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To all mystery lovers… 

thank you for reading this book.


Happy Sleuthing!
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   Miss Marple & Fletch


A Word From The Management… 
Before you begin this story, there are a couple of points we would like to make…
This is fiction. The characters, businesses, settings and events are part of our friend's vivid imagination. Yes, it takes place in the great state of Florida. That part is non-fiction. But the rest? Nope, it's all from her mind. So if you think the characters, settings or events remind you of the real thing, then that is purely coincidental. 
Mistakes happen, no matter how hard we try, or how many beta readers or rounds of editing happen, something always sneaks by. If you find an error, please email us at sunsandstories@gmail.com and we will make the corrections.
We hope you will enjoy the story, and when you're finished, please tell a friend about it and post a review.
On behalf of our boss,
Miss Marple and Fletch
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  Chapter 1

Welcome to Your Next Cozy Obsession! 
Dear Reader,
Welcome, welcome! I'm absolutely thrilled you've picked up this special Series Sampler, a delightful little treasure chest I've put together just for you. Think of it as your passport to explore the sun-drenched, mystery-laden corners of South Florida, each unique, charming, and just waiting to reveal its secrets. You're about to meet some of my most beloved characters and step into the very first book of four different cozy mystery series, all set in the beautiful, sometimes bewildering, place I call home. You'll find stories steeped in that distinct, cozy Florida feeling—perfect for escaping into, no matter the season.
So, grab your favorite iced tea, find a comfy spot—maybe by the pool, or simply in a sunbeam—and prepare for an uninterrupted journey into intriguing local mysteries. This sampler is brimming with diverse characters, captivating first cases, and plenty of clues from different charming towns, each waiting for your clever mind to solve. It’s the perfect way to discover your next favorite series without having to choose! I've poured my heart into crafting these sun-drenched escapades, and I simply can't wait for you to unravel each twinkling mystery.
 A Special Treat for You!
And speaking of treats, before you go, I have a little something extra just for you! As a thank you for diving into this sampler, I'd love to offer you a FREE book when you sign up for my newsletter. It's the best way to stay in the loop about new releases, special promotions, and get exclusive peeks behind the scenes of my stories. You'll find the link to sign up right here in this sampler.
Happy reading, and even happier sleuthing!
Warmly, Victoria LK Williams
***
Welcome to Pearl Island, where the ocean shimmers with secrets, family legends, whisper of mermaids and sea witches, and love stories linger like the salty breeze. But don’t be fooled by the charm—mysteries swirl just beneath the surface, and it’s up to you to uncover the truth.
Stay tuned until the very end for a special treasure: a Free Book, just for you! So settle in, let the waves carry you away, and let’s dive into a mystery as deep as the sea.
***
The wind was strong, filled with the scent of salt from the crashing waves, and Morgan Seaver looked out at the beautiful ocean with a soul-gripping hunger. She knew her feet would always keep her on dry ground; her fear of being in the water anchored her to the ground like a tree’s roots. But she didn’t mind all that much. She had the family beach house, the gardens, and a beautiful beach to call her own.
A strong gust of wind blew, and Morgan reached up, continuing her fight with the wind to keep her hair out of her eyes. The aqua strands of hair that ran across the front of her face created an eye-catching contrast to her dark hair. She had added the color on a whim, and, like so many things in her life lately, the whim had gone wrong. The color had remained permanent, changing to a brighter color as time wore on, rather than getting duller. Even the hair at the roots was still growing in the same aqua color. She couldn’t explain it, but she knew it had something to do with being back on Pearl Island and her heritage as a Seaver.
Morgan was standing on the third floor of the Seaver beach house, her family home. She stood in the middle of the widow’s walk, which gave her a bird's-eye view of the surrounding island. To one side, Morgan could see the beautiful turquoise waters of the ocean and its beaches of white, glistening sand dotted by the occasional outcroppings of large rocks. On the other side, she saw lush tropical foliage, brilliant flower colors, and her neighbors’ homes. If she listened hard, she could hear the cry of the peacocks in the garden, but today the sound of the surf muffled their cries.
“Surveying your kingdom?” an amused woman’s voice asked.
Morgan smiled to herself and felt a wave of relief wash over her. It had been several weeks since she had heard the voice, and she had been secretly afraid she would never listen to it again. As she drew in a deep breath to answer her Aunt Meredith, Morgan swore she smelled the sweet scent of her aunt’s favorite perfume mixed with the salty air.
Morgan turned to answer the shimmering form of Meredith Seaver, who sat on the bench behind her. “The island seems peaceful today. This is the way I remember starting my mornings when I was here visiting as a child.”
“But you’re not a visitor anymore, are you?”
“No, I’m here to stay. Pearl Island, and all its responsibilities, is now my home.”
Meredith’s shoulders rose and fell as she took a deep breath and relaxed. Morgan’s reply answered the question that had been unspoken for weeks. Ever since Morgan had responded to her aunt’s request and returned to her family home, they had both wondered if she would claim her heritage.
“I haven’t seen you in a while. I was beginning to worry you had abandoned me,” Morgan said to her shimmering aunt’s form.
“I told you I would always be here when you needed me, but you haven’t needed me. You’ve been doing exactly what I would have done: getting to know the island and making new friends. Those connections are good to have. And even if you haven’t seen me, I’ve been here quietly watching,”
There was a demanding meow from the doorway of the widow’s walk, and Morgan turned to see what the fuss was about. Standing there, staring back at her, was Morgan’s long-haired tabby. The kitten was a stray who had appeared at the beach house at the same time that Morgan had. They had made an immediate connection and became housemates. They called the kitten Misty because she had appeared out of the mist that first night. Although now Morgan was sure ‘Thief’ was a more appropriate name. Misty had a bad habit of stealing shiny items that caught her eye, and Morgan had learned quickly not to leave things lying around.
“Misty knows I’ve been watching, don’t you, sweet thing?” Meredith cooed at the kitten as she walked out to stand next to Morgan, her figure almost transparent.
Morgan smiled at the sing-song voice; it was not one she often heard from her aunt. Misty seemed to nod and then reached out to swat at the hem of Meredith’s dress as it blew in the breeze. The extra toe on the kitten’s paw was visible with the movement, giving her paw the appearance of having a thumb.
“Silly cat.” Morgan laughed at the expression on Misty’s face as her paw moved through the hem, catching only open air. Meredith wasn’t there in a physical form. She couldn’t be; she was dead. It was her spirit that shared the widow’s walk with Morgan and her cat.
Morgan’s attention darted from Misty and her tricks to a shout from down below. Leaning over the railing, she waved at the young man looking up at her. In one hand, he held a violin, and with the other hand, he held up a brown bag. Even though there was some distance between them, Morgan knew what that brown bag contained. Gabe had been to the mainland, picking up some of her favorite bagels from a shop they both enjoyed. Although the pastry shop here on the island was fantastic, they just didn’t do bagels like this other store did.
“I see you two have the same taste for bagels as Gabe’s Uncle Dylan and I did,” Meredith said. She had moved to stand next to the railing, looking over at Gabe. Her form wasn’t substantial enough for him to see from a distance; to Gabe, it would just look like a trick of the light.
“He’s adjusted well to the loss of Dylan. I think Gabe sometimes wonders why Dylan doesn’t appear to him as you do to me, but I told him what you said: that his mission in life was accomplished, while yours isn’t. That seemed to help.”
Morgan’s smile faded as she thought of the tragic death of Gabe’s Uncle Dylan. He had died trying to save her, and the guilt still haunted her.
As if she could read her mind, Meredith shook her head, reprimanding her niece. “You can’t change what has happened. Morgan, you can only go forward and follow the steps where your destiny will take you. You took the first step by making the island your home. And you have faced Cora and not backed down.”
At the mention of Cora, Morgan involuntarily shivered. Twice she had confronted her, and she knew there was more to come. The legends of Pearl Island and her ancestors demanded it. 
“Is that why you’re back? Is Cora up to something?” Morgan asked as she suddenly put the two things together.
Meredith slowly shook her head and looked out to sea.
“There is a disturbance in the sea, but I don’t think Cora is the cause. I feel you might need some guidance, but I’m not sure about what. We must wait and see.” Turning her back to the sea, the shimmering woman spread her arms wide and smiled. “But until then, it’s a beautiful day, and you have someone waiting for you. Go have fun. Things will happen when the time is right.”
As she spoke her last words, Meredith disappeared, leaving Misty swatting at the air where she had stood.






  
  Chapter 2

By the time Morgan made it down the stairs, Gabe was letting himself in the front door. It was an old habit that he’d had when Meredith was alive, and Morgan had done nothing to dissuade it. There was a feeling of comfort, knowing he was such a reliable friend that he didn’t have to knock. He was always respectful of her privacy, making sure she knew he was here before he entered. 
“Good morning. Are those what I think they are?” Morgan asked as she eagerly reached for the bag. 
Teasingly, Gabe held the bag up over her head so she couldn’t reach it, chuckling at her antics. “I don’t know if I should share these with you. Didn’t you say something about a diet last week?”
“Ha! Like I would let that stop me from indulging? Come on; I have a pot of coffee set up in the courtyard.” Morgan started to lead the way, almost tripping over Misty, who had arrived to find out who was visiting. “Watch out for Misty. I swear it’s a game to her to try to trip me,” she warned.
Gabe just smiled and wished the cat a good morning as he followed Morgan down the hallway to the large French doors that opened into the courtyard. On either side of these doors were Meredith’s office and Morgan’s workroom. Each room had its entrance out into the courtyard. Morgan’s workroom was a converted bedroom, where she now worked on restoring old manuscripts and books to their previous glory. Meredith’s office was still as it had been when Meredith was alive. Books and fine nautical antiques filled the room. Morgan hadn’t had the heart to go through the office. Although the house was now hers, it still felt like Meredith lived here, and she was determined to respect her aunt’s favorite rooms: her bedroom and her office.
“If I didn’t know better, I would say you were expecting me,” Gabe said as he pointed to the two cups sitting next to the steaming coffee pot.
“Well, I didn’t know that it would be you, but somebody always shows up for coffee; it never fails. Now open that bag and share those bagels.” Morgan laughed, and she lowered herself into a chair and picked up the coffeepot, filling the two cups when she was finished teasing Gabe.
They sat in comfortable silence, drinking their coffee and enjoying the bagels. Suddenly a large cry disturbed the quiet, and they both turned to watch one of the peacocks from the resident flock enter the courtyard, announcing his arrival. Misty looked up from her perch on the back of Morgan’s chair and yawned, unimpressed with the beautiful bird. A few moments later, two other peacocks joined the leader, and they strolled around the courtyard as if they owned it. The large birds made no aggressive moves towards Morgan and Gabe as they came closer; they were used to the company of humans. Yet if a stranger were to be in the courtyard, they would go on high alert, ready to protect the mistress of the house.
“Any more complaints from a certain neighbor about the noise our feathered friends make?” Gabe asked.
Morgan made a face before she answered. “Yvette Grant does nothing but complain about the island. If it’s not my peacocks, then it’s how run down she thinks the civic center is, or the lack of parking. Or whatever else she feels like complaining about on any given day. For a newcomer to the island, she certainly has opinions about how Pearl Island should be run, and she’s not afraid to express them.” 
“I still can’t figure why she wanted the island house as part of her divorce settlement; she’s never liked it here,” Gabe mused.
Morgan gave him a knowing look and took a bite of her bagel. As she finished her mouthful, she answered. “I don’t think it’s that hard to figure out. Stephen and his family have had a home here for years, and they genuinely love it. Yvette took the house out of spite and meanness. “
“Why would she want a house she didn’t like?” Gabe asked. 
Before Morgan answered, she watched as he comprehended her words and gave a nod of agreement.
“You know what?” she said. “It’s too beautiful of a day to talk about Yvette Grant and her complaints. Why don’t we head down to the public beach? Today’s the first day of summer vacation, and I promised Kathy I would help with some kids’ activity she has planned.”
“That’s perfect,” Gabe said. “I have students I’m giving lessons to down there, as well. Let me carry the tray for you, and we’ll clean this mess up and head down to the beach.”
“Great, we’ll have to take the golf cart. I already have beach towels, toys, and games piled in bins on the cart.”
It wasn’t long before Morgan and Gabe were driving her golf cart down the main road towards the beach, frequented by both the tourists and the high school kids. Younger children were playing in the company of their parents. The beach was a beautiful cove with white sand and a natural bathing location created by the curve of the island and the reef that was offshore. Between the reef and the beach was a lagoon that, at the deepest point, was only 3.5 feet. The youngest could play at the edge, wading into the water safely for a reasonable distance. The older kids loved to bring rafts and inner tubes to float at the deeper end. There was no lifeguard; everyone looked out for each other, and the two-person police force made the rounds regularly to keep an eye on things.
“Hi, Morgan, over here!”
A pretty woman with long, curly, dark hair called over to the two of them as they parked the golf cart next to the others in the small parking lot. Because the island was only 4.5 miles long and about .5 miles wide, cars were rarely used. Residents got around by bicycles or golf carts. The bridge onto the island at this end was one lane. At the other end of the island, residents came and went to the mainland by ferryboat. Morgan glanced at the carts she parked next to and grinned.
“Looks like everyone is getting into summer mode around here.” She pointed to the surfboard attached to the back of one cart, and the coolers piled in another. Gabe nodded in agreement.
“Come on, you two! The natives are getting restless; I need those supplies.”
Morgan could hear both laughter and a hint of desperation in the woman’s voice as she called across the sand. Looking in her direction, she had a hard time not bursting out loud with a hearty laugh. “Hang on, Kathy, rescue’s on the way,” she yelled back.
Kathy didn’t answer. She had her hands full with kids, ages 4 and 5, circling her, asking questions and making demands. Gabe helped Morgan tote the beach toys and supplies over to where Kathy had already placed her cooler and beach blanket. Picking up the biggest beach ball he could find, Gabe called the kids to join him for a game of dodgeball. In no time, Kathy was forgotten as they followed Gabe to an open area in the sand.
“Day one of summer vacation, and I’m already tearing my hair out,” Kathy groaned as she started pulling the games from the supplies Morgan had brought.
“Every year, I tell myself I’m not doing this again. But here I am.” Although she was complaining, the young woman looked perfectly happy, and Morgan grinned back at her.
“You love every minute of it, admit it. Besides, it’s only a couple of hours a week. And think how grateful all the parents are. You get to teach and exhaust the kiddos all at once.”
Kathy playfully tossed a towel at Morgan and had to agree with her friend. The two of them quickly got to work setting up the obstacle course Kathy had planned. As they worked, she explained to Morgan the object of the course.
“The kids will have to work together to get to the end, and as they go from one spot to the other, they will work out a piece of the puzzle. By the time they get to the end, they will know the most common sea animals found inside the lagoon. And tomorrow, I have the older kids at the Maritime Museum.”
“Who has the older ones today?” Morgan asked, knowing Kathy meant the seven to eight-year-olds.
“Gabe is teaching them music today. There are only a few kids in that age group.”
Morgan nodded as she looked around, seeing a few of the teenagers come in from the water to help Gabe entertain the little ones. She loved how they all looked after each other and silently thanked her Aunt Meredith for summoning her back to Pearl Island. As her eyes swept the area, she noticed two women she didn’t recognize. They were both college age, and beautiful, dressed in daring bathing suits, talking to a couple of teenage boys. Morgan couldn’t help the frown that furrowed her brow. Kathy looked to see what was upsetting her and lost her smile.
“Those two have been here on and off for the last couple of days,” she said, answering Morgan’s unspoken question. “They have been sticking close to the oldest of the beach-goers, upsetting some wives and mothers.”
“I take it they aren’t from the island?”
“No, they come in from a boat anchored off the lagoon. Swimming in and making a grand entrance like they are part of a James Bond movie. I’m not sure what they want, but I bet it's trouble. A couple of people have already complained about the way they act around the kids. Jenny and Nate are supposed to be on their way to talk to them.”
Kathy was referring to the island’s police officers. Kathy always had the inside information and would know what was going on; Jenny Colbright was her sister, the senior officer. Nate Hastings was her partner, and someone Kathy was very interested in. As if on cue, the two officers rode up on their bikes and walked over to a woman, who was waving her hands at them. Morgan watched as the woman made her complaint, pointing toward the two strangers and then gesturing toward the older kids.
“Looks like Jenny and Nate are getting an earful,” she mumbled. 
Kathy nodded, and then they watched the officers walk over to the young women. Jenny said something, and they laughed at her. Then Nate said something, and it was as if a switch was turned on. Both women turned their attention to him, and even from a distance, Morgan could see they were trying to charm him with seduction.
Kathy seethed as her hands formed tight fists. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”
As Morgan looked around, she saw other women on the beach, sending glares in the same direction Kathy was. The situation was turning ugly fast. Without thinking, Morgan grasped the Frisbee in her hands tighter and flipped it in Nate’s direction. The man’s reaction was swift and automatic. He caught the flying plastic disc before it could hit him in the head and looked around to see who had thrown it. The action broke the spell, and she heard Jenny tell the women to move along, or at least act appropriately around the teenagers.
“Quick thinking, Morgan.”
Morgan looked over at Gabe, who had joined her and Kathy, with the youngsters in tow, ready to begin their game. In seconds, Kathy and Morgan were busy directing the kids, and Gabe was motioning to a few of the kids to join him. As Morgan handed a toy shovel to one tot, she glanced over in Jenny’s direction and couldn’t help but wonder what was going on.






  
  Chapter 3

The morning along the beach had worn Morgan out. Who knew a group of four-and-five-year-olds could have so much energy, or get into so much mischief? Kathy and Morgan had worked hard at reining in the children's energy and directing them to the educational fun Kathy had carefully planned for them. The kids were enthusiastic about discovering what animals lived in the lagoon, and the clever game had also taught them to work together. Even though Kathy had complained, she also loved the ritual of celebrating the first week of a summer break with the island children. After that, they were the parents’ responsibility. The tradition had started years ago, and each generation of islanders carried it on. Morgan was fascinated to find out that her mother, Aunt Meredith, and Kathy’s grandmother had also taken their turns as well. Both as teachers and students. Morgan knew she had also joined the fun during her young childhood on the island, but she couldn’t remember, no matter how hard she tried. 
“I bet if we look, we’ll find pictures of you in my grandmother’s scrapbooks,” Kathy had reassured her when she saw the expression on Morgan's face as she admitted she had no memories of the beach time fun.
Morgan had smiled in gratitude and then continued to help Kathy gather the toys and beach gear. After they piled everything onto the two golf carts, Kathy looked at her watch and gasped at the time.
“I’m supposed to meet Nate at the dock. Something is coming in on the ferry, and he wants my help. Do you mind if I take off? I mean, you’re welcome to come if you want…”
Morgan didn’t need to be a rocket scientist to see that the last thing Kathy wanted was for her to tag along. It was clear she was excited to be meeting up with Nate, so Morgan waved her off. Promising to stop by in the morning and pick up the supplies on Morgan’s cart, Kathy didn’t wait around to see if Morgan would change her mind. Smiling to herself, Morgan watched her friend drive away as fast as the cart would go, her long curls blowing in the wind behind her.
Morgan looked around her, making sure they had left nothing behind. The beach was almost empty now. Tired kids had gone home for naps, and the older kids had vanished when the cleanup had started, as they often will. A few senior citizens were sitting under umbrellas, reading books or napping, and the seagulls were patrolling the shore, looking to see if any crumbs had been left behind from the children's snacks. Shielding her eyes from the sun’s glare, Morgan turned her attention to the water beyond the reef. A couple of speedboats caught her eye, their sleek lines cutting across the waves as they raced each other, bouncing in the wakes of each other's engines.
They seem to be moving pretty fast, being that close to the reef, she thought to herself, holding her breath to see if they could clip the beautiful reef just under the surface. As she watched, the drivers swerved at the last minute and headed out to the open sea, and Morgan wondered if they knew how close they had come.
A movement caught her eye from the dunes, and she turned to see what it was. But she was too late to get a good look. Morgan could barely make out the figure in a dark, flowing robe disappear over the dune. Turning back to the sea, she could no longer see the boats either. She wondered if the figure had also been watching the boats.
“Hello, Morgan.”
Morgan smiled and waved to two older men walking past her on their way to join the other seniors. Grabbing a stray plastic shovel left behind, Morgan turned and headed to the golf cart. Driving at a leisurely pace, she returned home, enjoying the soft breeze coming off the ocean. After arriving at the beach house, Morgan parked the cart in the shed and, not bothering to unload any more than her tote bag, she headed up the porch steps to the front door. Before she could reach for the doorknob, the flap of the cat door she had installed for Misty pushed outwards from inside the house. Somehow, Misty always knew when she returned and was there to greet her. Opening the door, Morgan threw her bag inside and then scooped up the kitten and returned to the porch to sit on one of the wicker gliders that lined the porch. Using one foot, she moved the glider back and forth while she gave the kitten attention. It wasn’t long before her hand came to a standstill and her head nodded back against the cushions. Apparently, the toddlers weren’t the only ones who needed a nap. Misty curled up in Morgan's lap, watching for the slightest movement in front of the porch. But there was none, and soon the kitten was gently snoring in time to Morgan’s sleepy breathing.
Morgan woke to the soft tap of Misty’s paw against her face. Glancing at her watch, she was embarrassed to find she’d taken a two-hour nap. The rumbling in her stomach was reminding her she’d slept through the lunch hour. 
“I bet you’re hungry, too,” she said to the kitten as she got to her feet. Misty responded with a loud meow, and Morgan laughed out loud. “Alright, let’s get you dinner and see what I can find for myself.”
After Morgan fed the cat, it didn’t take her long to decide there was nothing in the house to eat. Oh, there was plenty of food, but nothing appealed to her. Making a quick decision, she closed the fridge and headed to the stairs. Fifteen minutes later, she had showered and thrown on fresh clothes. Running her fingers through her hair, she decided to let it air dry. She grabbed a book and her wallet, and headed out the door, her stomach rumbling again in anticipation of her destination. Morgan needed an excellent Italian dinner, and Mario’s Pizzeria would provide her with one. Rather than heading towards the main road running along the shore, she turned and walked to the backyard. Shooing the peacocks out of her way, Morgan opened the gate from her courtyard into the peacock’s sanctuary. From there, she cut across the garden to a second gate that opened into the public gardens. Following the well-tended path, she made her way to the business section of the island. Not that there was much of a business section. No, there was Mario’s who served the best food, from lunch until late in the evening. Next to his place was the Pastry Shop. They specialized in gourmet coffee and exotic teas, along with pastries that melted in your mouth. Breakfast and lunch were served until they closed around 1:30 in the afternoon.
The rest of the business section consisted of a building that housed both the post office and the police headquarters, the old civic building, and a bit set off from the rest, the Maritime Museum. Just past the museum was a small park that housed the island's lighthouse, constructed mainly to warn ships passing through that there was a large reef along the shore.
“Take any seat you want, Morgan. No one joining you today?” 
The deep voice of the owner greeted Morgan as she walked through the entrance. She smiled in greeting at the short man with gray hair circling a large bald spot, noting the smudge of flour on his forehead. Joe Mario not only owned Mario's, but he did much of the cooking himself, turning it over to his staff when the place got busy so he could work the dining area and make sure his patrons were kept happy.
“Nope, it’s just me and my book. I’m not too early for dinner, am I?” Morgan asked as she walked over to a small round table in front of the window. The savory smells of spices and dough were hard to ignore, and she knew her order was going to be worth the wait if Joe told her he wasn’t serving yet.
“Nope, my first batch of baked ziti just came out of the oven.” Joe was right behind her, bringing her usual order of iced tea. “Do you want to see the menu?”
Morgan shook her head as he placed the glass in front of her. “Are you kidding? The smell of that pasta is making my mouth water. It’s the special for me tonight.”
Joe nodded his approval at her order and noticing the title on her book. He grinned back at her. “I can see you have good company tonight. I just finished that book. Patterson did another great job. Bet you read it straight through.”
“I haven’t started it yet, but now, with that recommendation, I can’t wait to.”
“Then I’ll leave you to it. Your dinner will be out shortly. I’ll have Teresa bring your salad and rolls right out.” The older man motioned to someone in the kitchen and then, still praising the book, walked away to the bar area. 
Morgan flipped the book over and read the back cover, eager to see what it was about. It was one she had randomly grabbed from the stack of new releases her aunt had piled by her favorite chair in the library, and Morgan had barely glanced at it. As she finished reading the cover and information about the author, a pretty college-age girl with prominent Italian bloodlines was standing at her side. She held a fresh salad in one hand, and garlic rolls slathered in butter still hot enough from the oven that steam rose from the plate in her other hand. She waited for Morgan to move her book before placing the food in front of her with a smile.
“How’s it going, Teresa?” Morgan asked, returning the smile.
“It’s the first day of summer vacation, so it’s been a little slow. Everyone wants to be at the beach.” Teresa looked mournfully out the window, a sure sign that she wanted to be out there with her friends. Then she turned her attention back to Morgan and asked her how her day had gone. They talked for a few moments, and then Teresa left Morgan to her meal. Teresa had worked in her father’s restaurant whenever he needed her, and she knew the habits of most of the diners. Someone alone with a book did not want to be disturbed with idle chitchat, and she told Morgan to take her time; she’d bring out her dinner when Morgan signaled.
“Thanks, Teresa. I’m not in any hurry. After a day with those kids, I’m happy to relax for a bit. As long as you’re not busy, I’m going to take my time.” They shared an understanding smile, and then Morgan opened the book and was soon caught up in the author's adventure.
Teresa kept an eye on her customer, smirking as Morgan ate, not even noticing when she had finished her salad and worked her way through half the rolls on the plate. Morgan was so involved in the book that she forgot to signal for her pasta and barely noticed when Teresa wisely brought it out and switched it with the empty bowl from her salad.
“That’s hot,” she warned, but Morgan barely heard her. With the knowledge of experience, Teresa moved the iced tea close to Morgan’s grasp before she walked away. Sure enough, Morgan hadn’t been paying attention, and bit into the cheesy hot food and gasped, reaching quickly for the drink to cool down the burn in her mouth. Finally, looking up from the book, she found Teresa watching her.
“Sorry, I should have listened to you. Thanks.”
“No problem. You need anything else?”
Morgan shook her head and closed the book to concentrate on the food in front of her. Blowing on the next bite, she almost groaned out loud with pleasure as the blends of spices, cheese, and Joe’s special sauce hit her taste buds. Joe was watching from the bar and nodded at her contented expression. As Morgan ate, the pizzeria began to fill up. Teresa was busy taking orders over the phone for takeout, and Joe was seating those that wanted to eat in. Morgan watched the comings and goings through the window, amazed at the activity. Finally, there was a break, and Morgan motioned for her check. Before Teresa could bring it, Jenny Colbright entered the pizzeria. She looked around and, seeing Morgan, made her way to Morgan’s table, greeting the other patrons as she did.
“Hey there, can I join you?” she asked.
Before Morgan could answer, Teresa had arrived with another cup of iced tea and a bag with a takeout meal inside.
“Relax and take your time, ladies. Jenny, there are some of Dad’s cookies in there for you, too. Our treat.”
“Thanks, Teresa,” Jenny answered after sneaking a peek in the bag. “You working here full time for the summer?” 
“Only when Dad needs me. I’m taking some online summer classes. But the first week of summer break, he’s always shorthanded with his normal crew wanting time off to celebrate the end of the school year.”
Before Morgan or Jenny could answer her, the door opened again and an elderly couple came in, calling out hellos to the other patrons. Dr. Wright was a well-loved member of the committee and a vital part of the wellbeing of the islanders. Mrs. Wright was just as loved, and she had her thumb on the pulse of the island, knowing a bit about everyone. They made an odd picture. He was tall and thin, always looking like he needed a hearty meal. She was as wide as he was tall and looked like she had enjoyed his last hearty meal. 
But Morgan's attention was fixed on the figure who followed them, looking around the room, as if taking in the details of every person present. When she noticed Morgan, she pushed past the older couple and rushed over to stand in front of Morgan and Jenny.
“I know who you are,” she stated, looking directly at Morgan.






  
  Chapter 4

Morgan stared back at the young girl standing in front of her, wondering who she was and why she would make such a statement. There was a moment of silence between the two of them as they locked glances, sizing one another up. 
"And just who do you think I am?" Morgan asked.
The girl was only seven or eight years old, but deep in her blue eyes seemed to hold the knowledge that someone her age would never possess.
"You're the last of the Seaver family. You're supposed to protect the island as your family has for years."
The girl tossed her long, curly hair behind her shoulders, the light catching the different shades of gold. Before she could answer, Doctor and Mrs. Wright joined them.
"Hello, Morgan. How are you doing? Jenny, I see you both met Cordelia, the newest member of our family." Doctor Wright's cheerful voice rang out as he greeted the two women. He put his hand on the young girl's shoulder as if laying claim to her, and Mrs. Wright reached out and brushed the young girl's hair with her hand, a simple, loving gesture.
"That's right; this is Cordelia. She will be living with us from now on, and we're so pleased." Mrs. Wright continued the introduction, a fond smile crossing her face.
"I'm adopted," Cordelia announced abruptly.
Jenny spoke for the first time since the girl had arrived at the table. "How lucky for you. You've joined a wonderful family. And welcome to the island." 
But she hadn't missed the subtle interaction between Morgan and the young girl. The two of them were sizing each other up. Morgan was trying to figure out how she knew this girl, and Cordelia seemed to be assessing Morgan's qualities as a protector of the island.
There was a moment of silence, and then the doctor cleared his throat. Using the hand still on Cordelia's shoulders, he steered her away from Morgan's table and towards the one Joe had cleared for them. Mrs. Wright hesitated for a moment before following them, as if she wanted to say something, but her husband's firm voice stopped her.
"Come on, Mother. Joe's got our table ready, and these two were in the middle of a conversation when they were interrupted. Enjoy your evening ladies. We'll see you around."
The two females by his side took the hint and said their goodbyes. As they took their seats, Morgan looked over and saw the young girl was still staring at her. She smiled slightly with an incline of her head, acknowledging the child, knowing somehow she would be talking to her again soon.
Jenny broke Morgan's concentration as she grabbed her to-go bag of food. “Come on. I'll walk you back to the beach house. I want to ask your opinion about something."
Morgan looked at Jenny in surprise. It wasn't often the confident officer asked for anybody's opinion, letting Morgan knew something was weighing on her mind. “That sounds great,” Morgan answered. “I need to walk anyway, after all that food. Let's take the long way home along the beach road.” 
They walked in silence until the sounds of the pizzeria faded in the distance. Then they left the sidewalk to walk along the beach. The sun was getting ready to set, and the sky looked like it was about to burst into flames. The surf was calm as it lapped against the shore, and a feeling of peace settled over the two women. But Jenny broke the peace after a few moments, and Morgan listened intently to her friend's worry.
"You remember those two women at the beach this morning? You know who I mean; the college-age students, the ones in the barely-there bikinis?" Jenny didn't wait for Morgan to answer, plowing on with the thoughts in her head.
“I’m at a loss about what to do, and Nate is useless on the subject. I mean, they haven’t done anything wrong, but since they have shown up on the beach, I keep getting calls about their behavior.” Jenny stopped in her tracks and looked over at Morgan. “I just have the feeling that something is going on with them. It’s more than flirting with older teenagers and young adults. But I can’t put my finger on it.”
Morgan heard both concern and frustration in her friend's voice, identifying with it. She had had these same feelings today, although it wasn’t over the beach bunnies. There was something in the air around Pearl Island. An underlining sensation of tension. Without thinking, Morgan looked out to the sea, as if the tension on the island came from the murky depths.
“Any thoughts?” Jenny asked, dragging Morgan’s attention back to her more concrete problem.
“They’re not from the island, are they?”
“No, and I can’t say that I’ve even seen them over on the mainland. I even made some inquires with an officer I know well from the mainland office. The two seem to come and go by boat, swimming in from outside the reef. It makes an impression on the young guys, that’s for sure. It’s almost as if Sirena has returned.”
Morgan shook her head at the mention of Sirena. The woman had tried to pin Meredith's murder on Morgan when she had arrived at Pearl Island and had captivated Jenny’s partner into believing her accusations. In the end, Sirena had disappeared into the sea, breaking the spell she had over the man.
“It’s different, Jenny.” Morgan pushed her hair behind her ears, a nervous habit, as she thought about her friend's suggestion. “Yes, those girls seem like they are trouble, but it’s man-made trouble. I don’t think Cora has anything to do with their appearance.”
Jenny sighed and picked her pace back up. They walked for a bit before she answered.
“You know, I think you’re right. Even I can feel the evil when Cora is around. This just feels like trouble. But how much is what I want to know?”
“Well, one thing is for sure, you have plenty of eyes watching them. The mothers on that beach today were watching like hawks. Maybe it’s only pent-up teenage tension.”
“Yeah, maybe.” Even Jenny could hear the doubt in her own voice.
As they neared the Seaver beach house, Morgan abruptly changed the subject and motioned for Jenny to take a seat on one of the large wicker chairs on the porch.
“When did Doc and Mrs. Wright adopt a child?”
Jenny made herself comfortable before she answered, ready to share what she had heard through the island gossip. “Well, the Wrights have always fostered children who were in need, often for months on end. You know Mrs. Wright has been spending a lot of time on the mainland with her sister, right?” She waited for Morgan's nod of confirmation before she continued. “Cordelia had been staying with Mrs. Wright's sister for almost a year when the sister got really sick. From what I’ve heard, the sister could no longer take care of the little girl. Rather than putting her back into the foster care system, the Wrights decided to adopt her and bring her back to the island. Mrs. Wright’s sister was fighting a losing battle with her illness, so Cordelia and Mrs. Wright stayed with her until the end. They came back to the island a couple of days ago.”
Morgan was silent as she thought about Cordelia’s story. She knew what it was like to be without a family, and with a start realized Cordelia was about the same age Morgan had been when her mother died. Before she could respond, Jenny gave a sharp bark of laughter.
“Cordelia sure seems to know all about you, Morgan.”
“Yeah, and I wonder why the interest.”

      ***Morgan arrived at the Maritime Museum the next morning to help out with day two of entertaining the island’s children. She hated to admit to herself the relief she felt when she discovered the youngest of the children were with another group, enjoying activities in the public gardens. Yesterday had worn her out more than she thought it would. Today would be much easier with the older kids. After all, there were fewer of them, and they wouldn’t need as much hands-on directions. Right?
“Good morning, everyone,” she called out to the three standing by the picnic table set up under an old banyan tree, which provided shade during the heat of the afternoon.
Gabe and Kathy had arrived earlier, and along with Kathy’s grandmother, Winnie, had already set up the activities for the kids. First, they were going to explore the museum, and each child would have a specific theme they needed to find items for within the display cases inside. After that, Gabe and Morgan were going to teach them a few seafaring songs. Then Gabe was planning on giving lessons to the kids on small recorders like the one Morgan often tucked into her pocket. 
Before they could answer, the first of the children arrived. Because there were only a few in this age group, they were able to have more one-on-one instructions from the adults. And each of the adults was eager to share their knowledge of the island with the next generation. 
“Hi, Winnie!” an excited voice called out, and they watched a young boy race to Winnie's side, grabbing her hand excitedly. It was clear the two were longtime friends, and the boy was staking his claim on the older woman to be his guide for the day. 
Behind him came a chubby redhead with a face full of freckles. Kathy held her hand out for the girl to take, and they greeted each other fondly. That left Morgan, waiting to see who the final child would be. Somehow, she wasn’t all that surprised when Cordelia Wright walked up the pathway to stand silently by Morgan, staring at her as if puzzling something out. Finally, Morgan couldn’t take the silence and smiled down at the girl.
“Good morning, Cordelia.”
“Why is your hair that color?” Cordelia didn’t bother with a cordial greeting. Instead, she blurted out the question, as if it was the most important thing on her mind.
That was all the other two kids needed, and seconds later, they were asking their questions about Morgan’s streak of aqua hair. Finally, Winnie raised her voice and got the kids settled down.
“Okay, you three. It’s time to start.” Holding out three white envelopes, she instructed them to each take one. When they had their envelopes, she continued. “Inside that envelope, you will find a word written on the paper. You will have half an hour to look through the museum and find as many things as you can that have to do with your word. Each of us adults will help you if you’re not sure about something. At the end of the half hour, you will tell the rest of us about your discoveries.”
Three eager faces were watching Winnie as she held up her fingers and counted. “One. Two. Three. Go!” 
The boy, Sam, and the chubby girl, Grace, grabbed Kathy and Winnie's hands and pulled them towards the front doors. Cordelia looked at Morgan and then led the way to the museum's entrance at a slower pace. Gabe watched the procession and couldn’t help the feeling that Cordelia was tied to Morgan in ways that had yet to be revealed.
Once inside, the three kids ripped open their envelopes and pulled out the slips of paper. “Yes!” Sam let out a hoot of happiness when he read the word Ship. 
“Cool.” Grace seemed pleased at the letters spelling out Pirate. They quickly got to work, looking around for a place to start.
“What word do you have, Cordelia?” Morgan asked the silent child. 
Without a word, she held up the paper, and Morgan read Mermaid. For some reason, she wasn’t surprised. 
Cordelia finally spoke. “It’s perfect, isn’t it?”






  
  Chapter 5

Cordelia didn't wait for Morgan's answer. Instead, she placed the paper down on the first countertop she walked by and made her way towards the back corner of the museum. Morgan herself took this path many times, as if the painting called her to where it hung on the wall. Cordelia did not hesitate on the way to the artwork, and when she reached where it hung, she stood in front of it, not saying a word. Morgan followed behind the young girl, wondering what to expect. 
Morgan found Cordelia's reaction to the painting was similar to the first time she had seen it. It was a painting with beautiful colors and action, a beachside scene. It wasn't until you looked closer that you could see it was as if a battle was depicted. On the beach were a man and a few other humans, but they weren't the focus of the painting. Instead, your eyes were drawn out into the water. It was as if the artist had separated the canvas into two scenes. On one side was a beautiful mermaid with tears running down her face, the droplets forming pearls around her, and sea creatures such as dolphins and turtles. On the other side of the painting, another beautiful mermaid was painted, but in a different, darker way. It was easy to see the anger on the woman's face. Her arms were raised high above her head, and the waves rose at her side. It looked as if they were fighting a battle, and around her swam sirens and sharks.
"Is this a battle of good versus evil?" Cordelia asked, without taking her eyes off the painting.
Morgan listened to the wisdom of the young girl, and she didn't know what to say. Then the words came out of Morgan's mouth without her even thinking. "Not necessarily. I think it's more a painting of true love versus infatuation."
Cordelia was silent for a moment, and Morgan wondered how much an eight-year-old would understand. Morgan didn't know why, but the young girl seemed wise beyond her years.
"Did you know when a mermaid cries, her tears turned to pearls?" Cordelia abruptly changed the subject and started reciting mermaid facts to Morgan.
Morgan listened, amazed at the information the small girl had been able to learn. She was like a walking encyclopedia on mermaid lore, and she especially seemed to know a lot about the Seaver legend. Finally, Morgan broke in and pointed to the other two children, who were running around the museum searching for their clues.
"Aren't you supposed to be partaking in the activities here? The other two are going to find all the clues, and you're going to have nothing. Come on, let's work together and catch up."
“I know much more than they do, so there's no way I can't win. I guess I'm just going to have to prove it.” Cordelia jammed her hands on her waist, her eyes narrowed as she watched her friends. Then she grabbed Morgan's hand, dragging her away from the painting, intent on finding anything relating to the word mermaid so she could prove how smart she was and win the game.
It didn't take long for Morgan to find out how competitive eight-year-old kids can be, and it amazed her how fiercely they fought the little contest Winnie had set up. Half an hour later, Winnie stopped the game, and did a tally of the clues the three children had found. Sure enough, Cordelia had won, but not by much, which seemed to frustrate her.
"She's not a very graceful winner, is she?" Morgan whispered to Kathy over the children's heads.
“No, she is brilliant and keeps the Wrights on their feet,” Kathy whispered back. “But I think that also hides a bit of loneliness, don't you?” 
Before Morgan could answer, Winnie clapped her hands to get the attention of all in the room.
“I have drinks and snacks set up on the picnic table. Let’s all head out there, and then after we eat, I think a little walk down the beach is in order.”
The children quickly agreed and rushed out the door towards the picnic table. Even Cordelia was caught up in the excitement this time around, not trying to prove herself, and Morgan was happy to see she got along with the other kids when there was no competition.
Gabe joined them for snacks, and when they had finished, Winnie waved him and the other two adults towards the beach with instructions to keep their eyes on the children while she cleaned up the picnic area. At first, the kids were rambunctious and just wanted to run, chasing the waves as they rolled onto the shore, waving their arms like birds as they chased the seagulls. Then their energy began to dissipate, and they were starting to take more notice of what was going on around them. It was the little redhead that noticed something along the shore that was unusual, first. She raced towards it. Kathy quickly grabbed her hand, trying to keep her from getting wet or touching something before they knew what it was. As soon as the adults reached the object, she knew exactly what was in the water. Kathy gathered the three children near her and ushered them back up to the shore while Gabe pulled out his cell phone and made a phone call to Jenny.
“Are those what I think they are?” Morgan asked as he finished the call.
“Yes. I'm afraid someone's been dropping bundles of drugs off our shore. Thank God we were here when the kids found them and that they didn't open it,” Gabe answered with a shake of his head as he stared out towards the sea.






  
  Chapter 6

“Show us where you found the bundles,” Nate said to Kathy as he reached her side. 
“I’ve called the Coast Guard, as well. Someone will meet us here shortly,” Jenny added to Morgan and Gabe, looking around the area.
By the time Jenny and her partner, Nathaniel Hastings, arrived, Winnie had taken charge of the three children. They were seated at the picnic tables once again, waiting for their parents to come to take them home after Kathy had hastily called everyone. Gabe suggested the kids return to the museum to be out of the way and not overwhelmed by the arrival of the police and Coast Guard. Judging from the little boy's reaction to the lights flashing on the one patrol car the island owned, Morgan doubted he would have been overwhelmed. Overstimulated would be more likely.
Kathy pointed to where the little girl, Grace, had found the package, and they made their way over to inspect the square bundle, wrapped in multiple layers of plastic, and taped heavily to keep the contents dry. If it hadn’t gotten snagged on the coral that surrounded the lighthouse, it probably would have remained entirely intact. But the corner had been ripped, allowing water to saturate the first few layers of plastic. Nate proceeded to take pictures of the package and the surrounding area, while Jenny took statements from all three of them.
“Are you going to have to question the children as well?” Kathy asked, twisting her long dark curls, a habit she had when upset.
“Not at this time.” Jenny reassured her sister. “I don’t think they could tell us any more than you have. There is no sense in upsetting them.”
Kathy gave a weak smile and looked up the beach to where the kids sat with Winnie.
“Gram will keep them amused until their parents arrive.” She looked back at Jenny and motioned to herself. “Do you need me? If not, I’d like to be there when the parents arrive, so I can tell them what happened.”
Jenny waved her sister off. “No, you’re good. Go ahead and go. If I have questions, Morgan or Gabe can help.” 
The sound of a car door slamming shut drew her attention to the parking area. 
Giving a satisfied nod, she called to Nate. “The Coast Guard’s here. I’m going to walk him through what we found. Be back in a few.” Without waiting for a reply, she jogged up the dune to meet the tall officer as he left his car.
While they waited for Jenny and the man to reach them, Nate walked over to stand next to Gabe and Morgan.
"I know this is something that happens pretty often up and down the coast. Has this ever happened on Pearl Island before?"
Gabe shook his head, and Morgan was relieved. Somehow, she didn't want to believe that her island could be tainted with something so nasty, so evil, so human.
"No, but I know the Coast Guard and the DEA have had to deal with it over on the mainland. It's not as big a problem as it is farther south on the coast, but it is working its way north. It's something I wish we didn't have to deal with." Gabe’s answer satisfied Nate, and they said nothing else until Jenny arrived and made quick introductions.
"This is Zack Randell; he will be working with us."
"Nice to meet you all. Gabe, it's been a while. How are you?" Zack shook everyone's hand and smiled warmly at Gabe and then addressed the others again. “I will be collaborating with Jenny and Nate on the investigation. So far, it doesn’t look big enough to get the DEA involved, and since the bale is technically on Coast Guard Property, it falls under my jurisdiction.”
“Since when is the beach the Coast Guard’s domain?” asked Nate.
“It normally wouldn’t be. But the Maritime Museum leases the land and surrounding area from the Coast Guard. And the lighthouse is also on our property. And this area of the beach is within the property line.” Zack waved his arms to point out the area in question, putting to rest any further questions.
After that, they quickly got down to business once again. Gabe and Morgan explained how they had found the package. Zack had more specific questions regarding anything they might have noticed out in the water. Jenny and Nate were more concerned about any stranger that they might have noticed walking on the beach.
Finally, all the questions were answered. Zack signaled with his hand and motioned for Jenny and Nate to follow him down to the edge of the water.
"I guess that means we're not needed anymore. Care to take a walk with me?" Morgan asked Gabe.
“Yeah, if they want us, they can find us. Did you walk here this morning?”
“No, I rode the bike. But Winnie won’t mind if I leave it here. Fancy a long walk?”
Gabe grinned back at her, nodding. It had been a couple of days since they had walked the length of the island. At four and a half miles, it was a great way to exercise. The Seaver beach house was centered on the island, so from the lighthouse to Morgan's front door was just a little over two miles. The two of them had formed a routine of walking this route a couple of times a week. Often Gabe would have his violin to play, and Morgan would add the haunting tones of the recorder she carried with her. They rarely disturbed anyone other than the seabirds, since the beach tended to be deserted when they walked.
But there was no sound of music as they slowly walked along the shore, only the cry of seagulls fighting over a tasty fish one of them had plucked from the ocean. The small sea terns raced along the wet sand in front of them, tiny footprints left in their wake. There was enough wind to cool Morgan as they walked, and she could taste the salt from the waves on her lips when she ran her tongue across them.
“Look!” Morgan pointed out to sea, and Gabe followed the line of her fingers to see what had grabbed her attention. There, just beyond the breaking waves, he could see three or four white cubes of plastic-wrapped boxes, bobbing in the ocean like ice cubes in a glass of water.
“I see them. We need to get them to shore. You call Jenny and let her know we found more. I’ll go out and drag them to shore.” Without waiting to see if Morgan was doing what he ordered, Gabe peeled off his shirt and kicked his shoes off his feet. Then he ran into the surf, and with strong, confident strokes, swam towards his target.
Morgan made the call, and by the time Jenny, Nate and Zack arrived, the three new packages were on the shore, Gabe sitting next to them as if guarding the bundles of poison.
They spent the next half hour searching to see if any other bundles of drugs were in the area, reporting what and exactly where the drugs were found. They were finishing up, trying to decide what direction to continue searching, when a call came in, reporting a diver in distress. 
“Where are they?” Jenny demanded of the dispatcher on the other end of the line.
“Past the lighthouse, on the preserve side.”
Jenny acknowledged she had the information and then took off at a run, back in the same direction they had just come. The others didn’t waste time with questions. They had all lived on the island long enough to know time was of the essence when there was a diver in trouble. The coral reef preserve on the other side of the lighthouse was a favorite for scuba divers and snorkelers. The colors of the coral, the exotic fish, and the crystal-clear waters brought both islanders and strangers to the reef to swim in the magnificent display of God's creation.
Jenny and Zack reached the area first. The sight in front of them tore the words from their mouths. Rushing forward, Zack took control, his medical training kicking in. Shouting questions at the man kneeling next to the figure of a woman, he tried to assess the degree of trauma. Morgan sprinted the last few yards to where they knelt, pulling herself up short when she got her first look at the victim.
Laying in a pool of blood was a young woman with a short bob of blond hair. She didn’t look much older than twenty-two or so, and her pale green bathing suit was stained dark red. Next to her was a distraught man, about the same age.
“No, Rachel, no,” he cried over and over, trying to hold the woman.
Jenny gently pulled him away to let Zack do what he could. As they stepped back, Morgan gasped out loud.
“Oh, dear God!” Turning away from the sight, she felt Gabe wrap her in his arms, and she buried her head in his chest. But even with her eyes tightly closed, she could still see the spear penetrating the woman’s breast.
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