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  Author’s Note to Readers


Hello, friends! Here’s another glimpse into my somewhat distorted mind. This story is about a family-owned inn and the strange going’s on there. It’s set in a town outside of Salem, Massachusetts, so anything could happen! 
If you picked up this book because you’re a fan of Dearly & the Departed, thank you for taking the trip to Marblehead Manor. I think it’s a fun ride.
Much thanks to Mildred, Beau, and Arden for your help in getting this story out—the three of you are fantastic!
I hope you enjoy the magic and mysteries at Marblehead Manor!
--L.A. Kaye






  
  Summary


Mystery and magic surround the family O’Toole. Will the current generation running Marblehead Manor add to the lore, or will they bring the house down? 
Marblehead Manor, a quaint bed-and-breakfast in Marblehead, Massachusetts, has been the home of generations of O’Tooles and Kellys, most of whom have stuck around the manor—even in death.
The current proprietors, Connor O’Toole and his twin, Mariah, enjoy their lives as innkeepers, fulfilling their mother’s dream of hosting visitors in their home. There are strict rites of passage which must be followed to maintain order—and power, but since birth, Connor hasn’t been one to care much for rules… 
Clint Blackwell arrives at the inn after car trouble, not sure what to think of the owners of the inn. Is there something magical waiting for Clint at the stately old Victorian?
Will Connor’s obsessive pursuit of his soul mate lead to chaos and regret? Will the odd events Clint encounters alert him that Marblehead Manor isn’t just a run-of-the-mill bed-and-breakfast? And what’s up with that pesky cat? Check into Marblehead Manor and find out for yourself!
This original work of paranormal/urban fantasy fiction is approximately 45,000 words in length, is a standalone book with magic, mayhem, and men, and ends in an H-E-A. I hope you enjoy it!
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  Chapter One


[image: Black cat with the words: Welcome to Marblehead Manor]
Black cat with the words: Welcome to Marblehead Manor
“Welcome to Marblehead Manor. Do you have a reservation?” Connor O’Toole asked. 
Connor ran the inn with his twin sister, Mariah. It had been their mother’s dream, opening up the old family home to make it a refuge for travelers, offering hospitality and a place to relax… maybe with a bit of a magical experience? Of the most innocent kind, of course.
The guy facing him smiled. “I have a reservation under Turner, Will Turner.” He had bright blue-gray eyes and blond hair, which was right up Connor’s alley. The man was perfect at first glance.
Connor perused the old-fashioned reservation book Mariah insisted they use, seeing the man had reserved the “Pine Suite,” the large loft on the third floor which had been remodeled after their mother’s untimely death under mysterious circumstances. 
The new version of the suite had both a private balcony and an ensuite bathroom, along with a separate sitting room with a television and entertainment center. They had been Maggie’s rooms when she’d been alive. When Connor and Mariah were updating the rooms, they added Wi-Fi to the house for the guests’ convenience just before reopening the inn. 
“So, you’ll be with us for most of the summer, I see. Business or pleasure?” Connor asked with a bright grin. The man was very good-looking, and according to what Connor had been told, Will Turner could be everything Connor wanted in a man. He just had to figure out if he was everything the other man wanted in a man—if he wanted a man.
Connor and his sister, Mariah, were fraternal twins, meaning they didn’t look much alike. He had chestnut brown hair and amber eyes. His sister, however, was a blonde-haired, blue-eyed beauty. Boys all over town had been sniffing around her since she was a teenager, but she’d never dated. Connor didn’t know why, and when he asked, she’d been very close-lipped about it. He respected her privacy, so he left it alone.
“A mix, actually. I’m writing a book, and this place seemed like a suitable setting for a murder mystery. I’ll do some research and hopefully get some inspiration from the town. Any ghosts live here?” the man asked with his own teasing grin.
Connor laughed. “Well, as you know, we’re not that far from Salem, so you never know what might come drifting in. There are books in the library off the sitting room you might find interesting that document the evolution of the town. I’d be happy to give you a tour of the grounds and a brief history lesson if you’re interested at some point. We have relatives in the family who were accused of witchcraft, or so my mother told me,” he offered with a smirk.
Connor sensed his twin was about to enter the lobby area from the kitchen, so he gently swept his hand behind his back, motioning the door to slam and lock to keep Mariah out. He didn’t need her ruining his first impression with the man Connor believed could be amazing.
The handsome guest turned toward the sound of the slamming door, giving Connor an instant to lift his hand, gently flapping his fingers to open the windows in the lobby before he spun his finger to create a grand breeze, including the soft ringing of the wind chimes on the front porch. When it ruffled Will’s blond hair, the man turned toward Connor with a grin. “Wow, I guess a storm’s brewing?” 
Connor laughed. “There’s always a storm somewhere, isn’t there? Let’s get you settled, Mr. Turner. Lunch will be in an hour, and Mariah’s a wonderful cook. I believe she was planning a grilled cheese and soup offering. Of course, if that’s not to your liking, she’ll be happy to make you something else, but her specials are unparalleled,” Connor told him as he picked up the man’s bags and began leading him upstairs. In Connor’s opinion, it was shaping up to be a lovely summer.
Proceeding up the grand staircases, Connor pointed out portraits of his family along the way. “That’s my great grandmother, Mariah Kelly, who my sister is named after. Poor Mariah was hung for being a witch in 1878, long after the original witch trials were over,” Connor explained as he waved the apparition out of the way from her place under her photograph. There was no need to scare the man on his first night at Marblehead Manor.
He heard Will chuckle from behind him. “Is this part of the experience? Tell me a bunch of ghost stories and then go stomping around in galoshes at midnight? I didn’t realize I’d signed up for a ghost tour and a show. I just want a place to submerge in the local color and use the library in town for research. You don’t need to add to the experience, Mr. O’Toole. I get it. We’re in witch country. It’s part of the mystique,” Mr. Turner said, his voice taking a bit of a sniping tone that Connor didn’t exactly like hearing.
Just then Connor’s cat Carmen slinked up to them, meowing to beat the band. Connor put down one of the man’s bags and picked her up, glancing behind him to see Mr. Turner with a pad and pen, writing something down as he looked at the name plates under the family photos. 
“You should be in our rooms, you naughty girl. We have a guest, and he might not like felines,” he chastised just loud enough for Will Turner to hear him.
Will chuckled behind him. “I’m a cat lover. They’re aloof, and I can relate to it,” the man stated.
Connor put Carmen down and reclaimed the duffel bag as they climbed the last staircase to the third floor. He opened the door with the key, seeing everything in better order than he expected. He’d have to thank Mariah for her thorough attention to detail when redesigning the guest rooms. 
“Welcome to the Pine Suite, Mr. Turner. I’m sure you’d like to get settled, and please, feel free to open any windows you’d like. That’s your private bath,” he told the man as he pointed to the left, subtly lifting his right hand so the bathroom window slid open to allow a breeze.
Will Turner surveyed the room, and Connor put any negative thoughts about the man’s earlier comments out of his mind. He gently reached out to pull a hair from the man’s head, seeing him flinch and reach back to scratch. “If you need anything, there’s an intercom right there,” Connor told him as he pointed to the box by the door. 
It wasn’t necessary for them to hear the guest in the Pine Suite through the intercom because he could hear everything that happened in the house with a little magical spice, but it was another essential prop so as not to give away just how special the house was, along with those who lived at Marblehead Manor.
“Thanks, Connor. I think I’ll shower and maybe take a walk around town after your sister’s tempting-sounding lunch,” Will replied.
Connor nodded as he handed the man the key to the room. He didn’t need a key to get inside, and he hoped their Pine Suite guest would give him a very sexy reason to invade the man’s privacy. He had a wonderful feeling about Will Turner.
After he had the man settled into his rooms, Connor returned downstairs with Carmen hot on his trail, chasing some imaginary thing through his legs as he tried to traverse the three flights of stairs. 
“Stop it,” he scolded the feline. She’d tried to trip him up before, which he was sure was Mariah’s doing by hexing his familiar because she didn’t get along with Mariah’s raven, Edgar. Connor wasn’t about to play into their petty games.
Once he landed in the kitchen, Connor snapped his fingers at his sister, breaking her concentration. Carmen quickly ran out the back screen door as Connor wheeled on Mariah. “What’s wrong with him?”
“He’s not the one, Connor. You think every one of them is the one, but he’s not it,” she told him as she slammed a meat cleaver into the cutting board she’d been using to break down two chickens for frying after they’d marinated in buttermilk and spices. It was to be their dinner that night, and Connor loved her fried chicken.
“You don’t know it with certainty, Ria. Mam said my mate would be a beautiful blond. He’s a blond, and I happen to find him incredibly beautiful,” Connor snapped.
Mariah exhaled. “Mam thought you’d marry a woman, Connor. She didn’t know you were gay. You can’t continue this ridiculously tiresome pursuit of a mate. I haven’t even begun looking for mine, and I’m eight-minutes older. You can’t marry before me, remember?” she taunted. 
Yes, he knew he wasn’t supposed to, but Connor would definitely look for an end around it if she wasn’t married before he found his soul mate. And he didn’t believe for one second that she hadn’t started looking for a mate. 
“Well then, you need to get to it, Ria. I don’t plan to be an old spinster, you know. I’ll give you a month to find someone to date before I make my move. I love you very much, but I won’t let you keep me here all my life just because you’re afraid to love. Now, where’re the protection herbs?” Connor asked as he began moving around the large kitchen.
“Why?” Mariah asked as she continued to stare at him with exasperation evident on her face. He could feel it flowing freely from her, and he wasn’t about to let it sour his jovial mood. 
After he found the herbs, he took them outside to the fire pit in the backyard, snapping his fingers to light the hemlock logs resting inside. He took the hair he’d snatched from Will Turner’s head, holding it in his palm as he sprinkled the herbs over it. “Be it love or be it lust, protecting the man and his things is a must,” he stated quietly as he tossed the contents onto the fire. 
Connor enjoyed seeing the brightly hued sparks mingle together as the smoke filtered toward the third-floor room and in through the bathroom window, where he could hear Will humming to himself as he showered.
It wasn’t that Connor suspected evil would befall the man in the Pine Suite. It was his sister, Mariah, who was the biggest threat to his new love interest. Thus, the protection spell became necessary.   
He turned to see his Uncle Phineas float across the yard with a big grin. “Uncle Phin. Has Ria summoned you again?” he asked, happy to see his uncle making an appearance—even if it was at his sister’s bidding. 
Phineas Barnes was the twin brother of Shannon Barnes Kelly, who was Connor’s grandmother. The man had been shot by the town constable when he was caught screwing the man’s eldest son during the 1970s, and their mother, Margaret Kelly O’Toole, who was lovingly referred to as Maggie, had refused to bring him back from the middle plane. 
Phineas became tied to the second plane as an unsettled spirit, until he could talk a living witch into summoning a necromancer to bring him back to life. It would give him another shot at being a productive member of society, but with Phin’s freewheeling history and dabbling in dark magic, Maggie had instructed that none of them were to do so. Mariah was always baiting Phin with the possibility of doing it when she needed special instruction for a spell from his grimoire.
“No. Your mother sent me this time. She says your soulmate will come in a different package than she expected. She said to take things slow and prepare for a bit of skepticism. Do not show yourself too soon, Connor. Build trust carefully. There will be someone who will come into your life who may appear to be your soulmate, but they will only bring harm if you move too swiftly. Beware,” his uncle told him… as cryptic as always.
“If I offered to bring you back, would you—” he said just as a stiff wind blew up from the river that ran along the edge of the property, on it riding the stench of rotting fish.
“You know how she feels about the dark arts, Connor. Why do you think she made known her intentions regarding the two of you summoning him to bring her back? We don’t dabble in dark magic. I did it once, and a demon leeched some of my powers as payment, which was why I didn’t sense the damn constable sneaking up on us in the barn,” Uncle Phin rambled.   
“Sean never should have started using black magic, and when he traded his soul for ultimate power, your mother kicked him out of your lives. You were babies, but she was too afraid to allow him to stay.” Uncle Phin repeated the warning Connor had heard from his sister and mother on an endless loop since he was old enough to understand its meaning.
“I still think there’s a way to bring Mam back without marking my soul,” Connor stated yet again. It was the same argument he’d had with Mariah every time the subject presented itself. 
“Don’t try to fool yourself, Connor. You know the witch who summons the necromancer receives a black mark on their soul, and eventually, the evil spirits come to collect it. They take your powers to the necromancer so you’re left helpless in the third plane without being able to communicate with your family in any way.” 
It was true that white witches were forbidden from summoning demons to aid them in dark magic, which was what Phin had done before. He’d wanted to perform a greed spell to get money in hopes of winning the love of the rich constable’s son. The plan had worked until the constable shot Phin in the back while he and the son were fucking in the barn, sending Phin to the second plane at a very young age. 
Maggie had refused to summon the necromancer to bring him back, and they hadn’t spoken for a very long time—until Maggie was killed under suspicious circumstances and sent directly to the third plane. Thankfully, Phin could still communicate with her, but she’d refused to allow anyone to summon the necromancer to bring her back to the second plane. 
Unfortunately, she could never return to the first plane. Connor continued to look for loopholes in the rules of magic so his mother could come back to him and his sister. That would be the answer to Connor’s prayers. 
“I’d love to return to the first plane to be among the living again, but I’ve been left in the second plane because it was the right thing to do. My transgressions were my downfall, but I don’t mind it… well, except for the sex, but I’ll live,” Uncle Phin teased. They both laughed at his joke.
It was true their mother, as the head of their coven, had threatened to bind Connor and Mariah’s powers if she even had an inkling either of them were giving a second thought to dabbling in dark magic like Uncle Phin. That was why it was so unsettling that Maggie ended up on the third plane. 
In the world of practitioners of the white arts, there were three planes of existence—the first plane being the living plane. It was where humans and magical beings lived and worked together, though few humans knew of magical beings. 
The second plane was where the spirits of white witches walked, able to go for short periods of time to the first plane. It was where those who had unfinished business existed. It was where most of Connor’s family remained because they had much unfinished business and weren’t ready to let go of the lives they’d had on the first plane. 
Connor was more than happy for their stubbornness. He would miss them all too much if they left Mariah and him behind.  
The third plane was where Maggie O’Toole was stuck. It was for those magicals who had strayed from the path of light and performed the forbidden spells that had been outlawed in the magical world. As far as anyone knew, it wasn’t Maggie who had strayed.
Over the course of their marriage, Maggie had noticed her husband was changing, but she refused to believe he was practicing dark magic, especially since he knew how she felt about it—under no circumstances was it to be played with. 
Sean O’Toole had been a pure soul when the couple had met, but over time, small things happened that gave Maggie pause—surprising gambling winnings at card games with strangers or found jewels that were never claimed, even after an ad was run in the local paper. 
The thing that opened Maggie’s eyes to Sean’s walk down a dark path was because a man tried to cheat Sean after he’d performed repairs to the man’s home. The man had told Sean that the work was shoddy and he wasn’t going to pay, which sent Sean into a rage. Two days later, the man had drowned in a nearby shallow creek that had swollen during a small rainstorm. 
Sean had been a formidable witch in his own right, but he became power hungry, craving the ability to rule the forces of both good and evil. He began dabbling in dark potions and spells without Maggie’s knowledge, using the rock smokehouse that once stood near the river at the back of the property. 
Uncle Phin had told Connor that Maggie had learned from her spirit guides that it was built on top of the portal to the dark world, so after Sean was banished from the property and their lives, Maggie, Phin, and Shannon had joined their powers to seal the portal and cleanse the spot with fire, burning down the smokehouse on Samhain, or All Hallows Day. Connor and Mariah were a year old when it happened. 
“If you believe it’s for the best, why do you allow Mariah to trick you with the offer to bring you back? You know she’ll never go against Mam’s wishes regarding the dark arts, right?” Connor asked.
Phin chuckled. “In all honesty, I don’t want to be brought back, Connor. I enjoy giving your sister assistance when it’s needed. It tickles me when she believes she’s fooling me with her empty temptations. Besides, I’m trying to redeem myself for some of my evil deeds during my human days.”
Connor was a bit stunned at his uncle’s confession. It actually warmed his heart to know the man was happy just looking out for Mariah and him. “So, you just like hanging out with us?” he teased.
Uncle Phin grinned. “Helping your sister perfect her white magic so she can teach it to you when you’re serious about learning strengthens the family bond. It’s not so lonely, my existence. I get to scare the teenagers from time to time who hang out down by the train tracks where they drink and smoke cannabis, which is quite enjoyable for me,” Uncle Phin told him, bringing the two of them a hearty laugh.
“Mam didn’t tell you whether Will Turner is my soul mate?” Connor asked on the off chance his uncle was feeling generous with information.
Unfortunately, the older man tsked at him. “Do you think your mam would ever tempt your fate? You know for a fact that cheating comes with a price,” Uncle Phin stated, raising his voice as he turned toward the bathroom window on the third floor, clearly aware of the protection spell Connor had cast over Will Turner and his rooms.
“That’s just because Mariah doesn’t seem to like him, and I wouldn’t put it past her to hex Carmen to trip him on his way down the stairs to break his neck. Or, maybe Ria will try to poison him by putting snakeweed in his pillowcase. Do you know why she’s so dead set against marrying or even dating?” Connor asked his uncle.
Uncle Phin snarled a bit. “Heartbreak, I’m afraid. It’s a nasty business, ya know. Your sister fell in love with someone long ago, though I don’t know whom. From what I understand, she came to believe the love to be doomed and shut herself off from it. She needs to heal her heart before she can look for another, and you need to help her with that process, Connor.” 
“I’d do anything for Ria, Uncle Phin. Just tell me,” he implored.
His uncle sighed. “It will take some sacrifice, Connor. Only unconditional love and support can heal a shattered heart.”
His uncle glanced at the window again, and Connor felt his heart break. Of course, he had no idea if Will Turner was gay. And if he wasn’t? 
Could Connor allow his twin to have the man if that was what Uncle Phin was alluding to? Could he let go of the intense desire for the man to be his soulmate? They’d just spoken a few sentences, but they were important words, in Connor’s opinion. Was it even possible to fall in love with someone so quickly?
“Thank you, Uncle. Has mam said anything at all about the events leading to her death?” he asked, knowing it was a futile question. His mother was an avid rule follower.
“You know that’s not how it works. You have to find her killer and get them to free her soul by admitting their wrongdoing and professing remorse in order to allow her to travel through both worlds. That’s the one thing your mother did for me so I can walk between the two planes of existence. Apologize to your sister and get back on track,” Phineas ordered before he floated away.
Connor headed inside to find his sister, busy at the stove. “I’m sorry about biting off your head earlier, Ria. You’re right. I have no idea if the man is meant for me. I was just so happy to see a beautiful blond come into the inn. What can I do to help with lunch?” he offered as the front desk bell rang.
“Go get that, please. We have another couple yet to check in,” she said as she finished peeling potatoes before dumping them into a pot of water. He kissed her on the top of her head and headed out to the front desk.
Standing in the foyer was a gorgeous, dark-blond man with bright green eyes and a few freckles on his nose. His eyes were scanning everything in the foyer except Connor.
“Welcome to Marblehead Manor. Do you have a reservation with us?” he asked, knowing there was just one other reservation, an older couple who was celebrating their thirty-fifth anniversary. 
The husband had inquired about whether they could rent bikes to do some birdwatching, so Connor had gone to town and spirited Calvin Maguire
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