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Chapter One





 




 



He lays

on his side on the animal hide, his head propped up on his elbow, watching her

sleep. How long does she think her excuse of gathering roots and snaring

rabbits will last, especially when she has so little to show for the time she’s

been away?




The naked woman beside

him stretches in her sleep. Her copper skin glows even in the dimmest light.

Her ebony hair spreads fan-like around her head. Her features are fine, her lips lush, begging to be kissed. When open, her

almond-shaped brown eyes, flecked with gold, add to her exotic beauty. She’s

unlike any woman he’s ever known, and he’s known many despite his mixed blood. It’s

craziness to stay here like this, but he can’t leave without her. The odds of

getting caught increase with every visit she pays to his secret grotto, but he

loves her more than he’s ever thought possible.




He reaches for her, runs

his calloused hand down the side of her warm, silky torso. Her nipples pucker at

his touch. Her eyes open, and she smiles. She raises her arms and pulls him

down on top of her. His lips meet hers with an insatiable hunger. His tongue

delves into her warm, willing mouth, feasting on her sweetness, and he hardens painfully.




Without any warning, the

dreamscape shifts, and he runs through the brush, fleeing for his life. Twigs

and branches tear at his buckskin garments. A thorn bush rakes his face. If he’s

caught, it’ll mean torture and death, but he isn’t worried about himself. He

worries about her. Has she gotten back safely? He slows his pace. Through the

trees, he looks over at the far side of the lake and sees her tall, lithe

figure standing on the beach. Her beauty, grace, and majesty set her apart from

the other squaws. Those harridans point and scream, but she stands still,

wrapped in the woven, quilted blanket she showed him not two hours ago. He doesn’t

dare stop for a better look. His heart thunders in his ears, his side aches,

but he increases his speed, pushing his painful muscles beyond their limit. The

enemy approaches, but she’s safe, and that’s all that matters. He doesn’t see

the log across the path. He stumbles and falls…




Tony Steele awoke with a start. His heart pounded, and sweat

covered his body. His ragged breathing dragged air into his oxygen deprived

lungs. His muscles screamed and cramped the way they did after a particularly

grueling cross-country race. Not again.

For weeks now, these strange dreams had haunted him. Dreams?

Hell. These memories lingered as if it he’d actually done these things.




He shuddered despite the heat emanating from his body. He rose,

went to the window, and opened it slightly. He breathed deeply, hoping to calm

himself, knowing it wouldn’t happen any time soon. He glanced into the parking

lot. Through the curtain of rain, he noticed Aaron’s car parked once more in the

lot, but not in its regular spot.




Somewhat cooler, he shut the window. He raised his hand to

his stinging cheek, surprised to feel wetness there. He padded into the

bathroom, turned on the light, and stared in the mirror. Blood seeped from the ugly

red scratch on his face.




Damn! That’s a hell of

a scratch. I need to cut my nails.




Using a tissue, he sopped up the blood and touched a septic

pencil to his cheek to stop the bleeding. He cursed at its sting, tossed the

tissue in the garbage can, and left the bathroom. The stairs creaked under his

heavy footsteps. He entered the kitchen, opened the fridge, and took out a

bottle of water. Half of it disappeared in one gulp, and he wiped his mouth

with the back of his hand. These dreams disoriented him and had taken on a life

of their own. Like a voyeur peeking through a window, he watched the carnal

scene unfold night after night. He recognized himself as the man in the dreams

despite the longer hair and the scars and tattoos marring his body.




He wandered out onto the screened-in porch and looked out at

the lake. The strong night winds whipped it into a frenzy

as if the water boiled with anger. He checked his watch. Two

in the morning again. He needed to break this habit. These unusually

vivid dreams had started the first night he’d arrived at the resort. Most of

them, exquisite, erotic fantasies, left him dissatisfied, but tonight’s dream

had transitioned into a flight for his life. From personal research, he knew a

dream’s meaning rarely had anything to do with its contents. This research

project into the source of the water in the lake meant everything to him

personally and professionally. He was afraid something would happen to ruin it.

That explained being chased, but it didn’t explain the sexual fantasies. Those

he understood easily enough.




He recognized the woman in his dreams as the shawl-wrapped stranger

who walked along the beach every now and then. Beautiful and exotic, something

about her called to his soul. He preferred women who didn’t look like carbon

copies of others, and this one intrigued him. He thought about her now.




He’d noticed her the night he’d arrived. He never slept well

in a new bed. Unable to settle, he’d stepped out onto the porch and noticed

someone else apparently suffering from insomnia. A woman, a blanket wrapped

around herself, her hair in a long braid down her back, strolled along the edge

of the sandy beach. She’d moved southeast toward the edge of the lookout. He’d

stepped outside to get a better look at her, but she’d vanished.




The next night, his imagination and libido had taken over,

and in his dreams, she’d entered his leafy grotto, and they’d had mind-blowing

sex. The things they’d done to one another. Thank God he’d awakened before his

body had finished responding to his fantasy.




He’d gotten up, frustrated as old hell, and had gone

downstairs. Standing in the screened-in porch, he’d looked out at the lake.

Unlike tonight, the water had resembled a mirror reflecting the stars on its

surface, and he’d been suspended between the water and the sky—everything

brighter, crisper, and clearer than he’d expected. Animals scurried in the

brush nearby. Bats swooped overhead. An owl hooted, and he’d shivered. Didn’t

some of the Native American tribes believe death followed the cries of an owl?




He’d turned to go back inside when he’d glimpsed his mystery

woman coming along the beach from the marshy area to the north. He’d called out

to her. She’d turned at the sound of his voice and stopped. In the moonlight,

he’d seen the sparkle of silver tears on her cheeks. Naked, he’d hurried into

the kitchen, grabbed his damp swimsuit off the drying rack, and rushed out, but

she’d disappeared.




He blinked, and the memory passed. He’d never seen a storm

as vicious as tonight’s. The rain came down in sheets. Thank God the kids had

made it back safely. He turned to go inside when a flash of lightning, the

first he’d noticed tonight, illuminated the beach.




What the hell?




The woman, wrapped in her blanket, walked along the beach as

if all hell wasn’t breaking loose around her. He ran to the door and raced

across the short expanse of grass. He stopped at the edge of the water. Where

had she gone? As she’d done every time he’d tried to catch her, she’d vanished.

Wet through, he hurried back inside. He saw the light go out in Jackson’s room.




Tony entered the cabin, stripped off his wet clothes, and

tossed them in the kitchen sink. Naked and shivering, he climbed the stairs and

went into the bathroom. He took a hot shower and then dried his shoulder-length

hair. He needed to get it cut. He grabbed a clean T-shirt and a pair of boxers

out of the drawer. Exhausted, he fell into bed hoping for sleep.





 



* * * *





 



Naked, she lies on her

back inside the green, leafy grotto, which meshes seamlessly into the

landscape. It’s late morning, and after last night’s storm, everything smells clean

and fresh. She stares up at the man she loves, but darkness and his long,

honey-brown hair shadow his face. Her body hums in anticipation of his touch.

Her nipples harden. His large, calloused hands caress her, and where they touch,

her flesh burns with desire.




He runs the fingers of

one hand through her unbraided hair. His lips capture hers in a searing kiss,

branding her his. She reaches up to him. She opens her mouth, and a deep moan

escapes her as his lips meet hers.




The

scene changes. He runs along

the edge of the forest across the lake. Run, my love, she screams silently as

all around her the women urge their men to hurry, pointing at him, screaming

instructions. He stops, and once she knows he’s seen her, she turns away.

They’ll catch him, and she can’t bear to watch him be killed. She pulls her

marriage blanket tightly around her shoulders. Everyone thinks she’s made it

for another. Sobbing, she hurries away from the beach…




Michelle Thomas awoke in tears as she had so many nights

since arriving in Thunder Bay. Bathed in sweat, she shivered with need and a

bone-deep cold invaded her body. The nightmares, usually terrifying, realistic

visions of her watery death, exhausted her. Recently the dreams which had

plagued her most of her life had changed, and these new ones in which she was

both participant and witness, frustrated and grieved her. She preferred those

old night terrors to these out of body erotic fantasies with a man whose face she

never saw, but loved with every ounce of her being. Tonight, the thought of his

capture and death made the pain of loss worse than ever. How could she go on

like this?




Her wild weeping slowed to sobbing. She got out of bed and

padded into the motel room’s washroom. She turned on the light and gasped at

the mirror’s reflection. The face of a woman who closely resembled her—the Mohawk

woman in braids she’d been seeing off and on for weeks now—glared accusingly at

her.




“What do you want from me?” She yelled at the face in the mirror, anguish loud in her tear-filled voice. “You’re dead.

He’s dead. I don’t have any answers for you. Go away. Leave me in peace.”




She’d be glad to leave this cursed place in the morning and

get back to her own neglected apartment in Toronto. With luck, the ghost would

stay here and let her get on with her life. Tonight, as it did every time it

manifested itself, the spirit stared reproachfully at her, tears running down

its cheeks. The specter had first appeared shortly after her arrival in Thunder

Bay. As much as she’d like to ignore the manifestation, she couldn’t.




Michelle turned on the tap, and the image vanished replaced

by her own. With trembling hand, she held a glass under the spigot and filled

it with water. She opened her cosmetic case and took out two acetaminophen

tablets to ease the headache pounding in her skull.




She returned to the bedroom, turned up the heat, sat on the

bed, and wrapped herself in the comforter, searching for solace, knowing she’d

find none. Ghosts didn’t frighten her, but something about this manifestation

unsettled her. Madam Mohawk, as she referred to the spirit, represented her

past, an ancestry she denied vigorously. Her birth mother may have been Mohawk,

but those people had tossed her away as an infant. She’d been “reborn white” to

kind and loving adoptive parents she missed terribly, and by God, she’d stay

“white” no matter what.




She’d recently investigated reincarnation, and while

skeptical about what she’d read, there were aspects of the haunting which fit

the pattern more than she’d like to believe. She’d also taken time to study mental

illnesses, which might present the same way. She didn’t have Multiple

Personality Disorder, but the ghostly presence and her increased aversion to

water disconcerted her. Something was wrong, and she needed to fix it before it

drove her crazy.




Michelle stared into the quiet darkness. She hated the

silence. It reminded her of the before-time when she’d been normal like

everyone else. She’d fallen out of a canoe at summer camp at age twelve. It had

taken time to find her in the murky waters of the lake, and even more time to

get her to shore. When she’d awakened in the hospital after nine days in a

coma, she hadn’t been alone. She’d heard voices no one else heard, saw people

who weren’t there, and all of them had something in common—they’d all drowned.

She hadn’t understood what had happened to her, but it hadn’t taken her long to

realize her little quirk needed to be kept secret, even from those closest to

her.




Because of her near-drowning, Michelle disliked water.

Although her parents had insisted she learn to swim, she always thought she’d

rather undergo root-canal surgery than go swimming in a lake. Helping those

who’d died that way find peace and comforting those who grieved, helped control

her distress. Unfortunately, her fear of water had escalated into a serious

problem lately, one she wasn’t prepared to share with anyone.




Nestled in the blanket in the warm room, she recognized the

various sounds emerging in the darkness—crickets, bullfrogs, an owl, and the

screech of car tires. Outside, gusts of wind blew against the windows rattling

the screen. Inside, the ticking of her alarm clock matched her heartbeat. Who

was her mysterious, faceless lover? The things the man could do to her body! Even

now, the memory of his rough hands against her skin sent waves of need through

her. Tonight, there had been a different aspect to the dream, one that upset

her more than usual. What atrocities would she have witnessed if she hadn’t

awakened? She didn’t know how much more pain her poor heart could tolerate.




She suspected whatever the ghost needed was tied up with the

erotic dreams far more vivid than any real-life experience she’d had.

Everything centered on the man. She chuckled, the sound loud in the silent

room.




Okay. I’m desperately

in love with a man whose face I can’t see, who’s been dead for a couple hundred

years. How pathetic is that?




She closed her eyes and imagined his hands moving slowly

across her naked flesh, enflaming her. Desire pooled in her stomach. She

imagined her hands roaming across his beautiful body, tracing every scar there.

She ran her fingers through his long, wavy, honey-brown hair. She felt his

full, warm lips on hers, tasted him when his tongue invaded her mouth and tangled

with hers.




Who are you? Her

heart begged.




She shook her head, blinked, and forced herself out of the

fantasy. The last thing I need is to go

there again tonight.




Unfortunately, the ghost she saw didn’t speak, so where would she find the two-hundred-year-old

ghost of the man she loved, the one who obviously needed her help? Most likely

in this area since the haunting had started here, but duty called her back to

Toronto tomorrow.




“I will come back and find you.” Her voice echoed in the

silence of the room. She looked at the clock—two a.m. She had to get up at

seven to catch her flight. Feeling a bit calmer, she stretched out on the bed

and closed her eyes. The vision in the mirror filled her mind, and wept as she

always did.





 



* * * *





 



Frantic pounding at the door woke Tony from a sound sleep.

He looked at the alarm beside the bed—barely after eight.




“Professor Steele! Wake up! Please wake up? They’re dead, professor,

they’re dead!” Jackson’s panic-filled voice jolted Tony into full

consciousness.




What the hell? Dead? Who’s dead?




He jumped out of bed, grabbed the jeans off the floor where

he’d dropped them the previous night, and hurried barefoot down the stairs to

open the door. Jackson’s fist hovered in mid-air preparing to pound on the door

again. Tony noticed the frantic look on the young man’s face and realized the

water streaming down his cheeks was a mixture of rain and tears. The boy panted

and Tony forced himself to assume a calm he didn’t feel. He needed to be strong

to support Jackson in his obvious distress.




“What happened, Jackson? Who’s dead?” he asked abruptly, his

tone as professorial as he could make it.




The young man pointed to the beach, to the spot where the

woman had stood the night before. On the sand, next to a canoe and assorted

branches and other debris, lay a lump of rags. Fear coursed through his veins,

and his heart leaped into his throat. Instead of vanishing, had the woman been

swept into the angry water? In that storm, a rip current could have formed and

pulled her in.




He raced down the stairs, oblivious to the cold on his feet

and the rain lashing at him as it had the night before. Jackson followed him. They

stopped beside the body—no, bodies—feet ashore, heads

under water.




“Oh, my God!” Aaron lay supine in

the water, his face barely submerged. The head tucked under his, the body

bundled inside the zippered jacket, must belong to either Lindsay or Lissa. He moved toward his students, intent on pulling them

from their watery grave, but Isaac, the resorts handyman grabbed his arm.




“No, Professor. I’m sorry, but we can’t touch them. Kara’s

called nine-one-one. We need to wait for the police.”




Tony heard a shrill scream and turned in time to see Lissa collapse to the ground. Jackson stood numbly beside

her. It’s Lindsay then.




“Jackson,” he yelled, but the boy didn’t respond. Tony

walked over to him and shook him.




The boy, obviously in shock, blinked his eyes. He looked

like a lost, frightened child. Tears coursed down his cheeks.




Tony spoke abruptly. “Help me get her inside. She’ll catch

pneumonia out here. She’s wet right through.”




The sound of footfalls on the grass alerted him to a new arrival.

Tony looked up. Kara ran across the grass toward them. The girl didn’t need to

see the bodies. Bad enough Lissa and Jackson had. No

doubt the image would remain with them, as it would with him, for the rest of

their lives.




“Kara, come here. I need your help.”




She responded to the command in his voice, turned, and ran

over to him, but her gaze drifted to the shoreline.




“I called nine-one-one like Isaac said. The dispatcher

promised someone would be here shortly. What happened?”




There was no point in hiding the truth from her. “Two of my

students have drowned.”




She gasped.




“Follow me. Lissa has fainted.

I’ll need your help undressing her and getting her into bed.”




Tears filled Kara’s eyes. “She and Aaron were going to get

married in the spring. Poor thing, and I think she’s

pregnant too.”




Tony’s head snapped up. Son of a bitch. That’s why she’s been so sick lately.




Mechanically, Jackson lifted Lissa

up into his arms and walked toward the cottage she and Aaron shared. Tony

hurried ahead of him, and opened the door.




“Take her into the bedroom, Jackson, and then go out into

the kitchen, and wait for me. Do not leave this cabin. Kara, can you undress

her?”




“Sure thing, Professor.”




He left her to it and went out into the other room to wait

for her.




“Jackson, I need you to stay with Lissa.

Don’t leave her. The police are on their way, and I’ll send the paramedics in

to have a look at both of you as soon as I can.”




Kara re-entered the sitting area. Tony followed her out of

the cottage. He heard the approaching sirens.




“Go back to the office. There isn’t anything else you can

do.”




The girl nodded and retraced her steps to the resort’s

office. The police car pulled into the lot followed by the ambulance. He hurried

down to the beach. He needed to know what the hell had happened.





 



* * * *





 



Michelle sat at a table in her favorite

deli across from her best friend Tasha and read the text message on her phone.

Her boss, Colin Sanders, the province’s chief coroner, wanted to see her as

soon as possible. It looked as if the quiet weekend she’d planned had just gone

down the drain.




Damn! After three

months in the field, you’d think I could have a few days off? I know we’re

really busy right now, but…




“It’s from Colin. He wants to see me ASAP. He’s attached

photo-documents to this text.”




“Gees. Can’t he leave you alone

long enough to eat? You just got back a couple of hours ago. Look at the

overtime you put in on that last case. I hate it when they send you those

gruesome pictures, especially when you meet me for lunch.” Tasha took a bite of

her sandwich. Despite her words, the veterinarian rarely let anything interfere

with her appetite. “We haven’t had a meal together in ages. I don’t bring my

work with me when we meet.”




Tasha jerked her head sending her long blonde ponytail

swaying back and forth across her back. Her blue eyes sparkled with mock

indignity. Work clothes did nothing to disguise her curvy, lush figure, a foil

for Michelle’s tall, slenderness. Her dad used to refer to them as salt and

pepper. He’d say they added spice to his life. Now alone in the world, she

wouldn’t know what to do without Tasha. She chuckled and shook her head.




“You’re right. I’m sorry. Next time, if you’d like to bring

snapshots of cute puppies or kittens, I promise to look at them and be suitably

awed.”




Tasha smiled and wagged a finger at her.




“And that’s all I’ll let you do. With your crazy hours and

work schedule, you couldn’t handle a pet. Of course, if you ever decided to

date and have a serious relationship…”




“I know.” She sighed. They’d had this discussion countless

times, and while Tasha’s nesting instinct seemed to have grown proportionately

of late, Michelle preferred the solitary life she’d chosen. Besides, she’d

found the perfect man. He just happened to be over two hundred years old and

dead.




“I haven’t got time to take care of a pet or a relationship.

It’s great having you to check the apartment while I’m gone. Lynn’s worth every

penny I pay her. I won’t come home to three inches of dust.”




Being single made her an ideal candidate for out-of-town

cases, especially those with more questions than answers. As Tasha pointed out,

she had nothing and no one to worry about. Even the goldfish she’d had a couple

of years before she’d taken this job had bit the dust—or rather been flushed.




“Colin wants me to come in today. It would be nice to have

some idea what he’s got on his mind. I’ll just take a quick peek. You know how

I hate surprises. It’ll only take a sec. Maybe it isn’t an assignment. Maybe he

just wants a second opinion on something. Go ahead and eat. I’m not going to

rush away on you, I promise.”




“I’ll cross my fingers. Your last case took a lot out of

you. You look like crap, by the way. You’re having those nightmares again aren’t

you—the ones where you fall into the water and drown or something? Don’t say

you aren’t, I can tell. You need a break, and I want you to meet Simon. You’ll

love him. He’s cute and…” Tasha laughed. “I like him, what can I say? I think he’s

the one, Michelle, I really do.”




She took another bite of her sandwich, and then motioned

toward Michelle with it. “Go ahead. If there’s anything interesting, can you

share?”




“Probably not, but we’ll see.”




Michelle opened the first attachment and frowned.




“Whoever took this isn’t much of a forensic photographer.”




“You’re such a perfectionist. You can be so picky at times.

God, the last thing I’d want to do is have you sit in on a necropsy,” Tasha

said. “You’d be criticizing my every move.”




“Not picky, thorough. There’s a difference. It’s like with

my quilting. I like to be precise. Anytime you want my advice, just ask, but

unless the pooch has drowned…” She huffed out a breath. “This picture asks more

questions than it answers. I hope the others are clearer. Since their heads are

in the water, they probably did drown, but why?”




“Me see?”




“Why not? You can’t tell who it

is.” Michelle held the phone out.




“You know your thoroughness makes you one of the top

forensic investigators in the province. If Colin’s giving this to you, it’s

because he thinks there’s something to it. If anyone can figure out how those

guys got dead, it’s you.”




Tasha reached for the phone, peered at the picture, and then

handed the phone back to Michelle.




The snapshot showed two corpses, but you had to count feet

to be certain. From their size, Michelle assumed the bodies belonged to a man

and a woman, but they could easily be an adult and a child. The picture had

been taken from the side. Debris littered the shoreline beyond the cadavers,

probably the aftermath of a storm. She noticed a canoe lying on its side about

ten feet farther along.




Michelle shuddered. Canoes! She hated canoes. She stared

intently at the photograph and scowled. The stretch of land looked vaguely

familiar. Using the tips of her fingers, she enlarged the image. The smaller

victim had lost a left shoe—a laced one—not an easy thing to do.




“That just looks wrong.” Tasha motioned to the phone with

her sandwich. “You can’t even tell what it is—man, woman, child. You’re right.

It’s a lousy picture.”




Michelle shook her head.




“Not quite. I can’t tell if the top body is a woman or a

child, but judging from the size of the feet on the bottom one, it’s a man.”




She opened the next attachment, expecting to see another

shot of the bodies. Instead, she discovered a profile sheet with information

and a photograph. Examining the image, she picked up the same sense of déjà vu.

She held out the phone to Tasha who’d met everyone in her life. “Does this guy

look familiar to you?”




Tasha swallowed the mouthful of coffee she’d just taken and

reached for the phone once more.




“Hubba-hubba! No, I’ve definitely

never met this hottie. Who is he?”




“Ronald Davies, the mayor of the Municipality of Prince

Edward.” She read down a little farther and then returned to the image.

“Apparently he owns a winery.”




Clean shaven, his strong, chiseled features indicated his

Native American ancestry. His clothing and hair didn’t fit her memories of the

man, if you could call her fleeting sensation of recognition a memory. Her mother

would have said he was Hollywood handsome with almond-shaped deep brown, almost

black eyes. Michelle found him attractive, and the fact she did surprised her.

She liked men, but usually needed to make a personal connection before being

attracted to one, and she’d never been attracted to a Native American

before—too much emotional history for that. She wrinkled her forehead in

concentration. Picton sounded familiar although she

knew she’d never been there. Winery…that’s

it!




“Didn’t we talk about going to a wine festival in Prince

Edward County this year?”




Tasha angled her head in thought.




“I think we did, but then you got called up north, and we

let it go. I don’t know if we’d be able to get tickets this close to the event.

I’m not sure how much time Simon can book off on short notice. Is that where

they died?”




“It must be. I don’t think this is the dead guy though.

Something about his build doesn’t quite fit.”




“Well, if that’s where you have to go, let me know. Maybe

Simon and I can come down there and do a mini-tour with you. You can take

personal time off, right?”




Tasha took a mouthful of coffee and stared into space.

Michelle knew that look. She dreaded it and could almost see the wheels turning

in her friend’s head.




“You know, you’ve gotten too serious this last month. I know

something’s bothering you, and it must be really awful if you won’t tell me

about it. I’m your best friend, remember? We share everything. You need to see

Audra. I don’t know why you’re so against it. I’ve got to go to the ladies’

room. Be right back.” Tasha stood and walked away.




Michelle shook her head. A visit to a self-proclaimed, white

witch-seer wasn’t on her wish list. She had enough crazy in her life as it was.

She took a bite of her chicken wrap. Normally, one of her

favorites, it tasted like sawdust today. She sighed. Tasha knew her too

well, but this problem wasn’t something she could share with her—even her best

friend wouldn’t understand.




She finished the tasteless wrap and opened the last

attachment. The breath whooshed out of her. A surge of desire tore through her,

burning her from the inside out. Her heart pounded. Beads of perspiration

dotted her forehead and sweat trickled down her back.




It has to be the hair.

The man had shoulder-length, honey-brown hair and sparkling, aquamarine eyes.

His eyebrows were thick, his eyelashes long and full, and lips so perfect, she could almost feel them against hers. He had a

dimple in his left cheek and a scar on his chin. She dropped the phone in her

agitation. Tasha returned to the table and reached for the phone.




“What’s the matter?” She looked at the image on the small

screen. “Wow! Who is this god? Please tell me he’s not the dead guy.”













 




 




 



Chapter Two





 




 



With an unsteady hand, Michelle reached for the phone Tasha

held and stared at the image once more. Could he be the dead man? Possibly, but

her heart screamed, “Please, God, no.”




“I’m not sure. I don’t think so.”




“I have a suggestion.” Tasha perked up, and Michelle shrank

from what she knew would be a bad idea.




“I know you like to do everything on your own, but why not

get another opinion here? You think both these guys are hot, right? Why don’t

we take those pictures with us tonight and go see Audra? She can tell you if

one of them is dead, which I hope neither of them are, or if one of them is the

killer. You can eliminate one or both as suspects and get to the horizontal

mambo in no time. You’ll owe me big time when one of them rings your bells.”




“Don’t be crude. We’ve been through this before. I refuse to

go and see some crazy lady and ask her for information about my case—if the

woman can see into the future, and that’s a really big ‘if’ in my book, I doubt

images on a phone will give her any answers. You said I needed to have fun. Believe

me, what you suggest doesn’t sound like fun to me.”




Tasha pouted, folded her arms across her chest, and stared

mulishly at Michelle.




“I don’t know what’s happening here, but I’ve never seen you

like this before. Besides, Audra treats phobias. You promised you’d do whatever

it took to overcome this aquaphobia of yours. That

meltdown you had when you got splashed in July terrified me. I thought you were

having a seizure. You need to know why you’re so scared. How are you going to

stay on the beach when we go south? People do splash, you know.” Tasha took a

mouthful of her coffee and made a face. She added more sugar to the cup.




“You’re exaggerating. He surprised me and the water was

cold.”




“Right. Keep telling yourself that.

How can we go on our dream vacation to the Dominican Republic next spring if

you can’t go anywhere near the water? I don’t get it. Is it your job? Is that

why you’re so afraid? I wouldn’t be a number one fan of water either if I made

my living around those who died that way, but you’re beyond afraid. You’re

terrified.”




“Calm down, will you? Lower your voice. People are staring

at us.”




“Fine,” Tasha whispered. “I’ll lower my voice, but you

promised to do something about it, and you haven’t. If Sanders has his way,

you’ll probably leave tomorrow. Work is work even if those two gorgeous hunks

will be there. You’re my best friend. I miss you when you aren’t around, and an

email, phone call, or online chat aren’t the same

thing.”




“I know why you’re really annoyed, and it has nothing to do

with my fear of water.”




“What do you mean? I’m not annoyed. I’m worried about you.”




“You’re mad because if I do get sent on this case, I won’t

be able to go on that double date tomorrow night with the guy who works with

Simon. You’ve been trying to set me up with him for weeks now. Every time I

emailed, all you wanted to know was when I’d be home.”




“I asked because I missed you. I do think you and David

would be great together. You’re alone too much. For the record, I’m worried

about the water thing. Consider learning about the eye candy a bonus—my treat.

Audra’s big on chakras and chi, and she’ll tell you how to balance things so

you can get over your fear and move on. You can find your calm again. Don’t you

want to?”




“More than you’ll ever know.” Michelle sighed, defeated. “Fine. We’ll go see Audra, but after I do this, you have to

let it go. No more witches, no more psychics, no more magic crystals, no more

anything! I can still go to the Dominican with you. I’ll just sit and bake on

the beach while you turn yourself into shark bait.”




Tasha laughed. “You have such a way with words, but I agree.

I won’t mention it again—well, at least not until your next meltdown.”





 



* * * *





 



Tony sat in his SUV outside Picton’s

town hall. His head pounded, and his hair hurt. The throbbing headache he’d

nursed all morning had grown into a migraine, and as much as he’d like to crawl

into a room and hide from the light and all sounds, he couldn’t. He undid the

leather thong holding his hair back in the classic ponytail he wore and

massaged his scalp hoping to ease the tension on his skull. Reluctantly, he finger

combed his tangled hair and pulled it into a low, loose ponytail.




He’d taken two migraine relief tablets mid-morning and had put

his head down on the table. A sound had alerted him, and he’d sat up. Remembering

the brief encounter convinced him it hadn’t been a hallucination, but what else

could it have been?




She’d stood in the kitchen dressed in buckskin, with that blanket

of hers wrapped around her shoulders, her hair plaited into two braids, one of

each side of her beautiful face. On her feet she’d worn a pair of intricately

beaded buckskin moccasins. She’d crossed the floor, and he’d stood and opened

his arms to her. She’d raised her hand to his face, traced the scratch on his

cheek, and smiled up at him, the unspoken request clear in her eyes. He’d

kissed her as he had so many times before. As his tongue invaded her mouth,

plundering her sweetness, he’d hardened with desire. She’d pulled away

slightly, giggled softly, and pointed to the obvious bulge in his jeans. Her

eyes shone with happiness.




“Who are you? How did you get here?” He’d tried to capture

her mouth again, but she shook her head.




“Tohsa

sata:ti.” She’d pressed

her finger against his lips for silence. “Satahon'satat.” She’d touched his ears. “Senehia:rak. Eniorhen'ne iotohetston nen:tie.

Senehia:rak.”




He hadn’t understood the words and had asked her name.




“Tayouroughay.”




“Tayouroughay”

He’d repeated the strange word. He’d reached for her, but she’d faded away

right before his eyes.




He’d stood there, shivering, staring at the empty space

where she’d stood seconds before. What had she said? What did it mean? If he’d

imagined it all, the words would be gibberish, but if it had been real

somehow—and he couldn’t imagine it had been—the words would be Mohawk. He’d

stop and see his friend Joseph Smoke, an elder on the Tyendinaga

reserve, before returning to the inn. He’d find out the truth once and for all.

Why the hell was a Mohawk ghost haunting him? He didn’t know why, but he had a

sense of anticipation he couldn’t suppress. Something was going to happen, and

it was going to happen soon.




He ran his hand down his cheeks. The scratch was red and

swollen. Damn! With the morning he’d had, he’d forgotten to shave, and it

looked as if he’d slept in his clothes. Could he look any less professional? No

wonder the mayor and his toadies didn’t take him seriously.




Why in hell had Aaron and Lindsay been out in that storm? If

they’d been in that canoe, like the police suspected, then where were their

damn lifejackets? No one was to go out on the lake without a personal

floatation device. How many times had he repeated that litany? Guilt ate at

him, and he popped another antacid tablet into his mouth. Only a crazy person

would have gone out on the water last night, and those two hadn’t been crazy.




He’d argued with Aaron and Lindsay at lunch yesterday. They’d

asked to go to the police, but he’d cautioned them to wait. The last thing anyone

needed was misinterpreted findings like those. Could one of the locals have

overheard them? He’d wanted to check the results himself. He’d never doubted

their work before, why yesterday? Last night he’d run those water samples

himself a dozen times, and the results were the same. Aaron and Lindsay were

right. Someone was cooking methamphetamine and dumping the waste products

directly into the lake.




Nothing else could account for the high levels of ammonia

hydroxide, one of the by-products in the production of the synthetic drug. If

one of the locals was involved…They’d gone to the drug store in Picton. Had they inadvertently discovered something that

had gotten them killed? Cold medication was key in

synthesizing the drug. There was no way he’d believe this had been an accident.




He should have contacted the police, but with what?

Unsubstantiated data wasn’t necessarily proof, and the meth lab could be

anywhere on the island. He closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. His

hydrology project had morphed into a potential ecological and environmental

disaster. Water from the Lake of the Mountain fed directly into the Bay of Quinte and Lake Ontario. Hell, the entire Saint Lawrence

River could be poisoned. How many towns and cities between here and the ocean

drew their drinking water from the river? How could anybody be so

irresponsible? Every pound of meth created meant five pounds of poison dumped

into the water. Assuming the lab was new, the level of toxins in the water had

no way to go but up.




He planned to share their findings with the mayor as soon as

the cocky son of a bitch granted him an audience. He couldn’t stand the man,

and for some reason Mayor Ron didn’t like him either, but maybe the guy would

lighten up and cut him some slack since poisoned water wasn’t something he’d

want either. The mayor could alert the police to be on the look-out for

increased meth sales in the area, and maybe they’d consider whatever had

happened to Lindsay and Aaron hadn’t been an accident.




Cooking meth was extremely dangerous, but there were big

bucks at stake in the sale of illegal drugs. The last he heard, it cost about a

hundred dollars to make an ounce of meth, which sold on the streets for about

eight hundred bucks. That was some return on your investment, and the sellers

didn’t care about the collateral damage they caused.




Tony’s head pulsed, and he searched his backpack for his

migraine medication. It was probably a little early for a third dose, but he

was dying here. The last thing he needed was a crippling headache. He massaged

his temples and tried to focus his attention on Aaron and Lindsay again. He

shivered.




He hated the “someone’s walking over my grave feeling” he’d had

ever since he’d arrived on the island. Between the heebie-jeebies and the

X-rated dreams…It was like a visit to the Twilight

Zone. All he needed was the eerie music and a Rod Serling look-alike to make the strangeness

complete.




He checked his watch. The lord almighty, Mayor Ron Davies,

had agreed to see him at two. It was ten to two. He hoped the man wouldn’t

leave him sitting there cooling his heels like he had the last time. It was

like being put on hold on the phone. If you died on hold, would anyone notice?

He shivered. Bad choice

of words.




He got out of the vehicle, locked the door, and crossed the

street to the municipal building.





 



* * * *





 



Michelle glanced at her watch. Two o’clock. She felt disconnected,

as if she wore someone else’s skin, and the fit wasn’t a good one. Pictures of

men didn’t usually phase her, but she’d almost had an

orgasm just looking at Dr. Tony Steele’s photograph. As if that wasn’t bad

enough, she was attracted to the other man, Ron Davies, too. Maybe not as

deeply, but she wouldn’t walk away if he showed any interest in her. Maybe she

should ask Colin for time off, and let him assign the new case to someone else.




Who are you kidding?

Her conscience prodded. You want to see

this through. You have to know who drowned, and if it’s him, then you have to

solve the puzzle. She sighed. Has

everything that’s been happening led to this? It makes no sense.




“Sorry I’m late. Sheila said you wanted to see me?”




“Yes. Come in, and close the door.”




Michelle entered the Provincial Coroner’s Office. Colin sat

behind his desk shuffling the inevitable piles of paper dwelling there. She

frowned. He appeared more preoccupied than usual.




“What did you make of the photo I sent you?” Not a people person

at the best of times, he was more abrupt than usual, and she furrowed her brow

deeper.




“Which one?”




“Damn it. You know which one I mean—the drowning victims.”




His quick flash of temper surprised her. She’d never seen

Colin flustered like this.




“It wasn’t very helpful. Is it the only one we have?”




He nodded. “The police officer who responded to the scene dropped

his phone into the lake. The caretaker took the picture and a few others. We should

get them shortly.”




“You’d think whoever fished the bodies from the water would

have pulled the upper torsos out. Leaving them half-in, half-out like that is

just wrong.”




“Nobody pulled them out. The current pushed them ashore.

This is how they were found, and no one dared touch the bodies before the

police arrived.”




Colin reached for a green sheet in the open folder on his

desk.




“Local law enforcement and the mayor want to rule it an

accidental drowning and release the bodies immediately. I’ve put the kibosh to

that. I’m sure you agree, based on that picture alone,

there are too many unanswered questions to rubber stamp this one.”




Michelle nodded, and slipped into the chair in front of

Colin’s desk.




“The nine-one-one call came in at eight-twelve. The police

got there within fifteen minutes, paramedics shortly after. The local medical

examiner is on holiday, and the G.P. sitting in for him didn’t feel justified

in handling this on his own. He called it in. Damn good thing he did. Paramedics

loaded the bodies into the ambulance for transfer. On my orders, they were

taken to the morgue in Belleville, not Picton.”




Michelle frowned. That wasn’t standard procedure. Bodies

usually were sent to the nearest city or hospital morgue, and Colin was a

stickler for following procedure. She opened the file on her phone and stared

at the photograph again as if looking at it long enough would somehow change it

into an image that made sense and could easily be explained. The bodies weren’t

bloated as most floaters were.




“I can see why the police would think they’d drowned, but

don’t local authorities read the information leaflets we send out? Drowning is

no longer sufficient as the cause of death. People don’t just drown. There’s

always another reason why they succumb to immersion. The local LEOs might want

to close this case quickly, but if this photograph is anything to go by, it

doesn’t look like that’s going to happen. Nobody willingly goes into the water

this way, not even to commit suicide.”




She looked at the photograph again and shook her head.




“Something’s off. People bundle like that to stay warm. It’s

something I’d have expected in a remake of the Titanic movie—lovers knowing they were doomed, or a parent and

child, jumping into the ocean, snuggled together so they wouldn’t drift apart.

It would have added poignancy to a tragic scene. Why are you showing me this?”




“I know you just got back, but I need you to lead the

investigation on this one. You’re the best forensic pathologist I have, and

cold-water immersion is your specialty. This is a high profile case, and I need

my best person on the job—that’s you.”




She sighed. “How long have they been missing?” It would give

her a time frame for the deaths.




“They haven’t. They were seen around six-thirty last night and were found on the beach this morning.”




“That’s impossible. If they’d gone into the water this way,

their combined body weight and the wet clothing would have dragged them down.

In this temperature, it would take weeks for sufficient gases to form to allow the

bodies to surface. So are we to believe they were standing on shore, snuggling,

fell head-first into the water, and didn’t make any effort to get up? That’s

ridiculous. It’s possible, given the recent storm activity, a rip tide sucked

them into the water, but I can’t see it. The tide would have pulled them to the

deepest part of the lake, not left them like this.”




She stared at the picture again, her heart in her throat.

“Do we at least know who they are?”




“Unfortunately, we do. Meet Aaron Hart,

age twenty-four, and Lindsay Miller, twenty-three.”




The breath whooshed out of her, and she was suddenly

light-headed. It isn’t him! Incredible

joy filled her.




Colin’s voice pulled her back, and she forced herself to

pay attention.




“They were graduate students from the University of

Toronto working on a research project at the Lake of the Mountain Resort.

Lindsay is Liam Moorcroft’s niece, and he wants answers.”




Michelle’s head jerked up. “The

Minister of Agriculture?”




Colin nodded.




“Damn!” She bit her lower lip, a nervous habit she’d

acquired years ago. “I guess that explains why this case has you upset. Were

they into drugs? Could this be a lovers’ quarrel gone bad? She’s missing a

shoe. I don’t see it among the debris. Do we know for sure they were in the

canoe?”




Colin scowled at her, and she wondered what she’d said to

annoy him.




“This case is our top priority. As far as your questions go,

your guess is as good as mine.”




He slammed his fist on the desk, and she jumped, startled by

the uncharacteristic outburst.




“I know the family, Michelle. Liam Moorcroft and I went to

school together. She wasn’t into drugs. What the hell were they doing out there

in the middle of a storm in the first place? Everyone I’ve spoken to, other

than the family, wants to get this sorted out as soon as possible. It’s as if the

locals are trying to sweep this under the rug. It doesn’t feel right.”




He leaned back in his chair, frustration and grief evident

on his face. He massaged his temples.




“I’ve told George Winters, the Belleville M.E., to keep his

hands off the bodies until you arrive, and I don’t think that’ll be today. The crime

scene is at the Lake of the Mountain in Prince Edward County. That’s three

hours away in good weather. The rain’s already started to fall, and the storm

front’s moving in from the east. It isn’t going to get any better until

tomorrow.”




Maybe I should forget

about having an apartment and buy a mobile home instead or maybe one of those

big rigs that open up into God knows how many rooms. Have autopsy kit, will travel.




Michelle shook her head at her own bad joke, and nodded

resigned.




“Have Sheila send me the rest of the photographs as soon as

we get them. I don’t see paddles or life jackets. I need to finish up the

paperwork on my last case, and a little more sleep wouldn’t hurt either. Those

two aren’t going anywhere. You can let them know I’ll be there by lunchtime

tomorrow.” She rubbed her eyes and ran her hands down the side of her face.




“What were they doing there?”




“Aaron and Lindsay were assisting their professor, Dr.

Anthony Steele, with a hydrology research project. Do you know what hydrology

is?”




“Hydrologists study water—where to find it, how it moves

from place to place, and its relationship with the environment. They study the water

cycle. I think they also look at its chemical composition and water pollution.”




“They do. With all the talk about global warming and pending

disasters, taking care of the environment has become a top priority. Lindsay

wanted to save the planet.” He closed his eyes, sighed deeply, and continued.




“This Lake of the Mountain is a geographical conundrum. It

defies explanation. The area immediately surrounding it, the strip of beach

where the bodies were found, is part of the Lake of the Mountain Provincial

Park, apparently a popular tourist destination for people with vivid

imaginations.”




She frowned. Why do I

think the lakeshore looks familiar? I’ve never been there. She focused on

Colin’s words.




“Some claim they’ve seen sea monsters of the Loch Ness

variety. Others have seen Indian ghosts along the shore and canoes on the

water. No one knows where the lake’s water comes from, but apparently the water

level never changes, even though it empties itself into the Bay of Quinte via a small waterfall on its eastern side. The local

authorities claim the center of the lake’s bottomless. Ostensibly, they’ve done

depth soundings at one hundred and twelve feet, and they didn’t find bottom. Lindsay

was tremendously excited about this research project.”




“She must have been quite a girl.”




“She was, and she’ll be missed.”




“Haven’t they been dealing with the edge of Hurricane Noel?

If Professor Steele sent them out on the lake in that weather, he should be

held accountable. Too bad he can’t be charged with manslaughter or contributing

to the deaths, but if I find out he had a hand in this, I’ll definitely

consider depraved indifference—negligence at the very least.”




She might find the man hotter than hell, but if those kids

were dead because of him, he’d bloody well pay the price. Her libido be damned.




She set the folder on the edge of the desk.




“You said the bodies are in Belleville?”




“Yes, I had them transferred to Belleville General—it’s a

larger facility with better equipment and more staff. I’ve seconded a diener for you. I know you like to work with the same

forensic lab technologist for the duration of a case. I don’t want someone

without forensic experience touching those bodies. I know you’ll want to do

your own autopsy. Don’t let the locals rush you. If you decide it was an

unfortunate accident, you can leave it in their hands and come back. They can

handle the inquest. If you decide it’s suspicious, then do your job. The M.E.

didn’t sound too happy about the two extra bodies in his freezer. He claimed he

didn’t have the space. I told him to make room.”




Michelle stared at her boss and cringed.




“Damn it, Colin, you didn’t pull rank, did you? It only

makes it harder when I have to go up against irate locals. ”




It was always problematic when the locals had their backs up

like hissing cats. Colin might be the best coroner in the province, but he was

a dismal diplomat, and with a government politician involved, she’d have to dot

all her “i’s” and cross her “t’s”.




“I did what I had to do. I spoke to Peter Slaney, the G.P.

who called us in. The water’s just above freezing. Regardless of how they got

into the lake, at that temperature they wouldn’t have lasted fifteen minutes. I

want to know what happened, and I want to know it yesterday.”




“Other than your personal connection to the case, is there

anything else I need to know?”




“Apparently there’s some controversy going on about the lake

itself. The local Mohawk tribe claims the water is sacred. Their shaman swears

it is the resting place of the tribe’s spirit guides. Because of the bodies,

they’ll have to do a purification ceremony, but they have to wait for your

permission. Once you gather all the evidence you need, you can give them the

green light. The mayor tried to have the hydrology project itself stopped, but

it’s provincial land, and the University of Toronto’s science department

commands a lot of respect. Mayor Ron, as he likes to be called, feels solving

the puzzle of the source of the lake’s water will be bad for tourism.”




Damn, this case was getting worse by the minute. Two men who pushed her sexual buttons, and now this. The

last thing she wanted to do was get embroiled in anything to do with the Mohawk

people and their beliefs.




Five years ago, her parents had been killed in a senseless

motor vehicle accident, and she’d discovered they hadn’t been her biological

parents. They’d adopted her shortly after her birth. She’d been raised white,

but she wasn’t. She was Mohawk, and had been given away by her mother’s people.

She felt betrayed. It had been the first time she’d felt out of sync with the

world.




She knew nothing about Mohawk culture. Her parents had known

her background, had apparently even kept in touch with an aunt, and yet they’d

never told her the truth. Why? Just after the accident, she’d received a

package and a letter from a woman who’d claimed to be her mother’s sister.

Michelle, curious to know about her past had read the letter, but she’d tossed

the box, unopened, into the guestroom closet. Her aunt had written a couple of

times asking her to come and see her, but Michelle had always had a reason to

put off a visit.




The last message she’d received had been a phone call from a

tribal chieftain who’d informed her of her aunt’s death. She’d been suffering

from lung cancer, but she’d never mentioned it. More from guilt than grief,

Michelle had attended the funeral. All anyone had seen was a white girl who

didn’t belong. She’d gone looking for answers, but what she’d discovered had

only left her more confused. Her mother had died giving her life, which had

answered one of her questions and eased some of her pain, but her father had

known about her and had chosen not to keep her. He’d died only months before

her adoptive parents.




Michelle refused to accept or acknowledge her Mohawk

heritage. If they hadn’t wanted her then, why should she want them now? She was

Michelle Thomas, the daughter of Abigail and Dennis Thomas, and that was all

there was to it. She might have been born Akuti

Water, but that wasn’t a name she’d ever use. She forced her thoughts back to

listen to what Colin was saying.




“The local authorities want to make this go away quickly. Drownings at a popular resort, which uses the lake’s

mystery to generate tourist interest, are bad for business. They want to lay

the blame on the storm.”




The door opened admitting Sheila Evans, Dr. Sander’s

personal assistant. The woman in her late forties was efficient to a fault. Eagle-eyed,

always aware of everything going on in the office, she kept everyone on their

toes.




“Here’s that stuff you wanted. I’ve contacted the O.P.P.,

but there’s no word on those photographs yet. They seem to have two speeds down

there—slow and stopped.” She handed him a blue folder, and then turned to

Michelle.




“Nice to see you again. Great job on your last case.”




“Thanks, Sheila.” Michelle smiled.




Colin placed the folder on the desk in front of him and watched

his secretary leave the office and close the door.




“I should have said so earlier. Sheila’s right. The work you

did in Thunder Bay was amazing. You should be proud that couple isn’t going to

get away with it. It could have been the perfect murder. The police chief

himself called to comment on it. He’s impressed. He says if you ever get tired

of working for me, he’ll give you a job.”




Colin ran his hand through his steel-gray hair and sighed.

Michelle saw the frustration on his face. Death was never easy. She reached

across the desk to touch his hand and offer comfort.




“I’ll do whatever I can to get to the bottom of this as

quickly as I can. Where will I be staying?”




“We’ve made arrangements for you to stay at the Lake of the

Mountain Resort. It’s where the bodies were found. Do you want a cup?”




He stood and walked over to the coffee pot he always had on

in his office. God alone knew how long that sludge had been there.




“No thanks. I’m trying to cut back on my caffeine intake.”




“I probably should, too.” He filled his cup, returned to his

desk, and picked up the folder Sheila had given him.




“Your contact in Picton will be

Mayor Ron Davies. I sent you his profile. Policing is done by the Ontario

Provincial Police, but Davies seems to have his fingers in a lot of pies. He’s

a bigwig in the area—a winery owner—and they’re getting ready for the fall wine

festival. Bad publicity could cost them thousands of dollars. He wasn’t too

pleased when I spoke to him earlier. Don’t let him get to you. He sounds like a

bully. Bust his balls if you have to, but don’t let him force your hand. He

wants this cleared up as soon as possible. Just remember, you’re in charge, not

the high and mighty Mayor Ron.”




She nodded. “No one bosses me around.” And I doubt a man I’m attracted to would be any different.




“I assume you’ll want to interview Doctor Steele too. They

were his students. He may be able to shed some light on why they were out

there. I doubt he’ll admit he sent them out there if he did. The man has a sterling

reputation and seems to have done well for himself in a very short period of

time. He must have friends in high places—certainly those bankrolling this

research won’t be happy if they can’t follow through. The doctor has a lot to

lose if this project fails. Some of these guys will do anything to advance the

cause of science.”




Colin pulled a sheet of paper out of the file Sheila had

given him and held it out to her.




“You should talk to Joseph Smoke too. Liam recommended him.

He’s an elder on the Tyendinaga Mohawk Reserve on the

mainland.”




Michelle reached for the report and stared at the photograph

of the elderly Mohawk dressed in a traditional ribbon shirt and eagle feather

headdress. He looked as if he’d stepped off the page of a history book.




“Why do you want me to talk to Smoke? How is he involved in

this?”




“Directly, he isn’t, but the Mohawk and the local

authorities have been at odds over the area for years. The tribe claims

ownership of the lake and the land surrounding it. He’s the one you have to see

to allow that purification ceremony I mentioned earlier. He can tell you all

about the lake’s legends too. I spoke to him this morning at Liam’s request. If

these were suspicious deaths, somebody could be trying to use the legends to

cover up a murder. The Mohawk don’t want their ancestral beliefs to be unduly

exploited. It was fine when they managed to pass a by-law making it illegal to

use powerboats on the lake, but this is different. I don’t expect you’ll get to

the bodies until Monday, but I’ll clear the way at the hospital for you. I’m

not the expert, you are, but something stinks, and I don’t mean decomp. Watch your back.”




“Thanks. I’ll be in touch.”




Michelle left Colin’s office and returned to her own. She

pulled her purse out of her desk drawer and grabbed the paperwork she’d need

for the job. She looked at her watch—three o’clock. She’d go home, get

unpacked, and take a bath before she met Tasha.













 




 




 



Chapter Three





 




 



Tony, eyes closed to avoid the bright, white, fluorescent

glare of the lights, waited on the uncomfortable wooden church pew outside the

mayor’s office. He wondered if this form of torture was intentional or

accidental. His headache had eased thanks to the third dose of analgesics. The

door opened. He opened his eyes alert once more. A heavy-set, middle-aged

dragon, whose nametag read Mildred Stanton, walked over to him.




“His Worship will see you now.” There wasn’t a hint of

warmth in her voice.




Tony followed dragon lady down to the mayor’s office. She

knocked on the door and opened it.




“Professor Steele is here, your honor.”




“Thank you, Mildred.” The petty dictator didn’t look up, but

continued to shuffle papers on his desk as if he were looking for something in

particular.




“You can leave now. I won’t need you any more today. As soon

as this interview is over, I have to go to the winery for a few hours. Put the

answering machine on, and we’ll deal with anything that comes up tomorrow. The

pathologist from Toronto will be here late in the morning.”




“Yes, sir. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She closed the door behind her.




Tony stood impatiently waiting for the mayor to acknowledge

him. Stress always made his headache

worse.




“I’m sorry for making you wait, Dr. Steele, I won’t keep you

long. There were some urgent matters I had to settle.” The mayor didn’t sound

sorry one bit, in fact, he sounded smug.




Ron Davies looked up and removed his reading glasses.

Something about him left a bad taste in Tony’s mouth. They’d met a couple of

times in passing, but the man gave him the same feeling he got when confronted

by a snake. He hated snakes.




The mayor, in his mid-forties, was young for the job, but as

owner of one of the more successful wineries on the island, he commanded a lot

of respect. He was part Mohawk and had recently cropped his hair so short it

looked like moss growing on his head. Unlike Tony’s overly-casual attire, the

mayor wore a navy suit, white shirt, navy and silver striped tie, and his chain

of office. He wore a Rolex, not a knock-off, on his left wrist and the gold

signet ring on his finger held the largest Ray Star garnet he’d ever seen. The

man took his responsibilities seriously, but there was something about him Tony

didn’t like.




Normally, he got along well with others. He ran

cross-country or skate-skied depending on the weather, but in truth, he had no

life beyond his lab and liked it that way. He enjoyed the company of women,

dated occasionally, but no one had ever appealed to him—well, the mysterious

woman did, but he couldn’t count a dream sex life as real. There was something

about the mayor…It had to be the eyes—cold dark eyes that never looked into his

when he spoke to him. He didn’t trust a man who wouldn’t look him in the eyes.




Coming to Prince Edward County to study the water in the

Lake of the Mountain had been Tony’s dream, and when his grant proposal had

been accepted last year, he’d been thrilled, but the mayor had blocked him

every step of the way. Why? Proving an unlimited aquifer ran under the Canadian

Shield would be a great accomplishment, and it would bring scientists here from

around the world. Their money was as good as anyone else’s. It was unlikely

he’d finish the project now. He’d never expected his dream to end in tragedy.




The mayor stood and crossed the floor. He didn’t offer his

hand, but stopped a few feet in front of him—too close as far as Tony was

concerned. He didn’t like people invading his space. His head had begun to throb

again, and he’d already taken more medication than he should have.




“I’m afraid I have some bad news. They won’t be able to

release the bodies to the parents as soon as we’d hoped. Dr. Slaney, the local

G.P. you met this morning, is filling in for our medical examiner and didn’t

run things through me. Unfortunately, he reported to the Provincial Coroner’s

Office, and they’ve latched onto the case. The bodies have been transported to

Belleville pending the arrival of a forensic pathologist from Toronto. I don’t

know when he’ll release the bodies. I trust you’ll inform the parents. That’ll

be all.”




Tony saw red. He was being dismissed? Who the hell does this guy think he is?




“What the hell do you mean he won’t release the bodies? You

said this morning the police were calling it an accidental drowning. I have

grieving parents on their way. They’re going to want to know what’s going on.”




The mayor pivoted and stood even closer. Tony smelled the

coffee and stale cigarette smoke on the man’s breath.




“Then maybe you should ask them. I understand one of the

family members caused this delay. It’s out of my hands.”




Tony saw the muscle jump in the mayor’s jaw. The man wasn’t

too happy with the situation either.




“The Provincial Coroner’s Office is pulling the strings now,

and you can blame the Honorable Liam Moorcroft. Apparently, the Minister of

Agriculture doesn’t believe his niece’s death is as cut and dried as an

accidental drowning. He’s using his influence to get what he wants, not

necessarily what’s best for everyone. He was quite vocal about it this morning

after he was informed of her death. He’s demanding answers, and I’d look for a

good lawyer if I were you, professor. The family is going to want to blame

someone, and you’re the number one candidate in my book. As you know, the lake

is part of the Lake of the Mountain Provincial Park. The section where the

bodies were found was just on the edge of government land. It could have gone

either way, but Moorcroft pulled strings, and the province has official jurisdiction.

How do you think that young man’s family is going to feel knowing their son

will be subjected to an unnecessary autopsy? Maybe you can talk to the man,

make him see the truth, and call off this witch hunt. It was a tragic accident.

Let the dead rest in peace.”




“It would be irresponsible to dismiss things too easily.”

Tony stared at the mayor whose face reddened at his words.




Ron stepped away. Why was he so belligerent? If Moorcroft

wanted an autopsy to prove how his niece had died, the mayor should welcome it.

Two kids had drowned on his watch. He should want to know the truth too and set

the record straight. Tony wasn’t a medical doctor, but he knew no one accepted

drowning alone as a cause of death.




Ron paced, his fury and agitation evident

in the way he held himself. His shoulders were stiff, his back ramrod straight.

Tony didn’t understand the antagonism the mayor directed at him personally.

They’d never cared for one another, but today’s animosity seemed extreme.




“The coroner’s office insists on an inquest, and someone will

arrive to handle the matter for them by noon tomorrow. Apparently, they don’t

think we can take care of things to their satisfaction. I doubt Belleville will

do any better than we would have.”




Is that why he’s so

annoyed? Because some pencil-pusher in Toronto doesn’t think his local team is

up to the task? Great. Just what I

need—getting caught in a bureaucratic pissing contest.




The mayor stopped pacing and turned to face him. The man’s

face was an outraged mask.




“I blame you for this. Bad publicity is the last thing we

need. What do you think will happen to our wine industry if people think we’re

using poisonous water?”




Tony was stunned.




Son of a bitch! He

doesn’t give a damn about the kids; he’s worried about his almighty profit

margin! Another thought struck him. How

does he know about the toxins?




“You looked surprised. Don’t be.” Ron answered as if he’d

read Tony’s mind. “A good mayor knows what’s going on in his constituency. I

heard all about your cock and bull research evidence. One of my friends was

having lunch at the inn yesterday. Apparently, your students claim to have

found poison in the lake, some kind of ammonia and sodium something or other.

I’m not a fool. Sodium is salt. One of the cottagers probably flushed their hot

tub in the lake near where your students took samples. Some of them use

peroxide instead of chlorine. It’s easier on the skin. Maybe they use salt and

bleach too. I suppose you’ve convinced the family we have a murderer in our

midst, one using salt and bleach to poison the lake and kill those kids. Who’s

being irresponsible now?”




Tony’s blood boiled. The man was not only a fool, he was a

first-class idiot.




“With all due respect, get your head out of your ass, your

honor. Sodium hydroxide is a caustic substance better known as lye. Sodium

chloride is indeed salt, sodium nitrate, often called Chile or Peru saltpeter

is a highly flammable, air-sensitive, yellow powder, and ammonia hydroxide is a

deadly poison. All of these things are present in your lake water. They weren’t

there when I took preliminary samples last spring. They weren’t there a month

and a half ago when we started this project. They weren’t there two weeks ago.

Someone has opened a meth lab on your island, and unless you do something fast,

people are going to die.”




“Bull shit!” The mayor’s hands were clenched at his side,

and Tony knew Ron would like nothing better than to hit him. How had things

degenerated so quickly?




“Have you got independent collaboration of your so-called

findings? Where are these samples? Why haven’t they been sent to the police

department’s forensic lab? I’ll tell you why—because they don’t exist! I don’t

know why you’re making up these stories, why you’re trying to discredit our

island, but I want these crazy rumors of yours to stop. Meth

lab, my ass. You probably added the chemicals to the water yourself.”




Tony stared at the man and clenched his own fists at his

side. He’d love to wipe the smug look off the man’s face, but getting arrested

for assault wouldn’t be a smart move. He couldn’t let this fool bait him into

doing something stupid.




“What’s the matter, professor? Did your research tell you

what we’ve known for years? You bloody scientists have to try and explain

everything, don’t you? Some things are meant to remain a mystery. The lake has

defied geographical and geological theories for centuries. What makes you think

it’ll give up its secrets to you? It’s like Buddha’s magic bowl. No one knows

where the water comes from, and no one really cares as long as it’s there. Some

of us have respect for the beliefs of our ancestors.”




Tony spoke through clenched teeth. The animosity he felt for

the mayor was overwhelming. He’d never been this angry in his life.




“If everyone thought the way you do, we’d still believe the

world was flat. Mysteries are meant

to be solved. That’s what science does. It finds answers. We don’t live in the

dark ages. Fresh water is at a premium on this planet, and we need to know

where this poison is coming from before it’s too late.”




“There is no poison circulating in our lake!” Ron’s shout

echoed in the room.




The man’s red face reminded Tony of an enraged bull. All he

needed was steam to come out of his ears. He paced as he spoke, and Tony found

it harder and harder to keep his own temper in check.




“I know what’s really going on here,” Ron shouted. “There’s

no poison. There never was. You didn’t find what you were looking for in the

water, and those two kids knew it. Were they going to expose you as a fraud?

Tell the whole world their professor was off his rocker? After all, you’ve been

seeing things, and everyone knows it.”




“What the hell are you talking about Davies?”




“The maiden, of course. Did you or

did you not ask Steve about a woman with long dark hair wrapped in a blanket

walking along the beach?”




“Yeah. I wondered about her. She’s

out there a lot, in lousy weather too. I thought she might know something about

the break-in we had a few weeks ago. It might not be safe for her to be alone

like that.”




Ron laughed, a bitter sound grating

on Tony’s nerves. “Believe me, she’s safer than you

are. She’s been dead over two hundred years. You’ve described the Mohawk maiden

the way those who’ve seen her have.”




“You’re full of it.” Tony refused to believe the thoughts

he’d had himself earlier were true.




“The woman I’ve seen is real, not a ghost. Are you trying to

discredit me? Is that how you plan to deal with this when people start dying?”




Ron turned and slammed his fist on the desk.




“Start dying? Two people are dead and whatever is or is not

supposed to be poisoning the lake isn’t to blame—you are. Someone sent those

kids out on the lake last night. Where were you? I’ve spoken with the

investigating officers. You told them your students had come into town, but no

one saw them—not at the grocery store nor the drug mart, the two places where

you said they’d been. Their car’s in the resort’s parking lot. I’d work on my

alibi if I were you. When that forensic pathologist gets here, I’m sure he’ll

have questions for you.”




Tony seethed. Since when did the police share their findings

on a case with the mayor’s office? Lindsay and Aaron could have gone into

Belleville instead of Picton although she’d mentioned

picking up a prescription. He took several deep breaths in an effort to control

his rage. He’d like to wrap his hands around the mayor’s skinny neck and

squeeze until the man’s damn black eyes popped.




The vicious thought calmed him. He’d never resorted to

physical force to win an argument. Hell, he didn’t even watch hockey because he

couldn’t stand the fighting. Where were these murderous thoughts coming from?

They weren’t his. He needed to calm down and think things through. The mayor

wasn’t his enemy. It was as if there was someone else inside of him trying to

claw his way out. The headache intensified.




“I’ll answer whatever questions the pathologist has. Maybe

he’ll be more interested in the test results than you are. Someone needs to

find that lab. If you won’t help me, maybe he will.




The mayor threw back his head and laughed.




“Good luck with that. No one’s going to help you prove

something that’s all in your imagination. Go home, professor. Accept what we

all know. There’s no real mystery as to why there’s water in our lake. It’s the

water cycle every kid learns about in science. There’s an extensive swamp, and

two streams all flowing into the lake. They’re your water sources. If the water has the same mineral properties as a lake a thousand

miles away, so what? This is the Canadian Shield. The rocks are all the

same. Your students are dead because they knew the truth, and you wanted to

shut them up. As far as I’m concerned, you killed them as surely as if you’d

held their faces underwater.”




“Look, your honor,” Tony fought to keep his voice level. “I

did not send them out to test the water last night. I would never send anyone

out in a canoe on a stormy night like that, and my students wouldn’t have gone

even if I’d told them to. They were found bundled together inside one coat.

That makes no sense to me. Does it make sense to you? They were experienced

canoeists and swimmers. Neither of them would have done something as stupid as

tie themselves together like that. That’s what I told the family. That’s what

doesn’t make sense. Lindsay and Aaron were colleagues and friends, but they

weren’t a couple, and they had no reason to be out on that water.”




“What do you really know about your students? Maybe they

were in love, and it was some kind of suicide pact. Hell, for all I know they

could be the ones with the meth, and they were afraid you’d find their lab. Who

better to cook up that little chemistry project than university science

students? They could have been high or drunk and thought they’d go after your

mysterious maiden. Some woman who’d had way too much of the local wine claimed

to have seen her ghost paddling away from shore just last month. Maybe your

students ‘saw’ her too. Or maybe the little girlfriend found her boyfriend

diddling the competition and took care of them. It doesn’t matter. It’s not

germane to the situation. Your students, your responsibility.

You explain why they’re dead.”




“We’ve had problems from year to year—poor weather, poor

economy—but this time, even I don’t think I can spin this in our favor. It’s

okay for people to believe we have a plesiosaur in the lake, but if they start

thinking it’s tipping canoes, then we’re all in trouble. This island survives

on tourist dollars. Some tourists will come out of ghoulish curiosity, most

will stay away. If they think our ghostly lovers have turned into malevolent

ghosts going around murdering people, it won’t help. In the meantime, I’m

trying to get your research permit revoked. I suggest you pack up. You’re out

of here as soon as I can manage it.”




“I’m not leaving until I’m good and ready. I want answers to

why my students are dead, but I also want to know where those chemicals are

coming from. Someone’s poisoning the lake, and I want to know who. But

something else is bothering me right now. I want to know why you don’t care.”




Ron laughed again, the sound as unpleasant as the man

himself.




“I don’t care because as far as I can see, this is all a

crock of bull. There are no poisonous chemicals in our water. Get out of my

office, professor, and don’t come back. I’ll be sure to send the provincial

coroner your way. Don’t worry. He’ll know all about you and your nonsense

before he meets you.”





 



* * * *





 



Michelle unlocked her apartment door, and walked into the

foyer. The converted warehouse complex hosted eight lofts. Hers was a second

story corner unit with windows on two sides. She loved the red brick walls,

high ceilings, and cedar plank floors. Huge Douglas fir pillars held up the

roof. Her plants thrived thanks to all the natural light. The walls were

painted a soft moss green and anything upholstered was covered in deeper shades

of that color. She’d furnished it primarily with antiques and reproductions. On

the far wall of the dining area, her collection of carnival glass reflected the

overhead lights.




Lynn came in every week to clean, dust, and water the plants. Tasha brought up the mail for her and put

it in a basket on the hall table. Since her bills and bank statements were all

e-posts, there wasn’t anything critical waiting for her. She noted most of what

was in the basket consisted of brochures for tropical vacations and cruises.

She shuddered at the thought of ten days at sea—all that water.




Michelle carried her suitcase into the spare room and placed

it on the sleigh bed. Most of what was in it wouldn’t be suitable for Prince

Edward County, but she’d bought a couple of sweaters when the weather had

turned cold. She opened the case, removed the items she’d need and carried them

into the apartment’s small laundry room. She’d wash what she could now and do

the rest later tonight.




She kicked off her heels and padded into the washroom. What

she wanted was a shower. What she’d settle for would be a nice hot bath. She

looked at the clock. It was almost four. She had to meet Tasha at six. Lots of time to soak and try to make sense of all this.




She put the plug in the drain and started the water. The

scent of her favorite herbal bubble bath perfumed the air, and she removed her

clothing. The mirror above the sink beckoned, and she relaxed when her own

image stared back at her. I’ve got myself

all worked up over nothing.




She sank into the warm water, letting the fragrance and the

heat relax her. It would be interesting to meet two hot and alive men, and

doing it on the company’s dime wouldn’t hurt anyone. She’d solve the case and

see where it left her and the two hotties afterward.




She closed her eyes and let her thoughts drift back to the

unpleasant scene with Tasha in the deli. She hated arguing with her best

friend, but Tasha was right about one thing. This fear of water had to end.





 



* * * *





 



Tony stared at the road through the rain trying to keep his

mind on his driving instead of letting it go back to that meeting with the

mayor. He white-knuckled the steering wheel as the wind battered the SUV. The

rain came down faster than the wipers could clear it from the windshield, and because

of the storm, dusk had fallen earlier than usual. Visibility worsened by the

minute. He should have waited until tomorrow to get his answers, but violent,

angry outbursts weren’t him, any more than pining over some woman was. The

scene in the kitchen haunted him. He had to know the truth—one way or another.




A particularly strong gust of wind slammed rain and debris into

the windshield momentarily blinding him. Tony shivered. He should turn back and

go straight to the inn, but his gut told him he needed to see Joseph. The rain

eased up slightly as he pulled into Mohawk Territory.




Was that jackass mayor right? Would the parents blame him

for what had happened? They were young adults not children under his care

twenty-four-seven, but he felt responsible. A career and research grants seemed

like pittance when compared to the lives of two of the brightest students he’d

ever had. He’d gladly trade places with them if he could.




He took his left hand off the steering wheel and pushed his

hair off his face, back behind his ear. He should have tied it back, but his

head had been pounding when he’d left Ron’s office and he thought letting it

loose would help. Not likely with the stress he was under. He’d get it cut

first thing tomorrow. Enough was enough. God! How had things become so chaotic?




Tony frowned. He’d never considered needing an alibi. If you

hadn’t done anything wrong, why would you need one? How many people who lived

alone spent their time wondering if they had alibis in case they needed them?

More often than not—on television anyway—the good guy, erroneously accused on

circumstantial evidence, ended up in jail because he had no alibi. Well, he might

have one, but if he did, he wasn’t sure it was going to be much help.




He’d seen the light go out in Jackson’s window, but he

hadn’t seen Jackson, and he didn’t know whether or not Jackson had seen him. If

he had, he’d seen him on the beach around two o’clock in the morning, alone, in

the middle of the storm, bare-chested, looking like a madman. If that wasn’t

suspicious, he didn’t know what was. Hell, he’d consider himself guilty based

on the circumstantial evidence.




People would be looking to pin this on someone, and he was probably

the number one choice. If Tony mentioned he’d gone after the woman, then they’d

think he was crazy, and anything he said would be discredited. Guilty by reason of insanity? What a mess! Just how much

store would the coroner and the police put in Jackson’s statement if he had one?

He might be in big trouble here, and he was one hundred percent innocent.




The lights of Tyendinaga shone up

ahead, and he made a right turn onto the road that led to Joseph Smoke’s

two-story limestone house, one of the oldest houses on the reserve. He breathed

a sigh of relief when he saw the welcoming lights in the windows. Thank God

someone was home. He’d hate to have made the trip out here for nothing. He

should have called. He looked at his watch. Well, four-thirty was a little

early for supper. He’d be gone long before it was time to eat.




He parked the vehicle and ran up onto the covered porch. The

door held an intricately designed doorknocker, and he used it. The sound

reverberated. The door opened and a young blonde, several months pregnant by

the looks of her, stood in the doorway. Did he have the wrong house? Smoke was

almost eighty years old.




“Whatever brought you here in this weather must be

important.” The woman’s words were friendly, her smile inviting.




“I’m not sure I’m at the right place. I’m looking for Joseph

Smoke.”




She laughed and nodded. “You’ve got the right house. Come on

in. Papa’s bow hunting in the den.”




The words made no sense. Who bow hunts in the house? Tony

followed the woman down the hall.




“I’m Maggie, by the way, Joseph’s son Mike’s wife. They’re competing.”




She opened the door and the two men stood there facing the

forty-six inch television currently be used to showcase the electronic game

they we’re playing. The young man’s shot went wide, and Joseph laughed.




“Your family would go hungry if you had to feed them with

your hunting skills.”




“Yeah well, the province pays me well, and Maggie can get

lots of food for us all at the store. Sorry Pops, I’m a game warden, remember?

I don’t believe in killing for sport. If I had to, I would, but I can get my

steak from the butcher faster than off the hoof.”




“Papa, you have a guest,” Maggie interrupted probably in

time to prevent an argument on traditions.




Joseph looked up, and his weather-worn face split into a

grin. “Professor Steele, I wasn’t expecting you.” He sobered. “I heard about

the drownings. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know the girl,

but I’ve met her uncle, and he’s a man of honor. Mayor Ron,” he said the word

as if it left a bad taste in his mouth, “says I have to speak to a coroner from

Toronto for permission to purify the lake.”




“Thanks, Joseph. We’re all still in shock. Could I speak

with you in private? I’d like your help with a personal matter.”




The old man looked at him with so much concentration Tony

felt as if he was looking inside him. After a few minutes, he nodded.




“Come with me. Maggie, can you bring some willow bark tea.”




“Aren’t you feeling well?”




“No, daughter. It isn’t for me. The

professor’s head hurts.”




“How did you know I had a headache?” Tony asked as soon as

they were alone the private audience chamber, reminiscent of a long house. The

walls were decorated in Mohawk motifs with the Peace Tree, symbol of the Mohawk

Confederacy, easily recognizable. There were animal symbols for the various

clans, with a large thunderbird dominating the others. Joseph’s family belonged

to the bear clan. Hanging on the far wall was Joseph’s formal eagle feather

headdress. Beside it hung his buckskins, and next to that his ceremonial ribbon

shirt. This place must be an office or

counselling chamber of some sort. Although Joseph wasn’t the tribe’s

shaman, as an elder he commanded respect, and his opinion was often sought by

others.




“Would you believe me if I told you the spirits told me?”




“I don’t know what I believe anymore.”




The old man sat in one of the two recliners and indicated

the other. Joseph had an air of peace about him unlike so many of the people

his age Tony knew at the university. Instead of being in a rush all the time,

striving to prove he was still effective, still worthy of his title, Joseph was

calm, satisfied with life. He wore jeans and a cowboy-styled chambray shirt in

dark green. His hair was long and white, braided the way the woman’s had been

in his dream. His face was as dark and wrinkled as old leather, testifying to

his years at work in the sun. In his younger days, Joseph had been a sky

walker, one of the Mohawks who worked on the New York City skyscrapers. He’d

worked on the World Trade Center and, like many others, despite his age, he’d gone to New York to help in the aftermath of

nine-eleven.




“I think I’m losing my mind, Joseph.”




“Tell me what’s been happening to you, my son. You may not

be Mohawk, but the Nanticoke Lenni-Lenape blood of your ancestors runs deep in your

veins.”




Tony’s gaze jerked

away from his perusal of the room. He stared at Joseph.




“How did you know

that? My family isn’t even certain it’s true. If I have any Native American

blood, it’s pretty diluted. According to family history, we had an ancestor who

was Nanticoke from North Carolina. He escaped to Canada with his brother during

the Revolutionary War.”




The old man smiled

and nodded his head.




“Your family spoke

the truth. The spirits talk to me. Now. Tell me why

you’re upset.” The command in the elder’s voice was subtle, but Tony heard it

and found himself relaying all the details of the strange things that had

happened to him since arriving at the resort.













 




 




 



Chapter

Four





 




 



Tony finished

relating the erotic dreams, nightmares, and visions of the woman walking along

the lake. Joseph nodded his head and pursed his lips. There wasn’t any sign of

surprise or incredulity on his face.




“You came to the

lake as a child, did you not?”




“I did. That’s where

my fascination with the lake all started. Every year as a kid, we’d come from

Toronto to spend two weeks camping on the sandbanks. The summer the first

winery opened on the island, my folks decided to check it out. We found the Lake

of the Mountain by accident. My mother loved it, and after that year, we came

at least once a summer just to look at the water. She was an artist. Her

painting of the lake is my most prized possession.”




Tony didn’t want to

talk about the past. He wanted Joseph’s take on the present, but he knew the

old man couldn’t be hurried. He sipped the last of the bitter tea Maggie had

brought him, surprised to discover it had eased his headache.




“This stuff works.

Thanks.”




“The old ways are

still often the best. Tell me what happened when you fell into the lake as a

child.”




“How did you know

about that?” Tony’s brow furrowed. He’d never told anyone about his frightening

encounter. Talking to Joseph was only slightly less confusing than everything

else happening to him.




Joseph smiled. “I

told you. The spirits talk to me.”




“The lake called to

me as much as it did to my mother.” Tony chuckled. “My dad wasn’t quite as

impressed with the place, but he’d do anything to make her happy. I’d heard the

stories about sea monsters, and I wanted to see one so badly. One day, I was

out canoeing with my cousin Joe, and we were fooling around. We decided to tip

the canoes and flip them the way we’d learned to do at summer camp. I swear I

felt something touch my leg when I went underwater. It wasn’t a fish. It almost

felt like hands trying to pull me down, and it scared the bejesus out of me. I

know now it was probably some water plant, but I got back in that canoe faster

than I would have thought possible. When we got back to shore, my mother

thought I had sunstroke. I was pale, wet, and clammy. I never took a canoe out

on the lake again, and I didn’t swim in it either, not even where I could touch

bottom. I’m not a strong swimmer. I had nightmares of drowning for weeks after.

Mom died that winter, and I didn’t come back to the island until the summer

before I left to start my graduate studies out west.”




He ran his hand

through his hair, unable to keep his frustration at bay any longer.




“What does any of

this have to do with what’s happening to me now?”




“Patience,

my son. Before a doctor

diagnoses an illness, he needs to know all the symptoms. Indulge me.”




There was kindness

and understanding in Joseph’s eyes, and Tony relaxed. Maybe he wasn’t crazy. It

didn’t seem as if Joseph thought so.




Tony stood. He

couldn’t sit still any longer. He walked over to the window and watched the

rain pound against it. He turned back to the room. Joseph sat as he had all

through his story. The old man hadn’t moved and reminded Tony of a beautifully

carved statue he’d seen at the Museum of Civilization in Ottawa.




“I’d decided to

study hydrology and came back to visit Uncle Pierce to say goodbye. I knew the

lake and I were connected somehow. I thought I’d either find the monster

located on the bottom, or discover the water’s source. I never thought I’d end

up with two dead students and my career in jeopardy. Despite everything, the

lake still calls to me as if it’s alive. Damn it, Joseph. I feel like I’m going

crazy, and this morning’s hallucination is the icing on the cake.”




“You aren’t going

crazy. Everything is happening as it should. Tell me what happened this

morning.”




Tony laughed

ruefully. “I guess I should since it’s the real reason I’m here.” He described

the vision he’d had. “She spoke to me. I’m sure she’s never said a word in any

of the dreams I’ve had.”




Joseph was alert,

suddenly animated. “What did she say? Can you remember the words?”




“I can. It’s as if

they’re seared on my mind. I have an ear for languages. I almost became a

linguist instead of a scientist. She touched my lips and said Tohsa sata:ti.

Then she touched my ears and uttered the word, Satahon'satat. Finally, she said Senehia:rak Eniorhen'ne iotohetston nen:tie. Senehia:rak. Does it mean

anything, or is it all gibberish?”




Joseph grinned and

rubbed the palms of his hands together in satisfaction. He looked like someone

who’d just heard great news.




Glad he’s excited about it. I suppose one of

us should be.




“It isn’t gibberish.

It’s Mohawk, pronounced in the old way. It means be quiet and listen. Remember.

Tomorrow afternoon. Remember. Did she say anything else?”




“What the hell does

that mean? Be quiet and listen, I’d figured out for myself. Tomorrow afternoon?

What’s going to happen tomorrow afternoon? Remember? Remember what? Yeah, she

said one more thing. I asked her name. She answered Tayouroughay. Is that a name or

something else?”




The elder threw back

his head and laughed. Anger rose in Tony.




“Look, this isn’t a

joke. Two kids are dead, and I’m losing my mind. The mayor thinks I had

something to do with their deaths. What the hell’s going on?” He realized his

voice was loud in the silence of the room, and felt his cheeks heat. The last

thing he needed was Mike and Maggie running in to defend their father against a

lunatic.




Joseph sobered. “No,

it isn’t a joke. It’s a sad and serious thing, but it’s also an old man’s most

cherished dream come true. Let me tell you a story.” He raised his hand before

Tony could interrupt. “I believe all your questions will be answered. Now sit.

Be quiet and listen. Remember.”




Tony shivered as

Joseph’s words echoed those the woman had spoken.




Joseph spoke, and

the hypnotic quality of his voice forced Tony to listen attentively.




“Long ago one of the

Mohawk gods, Sky Woman, lived high above the land, came to earth, and gave

birth to a daughter. Sadly, the child didn’t survive. In her grief, Sky Woman

buried the child, and from the child’s body sprung The Three Sisters, Corn,

Beans, and Squash, the great providers of life.




“The Three Sisters

chose to remain here and dwell in the special waters of Onokenoga—the

Lake of the Gods. The Mohawk people visited the lake often, making sacrifices,

offering thanks for the bountiful harvest, and requesting things like plenty of

fish and game. The Three Sisters answered their prayers and carried others up

to Manitou, the Great Creator.




“There was a chief

whose daughter was envied by all the other maidens. She was tall and gracious

with raven hair and kind eyes. Every brave wanted her for his bride. One brave,

Annosothka, wanted her and went out of his way to please

her father. At first, the suit found favor with the chief’s daughter, but one

day when she was in the woods, she came upon an injured stranger, who called to

her heart, but he was her tribe’s sworn enemy. She nursed him, and they fell in

love. He would not leave the island without her, and eventually, he was

captured by the tribe and tortured.




“During the night,

she released the prisoner, and they made plans to leave the island together the

following night. They were to meet near the edge of the lake where the

waterfall went down the cliff side. The following evening, her father announced

he’d given her hand to Annosothka. There was no way

she could be the bride of any man, but Gowanda, her lover. She fled the village

to meet him and escape, but her uncle and new husband chased her out onto the

lake where she threw herself into the water and was swept over the waterfall.

Gowanda saw his love in the grips of the water and tried to save her, but The

Three Sisters pulled the enemy down into the depths of the water. Even in

death, their spirits were kept apart, and they have sought one another ever

since. Family lore says the maiden was from my clan. I have begged the spirits

to release her for years. The maiden’s name was Tayouroughay.”




Despair gripped Tony

as he realized what Joseph had said.




“She’s dead? The

woman I’ve been seeing on the beach and dreaming of really is a ghost?” But I love her, his heart cried out.




“She is.” Joseph’s

voice was sympathetic. “She comes to you as a messenger for The Three Sisters.

The spirits need your help. They spared you that day in the lake because they

knew this day would come. No one escapes their grip unless they release them.

Tell me, Professor, do you believe in reincarnation?”





 



* * * *





 



Michelle swallowed another mouthful of the bitter coffee she

didn’t really want in an effort to stave off the inevitable.




“Aren’t you finished yet? I’ve never seen you have three

cups of coffee at supper—even if it is decaf.”




Realizing she had no other choice, Michelle picked up her

cup, drained it, and stood to put on her coat.




“Dinner’s on you since this is your idea.”




Tasha smiled and reached for the check. She opened her purse

and pulled out the hot pink wallet Michelle had given her for her birthday last

June.




“Fine by me. It’s stopped raining.

We can walk to the shop quicker than if we go back to the car and try to find

another parking space.”




Michelle nodded and waited for Tasha to settle the bill. It may

have stopped raining, but the temperature was unseasonably cold and the winds

strong. She zipped her jacket and wrapped the ivory scarf around her neck. She

put on the matching beret and donned her kidskin gloves.




“It’s ridiculous to have to bundle up like this. It’s only

the end of October. The kids will freeze trick or treating next Thursday

night.” Tasha pulled her knitted hat down and reached for her gloves. “I hope

this isn’t a sign of things to come. I hate the thought of a long winter. I

know you don’t think this will work, but think positive. Audra has helped

thousands.”




“I’m going, aren’t I? Don’t push it.”




They left The Copper Kettle, crossed the street, and walked

the three blocks to the small shop, Ages Past, where Audra held audiences and

sold unusual books and New Age paraphernalia.




Each step brought her closer to the shop and amplified

Michelle’s discomfort. Tasha had accused her earlier of ignoring the problem

she had with water, but she was wrong. Since it had gotten worse, she’d tried

to find an equitable solution to it, but nothing had worked. Not being able to

take a shower and wash her own hair was ridiculous, and she knew it.




Her aquaphobia had intensified

shortly after her arrival in Thunder Bay, about the same time she’d started

seeing Mohawk Madam. She’d tested her theory about the ghost being attached to

the motel rather than herself earlier when she’d tried

to wash her face in the tub. Just bringing her hands full of water toward her

face had almost brought on a panic attack. Thank goodness she could still use pre-moistened

towelettes to remove what little makeup she wore and

keep her face clean. She could bathe and wet herself up to her neck, but what

would happen if the time came when she couldn’t?




She’d tried taking the bull by the horns and had gone the

municipal pool in Thunder Bay. When she’d tried to put her face underwater, her

terror had been so extreme one of the lifeguards had thought she was drowning

and jumped into the pool to save her. The ensuing scene would have been comical

had it involved anyone else. Michelle had been mortified. The lifeguard had

suggested she seek medical attention.




“We’re here.” Tasha’s words brought her back to the present.

Michelle looked at the storefront and shook her head. It didn’t look promising.

Curious, she peered in the window. The shelves and counters teemed with all

kinds of books, crystals, candles, and other objects apparently designed to

cure whatever ailed you and balance your spiritual self.




How can Tasha believe

in this stuff?




According to the poster on the door, Audra, a denizen of the

spirit world, was empowered to help those in this dimension. For twenty-five

dollars, she could contact the spirits and help you with whatever ailed you.

You could lose weight, quit smoking, end chronic pain, and overcome fears.




Yeah, like this one’s

for real.




Tasha opened the shop door, and Michelle reluctantly

followed her inside. The store smelled of incense and age. Some of the books

moldering on the shelves must be a hundred years old. There was some kind of

punk music playing in the background—not a musical style she enjoyed. She

looked around her. There were crystals of every shape, size, and color, some on

chains, others in dishes. Cones and sticks of incense, burners, and candles in

every scent known to man littered the counters. She noted the numerous

apothecary jars filled with powders of various colors all neatly labelled.




If I look hard enough

will I find eye of newt and mandrake root? Michelle relaxed. I don’t think I have anything to worry about

here. There’s no way this woman will figure out my secret.




The young Goth girl standing by the cash register didn’t

even look up when the bell attached to the door announced their arrival. The

open magazine on the counter engrossed her. Dressed entirely in black, a spiked

dog collar around her neck, she had short, black hair with tips dyed to match

the blood-red lipstick she wore. She was quite pretty if you could overlook the

ghoulish makeup and way too many piercings.




“Can I help you?” She didn’t take the time to look at them

and sounded as bored as she probably was. The place didn’t look as if it had

had customers in days.




“Yes, you can.” Tasha spoke before Michelle could turn tail

and run.




“My friend is here to see Audra. Is she accepting clients

tonight?”




The girl’s head jerked up, like a bobble-headed

doll pressed too hard. Surprise and excitement glowed in her startling,

black-lined, green eyes. She smiled, showing off teeth so white they must

recently have been bleached. She looked from Michelle to Tasha and back to

Michelle again.




“This is like, so cool. Audra said you were coming. She

always knows.” She pointed a black-fingernail-tipped finger at Michelle.

“You’re Michelle, right?”




Tasha gasped. “How did you know her name? That’s freaky!”




A frisson coursed down Michelle’s spine. What was going on

here? There was no way this woman could know her name. While Michelle believed

in ghosts, witches and warlocks were the stuff of fairy tales. Tasha!




“You called ahead and made an appointment? You’re pretty

sure of yourself,” she accused.




“As God is my witness, I didn’t call. How could I? I didn’t

even know you were going to go through with it. I waited all afternoon for you

to call and tell me you were going on that case and leaving right away. That’s

why I’d arranged to meet Simon at The Copper Kettle too. He’d have been there

if it hadn’t been for that accident, or are you going to accuse me of arranging

that four car pile-up?”




Tasha tried to look indignant, but the combination of awe

and fear on her face spoiled the look, and convinced Michelle she was telling

the truth.




The girl behind the counter giggled self-consciously and

closed her magazine. She’d been following their conversation closely. While she

might have been told to expect them, she seemed slightly spooked too.

Michelle’s level of discomfort rose.




“This is so awesome! Audra said you’d be skeptical. Your

friend’s right. She didn’t call or anything, but Audra knew you were coming.

She even told me you’d be the dark-haired one, and I should treat you with

respect. Are you a witch too? I’ve never been told to be especially nice to

anyone before.”




Tasha laughed. “Let me think, I’ve heard her called

something like that, but I’m sure it started with a ‘B’.”




The girl giggled again, the innocent sound at odds with her

macabre appearance.




Michelle glared at Tasha. “Very funny.

I love you too.”




“Go on back, Michelle. She’s waiting for you.” The girl

pointed to Tasha. “Sorry, but Audra says you’re to wait out here with me.”




“Dang! I wanted to sit in on the

audience.” She made a face and pouted. “You’ll tell me everything, promise?”




Michelle nodded, and Tasha fell into the overstuffed chair

in what must be the reading/waiting area.




“Okay. You’re on your own. Since it’s my idea, I’ll pay.”




“No, you won’t,” the cashier interrupted. “Audra says

there’s no charge.”




Michelle looked from one woman to the other, shook her head,

and turned to face the heavy black velvet drapery separating the audience area

from the rest of the store. She felt a sense of impending doom.




What the hell is going

on here? I should just turn around and walk out of this place.




As much as the idea of leaving appealed to her, she realized

she couldn’t do it. It was like watching two cars speeding toward each other.

You knew something bad was going to happen, but you were powerless to stop it.

She separated the curtains and stepped through.




She’d entered a different dimension. Gone was the punk rock

music in the background. Even the smell was different in here. How was that

possible? Michelle looked around the small enclosure, her gaze coming to rest

on the woman standing behind the small, round, black-cloth-covered table. She

blinked.




If you wanted someone to pose for one of Macbeth’s witches,

Audra would be the perfect choice. The woman, old and bent, resembled

everyone’s Halloween-inspired image of a sorceress—minus the warts. She had

long, gray hair, which probably hadn’t seen a comb, or shampoo, for that

matter, in years. The minute Michelle sat on the chair in front of the seer, she knew she wasn’t a fraud. The spirits were with

this woman, and Michelle had long since learned to respect the spirits even if

she didn’t like the hold they had over her. The woman sat after she did and

smiled. The gesture transformed her. Suddenly, instead of an old crone, the

woman who sat before her had an ageless beauty and wisdom about her. Her

sightless eyes remained as before. She was calm, and Michelle relaxed.




“What are you?” Michelle whispered.




“I am Audra. You saw me as you expected to see me. Now, you

see me as I am. There are different kinds of blindness in the world. My powers

have come down to me through the ages. I’m a witch.” She laughed. “I know you

don’t believe in my kind, but we exist just as the other things people would

like to believe are imaginary exist too. There is good and evil in the world.

Like you, I’m good. Welcome to my home. I’ve been expecting you.”




Michelle stared at the enchantress, and in spite of the

cataracts in the woman’s eyes, she sensed the woman saw her clearly. The only

sound came from a large, pendulum clock on the far wall. Her heart beat at the

same pace as the clock ticked. She shivered as if someone had walked over her

grave, and realized what Audra had said.




“What do you mean, you’ve been expecting me? How did you

know I was coming? I didn’t even know.”




“The spirits told me, princess.”




“Princess? Why on earth would you

call me that?”




“It’s what Akuti, the name your

birth mother gave you, means. She had the sight. She knew who you were before you

were born and the spirits called her home.”




Michelle shivered. “How do you know that?”




“I know it just as I know you’re of the blood. Your Mohawk

bloodline is a proud one.”




“It isn’t one I recognize.” Michelle’s voice was

belligerent.




Audra nodded her head. “While my eyes can’t see in this

world, they see clearly in the next. We are what we are, and wishing it were

different doesn’t make it so. You were a proud maiden whose spirit sought to

oppose the traditions of her people. Now, pride tears your spirit between two

cultures.”




“Your spirits,”

she emphasized the word, “have misinformed you.” Michelle’s anger suffused her.

How dare this woman talk to her that way? She might think she knew it all, but

she was wrong. “I didn’t turn my back on them—he didn’t want me.”




The old woman shook her head.




“I’m sorry, princess. Sometimes the choices others make are

hard to understand. Your father did what he thought was best for you. In the

past, you turned your back on them, thinking what you did was also what was best

for you. You’ve travelled a rocky road to get where you are today, but all the

paths lead to the same place. The dreams and fears have gotten worse, haven’t

they?”




Michelle nodded, and her discomfort grew. She clasped her

hands together, surprised to see her fingers were as cold as ice while

perspiration beaded her forehead. How can

she know that?




Audra answered as if Michelle had spoken aloud.




“I walk with the spirits, just as you do, but I hear them

all—those here now, and those who’ve found peace. Today, I’m their messenger.

They have a task for you. If you do this, you’ll end the curse plaguing you for

two centuries. Did you think this was the first time you’d come back?”




“I don’t understand. Are you saying I’ve come back before?”




“Yes, child, and you know it’s true. Your own spirit is with

you now—you’ve seen her, yet you reject her. The cycle has repeated itself

several times. The circle of life continues, and our fate is tied to it.

Humanity has changed a great deal in the last hundred years. People have

forsaken tradition, and no longer respect Mother Earth and the spirits. They’ve

poisoned the land, the rivers, and the air. Someone seeks to despoil the Lake

of the Gods. The Three Sisters need you to stop them.”




“If they’re gods, why don’t they do it themselves? What can

I do that a god can’t?” Despite the bravado in her voice, fear made Michelle’s

heart pound.




“Gods and spirits get their powers from the faith people

have in them. People have lost faith, and the gods are powerless to protect

themselves from evil. You and your mate can stop those destroying the lake.”




Michelle choked out a laugh. Seriously? “My

mate? Give me a break. I don’t even have a boyfriend. Looks like the

spirits are out of luck.” She made a move to stand.




Audra’s voice filled with anger boomed in the small room,

and Michelle dropped into her seat, chastised. “Don’t mock me. Long ago, you sinned

against your people and violated the sacred waters. You paid the price with

your life and his, and your spirits have been punished for it. The Three

Sisters are ready to set aside their anger in exchange for your help. If you succeed

in saving their home, you’ll be reunited with the one you lost, the dreams will

end, and you’ll have the life you’ve always wanted.”




Some of what Audra had said seemed to ring a bell. The

woman’s anger had evaporated, and the serene smile returned to her face.




“Who are The Three Sisters? I’ve heard the term before, but

I can’t place it.” If there was even a remote chance she could rid herself of

the nightmares and fears, she’d jump at it, and if there was a happily ever

after in it for her, so much the better. She thought of the dream lover. Was he

her mate? How would she find him? He was dead, right? Come to think of it,

where was this sacred lake?




“The Three Sisters are the sustaining spirits of your

ancestors. They have not revealed the nature of the task itself to me, but it

is dangerous, and you cannot do it on your own. Don’t trust your senses. Let

your heart guide you.”




Great, go do this job

and save the sisters, but guess what, I’m not going to tell you what to do, how

to do it, or where to find the help you need.




Skeptical and frustrated, Michelle stared into Audra’s blind

eyes, as if she could somehow look into the woman’s mind and see what she was

seeing. The truth had to be written there.




“You’ve said they cursed me. How do I know if I do this

they’ll follow through on their end of the bargain and release me?”




“The sprits will honor their word once you save Onokenoga, the Lake of the Gods.”




“Where will I find this Lake of the Gods?”




“You journey there tomorrow.”




Michelle recoiled. “The Lake of the

Mountain?” If the lake was the sacred place, then was one of the two men

she’d seen pictures of her mate? How would she know which one?




“Yes. It’s in the land of your ancestors.”




“And is my mate there too?”




“He waits for you.”




“After I manage to protect the water, will I have peace?

Will all the spirits leave me alone?”




Audra smiled. “Would you really want them to? You’ve been

given a great gift. You’re a bridge between this world and the next for those

who die in water. You bring justice and peace. That gift is yours, and can’t be

taken away, but all the nightmares and this terrible phobia of water will end.”




“All the dreams?”




The old woman nodded and chuckled. “When you have a live

lover, you’ll have no need of a dream one, princess.”




Michelle reddened. Was there anything Audra didn’t know?




“Go home. Open the box your aunt sent you. Inside you’ll

find your past and your future. Take two of the objects you’ll find inside with

you. Leave the third. You’ll know which one to leave.”




The woman reached across the table and grasped Michelle’s

hands in a tight grip. Heat flowed from her, and Michelle felt her frozen palms

begin to sweat.




“You’re confused now. You don’t know whether to believe me

or not. A final word. A warning.

All is not what it seems. Don’t let your senses deceive you. You will have to

choose, but choose wisely. There is far more at stake here than you realize. As

a show of good faith, you will have one more dream. Learn from it. The rain

will make driving hazardous. Go. I’m tired.”




The woman seemed to implode, and when Michelle looked again,

the old crone she’d seen earlier sat at the table, her blind eyes staring into

space. Michelle pushed aside the curtain, and Tasha jumped up.




“Holy cow. You were in there over

an hour. I was about to go looking for you. Well, what did she say?”




“She spoke in riddles. She said I’m going on a trip and the

roads will be bad. Let’s get out of here. I need a beer.”




Promise or no promise, there was no way she’d share anything

Audra had said with anyone, not even Tasha.













 




 




 



Chapter Five





 




 



Tony sipped his beer. What Joseph had revealed flabbergasted

him. If what the elder Mohawk said were true, he’d been reincarnated to right a

wrong and be reunited with the woman he loved—the ghost who walked the beach

and inhabited his dreams—the one he’d failed to save two hundred years ago. To

the best of his knowledge, the only way you could “be” with a ghost was to

become one yourself. Would dying be the price for helping The Three Sisters?

His death didn’t really matter to him, but surely they could have found a

better way to get his attention than by letting innocent kids die?




He let another mouthful of beer slide down his

throat. The locally brewed ale wasn’t bad, in fact, he

enjoyed its slightly hoppy taste. He scanned the room. Lindsay’s parents and

her uncle sat at one table intent on their conversation. No one blamed him for

the deaths, but they had too many questions—questions he couldn’t answer.




Aaron’s parents had arrived earlier than expected

because they’d been able to get on the first flight out of Calgary. Lissa sat with them. She’d told them about the baby and it

had brought a measure of bitter sweetness to the sad occasion. Their son might

be dead, but part of him would live on. Lissa and the

baby would always have a place with them.




Food and drink—the great

sustainers of life. They’d all gathered in the resort’s restaurant for

dinner and afterward stayed in the bar where they sought comfort and closure,

but with the release of the bodies in limbo, resolution wasn’t something they’d

get tonight. Liam Moorcroft had admitted the delay was his fault, but contrary

to what Mayor Ron had said, Aaron’s parents were pleased his death wasn’t going

to be considered an accident without a proper investigation. Liam had said the

provincial coroner was sending his top forensic pathologist to handle the case.

Dr. Thomas was the foremost authority on deaths involving drowning.




“Colin’s a good friend. He knows how hard this is,

and he won’t let it drag on. Dr. Thomas will be here by noon tomorrow, and then

we’ll get to the bottom of things.” Moorcroft’s confidence had brought everyone

some measure of comfort.




Jackson brooded alone in the far corner. Although

he hadn’t known the others on the team well, Tony knew the tragedy had touched

him deeply. The young man had the potential to be a great researcher. Tony

hoped this wouldn’t change him too much, but how could it not—he’d been the one

to find the bodies.




He noted his student’s beer stein was empty. He

ordered another round from the girl tending bar and walked over to the solitary

young man.




“Can I join you?” Tony set the glass of beer on

the table in front of him. Normally, he didn’t socialize to this extent with his

students, but tragedy forced exceptions to a lot of rules.




Jackson looked up, and Tony read the misery and

guilt in his eyes.




Guilt? What did I

miss?




Tony sat, not giving him the chance to say he’d

rather be alone.




“Are you okay?” He took a mouthful of his beer and

watched the young man look down into his.




“It’s all my fault

Lindsay and Aaron are dead.”




The words, barely above a whisper, were wrenched

from Jackson’s heart.




“Why would you say that?” Had something been going

on his students had kept from him?




Jackson, a haunted look on his face belying his

twenty-one years, stared into Tony’s eyes.




“After our discussion yesterday afternoon, we went

out and collected more samples as you’d suggested. I started checking them.

Those we’d collected from the southwest section of the lake had a higher

concentration of toxins than the ones from the southeast section. It was as if

the chemicals had settled right there. With the recent rains, that stream is running

high. I thought maybe if we could test the stream’s water in a few different

places, we might be able to narrow the entry point. I wanted some water from

there to compare with what I’d taken from the center of the lake yesterday

afternoon. That whole bottomless thing had me guessing…If you wanted to dump

something no one would find, properly weighted, that’d be the place to do it,

but how would you get the stuff out there? I mentioned my idea at supper time. Lissa felt like crap, and Lindsay needed something from Picton, so Aaron offered to take her into town and stop to

get water samples on their way. The weather wasn’t the greatest, but they

figured they’d have time before the storm hit. I’d pulled an all-nighter the

day before and fell asleep watching a movie on my laptop. When I woke up around

two—I saw you run down to the lake…”




“Did you see anyone else on the beach?” Tony

interrupted. If Jackson had seen the woman too, then Tony would have

corroboration for what he’d seen, an alibi at the least. Maybe Joseph was

wrong.




“No, just you, Professor.

You looked a little crazy to me, but I was half-asleep, so I thought I might be

dreaming. You looked like some kind of avenging warrior from one of my video

games. The rain was really coming down at that point. What were you doing out

there?”




“I thought I’d seen someone on the beach, but I

was mistaken.”




“That woman you mentioned the other day after the

break-in? I’ve been watching for her, but I haven’t seen her. She’d have to be

nuts to be out last night.”




Not if she

was a ghost. The weather wouldn’t bother her.




Tony looked at the young man. “No matter what you

might think, it wasn’t your fault. If they did go looking for samples in that

weather, then I’m ultimately to blame. ”




“But if I hadn’t said anything…Why else would they

have gone out on the lake? Maybe it was before the storm, but what I don’t

understand is why didn’t they come and get the life jackets off the cabin

railing? Aaron was anal about wearing the life jackets especially if we went

out in the evening. He said the fish jumped at night. A big enough fish could

startle you, and it didn’t take much to tip a canoe. He never got over ending

up in the water that first afternoon. Those waves had to be running two to

three feet high last night. I don’t understand. It doesn’t make any sense. And

another thing—how could they have gotten together like that? I should have

followed protocol and come to you with my findings, but I wanted to prove

myself…”




Tony’s heart went out to the boy.




“Listen to me. Yes, you should have come directly

to me with your findings. Where are your samples?”




“That’s the other thing that doesn’t make sense. I

can’t find any of my samples, and the ones Lindsay had are gone too. They’re

all gone. Everything we’ve taken within the last two weeks. I thought Aaron had

given them to you for comparison, but from what you’ve just said, I assume you

haven’t got them. Aaron and Lindsay must have taken them, but why? There’s a

collection kit missing too.”




Tony’s stomach clenched. All the

samples gone? They don’t exist?

Was the mayor clairvoyant? Wasn’t that a bit too convenient?




“They gave me their results, not the physical

samples. You must still have the results somewhere, right?”




“Oh yeah.”




Jackson pulled a USB drive shaped like R2D2, the Star Wars robot, out from under his

shirt.




“All my results are backed up in the cyberspace, on the hard drive, and here. I’m kind

of paranoid about losing stuff, which is why I’m so upset about losing those

samples. I still have my shots. I keep them separate, but…” Shots were what the

students called the minute plastic cylinders used in the chemical analyzer.




“That’s great. Give me that USB drive, and I’ll

check your results on my laptop. I want you to go and get the shots right

now—in fact, I’ll come with you. Something doesn’t feel right.”




Tony stood. “Let me say goodnight to the others.

We can’t walk away from this. The mayor may not understand the danger, but

Moorcroft might, and I’m hoping that pathologist will. We can’t abandon this

project now. Two people are dead, and who knows how many others are in danger.

We need proof, irrefutable proof.”




Tony turned and walked away from the table, said

goodnight to those remaining in the bar, and followed Jackson to his cabin.

With the shots in hand, he retraced his steps to the house he’d chosen for

himself. Of the three buildings his team had occupied, the tree house was the

closest to the lake. The night was clear and cold, as different from the

previous night as it could possibly get. Steam rose off the lake, and in the

mist he imagined canoes setting off from shore. Thanks to the beer he’d

consumed earlier, and the story Joseph had told him, he visualized a canoe,

paddled furtively along the shore by one person, a woman, dressed in

light-colored buckskin, her black braid a dark shadow against the pale

background of her dress. She glowed in the moonlight. From the beach, another

larger canoe set off, two men after her, paddling hard. He blinked twice and

the fog settled into its low, seething mist again. He shivered.




He turned away from the view and unlocked his

cabin door. He locked it behind him and closed the drapes. He thought back to

his conversation with Jackson and remembered the mayor’s words.




They don’t

exist.




“You know something, Mayor Ron, and I intend to

find out what it is,” he vowed to the empty room.




Tony walked over to the chemical analyzer set up

on the table. That piece of equipment had arrived only three days ago. He

opened the chamber, dropped in the water to be analyzed and closed the door.

Let the magic begin. This device was far more accurate than the one Lindsay had

used.




As Tony looked through the information on the USB

key, he understood the young man’s consternation. He compared Lindsay’s

findings to Jackson’s and frowned. The boy was right. His concentrations were

much higher than hers. That stream and swamp area had to be the key. There were

farms, wineries, and a slaughterhouse along that side of the lake and stream

too. That meant private land. The only way he’d get the samples from there

would be if he convinced the coroner his students’ deaths were related to their

findings. Without the original samples…He rubbed his forehead to ease the ache

behind his eyes. The migraine was back in full force. He looked at the clock. Ten-thirty. He reached for the packet of herbs Maggie had

given him and put the kettle on. He’d have another cup of willow bark tea and

try to get some sleep. It had been a hell of a day, and tomorrow wasn’t looking

so hot either. Tomorrow afternoon—what

the hell’s supposed to happen then?





 



* * * *





 



Michelle brushed her teeth, rinsed her mouth, and

looked up at her image reflected in the mirror. Tasha was right. She looked

like crap, definitely not the best look for her. There were dark circles under

her eyes and her skin was sallow. She looked as if she hadn’t had a good

night’s sleep in three months, which was pretty much the truth.




She glanced at the clock—half-past ten. She was overtired

and irritable, and as much as she’d like to climb into bed, she couldn’t. She had

too many things to do. The eerie meeting with Audra had left her an emotional mess.

Tasha’s incessant questions about the interview hadn’t helped either.




Rather than snipe at her, Michelle chose to leave

Tasha half-an-hour ago when Simon, her EMS boyfriend, arrived at The Thornless Rose, the local pub where they’d gone after

leaving Ages Past. She’d battled the wind back to her car, grateful the rain

hadn’t started before she got safely inside. She’d been less than half-a-mile

from home when the skies had opened up. One of the biggest draws to her

apartment had been its underground parking, and she’d certainly appreciated it

tonight.




She walked out of the bathroom and went down the

hall to the guest room. She turned on one of the two matching Tiffany lamps and

walked over to the bed where she’d left her suitcase. She emptied it, put away

what was clean, and tossed the rest into the hamper.




Mechanically, she went into the laundry room,

emptied the washer, and put the items in the dryer. Her work clothes’ shopping

philosophy was simple. If it couldn’t be washed and dried, she didn’t buy it.

She changed frequently during the day—the fear of smelling like the dead never

quite assuaged—and she needed stuff that could be laundered quickly and

effectively. She did have some good clothes for social occasions, but it had

been a long time since she’d worn them. Visions of Ron Davies and Tony Steele

swam before her eyes. She moved to the closet where she kept her dressier

garments. Maybe she’d add a few girlier things this

time. She stared down at the box on the floor, the one Audra had told her to

open.




Not now.

After I do what I have to do.




She repacked her bag with what she thought she’d

need. Lastly, she added her favorite cool weather running gear and added an

extra couple of pairs of thermal socks, a pair of wool gloves, and a woolen cap.

She left the bag open to accommodate the items in the dryer. She got a large

reusable shopping bag and tossed in her favorite dress boots, lined rubber

boots, runners, hiking shoes, and a pair of strappy heals. She selected a few

pieces of jewelry and added them to the suitcase. Satisfied she had everything

she’d need, she padded into the kitchen, made herself

a cup of mint tea, and carried it in to her office.




She sat at the desk, opened her laptop computer

and waited for it to warm up. She called up the file on her Thunder Bay case.

She’d filled out most of the forms and reports, and only had to finish a couple

of minor things. Once complete, she set up a file for her new case and added

what little information she had. She transferred files from her phone to her

computer. Even with the larger resolution, the image of the bodies had nothing

else to say. She printed off the documents requiring her signature and shut

down the computer. She packed it into the carrying case along with her

mini-printer, and a new bundle of paper. She checked her briefcase, made sure

she had everything she needed, including the two chargers for her cell phone,

and put the briefcase and computer case next to the door.




She shut off the desk lamp and returned to the

laundry room where she folded the items, now dry, and carried them to the

bedroom and the waiting suitcase. That task completed, she turned to the closet

once more and the parcel Audra said she had to open. Reluctantly, she carried

the package into the kitchen.




The plain cardboard box was securely taped closed.

She placed it on the counter, cut the tape, and opened the box. Inside were

three individually wrapped bundles. What had Audra said? Take two, leave one?




Curious to know what the packages contained, she

removed the smallest of the three. She carefully unwrapped

the tissue and found a pair of buckskin mittens lined with what appeared to be

white rabbit. She laughed and shook her head. Well, I guess I know which package is staying here.




The second parcel felt a lot like the first, but

when she unwrapped it, she held a pair of handmade,

pale buckskin moccasins. The intricate beadwork would have taken hours to

complete.




The last bundle, larger than the others, held a

hand-woven ivory shawl, Butterflies had been quilted

onto the fine wool. It the most beautiful shawl Michelle had ever seen. She

shook it out, and examined it carefully. As a quilter, she knew it had taken

hours, patience, and skill to make. The shawl was large enough to double as a

small blanket. A slip of paper fell to the floor, and she reached for it.




These were

made for you.




There was no signature on the note, but she

recognized her aunt’s cramped penmanship. Michelle put the paper in the garbage

and set the box aside for recycling. She carried the mittens over to the closet

and added them to her stash of winter hats and mitts. The shawl and moccasins

she placed in her suitcase. How could these things be her past and her future?

Audra certainly had spoken in riddles. She hadn’t lied to Tasha about that.




She yawned. It was almost midnight, the witching

hour. She shivered. Audra had said there’d be one more dream. Hopefully, it

wouldn’t be tonight.





 



* * * *





 



Run! Run

faster! Don’t stop! They can’t catch

you. If they do, it’s over, and you’ll both die a horrible death. The thoughts

spur her on. The night air is cold, colder than normal for the time of year,

yet she’s soaking wet from her exertions. The stitch in her side cripples her

in its intensity. Her feet ache from stepping on sharp rocks and twigs, and in

one of her falls, she’s lost her left moccasin. She’s

felt her uncle’s anger before, and she knows if her father turns her over to

him again, she’ll never survive another of his beatings. As chief, her father

must set the example for his people as well as for her sisters. What she’s

doing is wrong, and if she’s caught, she’ll have to be punished.




Exhaustion

slows her movements, but she reaches the edge of the sacred waters minutes

ahead of her pursuers. She slides into the marsh, its frigid water numbing her

feet, and squats down in the bulrushes, waiting for her enemies to pass her by

and continue to the edge of the lake where the village keeps its fishing

canoes. She begs the spirits to forgive her for violating their waters this way.




The men have

almost reached the place where she veered away from the path. Will they see the

telltale signs of her passing? It’s dark, and the moonlight barely reaches the

forest floor. She hears them approach, but they don’t even slow as they

continue along the well-worn trail.




She moves

slowly through the rushes toward the water’s edge where she’s hidden her canoe.

Last night, she’d risked her life to save him. They’d beaten him so badly, and

there were so many cuts on his beautiful body. His face was a mass of dark

purple bruises, but he refused to leave the island without her. She’d hurried

back to the village so no one would suspect that she’d been the one to release

their prisoner.




All day, she

sat by the longhouse with the women grinding corn for the winter stores. She

knew they hadn’t found him—they’d looked in the waters of the great river as

she’d hoped. They launched canoes and scoured the riverbank thinking he tried

to return to his people, but they are wrong. He waits for her.




She sits

shivering in the marsh, listening to their hurried footsteps as they continue

along the trail. They have no need for stealth. Where can she go? The path leads

to the lake and nowhere else.




She trembles,

and her teeth chatter. As she moves toward the bank where she’s left the means

of her escape, she glimpses the main body of the lake. Unlike last night, the

harvest moon coats the surface of the water in silver, and she can see the

gentle current flowing toward the waterfall and the man she loves.




Why had her

father decided to give her to Annosothka tonight of

all nights? He is a handsome brave, but he’s not the man she loves. She hadn’t

expected them to discover her missing so soon. Now, her uncle and husband

pursue her, and if they catch her, the punishment will be more than she can endure.

She’s supposed to be a maiden. What will Annosothka

do if he discovers she isn’t?




She moves

stealthily to the edge of the water and slips into her canoe. She paddles slowly

but silently along the shore. Thinking she is far enough away not to be

noticed, she begins the trek across the water, but the moonlight betrays her.

She hears her uncle’s cry when he spots her and the sound of their canoe being

launched is loud in her ears.




They are

much stronger than she is. Two men paddling in a canoe eat up the distance

between her and themselves quickly. Sisters, help me, she prays to the spirits

of her people, but the men continued to gain on her. She knows he can see her

and those pursuing her, but he is unarmed, without a canoe of his own, and

powerless to help her.




She is only

minutes from him when she feels their canoe nudge hers, and knowing she cannot

let him be taken again, she does the only thing she can do. She throws herself

into the frigid waters of the lake, feels the water tug at her, and sinks

beneath its surface.




Kicking with

all her might, she forces herself to start swimming and surfaces a few feet

from the canoe.




“Tayouroughay!”




She hears

them calling her name and prays they won’t realize there’s a third voice

calling. She strikes out toward the center of the lake where the spirit sisters

dwell as far away from his hiding place as she can get.




As strong a

swimmer as she is, she can’t make any progress with the weight of her garments

pulling her down. She slips under the water, the icy liquid filling her nose

and her mouth. She kicks up to the surface again, coughs, and looks around her.

Their canoe is moving closer. She ducks back under the water, hoping they haven’t

seen her, and moves in the direction of the far shore.




Her lungs

ache and burn from lack of air, she fights her way back to the surface that

seems almost too far away to reach. Her hands and feet are numb, refusing to

obey the commands of her mind. Her head breaks the surface of the water and she

gasps, swallowing mouthful after mouthful of water. She chokes, unable to

breathe properly as the current and her clothing work together to pull her

under again.




She forces

her weakened legs to kick, fighting to keep her head above water, and looks toward

the shore, now much farther away than she’d expected. Exhausted, she floats for

a few moments, hoping to regain some of her strength. She is so cold, so tired.

She hears the water sing loudly and realizes too late the sisters have refused

to help her and have sent her in the wrong direction. She betrayed her people,

lain with the enemy, and this is her punishment. Her fate is sealed. There will

be no escape. She thinks she sees him run into the water. She thinks he cries

her name, the sound carried on the wind. Goodbye, my love. She screams only

once as she tumbles over the lip and the current carries her down the rocky

slope into the waters of the great lake hundreds of feet below.




Michelle woke up coughing and choking. She gasped

for air, fighting to draw the oxygen she desperately needed into her lungs. Her

chest ached. Clear mucus streamed from her nose, and she gagged on the stale

water taste in her mouth. Her hands and feet were numb, her nightdress sopping

wet, and every part of her body throbbed as if she’d actually been the one

fighting for survival in the icy waters. Her heart pounded and the terror she

felt threatened to engulf her once more. The sheets and blankets were

sweat-soaked and clammy. My God! She remembered everything. She’d been the

Mohawk maiden fleeing her home. This was the sin she’d committed. She’d

betrayed her people for the love of a man, but who was he? She still hadn’t seen

his face, nor the faces of the men who’d chased her to

her death.




She panted, trying to control her breathing, and

let the tears fall.




After a few minutes, she felt in control enough to

sit up. She leaned across the bed and turned on the lamp on the bedside table.

She shivered uncontrollably. Her teeth chattered loudly. The dreams were always

accompanied by aches and pains, but tonight, they were worse than ever. Her

entire body felt bruised. What had Audra said? One more bad

dream? Learn from it. Well, it had certainly been a bad dream.




She remembered every detail of the horrifying

event. She panted, frightened, and confused. It had been like a terrifying 3-D

video game adventure. Why had The Three Sisters refused to help her? Had

falling in love been such a crime?




Audra said the spirits needed her help. In her

dream, she’d prayed to The Three Sisters, but they’d refused her prayers. She

thought of the men who’d chased her and her dream lover. All is not as it seems. Trust

your heart, not your senses. Audra’s voice echoed in her mind.




Michelle lay back against the pillow waiting for

her heartbeat to normalize so she could get out of bed and get warm. At least I know how I died all those years

ago. Cause of death, drowning caused by severe head and body

trauma associated with a fall down a mountainside.




She closed her eyes and did her yoga breathing to

relax. When she felt somewhat in control, she climbed out of bed and flipped

the switch on the electric fireplace she’d bought for her bedroom,

hoping heating the room would help warm her. The October night was cool, and

although the room heated quickly, the chill within her wouldn’t subside.




She didn’t have to look at the clock to know the

time. It would be just after two. The nightmares were punctual. If The Three Sisters

wanted her help in exchange for ridding her of these nightmares, bring it on!

She sat on the bed and lifted her sore foot to examine the sole. There was

nothing to see, but it hurt. A missing moccasin, a missing shoe—was there a

connection?




She walked out of her room and into the bathroom. She

needed to immerse her body in a hot bath—the hotter the better. It was the only

way to feel warm again. As long as she didn’t get any water on her face, she’d

be fine. She plugged the drain and started to fill the tub. She went into the

hall, got dry linens from the closet, and returned to remake the bed.




She shivered despite the heat of the room. As soon

as the bed was remade, she stripped off her sweat-dampened nightgown and went

back into the bathroom. To her dismay, although the water was running, the plug

hadn’t held, and the tub was empty. All that beautiful hot

water down the drain.




Damn! She stared at the shower head. Her body shook

so badly, if she didn’t do something she’d freeze to death. She leaned into the

tub and flipped the lever turning on the shower.




She’d been unable to take a shower for months.

Maybe since the dream had been different tonight, her response to the water

would be too. She stepped into the tub, making sure the water poured down on

her back. As hot water coursed over her, she felt the bone-chilling cold

release its grip, and she relaxed. This is wonderful. Since I’m in here, and everything is fine, I may as well wash my hair.

Lord knows it needs it.




She reached for the shampoo bottle on the shelf

and poured a generous amount into her hand. She rubbed the liquid into her hair

and reveled in the experience. She scrubbed and massaged her aching skull. She

leaned back to rinse the hair from her forehead, not realizing she’d

inadvertently moved closer to the shower head. Water poured down her face,

shampoo stung her eyes. She panicked.




She couldn’t breathe. It was like being caught in

the nightmare, only a hundred times worse. She flailed her arms trying to find

a solid surface to grasp. She became tangled in the shower curtain, its plastic

suppleness feeling like something clawing at her, and her fear intensified. She

opened her mouth to breathe, but water and shampoo suds poured into it, and she

choked. Her throat was closing. She was dying. This wasn’t her nightmare. This

was real. She wasn’t going to wake up—she was awake!




The water, now ice cold, poured over her body,

freezing her. She fought to breathe. Terrified, unable to feel the wall, she

lost her balance and plummeted out of the tub and onto the floor, tearing the

shower curtain from the rod and striking her head against the toilet seat.

Everything went black.





 



* * * *





 



Tony sat up in

bed. He coughed until he gagged. He swung his feet over the side, placing both

feet flat on the floor in an attempt to anchor himself in the here and now. He

shivered violently. His heart hammered in his chest, its throbbing so loud he

could hear it.




Holy crap! What the hell just happened?




Last night,

he’d dreamed of being chased, he’d even scratched his face, but tonight…He’d

never had a dream like this. His heart still hadn’t settled, and he struggled

to breathe. He covered his face with trembling hands and slowly lowered them.

He convulsed with cold. Carefully he stood, not sure his legs would support

him, and went into the bathroom.




He grabbed the

robe on the back of the door and put it on. He turned on the light and stared

at the face in the mirror—his and yet not his. He looked haunted. His hair was

disheveled, and his face was pale against the beard growing there. His eyes were

shadowed.




He’d recognized

her at the onset. She’d been dressed the way she had been in his kitchen, but

she hadn’t had her blanket. He’d seen her enter the water and helplessly

watched as she was swept toward the lip and eventually down the rocky

embankment to the waters below. There was no way she or anybody could have

survived the fall. He’d tried to save her. He’d thrown himself into the water

to swim to her, but hands, hands like the ones grabbing at him the day he’d

fallen out of the canoe, had held him in place, and then they’d pulled him

under the water, and he’d gone down into blackness. Despite the robe, he

continued to shiver as if the cold he felt penetrated his soul. Would he ever

feel warm again?




What could have

caused such a vicious dream? Obviously, Joseph’s story had affected him deeply.

The guilt he felt about Aaron and Lindsay probably came into play too. His

imagination had pretty much recreated the legend, with a few twists entirely

his own. Joseph had to be wrong about The Three Sisters releasing him years

ago. As a scientist, he knew what he’d felt against his legs had

been Eurasian Watermilfoil or Curly-leaf pondweed—it

was all over the lake. Tony looked at the alarm clock. Just after two—again.

Enough was enough. Once they determined the cause of death for Lindsay and

Aaron, and they found the source of the poisonous chemicals in the water, he’d

go back to Toronto and apply for his sabbatical. He might give up research and

go to work for a company where he’d never be responsible for the lives of

others again.




He went down

stairs and got a bottle of water. He opened the curtains he’d closed earlier. The

moon was hidden behind clouds, and the lake was a void in the blackness. He

couldn’t even see the fog on it now. There was no hint of a breeze. The water

was calm. Just as he was about to turn away, a flash of lights out toward the

center of the lake drew his attention. He watched what seemed to be headlights

moving across the water. He blinked his eyes, and they were gone.




I’m seeing things. There’s probably a hill

along the road over there. Now the leaves are gone, it almost looked as if they

were riding on the water. Weird. He shuddered as

that eerie feeling that had been with him earlier returned. He closed the

curtain, finished his water, and went back upstairs to bed.













 




 




 



Chapter Six





 




 



Michelle awoke cold and shivering in the rain. She

was lying on the pavement, beside a red pool. Blood? What the hell happened?




She pushed herself up and the room came into

focus—not outside, inside. The rain was coming from the shower head whose

curtain, now cold and stiff, wrapped itself around her naked torso and legs.

Blood trickled down the side of her face. She lifted her hand and touched the

edge of her forehead.




“Ouch!”




Her head throbbed, and she felt nauseous. She used

the toilet to leverage herself upright and stood. She leaned forward, careful

to keep her face out of the stream of water and turned off the taps.

Shuddering, she pulled the wet plastic away from her, tossed it into the tub,

and grabbed the towel from the bar, drying herself quickly before donning the

fleece robe there. Somewhat warmer, but still trembling, she stared into the

vanity mirror to view the damage. The gash at her hairline still seeped blood. Why

did head wounds have to bleed so much?




Memories of her struggle in the shower flooded her.

Quickly, she spewed the contents of her stomach into the toilet. Absolutely

humiliated to realize the depths to which she’d sunk, she straightened, opened

the medicine cabinet, and took out the first aid kit, an antacid, and a mild

analgesic. She quickly attended to the cut on her forehead, grateful it didn’t need

stitches. How humiliating would that be?




She brushed her teeth, dried her hair, packed up

her cosmetic case, and wiped down the mess in the bathroom with towels and the

bath mat. She carried the wet items into the laundry room and tossed them into

the dryer. She returned to the bathroom, took the offending shower curtain,

hooks and all, and carried it into the kitchen where she shoved it into a large,

plastic garbage bag. She’d order shower doors and have them installed as soon

as possible. Still shivering, she made her way back to the bedroom, donned the

warmest pajamas she could find, and crawled into bed. The cut continued to

ooze. It would no doubt stain the pillow by morning—something else she’d have

to replace. Exhausted, she closed her eyes. The fear she might have a

concussion surfaced briefly, but she was too tired and upset to care.





 



* * * *





 



Michelle drove her black Camaro along Highway 33,

well aware she procrastinated. She’d used her own car today instead of one of

the coroner’s office vehicles. Her baby needed a good run, and this jaunt to

the island would do the trick. Despite Audra’s warnings about rain, she’d hoped

for nice weather. While the sunroof remained closed, driving the car she’d

always wanted made her feel better and, after last night, she needed an

emotional boost. When she was behind the wheel, she was in control. As she’d

moved eastward, the rain had intensified. Road conditions were atrocious. It

had taken over four hours and two detours to get here, and she still hadn’t

reached her destination.




She’d gotten off the 401 at Trenton, not the most

efficient way to get to Picton. She enjoyed driving

the curvier secondary roads, mindful to keep her eye on the speedometer, and

wasn’t ready for the fun part of her day to end. Who knew what was waiting for

her? She didn’t want her lead foot getting her into trouble—she’d probably have

enough of that as it was. Whatever was going to happen to her in the next few

days would either make her or break her. She’d never doubted herself or her

abilities before, but Audra’s words echoed in her mind. Don’t trust your senses, trust your heart. What she did, what she’d

done these past four-plus years, depended on her senses—a scientist’s litany of

facts and figures, and that sixth sense that let the dead tell her the truth.

How was she going to do her job if she couldn’t rely on those? Gut feeling

wasn’t listening to your heart, was it?




Thank God the side bangs that hairdresser in

Thunder Bay had talked her into hid the lump, bruise, and small cut on her

forehead. It could have been worse. I

could have a shiner to go with the bruise. A black eye would have been hard

to explain. The last thing she wanted to do was expound on her fight with the

shower curtain. Just thinking she’d almost been done in by the toilet rattled

her enough. People died from similar accidents. Before she’d specialized in

drowning, she’d seen too many people dead because of household falls. More

accidents happened in the bathroom than in any other room in the house. She

reached up and touched the tender spot on her forehead and sighed.




It had been a shock when she’d awakened at seven

when the alarm went off. Other than the bump on her head, she’d felt great,

more rested than she had in months. Go figure! Maybe she should crack her head

open more often. She’d finished her packing, had taken the paperwork to the

office for filing, and had left for Picton by eight

o’clock. Unfortunately, the driving had been horrendous, and whatever good

feelings she’d had earlier had evaporated.




Come hell or high water, when this was over, she

would go and see a psychiatrist before she killed herself. While she prayed

Audra was right and there’d be no more nightmares, her water phobia had to be

dealt with once and for all.




The highway and streets of Prince Edward County

were quiet. She drove through several small communities including Wellington

and Bloomfield. Here and there, parts of the terrain seemed eerily familiar,

but Ontario wasn’t that different a place, and one part of the province could

easily resemble another. She saw the signs pointing to Sandbanks Provincial

Park, a popular camping place. She liked to go on holidays, but she preferred a

five-star hotel to a tent and sleeping bag. Oh

well, to each his own. Tourism, farming, and

wineries accounted for the islands economic productivity. Judging from the size

of some of the houses she’d seen, the island hadn’t suffered from the recent

economic downturn. Most likely, some of the permanent residents were retirees,

with healthy vested pensions, who’d come to live here because of the island’s

relatively mild winter climate. She and Tasha should come back sometime and

take the wine tour they’d discussed yesterday—had it only been yesterday?




Michelle pulled her car into a parking space

across the street from Shire Hall, Picton’s

century-old municipal building in which all the county’s services were based. She

stared at the building across from her, reluctantly acknowledging the time had

come to get to work. She opened the blue folder on the seat beside her and

reread the mayor’s bio. Colin had said the man had been annoyed about the

delay. Well, there wasn’t much she could do about it now, and it wasn’t likely

going to change. She hadn’t seen the bodies yet, but the deaths were

suspicious. How could they not be?




She’d stopped for coffee at a service center, not

her favorite beverage, but tea in a paper cup—even steeped tea, just didn’t cut

it. She’d made notes on her tablet of things she thought seemed odd about the

case. Obviously the fact they’d been found so soon posed one question, the

bundled bodies another, but after last night’s dream, the missing shoe nagged

at her. She’d ask the mayor about the professor and the research project too.

She looked closely at the photo again. The man wasn’t unattractive, and that

sense of déjà vu she’d experienced yesterday was as strong as ever. She closed

the file.




The mayor had his office on the second floor of

the municipal building. The sooner she met with him, the sooner she could get

on with the rest of the job.




You just

want to see the professor, her inner voice prodded.




A momentary twinge of confusion gripped her. Both

men attracted her. How would she know which one was which? Listen to your heart. Warmth filled as she remembered her erotic

dreams. Would making love to the real man be even better than to the dream one?




The last thing Michelle wanted to do was hang around

here all day playing “what if.” Other than the muffin she’d had at the service

center, she hadn’t eaten this morning, and she was hungry. The cut on her

forehead ached more than it had. It was probably time for another analgesic.




She got out of the car, locked it, and pulled up

the hood on her hunter-green, water-resistant jacket. She’d decided to wear her

waterproof shoe-boots as well. Her new skinny jeans might get wet, but it

couldn’t be helped. The rain, now an annoying cold mist, continued as it had

all morning. She looked at her watch. She was well over an hour later than

she’d expected to be. She focused her attention on the red brick building with

its Doric columned, small, white portico. Shrubs and a black wrought iron fence,

designed to keep people off the grass, fronted the building. With the grass

covered in wet maple leaves, it didn’t look any different than a hundred

similar structures she’d been forced to enter in the past. She crossed the

street and walked up the five steps to the white-painted veranda.




She cursed when she saw the small sign posted on

the door. Please use side door, and

an arrow pointing to the right. She retraced her steps and followed the

sidewalk leading to the back of the structure. The wind came up suddenly,

bending the branches of the maple tree and blowing her hood off, allowing an

unexpected downpour of rain to soak her face and hair. When it rains, it pours.

The adage had never seemed truer.




As she pulled the hood back into place, she

realized the water in her face hadn’t caused the panic it normally did. Had the

events of last night put an end to that too? It would certainly be nice if they

had. She held the hood in place and continued along the walkway to the elusive

side door. Why do buildings like these

have front doors if they’re always locked?




The side door was almost at the back end of the

building, and when she pulled on the handle, it didn’t budge.




Great!

The rain was coming down harder, and here she was locked out, without even the

benefit of an overhang to protect her. She pressed the bell and waited, none too patiently, for someone to answer. She was

cold, wet, her head throbbed, her stomach grumbled, and she was tired. Not a

good combination.




She looked up as motion behind the glass door

caught her attention. A woman in her mid-forties, dressed in a black skirt and

gray blouse opened the door. The woman didn’t look any friendlier than Michelle

felt.




“Can I help you? The municipal offices are closed

until Tuesday.”




“I’m expected.” The woman’s tone was offensive,

and Michelle had to force herself to remain calm. She reached into her pocket

and pulled out her identification.




“I’m Dr. Michelle Thomas from the Provincial

Coroner’s Office.”




The woman scowled. “Sorry. We were expecting a

man. Follow me.”




Michelle’s anger, just under the surface, boiled,

and she bit her lip to keep from saying something she’d regret. She pulled down

her hood, unzipped her jacket and followed the woman down the hall. Her

headache had increased, and the tension wasn’t helping.




“Excuse me, but could I freshen up someplace

first? At least wipe my face?”




The woman, as silent as stone, brought her to a

door marked Employees only and

indicated she should enter.




Michelle went into the room and turned on the

light. It was a break room with an attached bathroom. She removed her wet

jacket, glad to see that the coat had kept her rust-colored wool sweater dry.

She used paper towels to dry her face and tried to wipe down her hair as best

she could. She swallowed two painkillers, hoped against hope they’d work

quickly, added lip gloss and sighed. Under these circumstances, this was as

good as she’d get.




She opened the door and turned off the light. The taciturn

woman moved away quickly, and Michelle followed her. Photographs of Prince

Edward County lined the hallway, some of them eerily familiar. She stopped for

a second to examine a black and white photograph of the marshlands, which so

closely resembled the area she’d seen in last night’s dream, but the woman

walked quickly, and Michelle hurried to keep up with her.




The woman stopped abruptly in what must be a

central reception area, and Michelle stumbled almost running into her back.




“Wait here while I see if the mayor can see you

now.”




Michelle dropped onto an uncomfortable wooden pew

stunned. She’ll see if the mayor could

see me now? Unbelievable. Don’t these people talk to one another?

Why the hell does she think I’m here?

The mayor can’t refuse to see me; he

doesn’t have a choice.




The woman returned.

“If you’ll come with me, Dr. Thomas…”




Michelle stood and followed her to a massive set

of double doors. Expecting to be led into the city’s council chamber, she was

surprised to see a beautifully decorated modern office. The furniture was

heavy, dark oak, polished to a gleam. Behind the wide desk sat a handsome man

with close-cropped dark brown hair. Ron

Davies. Michelle’s nerves tingled. It had been a very long time since she’d

found a man attractive at first glance. If

his hair was longer…He looked up as they entered, and the surprise and

appreciation on his face warmed her.




Déjà vu gripped her. Mayor Ron Davies looked

younger than his official photograph suggested. He was dressed casually in a

navy polo shirt with a municipal crest on the pocket. He smiled. Michelle

blinked. The smiled transformed his face. It gave him an open, friendly

demeanor, and she found herself drawn to him as she rarely was to any man.




“Dr. Thomas.” He stood and moved quickly around

the desk, his hand extended toward her. “This is a pleasant surprise. We were

expecting a man. Welcome to Prince Edward County. I’m sorry you aren’t here

under more pleasant circumstances.”




Michelle returned his smile and reached for his outstretched

hand. Her palm and fingers tingled at the contact. Interesting.




“Thank you. I agree the circumstances aren’t the

best, but from what I’ve seen you have a beautiful island.” The excitement in

her voice surprised her. She didn’t usually show her emotions like this. “I’ll

have to come back again when I’m not working.”




The mayor spoke to his eagle-eyed secretary

without taking his eyes off Michelle.




“You can go now, Mildred. Thanks for coming in.

I’ll lock up when Dr. Thomas and I leave. I’ll see you Tuesday.”




The ever-vigilant Mildred nodded and left. Ron

continued to stare at Michelle, and she noticed how dark his eyes were. There

was warmth and humor in them, but they held secrets too. This wouldn’t be an

easy man to understand. He reluctantly let go of her hand.




“There’s something familiar about you, but I can’t

put my finger on it. Have we met before? You certainly don’t look like any of

the provincial coroner’s I’ve met in the past—probably the trend these days to

have women doing jobs that used to be reserved for men.”




Michelle frowned at his words. If she looked

familiar to him, he could be her dream lover, but his comment upset her. Had

she read this man wrong? She’d heard those comments before, but this guy seemed

a little young to be a misogynist, and the attraction she’d felt waned

somewhat.




“We can’t all be at home raising our one point

four children. Some of us feel we can contribute to

society in a different way.”




He flinched, and from the way his face registered

surprise, understanding, and embarrassment, she knew he’d gotten her point. He

reddened.




“Oh God! Let me take my

size twelve shoe out of my mouth. I’ve insulted you, and it’s the last thing I

meant to do. I’m extremely happy you’re a woman. I mean…Please, let’s start

again. Dr. Thomas, I’m Ron Davies, the mayor of the Municipality of Prince

Edward. Call me Ron, please. How can I help you with this investigation? My

office and whatever you need are at your disposal. The sooner we have answers

the better. I really want to get to the bottom of this for the sake of those

parents.”




Michelle knew it would be churlish to take offense

where none had been intended. She’d try not to jump to conclusions on this

case. Besides, the man was gorgeous when he blushed, and it had been a while

since a real-live man had made her feel this way.




“Dr. Michelle Thomas. Please call me Michelle.

I’ll do my best to wrap things up as quickly as I can. I know there are

grieving parents to consider. The longer they have to wait for answers, the

worse it will be for them. I’ll probably need to do a full autopsy on both

bodies. I’ll have the Belleville M.E. help me to speed things up a little. I’ll

order toxicology screens and other tests as soon as I see the bodies for myself

and draw the blood. I’m sorry it can’t be faster, but these things take time. I

should have some preliminary information for you by the end of the week.”




“Of course, I understand, or at least I think I

do, but the paramedics said they’d drowned. Why do you have to do all these

tests and the autopsies?”




“Because drowning alone isn’t an

acceptable cause of death. It hasn’t been since the 1980s.” She spoken

abruptly and hadn’t meant to. Her stomach rumbled loudly, and Michelle suddenly

wanted the floor to open up and swallow her. So much for

trying to impress this man.




Ron laughed good-naturedly, and she relaxed.




“I anticipated we’d need lunch, so I made

reservations at Sophie’s Restaurant over at the Explorer’s House, one of the

other fine dining places on our island. The chef’s a good friend. We can talk

in more pleasant surroundings, and you can explain all about the complications that

will keep this case open. Normally, it would be a bad thing, but now, it’ll

give me a chance to get to know you, and that’s good.”




“I’d like that too, Ron. Lunch sounds wonderful. I’m

afraid I didn’t have breakfast, but I warn you, I’m not a salad for lunch kind

of girl. I like my protein, and if there’s a chance I can get seafood, I take

it. ”




He chuckled. “That’s fine by me. The longer we’re

there, the more time we’ll have to get to know one another. Come on. My truck’s

out back. I’ll drive you back here to get yours after lunch. The restaurant is

back the way you came, so we might as well travel together and save you

retracing your steps. You have another half-hour or so to get to the resort.

That is, if that’s okay with you? I don’t want to put my foot in it again.”




She smiled. Cute and thoughtful.




“Sounds like a plan. Can I use your phone to let

my office know I’ve arrived? My boss was a little worried about the roads.”




“Of course. I’ll leave

you to it, and be right back.”




Michelle reached into her purse and pulled out the

cell phone. She thought of what Colin had said about the mayor and shook her

head. Grief did strange things to people’s perceptions at times.





 



* * * *





 



After his morning run, Tony showered and dressed.

The need to do something compelled him out into the foul weather. As he drove

down Picton’s main street, his gaze stopped on a

beautiful, black Camaro parked in front of the municipal offices. Ron’s? What a sweet ride it must be.




He parked in the lot next to Clancy’s Pharmacy. He

wanted to verify what Mayor Ron had told him yesterday. According to Jackson,

this had been Aaron and Lindsay’s destination. If they hadn’t made it here,

where had they gone? More importantly, how did their vehicle get back to the

parking lot, and why hadn’t the police impounded it?




Clancy, the owner stood behind the counter.




“Morning, Professor. Lousy weather were having. I heard about your students. It’s a damn

shame.”




“Good day, Mr. Clancy. Yes. Both Aaron and Lindsay

had great futures ahead of them. I’m still trying to figure out what happened.”




“I heard from Liam, he’s one of the O.P.P.

officers here, some hot shot coroner is coming from Toronto. That’s good.

Moorcroft has important friends. He’ll figure things out and get the bastards

responsible.”




Tony started at the man’s words. “I thought the

police believe it was an accident.”




Clancy’s boisterous laugh was followed by a bout

of coughing. “Damn wet days just make the asthma worse. The little lady was

supposed to pick up her medication that night too. I even kept the store open

late for her. Such a waste.” He shook his head. “You

saw the way the bodies were bundled together. No one believes it was an

accident.”




The door opened and a couple of teens came in.

Clancy nodded at them. “Now what can I do for you, Professor.”




Clancy had confirmed the mayor’s words. Lindsay

hadn’t picked up her prescription. In fact, he hadn’t seen them, and he’d been

working Thursday night. Tony had no reason to doubt the man’s word.




“I need some cold medication for one of my

students. She’s pregnant. Have you got anything that might help?”




“Sure do.” Clancy led him to an aisle filled with

a variety of over the counter cold and flu medications. “That stuff just flies

off the shelves.” He laughed. “It works or rather people are convinced it does.

Either way, with the weather we’ve had, I can hardly keep it in stock lately.”




Tony thanked him and left, but the pharmacist’s

words stayed with him, forcing him to confront an unpleasant truth. Whoever was

cooking the meth probably got the supplies locally. In the larger cities where

meth labs were a growing problem, people purchasing certain over the counter

drugs had to sign for them and were limited in the amount they could buy. The

last time he’d purchased cold medication for himself, he’d had to do it.

Clancy’s was an old-fashioned place in a small town. He didn’t seem to have

much in the way of security either. Didn’t anyone check on these places? Were

the people here so far removed from the realities of the twenty-first century

they thought themselves impervious to them?




You could get the recipe for meth on the Internet

for God’s sake. Regular cold medicine like the stuff he’d just bought for Lissa was the key ingredient in its production. The meth

cook extracted the stimulant from the cold remedy and increased its strength by

using chemicals found in battery acid, drain cleaner,

lantern fuel, or antifreeze. It was easy to make—hell a good cook could produce

that poison on the front seat of his or her car, but the cooking process,

disposing of the waste, and using the drug were extremely dangerous activities.

Why anyone would willingly ingest poison Tony couldn’t understand.




The rain continued and Tony hurried into the hair

cutting place next door. Within twenty minutes, he was back in his car. His

hair had been cut short and spiked. It had been years since he’d had it cut

like this. It felt strange, but it gave him an extra measure of respectability.

The more professional he looked, the better. He needed

to make sure he got off on the right foot with the pathologist.




While he’d seen what was on the north side of the

lake and knew what was to the east, he was curious about the southwest and

western sides. The strange lights he’d seen last night played on the edge of

his memory. If they’d come from the road, he should be able to see the resort

from it, right? So far, he hadn’t seen anything, but the road around the lake

seemed a long way from the water. Maybe he’d seen a farm vehicle, but what the

hell would a farmer be doing out in the middle of the night?




He continued along the road, passed Mayor Ron’s

Whippoorwill Winery at the south west end of the lake. It was quite an

impressive sight, easily the largest winery he’d seen on the island. Obviously

the man was doing well for himself. While Ron probably used spring water in the

fermentation process, Tony wondered briefly what he did with his solid waste

and wastewater. He’d noticed the large water tanks near the back of the

building. Cleaning and reusing wastewater was a good, safe environmental

practice more popular now than ever. Spreading the residue of the grapes and

stems was probably excellent fertilizer too.




Next door to the winery, he saw the sign

indicating Henderson’s Custom Slaughterhouse He’d heard Jim Henderson was a

partner in the winery. Apparently, it had been built on his land. The man cut

and wrapped the meat from domestic animals as well as wild game. There weren’t

too many places left like that. Most were afraid they’d fail government

inspections, but Jim’s place looked modern and well-maintained—like the winery.

A huge cornfield separated the winery from the slaughterhouse, and Tony noted

it was the only one he’d noticed not harvested for silage.




He kept driving. His stomach grumbled as he passed

the sign for the Explorer’s House Resort. He glanced at his watch. It was after

one. He pulled into the parking lot and entered the restaurant. Instead of the

formal dining room, he opted for a pub lunch in The Spanish Galleon, the

nautical-styled pub whose décor matched its name.




He sat at the bar, and raised his pint of beer to

his lips. He looked up briefly at the game on the television set, but memories

of Aaron resurfaced. The boy had played center for the university’s football

team last year. He’d torn up his knee pretty badly, and though the team doctor

had said he could play this year, Aaron had decided academics were safer. Bad choice. He should have played ball. He might have limped the rest of his life, but he’d be alive. Tony looked

away from the television and stared into his beer.




The file with the new results confirming much

higher concentrations of the deadly toxins in the water was in his briefcase,

safely locked in the SUV. He couldn’t understand why the mayor refused to

listen to him. The man behaved like an ostrich with its head in the sand—as if

what he couldn’t see didn’t exist.




Tony sighed and ran his hand through his neatly

trimmed hair. What he should be doing right now was shadowing the good mayor to

make sure he could get a word in edgewise with the coroner before Ron poisoned

the man’s mind against him. Surely a forensic pathologist would understand the

implications of the toxins they’d found? Every day those chemicals went

unheeded into the lake increased the odds someone would die. He’d heard of kids

dying because they’d eaten food kept in the same refrigerator as meth waste.




He sipped his beer. The antsy feeling he had since

last night’s conversation with Joseph wouldn’t go away. Tomorrow afternoon was

now. What was he waiting for?




The door to the restaurant opened, and Tony glanced

at the mirror above the bar to see who’d entered. The woman wore a dark green

jacket with a hood pulled up to shield her hair and part of her face, but the

man was unmistakable. Mayor Ron led his companion to a table in an alcove

created by lush plants. Well, well. Look who’s here.




Tony

smiled smugly. Wasn’t it amazing the way things happened? He wanted to talk to

Ron again. Maybe outside his office, the man would be more approachable. He

wondered who the woman was.




She faced away from him, but Tony couldn’t take

his eyes off her. He watched her walk from the door to the table and knew her

jeans hugged her in all the right places. She removed the jacket and he stopped

breathing as he watched the heavy, dark brown, braid fall two-thirds the way

down her rust-colored back. Who was she? There was something strangely familiar

about the way she held herself that made his senses tingle.




She and the mayor seemed friendly and even though

Tony could only see the mayor in profile, he could tell the man was interested

in his companion—more than interested, he had the hots

for her. A man could always tell when another man was staking a claim.





 




 




 



Chapter Seven





 




 



Despite the dismal weather outside, Sophie’s

Restaurant was an oasis of light and life, and enchanted Michelle. The room

housed a variety of tropical plants, giving the impression she’d walked into a

jungle. The green drapes covering two walls of the room were closed, and the

world outside disappeared behind them. A small but dramatic waterfall fell from

the top of a native stone wall into a small pond—no doubt a recycling fountain—but

the theatrical effect made her feel as if she’d stepped into another world. A

beautiful mural depicting an ancient Mayan temple covered the last wall.




She thought of Audra’s warning not to trust her

senses. This place was proof of that. Not only was it a trompe l’oeil, but the

scent and sounds befuddled the other senses as well. She shook her head. Why don’t I just enjoy lunch and forget

about everything for a while?




“It’s incredible. I can’t imagine how the plants

thrive in here.” She reached out to touch the leaves of a magnificent Schefflera.




Ron

laughed. “Look up.” He pointed to the ceiling.




Instead of

the traditional ceiling she’d expected, the

restaurant’s roof was a large skylight.




“The

plants get tons of natural light, even on gloomy days like this. I’ll have to

bring you back on a clear day, especially in the summertime. It’s like sitting

outside without the bugs. You should see it on a moonlit night with the sky

awash in stars. It’s my favorite place to come in the winter when I need a

boost.”




“It’s

beautiful and unique. My friend Tasha would love this place. I’ll have to tell

her about it. I feel like Alice, and I’ve just stepped into another world.”




“The

owner’s father was an archeology professor at Queens. He dragged the family

along on some of his digs. When he retired, he invested in this place.

Unfortunately, he died a few years ago. Sophie and her husband run it now. I’ll

show you the bar another time. It’s decorated to look like the inside of a

Spanish ship—the conquistadors invading paradise.”




Michelle

shivered. Had some evil invaded this island? She was almost certain those

bodies would reveal information the mayor wouldn’t want to hear.




Ron ordered a bottle of chardonnay, her favorite

white wine. She opted for seafood tortellini while he ordered the grilled lamb.

When the food came, she was pleased to find real lobster and crab as well as

shrimp and scallops in the rich white sauce.




The chef himself came over to check to see if

everything was to their satisfaction. Ron introduced her, and the man sung

Ron’s praises.




“He’s the best mayor we’ve ever had. Are you

enjoying the wine? We serve Whippoorwill Winery wine here as our house

selection. Ron and Jim make some of the best wine on the island. We support the

local entrepreneurs, and they support us. Business has been better since he

took office—more tourists coming to check us out too.”




“Everything is fantastic. I’ve never tasted

anything better. And you’re right about the wine. It’s superb.”




Throughout the meal, a number of people stopped by

the table to say hello or discuss some aspect of the island’s municipal

business with Ron. Michelle was surprised and pleased. It was obvious he

commanded the respect and admiration of his constituents. When he wasn’t

speaking with one of his citizens, Ron was an attentive, knowledgeable dinner

companion, and she enjoyed their impromptu date, something she couldn’t remember

ever happening before. They were finishing a shared dessert, and the decadent,

gooey, chocolate creation served with blackberries had her taste buds moaning

with pleasure.




“This is so good. It probably has a thousand

calories in it. I’ll have to run and extra mile or two to get this off my

hips.”




Ron chuckled. “From where I sit, your hips look

just fine.”




The server came and cleared away the plate,

replacing it with a pot of tea and two cups. He served the steeped brew, and

Michelle sniffed appreciatively. She recognized the pungent scent of Earl Gray.

She took a sip and sat back. “This is wonderful. Thank you for bringing me

here.”




Ron smiled. “You know, I can pick you up in the

morning and take you over to my favorite running trail. Most people prefer to

run on hard surfaces, but I enjoy mixing up my run—some pavement, some

cross-country.”




“When I’m in Toronto, I run with a cross-country

club at the university, but it feels as if I haven’t had a good run in ages. I

was lucky to get in a few laps around the track at Lakehead

in Thunder Bay. ”




“It’s a date then. I’ll pick you up at the resort

around ten, or is that too early? We can go to the winery for lunch. We offer a

nice all-you-can-eat brunch and wine tasting on Sundays. We usually have a good

crowd too. I’m hoping the recent bad publicity won’t affect our numbers. The

island’s cooking school students cater the meal. The food is excellent, and I

can show you my little bit of heaven. You can give my partner Jim and I your

opinion on our latest bottling—it’s a cabernet sauvignon. It’s done well in

competition. We didn’t oak it, so it’s a lighter red wine.”




“Ten will be fine. I’m usually starving after a

decent run, but promise you’ll let me go back to my room and clean up before we

do brunch. I’d hate to offend anyone.”




Ron laughed, and the sound warmed her.




“Of course, I’m generally a little ripe myself by

then. I’ll take you back to get cleaned up, go and do the same, and then we can

go to lunch smelling as fresh as daisies.”




“It should be fun. I’ll look forward to it. Lunch

was great. I probably won’t need supper, but unfortunately, I have work to do. I

suppose we should talk about the case. There are things I need to know, and I’m

sure you have questions for me.” Michelle sipped her tea and watched some of

the light go out of Ron’s eyes.




“You’re right. As much as I’d like it to be

otherwise, this isn’t just a social occasion. Fine; let’s talk about the case.

In my office, you said people don’t drown anymore—you did say it had been that

way since the eighties, right? Can you explain that to me? If people don’t

drown, how do they die?”




“Of course people drown, but there are mitigating

factors to consider. The will to survive is strong. When a person ends up in

the water, there has to be a reason why the person doesn’t survive the

immersion. More often the not, an accident of some sort plays a vital role.

Sometimes other medical conditions are to blame. If the victim goes into the

water unconscious, there’s a reason for that. It could be a heart attack, a drug

overdose, a seizure, a head injury—something. In the case of cold-water

immersion, like this, you have the property of the water to deal with too.”




“What do you mean? How’s cold water a bigger

problem?” He seemed genuinely interested, and Michelle warmed to her topic.




“Have you ever seen someone swimming on a hot day

come out of the water shivering?”




“I have, but it’s usually a child.”




“That’s right, but the principle applies to

everyone. Cold water carries heat away from the body twenty-five times faster

than cold air does. That means the body’s inner temperature drops quicker as it

tries to adjust to the conditions. That’s not all though. With the water barely

above freezing like it is, cold-water immersion itself can be the cause of

death, but I need to identify at what stage death occurred.”




“I didn’t realize it was so complicated. So what

stage is the deadliest?”




“It doesn’t work that way. Any stage can be fatal.

The person’s age and physical condition come into play too. Assuming they were

conscious when they went into the lake, in stage one, cold shock, the actual

moment the body hits the water can cause heart failure and occurs within the

first three to five minutes. If they survived the initial immersion, then we

need to look at swimming failure; that’s stage two. Because of the cold, the

brain sends the message to the arms and legs to move, but the limbs don’t obey.

Death usually occurs within the first half-hour. The colder the water, the

faster swimming failure happens. Bundled the way they were, I doubt they’d have

been able to swim at all.”




“Yeah. I saw the

photograph. They were all wrapped up together. The police officer who took the

picture said it looked like they had one coat between them. Doesn’t

make much sense to me. There’s no way they could have paddled a canoe or

swum that way.”




Something he said nagged at her, but she couldn’t

put her finger on what or why. “Probably it was an effort to share body heat.

The fact the bodies didn’t sink and were found so soon has me wondering whether

or not they were near shore when the canoe capsized. They might have been close

enough to touch bottom and had been walking toward the shore when they died. If that’s the case. I’ll find signs of hypothermia—stage

three.”




“That’s freezing to death, right?”




Michelle nodded, pleased to have someone listening

to her who had some knowledge of the topic. It made her feel like less of a

geek.




“Yes. Body temperature falls below, eighty-nine

degrees Fahrenheit. They’d have been shivering prior to this point. Now,

shivering stops, and they’d have trouble talking and thinking, and a sort of

amnesia occurs. They become argumentative and disoriented. Muscle coordination

all but disappears, and hands and feet are numb. They could have suddenly

started walking back into the deeper water, or they could have stumbled and

been unable to stand again. Pulse and respiration slow, but the heart rate

increases as the major organs start to fail and eventually brain death occurs.”




“That sounds like it would have taken a while.

Wouldn’t they call for help?”




“It’s difficult to say. They might have, but who

would have heard them? I understand the weather was really bad Thursday night.”




“That’s true. Only a fool would have gone out on

the lake in that kind of weather. I can’t understand why the professor would

have sent them out in that.”




“I don’t either, but interviewing the professor is

on my list of things to do. As far as the victims go, it’s even possible they

made it safely to shore and died anyway—a sort of delayed reaction. Some people

die of post rescue collapse, that’s the fourth stage, but since the heads were

still immersed in the pictures I saw, I’ll focus on the first three stages.

Now, if for some reason they were dead or near death when they went into the

water, I’ll know that too. As I said earlier, nobody just drowns anymore.”





 



* * * *





 



Unable to tear his gaze away, Tony watched the

mayor and his lady-friend as they ordered drinks—a bottle of chilled wine—and

their food. She cleaned her plate as Ron did, and now they were just finishing a

chocolate concoction. He observed the server pour tea. When Ron reached for the

woman’s hand, a sudden pang of jealousy stabbed him, making him choke on the

mouthful of beer he’d just swallowed.




She turned to get something out of her purse, and

Tony saw her clearly for the first time. Anger unlike anything he’d ever felt

before flooded him. He was as furious as he’d been the previous afternoon when

he’d visualized strangling the mayor, more so. Now it was the woman he wanted

in his grip. His heart pounded, and he felt his veins and arteries dilating as

blood poured through them, heating his body beyond his comfort zone. His

breathing increased, and if he hadn’t put down the mug, he was certain it would

have exploded in his hand because of the strength of his grip on the glass.




Tomorrow afternoon. The Mohawk maiden had known

the truth and had come to warn him. She might have been the one in his dreams,

but she hadn’t been the one on the beach. That son of a bitch knew exactly who

the mysterious woman Tony had been seeing on the beach was. The bastard was

having lunch with her!




Ron and the woman seemed relaxed with one another,

like old friends would be. Tony didn’t think she could be Ron’s wife. He hadn’t

heard the mayor was married, but Ron was being far more attentive than Tony had

seen his colleagues behave toward their wives. That attention proved she wasn’t

his sister either. No; this was a luncheon date, one Tony intended to make Ron

Davies regret and use as leverage to get the mayor to at least consider his

findings. At least a dozen people had gone over there, talked to the mayor and

the woman, and no one had acted strangely, so whoever she was, she didn’t set

off any bells for anyone but himself. There was no way Ron could say she didn’t

exist—too many people had seen her. A sudden thought crossed his mind. Could

the whole damn island be in on the scam? Now,

I’m just being paranoid.




Ever since talking to Jackson last night, the

whole lack of an alibi ate at him. Now, just like that, his alibi sat across

from Ron Davies. She might not look Mohawk, but he’d bet his last dollar she

was. She’s as real as I am, not Joseph’s two-hundred-year-old

ghost.




Tony wondered why the mayor was here in the first

place. Why take a chance on being seen in public with her? Hadn’t he considered

Tony might show up here? Why wasn’t he waiting for the provincial forensic

pathologist who was supposed to be arriving today? It was true the weather

hadn’t cleared—if anything, it was as nasty out there now as it had been.

Something about a stalled weather front, but it wouldn’t be enough to delay the

coroner’s arrival, would it?




Tony took another mouthful of beer to wash down

the last of the burger he’d had for lunch and the anger and resentment blocking

his throat. He watched Ron in earnest conversation with the woman. He heard her

carefree laugh, and he seethed.




What are

they plotting and scheming? Are they trying to figure out the best way to use

me as a patsy? Ron said he needed to find a way to spin this—is it going to be

at my expense?




The longer Tony stared at the couple, the more

irate he became. How many people were in on the plan? Ron had seemed pretty

chummy with most of the people he’d spoken to. Why did the man refuse to

believe there could be serious drug problems on this island? Tony was sure some

of the cornfields he’d seen would make perfect hiding spots for marijuana

plants too.




Tony watched Ron laugh at something the woman had

said, and the jealousy he’d felt earlier returned with a vengeance. Maybe he

should just go over to the table and introduce himself. Since she’d been out on

the beach Thursday night, she’d probably seen him come running out of his

cabin. She was the corroborating evidence he needed to prove he hadn’t done

anything wrong.




Was that what this date was all about? Was Ron

making sure she wouldn’t tell the truth while he railroaded Tony into somehow

taking the blame for the deaths of his students? Would he actually accuse him

of killing them? Tony had to talk to the woman and get her to tell the

truth—throw himself on her mercy. It was worth a try. That would throw a monkey

wrench in whatever plans Ron was cooking up.




Ron wouldn’t be pleased to know he’d been caught

in the act, and the jig was definitely up. If the woman had been hired to walk

the beach and pretend to be a ghost to attract tourists, it was just wrong. It

was as dishonest as seeding a gold mine. While some people liked to believe in

ghosts and legends—they didn’t like being duped.




He stood, tossed a twenty-dollar bill on the bar

to cover his lunch, and walked into the dining room. His emotions were raw,

barely kept in check. He felt as if someone else had taken over his heart and

soul. As he approached, he saw the woman’s face clearly. He knew every inch of it.

He could describe the soft texture of her skin. He’d kissed every inch of it—in

his dreams. Was that why the maiden had appeared in the kitchen? Was she as

upset as he was that someone was impersonating her?




He knew the moment the mayor saw him. The ice in

his eyes might have killed a lesser man than Tony. There was anger there and

something else—jealousy? Tony blinked and all he saw was the man’s smug smile.




I’m going to

wipe that smile of your face right now, you son of a bitch!




He walked right up to the table and stopped in

front of the woman. He saw her confusion before it was replaced by the

unmistakable look of recognition in her eyes. His breath caught in his throat.

She was far more beautiful in person than in his dreams, and his body responded

to her nearness—not something that pleased him. Her face was clear, devoid of

the heavy makeup most women wore. He hadn’t imagined the side part and the

bangs, but they suited her. She looked tired and he felt a tiny flash of guilt

at putting her on the spot like this, but his life and reputation were at

stake. No matter what, he had to find the source of the poisons, and the truth

about what had happened to his students.




So she knows

who I am. That’ll make it easier. Let’s see what she has to say for herself.




“Hello, we haven’t been introduced, but I’m Tony

Steele. I’ve watched you walk up and down that beach for the last nine weeks. I

know you’ve seen me too. I just saw it in your eyes. You recognized me. It’s a

tough thing to hide. I’ve got to say, I don’t know what you and Ron are cooking

up, but you’d almost made a believer out of me.”




The look of shock and disbelief on her face made

him want to laugh and he chuckled.




“This morning, I was ready to buy into the whole ghost

thing. Cindy Andrews, that tourist from Kingston who saw you last month,

believes you were a ghost. Paddling the canoe was a nice touch. I actually

think the woman will never have another glass of wine without seeing you on the

lake. I’ve only seen you on the beach. You’ll have to show me your bolt hole.

Now, we both know you’re not a ghost, you’re a fraud. I’m not sure what the two

of you are up to, but it ends here. I need to know why you’re doing this and

what you know about the break-in two weeks ago and the death of my students. And

let’s have the truth this time, shall we?”




The look on the woman’s face was priceless. She

was ghostly pale, stunned by his words and anger, no doubt. What did she

expect? She seemed to be at a loss for words. Her puzzled reaction was so

natural he had to give her credit for it.




She’s a hell

of an actress.




He turned to Ron, about to say as much, when the

man surprised him—Ron burst out laughing as if he’d just heard the world’s

funniest joke.




“Michelle, this is the man we were just

discussing. Let me introduce Professor Anthony Steele.” Ron wiped away at the

tears in his eyes.




“What’s so damn funny? Why the hell were you

discussing me?”




“Because, Professor, we were talking about the

case. Please allow me to introduce Dr. Michelle Thomas from the Provincial Coroner’s

Office. She’s been in Thunder Bay until two days ago. She arrived on the

island,” he checked his watch, “just over three hours ago. I can guarantee you

haven’t seen her walking on the beach.”




“That isn’t possible. She recognized me. I saw it

in her eyes. She’s the woman I’ve seen. What the hell are you trying to pull?”




“I can assure you Dr. Steele,

I’m not trying to pull anything.”




The words were barely audible, but the ice in her

tone chilled him. What the hell was going on here? She reached into the pocket

of her coat, pulled out her identification, and handed it to him. He looked at

the gold badge and the picture identification. Son of a bitch! He’d just made a

first-class fool out of himself. His anger vanished, and he was filled with

shame and remorse. How the hell was he going to fix this? She’d never listen to

him now. Once she’d started to speak, the woman’s annoyance took over.




“I recognized you from the profile my boss,

Ontario Chief Coroner Dr. Colin Sanders gave me. Mayor Davies and I have been

discussing the case among other things. Since they were your students, your

name came up. I can assure you I have neither been paddling canoes nor walking

along the beach here. As Ron has just said, I’ve spent the last three months

working a murder case in Thunder Bay. You can check with the PCO if you don’t

believe me. I’ll give you the number.”




Tony’s brain fought to make sense of things.

Despite everything happening, his libido was convinced it was the woman he’d

made love to, and in addition to everything else, he feared his rising to the

occasion might be noticed. He stared into her brown eyes flecked with gold—the

eyes he remembered and took a deep breath.




“My apologies, doctor. You bear a striking

resemblance to the woman I’ve seen. Do you have a twin, a cousin, a sister in

the area? Why would they send you here to look after this case if you’ve just

gotten back from such a time-consuming one?”




She swallowed, and he could see she was making an

effort to control her emotions.




“Not that it’s any of your business, but Liam

Moorcroft and my employer have a history. They need the truth, and I’m the best

there is at finding out what happened when someone has died due to immersion.

Perhaps you and I can speak of this later.”




Tony stared at her. She was upset and doing her

best to hide it.




Why wouldn’t

she be upset? I accused her of being a fraud, for God’s sake.




She stood. In his mind, her clothes fell away, and

she was naked once more. His fingers itched to undo her braid. What the hell is happening to me?




“Ron, I’d like to get back to my car now. I have

work to do. Can we go?” Her voice was firm, but the underlying current of

emotion remained.




Ron jumped up, as solicitous as Tony had seen him

be all day. Of course he was being considerate. She was the bloody coroner. She

would figure out what had happened. Obviously, Ron wanted her on his side, and

Tony had just stepped in it big time.




“Of course, Michelle.

I’ll go pay the bill.”




“I’ll meet you outside.”




She reached for her jacket and walked away from

the table without giving Tony another look. He felt as if he’d just lost

something of great importance—the way he’d felt when he’d seen the girl drown

last night. What the hell do I do now?





 



* * * *





 



Michelle walked across the dining room as quickly

as she could aware, each step of the way, of Tony’s gaze following her out of

the room. She entered the woman’s washroom, went into a stall, closed and

locked the stall door, and sat down on the toilet. She started to shake. She

lowered her head between her knees praying she wouldn’t faint. What had just

happened? She hadn’t recognized him at first. He’d cut his hair, but his

aquamarine eyes, filled with anger and disdain, seared a path to her heart.




The accusations he’d levelled at her had stunned

her. What the hell’s been going on here?

It hadn’t been easy to control her emotions and answer his charges, especially

with Ron watching their interplay so closely. There was definitely bad blood

between the two men. So far, Ron had been nothing but a gentleman, while

Professor Steele had acted like some kind of crazed maniac. If the man was

unbalanced, he could easily be responsible for his students’ deaths.




One of these men was supposed to be her mate.

Which one? Right now, Ron seemed like a much better proposition. How much could

she count on The Three Sisters for help? The photograph of Tony Steele had

reminded her more of her dream lover than Ron did, but with his hair cut short,

the similarity vanished. What did they say? Close only counted in horseshoes

and hand grenades? It counted here too. How would she get her mate’s help if she

couldn’t figure out who he was? Don’t

trust your senses. Trust your heart.




When Tony approached the table, the sudden

jealousy and hatred in Ron’s eyes had shocked her. They’d been discussing the

professor only moments before. Ron had suggested several ways Tony might be

responsible for the deaths, and as much as he tried to discredit Tony, she

wasn’t convinced any of his suppositions were true. Now, after that scene, she

was more befuddled than ever. Tony Steele might be a lot of things—possibly

even unhinged based on his recent performance—but…Seeing Tony unexpectedly and being

verbally attacked by him like that had come as a shock. It certainly hadn’t

been the way she’d expected their first meeting to go.




She unlocked the steel door. Still dazed and

disoriented, confused by the accusations, she walked over to the basin, slashed

water on her face. She was paler than usual. She pinched her cheeks for color,

added lip gloss, and took a deep breath. She had a fifteen-minute ride back to

her car, and Ron couldn’t know how upset she was. The headache she’d had

earlier reasserted itself, and her temples throbbed. She pulled a paper cup

from the dispenser, filled it and swallowed two analgesic tablets, praying

they’d work quickly.




She’d ask Ron about the accusations Tony had made.

She had to learn everything she could about the professor and this woman on the

beach before she confronted him again. Her next move suddenly became clear. Rather

than go to the resort and check-in as she’d planned, she’d go into Belleville

and see the bodies. They should be out of rigor by now since they’d been found

early Friday morning. She’d get blood and start the tox

screens. She needed to listen to the spirits as soon as possible and figure out

what had happened. A woman entered the bathroom forcing her back to the moment.

She smiled and exited the restroom.




Michelle walked toward the exit where Ron was

waiting for her. It had stopped raining, but the wind was brisk. Ron opened her

door and ran around to get in on the driver’s side. Michelle got in, put on her

seat belt, and stared straight ahead still lost in thought about what she’d do

next.













 




 




 



Chapter Eight





 




 



Michelle barely noticed when the truck left the

parking lot.




“I’m sorry about that little mess in there

earlier. I hope it didn’t ruin lunch for you. Michelle? Are you sure you’re

okay?”




Ron’s words reached her. She blinked, looked at him,

and pasted what she hoped was a confident smile on her face even though every

fiber of her being felt anything but assured.




“Sorry, I’m just tired. I guess I was lost in

thought. I’ve never seen him angry like that.”




Ron frowned and looked at her strangely. “You’ve

seen him before?”




There was accusation in Ron’s voice, which

surprised her. “Do you know Dr. Steele? He didn’t seem to know you other than

think you were the woman he’s been imagining running around the resort.”




There was something in his tone Michelle didn’t like.




“Since I think he’s involved, is the fact you know

him going to be a problem? Should you send for someone else? Maybe the local

M.E. can take care of things after all.”




“What are you asking?” Her voice was cold and

angry. “Do I know him? Of course not. I’ve never met

Doctor Steele, but I saw his picture yesterday, just as I saw yours. He looked

quite different in it, pleasant in fact, not at all like the man I met today.

I’m sorry if I seem distant. Lunch was wonderful, but I’ve had a couple of busy

days. I feel as if I’ve been on the job twenty-four seven lately. I realize you

think he may be to blame for their deaths, but from what I’ve read, he’s

well-respected in his field.”




Ron might be contrite, but he wasn’t convinced,

and it showed in his stiff posture and scowl. He stared at the road.




“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean

to accuse you of anything. The man just rubs me the wrong way. There’s been

nothing but trouble since he arrived. He’s trying to prove something that isn’t

true, and those kids knew it. I think they were trying to discredit him, and he

had to shut them up. Sending them out on the lake that night

was a death sentence. Your results will prove me right.”




His assertion unnerved her. Confidence or cockiness? How can he be so certain?




“I spoke to the boy a couple of times. He used to

be a good ball player until he blew out his knee. He thought the professor was

an arrogant asshole. They argued repeatedly. The man joined the faculty at the

University of Toronto five years ago and made tenure surprisingly fast—I guess

it’s who you know. He’s got deep pockets or else he’s got his hands in someone

else’s. He’s a snake oil salesman who knows how to sell his cock and bull

theories to others who’ll throw their money away at the drop of a hat. He’s got

Moorcroft in his pocket, and that means he’s probably looking at government

sponsorship for his cockamamie ideas. Lately, he’s been mouthing off about

pollution in the lake. You know how eager everyone is to jump on the

environmental bandwagon these days. Personally, I think he’s nuts. You heard

him. Did that sound like a sane man to you?”




She frowned. Audra said she needed to save the

sacred waters. Since the Lake of the Mountain was the sacred lake, could the

problem be something as simple as water pollution? How the hell was she

supposed to do that? Tony was the hydrologist. He’d know all about water and

pollution. Was Tony the one she needed? But as Mayor, Ron had all kinds of

resources, but didn’t seem convinced there was a problem. She realized Ron waited

for an answer.




“I don’t know. He was certainly upset, but

unhinged? I spend some time at the university. I do guest lectures every once

in a while. There certainly are people there with fantastic theories, but there

are also others who work incredibly hard to find the right answers to solve all

kinds of mysteries. Where would we be without researchers? Penicillin, insulin,

vaccines—they were all theories once.”




Ron didn’t seem pleased with her answer. He

concentrated on the road, and she watched the muscle in his cheek jump.




“You’re right.” She got the feeling he begrudged the

admission.




“According to the professor’s bio—they sent me one

when his research proposal was approved, just a courtesy—he’s done well for the

university. Much as I’d like to send him packing, especially now, my hands are

tied. If he’s found responsible, that’ll be another matter.”




“You seem to know a lot about him.”




“I make a point of learning all there is about the

people on my island.”




His tone was proprietorial and unsettled her. What’s wrong with me? I liked him well

enough an hour ago, now I’m questioning everything. I’ve never been fickle before, why now?




Ron reached for her hand. “I’m looking forward to

learning more about you. If you decide the deaths weren’t accidental, how will

you handle that? What will you look for?”




Something in his tone warned her

this wasn’t an idle question. His gaze so friendly and welcoming only a

short while ago avoided hers. It was true he was driving, but he’d looked at

her plenty of times on the ride over. She chewed her lower lip as she organized

her thoughts. Her spidey senses were tingling as Tasha would

say. She kept her answer as general as possible.




“There’ll be physical signs indicating death

occurred after they went into the water—lake water in their lungs and stomach

for example. I’ll check the diatoms in the water, see if the blood has been

diluted, and look for damage in the middle ear. There are other things I’ll consider,

but they’re technical and hardly the stuff for pleasant conversations. Once I

see any of those things, I’ll look for the signs to tell me at what stage they

died. I’ll check the bodies for other trauma, and determine the exact cause of

death. I’m very good at my job, Ron.” She swallowed. “If for some reason I

discover they didn’t drown, which, considering how they were found is highly

unlikely, I’ll immediately rule it a homicide and start a full investigation.

Then, the autopsies will be more important than ever.”




“How long will that take? The press is always

hounding me for answers.”




“I’ll have preliminary results within a day or two.”

Maybe sooner, but he doesn’t have to know

that.




Michelle wanted to ask Ron about the woman Tony

claimed he’d seen, the one who looked like her, but since she’d answered his

question, he’d been quiet, almost preoccupied. They pulled up in front of city

hall, and Michelle opened the door. She crossed the street to her Camaro and

Ron followed her.




“Nice car.” He walked around the vehicle openly

admiring its sleek lines.




“She’s my baby. My boss let me take her this time,

but I usually use a company car on the job. She’d been sitting in the garage

for months and needed a run.”




“Don’t forget, I’ll pick you up around ten.”

Whatever animosity she’d sensed earlier had vanished. “Maybe you can take me

for a spin afterward when we go for lunch.”




She smiled, pleased

things seemed to be back to normal. “Play your cards right, and I might even

let you drive.”




Where the

hell did that come from? I’ve never let anyone drive my car—not even Tasha!




Michelle unlocked the car, got inside, and waved

at Ron as he drove off back the way they’d come. It had started to drizzle

again. Using the car’s integrated phone system, she checked for messages and texted

Tasha she’d arrived safely. She set the coordinates for Belleville General into

the Camaro’s GPS system and glanced at her watch. It was three-thirty—plenty of

time to take a look at the bodies and get back to the resort in time to

check-in. If she got carried away as she often did, she’d find a place to crash

in the city, get some rest, and go out to the resort early in the morning. It

wouldn’t be the first time she’d use two hotel rooms on one assignment. As long

as she was at the resort by ten tomorrow to meet Ron, everything would be fine.

For some reason, she was reluctant to have him know she was going there now.




Damn! Gut

feeling or something more? Keeping secrets is a lousy way to start a

relationship, but something isn’t right. He’s trying too hard to convince me

Tony’s guilty as if planting the suggestion in my mind will make it true.




Her brain and her heart seemed to be having a

difference of opinion about the men she’d met today. How could she be

physically and emotionally attracted to them both when she’d never been

attracted to any man that way before? Michelle started the car and followed the

GPS directions back to the mainland. In minutes, she’d left Picton

behind. She drove along the deserted highway listening to Shania Twain music

hoping the tunes would empower her, but she sensed a lot of what was to come

was out of her hands. Even with the sounds of Feel like a Woman blaring from the car’s speakers, she felt like a

puppet dancing to the will of the gods. Had going to see the bodies now been

her decision or were The Three Sisters trying to rush things along?




This part of the island was more agricultural than

the other half had been. Highway 62 crossed dairy and sheep farms and corn and

soybean fields, rather than vineyards. By now, most of the grains had been

harvested, but here and there, a combine sat abandoned waiting for the weather

to change so the last of the crops could be collected. She crossed a minor

river and drove past a small airport. The access road was paved, so she assumed

the landing strip must see regular use.




The rain eased and the visibility improved as she

moved north. She came to the bridge over the Bay of Quinte,

crossed and then turned onto Dundas Street east

toward the hospital. The thirty-minute drive had been uneventful. Michelle

pulled into the doctors’ parking lot, and stopped the car. She displayed her

provincial coroner’s parking permit on her dash. With that pass, she could park

anywhere in the province without paying. The last thing she needed was to be

digging for change for a meter when she was on the clock.




After noting her arrival time in a small blue

notebook she used for that purpose, she opened the trunk, removed her autopsy

bag, and strode quickly toward the main entrance. There was probably an

employee door she could use, but they generally required swipe cards. She’d

need to get one as soon as she could. As she approached the information

counter, she took her identification out of her pocket, and smiled at the woman

behind the desk. The tag on the woman’s shirt said, Hi I’m Carol. I volunteer.




“Good afternoon, Carol.” Michelle smiled

pleasantly. Volunteers were the unsung heroes of most hospitals. “I’m Dr.

Thomas from the Provincial Coroner’s Office. Can you direct me to the morgue?”




The woman stared at her as if she’d suddenly grown

another head.




“You want to go to the morgue?” She looked so

shocked Michelle laughed.




“I do. That’s where you keep the bodies, isn’t it?

I’m here to see two of them. Someone is expecting me.”




“I’m sorry, Dr. Thomas.” The woman apologized. Her

cheeks reddened. “I’m new here. No one’s ever asked me for the morgue before.

I’m not sure I know where it is. It wasn’t on the tour. Let me call the

administrator on call.”




Michelle smiled and nodded. She was pretty sure

the morgue would be off-limits on most hospital tours. It wasn’t the first time

this had happened to her and wouldn’t be the last. She watched Carol make a

call, speak briefly, and hang up




The

woman replaced the phone in its cradle and smiled at her. “I’m sorry about

that, Dr. Thomas. Dr. Runions will be here shortly.

He’s the administrator on call. He’ll know what to do. You can wait over there

if you like.”




The woman indicated chairs under the windows.

Michelle wandered over and sat down on a hard green leatherette and steel

chair. She checked her cell phone for the images the police were supposed to

have sent, but nothing had come through. Swallowing her frustration, she

emailed Sheila and asked her to check on them. She wanted to—no needed to—see those pictures as soon as possible. The one she had

wasn’t nearly enough to work with.




Michelle opened a couple of sarcastic poster

emails from Tasha. Her friend had a warped sense of humor. After closing the

phone and putting it in her purse, she reached for one of the magazines on the

table—a ten-year-old copy of Readers’

Digest—and shook her head. Why were the waiting room magazines always so

out of date? She’d barely had time to thumb through it when a middle-aged man

wearing green hospital scrubs came up to her with his

hand extended. She stood and reached for it. He had a firm grip.




“Dr. Thomas? Jeremy Runions.”




He had a slight British accent that reminded her

of one of her old pathology professors.




“Dr. Williams is out of town until Monday, but I’m

at your disposal for the next couple of hours unless an emergency comes up. The

morgue is in the basement. I’ll take you down there and get you temporary

credentials. That way, you can come and go as you please. I assume that’s what

you’d prefer?”




The man was attractive with a headful of dark red

hair, more than his fair share of light freckles, and vivid green eyes. His

friendly manner relaxed her, and Michelle liked him immediately.




“That would be great. Being able to come and go as

I please would be a big help. I tend to keep strange hours when I’m on a case.

Follow the evidence, right? I’ll need documentation to send stuff to the lab

too.”




“This way.” He led her to

a bank of elevators and pressed the call button.




“We have a room down there where you can change

and put on scrubs. You’re here for the two pulled out of the lake yesterday.

Craziest thing I’ve ever seen. I was working in the E.R. when they brought them

in. The bodies were almost in full rigor when they got here. We couldn’t have

separated them even if we’d wanted to, but your boss said no one was to touch

them until you arrived.”




“I’m sorry about that. Colin can be a bit abrupt

at times, but in my investigations, vital evidence can easily be unintentionally

compromised. What time did the bodies get here?”




“Just after ten yesterday morning—almost thirty

hours ago. I know it was cold outside, and they were still submerged in the

lake when they were found, but they should be out of rigor now.”




“I hope so. I’m interested in what’s underneath

the jacket. Considering how they were found, I’m not sure liver temperature

would have helped. I’ll use stomach contents, lividity,

and the last time anyone saw them to give me a possible range for time of

death.”




“Well, the ambient temperature was about

forty-five, and we’ve kept them less than ten degrees cooler. We didn’t think

you’d want them in negative storage.”




“You’re right. Since we know who they are, I want

to get this over and done with as soon as possible. I’ve seen bodies bundled

together like that when people have become trapped in cars in a snowstorm when

they were trying to share body heat, but never in the water. It doesn’t make

sense. I’m quite anxious to see what the bodies have to say.” Another doctor

wouldn’t suspect she meant it literally.




The elevator doors opened, and he led her down a

hall similar to all the hospital basement halls she’d ever seen. This one was

painted a soft green.




“I’ve arranged for a couple of dieners

to assist you. The techs should be waiting for us in the autopsy room when we

get there. The hospital lab is at your disposal for whatever tests you need

run, and the police forensic lab is on stand-by to examine the clothing and

whatever else you send them. We understand Liam Moorcroft’s niece is one of the

victims. He’s our member of parliament, so this cuts close to home. We’ll do

everything we can to help you, but everyone knows you’re in charge. No one is

going to be playing cock of the rock here.”




They came to a door, and Jeremy pushed it open.




“We can change in here.”




Michelle followed him into a break room consisting

of a common area with sofas, tables and chairs, and a counter on which sat an

individual brew coffee maker next to a small refrigerator.




“The place is usually busy during the week when

the labs are on full duty. On the weekend, there’s just a skeleton crew in

place, but they’ve been instructed to give your stuff top priority. If you need

more, we’ll call in additional personnel. I’ll meet you here.”




He indicated a door marked women. Michelle thanked him and entered the dressing room. She

hadn’t realized Moorcroft was the local Member of Parliament. She’d thought him

one of the many from the Toronto area. No wonder everyone was on pins and

needles about this case. Colin could have told her that and come to think of

it, why hadn’t Ron? He’d made the comment about Tony having Moorcroft in his

pocket…He might have assumed she knew. An outsider like Tony would make a great

scapegoat too.




Knowing whose sandbox she was playing in was

always a good thing, and now that she was aware of whose home turf she was on,

she knew who to contact if she needed anything above and beyond what she

thought she would. It also added pressure to get the job done quickly and

efficiently. There couldn’t be any corners cut on this one—not that she cut

corners. Her problems generally arose because she looked more deeply into

things than people wanted.




How these two were involved with The Three Sisters

and her mission might be a mystery, but solving their deaths was a priority.

Ron’s comments about Tony resurfaced in her mind. Pollution was a serious

matter. If there were pollutants in the lake, why would Ron want to deny them?

Was Tony searching for an excuse to justify his lack of results? Would he kill

two people to keep them quiet?




She undressed, hung her clothing in an empty

locker, and donned the scrubs provided. After twisting her braid onto the top

of her head, she covered it with a surgical cap and grabbed a pair of booties

for her feet. As a pathologist, she knew the smell of decomposition could

linger in the clothing she wore as well as in her hair.




The thought she might smell of death bothered her.

The last thing she wanted was for Ron or Tony to smell decaying flesh on her,

especially since her visit here was a clandestine one.




She picked up her bag and returned to the common

area where Dr. Runions waited for her. He’d changed

as well. The long-sleeved scrubs provided were lined and thicker than those

used in the O.R. or the rest of the hospital. It was cold in the morgue. These

were designed to keep the pathologist clean and warm. Dr. Runions

handed her an apron.




“We keep face shields, masks, and lined gloves in

the autopsy room itself. The techs are getting the bodies. You’ll be using room

three since it has better ventilation, and we’ve got two empty drawers in there

for them. They were kept in another area last night. We don’t have drawers large

enough to accommodate a mass that size. I assume you’ll try to separate them?”




“Yes, it’s the first thing I intend to do after I

conduct an exterior examination.” She held up the picture she’d pulled out of

her case earlier. “A picture may be worth a thousand words, but it doesn’t

always tell the whole story. Once they’re separated, I’ll

need help undressing the bodies. Are the techs mine for the time I’m

here, or do they normally work elsewhere?”




“Milo’s a pathology lab tech who volunteered for

the assignment. He’s thinking of going back to medical school. Jamie works

full-time as a diener in the morgue. Your boss has

seconded him for the duration. We didn’t expect you so soon, but now that

you’re here, he’s all yours. If you think you’ll need more help, you’ve got me for

the weekend, and on Monday, George will be back to give you a hand.”




Michelle nodded and entered the modern, well-appointed

autopsy room. The technicians, one with a camera around his neck, stood beside

a large body bag.




“Gentlemen, this is Dr. Michelle Thomas. You’ll be

working with her until someone tells you otherwise. Dr. Thomas is with the

Provincial Coroner’s Office. Michelle, Milo,” he indicated the young man with

dark hair and olive skin who held a camera, “and Jamie.” The other lab tech had

light brown hair, fair skin, and wore wire-rimmed glasses.




“Pleased to meet you, gentlemen. I’m sure we’ll

get along great, and call me Michelle. When we’re up to our elbows in innards,

it isn’t time to stand on formality.”




The men chuckled, and Michelle smiled. Everything

looked promising.




“I guess we can get started. Jamie, will you do

the honors?”




The orderlies had moved the bundled bodies out of

the cooler and Jamie moved over to unzip the body bag. As he did, Milo recorded

every step of it on the digital movie camera he held.




“I’ll need some still shots too.”




“Yes, Doctor, I mean Michelle.” The young man

blushed. “Now or after the bag’s fully opened?”




“After is fine. Make sure you work from top to

bottom so you don’t miss anything. Thanks.”




Jamie finished unzipping the bag, and Milo picked

up the digital camera. While he took pictures, Jamie noted what could be seen

and the condition of the corpses and the clothing. Michelle examined the

bundled bodies and compared what she was seeing to what she saw in the

photograph.




She noted the cadavers were in almost the same

position as they’d been when the bodies had been discovered, but one of the

male’s hands had come out of the pockets, no doubt because of moving the bodies

around. It was possible the hand had been taken out, but with the bodies in

rigor, it would have been difficult. Either Jamie or Milo had placed an empty

autopsy table beside the occupied one. Lindsay’s body would be moved onto it as

soon as Michelle okayed it.




For Michelle, this was always the hardest part of

the job. The first time she saw the body and touched it, the spirit revealed

itself to her and told its story. If she were alone in the lab, it wasn’t too

bad, but when others were present, it was hard to mask her reaction to the sad

or gruesome news. She’d developed a system, and she hoped it would work this

time. Other coroners she knew thought aloud while they worked, but it wasn’t

quite the same as what she did.




Jeremy stopped beside her, looked at the corpses,

and shook his head.




“It’s a hell of a thing, isn’t it? If you don’t

need me for the moment, I’ll go check on a patient and see about expediting

your paper work. I assume you’ll want to send samples to the lab tonight. I

should be back in fifteen or twenty minutes. Milo can take them. He knows the

drill.”




“Thank you. I’ll do the full external examination

now. I’ll draw blood from the heart and femoral leg vein for toxicological

examination and send nail and hair samples to the lab too.”




She pulled on one rubber glove and smiled. Her

face mask hung around her neck.




“I expect to meet with the families tomorrow and

explain the timeline. It’s always hard for them to understand that unlike on

television, it may take weeks, not minutes or hours, to get all the results,

but I’ll know what I’m dealing with much sooner than that. If we’re lucky,

we’ll have answers by the end of the week.”




“We’ll do everything we can to expedite your

tests, but you’re right. Some tests take more time than the hour TV gives them.

I’ll be back shortly.”




Jeremy nodded and left the room. Michelle pulled up

her mask, tugged on the other rubber glove, and opened her case. She took out a

small personal recording device and turned it on. She spoke aloud.




“Case number six seven nine four

two, Lindsay Miller, and six seven nine four three, Aaron Hart.”




Michelle explained where the bodies had been found

and what had transpired up until this point. She described the physical

appearance of the bodies as she saw them now, noting Lindsay’s missing shoe.




She turned off the recorder and moved closer to

the bodies.




Michelle took a steadying breath and reached for

Aaron’s other hand, slowly pulling it out of Lindsay’s pocket. She braced

herself for contact with the spirit, but instead of the reactions she usually

encountered, she found confusion and fear, clear evidence that Aaron had not

gone to his death willingly or knowingly. She gasped and let go of the hand. It

flopped onto the table, and she winced.




“What’s wrong, Michelle?” Milo asked, noting the

way she’d dropped the hand so suddenly.




“Sorry about that.”




Michelle fought for her usual calm. Thank God

she’d pulled up the face mask, covering most of her face. She was sure her

shock and surprise would show clearly on it.




“Nothing. The boy’s hand

slipped out of my hand. These gloves are thicker than the ones I’m used to.

Okay, Aaron, my boy. Talk to me. What’s going on here?”




She saw the confused look on Milo’s face.




“I’m sorry. I should have explained I like to talk

to my patients. It makes their plight more real to me. Take this young man. Do

you think he went into that lake willingly? Before I’m through here, he’ll have

answered all of my questions.”




Jamie chuckled. “My anatomy professor used to talk

to all the cadavers. He said it helped to remind him they’d once been human

beings.”




“Exactly. We must never

lose sight of that fact. These people ended up here for a reason and it’s our

job to figure out how and why.”













 




 




 



Chapter Nine





 




 



Michelle nodded at her technicians and turned back

to the corpse. She sensed Aaron’s confusion. Every other spirit she’d met had

always been aware of their deaths, but not Aaron, and the boy was freaking out.

Trying to calm him down with witnesses present wouldn’t be an easy task.




Where am I?

His voice was strong and clear in her mind.




“Welcome to the Belleville General Hospital

Morgue, young man.” There was no point trying to break it to him gently. Dead

was dead, and nothing could undo that. “You and this young lady apparently drowned

in the Lake of the Mountain Thursday night. How on earth did you end up bundled

together like this?”




Drowned?

What are you talking about, lady?




“I’m Dr. Thomas. I hope you can answer some of my

questions. I’ll do my best to find the answers to those you can’t. Now, let’s

have a look under the jacket.”




Michelle reached for the jacket’s zipper, and

slowly lowered it. Milo took photographs as she did. When the zipper was

undone, she moved Aaron’s arms to the side of his body. She sensed him watching

her, and felt his incredible sadness. She’d never met a spirit who hadn’t known

it was dead before. She opened the coat and stared at Lindsay’s body and

frowned.




How did we

get bundled like that? Agitated, Aaron spoke loudly, and she winced.




“I wasn’t expecting that.” Her comment applied to

both what she saw, and what she’d heard.




Milo snapped several shots in succession.




“Jamie, turn the recorder back on for me, please?”




He did, and she continued.




“The coat has been opened revealing Lindsay atop

Aaron, with her hands tightly pressed into his armpits rather than hugging him

as we supposed. This explains why he had his hands tucked in her pockets since

it would ensure her hands were kept as warm as they could be by the pressure of

his arms.”




The armpits were one of the warmer parts of the

body and even as the core temperature dropped, they’d stay warm longer. One or

both of these people had had survivalist training. Things weren’t adding up

here. From what she could see, the bodies had been subjected to the cold long

before they’d gone into the water.




Lindsay would have been affected faster than

Aaron. She was small, barely five foot tall, and didn’t weight more than one

hundred pounds. Her clothing clung to her. She wore jeans, cotton knit socks, a

red fleece sweater with what appeared to be a cotton turtle neck underneath. She

wore one laced shoe, a black canvas running shoe. While her clothing might have

been fine for a drive in the car, it would have provided no heat out on the

lake. If the two had decided to go out in a canoe, why hadn’t she put on more

suitable clothing?




Since Aaron wasn’t lying on Lindsay’s arms,

Michelle instructed the orderlies to pick her up and lie

her on the other table. The pallor of the girl’s face showed she’d been pressed

tightly against Aaron at the time of death. Perhaps the canoe wasn’t a factor

in their deaths. Had they just fallen into the lake and stayed that way? The tox screen was vital now.




What

happened to us? Anger had replaced confusion.




“Your bodies were found submerged in the Lake of

the Mountain on Friday morning. People think you were in a canoe on the lake,

but I don’t buy it. What did you do Thursday night after dinner?”




Milo chortled. “It sounds like your

cross-examining him, Doc.”




“I suppose in a way I am. All the answers are

here, gentleman. We just have to find them, but to do that we need to know what

to look for.”




She knew the way she was talking was strange, but

it was the only way to listen to the ghost and answer his questions as well as

her own. They’d get used to it. Other morgue techs had.




Aaron understood what she wanted. I remember getting in the car and heading

out to get water samples before going into Picton.

There’s no way we went out on the water that night. We saw some lights near the

edge of the lake and went to investigate. That’s it.




“Let’s see what Lindsay has to say.”




Michelle reached out to grab the young girl’s

hand. Nothing. Lindsay’s spirit wasn’t here. What was

going on? One spirit didn’t know it had died, the other was mute? She could see

and hear Aaron, but she couldn’t bring up his memories of the moment he’d died

as she usually could. His mind was blank. There were no memories to sense. How

was that possible?




“Something’s not right here.”




She looked closely at Lindsay’s body. There was no

white foam near her nostrils or mouth the way there was on Aaron’s. Were her

lips blue? She looked at the ears and the nose. It didn’t seem possible, but

she wondered whether or not there might be frostbite there. The temperature

hadn’t gone below freezing that night, but the winds and rain had been vicious.




She shook her head, glad the techs couldn’t see

the confusion on her face. The only thing that made sense was if Lindsay had

died before going into the water. Michelle moved to the foot of the table and

carefully removed the sock from Lindsay’s left foot. Post-mortem lividity indicated Lindsay had died standing up. How was

that possible? She stared at the sole of Lindsay’s foot. What the hell was

going on here? She looked at Milo and Jamie. She needed to get them out of here

for a few minutes.




“Milo, could you go and get me a cup of coffee? I

know it probably isn’t standard procedure, but I’m exhausted.”




“No problem, doc. Lots of people do it. How do you

take it?”




“Double-double.”




He left the room and headed into the break room.




“Jamie, can you get me some evidence bags? I want

to keep things separate.”




“Sure thing.”




As soon as he was out of sight, she turned to

Aaron. “I don’t have a lot of time here.”




Why isn’t

Lindsay here if I am?




“My ability to communicate with the dead is

limited to those who died because of drowning. Lindsay didn’t drown. She was

dead in your arms before you both went into the water. I need to know what you

remember because there is something wrong here. You say you didn’t go out in

the canoe.”




There was a

storm moving in. It would have been suicide. I remember having dinner…




Michelle moved closer to Aaron’s body and slipped

off one glove. Skin to skin gave her a better image. Like watching a movie, the

last of Aaron’s memories unfolded before her eyes.




She watched him finish dinner, talk to Tony and

then Jackson about the ammonia hydroxide levels in the lake. She saw him rub Lissa’s stomach and kiss her goodbye.




“We won’t be long. Go to bed. You’ll feel better

in the morning.”




Michelle let the images flow. She observed them

leave the parking lot and travel along the road. She spotted the lights they’d

seen down by the water. They’d driven down the laneway almost obscured by the

tall corn stalks. It was dark, and as they got closer, Aaron had turned off the

headlights hoping they could sneak up on whoever was down by the water. He was

excited.




“These might be the guys dumping those toxins into

the lake. Wouldn’t it be cool to catch them red-handed?”




“I don’t know, Aaron. Maybe we should go back.”

Lindsay had been nervous.




“We’ll be fine. Stay right beside me.”




They’d only walked a few feet when a bright flash

of light blinded them. Startled, Lindsay had tripped over a root in the boggy

area and fallen sideways. “Damn it! My shoe’s caught in the muck.”




Aaron helped her up. “Leave it. Come on, I’ll walk

you back to the car.”




He did and then continued alone down to the water.

Suddenly, dust choked him…It was as if someone had shut a curtain. There was

nothing else.




Does that

help?




“It does. I believe you and Lindsay were drugged

and murdered, and I intend to prove it. One more thing,

Aaron. Could Professor Steele be responsible for this?”




The professor? No way.

He’s one of the good guys.




“But you told the mayor he was an ass. He said you

argued with the professor frequently.”




That man’s

on crack. The professor never argues with anybody. He doesn’t have to. I’ve

never even seen him angry. I don’t remember ever speaking to the mayor. I like

Tony. He’s a great guy. I was going to ask him to be my best man.




She felt his sadness. Thanks, Aaron.




Ron had lied to her. Why? Toxins were a hell of a

lot more serious than most of your run of the mill water pollution.




Michelle quickly pulled her glove up. She had a

fairly good idea as to what had happened. Now, she needed the physical evidence

to prove it. She moved over to Lindsay just as Milo walked in with her coffee.

She stepped away from the bodies, pulled off her mask and right glove, and

reached for the porcelain cup.




“Thanks. This is just what I needed.”




Jamie returned with a dozen evidence bags.




She took several mouthfuls of the hot liquid

trying to decide what to do next. There was no real mystery to Aaron’s cause of

death. It could wait.




“Guys, let’s put Aaron away for now and focus on

Lindsay. I think the young lady is full of surprises. Get her undressed. I want

pictures at every stage of the process, and then I want each garment folded and

placed in an evidence bag. Make sure you fold everything with an evidence sheet

under it. Be specific in describing the garments. She’s got mud embedded in the

right knee of her jeans, but her left shoe is missing, and the sock is filthy

as if she walked on her tip toes. I’m not convinced what we’ve found here was

an accident. I’m officially pronouncing these suspicious deaths. We’ll treat them

as homicides until it’s proven otherwise.”




Jamie looked at Milo and smirked, an I-told-you-so

look on his face.




“You pay for dinner tonight.”




“Seriously, Milo?”

Michelle laughed. “If you’ve spent any time in the morgue, you could’ve bet I’d

rule that way just from the way the bodies were bundled.”




“I know, but he called suspicious first—what was I

to do? I had a fifty-fifty chance.”




Michelle shook her head. The morgue might not be the

best place for humor, but sometimes sharing a laugh was the only way to deal

with the sadness of it all. She undressed the body, unzipping the fleece

sweater. She noticed something in the pocket and pulled it out. It was a brand

new synthetic cork. Where did it come from, and did it have any bearing on the

case? The one person who might know was the last man she wanted to see tonight.

Unfortunately, she didn’t have much choice. She thought about the scene she’d

viewed. Ammonia hydroxide was a hell of a serious case of pollution. Just what

was going on here? If the team had proof, how could Ron dismiss them like that?

People stood to lose a lot of money if an unfounded rumor like this got out. It

could ruin the county—but if it were true, how many might die?





 



* * * *





 



Five hours later, freshly showered and back in her own clothes, Michelle got into the Camaro for the drive

to the Lake of the Mountain Resort. She’d completed Lindsay’s external

examination. The body had been cleaned, weighed, her hair brushed, and all the

trace from it as well as from under her fingernails sent to the police forensic

lab along with the rest of her clothing. She’d hung onto the cork, and tossed

it in her purse. She’d ask Ron about it in the morning; after all, he’d know

which wineries used them. Of course, the cork might have nothing to do with the

case at all.




There’d been a perimortem

cut on her Lindsay’s right hand, bruising around her left ankle indicating

she’d sprained it shortly before her death—consistent with the fall she’d seen

in Aaron’s memory. She’d also found bruises on her arm as if she’d been grabbed

and dragged. Milo had suggested Aaron had put them there, but the boy’s spirit

vigorously denied even the idea he could have hurt her. Her fingertips and toes

had shown signs of frostbite. Michelle ordered the body x-rayed, but nothing

unusual had presented itself. Chances were good Lindsay had gotten wet when

she’d fallen. If the rain had started, conditions would have been ideal for

hypothermia, but time would’ve been a factor too, and with the abrupt end to

Aaron’s memories…




Michelle had taken blood samples from both bodies, tissue samples from inside Lindsay’s nose and ears,

and had sent them to the hospital lab for a full chemical analysis. If Lindsay

died from hypothermia, her blood sugar levels would be elevated, and Michelle

hoped the lab would have the immunoassay information for her by tomorrow

afternoon. Something Aaron’s spirit had said had rung

a bell. She’d added a request that they check the blood for all types of drugs.

Scopolamine, one of the date rape drugs, was said to impair memory. She’d read

a paper on it recently stating it could be effective when inhaled in its

powdered form. It was also used as a truth serum even though its primary

function was to control nausea and travel sickness.




She had her recorder with her and would listen to

and transcribe her notes before she went to bed. She’d also downloaded the

pictures Milo had taken and would add them to her meagre file. She hoped the

others had come through by now. This case wasn’t adding up and it bothered her.




On Monday, she’d have Milo help her with the

internal examination of Lindsay’s body, while Jamie and George could do the

external on Aaron. She’d go in tomorrow afternoon and do her own. While

Michelle was sure Lindsay had died before she’d gone into the water, she’d need

to prove it before she could say anything. “Sorry, but this one isn’t talking

to me,” would create more questions than she wanted to answer. As it was, Milo

thought she was nuts. The answers to how Lindsay had died were in the girl’s heart,

liver, lungs, bladder, and brain. You couldn’t hide organ failure. And if she’d

been dead before going into the water, there’d be no lake water diatoms in her

lungs.




Once she revealed Lindsay’s cause of death, the

question on everyone’s mind would be how and where had Lindsay been exposed to

that low a temperature? The bundling made sense if Aaron had tried to share his

body heat with her. Finding the shoe could be key to

locating where they’d been attacked. Understanding how and where they got into

the lake might be harder. She seriously doubted the canoe had anything to do

with it. Proving it was murder and finding the killer was going to be a lot

harder than she’d expected. She focused on her driving once more.




The storm had passed. The night was clear and the

moon, almost full, filled the sky as it rose out of the east. A full moon on

Halloween, only four days away, always seemed fitting. She missed seeing the

trick or treaters. Before her parents died, she’d go

home and hand out the candy. Maybe someday she’d consider getting a house

instead of an apartment. A vision of dark-haired children played through her

mind, and she sighed. Never

going to happen.




She looked up at the moon and stars. If only wishing could make it so. She

thought of all the things Aaron had told her—things she wasn’t supposed to

know—things she couldn’t let slip, no matter what. Lissa and the baby, the mysterious

lights in the marsh, ammonia hydroxide. She needed to talk to Professor

Steele and somehow, make friends with him. She needed information only he could

provide—a real-live source for everything Aaron had divulged to her.




While she’d programmed the resort’s location into

her GPS before leaving the hospital, woolgathering as she was, she managed to

drive past it.




“Drive thirty feet and make a left turn.”




Fiona, as she’d named the voice on her GPS, didn’t

like it when you didn’t follow directions and missed a turn. Michelle did as

she was told. She was in a parking lot atop an escarpment. With the moon

hanging above the horizon, the view was spectacular. Instead of reversing as

she’d intended, she parked the car and got out to have a closer look. Fresh air

would clear her mind and get the kinks out. She stretched, aware of the

stiffness in her shoulders. Her body ached from hours of driving, bending, and

examining, and all she had to show for it were questions without answers.




She had to decide what to say to the professor,

and how she was going to get to the topic of pollution and toxins. She didn’t

doubt that aspect of the case was related to both the deaths and her mission

for The Three Sisters. Before she could do anything, she needed to get a handle

on her muddled emotions.




She walked to the front of the car and looked out

at the Bay of Quinte far below her and the mainland

in the distance. The sense of déjà vu she’d experienced earlier in the day

returned. She knew she’d been here before in another life, but it still felt

strange to be thirty-two and have two hundred years old memories. She chortled.




Good thing I

don’t feel my age.




Michelle strolled along the waist-high stone wall

designed to keep tourists from slipping down the steep slope, until she stood

beneath a government sign. She’d seen the heritage signs before and recognized

their shape and color. There wasn’t enough light to read the fine print, but

she could read the title. This was the scenic lookout, part of the Lake of the

Mountains Provincial Park, facing the Bay of Quinte

some two hundred feet below her.




Michelle shuddered. According to what she

remembered from last night’s vicious dream, she’d climbed down there and back

up again. No doubt there’d been paths and trails. Things change in two hundred

years. The waterfall she’d gone over couldn’t be much farther along, and yet

she couldn’t hear the water because it now travelled through a pipe to be

harnessed down below at the fish hatchery. Jamie was a wonderful source of

information. He’d been raised in Prince Edward County. His reaction when she’d

mentioned Ron had surprised her. Jamie had said the mayor’s popularity depended

on which side of the breadline you found yourself. Some liked the man, others thought he was too slick. She hadn’t gotten

negative impressions from any of the people she’d met earlier—well, unless you

counted Tony, and he seemed to have an agenda of his own.




Her stomach grumbled reminding her she hadn’t

eaten since lunch. She hoped the kitchen was still open. She’d have to go

shopping tomorrow. Since the cottage had a kitchenette, she’d make her own

breakfast and pack lunches for the days she’d be at the hospital. She was a

grazer, and liked to have something to eat to carry her through when she was

working late. Right now, she’d be happy with almost anything.




She took another look at the bay far below her

shimmering in the moonlight and turned to retrace her steps. A man stood just a

few feet behind her, and she gasped. She recognized the shape of his body and

the way he held his head.




“You scared me, Dr. Steele. I wasn’t aware there

was anyone else here.”




The catch in her voice betrayed her nervousness.

Her heart pounded with both fear and excitement. She’d wanted to talk to him it

was true, but not here, in this lonely place. She trembled at the memory of the

anger and animosity he’d shown toward her this afternoon. Added to that, his

body shape in the dark more closely resembled that of her dream lover, and her

body responded. Heat suffused her.




“Don’t be afraid, Dr. Thomas. I didn’t mean to

scare you. I was just out walking the grounds trying to clear my head and

figure out how to get both my size tens out of my mouth. I don’t know how I’ll

ever apologize for making such an ass of myself this afternoon. I can’t even

explain it to myself.”




He walked over to the stone parapet and leaned

against it looking out as she’d done earlier.




“You don’t have to apologize.” Empathy filled her

at the genuine sorrow and dismay in his voice. She considered what this man had

suffered in the past twenty-four hours. No wonder he’d lost his cool. “You’ve

just experienced a loss. I can imagine you feel powerless and if someone has

been playing a trick on you, then I’m sure your anger toward them is

justified.”




She’d turned and stood beside him looking out.

Perhaps finding common ground wouldn’t be so hard after all.




“It’s a beautiful view, isn’t it?”




The moon, now a large glowing ball in the

star-filled sky silvered the surface of the water below. The bushes and trees

on the steep slope, devoid of leaves, rattled their skeletal branches in the

breeze. The air was clean and crisp after the storm, but Michelle could smell

wood smoke in the air.




“Since you probably already think I’m nuts, I’ll

share this with you. When I come here, especially at night like this, I get

this incredible sense of déjà vu. It was so strong when I was a boy that I

insisted on hiking down the slope just to prove to myself it could be done. I

was positive I’d done it before. I found a deer trail to follow and made it all

the way down. Coming back up was harder.”




He laughed wryly. “The lake empties down the hill

farther along, but that’s been changed by modern technology. It’s been

redesigned to drain into a sewer-like culvert running under the road. No one

can get swept over it and down the escarpment anymore.”




“How did you know someone had been swept over the

cliff?”




“It’s a Mohawk legend. Doomed lovers died here.

Think of it as the Mohawk version of Romeo

and Juliet. Enemies fall in love, but tribal laws keep them apart. Dad

plans to marry her off to someone else, she’d rather die than marry. She throws

herself into the lake and is swept over the edge and falls into the water

below. He tries to save her, but drowns and is trapped within the stone bowl of

the lake. They couldn’t be together in life, and they were kept apart in death.

The Mohawk legend was born long before any of its storytellers would have read

the Immortal Bard. Pretty tragic, if you ask me.”




Michelle shivered. It was as if he were condensing

her past life into a concise cue card.




“I never thought of it that way. I suppose there

are examples of similar tragedies in all cultural stories. Who told you the

legend?”




“A short version is written on the sign near the

boardwalk across the street, but Joseph Smoke, one of the elders from the Tyendinaga reserve told me the longer tale yesterday.”




“Joseph Smoke? His name is on my list. I have to

speak to him about a ceremony.” And you.




“Joseph’s a great guy. He mentioned needing your

permission for a purification ceremony. Since the traditional Mohawk believe

the lake is sacred, the deaths have defiled it. They need to make amends to the

spirits they believe live there.”




“The Three Sisters.”




“Yes! How did you know?”




She shuddered. “I did some research before coming

here.” Well, Audra is as good as any

research I could have done. Better in fact.




“You’re cold.” He must have noticed her tremor.




“A bit. Hungry too. I need to check-in and get something to eat.”

She looked at her watch. It was almost ten. “I don’t suppose the kitchen will

be open?”




“No, but I can make you some soup and a sandwich.

Allow me to as my way of apologizing to you.”




Michelle smiled. “That would be nice. I’d like to

speak to you about your students, and it probably would be best to do so in

private. Can I give you a lift back?”




Tony chuckled. “No, I can walk. Park

behind the registration building next to the black SUV. I’ll meet you at

your car and help you carry your things to your cabin.” He pulled away from the

wall. “See you in ten minutes or so.”




He turned, walked across the parking lot, crossed

the road, and disappeared into the night.




Michelle returned to her Camaro, exited the

parking lot, and drove back to the resort’s lot as Fiona demanded. She turned

off the engine, grabbed her purse off the seat, and entered the resort’s

administration building. She’d called earlier from the hospital and had been

assured someone would be there to meet her when she arrived. The office

normally closed by eight.




She opened the door and entered the pleasantly

decorated room. It looked more like someone’s living room than a hotel lobby. A

young girl sat in a stuffed chair in front of the gas fireplace. She was

reading and looked up at the tinkling bell, a welcoming smile on her face.




“Can I help you?”




“Hello, I’m Michelle Thomas. I have a

reservation.” She pulled the wallet and her personal identification out of the

leather purse Tasha had given her. The green and brown calf hair camouflage

print tote zippered on top, had two rounded handles,

and brown crocodile-style detailing.




“Welcome Dr. Thomas. I’m

Kara. I offered to wait up for you. It’s such a shame about those kids. I

really liked them. I see you’re going to be with us right up until the inn

closes.”




“Unless I can finish the

investigation sooner. Unfortunately, these things take time.”




“They found the bodies on the edge of the beach. The

area’s still marked off with crime scene tape. There was a really bad storm the

night before. Isaac, our handyman—he’s my uncle, a bit weird but I love

him—claims he heard the spirits of the lake cry out in pain. The next morning

he was walking down to the shed and saw the bodies. He had me call nine-one-one.

Have you seen any pictures?”




Could the

man have heard Aaron cry out? I’ll have to talk to him in the morning.




“Yes, I have. It’s proving to be an interesting

case. I’m tired, and I still have work to do tonight.”




“Sorry. I get a little chatty.”




“No, it’s fine. I’ll need to talk to everyone

involved at some point.”




She waited patiently as the girl finished checking

her in and handed her a large brass key.




“I’ll take you down. Where did you leave your car?

You might be able to put it closer. This cottage is one of our most popular in

the summer.” The girl reached for a fleece jacket similar to the one Lindsay

had worn.




“That won’t be necessary. Dr. Steele is waiting

for me at my car. I’m sure he can find the proper cottage for me. That’s a nice

jacket. Where did you get it?”




“Dr. Steele’s cabin is right beside yours.” Kara smiled.

“The jacket’s okay for a freebie. One of the wineries gave them out as a

promotion, see?” She pointed to the crest on the jacket. “Pretty much everyone

around here has one of these now.”




Michelle looked at the crest on the jacket. She

hadn’t paid much attention to Lindsay’s jacket since she hadn’t realized it

wasn’t something the girl had always owned, and the front of it had been

covered in mud and slime. She could clearly make out the logo and the lettering

now. The stylized brown bird had the words Whippoorwill Winery written on

it—that was the winery she’d be visiting with Ron tomorrow.




“Thanks, Kara. I’ll see you in the morning.” She

stepped toward the door, stopped, and turned around. “Oh, when you toured the

winery, did they show you the corking room?”




“They did. They explained why so many wineries are

going to screw tops or artificial corks. Apparently the cork trees got sick.”




Michelle nodded. “Interesting.

Well, I’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks for waiting for me.”




“No problem, doctor.” Kara walked to the door with

her. “I’ll just lock up now. If you need anything, dial seven on your room

phone. It connects to the bar. That stays open until one. A few of the locals

come by to hang out, especially on the weekend. Goodnight.”




“Goodnight.”













 




 




 



Chapter Ten





 




 



Michelle pulled her coat tighter as she retraced

her steps to the car. Tony’s shadow moved away from the utility vehicle on

which he’d been leaning. An older model Chevy was parked beside it.




“All set?” he asked as she approached.




“Yes. I’m in Cottage Four. Kara says that’s right

next to yours. Should I move the car?”




“No. That’s your cottage right over there. You’re

probably as close as you’ll get. That’s my SUV.” He pointed to the utility

vehicle. “Nice car by the way. How old is it?”




“Just over a year. I love

it. It handles really well too.”




“Stick or automatic?”




She laughed. “Has to be four on the floor, right?

Anything else would just be wrong. Is that Aaron’s car?” The vehicle reminded

her of the one she’d seen in Aaron’s memory.




“It is. I don’t know what to do with it.”




“Why haven’t the authorities impounded it?”




“That’s a good question. I don’t know. Maybe they

don’t think it’s relevant to the case.”




“I do.” Her voice was abrupt, but whenever

evidence was ignored, it always angered her. Of course she’d be the only one to

know Aaron hadn’t driven his car back to the resort. She had to remember to

keep what she knew close to her chest, but that might be difficult if there

were a lot of blatant errors made like this one. “I’ll call and have it taken

to the station in the morning. The techs should go over it. There might be

evidence of where they’d been.” Damn. I

need to keep my mouth shut.




“Well, they didn’t go into Picton

like they were supposed to. Pop the trunk and I’ll help you with your gear.”




She pressed a button on the keypad in her hand,

and the trunk opened. She reached in to pull out her computer, and her cosmetic

bag. She’d left her autopsy bag at the hospital, but carried a standard M.D.

emergency bag in her car, minus any opiates.




Tony reached for the midsized suitcase and the

medical bag. “Is this it?”




“Yeah. I travel light. Let

me get my briefcase from the back seat. I have a bag of shoes and my rubber

boots, and some computer parts, but I’ll get those in the morning. This is good

for now.”




Tony reached for the briefcase. “This

way then.” She followed him toward the cottage and around to the front to

the door. Michelle saw two wooden Adirondack chairs on the grass in front of

the house, a small picnic table, and a full sized gas barbecue. She doubted

she’d use it in this weather.




“Key?” Tony held out his

hand, and Michelle handed him the large brass key Kara had given her.




“The outside lights are photoelectric and come on

and go off with the sun, so you won’t have to worry about forgetting to leave

it on when you go out.”




He slipped the key into the lock and opened the

door. He pressed the switch flooding the room with light. Light pine wood

paneling added to the room’s warmth and charm. The furniture consisted of a

large sofa, two rocker recliners, a coffee table, and a couple of end tables on

which stood the lamps activated by the wall switch. A Franklin-style electric

fireplace in one corner and electric baseboards in the other half of the room

housing the kitchen/dining area provided the heat necessary at this time of

year.




Two doors opened off the main room. The first one was

a small bathroom without a soaking tub. Michelle stared at it in horror until

she realized the shower was a hand-held one. The last thing she wanted to do

was repeat last night’s argument with the shower curtain. She lifted her hand

and rubbed her temple. Farther along the hall, the second room held a

queen-sized bed, a desk, and a dresser. It would do nicely. She appreciated the

option of having a separate room in which to meet and interview people. While

she could do it in the restaurant, this would be far more private, and she

preferred that. She remembered Jamie’s comments about Ron and the number of

people he’d spoken to in the restaurant today. She didn’t want anyone reporting

her investigation to Ron. She’d keep him in the loop as necessary. It would

help not to have to invite him into her bedroom in the morning when he came for

her.




Although

there’s nothing wrong with being in a bedroom with Tony. She felt her

cheeks redden at the thought. Where had that idea come from? Michelle placed

the computer on the dining table and carried her cosmetic bag into the

bathroom. She tried not to look at the shower. She came out into the main room

at the same time Tony came out of the bedroom.




“I turned up the heat in the room and put the bag

on the luggage bench. You have a baseboard electric heater in there, so it

shouldn’t take long to warm up. If you want to come over to my place, I’ll get

you something to eat.”




On cue, her stomach grumbled again.




“Just a sandwich will be fine. I don’t want you to

go to any trouble.”




“It’s no trouble, honest. After the way I made a

fool of myself, I didn’t have much of an appetite at supper either. Tomato soup

will hit the spot—you like tomato soup?”




Michelle laughed, and felt the tension drain away.

“I love tomato soup. It’s my favorite.”




“Wait until you taste mine.”




“What can you possibly do to canned tomato soup to

make it different?”




“I heat it up with love.” His voice was husky, and

he looked away as if his words had caught him off-guard too.




She looked at him, but she couldn’t think of

anything to say. Drowning in those

gorgeous eyes would be a pleasure.




Without another word, he led the way back outside,

locked the cottage door, and handed her the key.




“I’m over here in the tree house.” His words were

hurried. “They call it that because the tree is practically part of the

structure. Since we needed a common work area, it seemed to be the best

solution. Aaron and Lissa were in the log cabin over

there. Lindsay and Jackson had the two-bedroom cottage next to yours. Lissa’s moved in the suite with Aaron’s parents. She’s

sleeping on the couch. She needs to be there. She and Aaron were going to be

married in the spring. His parents have taken over Lindsay’s room. The staff

cleaned it out for them. The police went through her stuff, but there wasn’t

anything to explain how she got in that lake. I understand everything has been

taken to the police lab.”




Well, at

least they’ve done one thing right.




Michelle heard the sadness in his voice. This

tragedy had devastated him. Her gut told her he couldn’t possibly have been

involved in the deaths. Her gut was close to her heart, right? Aaron didn’t

believe he was involved either, but Ron was sure of it. She remembered his

confidence earlier. What did he know that she didn’t?




The quaint two-story house was painted white. The

door opened into a screened-in porch with an excellent view of the lake.

Michelle stopped as the moon came out from behind a cloud and revealed the

water before her. Tony was speaking, but other than the sound of his voice, her

mind registered nothing. She stood there transfixed by the lake she’d seen

countless times before. The Lake of the Mountain was the lake in her

nightmares.




This was where she’d lived. They’d made love in

the trees up there on the right—in their secret bower. She’d come out of the

marsh over there near where the village was the night she’d gone to meet him. She

looked at the center of the lake and knew she’d entered the water there. That’s where I plunged over the cliff. She

saw the lake as it had been, before the signs of modern man had obliterated some

of its natural beauty. Her world tilted on its axis and then straightened

itself once more.




Audra was right. She’d said Michelle would know what

the sisters wanted when the time was right. That time was now. Aaron had

remembered deadly toxins. Someone was killing not only people, but the lake

itself, and it was her job—no their job, her and her mate, whichever man that

was—to stop them.




“Michelle? Are you okay? You seemed light years

away.”




Michelle chuckled at his accuracy. “I was. It’s an

incredible view. The lake looks alive, shimmering and rolling like that. It

almost makes you want to believe the legends, doesn’t it?”




He didn’t answer her question. He stared at the

lake, blinked, and then turned away.




“Come inside, and I’ll get us some food. We can

talk while we eat.”




“This is where you were when you saw her, the

woman you thought was me, isn’t it?”




“It is.”




He looked back at her and the lake beyond her, and

the yearning on his face made her heart ache. He turned away once more and

opened the inner door to the house.




“I’m sorry about attacking you like that this

afternoon. I hope I didn’t spoil the rest of your day. I think I wanted you to

be the woman. I needed her to be real.”




“I don’t understand.” Her voice was barely a

whisper. His agony seared her soul.




“The woman I’ve been seeing isn’t real. Joseph

tells me she’s a ghost, the one in the legend I mentioned earlier. Never mind. Mayor

Ron is right. I’m losing my mind. I’m a scientist. I deal in facts, data,

things I can prove. Ghosts don’t exist in my reality. It’s hard for me to admit

I may have seen one on more than one occasion.”




The forlorn quality in his voice touched her, and

she had to force herself not to reach out to him. The truth struck her, and she

muffled her gasp. She knew who the woman was he’d seen. He’d been right. It had

been her, and yet not her, at least not the flesh and blood woman she was now.

How was she ever going to explain this to him? If he saw her spirit, was he her

phantom lover? She wished she knew the answer to that. She swallowed the lump

of sadness in her throat and followed Tony inside.




The interior of the house was open-concept similar

to hers. The white walls were decorated with seasonal photographs of the county.

Tony flipped the switch on the corner gas fireplace and turned up the

temperature. The dining area had been converted into a lab work station, and

Michelle recognized expensive equipment including a GC-MS analyzer. Chromatography–mass spectrometry was

used by most modern forensic labs to identify different substances found within

a test sample. Among its many uses were its ability to detect drugs and

environmental pollutants. A new one like this would detect traces previously

thought too compromised to be identified. There were also microscopes, a laptop

computer, and printer. A couple of folding card tables had been set up to

provide more space for the equipment. There were boxes of sample jars piled

under the tables and a couple of field kits.




“I’m afraid we’ll have to eat from TV trays. There

isn’t much room over there with the equipment. Can I get you a drink? I have

water, milk, orange juice, and beer.”




“I’d love a light beer if you have it.”




“Glass or bottle?”




“Bottle’s fine.”




Tony handed her a bottle of her favorite brand and

opened a darker beer for himself. He moved to the kitchen area and took out a

pot and a couple of cans of soup.




“Tell me about your research project, Doctor

Steele. You’ve got some sophisticated equipment in this room, not what I’d

expect at a field site. I know you’re a hydrologist, but what are you actually

doing here?”




“Call me Tony. Our project is aimed at finding the

source of the lake’s water.”




While he prepared the meal, Tony explained what

they were doing and how finding the source of the water had always been a

fascination of his. He served the bowls and finished his explanation.




“It sounds intriguing.” She took a spoonful of her

soup. “This is fantastic. You weren’t kidding when you said your tomato soup

was the best. What did you put in here?”




He smiled, pleased by her comment. “I used milk

and added a little parmesan, a dash of oregano, croutons, and some feta. I’m

glad you like it.”




“I love it, but you’ve spoiled me. I’ll never be

able to eat plain old tomato soup again.”




They made small talk and finished their impromptu

supper with single serve containers of chocolate pudding. They were cleaning up

when he brought the conversation back to the afternoon’s scene at the

restaurant.




“What I said and did this afternoon was

unforgiveable. I shouldn’t have interrupted you—that was my first faux pas.

Accusing you of being a fraud out to get me—well, that goes without saying.

There isn’t enough tomato soup in the world to fix that mistake. Unfortunately,

we’ve been caught up in politics even I can’t begin to understand.”




He ran his hand through his hair, and Michelle’s

fingers itched to do the same.




“I gather you and Ron don’t get along.”




A look of distaste and another emotion she

couldn’t identify crossed Tony’s face.




“That’s an understatement. The mayor and I have

been at loggerheads ever since my team and I got here. He’s new to the island,

did you know that? Opened the winery about three years ago, and the place was an

instant success. He impressed a lot of people—especially the struggling

businessmen. What’s good for one rubs off on the other, I guess. He ran on a

platform promising economic growth, and from talking to Kara, he seems to be

delivering. He was elected after my research permits were obtained, and I get

the impression he’d have tried to block them if he could.”




He chuckled and shook his head.




“He might be good at bringing the almighty dollar here, but Ron

can’t see the forest for the trees. Researchers have money to spend too—not

just tourists. He’s not a fan of scientists and our insatiable curiosity to

explain things. He’s part Mohawk, not from the local reserve, but he’s done

well luring people to the island with the legends. He wants to leave what he sees

as mysteries just as they are, and I guess he sees me as a threat. I can

understand that to a certain extent. I’m not trying to deny the existence of

ancient gods here—if I prove the water comes from Lake Superior, it won’t

change the sacredness of the waters or the mythos about its creation. I’m a

scientist, but there are a lot of things I’ll never be able to explain, and God

is one of them.”




He smiled and reached for her hand. Sparks ran

through her body, filling her with desire and need, and she gulped. Tony must

have felt something too because a strange look crossed his face, but he didn’t

let go. If anything, his hold tightened slightly.




“Ron refuses to listen to anything I say, and I’m

afraid his stubbornness may cause irreparable damage to the island. I’m sure

he’s told you he thinks I’m responsible for the deaths.”




“He mentioned your research hasn’t gone the way

you hoped, and you’d had unexpected problems. He thought you might have sent

the students out for samples the night of the storm.” She watched the color

slowly drain from his face. “He said you think the lake might be polluted.”




Tony’s face went from shock to fury in the blink

of an eye. “Polluted!” He let go of her hand and moved

away from her. The small kitchen area was suddenly claustrophobic. Anger

radiated from every pore of his body. His hands were fisted at his side. He

looked like a man capable of murder, and Michelle shivered.




“The pea-brained, son of a bitch claims I said the

lake’s polluted? I gave him a copy of our toxicology reports. The lake’s not

being polluted, it’s being poisoned! Given its location, unless something is

done, it could poison the Saint Lawrence River system. Do you have any idea how

many people get their drinking water from that system?”




Michelle stared at the irate man in front of her,

visions of his earlier behavior playing through her mind. The doctor seemed to

have a hair-trigger temper. Could he have caused his students’ deaths? Aaron

had been so sure he hadn’t, but without memories would he even know? She

swallowed her fear.




“Aren’t you exaggerating? The amount of toxins

necessary to poison the river system would be incredible. I didn’t see any

industries on the island other than farming and the wineries, and I know of no

deadly toxins produced by either of them.” She didn’t want to fuel his anger,

but she needed him to volunteer this information.




“You don’t need factories to create toxins in this

day and age. A good cook can create them in the front seat of his damn car. I

told Ron exactly what was causing the damage, and he refused to even consider

the idea. Someone’s opened a meth lab on the island, and they’re dumping the

chemical waste into the water. According to Jackson, my other researcher, Aaron

and Lindsay were going to get some shore samples that night. My students didn’t

drown, doctor, they were murdered. You tell that boyfriend of yours to get his

head out of his ass. This isn’t pollution, and ignoring it is tantamount to

murder.”




“He’s not my boyfriend.” She spat the words,

unable to control the anger suddenly gripping her.




Tony’s ire had risen, and the accusing way he’d

thrown the last barb insulted Michelle. How dare he make assumptions like that?

The fact she herself suspected the deaths were murders just added to her

annoyance. If he kept shooting his mouth off this way, he’d compromise the

investigation. The minute someone got wind of the fact she’d declared the drownings suspicious, people would try to cover up

evidence. It was the last thing she needed.




“You’re making a great many assumptions. As a

forensic pathologist, I can’t just throw out theories. I’ll reserve judgment on

cause of death until I have proof. I’m sure once Ron has independent

confirmation of your findings, he’ll understand the severity of the situation.

He’s a smart man, an astute entrepreneur; you’ve said so yourself. He’s assured

me he’ll do everything in his power to help.”




She bit her lower lip trying to decide how much to

share with him. Maybe if he knew she was looking at the possibility of murder,

he’d leave it be, and let her do her job. Tony’s eyes were focused on her

mouth, and she saw desire flame in them, but it was quickly hidden. It

disconcerted her.




“After I left Ron at the town hall, I went to the

morgue. I’ve separated the bodies and done a full external autopsy on Lindsay.

I’ll start the internal one Monday. This has to stay between us for now, but I

don’t believe Lindsay drowned. I’ll know more once I conduct the internal

autopsy, but I believe she was dead when she was thrown into the water, and

Aaron was close to being dead too. I agree with you. These deaths were

suspicious. Whatever they were doing on or around the lake that night got them

killed.”




Michelle watched Tony’s face as he stopped pacing

and absorbed what she’d said. He smiled. His face lit up and desire punched her

in the gut.




“I knew it! They found something. Whoever has that

meth lab is to blame. Let’s go to the police right now. They’ll start an

investigation.”




“It doesn’t work that way.”




Michelle hated to burst his bubble, but her needs

and frustration made her as short tempered as he was. She wanted to touch him,

soothe the lines on his face, and have him kiss her. The fact she wanted these

things was slowly eating at her emotional control. Her time with Ron had been

pleasant, but he hadn’t affected her this way. She forced her mind back to the

discussion.




“We need proof she was dead before entering the

water. When I have it, which I’m sure I will when I look at her internal organs

on Monday, you’ll be the first to know. Where are your samples of the water

with the toxins?” She looked around the room.




“I’m going to call for an evidence pick-up—Aaron’s

car and whatever else I might find on the beach. I’ll send your samples to the

police lab in Belleville. Once they have them and corroborate your evidence,

we’ll be able to call in the drug squad, and they can put this island under a

microscope.”




He slammed his fist on the table, and the

unexpected violence of the gesture made her jump.




“That’s the problem. Everything is gone. It

disappeared from Jackson and Lindsay’s cottage that night. Jackson thought

Lindsay, Aaron, or I had taken it, but I didn’t, and I seriously doubt either

one of them did. The only things we have left are our data and Jackson’s micro

samples used in the GC-MS. When I met with Mayor Ron yesterday, it was as if he

knew I didn’t have them anymore. I think it’s damn convenient, don’t you? I

don’t believe in coincidence.”




Tony was warming to his topic, and Michelle wasn’t

comfortable with where his thoughts were going.




“Ron said he didn’t believe they’d ever existed.

We had a break-in a few weeks ago and a lot of the sample bottles were

destroyed. This time, things just went missing, and I have no way to prove any

of it. How would he know they were gone? Because he had them taken, that’s why.

He’s involved in this right up to his neck.”




“Now, you’re being paranoid. How can all the

samples be gone—you’re talking conspiracy theories here. You have absolutely no

justification for your allegations. Ron’s not involved. He’s a good man, truly concerned

for his constituents.”




“In the words of the Immortal Bard, methinks the lady doth protest too much.

The guy’s dirty. I know it in my gut. If you didn’t have the hots for him, you’d see it too.”




Michelle’s temper flared. She felt heat rise in

her face, and had to put her hands behind her back to keep from slapping him

and wiping that self-righteous look off his face.




“How dare you! I don’t have the hots as you call them. I’m just doing my job—keeping an

open mind and following the evidence instead of jumping to conclusions and

seeing boogeymen everywhere.”




“I dare because it’s true. I saw you two fawning

over one another at lunch. If you hadn’t told me you’d gone to the lab, I’d

have continued to think you’d burned up the sheets somewhere. The only thing

he’s concerned about is his bottom line. He doesn’t give a damn about that lake

or its legends. He wants this put away quickly, so he doesn’t lose any more

money. He likes his fancy bling. Did you see his ring, that Rolex he wears? He

didn’t pay for them on a mayor’s salary. Dead bodies are bad for business. With

you in his pocket, it’ll be easy.”




“You’re wrong. I am not, nor have I ever been, in

anyone’s pocket.” Her voice was low, and she was angrier than she’d ever been. Her

hands were fisted so tightly, she felt her nails cutting into her palms. Her

control was slipping. She needed to get out of here before she did something

she’d regret. Tony Steele was a self-centered, egotistical demi-god who thought

everyone was out to get him—paranoid? Hell yes!




“Your accusations are insulting, professor. You’ve

sunk even lower than you did this afternoon. I wouldn’t have thought it

possible.”




She looked at the clock on the microwave, and then

turned back to glare at him. It was as if someone had let the air out of a

balloon. Tony seemed to deflate before her eyes. Her temper evaporated as

quickly. Embarrassed, she searched for a way out. She needed to salvage some of

her pride and dignity.




“Let’s call it a night. I’m tired. We’ll talk

tomorrow. Maybe by then, you’ll have calmed down a bit. I don’t want to argue

with you, and say something I’ll regret in the morning.” He’d already done

enough of that for both of them.




He nodded as if he didn’t trust himself to speak.




She picked up her coat and walked to the door.

Good manners won out over her anger and resentment. How had the situation

devolved so quickly?




“Thank you for the soup.”




She closed the door and didn’t hear his answer.

She walked briskly to the cottage and let herself in. Tears filled her eyes and

ran down her cheeks.




What the

hell just happened?





 



* * * *





 



Tony sat on the couch and stared at the closed door.




What the

hell’s wrong with me? Why did I attack her like that? It’s as if there was some

angry, jealous monster inside my head. In the space of forty-eight hours, I’ve

become someone I neither like nor recognize. My God, I’m losing it. What the

hell is this place doing to me?




He stood, went to the cupboard, and took out the

bottle of fifteen-year old scotch he’d placed there—the bottle he’d brought

with him to celebrate his discovery when he made it. He didn’t even stop to

think, cracked it open, and poured an inch into the bottom of a water tumbler.

He downed it in one gulp. He poured the same amount again.




Hell of a

way to treat fine scotch.




The disastrous argument they’d had replayed itself

like a bad movie—each frame clear, but the story only got worse. The minute the

words had come out of his mouth, he’d known he’d crossed the line. In his mind,

he’d seen her lying naked on the bed, her face in the throes of passion, but

the man hovering above her had been Ron, and the image had driven him insane.

He’d wanted to grab her and shake her…at least he’d been able to control that

impulse.




He went out on the porch and stared out at the

lake. The moon bathed it in silver. He could see the ripples shining, but

nothing else. There were no ghostly canoes rising out of the mist, no strange

lights on the surface, just a plain old lake. He felt torn in two. He sipped the

scotch. Michelle was right. He’d known he’d need more proof before he could go

to the police. Hell, he’d sung that tune to his students himself. Had guilt

triggered his uncharacteristic behavior? He’d told them he’d needed proof.

Jackson verified they’d gone after that proof and had gotten themselves killed.

Their deaths were on him.




His reactions to the thought of Michelle and Ron

together bothered him the most. It was one thing to dislike a person, but where

had this festering hatred come from? He knew he had absolutely no proof against

the man, and the things he’d said tonight bordered on slander. The last thing

he wanted was for Ron to have something else to hold against him.




Tony knew his attack on Michelle—and that’s what

it had been—had been completely over the top. He’d been blinded by the jealousy

of a lover who’d found the woman he loved with another man. He had no claims on

Michelle. She might be married for all he knew.




That thought stabbed him in the heart, and he

gasped. She couldn’t be married. He wasn’t sure how or why, but he was positive

they were meant to be together, and he kept screwing it up. He knew sexual

tension could mess with a man’s mind, but this was ridiculous.




Maybe they were only supposed to solve this

mystery together, but he couldn’t separate the flesh and blood woman in his

kitchen from the passionate vixen in his dreams. Michelle looked like his ghost,

and the longer they’d been together, the more she’d reminded him of his

temptress, the one he craved like a drug. He loved her as surely as he could

ever love anyone, and seeing her in Michelle was killing him. The thought that

he couldn’t touch her, couldn’t hold her the way he wanted too, had increased

his level of frustration, and when she’d defended Ron, he’d lost it.




Was Joseph right? Was he this

how-many-times-removed uncle of his? His feelings for her were real.

Reincarnation was the only thing that made sense, and yet how could he accept

that? There was no scientific proof for it. Gut feeling?

He was a reincarnated man in love with a woman who resembled a ghost? That makes me officially certifiable.




He saw her again sitting across from him, chatting

animatedly as they ate their soup. It was the little things, like the way she

held her head, the way she smiled, the sound of her voice, but the way she’d

bitten her lip had pushed him over the edge. He’d seen her do it so often as

she’d shyly disrobed for him. He’d been hard as a rock, embarrassed as all

hell, and frustrated. He’d wanted her and knowing she’d spent time with the one

man he seemed to hate above all others had made him crazy. The accusations he’d

thrown at her—how the hell was he ever going to apologize for those?




He let another mouthful of scotch burn its way

down his throat. The glass was empty.




He turned back into the house, locked the door,

and shut the lights. He climbed into his bedroom and got ready for bed. Somehow

he’d have to apologize again, but damned if he knew how. In the morning, he’d

get up with Jackson and go collect samples from the stream on the southwest

side of the lake where the concentrations seemed highest. He’d test and look

for answers. He’d send those samples to Belleville. For the moment, there

wasn’t anything he could do. He was exhausted, bone-tired, and humiliated. He’d

made a first-class fool of himself—again. Could his life get any more

complicated?













 




 




 



Chapter Eleven





 




 



Michelle awoke with a start. Light filtered into

the room through the multicolored plaid curtains. She stretched like a

contented cat. My God, she felt wonderful! For the first time in months, she’d

slept soundly. There’d been no nightmares. Even the argument she’d had with

Tony hadn’t kept her awake. Like everything else in this crazy case, it would probably

sort itself out in the light of day. She looked at the clock—just before seven.

Ron would arrive around ten. She had plenty of time to look over the crime

scene and arrange for Aaron’s car to be taken into Belleville.




The instincts she’d trusted for years convinced

her not to trust the locals with any more of the investigation than she had to.

They already had Lindsay and Aaron’s personal items, and that was all they’d

get. Some of Tony’s accusations last night bothered her. Whether she wanted to

admit it or not, the loss of all the water samples was suspicious, especially

when she knew they’d existed, not because of what Tony had said, but because of

what Aaron had told her. Ghosts didn’t lie. If Aaron said there were samples,

then where the hell were they? More importantly, who’d taken them?




She had a lot of questions for Ron, and hoped he’d

be able to provide answers, which would satisfy Tony as well. Maybe Ron didn’t

understand how dangerous those toxins were. It might just need to be a matter

of presenting the information in the right light, but corroborating evidence

was essential. Judging by the way Tony conveyed the material to her last night, he needed to work on his public relations skills

almost more than Colin did.




Her face flushed at the prospect of spending time today

with Ron. Being attracted to two men was a new experience. She stretched and

threw back the covers. It looked as if The Three Sisters were holding up their

end of the bargain.




“Ladies, anything

you want, you’ve got it!” She sang loudly into the quiet space. She jumped

out of bed, and spun around the room. It felt wonderful to feel so good, so

normal. Singing the words to Bobby McFerrin’s song, Don’t Worry, Be Happy, she made her bed. Someone would come in

weekly to change the linens and clean the place, but generally she’d be on her

own, and that was fine.




She grabbed the robe off the foot of her bed and

slipped her feet into the moccasins. She walked over to her open suitcase, took

out clean undergarments and her running gear. Last night, she’d unpacked what

she’d need for bed—the flannel nightshirt, her robe, and the buckskin slippers.

As quickly as she could, she emptied the suitcase, filling the dresser drawers

and hanging garments in the small closet. Her shoes and boots were still in the

car, and as soon as she was dressed, she’d bring them in along with the other

things she’d left there last night. She hated putting her feet into cold

running shoes. She folded the woven blanket and placed it at the foot of the bed.




Michelle turned toward the bathroom doorway and

wondered if her new found serenity would extend to the shower in there. Stepping

into the small room, she examined the shower stall. She might feel well-rested

and relaxed, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to take a leap of faith right

now. She’d have to after the run, and it would be soon enough. After wiping her

face with a towelette and brushing her hair into a

long, sleek ponytail, she reached for the hem of her white and pink flowered

flannel nightgown and pulled it over her head. She glanced in the mirror and

stopped cold. There were several small red marks on her breasts.




Not again!




Michelle stared at the marks. So much for thinking

everything was over. In the past, when she’d had an erotic dream, she’d

remembered at least parts of it. This complete blank made no sense. What could

possibly have caused the marks other than a lover’s lips and teeth?




She closed her eyes and shook her head. Damn it! Now I have the dreams and don’t

even remember them.




She slowly opened her eyes, stared at her breasts,

and blinked. The marks were gone.




What the… She

laughed aloud and shook her head. I’m

imagining stuff because I can’t believe I feel so good. The words to the James

Brown tune played through her mind as she applied her usual moisturizer, added BB

cream and lip gloss, and returned to the bedroom.




Once dressed, she opened the curtain and looked

outside. The bedroom window faced the lake. Her breath caught in her throat. A

sense of belonging filled her, banishing the empty place in her heart—a place

she hadn’t been able to fill since her parents had died. She was home. She’d

finally come home.




Mesmerized, Michelle stared at the vista before

her—it was the lake of her nightmares. From her vantage

point, the small, almost circular body of water surrounded by trees and

marshlands looked pristine, untouched by time, which had forged ahead and left the

lake in its wake. There were cottages, houses, wineries, and other

businesses nearby, but because of its status as a provincial park, none of the

buildings actually appeared on its shores.




There were no mowed lawns, no boathouses, no

motorboats and jet skis tied to wharfs or trees, nothing to show the world had

progressed beyond the day of its creation. She could see strips of beach, here

and there, but in most places, the trees or bulrushes stopped at the water’s

edge. She squinted and watched as a deer stepped out of the trees onto a small

beach a few yards north of the resort, and bent its delicate neck to drink. It

was a glimpse of paradise. She watched it for a few moments longer, and then

let her gaze roam around the rest of the lake. She stopped at the large marsh

area in the southwestern section of the pond. Tony said the levels of toxins were

concentrated in that area.




Since it was mid-autumn, few trees held onto leaves

still gleaming orange, red, and gold in the sunlight. This morning, the lake

was still, its slight current barely noticeable. As the sun rose higher, it

silvered the blue-green water making it resemble the surface she’d seen in the

moonlight. How was it possible for the sun and moon to have the same effect on

the water? This was the sacred lake, a fitting resting place for gods and

spirits. Gentle, almost imperceptible waves kissed the edge of the beach in

front of her. She’d come here to solve two murders and in doing so, she’d found

peace. Now, she needed to figure out which of the two men was her mate and save

the Lake of the Gods. It should be a snap.




She pulled her thoughts back to the present and focused

on the beach. Police tape wrapped around one tree and stretched across the

entire beach indicating where the bodies had been found. The tape kept people

away from what might be critical evidence. From here, it was impossible to tell

if anything had been touched, and unless she got those crime scene photos, she

might never know if it had. Debris littered the sand. She had time to go down

there now. The sooner she checked for evidence, the better.




Michelle grabbed the running jacket off the chair

and left the bedroom. She slipped her feet into shoe-boots and opened the door.

On the tiny stoop sat a metal pan, its lid in place. She opened it. Inside were

two slices of bread, two eggs, and a juice box. Smiling, she pulled out the

note, knowing whose signature would be at the bottom of it. Warmth filled her.





 



You have a toaster in there, and the resort

provides coffee, sugar, sweetener, and powdered coffee creamer. I thought you

might want breakfast. I’m sorry about last night. Once again, I put both feet

in my mouth. The only thing I can do is claim temporary insanity. You’re right.

I can’t prove anything, and until I do, I shouldn’t cast aspersions on anyone.

I’ve gone out with Jackson to get new samples for you. I’ll give you half to

test in Belleville, and I’ll test the other half. You can pick the containers

yourself. Let’s hope we come up with the same answers. I’ll be back for lunch.

I’ll see you then. 




Tony





 




 



She picked up the pot, placed it on the kitchen

counter, and stuffed the note in her jacket pocket. She’d leave him a message thanking

him before she went running. Maybe they could meet for a drink later and

discuss the case calmly and rationally. As an apology for being pig-headed and

rude, the gesture would do, but he still had humble pie to eat over the things

he’d said. Questions needed answers, and it might be easier to get them if they

were all on the same side.




Michelle went out to the parking lot, unlocked her

car, and removed the few items she’d left on the back seat before relocking it.

Aaron’s old Chev sat next to Tony’s SUV. How had it

gotten back here? Maybe the techs would find fingerprints to implicate whoever

had driven the car. If it had been wiped down, that too would tell a story.




After carrying her parcels back to the cabin, she

emptied the shoe bag and lined up her shoes in the rack by the door. She

exchanged her low shoe-boots for her lined rubber boots, and grabbed a pair of

rubber gloves and a plastic evidence bag out of her medical kit. She didn’t

know what she’d find, but it was always best to be prepared. She closed and

locked her cottage door, mindful about what Tony had said about intruders and

pocketed her key. She turned on her cell phone and took pictures of the scene

as she walked toward it.




She crossed the grass to the beach intent on

finding whatever she could to help with the case. Footsteps sounded on the

gravel path. Thinking it was Tony, she smiled and looked over her shoulder, but

the older man coming toward her was a stranger. He extended his hand. Michelle

turned and reached for it.




“Morning. You must be the

coroner from Toronto. Isaac Newcomb. I’m the handyman around here. I got a

phone call at the crack of dawn this morning from a woman named Sheila who said

you didn’t get my pictures. I don’t understand why. I gave the memory card to

that policeman, but I guess I backed them up when I went to take my personal

pictures off the camera. The gosh-darn things are on here.” He handed her a USB

drive. “You want them?”




“I most certainly do.” Michelle reached for the small,

red, plastic stick. She’d checked her email inbox twice yesterday looking for

the photos. Why wouldn’t the police have sent them?




“Thank you. I’ll download these and get the drive

back to you shortly.”




“Erase it and leave it with Kara. I don’t even

know how I made a copy of those pictures. I didn’t mean too. I told the

policeman I hadn’t. Will I get in trouble for lying to him?”




Michelle shook her head. She had no intention of

telling anyone she had the pictures.




“I wanted to keep the pictures of my new grandson.”

Isaac continued. “He’s a year old next January. It isn’t as if I’m likely to

forget what I saw that morning. I’ve got to get to work. By the way, that canoe

went missing back in August. I figured some kid took it out and left it along

the bank somewhere. I wonder how they found it—if they did.”




The man turned and walked away.




“Wait.”




Isaac stopped and looked back at her, a

questioning look on his face.




“Kara said you heard something that night.”




“Damn right. I’ve lived here my whole life. I’ve

seen things that would curl your hair, but that night I heard the lake scream

in pain. And before you ask, no, it wasn’t those kids.” He turned and walked

away, leaving Michelle gaping after him.




She stared at the USB drive and slipped it into

her pocket. What was going on here? How many others had seen or heard things no one believed? If the canoe had gone missing

months ago, it backed up what Aaron had said. Perhaps it had been caught in the

marsh and swept to shore along with the bodies. She stared at the lake. Are you in pain because of the deaths or are

the toxins to blame? Surely others had died in the lake over the years, but

where would she find that information if she needed it? City

hall? Maybe.




The Three Sisters didn’t answer her, not that she

expected them to, but it would be so much easier if they did. Everything she

knew and years of experience told her those bodies should have sunk. Why hadn’t

they? Did you carry the bodies to shore

for me? No answer, but she didn’t really expect one. She continued down to the beach.




The canoe was much farther up the beach than the

bodies had been, almost as if someone had pulled it up out of the water. In

fact, there was a staged look about the whole scene. It took only seconds for

her to realize any evidence here had been compromised during the recovery of

the bodies. The beach was covered in footprints, made by the police officers,

doctor, and paramedics. There were smaller footprints, no doubt belonging to

women—the girlfriend and the clerk? As she scanned the shore, it was what was

missing which concerned her most—no shoe, no paddles, no lifejackets. She used

her cellphone and snapped several pictures of the area, especially the section

where the bodies would have lain. She’d compare her pictures to Isaac’s.




She walked over to the canoe and noted the lack of

water in it. A canoe, lying at that angle should have rainwater in it at least.

She walked toward the bow. There, the canoe had hit something. That crack would

cause the small craft to sink in time. Now, it had allowed the water to drain.

It was doubtful they’d been in that canoe. Was someone messing with the

evidence? Things weren’t adding up.




She raised her cell phone and dialed the

Provincial Coroner’s Office lab in Toronto. It was early, barely after eight,

but the lab was staffed twenty-four seven. Normally, she let the local

authorities handle any forensic evidence she might find, but this time, she was

reluctant to do so. She put the phone on speaker so she could continue to

investigate while she spoke.




“PCO

lab. Rick speaking,”




“Good morning, Rick. This is Michelle Thomas. I’m

at the Lake of the Mountain Resort near Picton, and

I’m dealing with a compromised crime scene. I need an independent pick-up of a

car and a canoe for analysis. What have you got for me, and how soon can they

get here?”




“You think the local LEOs aren’t playing ball?”




“Let’s just say they’re taking a lot longer than I

like providing me with vital information. It’s a small place. I have a feeling

someone might be trying to push their weight around, maybe influence the

investigation. Is there anything nearby I can piggyback on?”




“I can send someone to you within the hour.

There’s a joint RCMP/OPP task force doing a drug investigation that’s been

going on for some time. We’ve got a couple of indies

working for us in the area. The man can take the car and canoe to Kingston for

examination. Will that work? Belleville’s closer, but if you think someone’s in

bed with the law, it might be too close.”




“I agree. I almost wish my cadavers were in

Kingston too. No one pulls my chain.”




Rick laughed. “No one would dare, Dr. T. You’d

have them for breakfast.”




Michelle’s dogged determination to get to the

bottom of things was well-known in the coroner’s office.




“You’re right.” She chuckled. Her earlier good

humor reasserted itself. “What’s this guy’s name so I know I’m releasing my

evidence to the right man?”




“Undercover RCMP’s named

Stevens.” Rick answered. “He’ll be driving a pickup with a towing rig on

the back. The truck has the vanity plate, BRN

T B WLD—born to be wild. What do you want Kingston to look for?”




“Prints in the car, mud on the

tires—anything to point to where the vehicle’s been in the last seventy-two

hours. Anything on the canoe—prints, etc. I don’t think my victims were

in it, but I need to know for sure.”




“I just contacted him. You’re in luck. He’s on the

island. He should be there in twenty.”




“Thanks, Rick.”




“Anytime, Dr. T. It’s

always a pleasure doing business with you.”




Michelle hung up the phone and checked her watch.

Rick had said twenty minutes, which meant the operative must be near Picton. Maybe she’d ask him a few questions when he

arrived. She might even mention Tony’s suspicions and see if they fit with their

drug investigation. Meth labs had sprung up all over the country, and they were

bad news. If there was one on the island, and it was dumping its sludge into

the lake, Tony was right—the results could be catastrophic.




Michelle walked along the beach over to the marshy

area to the north where Tony had seen the ghost. As she expected, there were no

footprints to show anyone had walked this way. She turned back toward the canoe

and the crime scene, and continued beyond it until she could walk no farther.




The sound of a truck pulling into the parking lot

startled her. She glanced at her watch. Fifteen minutes had passed. She crossed

the lawn to the edge of the parking lot. A large man, unruly hair half hidden

by a Blue Jays ball cap, wearing green, oil-stained coveralls, stepped out of

the truck. She scanned the license plate to make sure it was the one she

wanted.




“Dr. Thomas? I’m Chad Stevens. I got a call from

my friend Rick. He said you had something for me to pick up?”




“Hi, Chad. I do. That old

Chev,

and the red canoe down there. Sorry, I don’t have keys for the car.”




Chad walked over to the car, and looked in the

window.




“That’s because they’re in the ignition, see?

People dumping cars often do that. Don’t want to get caught with the keys. It’s

a dead giveaway.”




He went back to his truck and pulled a thin metal

bar out of a toolbox in the back. Within seconds he had Aaron’s car door

opened. He reached for the keys, turned them, and the engine roared to life. He

backed the vehicle up, and loaded it onto the tow harness he had attached to

his pickup. When he was done, he came over to her.




“One down, one to go.”




They walked down the lawn to the crime scene. Chad

stepped over the crime tape and held it down for her.




“I heard about the drownings—rumor

has it the bodies were in an odd configuration. News travels fast here. I also

heard those kids thought they’d found evidence of meth being cooked around

here. Were they using?”




Michelle looked up surprised. “Don’t know yet, but

my gut says no. I’ve ordered a drug screen. How do you know about the meth? The

professor told me they’d kept that information quiet.”




Had Tony lied to her? If he’d lied about that, what

else was he lying about?




Chad shook his head.




“It isn’t general knowledge, but we have

informants all over the island. We believe there’s been a meth lab in operation

in the area for about a year now. New stuff came onto the market just before

Christmas, and we traced it here, but we haven’t been able to get any solid

leads. My informant claimed he heard some guy on the phone talking about it in

one of the bars in Picton on Thursday afternoon. He

didn’t see the guy’s face, but he was pretty sure he wasn’t a local. My CI said

the man was a big guy with an accent—French maybe. We get a lot of Quebecers

through here.”




“So if those kids found ammonia hydroxide in the

water, it would be the kind of proof you needed?”




He whistled. “Is that what they found? That’s

huge. Where are the samples? I’ll take those back too.”




“Apparently, they’ve vanished. Tell me, is the mayor aware of your investigation?”




Chad rubbed the back of his neck.




“He is and he isn’t. He’s new to the area, showed

up as mayor not too long before we think the meth lab got started. It’s

probably all coincidence, but we couldn’t find a lot of information about him,

and a man with deep pockets and a sketchy past always sets my hackles on edge.

He’s a cocky son of a bitch, very sure of himself, and I dislike people like him

out of principle. He thinks we’re here because of marijuana and smuggled

tobacco. He’s given us a few leads, so he may be one of the good guys, but I’ve

been doing this for twenty years, and something about all this stinks. If those

kids found a meth lab, those deaths probably aren’t an accident. Watch your

back. For the record, he doesn’t know about me, so let’s keep this between us.”




“What about the professor?”




“He checks out, as did his students. Nothing suspicious in their backgrounds. If he’s right, people

aren’t going to stop dying. Where meth’s involved, they usually don’t.”




He handed her a card and picked up the canoe as if

it weighed nothing.




“If those samples turn up, I’d love to get my

hands on them. Kingston will send the results from this to Toronto, and you’ll

get them from there. Okay?”




“Yes, that’ll work.”




Chad carried the canoe up to the truck, placed it

in the back, and strapped it down. He went to the cab,

got a receipt book with Stevens’ Towing printed at the top and completed the

form.




Michelle watched the whole process in silence,

certain her mouth was gaping open to fit the stunned look on her face. An official receipt?




He winked at her. “Chain of

evidence, right? Someone’s going to want to know where things went. When

they come looking for them, and if what I suspect is true, they will, I’ll say

I delivered them to the police lab as ordered. No secrets, but they won’t get

anything out of Kingston, I promise. I’ll call Rick if anything interesting

pops up.”




She chuckled. “Thanks. I suppose they might. I

guess that’s why you’re the undercover expert, and I’m not. I’ll be in touch if

I have anything else for you.”




“Rick tells me you’re a bit of a bulldog. Don’t go

anywhere alone. If the big boys are involved here, they have a long reach. Don’t

trust anybody. I gather the mayor’s your contact on this. Mayor Ron has his

fingers in a lot of pies. What I told you stays between us. We want to shut this

operation down, not have it relocated to another area.”




She nodded.




He waved, got in the truck, and left without a

backward glance.




Michelle watched Chad’s truck turn left out of the

parking area. He’s probably heading toward the Glenora

Ferry, the quickest way to the mainland. She turned on her heel and returned to

her cottage. Removing her boots and her jacket, she slipped her feet into the moccasins,

and carried the papers Chad had given her over to the table. After slipping the

card into a slot in her briefcase, she put the documents in a file folder. Chad’s

words hadn’t been reassuring. She might not have ruled the deaths homicide, but

she’d definitely ruled them suspicious. When whoever was involved heard that

news, she might be in danger. Michelle shuddered.




Entering the kitchen, she picked up the pot Tony

had left for her, and removed its contents. She wished she could tell him about

the RCMP investigation, and the fact that he might be right about the meth lab,

but until he could prove what he’d found, her hands were tied. She couldn’t

share that confidential information any more than she could tell him that she

and his ghost were one and the same. What Chad had said about Ron bothered her

too. Audra said things weren’t as they seemed, but it seemed more people

questioned Ron’s motives than Tony’s. Her senses told her to believe the evidence,

but Audra said to believe her heart, and so far, her heart had no reason to

doubt Ron—or did it? He’d lied to her about Aaron and the professor, her

conscience prodded, was he lying about anything else?




She put the eggs on to boil and booted up her

computer. While she waited for it to connect to the Internet, she took out the

USB drive Isaac had given her. She slipped it into the USB slot on the laptop.

The computer took only seconds to load the files. He’d taken three pictures—one

from each side and one from the lawn looking down at the bodies. She stared at

that picture and enlarged it. There, half buried in the sand, caught between

Aaron’s legs, was a wine bottle. There hadn’t been a wine bottle on the beach.

Someone had taken it. Why?




She zoomed in on the picture. The bottle was

green, but the digitalization wouldn’t allow her to see the square label

clearly. She’d found a cork in Lindsay’s pocket. Were the two items connected?




Once the eggs were cooked and she’d made toast,

she sat down at the table to eat her breakfast and continued to examine Isaac’s

pictures. There didn’t seem to be anything else that didn’t fit. She connected

her phone to her computer and downloaded the pictures she’d taken of the beach.

She examined the sand carefully, but there was no wine bottle, not even a

depression of where the bottle had been, but the sand seemed highly disturbed

in that area.




Her computer dinged telling her she had mail. She

checked her inbox and found a message from Sheila with a file attached—the photographs

she’d gotten from Isaac. Maybe the local LEOS were just slow. She opened the

file, and there were the three photos. She looked at the first two, and they

were the same as the ones Isaac had given her. She opened the third and

frowned. The picture seemed different somehow. She gasped. The wine bottle was

gone. Someone had used imaging software to remove it from the picture. There

was only one reason that would have been done. Someone didn’t want her to know

about that piece of evidence, and there was someone at the local police level

ready to compromise the investigation. Thank goodness she’d gone with her

instincts and sent the car and canoe to Kingston. She wished she could see that

label. She’d send the photo to Toronto. Maybe Rick and the boys could do

something with it. That bottle, wherever it was, was key evidence in a murder

investigation.




She saved the two picture files and emailed them

to Sheila’s secure address with instructions to print copies as soon as

possible. Once the email was sent, she deleted it from her sent emails and

erased Isaac’s pictures from her laptop’s C drive. She’d copied the files to a

USB drive of her own, and had wiped Isaac’s clean as he’d asked. She might be overly

cautious here, but better safe than sorry. Someone had doctored that photograph

for a reason. No one could know she’d seen the original pictures or that

Toronto had them. She’d have to speak to Isaac, ask him not to tell anyone. She

also wanted to know to which officer he’d given the memory card. Something was

rotten in Picton. Could Tony and Chad’s suspicions about

Ron be right?




A scream tore the air. Michelle was outside in a

second running toward the source of the disturbance. Kara stood near the shed,

and Michelle raced over to her, not caring the lovely moccasins she wore were

getting wet. Other people came running over from the inn. She reached Kara

before they did.




Son of a bitch!




Isaac lay on the ground on his back. From the look

of it, the man had slipped and struck his head against the large granite boulder

he used to prop open the shed door. Michelle bent down and checked his carotid

pulse. Nothing. The only person who knew about the

missing wine bottle, other than the one who’d doctored the photograph, wouldn’t

be telling anyone. She thought of the grandson he’d mentioned. He’d never see

him grow up. A deep sadness filled her. Until she did the autopsy, she wouldn’t

know for sure, but it looked as if someone else had been murdered.




“Kara, go back to the office and call

nine-one-one.”













 




 




 



Chapter Twelve





 




 



Tony and Jackson ate breakfast at a fast food

restaurant in Picton, before driving around the far

section on the lake, trying to find a track, side road, or something that would

bring them closer to the water, close to where the lights might have been the

other night. They’d passed a few hiking trails into the park, but he wanted

something large enough for a vehicle.




Eventually, they found a well-worn ATV trail, and he

followed it down as far as he could. They were at the western-most section of

the lake. He parked the SUV, and they got out of the vehicle. Together, they hiked

down to the water’s edge. Tony held up his binoculars. From here, he had a

clear view of the beach at the resort. The lights he’d seen the night after the

storm might have belonged to teenagers out joyriding in ATVs. He was

disappointed. He’d hoped to find something else. When he thought about it, he

didn’t know what he’d hoped to find, but he was certain this wasn’t it. He’d

been positive the lights had been higher, farther apart than an ATV’s.




He was pleased to see Jackson had gotten some

rest. With the resiliency of youth once he’d handed off his misplaced guilt,

he’d been able to sleep with a clear conscience. Tony thought of Michelle. He’d

really put his foot in it last night. He wasn’t sure a couple of eggs would

make up for any of it.




He looked down and noticed a few dead fish at the

edge of the marsh. If there were toxins in the water in a high enough

concentration, they would kill the fish. One or two dead fish like this was

normal, but he’d take them back anyway. He turned to Jackson.




“Let’s start over there, and then walk along the

edge of the lake and take readings every thirty feet or so. We’re on park land

here, so we should be okay. If we see a drainage pipe, we’ll take samples there

too. We’ll collect any dead fish we see along the way as well. Stay close to

me, and if anyone approaches us, let me do the talking. We want at least four

samples from each place. Number them accordingly. Record keeping has never been

more important.”




“Right you are, Professor. Why

so many samples?”




Jackson had finished filling four test tubes with

water and inserting rubber stoppers in them. He was pasting labels with

identification on the tubes.




“Half of them will be tested by another lab. We

need corroboration of our findings. I spoke with the coroner from Toronto last

night, and she’s willing to take some of them to be tested in Belleville. When

those results confirm ours, there’s no way the mayor can deny toxins in the

lake. He’ll have to call in the police.”




They continued as far as they could along the

lake, but soon, firm land vanished as they reached the edge of the marsh on the

southwest shore.




“Let’s go back and see how close we can come to

the source of the stream. I think we’ll have a tough time doing it. I’m pretty

sure it’s private land, but we can always ask.” They retraced their steps to

the SUV. “After we finish on the south side, let’s see what kind of results we

get on the north.”




“Whatever you say, Professor.”




Tony started the SUV and drove back to the main

road. He travelled an extra ten minutes before coming to a bridge over a swift

moving stream considered to be one of the Lake of the

Mountain’s sources of water. He pulled over, stopped the vehicle, got out, looked

around, and frowned.




A large dairy farm with corn fields recently

plowed occupied the south side of the road along with the Happy Valley Winery.

The stream separated the two properties. While the farm looked prosperous, the winery

didn’t. A heavy lock secured a gate with a “Keep Out” sign on it to a steel

post. Whoever owned Happy Valley didn’t want visitors. He hadn’t heard of any

winery going belly-up, so maybe it simply wasn’t open to the public at this

time of year.




Across the road, the Whippoorwill Winery shared

the lakeside with Henderson’s Slaughterhouse.

The unplowed cornfield Tony had noticed the previous day separated the two

properties. He wouldn’t be granted access there. Maybe the mayor would let

Michelle take samples. He hated the thought of using her that way, actually

encouraging her to get close to Ron, but how else could he test the water?




He turned to Jackson who’d joined him. “Get

samples from the creek as close to the road as you can on the south side, and

do the same on the north side in case someone stopped along the road and dumped

the sludge here. We can eliminate the farm and that winery as sources, and

maybe a roadside dump too. We’ll keep driving and see if there is any place

where we can get closer to the lake on this side. If we can’t, we can always go

back and get waders to check out the marsh. Otherwise, we can see how close we

can get to the east side and get samples from the waterfall into the bay. If

worse comes to worse, we’ll have to take a canoe and get samples from the lake

itself as close to the shoreline as we can get. At least we’ll have readings

from all around the lake and finding the greatest concentration will pinpoint

the likely location of where the chemicals are being dumped.”




Getting in a canoe was the last thing Tony wanted

to do, and judging by the look on Jackson’s face, it wouldn’t be the boy’s place

of choice either.




“That may not tell us where the lab is.” Jackson

began to take his samples. “We can assume they won’t want to carry that poison

very far though.”




“All we have to do is find its likely location.

The authorities can take it from there. I’m not getting anyone else injured or

killed.” Tony sincerely hoped he could include himself in that statement.





 



* * * *





 



Michelle looked at her watch. It was almost ten.

Ron should be here soon. The police and the paramedics had collected the body. She’d

insisted they take it to the hospital in Belleville. Since she was with the

Provincial Coroner’s Office, and an accident like this one would have to be

investigated anyway, no one had argued with her. It was as if everyone,

including the police and paramedics were in shock. Nothing ever happened on

their little island, but suddenly they had three unexplained deaths on their

hands, and all in the same place. Coincidence? Coincidence my ass!




She finished photographing the scene. No matter

how she looked at it, it was hard to imagine a man like Isaac not doing

anything to try and break his fall. From what she could see, it looked as if

he’d been gassing the mower. How the hell did a man do that standing up? Because

of what she knew, it was far more likely someone had snuck up on him, picked up

the rock, struck him with it, and then placed it back on the ground. She’d sent

the rock to the hospital with the body, and hoped it would get there intact. At

the moment, she didn’t have much faith in the locals.




She hadn’t noticed anyone else around when Chad

had been there to pick up the car and canoe, but they’d been down by the lake

for a while, and then she’d been in her cottage half-an-hour. Plenty of time for someone to sneak up on the unsuspecting old man.




Michelle walked back to her cottage, removed the

moccasins, and put on her running shoes. She set the moccasins near the heater

to dry. She hoped the wet grass hadn’t ruined them.




It was critical no one suspect she thought Isaac’s

death anything but an accident. She hoped Tony had a good alibi. His note had

said he and Jackson had gone for samples, and she prayed he’d have independent

corroboration of that. After what he’d told her last night, he could easily be

a prime suspect. Finding that missing wine bottle could be

the key. She needed to look for a sand-coated wine bottle in the inn’s recycling. She’d also look for signs of trauma on

Aaron’s head. Being knocked out and tossed into the water could account for the

lack of memory just as easily as being drugged could. The evidence, not her

emotions, was the key factor here.




She went into the bathroom, touched up her hair

and face and went out into the main room to wait for Ron. She didn’t wait long.

She opened the door, a warm smile on her face. Ron was as handsome and

appealing as he’d been yesterday, and her libido responded to his presence.




“Good morning.” Ron smiled and held out a couple

of bottles of spring water. He eyed her appreciatively. “Nice outfit. I’d have

brought coffee or juice, but I wasn’t sure what you’d prefer. I thought we’d

start with the waterfront trail in Bloomfield. We’ll do some road running along

the Loyalist Parkway. It has wide shoulders, so we’ll be safe enough. There are

some excellent views. It’s moderately hilly, but should be great for our first

time out. We can run toward the Sandbank Provincial Park and do some sand

running if you’re up to the challenge.”




“Sounds great. I usually

do ten miles, so whatever comes close to that will be fine.”




“Okay. Are you ready?”




“Yes. Just let me check the thermostats, and I’m

good to go.”




Michelle entered the bedroom and moved over to the

bed. She took the two USB drives out of her pocket and slipped them between the

mattress and the box spring on the bed, making sure it was as close to the

center of the bed as possible. She straightened the sheets and blankets. She

couldn’t explain the need for the unusual furtive behavior, but the urge to do

it was powerful. She left her room after grabbing an extra sweater, went into

the bathroom, flushed the toilet, washed her hands, and went back into the

living area. Ron was standing beside her computer.




Does he look

guilty? I’m being paranoid. Enough of this. I’m going

to enjoy my run and my lunch date. There isn’t anything I can do about Isaac

until I have a look at the body.




Ron pointed to the sweater. “It isn’t that cold

out.”




He walked back to the door, opened it, and

Michelle followed him out. She locked the door and zipped the key into her

jacket pocket.




“I know, it’s for after.

Sometimes, when I’m all sweaty, I get chilled.”




“Well, I don’t think that’s likely. It’s a beautiful

day for a run. Have you been up long?”




“Yes, I got up around seven and had a look at the

crime scene.”




“Did you find anything interesting?”




“No, the scene’s been compromised. Too many people milling around. The canoe was damaged,

probably hit a rock or something when the current carried it to shore. I had it

and Aaron’s car taken to the crime lab.”




She noted the way his head jerked up, and his eyes

narrowed briefly at her words, but he said nothing, so she continued.




“Oh. There was some excitement though. The

handyman, Isaac Newcomb, slipped and cracked his head on a rock. The poor man

hit so hard, he was killed. I had the body taken to the hospital in Belleville.

Since all accidents have to be investigated, I might as well do it while I wait

for the results on my autopsies.”




Ron shook his head. “Believe it or not, this is

usually a quiet place. I’m sorry to hear about the old man. Well, hopefully all

that won’t keep you too busy. I’d love to get to know you better.”




“I’d like that, but my main purpose here is

finding the cause of death for those two kids. I’m sure we’ll have lots of

opportunities to run together again.”




Michelle settled back to enjoy the ride to the

running area and hoped he wouldn’t ask any more questions. She didn’t want to

slip and let him know she’d been to see the bodies.




“I understand you went to the hospital morgue

yesterday. Did you learn anything useful?”




There was something in his voice warning her this wasn’t an idle question, and it set her teeth on

edge. What was going on here? Had he had her followed? Why?




“Yes, I went to the morgue. I’m supposed to be

working here, remember? That long leisurely lunch we took made me feel guilty.

I did a cursory examination, ordered some lab tests, and separated the bodies. Nothing too serious, really. How did you know?”




“Like I said, news travels fast. I suppose it

would be out of line to ask you to keep me in the loop on what you find? I know

those deaths were accidents, but the press is always lying in wait to hijack

me. I like to stay on top of things. How soon before you can release the

bodies?”




Michelle frowned. The self-assuredness he’d shown

yesterday was back, and it bothered her. How could he be so sure it was an

accident when she was convinced it was exactly the opposite?




“That’ll depend on my findings. Until the inquest,

I’m afraid all my discoveries are confidential.”




She saw anger flash across his face, but it was

gone almost as quickly as it had appeared. The only sign of his annoyance was

the tense muscle in his jaw. Stevens’ words came back to her. He didn’t trust

Ron. Her senses attracted her to Ron and Tony, and she wasn’t supposed to trust

her senses. Doubt and confusion ate at her.




The truck pulled into a parking lot.




“Here we are. Stretch first, and then you follow

me. If I follow you, I’m libel to trip on something watching that sweet body of

yours. Yell if you need a rest.”




It wasn’t what he said, but how he said it. His

comment left a sour taste in her mouth, reminding her of the lies he’d told

yesterday. Ron didn’t seem quite so attractive now.





 



* * * *





 



Tony leaned against the oak bar, his beer

untouched on the counter beside him. News of the latest death seemed to be the

only topic of discussion. People stood shoulder to shoulder in the crowded

room. Many of the locals had dropped by, and this had the makings of an Irish

wake, sans corpse. Steve walked back down to the end of the bar and picked up

what he’d been saying as if they’d never been interrupted.




“Kara’s a basket case. Seeing her uncle lying

there must have been brutal and only a day after the others. Maybe the Mohawks

are right. Maybe this damn lake is haunted, and their spirits aren’t happy

about something—maybe they don’t like you poking around in the water. Thursday’s Halloween. Witching time,

right? I’d be careful if I were you. If you keep seeing the ghost, she

must want something.” He shook his head and moved down the bar to serve Aaron’s

father.




Tony stared into his mug of draft. He thought of

the lake the night of the storm, the night Aaron and Lindsay had died. It had

looked angry and vengeful; certainly, it had looked alive. Something was wrong.

He’d gotten to know Isaac and the man was as sure footed as a mountain goat. How

did a man like that fall and split his head open on a rock—the same rock he’s

used to prop those doors open for years?




Tony picked up his mug and took a drink. He knew

the reason for his disquiet had nothing to do with Isaac’s unfortunate

accident. He looked around the restaurant, but she wasn’t here. Her car was in

the parking lot. He’d knocked on her cottage door, but she hadn’t answered. He

hoped she wasn’t still angry with him, but how could he blame her if she was?

Steve came back up to talk to him again.




“Have you seen the new guest yet?” Tony tried to

inject a bit of nonchalance in his tone.




“You mean the coroner from Toronto? She and Kara

found the body.” He chuckled. “She looks a lot like your mystery woman, doesn’t

she? Charlie at the Explorer told me about your little run-in yesterday.”




Tony shook his head. The grapevine around here was

alive in more ways than one. “Yeah. I made a pretty

big fool of myself.”




Steve nodded, but instead of the sarcastic comment

Tony had come to expect from the man, his face grew serious.




“Don’t sweat it. Charlie said she looked so much

like the maiden he did a double take himself. I know I’ve teased you about her,

but lots of people on the island believe they’ve seen her—not just tourists.

I’m not a believer in all that, but if I were, I’d believe you’ve seen her too.

What did you ask me? Oh yeah, whether or not I saw her—not up close. But she

and the mayor left here around a quarter after ten. I drove Kara to the ferry

where her folks were picking her up on the other side.”




Tony looked down at his watch. It was almost

twelve. Jealousy and anger bloomed in his stomach. She’d gone off with him and

hadn’t even had the decency to leave him a note or thank him for the food. So much for his apology. Women were all the same. Always attracted to the guy with the most power and prestige.




Tony stared at himself in the mirror behind the

bottles of liquor. Why was he on edge like this? Why did he feel as if he were

coming unglued? The laughter in the room didn’t suit his mood, so he paid

Steve, left the inn, and walked back to his house. The day was cool, but

without wind, the sun warmed the area in front of his cottage nicely. He sat in

one of the Adirondack chairs and closed his eyes, letting the sun’s heat soothe

his jumbled mind. He must have dozed. The sound of voices roused him from his

stupor. He opened his eyes and looked around to see what had awakened him.




Down on the beach, two teenaged boys were clearing

things away. They’d taken down the yellow police tape, the canoe was gone, and

they’d almost finished gathering the sticks and other garbage. Tony stood up,

stretched, and wondered who’d authorized the cleanup. He turned in the

direction of the toolshed and saw the crime tape had been taken down too.




That was

fast. Not wasting any time on this, that’s for sure.




He walked down to the beach.




“Afternoon, guys. So, this is no longer a crime

scene?”




One of the boys, no more than sixteen smiled up at

him.




“Never was. The police officer called and told the

owners we could clean it up yesterday, but we didn’t feel like working in the

rain. Figured no one would notice if we waited until today. We got the call

about the toolshed too. Just as well we waited. No sense driving out here

twice. Professor, will your students be continuing their research?”




Tony looked at the boy.




“Not sure yet, why do you ask?”




“Just wondered. I’m into

science, and I think what you’re trying to prove is cool. I’m Joseph Smoke’s grandson.

My grandfather says he knows you. Can we put the rest of the canoes away or

will you still need them?”




“Go ahead and put them away. If we need any more

samples, we’ll take them from the shore line. I don’t want any of my people in

those boats ever again.”




The young man nodded.




“Your grandfather is a nice man. I’ll leave my contact

information with him. If you decide to study hydrology someday, give me a

call.”




“Gee, thanks.” The appreciation on the boy’s face

made Tony smile.




He turned and retraced his steps to the tree house.

He’d considered getting samples from a canoe, but the forlorn look on Jackson’s

face had convinced him it was a bad idea. There had to be someplace on this

island where he could get an old-fashioned, flat-bottomed row boat.




He looked up to see Michelle get out of the

mayor’s truck. She spoke to him for a couple of moments, and then Ron drove

away. He watched her walking toward her cottage and saw the exact moment when

she saw him. She smiled and waved. He forced down his anger and jealousy. She

walked over to him.




“Good morning. Thanks for breakfast. I meant to

leave a note, but there was some excitement just before I left to go running.

It was inconsiderate of me. I’m sorry. You heard about the handyman?”




There I go

reacting without thinking. It was an oversight. A dead body certainly can

account for that.




Michelle looked better than ever. Her face, devoid

of cosmetics, glowed, flushed with runner’s high, the exertion, and the cold.

Her clothes, skin-tight bottoms probably made of Thermion, paired with a

matching fitted jacket, which she’d unzipped to expose the tight shirt under

it, were among the best available, and molded her body as if they’d been

sculpted onto it.




The lady wasn’t a novice. She carried a large

purse with a wool sweater hanging out of the top of it. Running in cool weather

meant knowing how to dress in layers. She also carried a snug-fitting wool hat

and gloves in her other hand. Her shoes, bright red, were a brand he

recognized. They might cost a small fortune, but if you took your running

seriously, you needed the best footwear you could get. He knew she expected an

answer, but she looked so damn hot, he wondered if his ability to speak had

deserted him. He was grateful when his brain suddenly seemed to work again.




“I did. I didn’t know him well, but he didn’t

strike me as the clumsy type. You’re welcome for breakfast. It was the least I

could do since I seem to be constantly getting off on the wrong foot with you.

How was the run?”




“Not bad. We did some road running as well as

cross-country. Do you run? I think I read that in your bio.”




“I do. Maybe we can run together some morning.

I’ve found some good trails through the trees since I’ve been here.”




A sudden vision of Ron and other men chasing him

along those trails stopped him cold. Was that why he disliked Ron? He reminded

him of those who’d chased and tortured him in his dreams?




“Tony? Are you okay? You’ve gotten so pale.”




Michelle’s question dragged him back.




“I’m fine.” He hated lying to her, but how could

he explain these feelings? “I was wondering about Isaac. Falling doesn’t seem

right to me. Maybe the old boy had a heart attack or something?”




“Or something. I’ve had

the body taken to the hospital in Belleville.”




“Why? Do you think his death is related?”




There was a wariness in

her eyes, and her demeanor changed.




“No, all accidental deaths have to be signed off

by a coroner. Since the local man’s on holiday, I thought I might as well do

it. I have to wait for lab work on Aaron and Lindsay anyway.”




He nodded, and knew she was lying. Did she think

he’d killed Isaac? Why would she think that?




“Jackson and I just got back from collecting

samples,” he looked at his watch, “about an hour ago.” He hadn’t dozed long at

all. “Have you had lunch?”




“Not yet, but I have a lunch date. I’ve got to get

ready. Ron will be back at one. He’s taking me for a tour of the winery. In

case you hadn’t noticed, I had the canoe and Aaron’s car taken to the crime lab

for processing. I’ll let you know what I find.” She’d lowered her voice.




“The local one?”




“No. It’s gone to the RCMP facility in Kingston.”




Tony whistled.




“Well, they should be able to give you impartial

results. I see you released the crime scenes or rather the not a crime scenes.”




“What are you talking about?”




“That.” He turned and pointed to the lake where

the boys were raking the sand and collecting the last of the branches.




The look on Michelle’s face was priceless, and for

the first time in his life, he understood what the term spitting-mad looked

like. She dropped what she’d been holding and stomped off toward the beach, her

hands fisted at her side, fury emanating from every pore of her body. Tony followed

her down and couldn’t help feeling sorry for Joseph’s grandson and his young

friend. They were obviously in for it.




“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”




Her voice echoed across the water, and the boys

stopped and looked up.




“Who told you to touch my crime scene? You can be

charged with compromising evidence.”




Joseph’s grandson blanched, and he dropped the

rake he’d been using to smooth the sand.




“We work for the owners,” he stammered. “We were

supposed to do this yesterday. My boss called me and said the police had

released the beach, and we could clean it up. The other place, the toolshed, we

got called about this morning. They said it could be cleaned it up since it

wasn’t a crime scene or anything.”




“Son of a bitch!”




“Do you want us to stop?”




Michelle inspected the beach around her and looked

from one boy to the other. She shook her head in apparent disgust. Tony could

see she fought to harness her temper. Her fists relaxed at her side as she

realized the boys weren’t to blame. The youngest one looked scared enough to

wet himself.




“Did you find anything—bottles, broken glass,

shredded fabric?” Her voice was quiet, but the authority in it was

unmistakable.




“Nothing like glass. We

put everything over there.” The boy indicated a brush pile near the edge of the

beach. “We were going to burn it.”




Michelle moved over to the brush pile, searched through

the pile, and walked back empty-handed.




“You might as well finish. Go ahead and burn the

debris. Sorry I yelled at you. I’ll get to the bottom of this.”




“I guess that answers my question.” Tony laughed

as she retraced her steps to him. He could see she was still angry, but she had

herself under control.




“It’s a damn good thing it rained yesterday. If it

hadn’t, this would all have been cleaned away before I’d even arrived. At least

I had time to examine the scene earlier when I got up. I took pictures of the

beach and the shed too. I’ll find out who released my crime scene. Someone is

trying to compromise this investigation, and I don’t like it one damn bit.”




She blushed. “I’m sorry for losing my temper like

that. I don’t usually, but when someone messes with my work, I tend to go

ballistic.” She reached out her hand and touched his forearm. “Listen, I’ll be

back late-afternoon. After lunch, I want to run over to the morgue for a bit.

When I get back, I’d like to talk to your students. Could you bring them over

to my cottage, say around six?”




Tony nodded. “I’ll have them there. Will you want

to meet the families tonight too?”




“I should. I can’t tell them much, but they should

know the bodies will be held indefinitely. They can probably go home for now. Maybe

you can have them come over around six-thirty? It won’t take me long to

interview your students.”




“I’ll tell them this afternoon. Will you have

dinner with me?” He hadn’t known he was going to say the words until they were

out.




“I’d like that. In the

restaurant here?”




“Yeah. It’s

close, and the foods just as good as the Explorer’s. We can talk after. Enjoy

your lunch. Oh, if you get a chance, can you ask Ron for permission to take

water samples on the lake at the edge of his property? He’s forbidden me and my

students from going on private property.”




She frowned as if his request confused her. “I’ll

see what I can do. I’ve got to go and get ready. Later.”




She turned away and walked across the grass to her

cottage.













 




 




 



Chapter Thirteen





 




 



Michelle hurried across the short distance to her

cottage. The electric charge she’d felt from the brief contact with Tony’s arm

under her hand had startled her. It had been far stronger than her reaction to

Ron’s touch. She’d almost pulled away, but that would have seemed odd, since

she’d been the one to reach out. She unlocked the door to her cottage and stepped

inside. She froze. She smelled the unmistakable aroma of an unwashed body.

Since the door had been locked and could only be locked by key, whoever had

been inside had come and gone.




I’m being

ridiculous. What I smell is probably the cleaning staff, but cleaners with poor

hygiene don’t bode well for the place.




She went into the bathroom and glared at the

shower. She was sweaty and smelly from the run and her little bout of temper.

When she found out who’d compromised her crime scene, she’d have him knocked

down a peg or two. She looked at her watch. Twenty to one.

Ron would be here soon.




She remembered the look on his face when she’d

mentioned examining the crime scene and sending the car and canoe to the crime

lab. She didn’t like knowing he was aware of her movements, and his comments

about her body had made her feel uncomfortable. She dressed to run, not to

attract male attention. When had her attraction to the man cooled? She liked Ron,

didn’t she? Maybe his comment about her body had just come out wrong. She was

attracted to his physical appearance. Why shouldn’t he be drawn to hers? How was

it different?




She stripped off her clothing, unhooked the shower

nozzle, and turned on the tap. The water came out in a gentle spray. She

stepped into the stall and closed the glass door. She chortled. At least she

wouldn’t get tangled in the curtain if she did have a hissy-fit.




She sprayed the steaming water down her body,

carefully avoiding her face. None of the panic she’d felt recently seemed to

surface. Could it be over?




She tilted her head to the back and side and slowly

lifted the nozzle to her head. She let the water run onto her hair. Like Friday

night, the water felt heavenly. She let the nozzle hang down the wall and

reached for the small bottle of apple-scented shampoo. Nothing ventured; nothing gained.




She washed her hair, ensuring the watery shampoo didn’t

trickle down her face. Her eyes stayed open and the pleasant aroma of fresh

apples relaxed her. She wouldn’t get disoriented this time. She reached for the

shower hose, and rinsed her hair as she’d done before. Water trickled across

her forehead, but nothing happened. She relaxed. She dropped the shower nozzle

again and applied apple-scented conditioner. While it sat on her hair, she soaped

her body.




The apple fragrance and the touch of her slick

hands along her flesh reminded her of her unknown dream lover. She could do

without the nightmares and the fear of water, but she’d miss those dreams and

him. Who was he? The self-assured mayor or the confused

professor? Whichever one he was, she loved him, as ridiculous as it

sounded. Losing him would be like losing a vital part of herself.




The real man will be better, her conscience

prodded. Yeah, but I have to figure out

who he is.




In her mind, she saw herself in the throes of

passion, a man filling her, but try as she might, she couldn’t see his face. Her

body heated, and she closed her eyes, enjoying the sudden erotic sensations.

Water sluiced down the side of her face ending her sensuous daydream. She

rinsed her hair and her body, and shut off the faucet. She opened the shower

door and reached for the towel on the bar, dried herself, and wrapped the large

bath sheet around her.




She grabbed a face cloth, wet it, and added soap. The ultimate test. She brought the cloth to her face. Nothing. The fear was gone. She scrubbed her face, certain

she’d taken off a layer of skin in her enthusiasm, but it felt clean for the

first time in months. She reached for her moisturizer. It wasn’t where she’d

left it. Nothing was quite where it should be.




Cleaners? I don’t

think so.




She re-entered the bedroom and opened the drawer.

As in the bathroom, things had been disturbed, further proof her cottage had

been searched in her absence. Momentarily grossed out by the thought of some

stranger pawing her underwear, she shuddered. Who had been in here? Tony? No.

The scent was wrong. What had they been looking for? She checked between the

bed and the mattress. Both USB drives were where she’d left them. She dressed

quickly donning the mid-calf, navy print skirt and white silk blouse she’d

chosen for the occasion. She partially dried her hair and tied it in an

intricate knot at the nape of her neck, added mascara and lip gloss, and

gathered her running clothes. Her cell phone had been in the pocket of her

jacket, and she reached for it, grateful she’d taken it with her. After rinsing

the rest of her running gear, she hung it in the bathroom to dry.




She went into the main room to check her briefcase

and computer. It looked as if someone had taken the documents Chad had given

her out of the briefcase for some reason, and then returned them. She touched

her computer, and the screen came to life. Whoever had turned it on hadn’t

realized closing it down was a two-step process. She pressed the cancel button

and saw her email program had been accessed. Maybe she hadn’t been overcautious

after all. She might not be able to keep someone out when she was away, but

she’d make damn sure no one came to visit when she was there. She’d stop at a

hardware store on her way home.





 



* * * *





 



Michelle scanned the Whippoorwill Winery’s reception

room. People sat at the tables set up for the Sunday Brunch and Tour. Since it

was after two, most people had finished their meal and were enjoying wine or

coffee. Ron lifted his glass. The sun shining through the window made the deep

burgundy within the bowl glow.




“Well, what do you think?”




“It’s delicious.” She took another mouthful of

wine. “I’ve never been a fan of red wine, but I could get hooked on this.”




“I’ll get you a couple of complimentary bottles

before we go. How’s your meal?”




“It’s delicious as you can see. I’ve cleaned my

plate. And these are student chefs?”




“Yup. They come to study

on the island, and we provide a venue to try out their recipes. Haven’t had a

bad meal yet—of course the instructors oversee things closely. Do you want

dessert now, or would you like your private tour?”




“The tour, please. I’ll

let the food settle. That lobster quiche was scrumptious. I had two pieces.”




Michelle smiled. Ron was an excellent date—kind

and considerate—but something nagged at her, and bothered her more than it

should. He was almost too good to be true. He smiled too brightly, said all the

right things, but it just didn’t ring true. Slick was the word she was looking

for. If Tasha was here, she’d call him a flashy salesman and say something like

he could sell refrigerators to the Inuit. Well, he was a salesman of

sorts—didn’t he have to sell his wine as well as this island paradise? Try as

she might, she couldn’t dismiss the fact that he seemed to be acting a part.




Tony might blow up at any minute, but there was an honesty to him Ron lacked. Both men appealed to her

senses—Ron possibly more so than Tony based on the blow-up they’d had last

night. She hated second-guessing herself like this. Why couldn’t she just enjoy

the moment? She’d never doubted her senses and instincts before, but so many

things were confusing. Ron laughed and reached for her hand. He brought it to

his lips and placed a kiss on it. Michelle was disappointed when she’d didn’t

feel the sparks she’d felt earlier.




“Come on, let me show you

how things are done.” Ron gently pulled her arm through his and led her out of

the dining area.




The winery was a surprisingly large one. He began

the tour in the warehouse area where the harvested grapes were crushed and destemmed using modern equipment far removed from the

traditional foot stomping of older days.




“This is far more effective and sanitary.” Ron

laughed when she commented on it. “The tannins in the grapes can really stain

your skin.”




He showed her the various steps in the process—the

pressing, the separating when necessary, the adding of sugar and balancing the ph levels, adding yeast and other nutrients, and finally,

the stainless steel vats where the wine-making actually took place. There were

many different sizes too depending on the stage of the operation.




“The solid waste is dried and recycled into

fertilizer and used to improve the soil quality. We sell to lots of the locals

who like to farm organically. Over here, you’ll see the oak barrels we use for some

of the more full-bodied wines.”




“That red we had at lunch wasn’t oaked, right?




“Correct, it went into smaller stainless steel

kegs until it was ready for bottling. This way.”




The bottling room was another modern marvel. The

process was fully automated. First, the bottles were washed and rinsed.




“Why do you wash the bottles? Are they recycled?”




“Some are, but most are new bottles. Recycled ones

need more work. Look here.” He pointed to a woman working at a large sink. “She

has to remove labels, even if they’re ours. Then she has to look for scratches

on the surface. If the bottle is damaged in any way, we can’t reuse it.” He

pointed to a pail filled with broken glass, most of it green. “Bad bottles go

in there.”




Michelle watched as the woman tossed another green

bottle in the pail.




“What can scratch glass like that?”




“Lots of things. Bottles rubbing up against one another on shelves or in ice chests

and coolers, people tossing empty bottles on the sand where they roll around.

We wash our new bottles for a number of different reasons too.” He led her back

to the bottling line. “Dust and insects get into them, sometimes mold if

they’re stored in a damp place. Some places just dry clean them with a jet of

compressed air. We like to be on the safe side.”




She watched as the various bottles moved along.

Some went left, others right.




“The batch on the left is our Cabernet Franc. Those

bottles will be corked. The one on the right is a Chablis.

They’ll get screw tops. Last but not least, we label the bottles, pack them

into cases, and send them to our distributors.”




“Wow! Impressive. I’d

have thought you’d need hundreds of employees in here.”




Ron laughed. “Employees cost money. Automation is

cost efficient. One man oversees the machine doing the job of a dozen. Growing,

harvesting, and fermenting involves more people than

bottling and shipping. We move most of our cargo out by planes. We have regular

runs between here, Montreal, and Toronto Island airport. We export to the United

States, too.”




“Could I have a cork for a souvenir?”




“You certainly can.” He reached into a bowl on the

shelf above his head. “Here you go.”




Michelle took the cork and swallowed her surprise.

It was identical to the one Lindsay had.




“It’s not a real one.” She hoped she’d interjected

the right amount of disappointment in her voice.




“You’re right, but these are actually better. Synthetic

corks don’t break down, are recyclable, and allow oxygen transfer the same way natural

corks do. A lot of vintners are using non-traditional closures now. Shall we

see about dessert?”




Michelle put the cork in the pocket of her skirt

and walked back to the table. Lindsay’s cork was in the bottom of her purse,

and since her bag had been in Ron’s car when they’d gone running, whoever had

searched her cabin wouldn’t have found it.




Ron’s young chefs didn’t disappoint. Dessert was a

melt-in-your-mouth crème caramel, followed by ice wine. It was sweeter than

she’d expected, but she enjoyed it.




“Do you want to come back to my place? I have a

nice champagne there we could sample?”




Michelle hoped the smile she pasted on her face

gave the right measure of disappointment. The thought of doing the horizontal

mambo, as Tasha called it, seemed far less appealing right now than it had

yesterday, and she really wasn’t sure why.




“I’m sorry, I can’t. I need to go to the morgue.

I’m expecting preliminary results on a couple of the tests I ordered yesterday,

and then I’m interviewing Professor Steele, his students, and the parents at

six. I’m going to send the families home.”




Ron had his coffee cup almost to his lips, and she

saw his slight start of surprise.




“I thought you said you weren’t releasing the

bodies.” There was a faint note of accusation in his voice, and she fought not

to show her sudden irritation. He might be the mayor, but she was the forensic

pathologist. When to release the bodies was her call, not his.




“I’m not releasing them, but there isn’t anything

the families can do here. I’ll need to keep the bodies until the full autopsies

are completed—that could take weeks. Plus, some of the more elaborate tests

take time. I can make the arrangements to send the remains home when I’m done

with them. This has been hard enough on them as it is. Hanging around here

won’t help anyone.”




“Are you going to send the professor back to Toronto, too?”




“No. I’ll need him a while longer.” Something

prompted her to tell him about her decision. She needed to see his reaction.

“You might as well be the first to know, I’ve thought about it and I’m ruling

the deaths suspicious. I’m going to call it in this afternoon.” She noted the quickly

suppressed surprised and anger on his face.




“Why would you do that? They drowned. They were

found with their heads underwater. There’s nothing suspicious about it.”




Her own temper flared, and she clenched her hands

to keep it in check.




“I told you yesterday, Ron. No one just drowns

anymore. Yes, water contributed to their deaths, but the way they were bundled alone

makes the circumstances suspicious. You must see that.”




Divert him.

Mollify him. Do what you need to do to keep him away from the morgue, her gut

screamed at her.




“It could have been

suicide. Going into the lake bundled like that…”




Ron visibly relaxed. “I’m sorry. You’re right, of

course. You have to get to the bottom of things. I guess I should let you get

back. You know, it could have been murder.”




Michelle’s head snapped up, and she glimpsed the smug

look on Ron’s face.




“Murder? Why on earth

would you think that? Who would want to kill those kids? I know you think

Professor Steele has motive, but killing someone, especially someone the size

of Aaron, wouldn’t have been easy.” Just how big a leak did she have at the

morgue?




“I understand those two young people weren’t a

couple. Apparently the other girl is pregnant with the dead boy’s baby. If she

caught him cheating on her, that’s a hell of a motive I’d think. Maybe it was

the professor. He could have been diddling the girl and didn’t like that guy

cutting his grass. If he cracked the kid a good one across the head…”




Michelle struggled to keep from laughing out loud.

She took a drink of her coffee to settle her face. That’s where he was going

with this—from the sublime to the ridiculous?




“Thanks for the information. That’s good to know,

and I’ll keep it in mind when I interview them. By the way, someone will be

coming along the lake to collect water samples.”




“Why?” His tone was abrupt.




“I need to check diatom levels with the water in

the lungs. I’ll need samples from everywhere. Sometimes chemicals from the

surrounding land leech into the water. It’ll help me pinpoint where they went

into the lake.” The lie slipped off her tongue.




“I see. I can have those samples collected for

you.”




She laughed. “That would be great, but it doesn’t

work that way—it’s the whole chain of evidence thing. Since the professor’s

students are adept at sample collection, I’ll use the boy.”




“Do what you must. When will he be coming?”




“Tomorrow probably. The

sooner I get the samples, the sooner I can rule on cause of death.”




He frowned as if the short time frame didn’t suit

him. She finished her coffee.




“Now, I really have to get back. Can I drive you

to your car?”




“No. I have to talk to Jim. I’ll get him to drop

me at the inn later. You’re sure I can’t tempt you with that champagne?”




Michelle shook her head.




“All right. Maybe we can

do this again?” Ron reached for her hand and brought it to his lips.




“I’d like that.” She swallowed a twinge of

discomfort. “How about next Sunday. I’ll be quite busy

this week.” She’d hoped she’d resolve all her uncertainties by then.




“It’s a date.”




Ron helped her into her coat and walked her to the

Camaro. He put his arms around her and bent to kiss her. Her reaction to his

lips on hers was disappointing. It was a pleasant sensation, but not the

bone-melting feelings she got when she kissed her dream lover. When his tongue

delved into her mouth, her reaction intensified, and she felt desire, but it

only added to her confusion. She had a sudden urge to push him away, fight him

off—why? The underlying feeling made it hard to respond to Ron’s advance. While

her senses were engaged, her heart wasn’t in it, and she was immensely grateful

the invasion was soon over. How could Ron be her dream lover if she felt

conflicted this way? Why was her body giving her these mixed messages? Trust

her senses? Hell, she couldn’t even figure out what they were telling her.




“Don’t get yourself into any trouble, Doctor.” He

smiled arrogantly and dropped a light kiss on her nose. “I’ll see you next

Sunday, if not before.”




Michelle smiled, got in the car, and started the

engine. She waved and reversed out of the parking lot. She drove about a

hundred feet from the entrance and pulled into a driveway. Her hands were shaking,

and her stomach felt ready to give back her lunch. The two bottles of wine he’d

given her were on the back seat. She looked over her shoulder and stared at

them. From this angle, they resembled the bottle in the photograph, but all

wine bottles were similar, weren’t they? She thought of the barrel of broken

glass. Was her evidence buried in there? The corks, the broken glass, the

labels—it was all circumstantial and yet, she sensed there was something going

on here. Ron was deliberately trying to mislead her. Lissa

kill them? My God, the girl was a wee thing. There’s no way she could have

overpowered Aaron. And the professor behaving immorally with

Lindsay? She didn’t buy it, not for a second. She leaned against the

steering wheel to compose herself. Ron was trying too hard to implicate the

professor and his students, and it didn’t wash.




Five minutes later, she was about to pull out of

the driveway and head to the morgue when a truck coming out of the winery

entrance caught her attention. Instead of turning right or left, the loaded

vehicle crossed the road into the driveway of the Happy Valley Winery. She’d

asked Ron about that place. He said it had been abandoned when the owner had

died last year.




She watched a man get out, unlock the chain on the

gate, and then open it. The truck went through the opening, and the man

relocked the gate behind it. Why would Ron’s employees be delivering anything over

there? Why wouldn’t he have told her if they used the place for storage? Lies

of omission were just as serious as any other kind. Too much wasn’t adding it.

She needed answers and she needed them now before any more of her evidence

disappeared. She needed her mate, and since she couldn’t trust her senses, she

realized there was one man who might be able to help her with that.




She waited until they’d driven around back of the

facility and reversed. She headed away from the resort and the winery. She

pressed the on-star button on her car and asked to be connected to Joseph Smoke.

When the man came on the line, she arranged to see him later in the afternoon

after she finished at the hospital. Next, she called the PCO and asked Rick to

find out who’d released her crime scene. She also asked to have Stevens meet

her at the morgue around four.





 



* * * *





 



Michelle used the doorknocker and waited

impatiently for someone to answer. She was angry, upset, and frightened. There

wasn’t any more time to waste. She needed answers now. If The Three Sisters had

put all this in motion, then they were moving at Warp Speed.




The old man answered the door himself. “I’m Joseph

Smoke. Come in, princess. I’ve waited a lifetime for this day.”




Just as they’d been with Audra, the spirits were

strong in this man, far stronger than they were in her.




“You know who I am? Why I’m here?”




The old man’s leathery face crinkled into a smile.

“I do. Follow me. We’ll go someplace where we can talk.”




He led her to a small room decorated in Mohawk

symbols and motifs. He indicated a recliner next to the one in which he sat.




“My legs aren’t what they used to be. These old

bones ache in the dampness. Do I know who you are? Yes. Part of you is the

provincial coroner. I assume you’re here to tell me I can have my ceremony?”




Michelle nodded.




“Good. I’ll arrange it for Saturday. Another part

of you is someone who lived here long ago, someone whose spirit has walked the

shores of the lake for over two hundred years searching for the one you loved.

You’ve come to do The Three Sisters’ bidding.”




There was no point is arguing with him. What she’d

learned at the hospital had distressed her. She needed his help—their help.




“Joseph, someone is poisoning the lake. I know

what the problem is, but a spirit guide in another place told me I’d need my

mate to help me fix it. I realize you walk with the spirits too. I don’t know what

to do. What my senses and the evidence tells me is

contradictory. I don’t know what’s real. People have interfered with my crime

scene and my corpses. I was told not to trust my senses, but to trust my heart,

and right now, I’m not sure I can trust it either. Do you know who my mate is?”




“Tell me what confuses you, daughter.”




“There are two men in my life. I’m physically

attracted to both, and yet, I’m not sure I can trust either. Both have secrets.

The evidence is stacking up against one, but it’s being manipulated, and if I

were anyone else, it would damn him. Like you, I speak to the spirits. Someone

was at the morgue. The person planted evidence on one of my corpses, evidence

that incriminates one man, but also condemns the other. I’ve always believed

the evidence. It doesn’t lie, but if the evidence is falsified, how do I know

what to trust?”




“Trust your heart.”




“I want to, but I don’t know how. Who is my mate?”




“Your mate is the man the sprits chose for you.”




She shook her head. “Did they choose Gowanda or Annosothka, or was there someone else I never lived to

meet? My spirit’s been punished for making the wrong choice, but I don’t know

what that was. How do I know which one is the right one this

time?”




“You must listen to your heart. Many things happen

in life we don’t understand. Choosing Gowanda and punishment may have been

necessary.”




“I know the spirits can be fickle, and having me

make the right choice and punishing me for it seems like something they might

do. How do I know who to choose this time? Did I make the right or the wrong

choice before? Which of the two men is my mate? One man is being framed. The

other lies to me, or at the very least omits things.

My senses are playing tricks on me. I was told not to trust them, but it’s what

I’ve always done. It’s how the spirits have led me to the truth. Another man, a

good man, has died. Three innocent deaths. I can’t

have any more on my conscience.”




The old man stared into space, and she thought for

a moment he’d fallen asleep with his eyes open. His hand moved and reached for

hers.




“Close your eyes. It’s time. The Sisters understand

your confusion and have agreed to help you.”




She did as she was told. Suddenly, she felt

light-headed. She wasn’t asleep. It was more like a trance. She knew where she

was, felt Joseph’s rough hand holding hers, and then it wasn’t, and she was

alone.




Three men stood in the shadows. One separated

himself from the others and approached her, but unlike seconds earlier, the

room was now in darkness. She stood. He moved closer to her, his body darker

against the deep gray of the gloom. Her heart pounded. Her eyes slowly adjusted

to the darkness. She wanted to talk, ask him who he was. She raised her hand to

touch his hair and found it was long and silky, the way it had always been in

the dreams.




His lips claimed hers with a hunger beyond

anything she’d ever experienced. She sensed anger and frustration fueled by

desperation. He plundered her mouth, mindlessly, passionately, and she knew she

was his, only his, then, now, and forever. He pulled his mouth from hers, and

moved away slightly. She looked up into his face. Familiar aquamarine eyes

filled with love stared back at her. Mist filled the room, and he vanished.




“Princess, you have your answer.” Joseph sat in

the recliner as he had before and held her hand.




“I do, but how will I explain it to him?” Part of

her was elated, another part as confused as it had been earlier.




“You brought something with you that is the key to the past and the future. Use it. He will

recognize the truth. It won’t be as difficult as you think. Love is a powerful

force.”




Michelle let go of his hand and stood.




“Thank you, Joseph. I have to get back and meet

with the parents and students. I have a feeling everyone who stays here any

longer may be in danger and not from the spirits either. I’ll see you on

Saturday for the ceremony.”




Joseph escorted her to the door. The sun had

disappeared behind the clouds, and she hoped she’d make it back to the resort

before it rained. She’d done groceries and picked up an extra night chain for

her door. After she finished with the parents she’d speak to Tony alone. She

hoped Joseph was right. Why Tony would remember the moccasins and blanket were

a mystery to her, but she was glad she’d listened and brought them with her.

She had a feeling she’d need all the help she could get. “By the way, I’m the

woman whose ghost has been having sex with you,” didn’t seem like the right

thing to say.













 




 




 



Chapter Fourteen





 




 



Tony knocked on the door of Michelle’s cottage. Ron

had collected his truck around four, but she’d just returned, an hour later

than she’d expected. She’d called and explained she’d been delayed. Ron hadn’t

looked happy when he’d claimed his vehicle. Something hadn’t turned out the way

he’d hoped, and it pleased Tony immensely.




Michelle answered the door. Dressed in navy slacks

and a white sweater, her hair pulled into a long ponytail, she looked relaxed

yet professional. Her light floral perfume, pleasant but not

overwhelming, added to the friendly atmosphere of the cottage.




“Come in. I was just putting away the groceries I

bought. Ron will let Jackson collect water samples on his property in the

morning. Ron wasn’t pleased with the idea, but he agreed.”




She opened the door wider to let him in, and Tony

saw she’d made the place homier than it had been. The gas fireplace was on and

a tray of veggies and dip and other cold hors d’oeuvres sat on the table.




“I hope you won’t mind, but I thought we could eat

supper here instead of in the restaurant. I picked up a couple of steaks, salad,

and baking potatoes for dinner. I’d rather eat here where we won’t be

overheard.”




Tony wrinkled his brow. She seemed secretive, nervous

even, and if she wanted to talk to him alone, the news couldn’t be good. What

the hell had happened to her?




A knock at the door announced Lissa

and Jackson. Tony watched Michelle introduce herself and make his students

comfortable. The disquiet he’d sensed in her moments earlier had vanished, and

he thought he might have imagined it.




He liked the way she probed for answers without

seeming too. He’d never heard Jackson opened up about himself so much, and by

the time Lissa had finished talking, he was convinced

Michelle was a miracle worker. She knew exactly what to say to ease the girl’s

pain and heartache. He noted she hadn’t reacted one way or another to Lissa’s pregnancy or Jackson’s comment he’d seen him

outside in the storm that night. The kids had just left when the families

arrived. Tony had planned to leave, but Michelle asked him to stay. He was amazed

by her professionalism. How could he have doubted her ethics? Her attitude made

him feel even worse.




Tony watched as Michelle put the parents at ease

as she’d done with his students. She smiled at them, invited them to sit, and

took a chair across from them. He was too agitated to sit. Instead, he leaned

on the back of her chair. It didn’t seem to bother her.




“Thank you for coming. Please accept my deepest

sympathies for your losses. I know this hasn’t been easy. Tragedies, like this

one, never are. Mr. Moorcroft set this investigation in motion, and while some

of you might be unhappy about it, I think it’s necessary.”




“If you think Aaron’s mom and I are upset about

this, don’t be, doctor. We want the truth.”




“You’ll get it. What I’m going to ask you now may

be difficult, but it’s necessary. I need you all to leave the resort and go

home tomorrow.”




“The investigation is over?” Lindsay’s father jumped

up, his voice angry.




“No, far from it. I’ve

officially ruled the deaths suspicious. I filed the notice with the Provincial

Coroner’s Office this afternoon. I’m sure it’ll be in the paper by morning. I

don’t want anyone talking to the media—that includes you, Professor. It will

take weeks for all of the test results to come back, but I’ll release the

remains as soon as I can. There isn’t anything you can do here. The sooner you

all leave, the better.”




“Can Lissa come with

us?” Aaron’s mother spoke, her voice clogged with tears. Tony wished he could

say something to comfort her.




“Yes, she can.” The sympathy in Michelle’s voice

was unmistakable. “I’ll be sending Jackson home as well, but I need him to do

something for me first. I’ll see he gets on the train in the morning. I’m sure

you noticed the beach has been cleaned as well as the shed where the handyman

was working. According to the boys, the police called and released the area. My

colleagues in Toronto have spoken to the police chief. Neither he nor any of

his men can confirm it.”




Lindsay’s mother gasped. “Someone’s trying to

cover this up?”




Michelle nodded. “It’s a possibility and until I

know who, anyone of you could be in danger.”




Tony frowned. If the police hadn’t made the call,

who had? No wonder she was being secretive. Something was definitely wrong.




“I’ll have the bodies shipped to you as soon as I

can. Leave the information with Rick at this number. It’s the Provincial

Coroner’s Office.” She handed a slip of paper with a phone number on it to each

of them. “Do not speak about this to anyone else, not even amongst yourselves

in the restaurant. Leave as soon as you can in the morning. I know this sounds

rather cloak and daggerish, but I promise whoever is

responsible for this will pay.”




After the parents left, Tony walked over to

Michelle. He sensed her discomfort and ached to take her into his arms, but

didn’t dare.




“I’ll talk to Jackson now, but you should know I’m

not going anywhere.”




“Glad to hear it since I need you here. I’ll

explain as much as I can later, but go speak to Jackson now. It’s important.

Here.” She handed him the key. “Let yourself in when you come back. It’s going

to be a long evening.”




Tony grabbed his jacket and left, more confused

than ever. He heard her lock the door behind him. Something had her spooked. He

walked over to the house where he knew Jackson and Lissa

were cataloging the samples they’d collected and packing up the equipment

they’d brought with them.




Lissa looked up when he

came in, but Jackson continued his work.




“Okay, you guys. Leave the equipment and stuff.

I’ll have someone from the university come and collect it. You’re leaving. Lissa, you’ll be going to Calgary with the Harts. I’ll work

something out with the university out there so you can finish your research. We

can Skype if we need to talk, and you can get whatever information you need

from the university servers. I’ll see you have access. Everyone’s being sent

home.”




Lissa nodded.




“Jackson, Dr. Thomas has arranged for you to get

samples from the Whippoorwill Winery section of the lake. I’ll take you there

around nine tomorrow morning, then I’m putting you on

a train for Toronto. I want you back in the lab correlating the mineral

information we collected. Compare it with the other samples. I’ll be sending

you more info as I get it.” He thought giving the boy something to do would

help him work through his grief.




“What about the meth lab?” There was a belligerent

tone to his voice.




“Don’t worry. I’m not letting that go. Dr. Thomas

is on our side, and she can bring a lot of expertise to the table. She can

force the mayor to take the matter seriously—hell, she can go over his head in

the blink of an eye. She wants everyone safely away from here, and I agree. Be

careful what you discuss at dinner. The walls have ears.”




After he let Lissa and

Jackson go, he gathered all the samples they’d taken and put them in a lab kit,

which he carried upstairs with him. He wasn’t letting anything out of his

sight. He took a shower and changed into clean clothes, grabbed a bottle of

white wine out of the fridge—she’d mentioned she preferred white last night, the

samples, and locked up. He crossed the grass and let himself in. As she’d done,

he locked the door behind him.




“Honey, I’m home. Just kidding.”

He expected her to say something snarky. Instead, he heard her voice coming

from the bedroom. She sounded uneasy.




“I’ll be right out.”




He looked at the door and frowned. Had there

always been two night chains on it? He looked closely. No, the second one had

just been added, and judging from the marks on it, it hadn’t been done by a

professional carpenter. Why had she put a second chain on her door? Did she

think she was in danger? From whom? The old night

chain was like the one on his house. It could be locked and unlocked with a key

from the outside. What the hell had happened since he’d seen her before lunch?




He put the bottle of wine in the fridge and

slipped the sample kit under a side table next to the couch. Michelle had moved

her laptop to the coffee table. The appetizers had been cleaned up, a tossed salad

sat on the counter next to some bread rolls and a couple of baking potatoes.

The table had been set. There were a couple of T-bones on the counter.




He heard the bedroom door open and turned. His

heart stopped. In the doorway stood his mystery woman, his

Mohawk princess. She wore the beaded moccasins he recognized, and around

her shoulders she carried a woven blanket. Her hair was braided into two

braids, one on each side of her face as it had been Friday morning in his

kitchen. The only thing missing was the buckskin dress. Anger flooded him. Had

it all been some elaborate joke?




“What the hell are you playing at?”




“I’m not playing at anything.” Her voice was

quiet, defeated. “I’d hoped you’d remember. Joseph said you would.”




“Remember? How the hell can I forget? How did you

do it? How did you pull it off? You and Ron must have had a hell of a laugh at

my expense.”




“This doesn’t really have anything to do with Ron,

at least not the way you think it does.” There was hurt and frustration in her

voice. “It’s between Gowanda and Tayouroughay,

between you and I. Joseph said you’d recognize these things. He said you’re the

one just as I’m the other.”




Tony collapsed into the chair as if someone had

smacked him in the back of the knees.




“What the hell is going on here, Michelle? I want

the truth. I deserve it.”




“You do, and until you understand what’s going on,

you won’t be able to help me, and I need your help.”




He heard the resignation and sadness in her words.

Could she really believe they were some kind of reincarnated lovers? The

thought of her naked in his arms pleased him, and he closed his eyes to hide

the longing he didn’t want her to see.




“A lot of lives depend on us.” She reached out and

touched his arm.




Electricity coursed through him, and his body

quickened.




“We have to save the lake, and to do that, we have

to accept who and what we are.”




He stood, shook off her arm, and moved away from

her. “You’re talking in riddles. Let’s start with some straight answers. Where

did you get those moccasins and that blanket?”




“The slippers and blanket were given to me by my

aunt. I didn’t know I was Mohawk until five years ago. These are supposed to

have been made specifically for me. The woman you’ve seen walking on the beach

wasn’t me. I didn’t lie about that. The woman you saw is a ghost. Her name was Tayouroughay. She was me or rather I was her two hundred

years ago, just as you were Gowanda.”




“I know the names. Joseph told me all about the

legend, remember? I’m the one who told you.”




“Not exactly. I went to

see Joseph after I left the morgue this afternoon. I had to know the truth.”




“The truth about what?”




“About us—you, me, and Ron.”




“What the hell does he have to do with this? I

thought you said he wasn’t part of it.”




“He’s involved somehow—I’m not sure exactly how,

but he is. Let me explain and then we’ll see if we can figure where he fits in.

You know about Gowanda, and how Tayouroughay betrayed

her people and the man she was supposed to marry. You know what happened to

her—you told me so last night when we met at the lookout. She was swept over

the waterfall to her death, separated for all time from the man she loved.”




“And he drowned in the lake trying to save her,

and his spirit’s been imprisoned here ever since. I know the story, but how can

you believe that? You’re a scientist, just as I am.”




“I know a lot more about the spirit realm than you

can imagine. The Three Sisters punished Tayouroughay

and Gowanda for their sins. Now, those spirits need our help, and are willing

to rescind their curse and punishment in exchange for it. They want us to save

the lake—it’s got to be from the meth lab poison—and I know you want that too.

Joseph says time isn’t linear in the spirit realm. I’m Tayouroughay

reincarnated. I have her memories, and I know you’re Gowanda’s reincarnation.”




“You’re crazy and so is Joseph. My memories are my

own.” But even as he whispered the words, he knew she was telling the truth.

All of this sounded right somehow. The dreams, the resemblance.

It had all started here. He’d always felt connected to this place, and if part

of him was imprisoned here, it all made sense. Why shouldn’t the spirits be

involved? Defeated and confused, he turned to her. “What happened to you this

afternoon? What caused you to trust me like this?”




“Let me start at the beginning. Nothing will make

sense unless you understand this part. I’ve never told another soul this, and

believe it or not, I’m not crazy. I see ghosts, specifically those of people

who’ve drowned.”




He stared at her, his mouth gaping open. Was she

kidding? She certainly looked serious.




“Why are you telling me this?” He wished he’d

brought the scotch over too.




“You need to know it all. It’s the only way to

make you understand. Tony, I know about your dreams. I’ve had the same ones.”




His head snapped up, and his face heated.




She smiled shyly. “Yeah, those

ones too.”




“Go on.” What else could he say?




“When I went to the morgue yesterday, I realized

Lindsay hadn’t died in the water because her ghost wasn’t there. Aaron told me

everything he remembered, but it wasn’t a lot. I knew about the pregnancy, the

toxins, and the meth lab before you told me. I know those specimens existed. I

also know someone took them, the same someone who searched my room while I was

out running, the person who probably killed Isaac looking for this.” She held

up the USB drive.




“What’s on that?”




“The pictures Isaac took of the crime scene

Thursday morning.”




Michelle sat on the sofa, put the USB drive in the

computer, pushed various keys, and opened her email program. She turned to him.




“Here are the pictures the police sent me.” She

opened each in turn. “Here are the ones Isaac gave me early this morning, a

couple of hours before he was killed.”




“You think he was murdered?”




“I do. I think he was killed because of these.”




Tony looked carefully at the photographs. The

first two were identical, but the third one…




“The wine bottle. It

isn’t here.” He pointed to the third picture.




“Someone altered the picture, but that’s not all.

They went through my things—my computer. I’m very good at hiding things when I

have to, so I don’t think they know I have these.” She motioned for him to sit

on the couch beside her.




Knowing she believed herself to be the woman in

his dreams made it hard for him to stay focused on what she was saying. He

wanted to take her in his arms, run his hands along her body, and do the things

he’d done to her in his fantasies. His lips ached to feel hers against them. He

hardened and reached for a throw pillow to hide the evidence of his desire. She

might talk to ghosts, but he hoped she didn’t read minds.




“I was furious when someone disturbed my crime

scenes. As you heard me tell the parents, the local police claim to have no

knowledge of it, but the owner assured my boss it was the police number on the

phone’s call display. He gave it to him and when my boss called the number, it

was indeed the police station.” She pushed her bangs to the side. He got the

impression she wasn’t quite used to them. “I found a cork in Lindsay’s pocket.

Did she drink wine?”




Tony laughed, surprised by the change in topic.

“No, she hated the stuff, but she liked free swag. She went on a wine tour just

to get a sweater. She must have gotten the cork then.”




“That’s what I figured. I got one too.” She handed

him the two corks.




“They’re identical, except for the red “x” on this

one.”




“That’s mine—the one I got today from the

Whippoorwill Winery. I didn’t want to believe it. I actually liked the guy.”




Tony felt his anger rise.




“Don’t go all caveman on

me again. I said liked. Something about him didn’t feel right this afternoon. I

believe Ron knows more about what’s going on than he’s shared with me. I got

some strange vibes from him today. As pissed as I am about my crime scene, I’m

even more irate about the fact someone’s messing with my bodies and lab

reports. Why don’t you cook the steaks while I nuke the potatoes, and then I’ll

tell you about the straw that broke the camel’s back—what made me realize the

truth—over dinner?”





 



* * * *





 



Michelle put the potatoes in the microwave while

Tony carried the meat out to the grill. She placed the blanket back on the bed.

Joseph was right. It had been a lot easier than she’d thought it would be. The

events at the morgue had infuriated her, and she’d needed to know the truth.

She hadn’t been able to wait any longer for the spirits to open her eyes or

whatever the hell they had planned. Now, Tony understood his destiny and hers,

so perhaps they’d be able to figure out the truth.




The microwave beep pulling her back to the present, and she returned to the kitchen to check the

potatoes. After placing the salad on the table, next to the rolls she’d

purchased and the butter and sour cream, she grabbed two wine glasses out of

the cupboard and added them to the table next to the chilled bottle of wine.

How would this night end? She hoped it would end with the two of them in the

bed in the next room, but he’d given no sign that he felt the same way. Was

this too big a shock for him? Maybe the spirits were wrong, and his love hadn’t

survived two hundred years apart.




The door opened, and Tony came in. The smell of

the steaks made her mouth water. She walked over to him, took the platter from

him, and placed it on the table. Behind her, she heard him lock the door and

put on both security chains.




“Smells delicious.” She

was suddenly nervous alone with him.




“You know, I did some thinking while I was out

there. There’s one way I can tell if what you’ve told me is true.”




Michelle’s heartbeat increased. She turned toward

him and chewed her lower lip as she always did when she was nervous.




“What’s that?”




Quickly, he pulled her unresisting body into his

arms, bent his head, and claimed her lips. He kissed her with a savagery she

hadn’t expected but welcomed. The kiss demanded her response, and she readily

gave it. Unlike with Ron, she was on fire for this man. His tongue sought

admission to her mouth, and she opened to him willingly, reveling in waves of

sensations so much stronger than the ones she’d experienced in her dreams.

Their tongues battled, both claiming victory and ceding it.




He fed from her, like a man deprived of

life-giving sustenance. The kiss was full of frustration and need, but it was

also tender, feasting from her with holy reverence. He pulled away slowly, his

breathing as ragged as hers. His aquamarine eyes burned with desire just as

they had in the vision earlier in the day. If she’d had doubts, the comparison

between her reaction to Ron’s kiss and this one sealed it. This was Gowanda.

This was the man she loved.




“Well, I guess that answers that question.” He

bent his head and kissed her again, tenderly this time, and she could feel his

love. She responded with all the love she’d carried within her for so long. He

slowly pulled away, and the bulge in his pants showed he was as moved as she

was.




“As much as I’d like to take you into that room

and do everything to you I’ve done in those dreams, I think we have to talk.

I’ve waited two hundred years, I can wait a couple of

hours more. I want to know about this camel with the broken back.”




She chuckled wryly. “Okay, but you have to promise

not to get angry. Let’s eat, and I’ll tell you all about it.”




She served the food and while they ate, she told

him about her near-drowning, the ghost who’d come to her in Thunder Bay, and

the shock she’d gotten when she’d seen his photograph. She described her

encounter with Audra, and then moved on to the tour of the winery, the truck

going to Happy Valley, and had just started on events at the morgue.




Tony leaned back in his chair and shook his head.




“Did Aaron, or rather Aaron’s ghost, recognize the

man?”




“No. He didn’t, but it had to be someone who knows

his way around, someone who thinks I’m a bloody idiot. When I looked at the

blood results for Lindsay, I was confused because those weren’t the results I’d

expected, but they got sloppy. Obviously, they switched the samples, but they

didn’t do their homework. I don’t know where they got the blood, but not only

was the level of meth way off, they didn’t check the blood type closely enough.

She’d had to have been a long time user for results like those. I had Lindsay’s

medical records from Toronto, and she went through her mandatory tests six

months ago. She was clean. I brought those results with me. I checked them when

I got the ones from the lab. That’s when the biggest inconsistency hit. Lindsay

was O negative. The results they gave me were for someone with O positive

blood. The Rh factor doesn’t lie. I’ve drawn more blood and taken more tissue

samples, and I’ve sent them to Kingston with an RCMP officer who’s

part of a task force investigating a meth lab they believe has been in

operation here on the island for almost a year. He’s the one who has the canoe

and Aaron’s car. I also gave him the chunk of rock Isaac’s head was bashed in with.”




“How can the lab be a year old? The lake was clean

three weeks ago.”




“I know. I asked him that. He thinks they may be

sinking the waste in weighted sealed containers and one of the containers

leaked. This could be huge. Far worse than anything you imagined.”




“Decaying meth waste containers would be an

environmental disaster of enormous proportions. You think these guys killed

Isaac too?”




“I don’t think it; I know it. There were skin and

hair fibers imbedded in the rock and rock crystals in the wound. The angle was

all wrong for a fall, and if he had hit his head falling, it wouldn’t have hit

hard enough to kill him. The stone was brought down on his head with a lot of

force, by someone stronger and taller than him. I haven’t met a likely

candidate yet, but when I do, I’ll recognize him. Most people don’t realize you

can learn a great deal from a murder weapon. There may be fingerprints on it.

We’ll see.”




“So that was the straw?” He reached across the

table and took her left hand in his.




She reached for her wine glass, sipped, and then

shook her head.




“No. Those things raised a dozen red flags, but

I’d gone to the morgue to speak to Aaron. I wanted to know about the wine

bottle. I pulled open the drawer. I need to touch the body to release the

ghost. I guess it’s a way to keep from being flooded with demanding voices the

way it was when I was a child. The first thing I saw was that his clothing had

been disturbed. Someone had searched the body. When I touched him, he told me a

man had been in the morgue. He’d described him as a short, olive-skinned man

with a scruffy beard and mustache. He searched him, searched all of Lindsay’s

belongings. They were scheduled to go to the police forensic lab—I thought

they’d gone—but apparently the request wasn’t filed. I don’t know if it was

Milo or Jamie, the guys helping me, or if the papers disappeared further up the

food chain. I think they were looking for the cork.”




“Did Aaron have a cork too?”




“I don’t think so, but they weren’t looking for

anything on Aaron. They were putting things there, things that hadn’t been

there before.”




Tony frowned. “You mean they were trying to plant

evidence?”




“Yes, evidence to implicate you.”




He choked on his mouthful of wine. His eyes

watered.




“Me? How? Why?”




She held out a piece of paper. “This is one of the

things.”




He reached for the note. The paper had been in the

water, and the ink was blurred. As she expected, he paled when he read it.




“I didn’t write this! It’s my signature, but I

swear to you, I didn’t write it.”




“I know you didn’t, and so does Aaron.”




“This note is enough to get me convicted.”





 



If you want to graduate so you can support

the bastard your girlfriend is carrying, you’ll keep your mouth shut or else.

The results are what I say they are. Meet me by the lake at midnight. Bring

Lindsay with you. Don’t be late. 




Tony.





 



She reached for the note he’d written this

morning, the one she’d shoved in her jacket pocket. Would it have vanished if

she’d left it on the counter?




“I’m trained to look for what’s there as well as

what isn’t. Look at them carefully. On the surface they look the same. The

forger is very good, and since the paper was wet and then dried, the words and

letters are slightly blurred, but there are slight variations.”




He stared at her in amazement.




She smiled. “I told you I’m thorough. Plus I know

it was planted. There was this too.” She showed him a few long hairs. “They

placed them on his jacket and on his sleeves. Yours, I assume. When did you

have your hair cut?”




“Saturday morning. I guess it makes me look even

guiltier.”




She nodded.




“Where would they have gotten these?”




She could see his confusion, and her heart went

out to him.




“From your hairbrush, probably.

As I learned earlier today, people seem to be able to come and go from these

places quite easily. The only reason anyone would want to frame you this badly

would be to protect themselves.”













 




 




 



Chapter Fifteen





 




 



Michelle read confusion and dismay on Tony’s face.




“I know the mayor thinks I did this, but I swear I

didn’t. What reason could I possibly have? I cared for those kids as if they

were my own.”




“I don’t know why, but Ron’s confident that you’re

his man—too confident. He’s made it seem as if anyone else committing these

murders is impossible. He even tried to blame it on Lissa

and that’s ridiculous. Then he suggested you might have been playing fast and

loose with Lindsay.”




The color drained from Tony’s face. “That bastard. You know it’s not true.” His tone begged for

support. “I’d never do anything like that. I’d love to get my hands around his

throat.”




“Don’t worry. I didn’t believe him. I think that’s

what made me suspect something was off—well, one of the things. I think he

knows something, and we’ll figure out what it is. If the mob’s involved in the

meth production, they could be blackmailing him into helping them. This was the

last thing they’d planted.”




“What is it?” He stared at the tissue she held.




“I’d guess it’s some of your blood. It was on the

back of his hand. He’d have gotten it if he’d punched you. Who saw that mark on

your cheek when it was fresh? The one you probably got running away from your

pursuers.”




“The mayor, his dragon

secretary, anybody who saw me Friday. I must have scratched myself in my

sleep. It bled like the dickens too. I mean those dreams felt real, but…”




Michelle giggled. “I don’t know. I’ve had some

interesting bumps and bruises too. I found leaves in my hair one night, and

that scared the daylights out of me until I realized I’d left the window open

and they’d blown into the room. As far as Mildred goes, she does look mean. She

reminds me of a particularly nasty substitute teacher we had when I was a kid.

Whoever went into your room to get the hair might have found the bloody

tissues. As far as frames go, it’s one of the best I’ve seen. If it weren’t for

the fact I speak to the dead, they’d have you cold. It might all be circumstantial,

but without an alibi, and the one Jackson could give you would be worse than

none, you’d be screwed.” She felt her cheeks heat at the double meaning in the

word. “It’ll be interesting to see how things work out tomorrow morning when

the evidence they planted isn’t there. Give me that.” She reached for the

letter, the hairs, and the tissue with which she’d removed the blood someone

had rubbed onto Aaron’s hand. She placed the items on her plate and reached for

the lighter she’d used to light the candles. “Now you see them, now you don’t.”




They watched the items burn and she crinkled her

nose at the stench of the burning hair as did Tony.




“That stinks. You’re incredible, you know. Won’t

you get in trouble for that? For destroying evidence?”




“What evidence? It was planted. Aaron knows it, I

know it, you know it, and the one who planted it knows. Otherwise, it doesn’t

exist and never did.”




“Did Aaron know anything about the wine bottle?”




“No, he had no idea where it might have come from,

but I suspect whoever did this drugged him with

scopolamine, the zombie drug. It’s a date rape drug popular because it prevents

memories from forming in the mind. It isn’t a case of not remembering. There

simply isn’t anything to remember. The Columbian authorities are having a real

problem with it too. Tourists are being drugged and used for everything from

sex to murdering others. I’ll know for sure when the blood tests are in. I sent

all new samples to Kingston with Chad. Things don’t add up when they’re handled

here.”




She smiled and stood. “Let me get this cleaned up

and then, I’d like to talk about us.”




He nodded. “I’d like to talk about us too. Come

on. I’ll help you clean up.”





 



* * * *





 



Tony carried the dishes into the kitchen. He

glanced at his watch. How could his life and everything he’d believed about

himself have changed in such a short period of time? He didn’t doubt a word of

what she’d said about them being reincarnated spirits. And as for her talking

to ghosts, too many of the things she’d told him couldn’t have come from anyone

but Aaron himself. Hadn’t Joseph said he spoke to the spirits—if Joseph did,

why shouldn’t she? Why should the one be harder to believe than the other?

Besides, if she couldn’t speak to ghosts, he’d be in deep trouble.




Michelle stood by the counter and filled the sink

with liquid detergent and water while he scraped the plates and put the rest of

the salad in the fridge. The sense of anticipation he felt about what was to

come made each little domestic task seem marvelous.




I can see

myself doing this for the next two hundred years.




He looked over at the door. “Why the extra bolt by

the way? You did add it?”




She nodded, and he watched some of the happiness

fade from her eyes. He was sorry he’d mentioned it.




“Whoever came into my room this morning had a key.

Their chain can be opened with a key from the outside too. I won’t feel safe

alone tonight without that extra chain.”




“Who said you’re going to be alone tonight?” He

cursed when she jumped at his words. Had he read the signals wrong? He watched

her teeth snag her lower lip and smiled. The gesture was a familiar one. He put

down the towel he’d been holding and pulled her against him.




“I think we have about two hundred years to catch

up on. I hope you aren’t planning on much sleep. Come on. Let’s finish this. I

can think of a few other things I’d like to do, and we still have plans to

make. I’ll take Jackson to collect the samples—I’m not sending him by himself,

so there’s no point in arguing about it.”




“I wasn’t going to argue. None of us should go

anywhere near the lake alone.”




He nuzzled her neck.




“Hey. If you’d rather we didn’t…you know,

tonight…It isn’t like this is the first time, right?” He felt her heartbeat

race as he kissed the pulse point in her neck. She threw her head back to give

him better access. “Are we done here?”




She turned and nodded shyly. Gone was the

take-charge woman who’d met with the parents. In her place

stood the shy Mohawk maiden of his dreams. He bent his head and claimed

her lips, the way he’d wanted to do for the last couple of hours. Her lips were

soft and moist, and he sipped them. He licked at them, begging for admission to

the sweetness of her mouth. She opened to him like a bud blossoming, and he

delved into her freshness. That flavor he’d come to crave filled him, and he

couldn’t wait any longer.




He lifted her into his arms, carried her into the

bedroom, and stood her beside the bed. He pulled his lips away from her

trembling, swollen ones. Her red lips pulsed from his kisses.




“You’re so beautiful. I want you. I’ve always

wanted you.”




He raised his hands and undid first one braid and

then the other. Slowly, reverently, he ran his fingers through her hair. He

claimed her lips again. He fed from her as if he’d never get enough. Her

response fueled his desire. He moved his lips away, rained kisses along her

face and neck.




“You’re wearing too many clothes.”




She giggled. “So are you.”




“I can fix that.” He moved away and quickly

stripped. His gaze never left hers as he disrobed until he stood before her,

naked and ready. He heard her heavy breathing and watched as her hand lifted to

untie the buttons at the neck of her sweater. He reached his hand out to hers

to stop her.




“No, let me. I want to see you.”




He stepped away from her and turned on the lamp

beside the bed. Her eyes were glazed with desire, and she licked her lips. He

moved closer to her and with utmost care, he removed first her sweater and then

her slacks. He kissed her shoulders and then the tops of her breasts protruding

above the delicate ivory lace bra she wore. Taut nipples begged for attention,

and he unclasped her bra, taking one and then the other in his mouth. She

moaned.




His hands moved down the sides of her torso, and

he could feel her skin burn beneath is calloused palms. He saw the flush of her

arousal as she stood before him in her panties and calf high buckskin

moccasins. She was lean and toned, half-modern woman, half-Mohawk maiden.

Carefully, he removed the last of her garments and stared transfixed at the

woman standing naked before him.




She was the same, yet different—if anything she

was more desirable than ever and he ached for her. Her skin had the faint tan

lines of a bikini, a concession to modern day, but it glowed as it had in his

dreams.




She devoured him with her eyes, probably intent on

seeing the differences. She smiled.




“You have fewer scars, than I remember and no

tats.”




“I can get some if you want.”




She giggled. “No, I like you like this.” She

raised her arms and put them around his neck, pulling him down to her. “Tony,

make love to me, Michelle, not your mystery woman.”




He needed no further invitation. He pushed her

back onto the bed and worshiped her body with his hands and his mouth, branding

her, searing the memory in his mind. If he’d thought the dream sex had been

good, it was nothing compared to making love to this flesh and blood woman. Her

hands scorched his flesh, taking him higher and higher. When he couldn’t stand

it any longer, he sheathed himself in her, filling her, and finding his

completeness. She bucked beneath him as the climax gripped her, and he fell

into her, joining her in an earth-shattering release.





 



* * * *





 



Michelle awoke to the sound of Tony’s even

heartbeat pounding under her ear. He held her tightly in his arms, cradled

against his chest, almost as if he were afraid she’d

disappear if he let her go. She smiled. Not

much chance of that.




How many times had they made love last night? It

had been the most incredible experience of her life. She felt his engorged

penis against her stomach and sighed. She was slightly tender, but she’d gladly

open to him again. He shifted slightly, and she knew he was awake.




“Good morning,” he whispered and placed a chaste

kiss on her hair.




“Hi.” She felt shy despite the way they’d explored

one another’s body during the night. Audra had been right—a dream lover

couldn’t hold a candle to the real man.




“As much as I hate to say this, we have to get up.

I’d much rather stay here and make love to you again, but it’s almost eight. I

told Jackson I’d take him for those samples at nine.”




“Damn!” She moved quickly out of his arms. “Eight!

I have to get to the morgue. I need to be there when Milo and Jamie come in. I

want to make sure no one’s messed with my corpses again. I’ve got to shower.”




She bent her head, kissed him tenderly, and pulled

back. “Rain check tonight?”




He laughed and gave her a quick peck. “Tonight and every other night from now on. I’m not letting

you get away this time, Doctor.”




“And I have no intention of going anywhere.” She

jumped out of bed. “I’m late. Can you separate the samples for me while I get

ready?”




“Sure thing.” He laughed,

and his voice followed her to the bathroom.




Fifteen minutes later, Michelle stood in the

kitchen gulping orange juice and eating a granola bar.




“You’ll be careful getting those samples from

Ron’s place. I don’t want anything to happen to either of you.” She kissed him,

grabbed the samples he’d prepared for her, and hurried out the door. Tony would

lock up when he left. He’d call her cell after he took Jackson to the train so

she could get the samples from him to give to Chad. By the time he called, she

hoped to have news for him.




As soon as she was on the road, she contacted Chad

and arranged for him to meet her near the airport where she’d give him the

samples Tony and Jackson had collected yesterday. The lab could get busy on

those while they waited for the rest. She felt like James Bond at the moment

and almost tingled with excitement. Between the thrill of a night spent in the

arms of the flesh and blood man she loved and the satisfaction of fulfilling

her obligations to The Three Sisters, she had more energy than she’d had in

months. The hand-off to Chad went well, and the rest of her ride to the morgue

was uneventful. She arrived at the hospital at ten to nine, surprised to find

Jeremy Runions in the staffroom. She hadn’t expected

to see him today. He looked haggard.




“Wow! You look like you’ve had a tough weekend.”




He ran his hand through his disheveled red hair.




“You don’t see me. I’m hiding. Tough weekend would

be an understatement—disastrous would be closer to the truth. The hospital

security system went down yesterday morning. They didn’t get it back on line

until after six last night—some kind of computer glitch. They’re inventorying

the narcotics now. My biggest problem involves the staff. No employee time

sheets registered yesterday—they may have punched in, but the system was dead

and none of it got recorded. I’m trying to input the information manually, but

the program is giving me all kinds of grief. George, the coroner should have

been back today, but he called and apologized. It seems he’s been delayed. He

should be here tomorrow. I can help you later, but I really have to get this

straightened out. My first time in charge, and this

happens.”




“I’m sure you’ll get it fixed. I’ll leave you to

it. I can manage on my own today.”




Jeremy nodded. Whoever had been in the morgue had

covered his tracks well. She rushed to get ready. When she crossed to the

autopsy room she’d been given, Jeremy was busily cursing his computer. Milo and

Jamie hadn’t arrived. She hurried over to Aaron.




“Any more visitors?” She

touched the corpse.




No, it’s

been quiet since you left. How long will I hang around here?




“Not long. Once your killer’s been caught, you’ll

move on to the spirit realm.” She closed the drawer and waited for her techs.

Jamie was the first one in.




“Morning, Michelle. Milo’s been called to help

count inventory, and the coroner won’t be in until tomorrow. Dr. Runions is busy. Can you manage with just me for a while?”




“Of course.” As a diener, his main function was to move the bodies and clean

them. 




She’d planned to do Lindsay’s internal, but it

could wait. 




“Do you want to do the external on the boy now?”

he asked.




He seemed eager. Was he the leak?




“Sure. Why don’t you go and get him.”




Jamie went to the drawer, pulled out the body, and

moved it onto a rolling table. He stopped beside her, his brow furrowed.




“What’s the problem?”




“I don’t know. The body looks different—almost as

if it’s been searched. My imagination, no doubt.”




“He does look a little disheveled. Probably from when we separated them. Shall we get started?”




Michelle, with Jamie’s help, catalogued each item.

He didn’t seem surprised when the pockets yielded no mysterious notes, the

knuckles no blood, and the jacket no hairs.




“Do you want me to send these to the police lab

like we did hers Saturday?”




So, he hadn’t caused that delay either.




“No, I’ll take them myself. I want to see if they

found anything we missed on hers. Let’s brush the hair and clean his nails, and I’ll take those with me too.”





 



* * * *





 



They’d just finished cleaning Aaron and had

returned the body to its drawer when her cell phone vibrated. She pulled the

phone out of her packet and picked up the call. It was Tony. Heat suffused her.




“Just a sec.” She turned

to Jamie. “I’ve got to take this call, and then I’m going to leave for a while,

deliver the evidence and stuff. Why don’t you take your lunch and come back

around one?”




“Sure thing.” She waited

until the autopsy room door closed behind him.




“Hi. Did you get what you needed?”




Tony’s voice came across the line. The warmth in

it made her wish he was here with her. Her hands itched to touch him. He was

soft and hard in all the right places.




“We did. I have the samples with me. What do you

want me to do with them? We managed to sneak onto the slaughterhouse property

too. I’m in Belleville. Jackson’s train just pulled out.”




“I’ve made arrangements to meet my RCMP contact at

Papa Joe’s, a coffee shop near the reserve. Do you know where it is?”




“I do. When?”




“Half-an-hour?”




“Sounds good.”




She hung up, just as Milo came into the room.




“Hey, doc. How was your

morning? I’ve been counting pills.”




“So I heard. I won’t need you until after lunch. I

have errands to run this morning.”




He pointed to the evidence bags.




“Find anything good?”




“I think so. Is there anything else? I have

paperwork to complete.”




He was visibly upset about being dismissed.




“I guess not. Just wondered what you’d found, but

I guess I can talk to Jamie. See you after lunch.” He

eyed the evidence bags. “I can take those upstairs for pick-up for you.”




“Not necessary. I’ll deliver them myself.”




With no excuse to stay, Milo waved and left. He

didn’t look happy. Did he have more evidence to plant? It looks like I found my snitch.




Michelle waited until he was gone, grabbed the

evidence bags, and hurried across to the break room. She quickly changed into

her regular clothes, sprayed cologne on herself, and prayed there was no scent

of decomp attached to her.




She walked briskly to her car, evidence bags in

her arms. These were all going to Kingston, and it would be interesting to see

who’d object to that. Chad and Tony were waiting for her. It was time the two

men met.





 



* * * *





 



By mid-morning

Thursday, Michelle was more confused than she’d been all week. She stood in the

ladies’ locker room, her phone pressed to her ear, watching the door to make

sure no one entered.




“Yes, Colin,

that’s right.” Her voice was low. “The results from Kingston confirm what I

assumed, and contradicted all the lab results from here. George, he’s the

coroner, was furious when he realized I hadn’t sent Aaron’s clothing and the

rest of the forensic evidence to the local lab. He didn’t get back until today.

I don’t know where he’s been, but as my best friend would say, ‘he looks like

he’s been rode hard and put away wet.’ I’m convinced he and one of my techs may

be involved in the cover-up, as well as someone at the police station. It takes

someone with intimate knowledge of the hospital to falsify all my tests like

that. The person who doctored that photo would have to have good computer

skills too. I’m afraid this goes way up the line—I just don’t know how far up

yet.”




Aaron had

shocked her this morning by identifying the coroner as the man who’d planted

the evidence on him. It had been hard not to react to that news. Since she

wasn’t supposed to know there had been false evidence in the first place, it

was hard to stay quiet and not let something slip. George had almost passed out

when she’d mentioned sending the forensic evidence to the lab in Kingston

instead of here or in Picton. When she told him

Lindsay hadn’t drowned, he’d had a fit trying to convince her otherwise. False

evidence showing water in Lindsay’s lungs when she knew there was none had

convinced her she had to move fast before her corpses became as compromised as

her crime scene had been. She continued her conversation.




“There’s no

doubt Lindsay died of hypothermia well before she entered the lake. The water

supposedly from her lungs is a false sample. Kingston verified it didn’t come

from her body. I’m sure of it. Aaron drowned—contributing cause of death, a

massive cerebral hemorrhage. He was hit on the head with something heavy—maybe

an anchor. I’ve taken red paint flakes and other particulates out of the head

wound. I’ve released the bodies to the man Rick sent. Signed

them out myself. People think they’ve gone to the families. You should

have them by mid-afternoon. It’s Thursday. I have a few things to wrap up here,

but I should be in Toronto late tomorrow. Keep my bodies on ice for me. They

still have a lot to tell me.”




“You’ve got it.

Are you sure you’re safe?”




“I’m fine.

Don’t worry. I’m scheduling the inquest for January—blaming my schedule.

Everyone thinks I’m satisfied with the reports they’ve given me. Whatever’s

going down here, there are an awful lot of people, and most likely a lot of

money involved.”




“Be careful.”




She closed the

phone, finished emptying her locker, and went into the break room. No one was

there.




She headed out

of the hospital and back to the island. She called Ron from the car. The

secretary put her through right away.




“Good

afternoon, Michelle. To what do I owe the honor?”




“I wanted you

to know I’ve released the bodies and concluded the deaths were accidental,

causes unknown. I hate it when that happens, but sometimes an accident is just

that.”




“Let me take

you out for supper to celebrate. I told you it was probably that from the

beginning.”




She swallowed

the bile in her throat. She disliked lying. She knew Ron was involved somehow,

but it still bothered her to prevaricate like this.




“I can’t. I

have to pack it all up tonight and leave for Toronto first thing in the

morning.”




“Why the hurry?”




“My boss has

another case for me down near Windsor. I’m still somewhat frustrated I was so

wrong this time, but he wants me there ASAP. No rest for the wicked, I guess.”




“You should

have listened to me. Will the professor be going as well?”




There was an

edge to Ron’s voice warning her to be careful. “I don’t think so. He has to get

his research wrapped up.”




“Has he heard

your findings?”




She walked on

eggshells here. “He has, and he isn’t happy about it. I’ve scheduled the

inquest for January. With my schedule, it’s the best I can do.” She was a

dismal liar and hoped he couldn’t hear the nervousness in her voice.




“I told you

everything would work out, and my lake’s as nice and clean as it should be. Right?” The smugness in his voice made her sick.




She swallowed

her disgust. “Right.”




“Well, don’t

beat yourself up about it. You’re human. You’re entitled to make a mistake now

and then. We’ll get together when you come back in January.”




His gloating

made her want to vomit. “I look forward to it.” And putting your rotten ass in jail.




She ended the

call and continued driving back to the resort. The day was clear and the ride

uneventful. Today was Halloween, the day when the spirit world was said to be

closest to this realm. With what she and Tony had planned tonight, she truly

hoped The Three Sisters were on their side. She pulled in the parking lot of

the inn and headed to her cabin. She hadn’t been there five minutes, when a key

slipped into the lock.




“Hey, gorgeous.” Tony closed and locked the door behind him.

He pulled her into his arms.




“Don’t! I smell

of death.”




He laughed. “Where

did you ever get that idea? You smell of the woman I love.” He bent his head

and kissed her senseless. When they came up for air, she smiled.




“You always

know just what to say. Are you packed?”




“Everything is

ready to go. I’ll send someone to pick up the rest. Who knows, we may come back

and get it ourselves once the coast is clear.”




“I have to

pack, especially if you want to leave first thing in the morning. Are you sure

you want to do this? It could be dangerous. We don’t know who’s involved, and there

are three people dead already. Chad offered to help.”




“For the

record, pretty lady, I’m not letting you out of my sight, especially not with

The Rock, as I prefer to think of Chad. That man has muscles on muscles. I

don’t want you getting any ideas.”




She ruffled his

hair. “Chad’s a great guy, but he isn’t my type. I have a thing for Native

American men with blue-green eyes.” She kissed him. “Seriously, neither one of

us has to go. We can turn it all over to the task force and let them take it

from here. We aren’t investigators.”




Tony shook his

head. “My students, my responsibility. We aren’t going

to move in on them or do anything like that. I’d never put you in danger, but I

have to finish this. I have to know what happened to them for myself. You’ve convinced me this was how Lindsay died, so

let’s see if it’s possible. Besides, a little B & E sounds exciting. We’re

just going to go where Aaron and Lindsay went. We’ll find what we need and turn

it over to Chad and his team, and then get the hell out of Dodge. Now, since we

have a few hours to kill, Doctor Thomas, here’s what I thought we’d do.” He

scooped her up into his arms and carried her into the bedroom.













 




 




 



Chapter Sixteen





 




 



The night was eerily quiet and cold. Michelle followed

close behind Tony. Her heart pounded with excitement and fear. What they were

doing was incredibly dangerous—foolhardy even. Thank God the moon was full

providing some light. She held his hand in hers.




“You know, I’ve come through these woods on a

moonlit night before,” she whispered. “I just hope things don’t work out the

same way this time.”




Tony squeezed her fingers. “They won’t. We’re

together, and I’m not going to let anything separate us. You’re stuck with me.”




Michelle smiled. “And you’re stuck with me.”




The trees were getting sparser as they moved out

of the forest to the swampy marshland. The odor of dead fish, faint in the

cold, rose to their nostrils. Mud on Aaron’s tires indicated he’d been in the

marshland on the far side of the slaughterhouse, the side opposite the winery.

A slaughterhouse would make an excellent location for a meth lab. No one would

question the amount of power the facility used.




“I asked around about this place.” Tony kept his

voice low. “The slaughterhouse does a steady business in custom butchering for

the farmers and hunters in the area. The waste management truck carts away

biological waste for incineration on a regular basis. It’s the only place I

could find along the lake with a freezer like the one you think Lindsay died

in. Wineries have cold rooms, but not cold enough to do the damage you found. I

don’t know if this is the right place, but between the mud and the cold storage

facility, it fits the bill.”




“I’ll know the minute I see it. Maybe we’ll be

lucky enough to find the missing shoe.” She tripped on the uneven ground and

almost fell. She aimed her flashlight at the ground.




“Be careful. That may be how Lindsay injured her

ankle. They must have come this way to get their samples.”




“Look!” Michelle shone her light on an object

caught in a hole near the root. “The shoe must have been wrenched off when she

tripped. The ground is spongy here. At least we know we’re in the right place.”

She reached for the shoe, but Tony grabbed her hand and shoved her flashlight

into the dirt.




“Get down.”




Too Late. Michelle squeezed

her eyes partially closed as a large spotlight, blinding in its intensity,

shone in their direction. Three men materialized out of the light. One grabbed

her while the other two fought with Tony. They were bigger men, the kind who

could easily have overpowered and subdued Aaron.




“The boss was right. We did have nosy neighbors

coming to visit tonight.”




The man had a heavy Spanish accent. He ran his

hands roughly down Michelle’s body in a painful, invasive exploration. His

breath stank, and she felt violated.




“The chica is clean.”




“So’s this one.”




Michelle recognized the voice. Milo! She was

tempted to call out to him but thought better of it. They were in trouble. No

sense making it worse.




The men dragged them roughly along a lumpy path

made by a tractor working the field. When they reached the edge of the lake,

they stopped. Michelle’s heart pounded and perspiration ran down her back

despite the cold. The men seemed to be waiting for someone. She tried to turn

to look at Tony, but her captor forced her head around.




“Michelle, Michelle, Michelle. What am I going to

do with you?”




Ron emerged from the trees. Her breath caught in

her throat. Gone was the dapper man she remembered. This man could have

auditioned for a role in Duck Dynasty—all

he’d need was a false beard.




“It’s nothing personal, darling. I knew you were

holding something back. I suspected you were in bed with the professor,

obviously in more ways than one. You should have left well enough alone. Now,

I’m afraid it’s out of my hands. Bring them along.” He turned to Milo. “Finish

loading the barrels and take them out to the center. Come back for the second

load. It’s going to be a long night.”




Michelle saw a pontoon boat pulled in close to

shore. Several heavy-duty plastic waste disposal barrels were loaded onto it. A

few more waited in the back of the gator, the all-terrain vehicle with trailers

attached. There were two men unloading the sealed containers.




The man holding her propelled her forward. The

other two dragged Tony along behind her. How badly had he been injured? The

terrain was rough and uneven—the field had been plowed recently. Why?




As if he’d guess what she’d been thinking, Ron spoke

to the man dragging her along.




“Mendez, we’ll have to re-plow this section tomorrow.

I’m pretty sure I’ve taken care of everything, but you never know. Bodies have

a bad habit of turning up when you least expect them too, but you’d know all

about that, wouldn’t you doctor? Death is your specialty.”




He grabbed her other arm, his grip punishing in

its intensity.




“You know, I’m disappointed in you, Michelle. Preferring

him to me? I could have given you the world.” There was anger in his words, and

she shivered. Suddenly, her memory cleared. Just as she was Tayouroughay,

Ron was Annosothka, the man her father and uncle had

chosen for her, a cruel man who hid his true nature behind a false face.

History had repeated itself. She’d chosen Gowanda once more.




They reached the slaughterhouse, and Ron unlocked a

side door. Her captor shoved her roughly inside. The building smelled of

carrion and death, a scent familiar to her, but somehow distasteful here.




“You won’t get away with this. My office knows I’m

here. They’ll come looking for me.”




Ron laughed. “No they won’t. I’m sorry, Michelle,

but while they may go looking for you in time, it won’t be here. Did I forget

to mention you sent a message to Colin Sanders a few minutes ago explaining

that you and the professor were eloping? You told him you’d be in touch.”




“Colin won’t believe it.”




“It won’t matter. There won’t be a trace of you

left by morning. Someone is packing up your personal effects as we speak.

She’ll load them into that nice little sports car of yours and head to the

coast. There’s a ship bound for Columbia out of Halifax. They’ll take care of

it there. Such a shame. The vehicle handled so well.

You should have left my island alone.”




Michelle stared at the psychopath in front of her.

The man was insane. Why hadn’t she seen it? He showed all the classic symptoms

of megalomania—the delusional fantasies

of power, importance, authority, inflated ego and of course, self-esteem. She’d

recognized signs of it in his assertions, and the way he’d spoken of the area,

but she hadn’t put it together.




“You’re crazy, Ron. You won’t get away with this. Why

are you doing it? Don’t you realize how dangerous this is?”




He laughed, and the sound grated on her frayed

nerves.




“Michelle. I not only will get away with it, I

have. I’m a businessman, plain and simple. I have a product to sell. They have

a need and a market. The more money I have, the more respect I garner, and I

like it that way.”




“But you’re killing the lake; thousands of people

may die.”




“No, that won’t happen. The leaky barrel was an

accident, and the man responsible has been dealt with. Actually, you’ll meet

him soon. He’s waiting for you. Now, sit.” He indicated the chair. “I have a

few questions for the professor.”




“I don’t have answers for you.” Tony’s voice was

firm.




Michelle gasped when she looked behind her. His

beautiful face was covered in blood. His left eye was almost swollen shut. He

smiled that endearing crooked smile she loved and winked his right eye.




“Don’t worry about me, baby. You should see the

other guy.”




“Still a cocky bastard, I see.” Ron laughed. “Not

for much longer.”




Michelle stared at the two men flanking Tony. Although

each had a few facial bruises, none of them looked as bad as he did. Ron walked

over to him and slammed him hard in the ribs with the butt of the rifle he

carried. Tony gasped and fell forward.




“You’ve been a thorn in my side for the past three

months. Finally getting rid of you is a pleasure I didn’t anticipate. I don’t

know how the evidence I had planted on that body disappeared. I suspect the

good doctor lied to me and didn’t do his job. No matter. It’s been taken care

of now. I’d have been happy to have you leave the island, but seeing you dead

will provide even more satisfaction. ”




“Killing one more person shouldn’t bother you.” Blood

trickled out the side of Tony’s mouth.




“For the record, Professor, I haven’t killed

anyone. Your students just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Did you know they actually drove down the service road, parked their car, and

walked here with their sample jars completely oblivious to the fact that we

were loading barrels to be sunk? Jerome, tell the professor what happened.”




The man in his late twenties or early thirties was

one of the men who’d fought with Tony. He smiled showing a mouthful of rotten

teeth. Obviously the man enjoyed the profits of his job.




“We didn’t kill anyone. We didn’t have to.” The

man’s voice was heavily accented. “Mendez wanted to get laid later and had some

zombie dust on him. Ugly as he is, he needs an edge.” He laughed, but Michelle

noticed Mendez didn’t seem to appreciate the joke.




“We saw the lights coming toward us, so we shut

off everything. He stopped the car about thirty feet from the edge of the

marsh. We thought it was a cop. We knew if he got out of the car and walked

down any closer he’d see us, so we were waiting.”




He laughed, and the stench of his breath almost

made her gag.




“They got out of the car, but they didn’t have a

clue we were there. The girl tripped over a root. The guy helped her up and tried

to find her shoe. He told her to wait, and he’d get the sample. He walked

toward us and the minute he saw the pontoon boat, we knew we were done. Jose

blew the powder in his face. Like a good little zombie, he did everything we

told him to do. When we went back into the freezer to take them out onto the

lake, we found them bundled like that. They were unconscious. We put them on

the wagon, then onto the boat. They weighed a ton. Once we were out on the

lake, we threw them in. They sunk. I still don’t understand how the bodies

ended up on the beach that morning. I figured the boss would rip me a new one.”




Ron laughed, the sound

cold and unpleasant. “I would’ve if I hadn’t wanted Rodriguez to rip me one

too. He wouldn’t take kindly to losing his right-hand man. So you see, Doctor

Thomas, it was an accident. Wrong place, wrong time.”




Now, Professor Steele,” he turned to Tony, and

Michelle shivered. Anger and hatred filled his voice. “I want to know who you

told about the chemicals in the lake. No matter how many times I warned you to

keep your mouth shut, you wouldn’t. I happen to know your last water tests

showed no toxins in the lake. I really thought you were smart enough to leave

it alone.”




Tears crawled down Michelle’s cheeks as she stared

at the man she loved. His beautiful face was badly battered. His breathing was

labored, and she wondered if Ron had broken one of the man’s ribs with the

rifle butt. Tony answered through swollen lips. His words were slurred and

difficult to understand.




“You’re wrong. The samples were elevated near the

far marsh. My students won’t give up.”




Ron laughed unpleasantly. “It doesn’t matter. The

samples tested at the crime lab came out clean no matter what your results

showed, and those are the results that matter. As of two hours ago, I got your

research grant suspended. Now, professor, I want to know from you, who else you

told. I know the doctor here knows, who

else did you tell?” He kicked Tony to punctuate each his last five words.




Michelle realized Ron wasn’t aware of the

independent lab tests done in Kingston, the ones now

in the hands of the RCMP task force. No matter what happened to them, he

wouldn’t get away with this, and she gleaned some satisfaction from that, but

her heart ached for Tony. How much more could he take?




“Not talking? Fine.

Mendez, if you please? This might hurt a bit. Mendez isn’t a trained nurse.”




The man grabbed Tony’s arm, and raised the sleeves

on his jacket and sweater. He jabbed the needle into Tony’s arm and depressed

the plunger. He tossed Tony back on the floor. Michelle winced.




“What did you give him, you bastard?”




Ron backhanded her across the mouth. The copper

taste of blood filled her.




“Don’t make me angry, Doctor. You wouldn’t like me

angry. As to your question, just a little scopolamine.

I need answers, and I don’t think the professor will be forthcoming on his

own.”




“Aren’t you afraid I told someone?”




“No, because you were too

wrapped up in your theory about Lindsay not drowning. Don’t looked surprised. Both George and Milo kept me apprised of

what was going on. You kept going on and on about a freezer. How many times did

you send those cross sections to the lab? Milo made sure they never made it.”




“Why? What hold do you have over them?”




“Money. The good doctor

likes to gamble. He’s had a very large streak of bad luck lately. Desperate men

will do anything. Did you know he’s not going to show up for work tomorrow? He

had an accident just outside of Gananoque. I gave him

one job to do, and he blew it. No one crosses me and survives. It’s a bad strip

of highway. Now, where was I?”




Horror filled Michelle. Was she responsible for

the coroner’s death? She’d removed the planted evidence. Before she could dwell

on the matter, she gasped as the men dragged Tony into a sitting position. Ron

approached him, the rifle held loosely in his hand.




“Okay, Professor Steele, with whom did you share

your findings?”




“I told you—my students, and Michelle.” She could

hear his raspy breathing.




“Why were you here tonight?”




“Michelle said Lindsay had died in hypothermic

coma. She had to have been in a cold place. I thought of a meat locker.”




“Thank you.” He hit Tony on the side of the head

with the rifle butt, and Michelle screamed. Tony collapsed wordlessly to the

floor.




“What are you going to do with us?” Michelle

whispered trembling. Tears rolled down her cheeks.




She saw Ron standing beside a meat-cutting table. He

followed her eyes and laughed.




“Don’t worry. Cutting you up isn’t on the docket.

We have meat inspectors in here on a regular basis. George needed to be put out

of his misery, and his failure to obey my orders this time simply made it

sooner rather than later. You can’t trust a gambler, especially one who’s as

fond of booze as he was. There was always a chance he’d grow a conscience and

talk. I’d have taken him out of the equation sooner or later. The man was a

liability. Unfortunately, two car accidents on such a clear night might be

suspicious. You know, you shouldn’t gamble, Michelle. You don’t have the voice

for it. That’s how I knew you were lying to me today. I’m actually doing you a

favor. You and the professor are going to meet the spirits—what does Smoke call

them? Ah yes. The Three Sisters.” He turned to the man

who’d just entered the room.




“Meet my partner Jim Henderson, Milo’s step-father.

Jim, the good doctor and the professor need some cooling off. Hose them down

and toss them in the cooler. When you’re ready for the last load, take them

with you. Don’t screw it up this time.”




Ron laughed, and Michelle wondered why she’d ever considered

the man attractive. He moved over to her and lifted her chin.




“I almost regret this. We could have been good

together, but I don’t do sloppy seconds for anyone.” He captured her lips in a

cruel, punishing kiss, made more painful by the split lip he’d given her.




Michelle wrenched her mouth away from his.




“You won’t get away with this. The bodies are

still there. My boss won’t let this go.”




Ron laughed, and the sound chilled her.




“Did you forget you released the bodies and signed

the death certificates? Milo caught the guy who collected the body and handed

him a request from you. It was a note saying the bodies had decayed and posed a

health hazard. They were to be cremated immediately, and only the ashes

forwarded to the families. Constable Singer, my eyes and ears on the force,

followed them to the crematorium, saw them unload the bodies, and drive off

again. Those parents are going to be very angry with you, but look at the

bright side, they’ll never find either of you.”




Hope filled her. Ron didn’t know who’d collected

the bodies. No doubt they’d realized they’d been followed and had left a false

trail. When she didn’t show up tomorrow as planned, regardless of what the

false note said, Colin would know the truth, and so would Stevens. They’d pull out

all the stops and get this bastard. The thought comforted her.




“My lake will remain as mysterious as ever, and I’ll

make sure each drum is sealed properly. Goodbye, my sweet.” He gave her another

punishing kiss before walking away, his laughter echoing throughout the

slaughterhouse.




Jim and Jerome manhandled Tony to his feet. Mendez

gripped Michelle by the arm and dragged her across the room. The men dumped

Tony unceremoniously on the floor near a large drain and Mendez tossed her down

beside him. Jim pulled down a hose suspended from the ceiling, and a jet of icy

water blasted at them, soaking her hair and lower body in seconds.




Michelle’s teeth chattered, and she shivered uncontrollably.

Jim opened the heavy, wooden, meat locker door and Jerome and Mendez manhandled

them into the chamber. A number of animal carcasses were strung up inside. The

cooler had to be at least fifty years old, its metal walls and wooden floors

testifying to years of use. She could see her breath in every shivering gasp

she exhaled. The temperature was well below thirty degrees.




Mendez tossed her in the far corner beside a stack

of crates. Her head hit the metal wall, and she saw stars. Through blurry eyes,

she watched Jerome drag Tony in, lift his still body up, and hang him by his

bound hands from a meat hook.




“Enjoy your last few hours, doctor. It’s nothing

personal, but no one crosses Rodriguez. If we were forced to shut down the lab,

we’d be the ones sleeping with the fish and The Three Sisters. With you and the

professor out of the picture, we’ll be able to continue business as usual.

Adios.”




He walked away, and Michelle heard him close and

slam the door. The light went out.




“Tony?” Her voice echoed in the blackness of the

small room, but there was no response.




The locker was cold, not as cold as a regular

freezer would be, but wet as they were, it was certainly cold enough to cause

hypothermia. She stood, grateful she hadn’t been strung up like a side of beef.




“Tony,” she called softly. “Talk to me so I can

find you.” Her body slapped against the animal carcasses blocking her route.




If we get

out of this alive, I may never eat meat again.




“I’m over here.” His voice was weak, but she

focused on it. “This wasn’t the way I’d planned for this night to end.”




She could hear his chattering teeth as he spoke. Her

eyes adjusted to the dark, and she moved gingerly through the dangling

obstacles to get to his side.




“I think we found the right cooler.” She attempted

to inject a note of humor into her voice, but failed.




Tony groaned. “Never let it be said I don’t know

how to show a lady a good time. Did he hurt you?”




Michelle heard the concern in his voice. “I’m

fine. You’re the one they used as a punching bag.”




“I’m a little sore. Hurts like hell to breathe,

and my arms are killing me.”




“I need to get you down from there.” Michelle knelt

on the floor. “You’re only about six inches off the ground. If I can find

something for you to stand on, you’ll be able to unhook yourself. There are

crates in the corner. Let me undo my hands, and I’ll get one.”




She lifted her hands to her mouth, well aware of

the pain in her wet digits. Extremities felt the cold first. She began to gnaw

on the plastic ties, the kind used to attach the vines to the strings and poles

in the vineyard. The process seemed endless. She lowered her hands and tried to

pull them apart. The plastic dug into her wrist and then snapped. Her hands

were free.




“I’ll be right back.” She raised her hand to touch

his cheek. It was warmer than her stiff fingers. “Don’t go anywhere.”




He chuckled and took a sharp breath. “I’ll just

hang around here.”




She worked her way back across the room. Her

fingers and toes were almost numb. I will

not die in here. She repeated the litany as she made her way back to the

corner.




She stubbed her toe on a crate. Pain flashed up

her foot to her leg. The wooden case contained eleven wine bottles. The bottle

on the beach must have come from here. No wonder it had been collected. Lindsay

must have had it inside the jacket, and it had become dislodged when the bodies

had washed ashore. Now that she knew Aaron had been drugged with scopolamine,

she understood what had happened and why he had no memory of his death.




She removed the bottles from the case and lifted

the case in her arms. The bottom was solid, and the case was deeper than she’d

expected. She put it down again and held one bottle against the side. There was

almost two inches of space between the top and the bottle. She put the bottle

in the case. It reached the top. False bottoms? Even

allowing for the thickness of the wood, it was too large a discrepancy. She

carried her prize back across the room, the distance

seeming farther than it had been on her earlier trips. She noticed she’d

stopped quaking. Not a good sign.




“I’m on my way back.” No comment. “Tony?” She

heard the panic in her voice.




“Just taking a break, pretty

lady.”




Michelle followed his voice to his side. She

removed the bottle from the case and turned it upside down.




“Bend your knees,” she ordered as she slipped the

case under him. “Now put your feet down and stand. Be careful.”




Tony followed her orders to the letter, the drug

in his system making him vulnerable to suggestion. The box provided the

leverage he needed to unhook his hands, and she reached out to him before he

could fall. She helped him off the box and laid him on the floor.




“Let me have a look at you. I may be a

pathologist, but I’ve patched up a few live ones over the years.”




Cracked and broken ribs ranked among the most

painful of injuries. If the rib was cracked, it wasn’t as bad as if it were

broken. A broken rib had sharp jagged edges, which could easily puncture nearby

organs including the lungs. Michelle undid the wet jacket and ran her hands

along the cold, dry flannel shirt beneath it. His waterproof jacket, like hers,

had kept his torso dry. Given the way he’d been hit, she focused on the middle

ribs on his left side. The seventh and eighth ribs were tender.




“The good news is nothing’s broken, but it’ll hurt

like the dickens. There isn’t anything I can do to help you though. You need

painkillers, and I’m fresh out. You have to try to breathe deeply; otherwise,

you’ll catch pneumonia.”




“Assuming I survive whatever else our friends have

in store for us.”




She clenched her teeth and spoke fiercely. “I love

you, Tony Steele. Don’t you dare die on me.”




“Ditto, Michelle Thomas.”




She moved her hands along his face and found his

swollen mouth. She placed a gentle kiss on it, erasing the memory of Ron’s lips

on hers.




“Lift your hands, and I’ll chew through the

bindings. We can snuggle. You’ll be more comfortable in a different position,

and we may be warmer.”




He chuckled and gasped at the pain it must have

caused. “You can gnaw through plastic? Remind me not to let those teeth of

yours near anything vital.”




She tried to laugh at his attempted humor, but she

was too scared. She’d noticed, like her, he’d stopped shivering. She frowned.

How much longer before their systems would start to shut down?













 




 




 



Chapter Seventeen





 




 



Michelle was tired. Staying awake was a chore. She

was comfortable, much warmer now, tucked up against Tony’s back listening to

his labored breathing. It’s almost over. She

blinked her sleepy eyes. Here they come

now. An unearthly white light appeared in the cooler and moved toward them.

The light hovered above them.




I wanted to

live. I wanted to save the lake. I didn’t want to die like this. She

yawned.




We’re here

to help you.




Michelle giggled. Auditory hallucinations, that’s different.




The light dropped down and seared her. Heat filled

her, replacing the bone-chilling cold. She

was suddenly alert. The light rose above her and moved closer to Tony.




Roll away

from him. Unable to disobey, she moved immediately.




The light covered Tony, and she heard him gasp.




“Stop, you’re hurting him.”




The light filled him a few moments longer, and he

glowed. The brightness rose above them. Michelle realized her thoughts were

clearer. The last thing she’d expected was lucidity at the moment of death.




He sleeps

now. Rest.




Sleep pulled at her. She cuddled closer to Tony

whose breathing seemed easier. They were dying. She felt a tear trickle down

her cheek. She forced her eyes open, but their death chamber was as dark as it

had always been.





 



* * * *





 



The sound of the door opening roused her from the

deep sleep, but as if in a dream, Michelle seemed powerless to fully awaken. It

was as if her spirit were watching the events unfold. I’m dead.




Three men entered the locker. Mendez pick her up off the floor, and slung her over his shoulder

like a rag doll. She felt nothing. Jerome carried Tony the same way. They left

the meat locker, crossed the slaughterhouse floor, and entered a small office. Jim

walked over to the phone on the wall, lifted the receiver and dialed

three-six-nine-one-one. The wall slid open revealing a staircase.




The staircase led to a storage facility converted

into a lab every bit as professional as any you’d find at a major

pharmaceutical company. Two technicians, dressed in hazmat gear attended to the

various beakers, flasks, tubing, and the rest. This was a large scale

operation, far more involved than anything she’d imagined. It was well established

and must produce several ounces of the illegal drug every day. Large yellow drums

marked biohazard sat near the far

wall.




“Let’s get those drums loaded and get out of here.”

Jim spoke to the technicians before pressing a red button on the wall revealing

a pocket door.




Mendez followed Jim out onto the lakeshore and carried

her over to the gator, its four trailers empty. He threw her unceremoniously

into the first one. Jerome dropped Tony in beside her.




The men lifted the barrels of bio waste into the

other three trailers. Jim slipped back inside the building, but returned

moments later carrying a boat anchor attached to a chain. He placed it beside Tony.

One of the techs dropped a similar anchor at her feet.




“They’re not going to wash up on the beach this

time.”




The gator’s engine started, and Michelle was

surprised to feel the floor of the trailer vibrate as the vehicle slowly made

its way along the shore.




“Are you okay?”




The sound of Tony’s clear, strong voice startled

her. We’re both dead.




She turned to face him, but before she could say

anything, he moved his head and captured her lips in a hungry, desperate kiss.

The fear and longing she’d felt poured from her, and she responded with

everything in her. His tongue teased its way into her mouth, and she welcomed

the invasion. If they could kiss like this, feel like this, in the spirit

realm, being dead might not be so bad. They’d have eternity together.




He slowly pulled away.




“I don’t know what you did, but I feel fine. My

ribs don’t even hurt. We’re going to get out of this. Those bastards will pay

for what they’ve done, and what they’re doing to this lake.”




“Your ribs don’t hurt because we’re dead.”




He chuckled. “I don’t think so.”




“It’s true. I saw a bright light, felt warm, and

heard someone say they were there to help. A spirit helping

me cross, perhaps. The light filled you, and then I died.”




“I don’t think you did. When we get out of here, I’ll

prove to you just how alive we are.”




“I saw the meth lab.




“I know. I saw it too, and we’ll get them. Don’t

ask me how I know, I just do.”




The gator slowed. Tony kissed her quickly and then

pulled away. The vehicle stopped. Michelle heard the men grunt and groan as

they loaded the barrels aboard the pontoon boat.




We must be

back where they found us.




Jim came over and picked her up out of the

trailer. He carried her to the pontoon boat, and she felt a steel manacle

fastened around her ankle. Pain seared her head. She wanted to kick and fight,

but her legs wouldn’t obey.




Tony’s

wrong. We’re dead. They’re going to anchor

our bodies to the bottom of the lake.




She looked into his beautiful face, still swollen

from the beating he’d received, and he smiled and winked. Definitely dead. She thought she

heard giggling.




The small engine started. Anyone hearing it would assume

it was a four-wheeler. The boat moved out to the center of the lake. She

watched as Jim and Mendez pushed barrel after barrel of the poisonous waste

into the water. She looked at Tony and mouthed the words, I love you. Jim picked her up.




“Damn.” He laughed softly. “You’ve gained weight,

Doctor.” He tossed her into the water, but instead of cold, she felt as if a

bubble of warmth enfolded her. The anchor pulled her down. Of course. Since we’re already dead, we can’t die again. The sensation was

rather pleasant. She heard the giggling again.




We told you

no harm would come to you. The voice was the same as the one she’d heard

earlier. You know who is to blame for the

sacrilege, and you must punish them. We will bear you safely to the beach. We

could not save the other two. Sadly, it was their time, but your souls belong

to us, and we release you.




Michelle felt the anchor slip off her ankle. She

turned and Tony was in the bubble with her, but his eyes were closed. No. Don’t leave me!





 



* * * *





 



Michelle choked and coughed. Every part of her

body ached, and her lungs burned as if they’d been deprived of oxygen.




“She’s coming around.”




She recognized the voice. She opened her eyes. The

full moon had risen high in the sky. She looked at the

man holding her. Joseph Smoke stood knee-deep in the marsh.




“Am I dead?”




She certainly hoped not. The thought of spending

eternity in pain had no appeal. She stared at the elderly man dressed in hip

waders and fishing clothes.




“No, Doctor. You’re alive. The Sisters sent me to

you.” Another man she didn’t recognized wrapped her in a wool blanket. Her

teeth chattered, and she shivered.




Suddenly she remembered Tony. She looked around

for him. “Dr. Steele was with me. Do you see him?”




“He’s already in the van. He has a couple of

bruised ribs, but he’s breathing well. Now, we’re taking you to safety. Rest. Your task is almost done. You’ve done well. The

Sisters are pleased.”





 



* * * *





 



The sun was shining brightly when Michelle opened

her eyes. She was lying on a couch in a small room. She stretched and looked at

her arm as it came out of the sleeping bag. It was covered by a red, plaid

flannel sleeve edged with white lace at the cuff—not a garment she owned. She

sat up quickly, momentarily disoriented.




Where am I?




Her body was sore, probably the aftereffects of

the cold. She got up, moved to the door, and opened it. She limped down the

small hallway toward the sound of muted voices and the smell of coffee. She

stopped in the doorway and stared at the three men sitting at the table. A pregnant

woman stood at the stove stirring a pot.




Joseph Smoke sat there eating breakfast. He turned

to her and smiled.




“Good morning, Doctor. How did you sleep? I’m

sorry we didn’t have another bed to give you. I’m Maggie. Would you like some

coffee?”




“Please.”




She turned to the men at the table. Chad sat

across from Joseph next to a young man who seemed familiar.




“Where’s Tony?” She knew her anxiety gave her

voice an edge.




Joseph smiled. “He’s resting comfortably. My son

Andrew,” he pointed to the young man, “is a paramedic. He’s had a look at him. He

took a beating, but nothing is broken. He has a couple of slightly bruised

ribs. He has quite the bump on his head too. He’ll be fine. We’ll wake him when

the rest of the team arrives.”




Andrew smiled at her. “How does your head feel? I

put seven stitches in the back of it this morning. You must have an incredibly

tough skull, Dr. Thomas. That blow should have killed you. I’ll check you over

for signs of concussion. I wanted to do it earlier, but Dad said to let you

rest. If you weren’t awake in half-an-hour, I was going to wake you up.”




She frowned. When had she been hit on the head? She

closed her eyes. Her mind quickly replayed the images.




They’d been aboard the pontoon boat, and just

before her leg had been shackled, she’d felt tremendous pain. That’s why she’d

been unable to fight Jim. They’d done the same to Aaron! He’d been knocked

unconscious to ensure he couldn’t swim, float, or somehow make it from the

center of the lake to shore.




She lifted her hand to the back of her head. The

stitches were exposed, and she could feel them. She vaguely remembered a bubble

of warmth—bleeding in the brain? How had she gotten to shore? Andrew was

speaking to her, and she focused on his words.




“I had to shave a small patch of your hair, but

the rest of your hair will cover it. It was the only way to put the stitches in

the gash. It was quite deep. Any headache, nausea, blurred vision, ringing in

your ears?”




He’d gotten up and was flashing a penlight in her

eyes.




“No, I’m good.”




“You have minor frostbite on your ears, fingers,

and toes. They’ll be sensitive for a couple of days, but there won’t be any

permanent damage.”




Maggie came back into the room carrying clothing

Michelle recognized as her own.




“I’ve washed your clothing. You can change

whenever you want. I think the others will be here shortly.”




Michelle looked down at the nightgown and reached

for the clothing.




“I’ll change now.”




She hurried down the hall to the room she’d slept

in. She noticed a few feminine touches she hadn’t appreciated before. This must

be Maggie’s home. It wasn’t Joseph’s. She dressed quickly, found the bathroom,

decorated in sunshine yellow and green, further attesting to the fact this was

a woman’s home, and using a hairbrush she did her best to fix her hair without

disturbing the stitches. She examined her face in the mirror. She hadn’t

escaped without a few bruises of her own. Knowing how badly they’d beaten Tony

made her realize how lucky she’d been. Had they treated her the same way, she

wouldn’t have survived.




Instead of going back to the kitchen, she was

drawn instinctively to the room across the hall. Tony was in there, and she slowly

opened the door. The small room was decorated in shades of blue and cream.

Three walls were painted cream while the fourth was navy. The room was

warm—someone had turned up the heat. There was a chest of drawers, a small desk

and a chair, and a bedside table. It must be a guest room. The queen-sized bed

was only a few feet from the door and Michelle saw the lump in the bed that was

Tony. She closed the door softly behind her and walked over to the bed startled

by the blue eyes and the smile that greeted her. His face was a mass if

bruises, but they appeared to be healing quickly. His lips, which had been

split and swollen, were almost back to normal.




“Hi, you’re awake.” She smiled down at him and didn’t

try to hide the love she knew shone in her eyes.




“I sensed you come in. I was dreaming about you.”




She reddened remembering some of the dreams she’d

had of him.




“Yup, you were lying beside me, and I was telling

you how very much I’ve always loved you.”




Michelle sat on the edge of the bed, knowing she’d

collapse from need if she didn’t. His words had flooded her with desire. She

bent her head and placed a gentle kiss on his swollen mouth.




Tony’s naked arm came out from under the blankets

and pulled her tightly to him, he deepened the kiss with a savage need leaving

her unable to breathe. There was a hungry urgency in his kiss as he fed

fiercely from her mouth. His tongue demanded admission, and she opened

willingly to him, taking from him as he did from her. They were alive. They

were together.




His tongue stroked and teased her, bringing images

of another type of coupling, and she moaned. He pulled away reluctantly.




“Part of my body so hates me

right now.” He chuckled. “I have the feeling this isn’t the time and

place for this. Where are we?”




“Joseph Smoke’s son’s house.

They would have killed us. I don’t know how we survived. It had to be the sprits.

They didn’t let us drown. Chad, Joseph, and Andrew are in the kitchen waiting

for the rest of the task force. I’ll go and tell them you’re awake and get your

clothing.”




“Not yet. One more kiss—I need to know I’m not

dreaming. I need to know you’re real.”




“You didn’t dream every night last week.” She felt

herself redden at the memories.




“I had no idea how much was missing from my life

until I met you. You realize I’ll never let you go?”




He recaptured her lips, and this time the kiss was

a slow, sensual exploration, a promise of what was to come.





 



* * * *





 



Tony helped Michelle out of the RCMP vehicle. The

task force was launching a three-pronged assault. One team was hitting the

Happy Valley Winery where they suspected the meth was stored until it could be

flown out. A second team was rolling up to the Whippoorwill Winery, while a

third team, which included Michelle and him, prepared to enter the

slaughterhouse. Timing was critical so no one could be warned. The meth might

be manufactured at the slaughterhouse, but its delivery system was through the wineries.

They intended to put them all out of business. Team A at Happy Valley would

secure the warehouse, Team B would enter the

Whippoorwill Winery, but reveal nothing until Michelle and Tony arrived. Team C

would secure the lab. RCMP officers had been dispatched to the airport as well.

No planes would land or takeoff until the raid was over. 




Tony wanted to see the look on Jim’s face when

they walked through the doors of the slaughterhouse. He was disappointed to

find the building deserted, but he watched Michelle lead the officers around to

the back, into the office, and open the secret door to the lab. Like the rest

of the place, it was deserted.




“Watch for trip wires.” Chad ordered the men. “They

may have booby-trapped the place. I’m guessing they’ve shut down operations for

a few days.” His cell phone vibrated, and he picked it up. Tony moved to stand

beside Michelle. He couldn’t bear to be away from her.




“Stevens.” The man listened attentively. He

smiled. “That’s great. I’ll tell them.” He ended the call.




“That was Montreal. They’ve got your vehicles.”




Michelle smiled. “Thank you. I really didn’t want

to lose it.”




Tony laughed. “Yeah, you promised you’d let me

drive it, remember? Mine’s just a loaner. I’d have hated to pay replacement

cost if it had disappeared.”




Michelle shook her head. “Like

you’d have had to pay anything if we’d died.”




“Where’s your sense of humor? Come on. Let’s get

the rest of this over with.” He heard the resignation in her voice. This was

the least pleasant part of the raid, but it had to be done. They both hoped no

one had taken the time to clean up last night.




They went back up the stairs to the slaughterhouse

and walked toward the meat locker.




“We have almost all the evidence we need. The

piece de resistance is in there. You’ll find Tony’s blood, maybe some of

Aaron’s too. I think Lindsay’s fingerprints will be all over that case as well

as mine. It’ll prove unlawful confinement.”




Tony put his arm around her.




“Hey, we’re in this together, remember?” She

nodded.




Chad opened the meat locker door and flipped the

light switch.




They walked over to the meat hook where Tony had

hung. The upended case sat on the floor where it had been left, the bottle of

wine beside it.




“It looks like the same bottle in the picture

which cost Isaac his life. Given his height and strength, I think you’ll find

Jerome is the one who killed him.”




Michelle showed Chad the discrepancy between the

bottle and the case. With a penknife, he pulled off the bottom layer, revealing

thirty-two neatly packaged one ounce bags of crystal meth.




Go to the

lake. We are doing our part.




Tony stood still. The voice was vaguely familiar,

but so many strange things had happened, he chose to simply obey the command. He

turned to Stevens.




“Send someone down to the lake. Have them follow

the gator tracks. I think they’ll find something there as well. They were

loading barrels for disposal.”




“I’ll send someone right away. I’ll be right

back.” He left them there.




Tony reached for her and with his fingers, gently

traced the bruise on her cheek. He smiled down at her and stole a quick kiss

before Stevens returned.




“Are you ready for the winery? Everything’s under

control here. You won’t believe what they’ve found in the marsh.” Chad called

from the doorway.




Tony made a fist with his right hand and struck

the palm of his left hand with it.




“Yeah. I have something

for those sons of bitches I want to deliver in person.”





 



* * * *





 



The winery employees stood in the foyer when they

arrived. Ron was in heated discussion with the officer in charge, but it was

Mendez’s cry of Madre de Dios that

shut the mayor up. He turned and blanched.




Michelle put her arm through Tony’s to stop him

from punching the man in the face. She understood his desire to do so, but it

wouldn’t be in his best interest at the moment.




“Good morning, Ron. I take it you weren’t

expecting us. Where’s Jim?”




Ron tried to bluff his way out.




“I don’t know. I haven’t seen my partner in a

couple of days. It’s always a pleasure to see you, Michelle. You know that.”




She smiled. “The pleasure is all ours, isn’t it,

Tony?”




He nodded and kissed her on the head further angering

Ron. The muscle twitching in the man’s jaw showed he’d struck a nerve.




“I’m afraid you’re wrong about that, Ron.” Tony

spoke softly but loud enough to be heard by all those present. “We were all

together last night. Mendez over there was with us, and I think I recognize a

few of those boys, cowering in the corner. Guys, you look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”




Michelle laughed. “Maybe they have. By the way,

Ron, we know where Jim is. The team at Happy Valley has him in custody along

with all those cases with false bottoms.” She turned to Ron whose face was that

of an angry, cornered animal.




“Lindsay showed us that. She left us a clue, but

you knew that. You saw the wine bottle she must have been holding cradled to

her chest, the one that slipped out onto the sand. What you didn’t know was

that Isaac had given me the pictures, and I sent them to Toronto. You had him

killed for nothing, but you know something, ordering someone to kill a man

carries the same penalty as doing the deed yourself. It’s over.”




“None of this will stick. My lawyers will shred

you all a new one.”




Chad Stevens laughed as he walked up to them.




“I don’t think so. We’ve just recovered over two

hundred barrels of meth waste all along the coast of the lake. It seems they

weren’t sealed properly. Gases floated them up to the surface. I’m sure we’ll

find a few more over the next little while. Between your winery, Jim’s

slaughterhouse, and the winery across the street, we’ve found over fifty pounds

of meth. Your honor, you’re under arrest for Possession of a Prohibited or

Controlled Substance, Possession of a Controlled Substance for the Purposes of

Trafficking, Trafficking in a Prohibited or Controlled Substance, Producing,

Growing a Controlled Substance, and Possessing for the Purpose of Exporting a

Controlled Substance, as well as four charges of unlawful confinement, two

charges conspiracy to commit murder, and five charges of murder in the second

degree—there’s another body among the barrels. Michelle told us about you

mentioning the coroner’s accident, so we’re throwing it into the mix until we

know what it was for sure. We do have one of the province’s top forensic

experts to help us. You have…”




Michelle and Tony watched as the shock on the

faces of those who had been pawns in the mayor’s drug scheme made itself known.




She walked over to Ron who seemed to be shrinking

as Chad read him his rights.




“It’s too bad, you know. You guys actually made a

really nice wine.” She turned to Tony. “Let’s go home.”





 



* * * *





 



Six weeks later





 



Michelle snuggled beside Tony. She was happier

than she’d ever been, sated, and content to the depths of her soul. This is

where she belonged, where she’d always been meant to be. The gentle rise and

fall of Tony’s chest told her he was still asleep. She moved into his

comfortable warmth, and he put his arm around her, but he didn’t wake.




She, Tony, and Joseph knew no one would believe The

Three Sisters had saved them from death, so they’d concocted a story, and

Andrew who was the only other who knew the truth, had agreed to keep the

secret.




Joseph and Andrew had admitted to being out on the

lake night fishing, a minor fish and game violation. They claimed they saw a

pontoon boat coming out, and they’d rowed into the marsh. Since motors weren’t

allowed on the lake, they thought it might be the police. The men had thrown

some things into the water and returned to shore. Joseph rowed out across the

lake ready to go home since he figured whatever had gone into the lake would

disturb the fish. They heard weak cries for help and rushed to the spot where

they found two people in the water. They pulled them aboard and removed the

ankle shackles. The anchors had slipped into the water, but they knew whoever

had tied anchors to them wanted them dead. They were fortunate to have landed

on a sandbar and not in the deeper part of the lake. Since Andrew was a

paramedic, he examined them, and they took them to his brother’s home on the

island before calling Chad, a family friend. The police had recovered the

anchors later that day. The rest of the story was more or less the truth.




Tony shifted, and she knew he was awake.




“Hey, Mrs. Steele, how do you feel?”




“Wonderful,” She moved away, stretched like a cat,

and snuggled in beside him again. “Actually,” she circled one of his nipples,

and it hardened instantly as did another part of his anatomy she could feel

pressed against her abdomen. “I’m hungry. It must be dinnertime.”




“I’m hungry too, but for you, although food does

sound good. Let me take care of this appetite first, and then I’ll wine and

dine you.”




“You’ve got a deal. I love you, Mr. Steele.” She

ran her hands down his abdomen and felt his stomach muscles quiver. “Now, did

you say you have an appetite to assuage?”




He laughed before capturing her lips, and once

more taking her to a land, far beyond the spirit realm, where they were not

two, not four, but one.





 



*The End*
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