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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.
***
Kathy Colbright was going to win the argument, and Morgan Seaver knew it. But Morgan played along anyway. She had to laugh at the woman standing next to her. The chatter was nonstop, and she wondered how Kathy did it without coming up for air.
The two women were standing at the edge of the railing, waiting for the ferryboat to bring in supplies from the mainland. The warm wind coming off the ocean blew strongly, catching the dark hair of both women. Kathy’s was long and curly, what her grandmother liked to call gypsy-hair. Morgan's was shoulder length, and pitch-black except for a streak across the front. The streak ran from the tip of her hair to her roots, going in about 3 inches, and it was a vivid aqua blue. A few months ago, she had dyed it as a quirk, but like so many other things that had gone a little askew over the last month, her hair had never grown out of the dye color. Instead, it intensified, turning from a dark blue to the aqua. At first, Morgan was mortified when it wouldn’t wash out, but now she was getting used to it. It was becoming a talisman for her.
"So, what do you think, Morgan? Is it a good idea?" Kathy stopped talking long enough to wait for her friend's answer.
"Are you sure your sister is the type for a surprise party? Jenny comes across as being more ‘I need to know everything that is happening’ kind of person. Springing a surprise on her may not give you the results you're looking for," Morgan answered, trying to be diplomatic.
"Oh, nonsense. It's just what Jenny needs; something to wake her up and get her out of her rut. And what could be more fun than a party boat?"
Morgan didn't answer. Instead, she looked out over the water and saw the ferry making its way towards them. It still had a distance to come, but it would be here shortly. She knew Kathy was excited about her idea, and to most people, it would be a great adventure. But Morgan liked to have her feet firmly on the soil. And too many things in the last month had confirmed this inner feeling she’d had all her life. Morgan was drawn to the water; she loved to stand on the dock or walk along the beach, but she had a slight fear of going out in or on the water. She would, but she was never comfortable about it. The idea of going out to party on the boat in the evening did not fill her with the same exuberance that it was filling Kathy.
"Kathy, you know how I feel about the water," Morgan stated, rather than answering the question directly.
"Oh, come on, Morgan, what can one night hurt? It will only be for a couple of hours and will be perfectly safe. After all, the company that runs these parties knows what they're doing. Please? For Jenny?"
Morgan burst out laughing at Kathy's pleading. As she laughed, the sound caught the attention of the bundle tucked inside the basket of her bike. With a slight meow, a long-haired tabby stuck her head out of the basket, demanding to know why her nap was being interrupted. Morgan reached out and reassured the kitten that all was well, and with a contented sigh, she curled back up in the basket and went to sleep.
The bicycle was the most common mode of transportation on Pearl Island. The island itself was only about 4 1/2 miles long and 3/4 of a mile wide, and it wasn't an actual island. At the opposite end of the island from where the women were standing was a beautiful public beach. From that beach, you could drive your car over the one-lane road onto the island proper. The tourists tended to stay near the beaches, occasionally wandering about, getting a pizza, or some of the delicious pastries available from the pastry shop. But for the most part, the island belonged to the residents. There were very few commercial locations, and most people left the island to go to work in one of the larger cities along the coast of Florida. They would drive their car onto the ferry to go to work and then to come home. Some even had a second residence on the mainland, coming to Pearl Island on weekends to spend time with their family. Houses on the island were kept up with pride, some large, almost mansions, and others more moderate. Morgan lived in the large beach house at the other end of the island that overlooked the shore from one side and the private gardens belonging to the island from the other. The beach house had been there for decades, a family home for generation after generation of Seavers. Morgan herself had just recently come back to the island after being away most of her life. She'd spent her youth playing along the shore, but when her mother passed away, she'd been sent to boarding school in the Northeast, where she'd spent most of her life only returning for summer vacations and special holidays.
"You have to agree to this, please? I have to tell the captain when she docks the ferry. There's only one opening in time for Jenny's birthday, and I want to make sure I don't lose it. So, I can count on you, right?"
Morgan sighed. She did not want to disappoint either of her new friends. Ignoring the uneasiness she felt about going out on the boat, Morgan nodded. Kathy didn't give her a chance to say a word; she squealed with delight, giving her a fierce hug.
"Between the two of us, we’ll work to make this a great party for my sister. She's been in such a funk after losing her partner. This is just what she needs."
Morgan exchanged a look with Kathy at the mention of Jenny's partner. It had been a rough couple of weeks for Jenny. As the island's only police officer, she felt the weight of the responsibility and all the extra hours from having to do the work herself after the arrest of her partner for murder—the murder of Morgan's aunt.
Kathy continued her chatter with more enthusiasm now that she had gotten Morgan's agreement. Morgan let her go on, not paying too much attention. Instead, she was thinking about all that had happened in the last couple of weeks. Morgan had arrived at Pearl Island expecting to be greeted by her Aunt Meredith after being away for several years. Instead, she came to find her aunt murdered. And Morgan was being blamed for the murder. From that point on, strange things had happened. It was hard to keep them straight, and it was also hard to accept that everything that had happened was real and not a figment of her imagination or part of some old sea legend.
Morgan was shaken from her memories by Kathy’s excited grasp of her arm.
"The ferry is almost here. Do you want to come and talk with Captain Rose with me?" Kathy was putting the chain around her bike while she readied to board the ferryboat to talk to the captain.
"No, you can handle this," Morgan said. “Just let me know what you need me to do. We can get together later tonight if you want and go over the details. Come by the house; I still have some casseroles left to defrost, and I could use some help to get through them. Besides, I need to get this little kitten home before she wakes up and decides to get into mischief."
"Sounds like a plan to me. I'll be happy to help you eat those casseroles. I bet I could tell you who made each one." Kathy laughed.
"Well, there's still plenty more. Families on the island have been very generous to me after Meredith's death. With all the food they brought, they must've thought I didn't know how to cook."
"No, that's just island life. We look after our own. And Meredith was loved by everyone on the island, so of course, we can extend that love to you and try to take care of you. You’re just going to have to get used to it, Morgan." Kathy reached over and gave her a quick hug and then headed towards the edge of the dock where the ferry would land. 
With a wave of her hand, Morgan turned and headed back to the Seaver beach house. 






  
  Chapter 2

Morgan waited until the last car had gotten off the ferry before she left the parking area, not wanting to ride the bike in traffic or scare Misty, her kitten. But nothing seemed to bother the cat. Instead, she had poked her head up, letting her paws drape across the front of the basket, watching the cars leave with interest. 
"Nosy little thing, aren't you?" Morgan asked as she reached out and played with the cat's soft paws, giving the extra thumb on each front paw a tap.
Once the last car had left, Morgan followed behind on her bike. Misty sat in her basket with her head above the rim. As she rode past some of her new neighbors on the island, they waved. Misty was becoming a common sight in Morgan's basket. The first time she had jumped into the basket, Morgan worried the cat would run away when they reached their destination. But Misty had become attached to Morgan most unusually, almost as if she were watching out for Morgan. The woman couldn't walk from one room to another without the cat meowing and following her. When they went for rides on the bike, Misty made no effort to abandon her driver. Instead, she would curl up in the basket and take a nap or accept coos and cuddles from people as they walked by.
It didn't take long for Morgan to ride from one end of the island to the other. It was a beautiful day, and there was just enough of a breeze to keep her cool. As she rode her bike up to the front of the house, she wasn't surprised to see a young man sitting on the steps, his violin next to him.
"Hey, Gabe, what's up?"
Morgan didn't bother to put the bike away; she knew she'd be using it again later in the day. She leaned it against the front porch railing and walked up to sit next to her friend. Misty accepted a scratch behind the ears from Gabe and then disappeared into the house through the cat door that Morgan had installed. It seemed like the cat trusted Gabe to look after Morgan, and she never seemed to stick around when he was there, trusting him to pick up the slack of her duties.
"So, did Kathy talk you into it?"
Morgan looked at Gabe, not at all surprised he was aware she had been with Kathy. It was a small community and not much got past the occupants.
"Was there any doubt? I agreed just to get her to quit nagging." Morgan laughed as she answered him.
"I bet." Gabe laughed out loud. "Kathy does have a way of wearing down your resistance. Did she also rope you into helping plan the party?" Seeing the look on Morgan's face, Gabe's laughter intensified. He had anticipated as much.
"Well, it's for Jenny. She's been a good friend to me, and she has been through a lot, thanks to that creep, Stanley," Morgan answered, referring to Jenny's old partner, who was now sitting in a jail cell. "I'm not so sure the idea of a surprise party is a good one. Jenny's pretty good at figuring things out. Besides, Kathy is never going to be able to keep quiet long enough to pull this off."
Still laughing, Morgan opened the front door, motioning for Gabe to follow her. They automatically went to the kitchen, and Morgan pulled out two bottles of soda, placing one in front of Gabe without asking.
"So, Gabe, what do you think about Kathy's plans?"
Gabe took a long swallow of his soda before he answered. "It's probably just what we need. Too many disturbing things have happened over the last couple of weeks. I think everybody needs a break and a bit of fun. It’s different, which will create more excitement and get everybody's mind on happier things."
Morgan nodded in agreement. Pearl Island needed something positive. Since the murder of her aunt and the subsequent arrest of one of their police officers, the residents had been quiet—almost fearful. Gabe had a point; they needed something fun to break the dismal atmosphere that had descended on the island.
"I think you're right. And I'll just swallow my uneasiness and have a good time. Besides, I think I will be so busy helping Kathy that I won’t have time to worry about my petty fears."
"Don't downplay your instincts, Morgan. You have them for a reason, and you know as well as I do, they have kept you safe when facing danger."
Before Morgan could answer him, her phone rang, and she glanced down at the screen to see who was calling. She groaned as she read Kathy's name.
"And so it begins," she said to Gabe before she answered.
Morgan was right. Kathy had made up a list of things for her to get working on, and she was smiling at Gabe as she wrote it all down. Gabe started to leave her so she could talk to Kathy, but Morgan shook her head and handed him the phone as she laughed. "Your turn. Kathy has a list for you, too."
Once the phone call ended, they each had a list in front of them. Working together, the pair began to make phone calls and make arrangements to ensure Jenny would have the best birthday party possible. Morgan fixed a quick lunch, and they ate in between phone calls. Finally, around 3:30, Gabe put down his pen and paper.
"I'm calling it quits for the day. I have a student waiting for me for her violin lesson, and then I have some work to do. Why don't we get together tomorrow?"
"That sounds great, but it'll have to be in the afternoon. I've got a stack of books that need to be evaluated. They just came in from an estate sale, and the owner wasn't sure they were worth the money to have them repaired."
"Are they?"
"From the peek that I took, yes, he's got some great first editions. It will be a chore to get them repaired, but I think he'll find it will be worth it. I love new projects like this: saving old books and preserving history," Morgan answered.
They agreed on a time to meet the next day, and after Morgan walked Gabe to the front door, she turned and headed to her workroom, ready to start going through the boxes that had arrived yesterday, full of books. She planned on working for a couple of hours, and then she would continue searching the contents in her library. Many books were promising to tell her about the family's history, and she knew secrets were waiting for her.






  
  Chapter 3

Morgan unpacked the books, finding a few significant discoveries at the bottom of the box. She quickly sent a message to the owner, giving him news of her discovery. The man didn't hesitate and told her to go ahead and do whatever was needed to save the books. And when she finished that batch, he had more boxes to send. 
In the past, Morgan would have gone to the job and worked on the book repairs on the owner’s site, but since returning to Pearl island, she had set up shop in one of the large rooms on the ground floor that overlooked the courtyard. She had earned an excellent reputation over the years in her work of repairing old books, and her clients didn't mind sending the books to her at this stage. She still planned to go out and do consultations at job sites, but for the most part, she was going to do the repair work from the island. This was new to Morgan. She'd never had roots before, but it felt right. The island had called her home, and the large Seaver beach house had welcomed her back to where she had spent her childhood.
"Well, Misty, it looks like we've got some work ahead of us," Morgan spoke to the cat sitting on her desk as she hung up the phone. Ever since Misty had appeared from the mist, the first night Morgan arrived at the island, she had gotten in the habit of talking to the kitten. Morgan was used to being alone and liked her own company, but there was something about Misty's presence that made her speak her thoughts out loud.
"It doesn't look like we will have time for another bike ride. I better get that bike in the storage shed." Morgan was speaking more to herself this time. Tucking her phone in her back pocket, she hurried from the room to put the bike in the shed where it would be out of the weather. The weatherman had promised rain tonight, but then again, he had been promising rain for the last couple of nights, so it was anybody's guess.
Finishing that task, Morgan came back in the house, put some food down for the kitten, and made herself a quick sandwich. Grabbing a bottle of water and her food, she headed up to the library, where she planned to read the next family journal.
Morgan was strict about the order that she read the journals, starting from the very first one, and working her way up to the present, reading each of the journals her aunt had left behind.

      ***"I'm glad to see you're reading the family's history," a soft voice said behind Morgan.
Morgan had finished working in the library and, after a quick shower, grabbed the book to take to her room and sit outside on the widow's walk to read. Her room was on the third floor, opening to the widow's walk connected to the opposite side of the walk. From here, Morgan could see the shoreline and would often spend time just sitting and watching the boats coming into the harbor. She had always loved the widow's walk, even as a child. She could remember sitting up here with her aunt and her mother, reading books on the benches that had been placed to give the best view and protection from the wind.
The voice didn't take her by surprise; she'd secretly been expecting it. It had been a couple of days since she'd heard the soft musical tone, and she turned with a smile to see the shimmering figure of her Aunt Meredith.
"Hello, Aunt Meredith. These books are fascinating; how could you not read them? There's so much recorded here about the history of the island."
"There's more than facts in those books, Morgan. You'll find answers to the Seaver legend in there, as well. Be sure you read them carefully; the information may help you someday."
Morgan looked back out to the sea, as if it contained the answers she wanted to ask before she looked back at Meredith. "It's not over, is it? Cora will return as she promised."
Meredith nodded. She moved closer to sit next to her niece on the bench. "I'm afraid so. But the more information you have, the better prepared you will be. Don't let your guard down. That's when Cora will take advantage."
The two were silent for a moment, watching the waves crash against the shore. 
"You know, you should be writing a journal as well. It's your turn to write down the family's history. You need to record what is happening to you, just as your mother and I did."
Morgan was silent for a moment and then turned to her aunt to answer her, but she had disappeared.
She laughed into the empty night air. "You know, that's just rude."
But Morgan had gotten used to her aunt's sudden appearances and disappearances. It had happened since the very first moment Morgan returned to Pearl Island. Although her aunt couldn't stay for long periods, she did what she could to guide her niece through her adjustment back to her home. And it did help her, except that not everything was black and white like it is in books. And there were things, especially on Pearl Island, that were beyond explanation. She had to learn to trust the legends and accept new abilities as they appeared.






  
  Chapter 4

The evening of Jenny's party was perfect. The seas were calm, the wind light, and the temperature had dropped enough to be comfortable. The guests were instructed to arrive at the boat dock early so they could be aboard the boat and ready to set sail as soon as Jenny arrived. Jenny's grandmother took on the task of getting her granddaughter to the ship. She was the only one who would be able to do it without letting the secret out. She was also the only one who could get Jenny to do something when she didn't want to, and lately, Jenny had not wanted to do much of anything. 
Between Kathy, Gabe, and Morgan, everything had been arranged and, so far, had gone without a hitch. The ferry captain, Rose Cardinal, had come back to the island after taking her last trip across the bay to drop off passengers and cars. She graciously allowed the three to decorate the ferryboat for the birthday party. A local caterer was providing the food, and the only alcohol the ferry captain would allow was champagne for a toast to celebrate Jenny's birthday.
"Do you think she'll enjoy this? Do you think she’ll be excited?" It was hard not to hear the anxiety in Kathy's voice, and Morgan quickly assured her everything would be perfect.
"Kathy, you've created the perfect birthday party for your sister," Gabe jumped in, reassuring his friend as well.
"Well, there's nothing else we can do now," Kathy answered, and then she turned to the others standing on the deck and called out, "Everybody on board. She'll be here shortly."
Friends and family quickly moved to the interior rooms on the ferry, and Capt. Rose turned off all the lights except for a few that illuminated the gangplank and the place where her grandmother, Winnie Colbright, was to bring Jenny, where they would surprise her.
Morgan could hear Jenny and Winnie as they approached the boat, and she hid a smile as she realized that Jenny was arguing with her grandmother about the need to go to the ferry. But Winnie pulled it off, and a few moments later, Jenny received a rounding yell of "surprise" from her loved ones. It took a few moments for their friend to figure out what was going on, but when she did, Capt. Rose turned on the engines and headed out to sea. The party began.
And it was a huge success. Jenny had been surprised, amazed, that Kathy had pulled it off without some hint of what was going on.
"Thanks, sis, I had no idea. You guys must have worked hard to pull this off. Thank you."
"We all worked hard to do this for you. Now all you have to do is sit back and relax. For the next two hours, there are no worries for you," Kathy said as she hugged her sister back.
Jenny did as her sister ordered and spent the next two hours catching up with friends and family. Morgan observed her new friend, and she could see the change come over her as she genuinely relaxed and let her worries slide off her shoulders. Dancing started on the main deck, the guests celebrating Jenny’s birthday. Here, cars would typically park as they floated to and from the island. The festive sounds echoed across the water, carried on the breeze from the speakers in Capt. Rose's wheelhouse. The music started loud and fun, but as the night wore on, soft music overtook heavy rock 'n' roll, and the party guests began to settle down, relaxing on the benches, talking amongst themselves. It was the perfect way to end the party.
Capt. Rose turned the ferry back in the direction they had come, ready to head back to the dock. They had gotten about halfway to their destination when she slowed the boat down to a full stop. Most of the guests didn’t pay any attention, but Jenny, Morgan, and Gabe immediately felt the sensation of the boat coming to a halt. The hair rose on the back of Morgan's neck, and she remembered her unease of being out on the ocean. Quietly moving to the captain's wheelhouse, the three went to find out what was going on.
When they entered the captain's room, she answered their unspoken question, pointing out to the starboard side of the ferry. "There's a ship out there. There are no running lights on it, and the engine isn't operating. There's been no distress signal, but I have a bad feeling."
Sure enough, there was a good-sized private boat floating in the waves near them.
"I'm sorry to spoil your party, Jenny, but I need to make sure that ship isn't in distress," Capt. Rose explained.
"You're right, Captain Rose. What can we do?" Jenny immediately jumped into action, her training taking over. Gone was the birthday girl, and back was the cop.
"I'm going to try to pull up alongside the boat. Do you think you and Gabe here could board her and see what's going on?"
Gabe and Jenny quickly agreed, and Capt. Rose went about getting the ferry as close as she could to the boat. She was an excellent captain, and there was less than a foot between the two vessels when it was time for Gabe and Jenny to board.
"I'll go first and throw over the ropes. You tether the boat to the ferry and then come over with me," Gabe instructed Jenny.
She quickly agreed, and in a matter of minutes, Gabe was on the disabled vessel and Jenny was tying off the ropes. By now, the other party-goers were aware something was going on, and they were lining the rails to watch. Jenny ordered her party guests to stay back and jumped over to join Gabe.
"Hello? Anyone aboard?" Jenny called out, but received no answer. Moving forward, she approached the open area of the boat. There was a full moon, and it was easy to see the decking. She and Gabe both came to a stop when they saw the blood pooled along the side of the boat.
"Call the Coast Guard," Jenny shouted to Rose. Then, with Gabe at her side, she slowly walked around the upper deck of the boat, making sure there was nobody injured and in need of help. But the deck was empty. Turning to Gabe, Jenny motioned to the door to the lower deck. He nodded his understanding, and they slowly walked to the door. Gabe was ready to kick the door down, but Jenny held her hand up and turned the knob slowly, not wanting to alert anybody who might be down below of their presence. The two disappeared from the sight of those aboard the ferry, and everyone held their breath in anticipation.
It only took a few moments for the two aboard the disabled vessel to come back on deck.
"The boat’s abandoned, there's nobody on board," Gabe called out. There was a collective sigh of relief, but not from everyone. Jenny realized the blood they had seen was severe. Someone had been attacked or seriously hurt, and they were no longer on the boat. It only stood to reason whoever belonged to the spilt blood had gone overboard. Climbing back on the ferry, with Gabe behind her, Jenny walked over to Capt. Rose and Morgan.
"This is now a crime scene. We need to wait for the Coast Guard. I don't know what happened here, but somebody suffered a severe or fatal injury on that boat."
Without a word, Captain Rose reached over and flipped a knob on the speakers, shutting off the music. The time for festivities was over. Morgan walked back out onto the deck and stood away from the others, looking out to sea, feeling a sense of danger surrounding her. In the distance, she could see a boat approaching, but from experience knew it wasn’t the Coast Guard cutter. The sense of being threatened increased, and without even realizing it, Morgan let one of her new abilities take over to protect those on the ferry. The boat approaching was bringing danger with it.
It started at Morgan's feet, swirling and dancing with the wind, thickening as her sense of danger increased. The mist spread and began to engulf the ferry, wrapping it in its protective cloak. Jenny and Gabe walked over to stand next to Morgan; they both knew about her ability, and they both realized she was trying to protect them.
"Jenny, get everybody inside and tell them to be quiet." Without looking at her friend, Morgan gave the instruction, and Jenny hurried off, getting Winnie and Kathy to help her escort everyone inside.
Gabe didn't move. Instead, he reached out and grabbed Morgan's hand for support. Together, the two of them stood on the deck, watching and listening. By now, they could no longer see the boat approaching, but they could hear the motors. Morgan made a motion with her hand, and the mist moved to thicken around the boat tethered to the ferry. She didn't know why, but she had a feeling it needed to be hidden from sight.
The other boat was close, but not dangerously so. Voices carried in the mist across the waves.
"We need to find that boat and its cargo."
"It can't be far. Pops was bleeding pretty badly when he took off. We’ll find him."
"Yeah, well, we’d better. And that book had better still be on the boat, too."
The voices faded as the boat passed the ferry, not realizing how close the two vessels had been.






  
  Chapter 5

The Coast Guard cutter was alongside the ferry within fifteen minutes. By that time, the mist had dissipated, and the other boat had disappeared. After the Coast Guard had talked to Jenny and Capt. Rose, they began to search the abandoned vessel. Because it was dark and there were signs that somebody had been injured, their initial search was for evidence of the injured person. There was talk between Jenny and the Coast Guard, and finally, they decided that the boat would be hauled into the marina in the morning. There was no need to hold up Capt. Rose, her crew, or the passengers any further this evening. 
It was a somber group that returned to the ferry dock; most of the guests knew something had happened but were not fully aware of what. Jenny made sure to thank everyone who participated in her party and reassure them everything was fine.
Finally, the only ones left on the deck of the ferry were the Colbrights, Gabe, and Morgan. Capt. Rose had retired to her quarters to write up a report.
"What made you create a mist?" Kathy asked Morgan. She was also aware of Morgan's ability. They had kept quiet, just those standing around Morgan knew of it. There were whispers among the islanders, but nobody knew for sure how the mist would appear at the times that would benefit the island the most.
"I just had a feeling. I watched that boat approach, and it was moving slowly as if it was looking for something. There was no way it could be the Coast Guard," Morgan answered, and then turned to Jenny to continue. "The men on that boat are looking for something, and they know who was hurt. We need to search the boat."
"We?" Jenny stared back at her friend, crossing her arms defiantly. "I don't even know if there was a crime committed. That could have been fish blood, for all we know. As it stands now, this is the Coast Guard’s jurisdiction; I can't just search a vessel without reason. At least I can't have civilians on the boat with me searching." 
Kathy saw the looks the other three gave her and hastened to explain. "Jenny, you do what you can within the law. But you know as well as I do, Morgan is right." 
Winnie interrupted her granddaughter before the others could argue with her. "Yes, she probably is." 
Jenny hesitated for a moment and then made a decision. "You guys be here on the dock with me in the morning. I can't let you on the boat, but there's no reason why I can't share what I find immediately. And maybe you'll see something from the dock that we won't see on the boat."
"I'll be there." Morgan was quick to agree to the suggestion, relieved that she wouldn't have to get on the boat. Tonight had been enough for her, and she had no desire to get on the water again anytime soon.
The others quickly agreed, and Winnie stated she was ready to go home. Tucking her arm through Kathy's, the older woman dragged her granddaughter towards their home. Jenny promised to be along shortly.
"I'm sorry your birthday ended like this. But I hope you had a good time up until then. Your sister worked really hard on this, and she even kept it secret." Morgan hugged Jenny goodnight and started to head towards the golf cart she'd left parked in the designated area. Golf carts were the second most common form of transportation on the island, and every resident had one in the garage or parked along the side of their house.
Gabe caught her hand before she could walk away from them. "Wait up, Morgan. I don't think you should be driving the island by yourself tonight."
She started to argue, but the look on his face made her stop and she realized he was right. Morgan had no desire to drive by herself across the island. Something was off, and it had been since they had discovered the boat offshore. She had these feelings once before since she'd arrived at Pearl island, and it hadn't ended well.
"Thanks, Gabe. To be honest, I'll be grateful for the company. Then you can take my cart to your house and just bring it back in the morning and pick me up."
"Sounds like you have a plan. I need to go and check back in, but I'll see you on the dock in the morning." Jenny walked away from the two after giving them each a hug, thanking them once again.
Morgan and Gabe were silent for most of the ride home. It wasn't until Gabe was pulling up in front of the Seaver beach house that Morgan spoke.
"It's beginning again, Gabe. I don't know how or when, but I feel Cora is coming back."






  
  Chapter 6

Morgan locked the door securely behind her and leaned against it for a moment, drawing in a deep breath to steady her nerves. She knew she had not wanted to go out on the boat today, and she should have followed her intuition. It felt as if by her going out on the water, she'd stirred something from the sea, something she had tried to put in the back of her mind. 
Misty twisted herself around Morgan's ankles, meowing. Whether for attention or to provide Morgan comfort, Morgan wasn't sure. Giving a shake of her head as if to knock herself out of her fright, Morgan scooped the kitten up and headed upstairs to her bedroom. She didn't bother to turn on any lights; she knew her way without them. There was no sense in getting involved in anything tonight. She was too upset by what had happened.
When she entered the bedroom, she tossed the kitten onto the end of the bed. Misty thought it was a game and chased her from one end of the bed to the other as Morgan made her way to the bathroom. A few moments later, she returned dressed for bed in a long, flowing nightgown and a lacy robe.
"You coming, Misty?" Morgan asked the kitten as she opened the door that led out to the widow's walk. This was Morgan's favorite spot, where she could look over the shoreline and see both the ocean and the dunes. From the other side, she could see the island gardens. She felt connected to her ancestors here on this little walk. The first Seaver had built it, and he had used the walk to oversee the island and protected his home and all the island where he could.
"You can't run away from your fears, Morgan."
Morgan turned to face the shimmering figure of Aunt Meredith. Somehow, she’d known she would find her aunt here tonight; her aunt must have known what happened.
"What do I do, Aunt Meredith?"
"I can't tell you exactly what to do. You need to figure that out for yourself. This is your time, not mine. I'll be here to help and guide you. The first piece of advice I will give you is to rely on your friends. Especially Gabriel." Meredith moved over to the bench that she'd often sat on with her niece when she was growing up, reading her stories while they snuggled on the overstuffed cushions. Giving the seat next to her a pat, she motioned for Morgan to come and sit near her. Misty had no fear of the apparition, and she jumped up between Morgan and Meredith, curling up contently.
"Is this Cora's doing?"
"I don't think so, but the actions were evil. It will have awakened her, especially since it happened in the sea." Meredith shook her head as she answered. Then she looked at her niece and gave a nod of approval. "I'm proud you were out on the boat today. That's one fear you're going to have to overcome. You'll never be comfortable on the water, but you need to come to terms with it."
Morgan started to shake her head in protest, but then changed it to a nod as she thought about what her aunt had said. “Eventually, I'm going to have to confront Cora, aren't I?” she asked.
"Yes. And you must be prepared because neither of us knows whether it will be on land or sea." Reaching out gently, Meredith made as if to touch the streak of blue hair. Then she smiled at her niece and started to fade. But before she did, she gave Morgan a few words of encouragement. "You'll do fine, Morgan. Just stay alert."
Morgan was used to the way her aunt appeared and disappeared. More and more, she saw Meredith only at the house, as if she had given up her walks along the beach. But Morgan had taken over those walks, almost as if the younger Seaver was patrolling the beach. She drew comfort from her walks, and she also drew strength.
But tonight, she had no desire to be near the water. What had happened on the boat had brought the danger close to home again. Morgan knew she had to find answers to battle the evil that had shown up on Pearl Island. She would need both concrete answers from what had happened tonight as well as answers she could only get from the journals her ancestors had kept. In these journals, Morgan had learned legends of Pearl Island, the Seaver family, and those around them. She'd also discovered she had her destiny ahead of her, one she needed to prepare herself for, and one that she knew involved Gabriel. Together, it was up to the two of them to keep the island safe.
"That’s enough thinking for tonight," she muttered to herself as she picked up the cat. The moonlight shone down on the two of them, and Morgan closed her eyes, letting the tension drift away. The sound of the waves lulled her like a lullaby, and if Misty hadn’t jumped from her arms, she would've fallen asleep.
The kitten made her way over to the door and stood in the open entry, meowing at Morgan.
"Okay, okay. You're right, time for bed. We’ll face whatever the morning brings when it gets here." Morgan got to her feet and followed the cat into her bedroom, closing the door to the widow's walk behind her.






  
  Chapter 7

Morgan woke the next morning, surprised how refreshed she felt. After the events of last night, she had not expected to get much sleep. Her talk with Meredith helped her come to terms with the discovery of the abandoned ship and clarified a few things in her mind. 
After working for a bit in her office on the new shipment of books, Morgan prepared to leave for the dock, where she'd arranged to meet Gabe and Jenny. Gabe had called and arranged to drop her golf cart off and meet Morgan later since he was running late. Pulling the bike from the storage shed, Morgan prepared to go, but a little furry creature stood in her pathway, meowing furiously at being left behind.
"Okay, but there's going to be a lot of activity down there. You have to behave. No stealing, no getting into trouble, and, most of all, no getting underfoot. The last thing I need to worry about is somebody stepping on you or running you over." Morgan's voice carried across the morning air, and she looked around to make sure nobody had heard her talking to the cat, feeling rather foolish. But she knew she had to set the story straight with Misty. The cat was notorious for getting into trouble. The kitten tilted her head like she was contemplating the rules set before her and then gave a sharp meow and jumped up into the basket of the bike. It seems Misty had agreed to the terms of her accompanying Morgan.
Morgan wasn't the first to arrive. The Coast Guard had already pulled the boat in, and they were taking detailed pictures. Morgan stood at the end of the dock and watched the activities, waving when Jenny appeared from below deck. A short time later, Jenny jumped onto the gangplank and walked up to Morgan. At the same time, Gabe was coming from the opposite direction, and Jenny waited until he reached their side before she filled them in on the morning's activities.
"I'm not sure about the jurisdiction and how it was arranged, but the investigation has been turned over to me. We've determined with the amount of blood—which was human, by the way—that someone has been fatally injured."
"I'm sorry, Jenny. Another murder on the island is the last thing we need," Morgan said.
"Well, technically, this murder didn't happen on the island," Gabe pointed out.
"Semantics, Gabe." Jenny shook her head at his attempt at lightening the mood, and then she glanced at her watch. "I'm supposed to have a new partner joining me this morning, but he’s either lost or late. Just what I need: breaking in a new partner while trying to solve a murder." 
Morgan looked at her friend curiously. Although her tone sounded begrudging, Morgan saw from her expression that she was relieved to be getting a new partner. Although the island was small, it was a lot of pressure for one person. The county supplied backup for Jenny so that she got some time off during the week, but it was still a lot of stress to be responsible for the residents of Pearl Island.
"Were there any signs of a struggle?" Gabe asked,
"No, not that we could tell." Jenny was shaking her head as she answered. "Do you two want to come on board with me and take a look?"
Morgan automatically took a step backwards, having no intention of going on the boat, but Gabe jumped at the opportunity.
"I'll just stay here and watch the activity from the side. You two can fill me in on anything you find," Morgan said as she waved them off towards the boat once more. 
Gabe gave her hand a quick squeeze of reassurance and understanding. Jenny looked at her watch again and glanced impatiently down the pier. But there was no sign of any stranger walking towards them. Morgan secretly hoped her partner wouldn't be too much later, or he'd get a tongue lashing from Jenny, who valued promptness as not only a work ethic but common courtesy.
Morgan watched the activity on the boat for the next few minutes, and then Gabe and Jenny disappeared below deck. Behind her, there was the sound of a car parking, and Morgan looked towards the parking area to see a tall, brown-haired man walking in her direction. He wore a suit, which immediately implied he was a newcomer. No one dressed in a suit, especially this time of year. By the time the afternoon rolled around, the temperature would be in the high 80s, not at all comfortable to be dressed like that.
"Excuse me, do you know where I would find Jenny Colbright?" the man called out as he approached Morgan.
"Aha, the missing partner," Morgan said under her breath, and looked at the man with more interest. He was good-looking in a cool, aloof way, and if Morgan had to guess, he was a couple of years younger than Jenny. She waited before he reached her side before she turned to him with a smile and pointed to the boat.
"She's onboard, below deck. You must be the new partner. Hi, I'm Morgan Seaver." 
Morgan held her hand out for the man to shake, and he seemed a little put off that she knew he was Jenny's partner. 
Morgan laughed before he could answer her. "News travels fast on the island. We knew you were coming, and since you're the only stranger asking for Jenny, it was easy to figure out that you are her partner. Don't worry. You'll get used to it. It took me a couple of weeks."
He shook her hand, smiling back at her, and Morgan was amazed at how the smile changed the man's face from being indifferent to engaging. Instinctively, she knew she was going to like this man.
"Thanks for the warning. My name is Nathaniel Hastings."
"Nice name. I hope you're not going to be offended when it shortened. It's pretty casual here on the island, and I just can't see anybody calling you Nathaniel." Morgan laughed.
"That's fine; the only one who calls me Nathaniel is my grandmother. Nate will do perfectly. And who's this?" Nate peered into the basket of Morgan's bike as he answered her, and Misty meowed her greeting, as well.
"That's my resident troublemaker. I guess I should make a complaint to the police. She's a notorious thief," joked Morgan.
"Good to know. I'll put her on my watch list. Now, if you'll excuse me, I better go find my partner and get up to date on what's going on." The serious look was back on Nate's face, and Morgan gave a nod of understanding. 
A few moments later, he was boarding the boat himself. Morgan was surprised when the officer didn't call out to his partner. Instead, he walked the deck, taking in every detail visible to him. Only then did Nate call Jenny's name, and a few moments later, she came on deck, with Gabe following close behind. Words were exchanged, and then a few moments later, Gabe came back to join Morgan. She gave him a questioning look.
"The new partner doesn't think civilians should be involved," he explained to Morgan.
"Well, that will last a couple of hours, and then he'll find out it will be tough to keep civilians out of any investigation. He's about to get a taste of the island life, isn’t he?"
The two shared a humorous chuckle at what they knew was in store for Nathaniel Hastings. There were no secrets kept on the island, and your business was everybody's business. An accident on the sea immediately drew the concern of the residents of Pearl Island.
Because Morgan and Gabe understood this, they didn't take any offense at being informed they weren’t needed on the case. Jenny would set her partner straight, and the close-knit community would force Nate to accept their help.
"Did you and Jenny find anything other than the pool of blood?" Morgan asked, turning the conversation back to the search of the boat.
"No, there were no signs of any kind of struggle. Whoever was injured was taken by surprise. The galley looks like he or she had been in the process of making their dinner when something interrupted them." Gabe smirked and then held up his cell phone. "I made sure to take plenty of pictures. Especially of the nautical charts found on the table. It was clear to see there was an interest in the area around Pearl Island."
Pushing a few buttons on his cell phone, Gabe brought up the pictures for Morgan to see. She zeroed in on the charts and clearly saw that areas immediately off the coast of Pearl Island had been circled in bright red.
"What do you think they were up to?"
"Don't know yet, but I think once we find out who the boat’s registered to and do a little digging, we’ll have a clearer understanding of what was going on," Gabe said. “I saw you looking over the boat from this angle pretty closely. Did you see anything unusual?" 
Before Morgan could answer, Jenny and her new partner left the deck of the boat and started towards them. The movement pulled Morgan's glance in their direction. At the same moment, the sun came up from behind a small cloud, and a small race boat rushed past the pier, causing a series of waves to move in close to the dock. The combination of those three things helped Morgan see something she hadn't before. Moving past Jenny and Nate, Morgan rushed to the side of the boat. Pulling her keys out of her pocket, she used them to latch on to a piece of fishing filament attached to the railing of the boat, hanging off the bow. Because the fishing filaments were a clear line, they hadn't seen it in their initial search.
"Jenny, check this out," Morgan called out to her friend. 
Gabe joined the other two as they turned and rushed back to where Morgan stood to pull the line away from the railing. It was an awkward stretch, and Jenny quickly jumped on deck to grab the line from that side of the boat. The line was taunt from a weight it held, and she slowly pulled it up, being careful not to let it bang against the side of the boat.
The line was attached to a small piece of wood and as it broke the surface, Morgan stepped back, shaken. Gabe gave her a quick look, but she shook her head, not wanting to talk in front of the newcomer.
As Jenny pulled the piece of wood into her hands, she gasped. She knew immediately what it was. She’d picked up a thing or two working her summers at the Maritime Museum, and it was easy to recognize that this was a piece of a ship sunk for years beneath the water.






  
  Chapter 8

The three of them standing on the dock stared at the piece of wood in Jenny's hands. They didn't realize what she held, but Morgan had the sense that it was going to be a key element in solving the murder. She had an uncanny feeling that by bringing the piece of wood up from the bottom of the sea, they had disturbed more than the hull of the ship. There was a sense that the balance of nature was off-kilter now, and she didn't know how to explain it to anyone, so she just kept her thoughts to herself. 
"Hey, what's going on down there, you all?" In one movement, the four of them turned towards the voice calling out from where Morgan had left the bike. 
Kathy was standing there, one hand holding Misty, the other hand waving at them. She wore a flowery sun-dress; the wind catching it along with her wild curls. She looked like the gypsy her grandmother often called her. Not waiting for an answer, Kathy settled Misty in her basket and headed to the ramp, curious about what was going on. She waved to the wolf whistles from the sailors on the Coast Guard cutter moored on the other side of the pier. She knew most of the men and took no offense, merely smiling and shaking her finger at one of the older men.
"You behave yourself now, Shamus, or I'll tell your wife on you," Kathy shouted back at the older sailor, causing the other sailors to laugh.
Jenny groaned at the antics of her sister, and Morgan smiled. She couldn't help it. Kathy was so infectious with her carefree ways and her pretty smile. Morgan looked around her and noticed that Nate was staring at Kathy intently, his mouth partly open in astonishment. 
"Oops, it looks like Kathy's made another conquest," Gabe whispered to Morgan, as he also noticed Nate's expression.
By now, Kathy was standing next to them, and she held out her hand in greeting to the newcomer. But then her attention was caught by the piece of wood Jenny held, and in a swift movement, she jumped aboard the deck of the ship boat and gently took the piece of wood from her sister’s hand.
"I know this piece." She looked at her sister intently. "And so do you. We've seen other pieces like this in the museum." She turned to the others and explained. "It's not so much that you can identify the wood; it’s more like you can feel the story of the wood. This is from the ship that sank years ago after getting caught in a hurricane offshore. From time to time, a piece will come ashore, and the stories of shipwrecks and lost treasures will surface again."
Kathy and her sister exchanged a look before Jenny replied. "And that means the island is going to be inundated with treasure hunters coming to try to claim their piece. Well, Nate, you've picked a great time to join us. It's going to get pretty active on this island as soon as this news breaks." Jenny nodded her head to a group of bystanders who were watching her and the others. “If it hasn't already." 
It was clear that one of them had seen the wood as he pointed at it with his arms outstretched. Nate also noticed what was going on, and he quickly came aboard. Grabbing a folded up plastic bag from his back pocket, he slid the wood into the bag, cutting it loose from the railing but not free from the fishing line. That went in the bag along with the wood, as evidence.
Gabe understood what was going on, as well, and he walked back to the pier to talk to the onlookers. Whatever he said seemed to work, and they dispersed with a nod, as if they agreed with something he had told them. A few moments later, he walked back down to join Morgan and Kathy.
"Thankfully, that was a group of full-time residents who completely understand what happens when the treasure ship talks start. They've agreed to keep quiet about the find for now. But I don't think it'll give us much time," Gabe said.
While they were talking, Jenny got a phone call, and she walked away from the railing to answer. Motioning with her hand, she called Nate to her side. They conversed for a few moments and then came back to join the others along the dock.
"That was the Coast Guard. We found who the boat is registered to–"
"Do you always share investigative material with your friends?" Nate snapped at her.
"Look, there are two things you need to get in your head right now; the first and most important is I am your superior and the lead in this investigation,” Jenny snapped back. “The second? You don't know island life, and you’d better tread lightly until you learn what's going on. Because if you don't, you can alienate people who could be vital to your investigation." 
Kathy quickly intervened, hating to hear the argumentative tones between her sister and a new partner. "Jenny is right. We work together on the island. Besides, Morgan and Gabe have been instrumental in helping solve another murder. The murder of Morgan's aunt. So, you'll find there are no two people we would rather trust. And Jenny wouldn't dare keep me out of anything, would you, sis?"
Nate looked at the four who stood in front of him, staring him down. He quickly made a smart decision to play by their rules and not by the rules he had learned in his training. In a small community, he realized he needed to fit in and not be antagonistic.
"Okay. My apologies. You're the lead; what do we do now?" Nate asked Jenny, deferring to her rank and experience.
A collective sigh went up between the group, and it felt to Morgan like a new step had been taken, and a new alliance had just formed.






  
  Chapter 9

"Great. Now that we're all on the same page, weren't you going to tell us who the owners of the boat are?" Gabe asked Jenny. 
The others laughed along with him, the tension broke, teamwork in the makings.
"Right. The Coast Guard is contacting the owners. It's a firm on the mainland I'm not familiar with, but they specialize in water salvaging. From what the Coast Guard has told me, the owners work alongside insurance companies. The company is called Lost Treasures," Jenny answered, checking her notes to be sure she had the right name.
"Oh, I know them. I've met the owners a couple of times,” Kathy chimed in, eager to gossip about what she knew about the owners of the company. “It's interesting. Two women own the company, and they're real go-getters. They took two family companies their husbands had just about destroyed, combined their resources, and turned it into one company after getting their divorce settlements. It's now a very profitable company."
"How do you find out all this information, Kathy?" Gabe asked, shaking his head in bewilderment. 
But he was ignored when Morgan urged Kathy to tell them more information. “Have they had any problems in the past? Problems that might have led to this kind of situation?"
Jenny answered both questions. "Not that I've heard. Like I said, they work alongside insurance companies, so they better be aboveboard and follow a lot of rules and regulations. I met the two owners at a charity function
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