn’t saying I wouldn’t help,” Teresa inched toward the kitchen door. “I was pointing out that you asked the women to serve.”

      “Actually, I asked Ruby because she’s helpful and you because you’re not. The gender bias you saw on your own.”

      “Before we eat, if I could have your attention for a moment,” I called, and everyone turned to stare at me.

      “I’m not having burnt roast potatoes for you.” Teresa headed toward the kitchen.

      “What’s wrong, Aurora?” Nevis asked as Philip blocked Teresa’s way.

      I hesitated. “We’ve worked out who the murderer is.”

      A heavy silence filled the room. Everyone looked around at everyone else and edged away from whomever they were closest to, then realised that put them closer to someone else and edged away from them. It was like watching a human version of bumper cars, but in excruciatingly slow motion.

      Blanca placed her wine glass back down on the table, hand shaking. “Who is it?”

      “It was Elise. She hasn’t admitted to it yet, but all the evidence points to her.”

      “I told you not to let her stay!” Teresa screeched at no one in particular.

      “Why? Why did she do it?” Nevis asked.

      I shrugged. “Maybe she was mad you didn’t cast her. Maybe she’s crazy. Maybe some other reason. I don’t know. Like I said, she keeps denying it, but—”

      Dick narrowed his eyes at me. “If she keeps denying it then how can you be sure it was her?”

      “A couple of things. We … found Carlos’ body earlier and we have his phone.”

      “Carlos is dead?” Blanca screeched.

      “Shush-shush-shush.” Ruby pulled her into a side hug. “It’s okay. It’s okay.”

      “It’s not okay,” Prunus snapped.

      “When did you find him?” Dick was upset, but not as distraught as I’d imagined he’d be. Maybe their relationship wasn’t that serious. Or maybe they weren’t in one after all.

      “And why steal his phone?” Philip asked.

      Nevis was staring at me, his jaw set in a hard line. “Do you really think Elise did this?”

      “I really do. And we have evidence, so …” I gave a small shrug.

      “What evidence?” Prunus asked.

      Blanca gestured to me with shaky hand. “From Carlos’ phone.”

      “Maybe. I’m not sure what we’ll find on there, yet, but I had to take it just in case.”

      “What do you mean? Can’t you get into it?” Ruby asked.

      I shook my head. “We don’t have the correct charger.”

      “But you think there’ll be evidence on there that proves Elise did it?” Philip said.

      “On the phone? No, I’m not sure what we’ll find on the phone. I only took it on the off chance. The evidence against Elise will be on this.” I held up an SD memory card.

      “What’s that from?” Blanca gasped. “Did you photograph her killing them?”

      “Not intentionally. It’s from a surveillance camera.”

      “You’ve been spying on us?” Professor Prunus exclaimed.

      “You hid a camera in the house?” Nevis swirled his finger around the room. “In which rooms? How many?”

      “About twelve. I placed them around the house as soon as I got here. They’re motion activated. I use them when I’m investigating supposedly haunted places. When I realised that wasn’t what this was, I collected them all back up. Fortunately, I somehow forgot about the one in the study. I didn’t realise until I was packing my bag this evening.”

      “You were recording from before Carlos died?” Teresa asked. “Did he die when we all thought he died? Where is his body?”

      “No, he died later. At least I’m pretty sure he did.” I pocketed the SD card. “I’ll know when I watch that. His body is wedged in the cupboard next to where you got the waterproofs for us earlier, Nevis.”

      “Was it there when I was getting them for you?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know, but his body is pretty stiff, so I’d say it was likely.”

      “So …” Teresa’s eyes focused on my pocket. “You haven’t seen what’s on it yet?”

      “No, I haven’t. And that’s the only reason I’m telling all of you. I need a laptop or something that reads SD cards. I was hoping one of you has one?”

      And then there was an exceptionally loud crack of thunder. Two seconds later the lights went out. Darkness engulfed the dining room.

      “What’s happening?” shrieked Teresa.

      “Storm must have knocked out the lights,” Dick said.

      I held up my phone with the torch app on. “Does anyone know where the fuse box is?”

      Nevis shook his head. “Butler dealt with that type of thing.”

      “Okay. We need to find the fuse box. I’m assuming you had the electrics redone when you were renovating, right? So it should be as simple as a tripped switch. We flip it and we have lights again. It should be that simple.”

      “There are some candles in the kitchen if I can find them in the dark.” Philip pushed on the kitchen door. “Ah, there’s still some light from the hob.” He disappeared into the kitchen.

      “Hang on,” Blanca said, and followed him.

      Seconds later Philip and Blanca emerged through the door with a bunch of lit candles and began passing them around. I took one to save the power on my phone. As Philip handed the last candle to Teresa, rapid footsteps stomped down the stairs.

      “Aurora!” Jake yelled. “Aurora! Where are you?”

      “We’re in the dining room,” I yelled, backing up into the doorway so Jake could see me. He shone my dynamo torch into my face.

      “She’s gone!” He rubbed the side of his face while he spoke. “She clocked me with the chair then she was gone.”

      “Did you see which way she went?” I asked.

      Jake shook his head. “She was too fast.”

      “You let the murderess escape?” Teresa cried.

      “Did you miss the part where she hit me in the face with a chair?” Jake snapped at her, still holding his jaw.

      “Did she take Carlos’ phone?” I asked.

      Jake shook his head again. “It was on the dresser on the far side of the room, so she’d have had to get past me to get it and then get back past me to get to the door.”

      “Doesn’t sound like that would be too hard,” Teresa quipped.

      “At least we still have it.” I gave Jake’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. Then I turned back to the group. “We still need to find the fuse box and flip the tripped switch, so let’s split into pairs.”

      “With the murderer running loose around the house?” Professor Prunus asked.

      “Well, she could either be running loose in the dark or running loose with the lights on so we can see her coming,” I said. “Which is your preference?”

      “We’ll split up into pairs,” Nevis agreed.

      Blanca glanced around the group. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “We need to get the lights back on, so we have to do this and we can’t walk around in a group,” Ruby said. “It would take forever.”

      “The sooner we go the sooner we’re done.” Philip patted Blanca’s shoulder.

      “Okay, let’s get these lights back on.” Nevis ushered everyone forward.

      Jake and I were first through the door into the entrance hall. Someone thumped into the back of me. I turned in time to catch Blanca and stamp on the flame of her dropped candle. The floor was hard wood, but it still didn’t seem smart to let a flame go unchecked.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—I’m so …” Blanca covered her face with her hands and sobbed. “I don’t want to look for the fuse box.”

      I picked up her dropped candle. Teresa took it from me and steered Blanca back into the dining room. She lit Blanca’s candle again and passed it back to her. Blanca clutched the candle with both hands, shaking so badly the flame was jolting all over the place.

      “I’ll stay with her,” Teresa offered, sitting next to her and placing an arm around her shoulders.

      “Okay. Jake and I will start in the games room.” I nudged him toward the door. “How about the rest of you split up and check out the rest of the rooms down here?”

      I didn’t give them a chance to answer. I placed my hand in the centre of Jake’s back and shoved him through the door. Jake revved my torch to charge the light.

      “What the hell was that?” Dick exclaimed as he came into the entrance hall.

      “Dynamo torch.” Jake waved the light at him.

      “Oh, you know, I think I might have a couple of old-fashioned lamps in my truck, Jake. Would you grab them for me? They’re in the back under the tarp.” I passed him the keys. “In case we can’t get the lights back on.”

      “Sure thing.” He took the keys and headed out of the front door. He opened it, swallowed a profanity and dashed out into the storm, closing the door behind him.

      “I’ll start over here.” I pointed to the first room on the right again and edged forward in that direction. There was so little light I had to walk with one hand extended in front of me. It was almost as though the darkness were a mist or a living thing that shied back from the light. Shuffling footsteps and murmuring filled the hall as everyone split off to do their own searching. I made it to the door and opened it slowly so the draught didn’t blow out my candle. I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.

      I pressed my ear to it to make sure no one had followed me straightaway. After several long seconds, I moved away from the door and into the centre of the room.

      “Elise?”

      “Over here.” I turned in the direction of her voice and she disentangled herself from the curtains. In normal circumstances, it would’ve been an awful place to hide, but with the minimal amount of light, the curtains had concealed her extremely well. “How did it go?”

      “Pretty good, I think.” I lit the candles in the candlestick holders around the room, creating a soft glow of light in the room.

      “They bought it?” She grinned at me and shook her bum in an excited bunny wiggle. “So, what now?”

      “Well, now we wait for someone to come and try to get this SD card from me.”

      “I think you’re so brave.” Elise crossed the room and took up her position by the door. “Positions … and action!”

      We had to wait less than a minute before the door opened. I turned to face our visitor.

      “Everything alright, Teresa?” I asked as she inched into the room and closed the door behind her.

      Before she could say anything, Elise launched onto her back, taking her to the ground. Teresa landed heavily, dropping her candle to brace herself with her hands. I scurried over to them to make sure the candle was out and gag Teresa while she still had no clue what was happening. Elise sat back on her haunches and zip-tied Teresa’s hands together behind her back. I rolled her onto her side.

      “I knew it was her.” Elise gave Teresa’s foot a gentle kick. “Murderess.”

      Teresa’s glassy eyes stretched wide as she understood Elise’s comment and she began wriggling wildly on the floor and trying to speak around the gag.

      “Hey.” I shook Teresa’s shoulder to get her attention. I placed my finger to my lips and she stilled. “I’m assuming this wriggling is because you’re protesting your innocence?” Teresa nodded frantically. “Okay, well, then I suggest you remain quiet and comply. We’re going to help you stand up, then we’re going to sit you behind the sofa out of sight and you’re not going to make a sound.”

      Teresa made a snorting noise and then some grunts.

      “I can always knock her out,” Elise waved a candlestick. “It’s really no bother.”

      “We don’t need to do that, right, Teresa? Because you’re smart enough to realise that if you don’t comply, and start making a ruckus, then that will let everyone know I’m laying a trap for the murderer. And if the real murderer knows that’s what we’re doing, they won’t come and try to get this card from me. And if no one else comes … maybe you’re the murderer after all.”

      Teresa scowled furiously at me, but she stopped wriggling and trying to talk. We helped her up and led our willing captive to behind the sofa. We sat her down and resumed our places in the room.

      “That was a good tackle,” I whispered to Elise.

      She gave me two thumbs up from the door. “I used to play rugby.”

      Teresa mumbled something that I was pretty sure was a mean remark, but before I could even respond the door opened again.

      “Philip, everything okay?” I asked from the centre of the room.

      As he was closing the door, he caught sight of Elise, but she was already on him. She took him to the ground with surprising ease and he cracked his head on the rug-covered wooden floor then lay still.

      Elise looked up at me and winced. “Oops.”

      I gagged him, rolled him over on his front and waited for Elise to zip-tie his hands. She hesitated so I took them from her, secured him, then felt for his pulse. “He’s still alive and breathing.”

      “But what if I’ve given him severe brain damage?” she asked, wringing her fingers as I grabbed the end of the rug and used that to drag him behind the sofa with Teresa.

      “Elise, he didn’t hit his head that hard. And it was an accident. And he might be a murderer so, really …” I shrugged.

      No sooner was she hidden behind the door than it opened again. I waited in the centre of the room to see who else was coming to earn a gag and a murder accusation.

      “Hi, Professor,” I said to keep his attention focused on me while Elise launched on him. He fell face forward, still gripping the candle as he extended his hands to save himself. I stomped on the candle flame, then crouched down and gagged him while Elise zip-tied his hands behind his back.

      “We’re becoming quite proficient at this,” she whispered, checking her ties were secure.

      “Hey!” I shook the wiggling, complaining Professor by the shoulder and pointed my finger in his face. It was oddly satisfying after all the times he’d jabbed his cane at me. “Be quiet. We’re not going to hurt you. We’re setting a trap for the murderer and you walked into it.” He began wriggling even more wildly. “Yes, you’re trying to say you’re innocent, I know, but the only way to prove that is to stay silent and let us catch the real killer, okay?” He narrowed his eyes at me and then nodded. I patted his shoulder. “On your feet.”

      We helped him up and walked him to behind the couch. He began wriggling anew when he saw Teresa and an unconscious Philip already settled behind the couch.

      “They did the same thing you did. Sit down and be quiet.” I pointed to the floor. He sat, but grudgingly.

      “Do you think they’re all involved?” Elise whispered.

      Before I could answer the door opened again. I was seriously beginning to doubt the efficacy of this plan. Or maybe they were all in it together. Nevis stepped into the room, his eyes landing on Elise and then me.

      “You caught her!” He dashed forward and launched at Elise. I met him halfway, tripped him and grabbed his arm to control his fall. When he was on the floor, I quickly rolled him to his front and zip-tied his hands while Elise gagged him. I rolled him to his side and crouched down so he could see me.

      “Elise isn’t the killer. We set a trap. You walked into it. And yes, before you start protesting your innocence, know that you’re not the first—”

      “Hello?” Blanca’s voice echoed out in the entrance hall. “Anyone? Is anyone out there? Hello?”

      “Blanca?” Dick’s voice came from the far end of the hall.

      “Oh, Dick.” Blanca’s voice moved toward his. “Where is everyone?”

      “Blanca? Dick?” Ruby’s voice came from the top of the stairs. “What’s going on?”

      “Where is everyone?” Blanca said.

      “Well, I think the ruse is up,” I said to Elise and walked toward the door. I stepped out into the swath of darkness that was the entrance hall. “Everyone’s in here.”

      “Are you still in the same room?” Dick asked. “We’ve been searching everywhere for that fuse box while you were sitting comfortably.”

      “Yep, that’s what I was doing,” I said then pitched my voice louder. “Jake? You okay? Did you get anything?”

      “Yep, we’re good here.” Bobbing torch light appeared at the top of the stairs. “I’m guessing you’re done too? Who was it?”

      “Turn the lights back on and come see for yourself,” I said and Jake turned to head to the electrics cupboard at the back of the house.

      “What do you mean ‘turn the lights back on’?” Dick asked.

      “You three should come in here.” I beckoned them to me. “We’re all going to have a nice chat.”

      “About what?” Ruby asked, none of them making a move to walk toward me.

      “About who the killer really is,” I said.

      “You said it was Elise,” Blanca accused me.

      “Yeah, well, I lied.” All of the lights blinked back on and I waited at the door for Jake, who came jogging up the corridor from the back of the house and across the entrance hall.

      “Are you guys coming?” Jake called over his shoulder as he followed me into the room. He stopped when he saw Nevis zip-tied. “Huh. Not that surprised, actually.”

      “No? Look behind the sofa.”

      He threw me a quizzical look then moved further into the room. “Wow. That is a pretty good haul. You should try your hand at fishing.”

      “I can fish.” I pointed to the line of suspects. “Though when you’re fishing for a murderer, it’s a less is more kind of deal.”

      “Unless they all did it,” Jake said.

      “Unless they all did—” Ruby caught sight of a tied-up, gagged Nevis. “Oh my gosh!”

      Elise stepped in front of her and held up her hand. “Not so fast.”

      Ruby jerked back and pointed a finger at Elise. “You caught her. Why isn’t she tied up? I don’t understand.”

      “What the hell is going on here?” Dick hovered in the doorway, Blanca behind him.

      “It’s funny you should ask, Dick,” I said. “Because we’re about to find out.”
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      Jake helped Elise and I get all four of our zip-tied possible killers onto the sofa. It was a tight fit, but I wanted to keep them all in view. Philip had come around, no worse for wear, except for a tiny bump on his head and a lot of confusion about what was happening.

      “I still don’t understand why we can’t untie them.” Ruby sat on the arm of the sofa next to Nevis. Dick and Blanca sat in armchairs either side of the sofa while Jake, Elise and I faced them all with our backs to the fireplace.

      “I completely agree.” Teresa wiggled her shoulders as if she were shaking her bound hands. “I’m not a criminal. It’s outrageous that I should be treated in this manner.

      “Be thankful Aurora convinced me to take your gag off,” Elise said.

      “Okay, before this turns into an argument.” I placed a hand on Elise’s arm. “Let me explain what’s going on. Elise isn’t the killer. She has train tickets, a taxi receipt, and time, date and location stamped photos on her phone. All of which is pretty solid and easy for the police to check.”

      “You’re assuming her innocence because the police would be able to easily check her alibi?” Blanca asked. “That doesn’t seem like a quality reason to exclude someone as a suspect.”

      “Sure it does,” Jake jumped in. “Because if she’d told us one thing and then told the police something else, that would be a red flag and the police would investigate that. Or she could’ve claimed the taxi didn’t give her a receipt.”

      “Taxi’s don’t give receipts.” Prunus’ eyes roved over Elise. “I still think she did it.”

      “They do, actually,” Jake said.

      I waved my hand to make sure I had everyone’s attention. “Now, if you’ll all shush for a moment we can get on with this.”

      “What exactly is this?” Dick asked.

      “This is us working out who the killer is.” I inclined my head. “Admittedly I didn’t expect so many suspects, but, that’s life. We told you that we took Carlos’ phone from his body and that it was upstairs on the dresser. And that we had planted a surveillance device that recorded what happened in the study—”

      “You lied?” Prunus asked.

      “No, of course not. We did plant the device, the information is on the SD card and we did take Carlos’ phone.” I said. “But the phone on the dresser upstairs didn’t belong to Carlos.”

      Ruby tilted her head to the side as if she was hard of hearing. “What?”

      I gestured for Jake to take over since that bit was his part of the operation. “The first phone was mine. That’s the one you took, Dick.”

      “What?” Dick spluttered and shook his head. “I did no such thing. What would I want with Carlos’ phone?”

      “That’s what we’re wondering too.” Jake made a sweeping gesture that included everyone. “Maybe you can enlighten us.”

      “I didn’t take the phone. I didn’t take anyone’s phone.” Dick slapped his chest. “I was looking for the fuse box.”

      “I’m sure you were,” Jake agreed. “After you stole the phone.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Dick grumbled. “How dare—”

      “Jake was in the bathroom with a night vision scope. He saw you. He recorded you taking the phone.” And though the night vision scope bit was true, it didn’t record.

      “Why do you have a night vision scope?” Blanca asked.

      “I thought this was a haunted house. I brought my scope so we could see,” I explained. “Now, Dick. Since you seem to be stuck in denial, let me tell you why I think you took the phone.”

      “Yes, share your wisdom, oh wise one.” Teresa did a mock bow while still seated. I ignored her because that was what my parents had taught me you did with mean people.

      “I think Carlos had some incriminating evidence of you on that phone. A video, a photo, something.”

      “Like what?” Dick asked. “I’m not ashamed of who I am.”

      I sucked some air through my teeth. “See, that’s the thing Dick, I think you are.”

      “I’ve dealt with bigots like you my whole life,” he declared. “There’s nothing wrong with being homosexual. That is what you’re referring to, isn’t it?”

      “It is. And you are absolutely right. There is nothing wrong with being homosexual,” I agreed. “Except you’re not.”

      “He’s not what?” Nevis asked, as everyone stared at Dick.

      I gestured to Dick. “He’s not gay. That was the information Carlos had, right? That you and your wife were happy. And she helped you keep that secret. That’s what you and Carlos argued about at the audition. He’d found something out and wanted your role, right?”

      Dick hesitated. “I didn’t kill him for it.”

      Jake arched an eyebrow at him. “That’s what they all say.”

      “No, honest. I didn’t. My wife is an excellent chef. She was going to be the cook here. The real chef. Ali was an actor hired for the maid’s role. Or one of the female roles.” Dick looked around the group. “My wife and I, we were going to tell you all then, but Carlos found out and he threatened to expose me if I didn’t relinquish my role to him. I told my wife not to come to this performance so I could sort it out.”

      “Why would you say you were gay when you weren’t?” Jake asked.

      “When I started acting it was a different time. A director wanted someone who was gay for a role so he could show how modern he was. I wanted the role, so I said I was. Foolishly, I didn’t realise it would be a big deal. Then he threw this huge coming-out party for me and then there was no going back. It’s one thing to be a gay man in the theatre, but quite another to be a straight man pretending to be a gay man.”

      Jake turned to me. “But you said you thought he and Carlos were sleeping together because of the underwear.”

      “You went through his underwear drawer?” Philip asked.

      “I literally just worked it out. When Dick said he wasn’t ashamed. Elise said something earlier about how it would be more of a shock if he weren’t gay. And then she plaited my hair for me to help me get into my role and it occurred to me that maybe the underwear was part of that. And he kept his wedding picture in his underwear drawer. If you’re trying to pass as happily married, you’d keep that out. You’d only hide it if you were trying to keep a secret.”

      “I helped?” Elise asked, pride filling her expression.

      “Yep,” I said.

      She did a subtle bum bunny wiggle and gestured to Dick. “Then we’re crossing him off the suspect list?”

      “No, because he could’ve been talking to Carlos about it outside when Ali overheard,” I explained. “Then Ali could’ve threatened him, I don’t think that’s what happened, but it’s a possibility. We’ll know when we watch the footage.”

      “I didn’t kill anyone,” Dick said. “We were going to tell everyone and take the consequences.”

      “Says you now you’ve been caught,” Elise said.

      “Jake, who—” I started, but Ruby jumped.

      “I took a phone, too.”

      “Ruby—” Nevis shook his head, but Ruby patted his arm.

      “It’s fine,” she whispered to him before addressing me. “Carlos had an incriminating video of me. He used it to bribe me to get a role here. I didn’t kill him, but I did take the phone.” She pulled a phone from her coat pocket and handed it to me.

      “I suppose you should take this, too.” Dick offered Elise another phone.

      “Was it you talking to Carlos outside on the night we arrived?” I asked Ruby, and she nodded.

      “He was reminding me about the video and what he would do with it if I didn’t help him get a better part.”

      “It was you Carlos threatened?” Prunus asked. “I thought it was Teresa because of the smoking.”

      “Was it you who overheard? Were you at the back of the house?” Ruby asked.

      He shook his head. “I heard it through the lounge window.”

      “How do you know someone overheard?” Jake asked

      “I heard the gravel crunching as I came back into the house,” Ruby explained. “But whoever it was didn’t approach me about it.”

      “Or maybe Ali did approach you and you hit her over the head with a candlestick for her trouble,” Elise suggested. “Then you had to kill Butler so he wouldn’t know the plot had gone awry, and finally you got to Carlos.”

      “That’s not what happened. And if I’d killed Carlos, wouldn’t I have taken his phone then?” Ruby looked around the room.

      “Heat of the moment.” Dick shook his head. “Maybe you forgot.”

      “I didn’t come for the surveillance video, so that has to count toward my innocence,” she said.

      “Unless you were working with Nevis,” Jake suggested. “‘Cause he did end up in here.”

      “I was coming to check on Aurora.” Nevis nodded to me. “I wanted to make sure that she was positive it was Elise killing everyone. And I wanted to ask about her surveillance device because I thought, if they weren’t too expensive, we could put one in every room and film the experience for the guests. Should we ever have the chance.”

      “And you thought it would be a good time to discuss this in the dark?” I asked. “Instead of looking for the fuse box.”

      “Okay, so my timing was off, but the idea occurred to me and I got sidetracked,” he said.

      “Sidetracked, like when you killed Ali?” Elise asked. “Aurora overheard you and Ruby talking about the video Carlos had on the first night. Maybe the reason Ali didn’t approach Ruby about it was because she came directly to you. And you killed her for it. And then you came in here to kill Aurora and get the SD card from her.”

      “I haven’t killed anyone,” Nevis stressed. “Ali, if that was who had overheard Ruby talking to Carlos, didn’t come to me about it. No one came to me about it. And I didn’t kill Butler or Carlos either, before you start down that track. And I most certainly was not about to kill Aurora.”

      “Anyone else like to protest their innocence?” Jake asked.

      Philip cleared his throat. “I would, please. I was upstairs searching with Dick. He said he thought we should split up and disappeared. And then I remembered Aurora had declared she had evidence of the killer’s identity on her. It occurred to me that she might be in danger, so I came down to check on her. Offer to search with her or simply keep her company until you got back.”

      “Not to knock her out and steal the SD card?” Jake asked.

      Philip threw an apologetic look Dick’s way. “Dick was acting very strange. And then he suggested splitting up. I’m sorry, Dick. I thought—”

      “What? That I was going to bash this young woman’s skull in and steal the evidence?” Dick’s voice was filled with incredulity.

      “You did run off and steal a phone.” Philip winced in apology. “And you were acting very strange. How was I supposed to know? I just didn’t want anyone else to die.”

      “What about you, Professor?” I asked. “What did you come in here for?”

      “Hang on,” Teresa snapped. “Aren’t you going to explain why Philip is a suspect? And what about Blanca?”

      “Okay, Teresa. I think Philip could’ve murdered Ali because she assaulted Blanca and got away with it. Maybe she tormented Blanca with it, maybe she didn’t. Either way, Blanca could’ve wanted revenge. And we overheard a conversation between Blanca and Ruby talking about getting rid of Ali.”

      “Yes, getting rid of her from the performance, not killing her,” Blanca clarified. “And I didn’t come in here to get that stupid card. And I never told Philip about the assault so as far as you’re all concerned, Philip and I are the only ones who are totally innocent.”

      Jake inclined his head. “She does have a point.”

      “She would, except she pickpocketed me on the way out of the dining room.”

      “I did not!” Blanca shot to her feet. “How dare you accuse—”

      “Stop—stop—stop!” I held up my hands as if I could physically halt the denial. “I know what being pickpocketed feels like. And you’re actually pretty good, but not good enough.”

      “What did you do with the card?” Jake asked.

      Blanca hesitated. “I burned it.”

      “Murderess!” Teresa cried, trying to gesture with her bound hands still behind her back.

      Blanca shook her head, her eyes darting around the group. “No! I didn’t kill anyone.”

      “But you did burn the evidence, so it’s not looking good for you, sweet cheeks,” Elise tutted at her.

      “Yes, but only because I didn’t want whoever killed Ali to get into trouble.”

      “Because she assaulted you?” Jake asked.

      “She pushed me down three flights of stone steps,” Blanca rubbed her collarbone as if she could still feel the break. “I know it was her. She was desperate for my part. She tried to sabotage me from the outset so she could steal it from under me. Swapping out pages from my script. Telling me wrong rehearsal times. Of course it was her. I broke my leg in three places, broke all four fingers on my left hand and fractured my pelvis and my collarbone. I was lucky I didn’t break my neck. So no, I didn’t want you to catch whoever killed her. She got what was coming to her.”

      “None of that convinces me you’re innocent,” Elise said. “In fact, it sounds like you’ve got the best motive here. And you destroyed the evidence.”

      “But it wasn’t me and now we’ll never know who it was, will we?” She flipped her hair and sat back down. “So you might as well let them go and we’ll have tea.”

      “Or maybe we’ll tie you up,” Jake suggested.

      “But you have no proof,” she said.

      Jake pulled an SD card from his pocket. “Actually, we do.”

      The smug expression on Blanca’s face dropped. “What? You made a copy? No, you couldn’t have. You said you didn’t have anything to read the card.”

      Jake flipped the card in the air, caught it and pocketed it. “The SD card Aurora showed you in the dining room was blank.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Blanca shook her head.

      “Blanca, we set you all up to reveal the killer,” I explained. “I wasn’t going to hold up the actual evidence in front of you all, was I? Waiting for one of you to pickpocket me or knock me out and steal it?”

      Prunus’ eyes focused on Jake’s pocket. “So there’s still a video of what happened?”

      “Yes, is there anything you’d like to get off your chest, Professor?” Jake asked.

      The professor’s attention jumped to Jake’s face and he shook his head. “No.”

      “Are you sure?” Jake pressed.

      “Yes.” Prunus bit the word out.

      “That’s strange.” Elise frowned at Jake. “I was sure he’d want to explain to everyone how, although she was suing for divorce on the grounds of ‘intolerable cruelty’, he had nothing to do with her death.”

      It was almost comedic how everyone turned to stare at Prunus.

      I gestured around the room. “None of them knew?”

      “She was your wife?” Philip twisted to the side so he could get a better look at Prunus.

      “She was a harpy,” Prunus clarified. “But that doesn’t mean I killed her. I came in here to ask if I could look at the surveillance before everyone else.”

      “Why?” Blanca asked.

      “Because, even though she was a harpy, she was still my wife. I didn’t want to watch her getting her head bashed in with all of you.”

      “Or you wanted the card so you could hide the fact you bashed her head in,” I said.

      “I did not kill her.” Prunus ground the words out, and then hesitated. “I may have come in here to say some choice comments when I thought she was acting dead. When I could get everything off my chest and not worry about her launching into a vicious tirade. When I could have the last word, for once, but I didn’t kill her. Or Butler. Or Carlos. I had no reason.”

      “Except the same reason as everyone else,” I said. “Butler had to die or he’d know that your soon-to-be ex-wife was really dead, not acting dead. And maybe Carlos figured it out or saw you move the bodies.”

      “That is simply untrue,” Prunus snapped at me. “Why not ask Teresa what she was doing in here? She was already in here when I came in. Surely that means she was the most desperate to get her hands on the evidence. Ask her what her motive was.”

      Teresa tossed her head. “I didn’t have a motive because I didn’t kill her.”

      “Then why come in here?” Jake asked. “And you were first, as Prunus said, so you must have wanted it badly for some reason. The only reason I can think of is that you killed her and wanted to destroy the evidence.”

      “Obviously, I didn’t kill her.”

      I nodded, “You say ‘obviously’, but I don’t think it is all that obvious. And you were outside when Butler was stabbed.”

      “Why would I kill Butler? Why would I kill anyone? And I already told you, I saw someone hitting someone else over the head. Why would I tell you that if it wasn’t true?”

      “Carlos wasn’t hit over the head that we could see. Nor was Butler,” I reminded her. “Maybe you’re lying to cover yourself.”

      “I thought you said it was an improv card,” Dick said.

      Teresa rolled her eyes at Dick. “Well, of course I said that in front of everyone. I was hardly going to admit to having seen a murder. And, we only have Aurora’s word that Carlos wasn’t hit over the head. We haven’t seen the body. We don’t know if he’s even really dead.”

      “Why would she lie?” Nevis asked.

      “Maybe she’s the one killing everyone and trying to pin it on us,” Teresa suggested, and everyone turned to stare at me. “Maybe she’s in league with Carlos and he’s doing it.”

      I held my hands up. “Okay. Let’s not get overexcited. Teresa, your motive for killing Ali would be that I’m pretty sure she was stealing your jewellery.”

      “Sounds about right,” muttered Prunus.

      “She had these beautiful emerald earrings on the first night.” I gestured to the emerald earrings Teresa was wearing. “I remembered because I didn’t think they suited her. And then you had them at breakfast the next day.”

      Teresa shook her head as if trying to cover her ears, and earrings, with her hair. “I told you, we had the same taste in jewellery.”

      “That’s possible, I suppose, except Ali isn’t wearing her earrings anymore,” I explained.

      “Well, then the killer took them.”

      Elise stage-whispered, “That’s what she’s implying, killer with the emerald earrings.”

      “No.” Teresa looked around the room, trying to find some support. “No, that’s not what happened.”

      “Really? Because maybe you saw she was wearing them last night, you called her on it and it turned into a fight,” I suggested. “Then you had to do away with Butler to buy you some time to work out what to do with her body. Maybe Carlos saw you killing Ali, or Butler, and tried to blackmail you, so you had to do away with him too.”

      “That’s ridiculous. I came in here to tell you I knew Blanca had stolen the SD card.” Teresa tossed her head. “I was trying to help and this is the thanks I get. Murderous accusations.”

      “You couldn’t have seen Blanca pickpocket the card. You were too far behind. Her body would’ve blocked her actions from you,” I said.

      “I saw her with it in the dining room,” Teresa said.

      “I didn’t touch it until you left,” Blanca said. “Try again.”

      “No. I didn’t murder anyone and that’s that. My word should be enough.”

      We waited, but nothing else was forthcoming. “Okay. Does anyone have a computer so we can watch this and see if Teresa is telling the truth?”

      “I have one in my room,” Nevis said. “Ruby?”

      Ruby was already up and out of the door. We waited in silence for her to come back. A minute later she came in and handed me an open laptop.

      “Thank you.” I took it from her and the SD card from Jake and popped it in the slot. I clicked around a little. “Would Teresa or anyone like to say anything before we watch this?” I glanced around the group, waiting for someone to speak. No one did. “No? Okay then.” I clicked a couple more buttons, and someone mumbled something.

      I looked up from behind the screen. “Did someone say something?”

      “I said ‘stop’.”

      “Oh, my,” Elise said. “That wasn’t who I expected.”
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      “Please don’t play it.” Philip looked up at me. “Please.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “It’s been playing over and over and over in my head since it happened. I can’t live through it again.”

      “You killed her?” Prunus asked. “You?”

      “I’m so sorry,” Philip’s voice broke on a sob. “I’m so sorry. It was an accident. I never meant—”

      Prunus leapt to his feet and launched at Philip, hands still bound behind his back. Teresa screamed and scampered to the side as Nevis, his hands still tied, tried to get between them. Jake and I grabbed an arm each and dragged a wriggling Prunus back. I flipped the blade out from my multifunction tool and sliced Nevis’ binds open. He and Jake dragged a screaming Prunus to the other side of the room.

      Philip sat on the sofa, hunched over, sobbing. Blanca moved as if to comfort him and then stopped. I cut Teresa free and she went straight to him, placing an arm around his shoulders.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay,” she murmured.

      Philip’s face was already red from crying and despair welled in his eyes. I felt as though my heart was being wrenched from my chest. I was expecting the murderer to rage about what an awful woman she’d been. How she’d deserved it. Deserved worse. Not to cry about it.

      “It was an accident. It just—I—” Philip stammered.

      “Shush,” Teresa said, and rubbed his back. “You don’t need to explain anything.”

      “No, I do. I—”

      “Don’t say anything,” Blanca whispered as she sat on Philip’s other side. “The woman was a harpy. Even Prunus said so.”

      “But I need to explain.” Philip looked up at me. “Before you watch it let me explain.”

      My stomach flipped over and dropped into my boots. The truth that we didn’t really have any surveillance and he shouldn’t admit to anything was on my tongue, but people were dead. Maybe they weren’t the nicest of people, but they were still dead. And I needed to hear why. I thought, regardless of Teresa and Blanca shushing him, everybody needed to hear why. So I bit the words back and nodded instead.

      “You know how we told you the house was haunted?” he asked. “Well, the night before you came down, we were telling each other ghost stories to get in the mood. All the next day Ali kept jumping out at me. When you got here, after Carlos was murdered, I was the one who was supposed to help him out through the secret passageway and put the furniture back to cover it. I was putting the last candlestick holder back and she grabbed me from behind. I swung it. I didn’t think. I just swung. I had no idea where she came from. I had no clue she was there. It was instinct. Reflex. She dropped like a stone. And then I panicked. I panicked. I put the sheet over her out of respect and I—I needed to get out of the room. I wasn’t thinking. And then you came back in and demanded to see Carlos.”

      “Did you tell Butler to go out and slash the tyres?” I asked.

      Philip stared at the floor. “I suggested it. I needed a minute to think, but then everyone saw her. I thought everyone was going to freak out and then I could explain what happened, but they all thought it was part of the game. They all carried on acting. And then, I think, a part of me wanted to pretend that too, so I acted along with everyone else.”

      “What happened with Butler?”

      “When we were supposed to be searching the house, I met him on the back stairs and he asked if I’d seen Ali. That was my moment to tell him. Tell someone. So I led him outside, and down the steps, so we could talk privately. He knew something was wrong. I couldn’t—I didn’t even get the words out.” Philip stopped speaking. His expression was twisted in anguish. It was almost as if I could see him reliving it in his mind.

      “And then?”

      “He—he had the dagger in his hand. I don’t know if he was taking it to someone or—but—something terrible must have shown on my face and—and then I looked down and the dagger was sticking out of his chest. It was like I was out of my body and watching it happen. He heard you talking. You were coming around the back of the house. He tried to reach out to you, call to you, but you didn’t hear.”

      I met Jake’s and Elise’s eyes over the top of Philip’s head. We were all thinking it. Maybe if we’d not been so intent on discussing who’d murdered Ali, we might have been able to save Butler. I knew, realistically, there was no way for us to have known, but it didn’t stop the guilt from creeping in at the corners of my mind.

      Philip carried on as though he had no clue of the burden of guilt he’d laid on Jake, Elise and me. “When you passed I rolled him down the second flight of steps. Rolled him down. I threw him away like he was nothing.”

      “And Carlos, he saw you moving the bodies from the study?”

      Philip laughed, but it was a sound of disbelief rather than humour. “He saw me coming back in after Butler. He asked what was happening. He had a noose around his neck. What idiot walks around wearing a noose like a necklace. He was supposed to turn up at the top of the stairs. And then he saw the blood on my hands. He asked me who I’d killed. He meant it as a joke, but he took one look at my face, and he knew too. Just like Butler. He turned to run, but I caught him by the rope and—when it was done I shoved his body in the cupboard. When Nevis told you about the waterproofs, I thought you’d find him. I was there, waiting, ready to tell you everything, but you didn’t find him.”

      “And the detective?”

      “I went out to move Butler’s body. And he saw me leave. He followed me out. You were supposed to find the detective in the games room after he supposedly took a wrench to the head. He had the wrench in his hands. That was where he was going, but then he saw Butler. And—” Philip rubbed his face on his shoulder. “And he ran back in and I caught up with him and—”

      “Where did you hide his body?”

      “I didn’t.” Philip shook his head. “I hit him and Teresa screamed. I dropped the wrench and darted back inside. I don’t know where he is. I was expecting to find him on the path when we went outside, but he was gone.” Something so much stronger than remorse filled his eyes. “I don’t know where he is. I don’t know.”

      I glanced over Philip’s head to Jake. He nodded, stopped recording and put his phone away. Nevis saw, but said nothing. I didn’t know whether it would be something Trank, or whatever detective who caught this case, could use, but it could only help them to understand what happened.

      Philip let out a shaky breath. “Phew. Felt good to get that out.”

      “What do we do now?” Nevis asked.

      I shook my head. I had no clue. We couldn’t leave Philip tied up all night. Or maybe we could. I didn’t know. I was pretty sure we’d have to find the detective’s body. Maybe, now we’d identified the killer, we could search the house and grounds. The storm had eased from a typhoon to a regular type of storm. So, maybe tomorrow, when it was light, we could look.

      Before I could even suggest anything, the doorbell rang. Everyone froze.

      Nevis jogged to the door. “Maybe it’s P.C. George back.”

      “Or the tow truck man,” Jake suggested.

      Nevis looked back at me. “We’ll pay for your tyres, of course,”

      “Don’t worry about it.” I waved him away as we all followed him into the hall, even Philip with his hands still bound. Something about the doorbell seemed to draw everyone.

      Nevis crossed the floor and opened the door. “Can I help you?”

      “Who is it?” Jake bobbed to the side to get a better look.

      “I don’t know.” I couldn’t see anything. Nevis had only opened the door a crack and his body was blocking our view of the caller.

      Then Nevis stepped back and gestured for whoever was at the door to come in. Clad in biker leathers, Charlie Champonal strolled in and stopped when he saw us waiting for him.

      “Who is that?” Elise asked, her eyes roving over the tall, clean-shaven, broad-shouldered, unwelcome fraud detective.

      “Aurora’s boyfriend,” Jake said far too loudly. Charlie grinned at Jake and then took in the rest of the crowd, including Philip and his tied hands.

      “I came to see if you were okay. If you needed help.” He didn’t make a move to come any closer.

      I inclined my head. “Thanks, but we’re all good.”

      “Is it me or does this feel awkward?” Elise whispered to Jake.

      “You know how I said he was Aurora’s boyfriend?” Jake asked, again far too loudly, while Charlie kept smiling at me. “I might have overstated. He hasn’t actually asked her out yet and she’s annoyed about it.”

      “Why hasn’t he asked her out yet?” Elise turned and looked me over. “I think she’s a catch.”

      “I know, right?” Jake nodded. “But I think he’s scared of her dad.”

      “O-kay.” I clapped and beckoned Charlie to the side of the hall away from everyone.

      “It looks like you’ve had an interesting weekend.” Charlie spoke quietly while Jake and Elise edged closer, trying to make it look as though they weren’t eavesdropping. Nevis and Ruby ushered everyone back into the games room.

      “What are you doing here? How did you even find us?” I asked.

      “Well, after the five calls from Trank demanding I tell him everything I knew about where you were—which was nothing, since you didn’t bother to let me know you were okay—”

      “I called Trank and told him to let you know.”

      “You couldn’t have sent me a text. One little text. ‘I’m fine’ is only eight characters. Seven if you don’t include the space.” He raised his eyebrows. “It’s not a lot to ask, is it?”

      “Okay. One: I didn’t owe you a text. Two: As I said, I asked Trank to let you know. Three: How about you go and arrest the murderer? You know, pretend like it’s your job.”

      Charlie glanced at the room everyone had gone back into. “There really is a murderer?”

      “Yes!” I slapped his chest with the back of my hand. “Why did you think Phillip’s hands were tied behind his back? Never mind. Don’t answer. Did you bring a way to contact the outside world?”

      “My radio is out with my bike.” Charlie pulled his gloves off and gestured around the entrance hall. “Show me the bodies?”

      I led him into the kitchen and lifted up the lid of the freezer. A portion of Butler’s face was still visible. Charlie’s whole demeanour changed when he saw it. It was so weird. It was as though I’d flipped a switch.

      “Ohhh, you didn’t believe me,” I guessed and lifted the lid on the other freezer.

      Charlie leaned over to look inside. “I got the information third-hand while your mother was screaming in the background that someone was trying to kill her baby. It wasn’t the most reliable source. And you’d recently found bodies. And you were at a murder mystery house. It wasn’t a leap to think your imagination was getting away from you.”

      “Really?” I gestured between us. “See this right here? This is why I didn’t text you.”

      “See this right here?” Charlie gestured between us. “This is why, if you had texted me, or hey, pushed the boat out and called, I’d have known you were serious.”

      “Do you need to see the other body?” I wasn’t touching that last comment.

      “There’s another one?”

      “Yeah, and possibly a fourth.”

      “Possibly a fourth?”

      “No one knows where the detective is.”

      His eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “Someone killed a police officer?”

      “No. I mean, yes. They possibly killed him, but no, he wasn’t a real police officer.”

      “Right.” He itched his eyebrow with his thumb. “Shall we take this from the top?”
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      “Aurora?” Nevis asked. “Can I sit with you for a moment?”

      It was early in the morning and the police were nearly ready to let us go. The storm had passed and the sky was clear, as though it had never happened. I was sitting on the slabs of sandstone used to border the flowerbeds in front of the house, watching my dad and Jake change the flat tyres. Charlie had secured the scene and called for backup, but it was a couple of hours before the cavalry had arrived since they’d had to clear the fallen trees to get up to the house. In the meantime Charlie had made three trips back to where the road was blocked by the tree tipi to pick up my parents and Trank and ferry them to the house on his bike.

      My mum had all but stripped me naked looking for injuries, but when she was satisfied I had all my parts in working order she moved on, doing the same to Jake. I’d been hoping he’d be embarrassed by her fussing, but he took it on the chin. There was a moment when I thought he was actually enjoying it. After the initial bone-crushing hug, my dad had stood back and let my mum work. Both Jake and I had endured a fifteen-minute reprimand for our irresponsible behaviour.

      And then we’d sat around the tea table and had some food. All of us, Charlie and my parents and Trank. Even a handcuffed Philip. It was probably the weirdest meal I’d ever eaten. Initially, it had been awkward, but Philip had acted almost normal, so it was like everyone got to pretend that things were okay for a little while longer. I think it was a cathartic experience for the cast—almost like a last meal or the final performance of a play. No one talked about the murders.

      When the local police finally arrived, lead by P.C. George, statements were given and there was a lot of waiting around while the tow truck went back and forth to get more tyres and my dad, Trank and Charlie helped fix the cars. My dad had even inducted Jake into the fold. There were plenty of tyres that needed changing, so after a couple of demonstrations my dad had set him up on his own. He checked Jake’s work thoroughly, but it looked like Jake had a knack for it.

      “It looks like it’s going to be a beautiful day.” Nevis’ tone was sombre.

      “Clean blue sky. It looks like a fresh start. What are you going to do?”

      “We’re …” He inhaled deeply. “The show must go on.”

      “You’re going to carry on with murder mystery weekends?”

      “We talked about quitting, but … we’re going to stay and make it work.”

      “And you want to know what I’m going to say in my article,” I guessed.

      “Are you still going to write one?” he asked.

      “Yep, and you don’t have to worry. I won’t say anything bad.”

      “All publicity is good publicity, as they say.” He gave me a self-deprecating smile and looked out over the busy, crowded driveway. “Did you give Carlos’ phone to the police?”

      “I don’t have Carlos’ phone. I did find your phone, though.” I pulled Carlos’ phone from my pocket and handed it to him. “This is your phone, right?” I figured since Carlos’ murder had nothing to do with whatever was on that phone then the police didn’t need it.

      It took Nevis a second to catch on, but then he gladly accepted the phone. “Yeah. Yes. Thank you. It is.”

      “No worries.”

      Ruby called to Nevis from across the drive. “I’d better …”

      “I genuinely hope this place is an amazing success,” I said as Nevis got to his feet.

      “Me too.”

      I glanced back at the house as he was walking away. “Hey. Have they found the detective’s body yet?”

      He turned back. “Didn’t you hear? He’s alive. He ran. Somehow he managed to make it onto the road and one of the emergency crews picked him up. He’s in hospital, but he’ll survive.”

      I felt a tiny piece of my heart glow at that. “That’s really good news.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” Nevis smiled and walked away.

      “I like him,” my mum said as she sat next to me on one side and my dad sat on the other, wiping his hands and taking a break now there were only a couple of tyres left to change. It felt like they thought if they sandwiched me in they could keep me safe from further trouble.

      “Who? Nevis?” I asked.

      “No, that fraud detective.” My mum watched Charlie Champonal talking to one of the uniformed officers. “I do. I like him,” she said again, obviously hoping for a better response than silence this time.

      “I don’t,” my dad grumbled.

      “I think he’s handsome,” my mum continued, ignoring him. “I think we should invite him for tea on Sunday.”

      “Mum, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “I don’t either,” my dad said.

      “Why not?” she asked me. “He drove all the way up here to check on you.”

      “You asked him to,” I reminded her.

      “I thought we might need cannon fodder,” my dad agreed.

      “And he did rush in to save you,” my mum said.

      “I didn’t need saving.”

      My dad slapped my knee. “That’s my girl.”

      “But he didn’t know that. And he still charged in to rescue you, even though you didn’t text him back,” my mum reminded me.

      “Jake was there too. Maybe he can have tea with Jake’s parents.”

      “I’d prefer that,” my dad said.

      “Nonsense.” My mum got to her feet and strode over to Charlie. The constable he was talking to took one look at my mum’s purposeful stride and excused himself. Charlie turned to see what had scared him off. When he saw my mum his smile widened.

      My dad shook his head as he watched him. “I don’t like him.”

      “Me either, Dad.” I patted his knee. “Me either.”

      “I can run him off the road on the way back if you like?” He turned to me, waiting for my okay.

      “With mum in the car?”

      “You’re right. Best to wait until she’s not around. She likes him.”

      “Wait until who’s not around?” Jake asked as he sat next to me.

      “My mum,” I said.

      “Why?”

      My dad and I exchanged a look and spoke in unison. “No reason.”

      “Huh.” Jake looked at my mum and Charlie. “Is he getting an invite for tea on Sunday too? Because, I’ll be honest, if your mum makes that sticky toffee pudding again, I’m not happy about sharing that six ways.”

      My dad reached around me and gave Jake a commiserating slap on the back. “I know, son. I know.”

      “Wait, you’re coming for tea on Sunday?” I asked Jake.

      “The boy’s family now,” my dad said, still scowling at my mum talking to Charlie.

      “I’ve known him a month,” I protested.

      “Well, your mum likes him so it was either make him an honorary family member or you’d have to marry him.” My dad pushed to his feet. “I pulled rank on that. You’re welcome.” He nodded at Jake. “Son.”

      Jake nodded back. “Sir.”

      “I like him.” My dad pointed to Jake and then headed toward my mum and Charlie.

      We watched them in silence. My dad made a minimal contribution then went to talk to the tow truck driver who was admiring my Bertha, leaving my mum talking to Charlie. At least, I chose to believe he was admiring her.

      Jake spoke quietly. “I feel like we did a bad thing here. Philip didn’t mean to kill her. It was an accident.”

      “It does feel a bit like a hollow victory. But he might not have meant to kill Ali, but he did mean to kill Butler and Carlos and the detective. They weren’t accidental. He stabbed Butler through the heart. He strangled Carlos with a noose. He whacked the detective over the head with a wrench. Oh! Did Nevis tell you that he made it out to the road, where someone found him and took him to hospital?”

      “The detective? No. Is he going to be okay?”

      “Nevis thinks so.” I looked out over the hive of activity. “I wonder how he’ll tell the story.”

      “You don’t think it will match what Philip said?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Jake nodded slowly and watched as a police car drove off down the drive. “We’re all capable of doing terrible things under the right circumstances.”

      “If you’d hit Ali over the head with a candlestick, what would you have done?”

      He gave a half-hearted snort. “Called you.”

      “And then we would’ve dissolved the body in lye and gone about our day without hurting anyone else.” I gave him a shoulder nudge. “I know you think I harp on about actions and consequences, but—”

      “No, I get it.”

      “Do you? Because if Philip … if he had told everyone what he’d done when it happened, explained it was an accident, we’d be looking at a completely different outcome.”

      “I know that. Actions and consequences. Like me letting you down on that last story.”

      I pointed to him. “Exactly.”

      “Are you staying here tonight?” Elise called as she approached.

      “I’d rather shoot myself in the face than stay another night here,” I said.

      “That’s a little extreme, but I can see that. I know people died, but we had a little fun, right?”

      “Fun would not be the adjective I’d pick. Maybe adventure is closer.” I gestured to my beautiful truck, which my dad was checking over with the tow truck guy. “Do you need a ride back to Manchester?”

      She beamed at me. “I would very much appreciate that, thank you.”

      “So what are you going to do now?” Jake asked.

      “Well, Nevis offered me a role here …” She let the sentence trail off.

      “Are you going to take it?” I watched as she frowned over at Nevis.

      “The idea of a steady wage is nice …” she hedged.

      “Honestly, Elise, I think you’d get bored,” I said.

      She checked over her shoulder and whispered, “Me too.”

      “Will you stick with acting?” Jake asked.

      “I always thought I was a lifer, but, something about this weekend, I feel as though there are bigger challenges out there for me.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Hey Elise, let’s go and help Aurora’s dad harass the tow man.” Jake jumped to his feet and dragged a confused Elise away. Once she’d moved I saw Charlie walking toward me.

      “May I?” He gestured to the stone next to me.

      “I guess,” I said when I realised he wasn’t going to sit until I said it was okay.

      He sat down. “So you solved another murder.”

      “Technically it was three murders and an aggravated assault. And it took me less than two days. What’s your clear-up rate like?”

      “Nothing like that.” He looked over to my dad, who was having an animated conversation with the mechanic and pointing to my tyres. “Maybe you should join the police.”

      “I don’t really go in for structure and rules and abiding by the law.”

      “I know.” Charlie scanned the crowd and then turned and pinned me with his stare. “Are you waiting for me to ask you out?”

      I held his gaze and hoped that he would be concentrating so intently on my eyes that he wouldn’t notice the intense blush that I could feel stretching from my cheeks to my ears and down my neck. “No.”

      “Oh.” A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Because I assumed you weren’t interested.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Okay then.” He smiled, then turned away to look at the crowd. “Your parents invited me over for tea on Sunday.”

      “My mum invited you over for tea on Sunday.”

      “Your dad likes me.” He twisted on the stone to face me. “He asked me to come up here and check on you with them.”

      “No, he asked you to come up here because he knows you ride a bike. So if the roads were too blocked for them to get through, he knew you’d be able to get through—”

      “And rescue you,” Charlie finished.

      “And sacrifice yourself for me if needed,” I clarified.

      “I was thinking you should maybe try taking up some self-defence classes if you’re going to keep getting into trouble,” he suggested.

      “Are you offering?” I asked. A super-fast montage of every cringeworthy boy/girl “sparring” session in any sort of romantic film flashed through my mind.

      “No. I could find someone to teach you. Although with you not being interested in me, I suppose that would take any awkwardness out of the physical contact.” Humour danced in his eyes.

      “I do ju-jitsu. I’m good.”

      “Do you?” He narrowed his eyes at me as if testing for a lie.

      “Have you met my dad? The only reason he lets me out of his sight is because I can snap a man’s neck with my pinkie finger.” My dad whistled across the driveway to get my attention. When he had it he beckoned me over. “I gotta go.”

      “Okay.” Charlie got to his feet and offered me a hand. I took it and he effortlessly pulled me up. He pulled a little harder than necessary and I practically body-checked him. He put his hand on my waist to steady me.

      I scowled up at him. “You did that on purpose.”

      He smiled down at me. “Maybe, but since you’re not interested, it doesn’t matter, right?”

      I stepped back and dusted my bum off because I was pretty sure that I was blushing again and that everyone was staring. Or maybe it just felt like that. “So I’ll see you on Sunday?”

      “Unfortunately, I’m working.”

      “Think my mum’s making sticky toffee pudding. Sucks to be you,” I said, and walked away.

      “I thought you said you didn’t like him.” My dad watched Charlie over my shoulder.

      “Do not start with me,” I growled at him as I walked past.

      “Told you she did,” Jake whispered.

      “Get in the truck.” I clicked my fingers and pointed to the passenger door.

      My dad grabbed my arm, pulled me back in for another bone-crunching hug and laid a kiss in my hair.

      I patted his back. “I’m okay, Dad.”

      “I know, lovely.” He stepped back. “Follow us home, okay?”

      “I can navigate back. I did navigate here.”

      “That’s not how Jake tells it. And I taught you better than to treat maps that way.” He gestured to the passenger side of Bertha, where Jake had left the screwed-up map in the footwell of the passenger seat.

      “I did try and tell her that, sir,” Jake chipped in.

      I stared at Jake, who was grinning at me from across the truck bed. “You little sh—”

      “Hey.” My dad nudged my shoulder with his fist. “No swears.”

      “Yeah, Aurora, no swears,” Jake taunted.

      “I’m glad she’s got you to keep her on the straight and narrow, son.” My dad walked around the truck bed and slapped Jake on the shoulder.

      Jake nodded solemnly. “I try, sir, but it’s tough going.”

      “I know, son. Trust me, I know.” He slapped Jake’s shoulder one more time and turned to me as he backed up. “Drive safely.”

      “I’ll make sure she does,” Jake called to him, and then faced me. “I think your dad thinks I should drive.”

      “Really?” I moved around the bed of the truck and Jake edged in the opposite direction.

      “It’s cool if you need the practice though.” He darted around the bonnet and leapt into the passenger seat. Bertha had a bench seat so Elise was already on board and fiddling with the radio stations.

      I climbed in and turned the engine over, then followed my parents’ car along the driveway at crawling speed.

      Charlie pulled up alongside us on his bike. He gave me a wave then sped off past my parents.

      “Does this thing play any music or is it for decoration?” Elise jabbed all the buttons on the radio. “We could have a singalong to pass time on the drive.”

      “It’s a truck not a hi-fi system.” I slapped her hands away. “And we’re not having a singalong.”

      “She’s touchy about the truck,” Jake whispered to her. “I’ll find us something.”

      “Make it something upbeat.” She did a weird sort of dance-shuffle while seated. “So, what’s happening with you and that hunky detective?”

      “Nothing.”

      “She’s touchy about that too,” Jake piped up.

      “Why? Because he didn’t ask you out?” she asked. “You’re a modern woman. Why can’t you ask him out?”

      “I don’t like him.”

      “Oh. That wasn’t the impression I got,” she said. “I thought he liked you too.”

      “He does. And she does,” Jake explained, still scrolling. “But Aurora doesn’t like change.”

      “I like change just fine,” I snapped. “And can you please stop discussing me like I’m not here? In fact, just stop discussing me.”

      “Not romantic change,” he said. “And I can completely understand that. He’ll want you to stop doing this and get a proper job, raise the children, get fat.”

      Elise patted my hand on the wheel. “Maybe it’s best you don’t like him. That doesn’t sound like a fun life at all.”

      “It’s not only that, though,” Jake said. “She doesn’t like to lose either, and she thinks if she admits that she likes him then she’ll have somehow lost and he’ll have all the power. Of course, I’m pretty sure he knows this too, so he’s going to make her say it. Because that way, he’ll know she thinks he’s different from the other guys.”

      “Jake, I will throw you out of this truck and leave you behind if you don’t be quiet. My parents are in front so they won’t see.”

      “At the pace they’re going, if you throw me out I could jog to the end of the road and wait for you to catch up.”

      “In all this mud? Think about your shoes.”

      He looked down at his shoes. “I’m shutting up now.”

      “Here, Elise.” I passed her my phone. “When we went out yesterday some emails downloaded with different tip-offs. Will you read me what we’ve got?”

      “Sure.” She took the phone and scrolled through. “These sound amazing. Witches cursed my love mojo. My neighbour’s a werewolf and pees on my fence. Elvis lives in next door’s basement.”

      “Not really. The witch thing is likely a disgruntled boyfriend. The werewolf neighbour is probably a property dispute. Not sure about the Elvis thing though. That’s a possibility.”

      “Do you go straight into another story after this?” Elise asked.

      “We need to write this up first, but pretty much, yep.”

      “When you—” Elise started, but Jake interrupted her.

      “Oh! You know, because we hunt monsters—”

      “We don’t hunt monsters.”

      “We sort of hunt monsters. How about this?” He pressed something on his phone and the opening bars of Monster Mash blasted through his phone speakers.

      “I like it!” Elise clapped along to the beat.

      The whole way down the drive they belted out the lyrics while doing the same sort of seated dance moves.

      I looked at them both, then shook my head. “We’re going to get pulled over.”
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      I was having one of those rare unicorn type of gloriously easy days. I’d woken up before my alarm and felt remarkably rested. My mum had given me some sourdough pancake mix when I’d left my parents’ house the night before, so I was able to make myself deliciously fluffy, American-style pancakes. Bertha, my truck, who could be a little temperamental once we hit the chilly November mornings of the Mancunian winter, had started without complaint. 

      Terry, the newsroom’s cleaner, had switched on the heater in my basement office when he’d emptied my bin, so by the time I’d gotten in, the room was already toasty warm. Marcus, my editor, had taken a half day before he left on holiday for a week. He’d brought me lunch, discussed and then signed off on the edits to my latest article before he left. Which had given me the rest of the afternoon to leisurely sort through my email tips looking for a new story and do a little research on any that took my fancy. I’d planned on calling Jake, my teenage trainee-slash-partner when I’d found something I’d liked, but nothing had jumped out, grabbed me by the throat and demanded I investigate, so I figured I’d call him in tomorrow and let him pick something. 

      Which meant that, for the first time in a long time, I was minutes away from going home for the night at a decent hour. And without having a story rattling around my brain. I almost didn’t know what I was going to do with myself. Maybe I’d get takeout and have a super long bath. I wasn’t really a bath person. I’d tried to be, but I’d always thought it was weird to sit in a tub full of rapidly cooling water and try to read a book or drink wine or something similar. What was wrong with pyjamas, an electric blanket and a mug of hot chocolate?

      I had already climbed into my snuggly warm flannel pyjamas, mentally speaking, when the door at the top of the stairwell creaked open. 

      The creaking door was my early warning sign that someone was approaching my office lair. It was one of the many, many, many benefits of using the basement of the newsroom as my office. The most obvious benefit being I didn’t have to deal with other reporters. The second being that since my office was technically a filing room, it had a door. Which I could shut in the faces of annoying people. Not that anyone really came down to my office. Which was yet another benefit.

      As the hushed, panicked whispers drifted down the concrete stairwell and through my cracked open office door, the unicorn of an early escape hopped onto a cloud and began drifting away. When no one started down the stairs, I began to hope that the whispering was simply from an informant who had ducked out of sight of the main newsroom to give himself or herself a stern talking to and bolster their nerve. Mentally, I reached out to my unicorn, trying to entice it back. The whispering didn’t have to ruin my night. There was absolutely no reason to believe it was anything to do with me. No reason whatsoever. 

      Yes, they were in my stairwell, but they might not know it was my stairwell. I briefly considered peeking out of my office, but if they saw me, they might decide I was the person to tell their whatever to. And I was definitely not the person to tell their whatever to. 

      My desk investigated a specific type of tip. Those pertaining to sewer monsters and Bigfoot. Not regular stories. I didn’t care about the quality of school dinners unless the food was infected with a disease that turned children into vampires. Nor did I care about political corruption unless the politician in question was suspected of lycanthropy. But tipsters didn’t always understand the nuances of that and just saw my office as a secluded place to unburden themselves. 

      I did briefly consider they might be here with a tip for me, but in the several years I’d worked this desk I could count on one hand the amount of in-person tip offs I’d received. People much preferred to report their werewolf neighbours through email. People liked to hide their crazy that way.

      The mumbling continued for several more seconds until I finally heard a voice I recognised. And it said something that stabbed my imaginary magical unicorn of an early night in the face. Many times. To death. 

      “I’m telling you,” Jake hissed. “She can help.”

      I debated keeping quiet. I really wanted to. Really, I did. I was already mentally in my pyjamas. I didn't want to take them off, but my evil curiosity had already dragged me to my feet, across the office, and perched me by the open door. I just hoped he wasn’t bringing me another guy who claimed he could turn into a werewolf. Admittedly, that had made quite an interesting story in the end, but it had been an uphill climb. With no real werewolves to show for it. 

      I peeked out of the crack and into the barely lit stairwell. Three figures huddled around Jake at the top of the stairs. All wearing jeans, gloves, scarves and hoodies. Their hoods pulled low over their faces and the scarves pulled up high so all you could see were their eyes. It was cold, yes, but something about the way they were covering their faces implied it was less to do with the cold and more to do with covering their identities. Which, I could admit, was mildly interesting. They almost looked like an urban chorus line. Or a line up of bank robbers. 

      “We need to do something,” said one of them. I didn’t recognise his voice, not that I was very familiar with all of Jake’s friends. Jake worked with me part-time while he was still at uni and he was very popular on campus. It was his boy band good looks and the fact that he was genuinely a good person. I didn’t think I’d seen him with the same people more than once, so really there was no reason to assume I would recognise his companions. 

      “What makes you think she can help?” Another unfamiliar voice asked.

      “’Cause she’s the best.” The confidence in Jake’s words made a little knot of pride swell in my chest. He thought I was the best? I mean, I was the best, but how awesome that he recognised it. “If she can’t help you, then you’re done.”

      I crept back from the door and a few seconds later, descending footsteps echoed around the stairwell. 

      I tapped around on my computer, pretending to be busy and cover the fact that I’d been eavesdropping, though Jake likely knew. Which dimmed the shine on his comment about me being the best, and now it felt more like a setup. As though he’d been flattering me because he knew I wouldn’t like whatever he was bringing me. It was like kicking my already very dead magical unicorn in the face. 

      Jake didn’t even knock, he simply pushed the door open. “You busy?”

      I shook my head. “Just sorting through tips.”

      “Without me?” Jake’s dark eyebrows shot up to his slightly curly, neatly disheveled boy band hair as if I’d committed an unthinkable sin. 

      “I was seeing if there was anything time sensitive. There isn’t, so I was going to call you later and see if you were free to work tomorrow. I thought you could pick our next story.”

      “Actually, I already have our next story.” Jake beckoned to whoever was still out in the hall. 

      “You never said anything about us being a story,” a disembodied voice spoke from the shadowed stairwell.

      “We won’t use your names. Right, Aurora?” Jake forced his eyes wide and gave me a subtle nod, as if he didn’t expect me to agree. Which was weird, because he knew we always protected the identities of our sources. I assumed he was simply a little overexcited about whatever this was.

      “We never reveal the identities of our sources,” I agreed, even more curious about who or what was hovering just out of view. “Or the identities of the subjects of our articles.”

      “Come on, fellas,” Jake called. “Trust me, she’s seen worse.”

      My imagination was running wild with crazy possibilities after that declaration. Of all the creatures and situations my mind was flashing up before my eyes in a rapid slideshow of glorious supernatural craziness when the three boys shuffled into my office, nothing was even close. And not in a good way. Jake closed the door after them. I wasn’t sure if it was because he knew I enjoyed being warm or to prevent them from escaping.

      They pushed their hoods down and pulled the scarves from their faces. I swallowed my enormous disappointment. They were just regular boys. Regular boys with different coloured skin. And I didn’t mean racially. The lanky six-foot something guy on the far left was a splotchy egg yolk yellow. The guy in the middle was roughly my height, which at five-foot-seven wasn’t exactly short, but he looked tiny next to Big Bird. Oh, and he was also a patchy fuchsia. The guy on the far right, almost as tall as the guy on the other side, was a splendidly even forest green. The way they bracketed the middle guy, it was almost like some cartoonish gangster situation. 

      “So.” I moved out from behind my desk and gestured at the brightly coloured faces in front of me. “What can I help you boys with?”

      “I told you this was dumb,” Mr Pink said and lunged for the door. Jake blocked his way. 

      “Just wait, I’m telling you, she’s the best person.” He motioned to me. “Can you be professional, please?”

      “I didn’t want to assume,” I said with a shrug and focused on Mr Green’s face. “And I know this probably isn’t what you want to hear, but that is a beautiful shade of green. Not even the most expensive spray tans cover that evenly. It’s impressive. Did you moisturise first or—”

      “Professionalism?” Jake cut me off. “This is serious.”

      “Oh, I can see that.” I nodded, then gestured along the line. “How long have you guys been like this?”

      “This is day three.” Big Bird pushed up his sleeve to show me the angry skin on his arm. It was like looking at a magic eye picture. My brain knew the skin was red, but all my eyes could see was a dark yellow of the dye. “I’ve been scrubbing and scrubbing but—”

      “Okay, well let’s stop that because it doesn’t look like it’s helping.” I motioned for Mr Pink to give me his arm since he was the most patchy of all of my colourful new friends. He pushed up his sleeve and offered his arm for inspection. I pressed my thumb on the inside of his forearm. Kind of the same way you’d roll a glass over a rash to check if it was Meningitis. There was no white where I pressed my thumb. It was all pink. “The colour has really sunk into the skin. How did this happen? Do you know?” I glanced over at Jake. “Why haven’t you called my mum? She’ll probably know how to get this out.”

      Jake shook his head. “I don’t think this is in your mum’s wheelhouse.”

      “Getting dye out of skin?” I asked. “You know she worked in a hairdressers for a while, right?”

      “I didn’t.” Jake looked genuinely surprised, as if he thought he knew everything about my mum. “But that’s not what this is.”

      “What do you mean? That’s obviously what this is. It’s a prank. Food colouring in shower gel or something.” I glanced along the row of very deeply colourful faces. “Very strong food colouring. Maybe hair dye?” Though I wasn’t sure how the boys hadn’t noticed the bubbles turn pink, yellow or green.

      “It’s not a prank.” Mr Pink pulled his arm out of my hands. “It’s a curse.”

      I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “It’s a—it’s a what?”

      “It’s a curse.” Jake repeated, and didn’t even try to hide the excitement in his voice. Talk about me not being professional.

      “Could you try to sound less happy about that?” Mr Pink snapped at Jake.

      “Sorry,” Jake said, looking anything but. “I’ve just never seen one up close before.”

      “Pretty sure you’ve still not.” I pointed to the faces. “This is a prank, not a curse.”

      “It is absolutely a curse,” Bid Bird insisted.

      I hesitated. “You think a curse has turned you into human shaped Skittles? That’s what your logical, university student brain is telling you. A curse? That a curse is more likely than a prank?”

      “Yes!” The not-so-Jolly Green Giant exclaimed. “It’s obviously a curse. Why else would the colour not come out when we’re scrubbing?”

      “Curses are real.” Jake grinned at me. If he were anyone else, his glee at their misfortune might have been inappropriate, but his genuine belief in the curse moderated it somewhat. “I was reading about the Hope Diamond—”

      “Let me stop you right there.” I held my hand up in his face. “The Hope Diamond is not cursed.”

      “But—”

      “It’s greed causing disaster. Not a curse.”

      “Agree to disagree, but this is a curse for sure.” Jake gestured at his friends.

      “Okay, how did this curse come to be?” I wasn’t about to debate it with Jake. Mainly because I was right, and he was crazy, so he would likely never concede. 

      Mr Green nodded at Mr Pink. “Kim’s ex-girlfriend cursed us.”

      “Why?” I looked along the line of faces. “What did you do?”

      Mr Green shook his head. “We didn’t do anything.”

      “We didn’t,” Big Bird chipped in.

      “Uh-huh. So, you’re telling me that someone cursed you for no reason?” I asked. 

      Big Bird jabbed a finger in my direction. “Exactly.”

      “Uh-huh.” I nodded again. “And what do you have to say about this, Mr Pink?” 

      “We didn’t do anything.” He stated it with such a lack of conviction that both Big Bird and the Jolly Green Giant elbowed him.

      “Okay.” I waved the two of them off. “The very fact that it’s an ex-girlfriend who you think cursed you tells me, very loudly, that something bad went down. So who’s going to be the first to spill the beans?”

      After several seconds of foot shuffling and eye-contact avoiding, Mr Pink sighed. 

      “I … cheated on her.”

      “And she turned you pink?” I shrugged. “Seems like you got off easy. Also, her turning you pink isn’t a curse, it’s revenge. And pretty comprehensive. I mean, she even got your face and everything. Do you wash your face with shower gel? Because spiking the shower gel would be the easiest way to do it. Also, that’s not great skincare so maybe don’t do that anymore. And all of you with different colours. It’s just—it’s impressive,” I said with a nod. “I’m impressed.”

      “It’s not just this,” Jake said. “They’re making Toby’s feet shrink. They can’t eat—all their food tastes like ash. She’s summoned spirits to do her bidding. She—”

      “Ash?” I wasn’t touching the feet thing, and not just because I didn’t know which one Toby was. “What type of ash? Burnt wood? Smoked cheese? Coal?”

      “Do they taste different?” Big Bird asked.

      I stared at him for a long moment. “Does burnt wood taste different to smoked cheese? Yeah. How about the colour of the food? Does it look different?”

      “Different how?” the Jolly Green Giant asked. 

      “Like not the colour it’s supposed to be.” Were these kids for real? This was what was wrong with the education system today. “Is the milk more grey than white? Does it taste like ash specifically? What type of ash? Does it taste smokey? Does it taste off? Is it curdled? Sour? Bitter? Salty? What?”

      When no one spoke, Jake motioned for his colourful friends to answer. “Come on, fellas, these aren’t hard questions. She needs the info if she’s going to help.”

      “Sour.” said Big Bird and looked at his friends, who nodded in agreement. “It tastes sour.”

      “Do you have a photo of this girl? Your ex-girlfriend? On your phone? Can I see it?” I asked Mr Pink, whose eyes stretched wide as if I’d asked him to drop his pants in public and he wasn’t wearing underwear.

      “Yeah,” he agreed, but his tone conveyed his reluctance. He unlocked his phone and handed it to me. The screen was filled with an image of a pretty brunette. “You’re not going to use that, right?”

      “No, it’s so we can identify her. I’m just going to airdrop it to my computer,” I said as I moved behind my desk and started tapping around on my computer and his phone. I was sending the photo to myself, but I was also checking his bluetooth settings on the sly, because I was almost certain I knew what was happening.  

      “Do you live in halls same as Jake?” I asked when I handed his phone back.

      “We’re third years. We live in a house off campus.” Kim examined his phone, as if checking for damage. 

      “Does she have a key?”

      “Of course not.” The Jolly Green Giant screwed up his face in disgust. “Kim just met her.”

      “Right,” I agreed easily, watching Kim as he looked everywhere but me. Pretty sure that meant she did have a key. “Well—” I was about to tell them nothing about this was a supernatural curse and they likely just needed to use a deadbolt on their doors to prevent any worsening of this “curse”, but Jake, in a preemptive move, handed me a slip of paper. 

      “Here. This is the curse they recited.”

      “They? They who?” I scanned the writing. “I thought you said it was just your ex-girlfriend.”

      Jake opened his mouth to speak, but caught himself. I watched as he reined his excitement back in and spoke in a moderated tone. “Her coven.”

      “Her—” I nodded. “Of course. Where did all this happen? Did she catch you cheating while she was with her coven? I’m—” I swiped my hand at them before they could answer. “How about we take this from the top? Tell me everything that happened from the beginning.”

      The door at the top of the stairs creaked, and someone called down the stairs. Jake held a finger up to me and opened the door. 

      “We’re down here,” he called and someone thudded down the stairs. An enormous blond guy, who was almost the same width as the door, stepped into the office. He appeared oddly out of proportion. He was maybe a little taller than my five-feet-seven, but he was a lot wider, which almost made him look as if he’d been over six feet tall at some point and someone had squished him down. He mistook my cataloguing of his physique for romantic interest and winked at me.

      “Hey, you’re pretty. I like your boots.”

      “Of course you do. Everyone likes my boots.” They were slightly battered red cowboy boots that were great for kicking stupid people, or over-friendly guys, in the face. What’s not to love?

      “This is Keith, Kim’s brother,” Jake explained. “He gave us a lift here. The guys didn’t want to walk around like this.”

      “So you’re not connected to this mess?” I asked.

      Keith shrugged. It seemed like a contrived movement to show off his muscular arms, more than a normal gesture. “I’m just the chauffeur service for today.” He strolled over to his brother, a much shorter, skinner, pinker version of himself, and ruffled his hair. 

      “Excellent, now everyone’s here, will someone lay this out, please? Start to finish.” I looked around and waited for someone to speak. 

      “Celeste—that’s Kim’s ex—found out Kim was cheating on her on Sunday. Not yesterday, last Sunday,” Jake explained. “Her coven cursed them. Then this stuff started happening. The food, the skin, the spirits.”

      “You told me you’ve been like this for three days.” I pointed at their faces. “Today is Monday, so it took—what—five whole days for the curse to manifest? All of this stuff started happening at the same time? Since Friday? Over the weekend?”

      “Does that matter?” Keith asked and followed the question up with a smile. Something about the expression struck me as aggressive. Almost as if he used it as a weapon. Which made me instantly suspicious. He was hiding something. Was he the one responsible? Was this him teaching his brother a lesson about how to treat girls? I remembered his greeting—that was unlikely.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. What did you all do over the weekend?”

      “Played video games. Ate pizza.” Kim said. “Why?”

      “With you?” I asked Keith.

      “Sure, I was there on Saturday for a bit.” He offered me another aggressive smile. “Why?”

       I shrugged, shields powered up to maximum to deflect further smile attacks, and returned my attention to Kim. “How exactly did Celeste find out about you cheating?”

      Once again, all three boys found the floor fascinating. 

      Jake spoke when the boys didn’t. “Kim was messing around with another girl in the forest when Celeste and her coven saw them. That’s when they cursed them.”

      “Do Celeste and her coven meet in the woods regularly?” I asked, and Kim nodded. “Do they meet in the same place?” Kim shrugged, then nodded. I checked my calendar. “Sunday was the waxing moon. Did you know they’d be meeting?”

      Kim shrugged again, looked at his brother, and then at me. “I didn’t know …” 

      “Wait, I’m a little confused. You took a girl into the forest with you. On a night you thought Celeste might be there, near where she and her coven meet? And at no point it occurred to you that might not be the smartest thing to do?” I asked. Kim glanced at his brother again and suddenly I understood. “Ohhh, you wanted Celeste to see you together. That way she breaks up with you.”

      “It’s the best way.” Keith added. “That way, she gets to be angry, she gets to view the breakup as a positive thing. She was lucky to find out and get rid of you, and so on. It’s much easier than the whole ‘it’s not me, it’s you,’ cliché.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’ve got that back to front,” I told him. And I meant both the cliche and in real life. It was definitely him. That said, as childish as the tactic was, I could see the faintest logic in that train of thought. That was, if you weren’t concerned about anyone’s feelings but your own. “Has the girl you were cheating with suffered any of these symptoms?” 

      “I don’t—I haven’t—” Kim waved his phone at me. 

      “You haven’t checked in with her, have you? You just used her to break up with Celeste.” I snapped my fingers and pointed to his phone. “Do it now.”

      “I—” Kim started.

      “There is nothing you can say that will change that instruction.” I informed him. “Check in with this girl and make sure she’s okay.” 

      “I love it when a woman takes charge,” Keith said.

      I held my hand up in Keith’s face. “Please don’t speak.”

      “What do you think of the curse?” Jake tapped the piece of paper he’d handed to me earlier. 

      I read it aloud, not to freak them out but because Jake had the least legible handwriting I’d seen in a while. “I curse you. Food will taste like ash. I curse you. The spirits will haunt you. I curse you. Your body will show your shame. I curse you. I curse you.”

      “What are you doing?” Kim slapped his hands over his ears, and the other two human Skittles followed suit. 

      “Did she just throw this at you?” I asked. “In the moment? Completely spontaneous?”

      “Why?” Kim nodded without taking his hands from his ears. If he could hear me, it made the action pointless, but I was too tired to explain that to them.

      “Did all of her coven say it?” I asked. “Did they say it together the first time? Or was it the second time? Did she repeat it a few times? How did this happen?”

      “What does it matter?” Mr Green tentatively released his hands from his ears.

      “They all said it together.” Kim squinted at the paper as if he were staring into his memory. “I think she said it first and then they all repeated together.” 

      “You’re sure?” I asked. 

      “I think so,” Kim said. “Does that change something?”

      I shrugged. “And you were alone with this girl? Big Bird and the Jolly Green Giant here weren’t with you?”

      “It was just me and Piper.” Kim nodded. “And then Celeste and her coven.”

      “Celeste who? What’s her surname?” I asked, and Kim shook his head. “Do you know the names of her coven?” I asked, and Kim shook his head again. “Right. Do you know what classes she takes? How we can find her on campus? She is a student at your uni?”

      “I … er …” Kim jiggled his shoulders in and focused on the floor.

      “You don’t know her last name? You don’t even know if she’s a student?” I pressed. “How long were you dating?”

      “I met her at the student union and …” Kim let the explanation trail off. “She’s really serious about her witch stuff though.”

      “Wow. Okay.”

      Keith edged closer and read the curse over my shoulder. “What are you thinking, Lois Lane?”

      I offered Keith my widest smile, placed my hand in the centre of his chest, and eased him back. “That I like my personal space. And that I asked you not to speak.” 

      “So you’ll get her to lift the curse?” Kim asked. “You’ll take our case?”

      “It’s not a case, and I can’t promise anything, but if we can find her, we’ll ask her.” I checked over my shoulder at the calendar. “Last Sunday when she caught you cheating in the woods was a waxing crescent moon. It’s a full moon tonight. I’d hazard a guess they’ll be following the cycles of the moon so it’s worth checking it out.”

      “Kim’s already told me where they meet,” Jake said. “And drawn me a quick map of where this happened, so we can check out ground zero too. For scorched earth and blood sacrifice and such.”

      “Okay.” I wasn’t touching the ground zero comment. Or the sacrifice comment. Or actually, any part of what he said.

      “What are we supposed to do in the meantime?” Kim asked, pointing to his face. 

      I shrugged. “Go home.”

      “What about this.” Big Bird pointed to his face, as if asking twice would get a different answer. 

      I shrugged again. “It’ll fade.”

      “You said she’d help,” Kim accused Jake.

      “Listen, kid. I am helping.” I gestured to their coloured faces. “But this is the very least you deserve. You treated not only your girlfriend, but this Piper person who you carelessly used and discarded, very badly. I think you should all pray to whatever you believe in that Celeste is a reasonable person or you might starve to death.” 

      “What did Piper say?” Jake asked Kim when his phone buzzed.

      “This is something else. She’s not texting me back.”

      “What a shocker,” I muttered. 

      “It’s okay.” Jake opened the office door and gestured for the boys to leave. “We’re on the case.”

      “It’s not a case,” I repeated, but I was sure no one was listening to me.

      “Hey.” Keith stepped directly in front of me. “We should go out sometime.”

      “No.” I shook my head for emphasis. “No, we shouldn’t.”

      “Are you sure?” he pressed. “I really think we should.”

      I gestured to the open door. “Please leave.”

      Keith retreated, but turned to grin at me in the doorway. “Later.” 

      Jake waited until the door at the top of the staircase creaked closed before he spun to face me. “Am I the best or what?”

      “I have a list of what you are. ‘The best’ is not currently on it.”

      “Oh, come on.” Jake grabbed my arm and shook it. “A curse. A curse. A coven of wicked witches.” He stopped worrying my arm and held his out to the sides. “This is going to be the best story ever.”
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