Black Lake was a finger lake, which meant it wound and slipped its way between the
mountains that surrounded it, making a shape with lots of “fingers” that were perfect for
exploring. It also meant that much of the lake was shaded, producing a dark reflection. It was
an enchanting and mysterious feel, standing there looking out over the dark calm waters and
Megan thought to herself that this was a perfect place for the start of a sultry romance. Maybe
she would stay a couple more days.

She didn’t see or hear him as he stepped up behind her, or maybe she did and just thought he
wanted another kiss because she turned slowly, eyes closed and lifted her lips to receive his
once again.

A sudden, deep plunge beneath Megan’s ribs hit her so fast her mind barely registered what
was happening. Pain exploded through her torso like burning ice, sharp and consuming. Her
hands flew to her abdomen, meeting the wet heat of her own blood as her palms slid across his
slick, coated gloves and wrapped around the cold handle of the knife in an effort to pull the
blade out and away.

She choked on a gasp as her knees locked, not allowing her the luxury of sliding to the ground.
He smiled. Just a curl of satisfaction. A secret he shared only with himself.

He liked the surprise. They never suspected a thing, until it happened. Then in nearly the same
instant, her face transformed from surprise and pain to terror. This was the moment he craved.
Her eyes became pleading circles of already fading blue. Her head even tilted just a bit in
confusion as she watched his hand reach to take hold of her shoulder, holding her steady so he
could continue his attack.

Her shocked eyes jumped from his face to the knife and she renewed her struggle to dislodge
it, but he twisted the crescent-shaped blade upward and inward, shearing through muscle and
lung, aiming unerringly for her heart.

A strangled whimper escaped her as white-hot agony flooded her chest and her hands clamped
around the handle. The world blurred. Her body was no longer her own and she swayed.

Seconds stretched, bent, slowed.

With one blood-soaked hand, he effortlessly pushed her backward and she felt herself falling.
He released the knife to her grasp and let her fall. Her feet scraped the edge of the cliff as if
trying to purchase something solid. Her hands no longer able to do anything but hold to the
knife as she began to fall.

The lake yawned open beneath her, cold, unforgiving, enveloping. She fell, hands pulling the
knife from her abdomen as her arms flailed uselessly in the air reaching for anything, anyone,
but catching nothing. Blood gushed out and fell with her. Then the black water enveloped her
with icy finality, stealing breath, sound, and life.

*k*k

Lexi launched upright in bed, one hand fisted over her abdomen, the other bracing her as the
last sensation of falling whipped through her. A silent scream clung to her throat, refusing to
come out. Her gaze darted around the room as the walls swayed and wobbled as if she was still
plummeting into the black water.



She drug in jagged breaths, her lungs fighting her. The bedroom was drenched in the stench of
blood and stagnant water, phantom but so strong she gagged and barely made it to the
bathroom before her stomach revolted. Her knees hit cold, solid, blessedly real tile. She retched
until only tremors remained, her forehead beaded with cold sweat.

A hand towel slid off its bar as she grabbed it, pressing it to her face while searching her body
for damage. No blood. No wound. No knife.

Remember. She must remember. She closed her eyes in concentration.

The knife had been there, curved, crescent, ivory-handled, glinting as it pierced. She could still
feel the arc of it moving upward, slicing, searching for her heart. No, not hers. Someone else’s.
A female. Young, light-colored hair, pretty face.

Lexi could still feel the fall. The helpless, breath-stealing rush before the water swallowed her.
She groaned, frustrated tears burning her eyes.

Why can 't she see his face?

She tried again. He’s above her, but blurred. He’s too far away. There are dark clouds. Then
water.

The details began to slip, thinning like mist.

She forced herself to remain on the cool floor, noting every detail she could still seize. When
she opened her eyes again, she was surprised to find her shaking hands wrapped around the
towel that was now twisted into a tight cylinder. OK. That’s different. Why would she have
done that? Just tension probably. As the shaking stopped, she returned to her bedroom, grabbed
her notebook, and wrote fast, capturing the vision before it decayed into nightmare fragments.

She had learned that the mind erases horror to protect itself. Her notebook preserves it to
protect others and her sanity.

Especially her sanity.

CHAPTER 1

Sheriff Calien (Cal) Mayha sat in his office reviewing the preliminary missing-persons report
on a young woman from Atlanta that was said to be traveling through Black Lake area on her
way to Nashville for a short vacation. Five foot two, blonde hair, 110 lbs, 21 years old. A
botanist. Traveling alone. Cal moaned and took another sip of his coffee, then looked at the cup
in wonder of how coffee could taste this bad. Finishing his thought, Cal wondered if women
will ever learn that it’s not safe to travel alone. It never has been and, if Cal was honest (and he
always is), it never would be. There are a lot of predators out there.

Cal was not a chauvinistic man. Quite the opposite. His father passed away three years prior
and Cal watched his mother take the role of the first female Chieftain of the local Cherokee
tribe. Cal grew up on the reservation where female members were a traditional part of the
leadership. The Cherokee society has always been matrilineal with clan identity coming from
the mother. Property is passed through women, and Ghigau (beloved women) held significant
authority over community decisions including the sparing of captives and guiding war



decisions. So female leadership was culturally grounded, not unusual. Nonetheless, Cal’s view
was that females deserved to be valued and protected.

So deep in thoughts of his childhood, Cal was startled by a man standing silently in his
doorway. Cal was rarely startled and few men could approach without his knowledge,
regardless of circumstances. He frowned and made a mental note to question Deputy Rachel
Holland at the front desk.

“Good morning sheriff. I apologize if I startled you. I am Claudius Simon.” He stepped to Cal’s
desk and offered his hand.

“Mr. Simon,” Cal stood, much taller than his visitor, and shook the man’s warm hand. To his
surprise, a nearly imperceptible wave of energy, much like ripples from a leaf falling onto calm
waters, tingled up his arm.

“Have a seat. What can I do for you?” Cal motioned to a chair facing his desk where friends,
strangers, and enemies had sat before.

“Thank you, and please, most people just call me Simon.” The visitor replied, smiling and
nodding with respect as he eased himself into the worn wooden chair.

“How can I help you, Simon?” He leaned back in his desk chair and assessed the stranger.

An interesting man but oddly lacking in distinguishing features. He was of medium height and
had a fit but not overly muscular physique. His head was bald and tan. There was a slightly
Asian look to his face, but Cal couldn’t place the nationality. His demeanor was one of calm
confidence and Cal got a sense of peace in observing him. There was no threat here.

“I’m not here seeking help, Sherift. I’'m here to offer it...to you.” Simon emphasized the last
word slightly, casually.

“Help with what?”” Cal responded. Most people that came into a Sherift’s office asked for help
of some kind. This was unusual and Cal’s interest heightened.

“Your murder case involving the missing woman.” Simon spoke as if this was an exceptionally
commonplace conversation.

Commonplace was not what Cal heard. He sat forward in his chair and picked up a pen from
his desk, pretending to concentrate on it. Simon had gotten Cal’s attention, but Cal made the
effort to remain unreactive.

“And how did you come across this information, Mr. Simon? We don’t have a murder case at
this time.”

“Bits and pieces. We do try to be punctual in our efforts.” Simon stated simply.

Cal noted that the man offered no true explanation in his response, but decided to let it go for
the moment. “You said we. Who is We?”” Cal asked.

“I apologize. I should have been more forthcoming when I introduced myself. I must be getting
old.”

There was definitely something old about this man, but it wasn’t physical or mental. His eyes
reminded Cal of tribal elders, holding wisdom far beyond their years. Cal realized he had
trouble estimating Simon’s age. Possibly in his 40’s, or 70’s.



“We are a group of people who have been blessed with certain talents that have proven useful
in investigations of this sort.” Simon had provided this explanation before. Why did Cal get the
feeling that this man was very good at saying exactly and only what he wanted to say?

“What talents do you offer?” Cal asked. He was beginning to think this man could be a very
clever conman.

“Are you familiar with the concept of psychic investigators?” Simon asked. Very few people in
law enforcement accept that some people are born with special abilities that others don’t
possess or haven’t developed and he wanted to confirm that this wasn’t one of those, even
though he felt that this one was as open-minded as any sheriff would be.

“I am Cherokee and was raised in the old ways. We tend to be more open-minded. But don’t
assume that I accept your comments without reservation, Simon. Do you think I need a
psychic’s help now?” Cal turned the conversation back to the supposed murder.

“You will,” Simon replied simply. He was glad to hear that the Sheriff willingly admitted to
some degree of belief, even if it was simplified to just being ‘open-minded.’

“Did you kill someone, Simon?” Cal studied Simon’s reaction. Nothing changed. As a matter
of fact, his reactions had remained the same throughout the conversation. A gentle smile, and
soft eyes.

“No, Sheriff. I am not a killer.”

“If you aren’t the killer, how do you know that there has been a murder?” Cal wasn’t going to
be convinced that easily.

“I was made aware.” Simon replied simply and released a small sigh. He knew what was
coming.

Cal needed more than that.

“How were you made aware? Do you have any facts about the murder that can be verified?”
Cal was beginning to lose patience.

“All things happen according to its own time.” Simon patiently explained. Law enforcement
people were, by nature and necessity, suspicious of anything they didn’t understand. Simon’s
comments usually were misunderstood, at least at first.

“What do you want from me? A job?” Cal asked, still not certain what he was dealing with.

“No Sheriff. We don’t find jobs, they find us.” Simon sighed once more and continued to
explain.

“Our work is more of a calling than a career. We have found that we are most able to effect
good when we work within the framework of protective services like local, regional, state, or
even federal agencies that are dealing with unusually complex situations.”

“Like murder investigations.” It wasn’t a question.

“Mostly serial murders, yes, but not exclusively. We’re sometimes called to aid with other
types of cases.”

“You think I’m dealing with a serial killer?” That was a question.
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