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      Uncle Morely was dead.

      Dead the same day MacKenna Finn’s job in the big city unceremoniously ended.

      Mac, as everyone called her, had been around long enough to distrust coincidences. She also knew there was little that could be done about them. So, with her usual grim optimism, she leaned into it.
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      The lawyer’s office was nice. Because lawyers liked to have nice offices and often had a good amount of money laying around to pay for nice things.

      How nice for the lawyer, right?

      Not that Mac had anything against lawyers. Other than a general distrust and unease that naturally occurred around predators of any sort.

      This particular lawyer presented himself as a kindly sort of older gentleman. Tall and thin–just this side of emancipated–with a friendly smile and a neatly brushed head of white hair. Not the overly coifed or slicked back hair of the big city predator lawyers she was used to. His dark gray suit fit well, but didn’t seem deceptively tailored. Hands that didn’t appear overly manicured folded themselves on the big, mahogany desk between himself and Mac.

      All in all, Mr. Wendell Beck appeared to be a made-for-TV version of the good-hearted, small-town family lawyer.

      She wasn’t buying it. But she’d play along.

      After all, this was Uncle Morely’s game.

      For now.

      She made herself appear relaxed and calm, sitting back in the nice looking, but not very comfortable guest chair. Across the mahogany gulf of Mr. Beck's executive-sized desk, his clean (but not manicured) hands moved to a manila folder that sat in front of him.

      The lawyer had on some light cologne that gave off a grandfatherly vibe. It was pleasant, and definitely not sexy.

      On the walls to either side of the desk were floor-to-ceiling shelves, also made of mahogany. They were filled with heavy, leather-bound tomes of the law. There had to be a factory somewhere in China churning out these volumes. They looked the same in every lawyer's office she had the misfortune to visit.

      Being an investigative reporter for a large metropolitan newspaper often led her to nice offices that featured floor-to-ceiling shelves of leather-bound law books.

      Lawyers tended to not like her very much.

      She asked too many questions.

      She also had the habit of calling them out on their evasions.

      They did not like that.

      How many lawyers back in the big city were lifting a drink and toasting the demise of her job?

      An image of her (former) editor flashed into her mind. Rumpled old Henry. Deep bags under eyes that refused to meet hers. Look, Mac. Business is in the toilet. The company is downsizing…

      Downsizing, her ass.

      But what’s a gal to do when the corporate machine chews her up and spits her out?

      Pack her crap up in a cardboard box. Do the walk of shame out of Cubeville. Past all those cubicle openings. Everyone staring hard at their computer screens as she walked by.

      Back home at her tiny apartment–smaller than nice Mr. Beck’s lawyer office. Throw the box on the floor. Fill a coffee cup from the box of red wine in the fridge. Sit on the couch and cry for a bit.

      Check the phone. Find a message from a lawyer in Hanly Cove.

      A jolt to the system.

      She’d left that place behind forever. There was too much there.

      Haha. That’s what you THOUGHT, Mac.

      Never say never, right?

      Listen to the message.

      Uncle Morley is dead. Come to Hanly Cove at your earliest convenience.

      Sure, why not?

      Her schedule had just cleared up for the foreseeable future.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mr. Beck, playing the part of the kindly old lawyer, leaned forward, putting his hands flat on the manila folder.

      “Let me start by saying how sorry I am for your loss, Ms. Finn,” Beck said.

      “What happened to Morely’s old lawyer?” Mac said, “Good ol’ Kenworthy. He and Uncle Morely used to go drinking and fishing–mostly drinking–down at Skull Cove.”

      Mr. Beck's eyebrows (snowy white and well-trimmed) went up.

      “Ah, yes. Mr. Kenworthy passed on around five years ago,” Beck said, “I used to work for a large firm in New Bedlam. I knew Mr. Kenworthy from…some work we did together. When I heard of his passing, I decided to semi-retire and move here to keep up his practice.”

      “How nice of you to do that,” Mac said.

      If the man was insulted, he didn’t show it. His smile broadened, his eyes crinkled at the corners.

      This guy needed to go find a TV show to be on. Somewhere there was a throwback show needing an old guy to be the Kindly Lawyer.

      “Morley told me you could be a handful,” he said.

      She put on a big smile. Baring her teeth at the man.

      “Is that what I am? A handful of what?”

      For the first time, Mr. Kindly Lawyer’s facade slipped. The smile lost some of its wattage. The eyes stopped the crinkly thing.

      "A handful of trouble is the way Morely described it," he said.

      “That sounds about right.”

      For a few quiet seconds, they faced off with their insincere smiles.

      She considered sending out a few threads to tap into Wendell Beck’s mind. Stopped the thought before it could become action.

      Sheesh. Back in Hanly Cove for only a couple of hours and she was ready to slip back into the old ways.

      It was something about this place–this whole, damaged landscape. The walls between it and the Unseen World were dangerously thin.

      The dark energy was close enough to taste.

      Something she had sworn off when she left.

      It was too addictive.

      And she was too good at tapping into it. For someone not born into the Unseen World.

      She needed to wrap up Uncle Morley’s business and get out of here.

      The lawyer broke eye contact first. Looked down at the folder in front of him. He flipped it open. The stack of paper there was fairly small. That was encouraging.

      Uncle Morley had probably left a little something in his will for her. Not that he had much. His tidy little house. The newspaper slash printing business. Unless he’d already sold that.

      The man had been getting up there. He had to have been in his mid-seventies at least.

      Surely he had retired by now.

      Maybe she should have kept in better touch.

      Or in touch at all.

      Though it wasn’t like she or Morley were the Christmas card or birthday card sending sort.

      “I sense you’d like to get down to business Ms. Finn,” Kindly Lawyer Dude said.

      “Sounds good to me,” she said.

      Beck looked up, quirking an eyebrow. She might have thought she was getting under his skin. But the corner of his mouth quirked up.

      Which only increased the vague sense of unease running through her.

      Being back here in the mountains and the forest and seeing the placid waters of the sound…it was all so…naturey.

      And other things.

      “You might have wondered at the urgency of my request for your presence here,” Beck said.

      She shrugged. “There are decisions to be made. Papers to be signed. Arrangements to be taken care of. I’ll assume Uncle Morley is over in Townsend’s fridge?”

      Beck frowned. Probably not enjoying her lack of respect for the dead.

      Uncle Morley would have laughed.

      He had enjoyed tweaking people’s sense of importance, too.

      “Yes, Townsend Mortuary is taking care of him,” Beck said, “He had made, and paid for, all of his arrangements years ago.”

      “Uncle Morley always liked planning ahead,” she said.

      “Yes. Most likely why he made such an excellent newspaper publisher,” Beck said, “Which brings me to the most urgent item here.”

      He lifted a single sheet of paper from the small stack. Glanced over it. Then turned it and pushed it across the desk to her.

      "Your uncle has left the Hanly Cove Gazette to you," he said, "You are now the publisher of the only newspaper in town."

      For once in her life, she was too stunned to speak.

      Oh, Uncle Morley...you jerk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Uncle Morley in his infinite wisdom and generosity had also bequeathed to Mac his tidy house on Rosewood Lane. As well as his immaculate 1978 Ford Bronco.

      Because apparently, she needed an ancient 4x4 sort of thing?

      And a place to live.

      Thanks, Uncle Morley.

      She had completed the paperwork with the lawyer, Mr. Beck, in a daze. Signing her name on several lines, barely even checking the documents.

      Which only showed how shocked she was. She never signed anything without reading every word and parsing every sentence for gotchas.

      She wasn’t such an optimist that she trusted people to act in her best interest. Years on the investigative beat in the big city had shown her that most people were honest and trusting. Except when they weren’t.

      Temptation and opportunity were the downfall of many a good person.

      And the delight of all bad people.

      If the crinkly-eyed and smiling Mr. Beck had slipped something nasty into the paperwork, she’d deal with him later.

      Unseen Realms style.

      She suppressed a shudder at the iciness of the thought.

      How easy it was to slip back into that kind of thinking.

      Something she’d have to watch.

      The dark energy could be quite seductive.

      Mr. Beck handed her three sets of keys. Explaining each set slowly and carefully, as if she were a small child.

      Or maybe he sensed how stunned she was.

      The first set was for the Hanly Cove Gazette. Actually, there were several keys for that. Fortunately, each key except one was labeled. Front and back doors. Office. Supply cabinets. Cash drawer.

      The unlabeled one was an old-fashioned skeleton key. It was a dingy silver color with an ornate end.

      She shoved them in her pocket. Something to figure out later.

      The next set was for the Bronco. Just two keys. Labeled Bronco, and toolbox.

      Simple enough.

      The third set was for the house on Rosewood Lane.

      None of the five keys were labeled.

      Because why would Uncle Morley need to label the keys to his own house?

      One was a skeleton key that was either a mate for the Gazette one, or very similar. The others were more mundane mysteries.

      Probably for the front & back door, the garage, Uncle Morley’s gun cabinet, and another for his liquor cabinet.

      She’d find out soon enough.

      Assuming she didn’t run screaming from Hanly Cove in the next few minutes.

      She’d shaken hands with the smiling, genial lawyer and left the building.

      Standing outside on the sidewalk, she turned to face the cove. Or the sound. Or bay. Or the gorge. Whatever people wanted to call it.

      The chill afternoon air made her pull her thin jacket tight around her. A mist hung near the top of the gorge walls. Throughout the spring, like today, the fog would come and go. Making the gorge and the bay sometimes haunting and mysterious.

      The water and the rough, black rock walls of the gorge, threaded with cedar and fir trees and green vegetation, were the main feature of the town. They tended to dominate anyone’s view of the charming little burg of Hanly Cove.

      The main thoroughfare of the town, imaginatively named Main Street ran downhill east to west, terminating at the docks down at the cove itself. Any visitor driving into town would crest a hill, then have an amazing view of the gorge and the bay and the picturesque town nestled at the base of the evergreen forested mountains the traveler had just crossed to get there.

      At this end of the Mayerdesant Gorge, the walls weren't as steep, or as tall. There was enough room on the bottom for the town to spread out a bit. But, unless someone started building skyscrapers, there wasn't that much room to grow.

      No, Hanly Cove would always remain a small getaway sort of town that relied on a steady influx of tourists, The type who enjoyed outdoor recreation during the day and the town’s shops and restaurants when they weren’t out recreating.

      She used to be able to reel off the names of all the shops up and down Main Street. As well as the hiking trails, the best spots for fishing, and the runs on the nearby ski resort.

      Because she had literally written the brochure for the place. The chamber of commerce had given the job to Uncle Morley’s print shop. Because his was the only print shop in town. And because she was a budding writer, he gave the job of coming up with enticing copy to her. She’d wanted to do the layout, too. But she and Uncle Morley had quickly discovered she had little talent for graphic design.

      That was okay. Words were her more sort of thing anyway.

      Oh, Uncle Morley…Hanly Cove was beautiful and peaceful and she didn’t want to be here.

      Why did he do this to her?

      Sure, she was his only heir, blah, blah, blah…

      She told herself she could sell the newspaper and printshop. And the house on Rosewood Lane. And the Bronco.

      Beck the lawyer had told her the Bronco was a classic. Likely quite valuable to the right party.

      Sure. Okay.

      She stuck her hands in the pocket of her blue jeans. Her fingers touched the wad of keys in the left pocket. Her phone was in her right.

      She couldn’t think of anyone back in the city to call about this.

      When had she stopped having friends?

      Or a life outside of work?

      She shook her head. Not what she wanted to think about.

      The first thing to do was get in her rental car and…

      Where to go? The Gazette? Uncle Morley’s house?

      Run screaming into the night?

      She'd have to wait for it to get dark first. If she was going to do that.

      “You must be the niece.”

      She jumped. Pivoting to face the source of the voice.

      A guy with tousled dark hair and a hard, piercing look in his eye. Her heart sped up and butterflies fluttered in her stomach.

      Okay, tousled hair guy was pretty good-looking. That was no reason for her hormones to kick in.

      Sure, he was tall, with chiseled good looks and broad shoulders under a black, leather coat. His eyes–currently involved in a scowl at her–were a nice shade of green. He smelled good, too. No cologne like the lawyer. Just a clean, manly scent.

      He didn’t seem like the type who bothered with frivolous stuff like colognes and excessive grooming. Though he had a trim, closely cropped beard that added to the sexy manliness factor.

      The man also exuded another vibe.

      Danger.

      Bad boys weren’t her type.

      Haha.

      Bad boys were every woman’s type.

      Often to their regret.

      Not every bad boy could be tamed and turned into a Responsible Mate.

      And she had zero interest in taking on that kind of task. No matter how edgy and sexy the male happened to be.

      “Sure, I’m the niece,” she said, “And what are you?”

      He leaned closer. She could practically hear the testosterone sizzling in his veins. But she held her ground. She’d learned long ago the power tricks of men. And how to counter them, if necessary.

      Bigger guys than this had tried–and failed–to intimidate her.

      “I’m Eli Langres,” he said, “I’m the guy who’s going to find Morely’s killer.”

      She rocked back like he’d slapped her.

      Murder?

      Uncle Morley had been murdered?
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      The idea of Uncle Morley being murdered was ridiculous.

      Morley was a beloved figure in Hanly Cove. Sure he was a bit of a rascal. He had enjoyed needling the various rotating members of the town council for decades.

      It had been all good-natured fun for Morley.

      The townspeople had appreciated his dedication to honesty. To basic truth and dignity.

      If superman had been somewhat short and portly and wore flannel year around, he would have been Uncle Morley.

      Who was this Eli Langres to throw out murder accusations?

      The disturbingly sexy Langres leaned a little closer to her. His eyes went to the door she had so recently exited.

      Beck the lawyer’s office.

      “Did he say anything about how Morley died?” Langres said.

      Had he?

      Had she asked?

      She wound back her memory over the last twenty-four hours. Had it only been a day? Her entire life turned upside down.

      That’s the way it went sometimes, didn’t it?

      One minute a gal was pounding the keyboard, working toward a Pulitzer Prize. The next she was unemployed and booking a flight clear across the country to take care of her dead uncle's estate.

      No, she hadn’t asked how Uncle Morley died.

      Maybe she’d just assumed it was a heart attack or a stroke or some other old age related thing.

      Uncle Morley had been somewhere in his middle-to-late sixties when she escaped from Hanly Cove ten years ago. Or was it twelve years ago?

      A long time.

      How had the lawyer even found her phone number? She and Uncle Morley hadn’t stayed in touch. No phone calls. No letters.

      At one time Morley had been the most important person in her life. Those angry years after her parents died. Living with him in the tidy house on Rosewood Lane. His quiet patience as he endured the lashes of her emotional storms.

      His simple, non-judgmental acceptance of her as a human being. Treating her as an adult. With respect she probably didn’t deserve.

      Ah, dang it, Uncle Morley. Would it have killed her to call once in a while?

      The tears threatening to well up made her angry.

      She took a finger and poked Eli Langres in the chest.

      Hard enough to make him step back. Out of her personal space.

      He might have been sexiness personified, but he wasn’t welcome in her space without her invitation.

      “Just who the hell are you to be asking, Mr. Langres?” She said.

      Part of it was anger at herself. She was an investigative reporter for pity's sake. Questions were her bread and butter. Supposedly she was good at finding the right questions. Her editors had lavished her with praise.

      Right up until she got laid off.

      Langres frowned. Rubbed at the black shirt showing under his coat. When she poked him with her finger, she couldn’t help but notice there was a lot of very firm muscle under that shirt.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said, “Morley was a friend. He…helped me with some stuff. I owe him.”

      “Owe him what?”

      He looked away, his face clouding.

      “Maybe my life,” he said. He turned back to her. The look in his eyes was fierce. “Whoever killed him is going to pay. I’ll make sure of that.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      "Sure. Right. Listen, Mr. Langres. How about you go back to whatever mental hospital you escaped from. Nobody murdered Morley. I don't think this town has ever had a murder in it. The constable wouldn’t know what to do with one.”

      Langres’s frown grew.

      “I’ve already tried to talk to him,” he said, “He won’t be any help.”

      Surprising her not at all. The local police force consisted of the constable and one deputy constable. Both of whom had been on the job for decades.

      Assuming old Ben Jurgen and Tony Metzger were still there.

      A safe assumption since no one else wanted to be that bored all the time.

      Langre looked away again, staring down toward the bay. He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “I don’t understand why a tourist town like this doesn’t have more police,” he said.

      That almost made her laugh.

      He really was an outsider.

      Anyone who knew this town would wonder why police were mostly unnecessary. Despite the influx of nutty and entitled tourists, there was virtually no crime in Hanly Cove.

      There were a small number of people who took care of things.

      A sudden chill went through her.

      If Uncle Morley had been murdered…wouldn't one of them know about it?

      The unnecessarily handsome and sexy Eli Langres turned his attention back to her.

      “Listen,” he said, “I didn’t mean to come on so strong.”

      Oh, yes he did. Males like him knew their power.

      Just as she knew her power.

      “It’s just that Morley was hinting there was trouble here,” Langres continued, “I didn’t take it seriously. I should have dropped everything and been here for him.”

      Trouble? What kind of trouble could there be in Hanly Cove? Usually, the most troubling thing was deciding which one of the several amazing cafés to have lunch at.

      Maybe Langres read her mind.

      “Could we go get a cup of coffee or something?” He said, “Sit down and talk. You know more about this town than I do.”

      Did she want to sit down with Langres? Linger over coffee, chatting about death and the place she loved/hated?

      Not today.

      “This isn’t a good time,” she said, “I have a lot of things to take care of. As you might imagine.”

      Take the hint, Langres.

      He leaned toward her again. Getting that intense look.

      “This is important,” he said, “You might be in danger, too.”

      This was too much.

      Time for a little persuasion.

      She’d promised herself to behave, but Langre was pushing too many buttons. And encroaching her personal space a bit too much.

      She sent out a thread of energy. Just one.

      It had been so long since she'd used the Unseen World energy…it gave her a tiny thrill as the old feelings tickled her mind. Sending tingles throughout her entire body.

      Oh, the power she could summon.

      If she allowed it.

      And if she ignored the consequences.

      But just one thread wouldn’t be bad.

      The thread of energy snaked out, invisible to human eyes. (But not other kinds of sight!)

      It went to Eli Langres’s skull. Ready to slip into his brain. Into his mind. Where she could give him a little push. Just a suggestion to Go Away.

      But the thread bounced off his mind.

      Okay, she was out of practice.

      She sent the thread to him again.

      Where it slipped off like his skull was made of glass.

      She sent more threads out. Probing the perimeter of his mind. Finding no access.

      Eli Langres’s mind was shielded.

      Either he was a talent…

      Or he had the protection of one.
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      “Why Mac! Is that really you!”

      Both Mac and Langres jerked back from their stare down.

      Or whatever it had been.

      She turned toward the familiar voice.

      Only to get smothered by a force of flowing, multicolored silk, and rattling beads and buttons.

      Arms wrapped around her and pulled her into a huge bear hug. A bear hug that smelled like five kinds of incense and cinnamon potpourri.

      Jewelry rattled and clanged like tiny bells. Actually, there were tiny bells sewn into the silk robes. And the sashes. Which were a riot of primary colors.

      “Bless me, it’s been ages!” Her attacker said.

      If Mac had some airspace for words, she would have agreed.

      After an eternity, the bear hug relaxed. Sturdy arms thrust her away. But the hands put an iron grip on her shoulders.

      Finally giving her a good look at the force of nature that was Maggie Bell.

      Maggie didn’t look like she’d aged a day in the ten (or was it twelve?) years Mac had been gone.

      There was still the pile of orangish-red hair on top of a round, smiling face. The same brightly colored robes and, of course, the clanging bells and profuse amounts of cheap jewelry. Maggie's sturdy body might have been a tad thicker than before, but it was hard to tell with all the robes.

      “It’s so good to see you!” Maggie exclaimed. Then her face fell. “Oh, sweetie, I’m so sorry about Morley. I still can’t believe it.”

      There wasn’t a chance to reply.

      Mac was suddenly smothered by Maggie’s body again. Silk rustled against Mac’s face. All the tiny bells clattered and dinged.

      All the air was being squeezed out of her.

      Then, blessedly, Maggie pulled back once more.

      Mac sucked in incense-scented air.

      Maggie put her hands on Mac’s cheeks.

      “Oh, dear, you’ve grown up so beautiful!” Maggie said, “But then, you always were a heartbreaker! Isn’t she?”

      Maggie, still clutching Mac’s face between her palms, turned her attention to Langres. Who was standing a few steps back. Looking both confused and amused.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but Maggie was already moving on.

      “And you! You’re a new face in Hanly Cove,” She said, “Are you visiting? Or you here to stay? We get a lot of visitors, but hardly anyone ever moves here. Especially handsome young men such as yourself. You should consider moving here. Melissa May still has a couple rentals left if you're looking for something long-term. The real estate market is quite tight around here, as you might imagine. I could put in a good word for you Mr…."

      Langres blinked several times.

      “Uh…Langres. Eli Langres,” he said.

      Maggie let go of Mac’s face. Reached out and grabbed Langres’s hand. She enclosed it with both of her hands. Pumped it up and down with such force that Langres practically bounced up and down on the sidewalk.

      “Oh, Eli!” she said, “Such a lovely name. I love it! Is it short for Elijah?”

      “Well, yes,” Langres said.

      “And Langres. That's an unusual name, isn't it?"

      Langres tugged at his hand. Mac hid a smile behind her fingers. He wasn’t getting that hand back until Maggie was ready to let it go.

      “The name has been in my family for generations,” Langres said.

      “And a lovely name it is,” Maggie said, “French, isn’t it? Isn’t there a type of cheese called Langres?”

      “Uh…,” Langres said.

      Maggie pumped his hand up and down some more. Probably coming close to dislocating the man’s shoulder.

      “It is so lovely to meet you, Eli Langres!” She said.

      She released his hand. He stumbled back to the edge of the sidewalk. For a moment, it looked like he would tumble off the curb and into the street. He pinwheeled his arms and caught himself.

      Nice reflexes.

      Maggie put a heavy arm around Mac’s shoulders and pulled her around to face the east end of the street.

      Toward Maggie’s shop.

      “Mac and I have so much catching up to do,” Maggie said, “But I’m sure we will see you around, Eli Langres.”

      Without a single look back, Maggie sailed away, bringing Mac with her. Almost lifting her off her feet.

      When they were out of earshot from the handsome and intense Eli Langres, Maggie whispered from the corner of her mouth.

      “That one is looking for trouble,” she said, “And I have a feeling he’s going to find it.”

      Mac’s head was practically spinning.

      This used to be such a nice, quiet town.

      What happened to it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie Bell’s shop, Good Vibes, smelled like an incense factory in full production. In the middle of a five-alarm five.

      It was a solid wall of eye-watering odor that felt like a punch to the face.

      How did Maggie manage to breathe in here?

      Maggie ushered Mac through the front of the shop. Past the racks of incense sticks and ornate, brass incense burners. Past shelves and shelves of essential oils. Past hangers filled with every eye-hurting color of scarf imaginable.

      Past ceramic, glass, and pewter figurines that depicted everything from cute forest animals to ancient, randy gods.

      The shop was so full of stuff, there was hardly any place to walk.

      Yet Maggie navigated it with light, gliding steps that made her appear to float through the narrow aisles.

      She pulled Mac past the checkout counter–with its glass display case of crystals and amulets. Through a beaded curtain and into the back room.

      The back room was a different sort of experience.

      It was much larger than the front of the shop. Along one wall was a granite countertop with a large, very deep stainless steel sink. The countertop also had what looked like a hibachi grill sitting under a large, stainless steel exhaust hood. Along the wall next to the counter were narrow, closely spaced shelves. Shelves that held hundreds, maybe thousands of tiny bottles of different sizes, colors, and shapes. Most had cork stoppers. Some were sealed with wax. A small number were in tiny, metal cages with small padlocks securing them with chains to hooks in the wall.

      In the opposite corner from the bottles and counter was a comfy sitting area with a small corner-type couch and a couple of padded swivel chairs arranged around a low, round coffee table.

      At the center of the room was an open space with a circle charred into the wood plank floor.

      There were some chalk marks inside the circle, but they had been blurred out.

      At least the air was more breathable in this room. Though there was a spicy, almost chemical-like tang to it.

      Maggie released Mac, sending her tumbling into one of the swivel chairs. Mac slowly spun around, half in a daze. Maggie hustled over to the counter and produced a teapot from the cabinets overhead. She filled it with water over the massive sink and set it on the hibachi grill.

      “So how’s business?” Mac said, “Still conjuring up love potions for the tourists?”

      Maggie giggled. She took a couple Japanese-style tea cups from the cupboard and put them on a bamboo tray.

      “The tourists are older these days,” she said, “There’s a bigger call for erectile dysfunction potions.”

      “That’s a thing?”

      Another giggle from Maggie.

      “It’s all about the thing,” she said.

      Mac groaned. She’d walked right into that one.

      She rubbed her face with both hands. A sudden weariness washed over her. Too much had happened in the last twenty-four hours. Too much traveling. Too many emotional punches to the gut.

      All she wanted now was to get to a hotel and sleep.

      But there was too much to do.

      Far too much.

      She needed some strong coffee. Not whatever tea Maggie was conjuring up.

      “You got anything to keep me awake?” Mac asked.

      Maggie pulled Mason jars of herbs from the cabinet under the counter. Taking scoops from each and depositing them into a stainless steel strainer ball.

      “That’s just what I’m doing,” she said, “I’m making a blend that will give you some pep and clarity. You’re going to need it.”

      That hit like another punch to the gut.

      Which reminded her that she was hungry, too.

      “You don’t have a sandwich somewhere in that cabinet, do you?” Mac said.

      “No, but I have some biscotti,” Maggie said, “That will tide you over while we have our tea and talk.”

      Yay. Talk.

      That made her gut tighten even more.

      Things weren’t going to be simple.

      Because this was Hanly Cove. Where everything was lovely and friendly and…complicated.

      Might as well dive into it.

      “What happened to Uncle Morley?” Mac said, “I didn’t ask how he died. Now stud muffin out there is saying he was murdered. Is the guy a nut?”

      Maggie had her back to Mac. So there was no reading her expression.

      And Mac sure as heck knew better than to send any threads of energy Maggie’s way.

      She’d learned that the hard way.

      Maggie finished loading the strainer ball and dunked it into the teapot, just as it began to steam. She put the teapot on the bamboo tray, along with a plate of biscotti–the chocolate-dipped kind, of course.

      She lifted the tray and brought it over.

      The grim expression on Maggie’s face sent a stab of alarm through Mac.

      She’d known Maggie her entire life, it seemed. The woman’s expression was always some degree of joyful. Maggie was one of those profoundly, determinedly happy people.

      To see her otherwise…

      That was like finding out Santa Claus wasn’t real the same day the Easter Bunny got served up for dinner.

      Maggie set the tray down on the round coffee table. In uncharacteristic silence, she dunked the strainer ball in the teapot.

      Normally, it was hard to get a word in edgewise with her.

      A silent Maggie was disturbing.

      Disturbing enough to send a shiver of fear through Mac.

      But Mac waited. Experience had taught her to wait out people's silences. Because eventually, words would come spilling out.

      And when they did, more often than not, those words contained more truth and information than people would normally share.

      Maggie poured the tea into each cup with a practiced flourish. Handed one to Mac. Who cupped it in her hands. Bending her head over the steam.

      It smelled wonderful. Deeply herbal, with a minty note. Just breathing in the steam perked her up a little.

      Maggie sat back in the other swivel chair, cupping the tea as Mac did.

      “The young man showed up yesterday,” Maggie said, “He’s already talked to several people. Starting with Ben and Tony. He went to Townsend’s, of course. Asking to see Morley’s body. Samuel wouldn’t allow it. The young man wasn’t family, as you are.”

      Time to throw in one of her patented, hardcore reporter questions.

      Mac leaned forward. “Maggie. Was Morley murdered?”

      Maggie frowned, eyes cast down toward the cup in her hands.

      “I don’t want to believe it,” she said, “But…yes. I think he was.”

      So there it was.

      Mac pushed past the hollow feeling that opened up inside her. This was more than just her feelings now. If Maggie believed Uncle Morley had been murdered…

      Then it was true.

      She leaned back in the chair. Sipping at the still hot tea. It numbed her tongue. Sent warmth trickling down her chest.

      She waited.

      Waited for Maggie to talk. To fill in the details. Spill what was on her mind.

      There were times when questions were needed. Times when doors needed to be pried open.

      Other times, an uncomfortable silence might make someone talk about things they didn’t want to speak of.

      Right now, Mac needed information, untainted by her own knowledge and opinions.

      If Uncle Morley had been murdered, then his killer needed to be found. And brought to justice.

      Though what kind of justice was yet to be determined.

      Human justice might not be adequate–or available–this time.

      Maggie sipped at her tea, then lowered the cup and sighed. The tiny bells sewn at the edges of her robes jangled. A cheerful sound that didn’t fit the moment at all.

      “Robby Donovan found Morley’s boat drifting out by Milligan Beach,” Maggie said.

      “Milligan Beach?” Mac said, “That’s the place with the reddish sand, right?”

      Maggie nodded.

      “Didn’t old man O’Brien die in his boat near there, too?” Mac asked.

      Another nod from Maggie. “Yes, a few months before you left, I believe. Anyway, Robbie threw a line on the boat, figuring Morley had forgotten to tie it up again. It wouldn’t have been the first time. Morley had been…distracted the last couple years. He wasn’t quite himself.”

      Mac bit her lip. There were more questions there. But they’d have to wait for Maggie to tell the tale her way.

      But it didn’t stop guilt from stabbing through Mac. Morley had been getting up there in years. The stubborn old goat would never have admitted any need for help. No matter how much he might have needed it.

      Should she have been here for him? The same as he was for her when her parents died?

      It had been at the back of her mind. Something she just kept pushing further back into the darkness.

      Helping Morley would have meant coming back to Hanly Cove. And dealing with everything it meant to her.

      She had told herself Morley had plenty of friends to look out for him.

      But maybe not enough.

      “You know how Robby is,” Maggie said, “The man was born angry.”

      Yeah, she remembered Robby Donovan. One of those guys who went around with a chip on his shoulder. There wasn’t a grudge Robby wouldn’t carry. Forever. It was lucky for Hanly Cove he wasn’t one of the handful of residents who could connect to the Unseen World’s Dark Energy.

      “He told our esteemed Constable, Ben Jurgen, that he figured on towing Morely’s boat to town, then charge Morley a finders fee to get it back,” Maggie said, “But…he said something felt off. He pulled the boats up together and boarded the Lilly-Jean. He found Morley below deck. Seated at the little table there. His eyes were open. Robby said Morley had such a look of terror frozen on his face, that it nearly scared Robby out of his wits, thinking something was creeping up behind him.

      "But whatever scared Morley to death was long gone. Morley was just sitting there, cold. Not a mark on him. Robby said Morley was holding some kind of map. But he just got a glance at it. He hightailed it out of there. Practically fell in the water getting back onto his boat. He raised Ben on the shortwave. Ben told him to tow the Lilly-Jean to port.

      “Of course, the whole town heard it over the radio. There was quite the crowd down at the docks by the time Robby pulled into the cove.

      “Ben and Samuel Townsend went aboard. Samuel’s the closest thing to a coroner. He pronounced it a heart attack and that was that.”

      Maggie took another sip of her tea.

      “Now Morley’s down at Townsend’s Mortuary and the town’s without a newspaper,” she said. She looked up. Giving Mac a piercing look. “Unless someone’s willing to take over the Gazette.”

      Right. No guilt there.

      How important was the Gazette to the community anyway? Any news printed in its pages was old by the time it was printed. The town grapevine took care of that.

      Morley had explained it to her once, of course.

      Mac, he said, sitting back on his squeaky chair in his cramped, little office, The news is the least important part of a newspaper. A newspaper is both a town’s memory and its collective conscience. We record births and deaths and events both significant and insignificant. We call out politicians and business folk who think their personal interests matter more than the collective health of our community. Some folk just can’t understand that a healthy town makes everyone prosper.

      That was Mac, terminal do-gooder and optimist.

      Though, like her, his optimism was more of a practical kind.

      Maybe that’s where she’d gotten it.

      Mac sighed and took a long sip from her tea cup. Then set it back down on the bamboo tray.

      “This is a lot to take in, Maggie,” she said, “What makes you think it wasn’t like Sam said, a heart attack?”

      Maggie shook her head. Making bells and jewelry clash and jangle.

      “It’s a feeling,” she said, “Morley had seemed out of sorts for a while. But he was healthy. You remember how he was. He might have been short and stout, but that was just his shape. The man didn't have anything physically wrong with him. Doc Weston can attest to that."

      A shrug from Mac.

      “Sometimes things just happen,” she said, “People occasionally just drop dead. Was there…any special knowledge you might have about this?”

      Maggie’s eyes narrowed.

      "You know there're restrictions on that sort of thing," Maggie said, "The Coven still exists, after all."

      “Sure. But they’ve never bothered with Hanly Cove. You guys are small potatoes,” Mac said.

      Maggie’s eyes went down again.

      Uh oh.

      “What?” Mac said, “Don’t tell me the Coven has a presence here now.”

      “Some things have changed,” Maggie said, “And it’s not so much of a presence. More of a semi-retired presence.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      Maggie sighed and turned her head away.

      “We have a warlock living here now,” Maggie said, “But not officially. He’s…well, he’s sort of retired.”

      A warlock? In Hanly Cove?

      Those guys were the big leagues. The head cheeses of the Coven. Unseen World creatures who could pass for human–but were definitely not human.

      “How does a warlock retire?” Mac said, “I thought those guys either lived forever–or got their souls sent back to the Lower Realms?”

      Maggie took a big sip from her tea. Avoiding Mac’s eyes.

      Not good.

      “Some things have gotten complicated, Mac,” Maggie said.

      “No kidding. Everything’s complicated.”

      Mac leaned over and snagged a biscotti from the tray, then stood.

      “Thanks for the tea and talk, Maggie,” she said, “I need to get going.”

      Maggie rose in a cloud of multicolored robes and tinkling bells.

      “If you need to talk…” she said.

      “I’m sure I will,” Mac said, “Just…later, okay? My head’s about ready to explode.”

      Maggie patted her arm. “I understand. It’s a lot to take in all at once.”

      Yeah. Sure.

      Mac edged away from her. Headed for the beaded doorway.

      “Mac,” Maggie called.

      Mac stopped at the doorway. Turned her head half back.

      “Be careful. And…if you use your abilities, be discrete,” Maggie said.

      Mac turned all the way around. Searched Maggie’s eyes for a few moments. There was fear in there. And uncertainty.

      Mac nodded to her old friend. Someone who had been almost a surrogate mother to her at one time. Or at least a teacher. Someone who had recognized the talent in her and shown her how to use it.

      Now Maggie was telling her to not use those abilities.

      At least not in any way that might attract attention from the Unseen World.

      A warlock–one who was worth anything at all–would be attuned to the ebb and flow of dark energy within a good radius of his body.

      Until she knew how far this warlock’s awareness extended…

      She’d better behave herself.

      That shouldn't be hard.

      Should it?
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