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      The silence was punctuated only by the crackle of fire in the nearby hearth as the heavy wooden door swung shut behind me. All eyes turned my way, and I froze in place, heat instantly warming my cheeks. Instinctively, I reached out and called the magic of my surroundings to me. What exactly I planned on doing with it, I wasn’t sure, but there was a comfort in feeling the power pool at my centre, ready for use should I need it.

      Rich wood panelling covered the walls of Murphy’s Pub, with framed pictures of old drink advertisements displayed throughout. Many of the wooden tables were occupied – some with couples eating lunch, others with lone patrons nursing an afternoon pint – and I shifted self-consciously from foot to foot as I scanned the space for a quiet corner where I might hide from their curious gazes.

      It was clear that I’d walked through the door with a flashing sign above my head that screamed “outsider,” and though that was to be expected in a small village like Lakeview, I was starting to second-guess my ill-thought-out trip. I was just debating a swift retreat back to the converted boathouse that was my lodging for the next few days, when a blonde woman in her twenties emerged from a door behind the bar.

      She paused, noting the strange atmosphere, and scanned the pub until she zeroed in on me. Understanding sparked in her eyes, and she shook her head with an audible “tut.”

      “This isn’t a zoo, guys,” she announced in a no-nonsense tone to the patrons scattered around the room. “How about you stop staring at the poor girl like you’ve never seen another human before?”

      She turned back to me with a friendly grin and beckoned to me to come in from the entranceway. “Don’t let this intimidate you. We don’t get too many new faces around here. It tends to short-circuit their brain cells.”

      The hum of conversation filled the pub once more as I made my way hesitantly to the bar. I could still feel some people watching me from the corner of their eyes as I perched on one of the tall stools, but I pushed that awareness to the back of my mind and focused my attention on the bartender.

      “I’m Becky,” she said, her smile reaching all the way to her grey eyes, causing them to crinkle at the corners.

      I returned her smile, instantly finding myself liking her. “Aisling.”

      “You looking for some lunch, or did you just fancy being gawked at like a sideshow act?”

      My stomach gave a well-timed rumble in response, and we both laughed. “Lunch would be good. Thanks.”

      “The food’s all made fresh using local ingredients,” she said, sliding a menu my way. “The steak sandwich is my personal favourite, and if you have a sweet tooth, I highly recommend the apple pie. I’ll give you a few minutes to browse.”

      She grabbed a cloth and moved down the bar to give me some space while I perused the menu. My mouth watered as I read through the options, and I promptly decided that it had been a good choice to venture out for lunch.

      I’d randomly chosen Lakeview when a crazy few months of magic, murder, and money troubles had left me in dire need of a break to clear my head. The small converted boathouse nestled on the edge of Lough Allen had seemed peaceful and idyllic when I’d seen it online; the perfect place to unwind and get myself back on track. As it turned out, I wasn’t quite ready to be alone with my own thoughts, and the silence of the secluded boathouse had weighed on me.

      Having unwittingly released magic back to Ireland mere months ago, I was still trying to come to terms with my role as Guardian and protector of that magic. I could kid myself all I wanted, but it would take more than a couple of days away from Dublin to unravel that mess. Hell, even a couple of years wouldn’t be enough.

      “Have you decided?”

      I jumped, startled by Becky’s sudden reappearance after getting lost in my morose thoughts.

      “Sorry,” she said, expression solemn. “I’ve been told that I’m stealthy enough to be a ninja if I ever decide on a career change.”

      I chuckled, waving away her apology. “I was miles away. Can I get the vegetable soup, please? And you’ve twisted my arm on the apple pie.”

      She gave a sage nod, taking the menu I offered. “Token healthy food first so that you can get to the dessert quicker. You’re my kind of girl.”

      I didn’t deny it, but when the food arrived, the homemade soup and Guinness bread was so mouth-watering that I didn’t need an excuse to devour it. The apple pie was just as good as Becky had promised too, and for a while I simply pushed all worries from my mind and focused on the food.

      As I was scooping up the last piece of tart apple filling and sweet crumbly pastry, the door to the pub swung open. Once more, a hush fell over the pub, but this time it was different. It was expectant. Waiting.

      The man standing in the entrance wore a pristine Garda uniform and appeared to be in his thirties. There was a weariness in his expression that made him seem older, however, and he looked like he could do with a good night’s sleep.

      “Sergeant Ryan,” a woman called from one of the nearby tables, breaking the silence. “Any word on Vincent?”

      The sergeant took off his hat and ran a hand through his neat brown hair. “Not yet, Cathy. We have everyone out looking.”

      “Maybe he got bored of playing the country boy and finally went home to the city,” the man sitting with Cathy suggested, earning him a glare from her and a couple of snickers from others around them.

      “Good riddance,” muttered an old man who sat alone in a shadowy nook by the fire, an untouched pint on the table in front of him.

      “Now that’s enough from you, Paddy,” Becky admonished. “And you, Michael,” – she pointed a warning finger at the first man who’d spoken – “will mind what you say in this pub. Vincent Mahoney has lived in Lakeview almost as long as I’ve been alive. He’s as much one of us as you are.”

      I couldn’t help but notice there were mutters of dissent from more places than just Michael’s table at her words, but everyone kept their gazes cast down and nobody dared contradict her.

      The sergeant looked around, as if waiting for more questions to be lobbed his way. When none were forthcoming, he made his way to the bar, a little to my left. Becky placed an orange juice in front of him. He downed it in one go.

      “Long night?” she asked.

      He scrubbed a hand over his face and sighed. “We’ve been out searching, but there’s no sign of Vincent anywhere. Not on the road between here and his place, or anywhere on the farm.”

      “That’s a good thing, isn’t it? I mean, if he’d had an accident on the farm, you’d have found him.”

      “Yeah, it’s something, at least. But it’s been two nights now.”

      The two lapsed into an uneasy silence, and I forced myself to avert my gaze from them. It was terrible to hear that a man was missing, but it wasn’t my business, and I shouldn’t have been eavesdropping. I pushed away my empty plate, the food I’d just eaten settling uncomfortably in the pit of my stomach.
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      The cool autumn air was a shock as I left the lulling warmth of the pub. I huddled into my coat and blew out a breath.

      Becky had been preoccupied after the sergeant’s appearance, so I’d paid the bill and left her to her thoughts rather than disturbing her further. I was curious about the circumstances surrounding the missing man’s disappearance, but prying seemed insensitive. In a place as small as Lakeview, I expected things like this didn’t happen often, and it was no doubt hitting everyone hard.

      Still not quite ready to face the silence of the boathouse, I strolled aimlessly through the village. Not too far away on my left I could see Lough Allen, the large lake that bordered one side of Lakeview. Rolling green hills sprawled into the distance on the other, with little in the way of buildings marring the landscape. In typical Irish fashion, the village contained three pubs within throwing distance of each other. A newsagent which doubled as a post office, a chipper for post-pub munchies, and a hardware shop were the only other amenities aside from the church that stood at the head of the village.

      Though I’m not religious by any stretch of the imagination, I found myself drawn to the Gothic-style building now. Large trees framed the church, and while their branches were currently bare, I imagined they would look beautiful when in full bloom. Even in the dull grey of the day, the stained glass glistened with hues of red and gold, and I pictured the rays of light illuminating the space inside.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      I started.

      In my distraction, I’d missed the old man perched on a bench to my right, shaded by the church’s boundary wall. He leaned casually on a gnarled-wood walking stick, and his whiskey-coloured eyes sparkled as he watched me.

      Embarrassed not to have noticed his presence sooner, I gave him an apologetic smile. “It’s definitely something.”

      “We don’t often get townies down around these parts.” He patted the empty spot next to him on the bench. “Won’t you join an old man for a chat?”

      I hesitated for a moment, not used to random strangers wanting to make small talk. Then I figured, what was the harm? It wasn’t like I had any other pressing plans for my day, so I moved to join him.

      “I suppose word has already spread far and wide that there’s a foreigner in your midst,” I teased.

      His hearty chuckle and lack of denial was confirmation enough. No doubt an alert had gone out the moment I’d crossed the sign leading to the village.

      “I’m Aisling.” I offered my hand and was surprised to find his grip strong despite his somewhat-weathered appearance.

      “Seamus.” He tilted his head, seeming to assess me. “Tell me, Aisling, what has a lovely lady such as yourself visiting these parts?”

      My reflex answer of wanting a break from the fast pace of the city died on my tongue. I didn’t know whether it was the keen intelligence in his eyes that told me he wouldn’t be easily fooled, or the fact he was a complete stranger, but I found myself answering honestly.

      “The last few months have been a bit … crazy. I was hoping a few days away might help me clear my head and get some perspective.”

      “Without other people sticking their oar in?”

      I gave a wry laugh. “You could say that.”

      “And has it helped?”

      “Not really,” I admitted. “It helps to have distance from other people’s expectations, but turns out, it’s not so easy to get distance from your own.”

      My cheeks heated as I suddenly realised I was getting awfully melancholic on a complete stranger. I quickly changed the subject.

      “What has you sitting out here?” The “alone” part hung unspoken between us, and I cringed inwardly, hoping my question didn’t come across as insensitive.

      Seamus shifted his attention to the road that ran through the village. “Just watching
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