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      Sometimes the past is better left buried…

      Fraud investigator Katerina Carter’s trip to an isolated island uncovers a mysterious 1930’s cult, secret passages and rumors of golden treasure. The Aquarian Foundation’s arcane secrets are lost in the sands of time, but a sinister crime lies deep underwater.

      Kat uncovers a horrifying truth, one the killer will protect at any cost. Exposing the secret will make the murderer strike again, and only she can stop the killer. If she’s lucky she’ll escape alive, but has her luck already run out?

      A riveting psychological and legal thriller you’ll want to read with the lights on!
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      Frank sat in the cabin and looked back at the boat’s wake. The day was perfect. Sunshine, a stiff breeze and hardly any marine traffic made for a perfect crossing as they headed across Georgia Strait for Vancouver Island. A perfect day for a new start. After months of preparation, the end was finally in sight.

      He stole a glance at Melinda, who suntanned on the deck. She was sprawled face-down on her beach towel. Her dimpled, pasty white thighs contrasted starkly with her sunburnt back that almost blended in with her red shorts. She was motionless, either passed out or oblivious. He wasn’t sure which.

      She looked hideous with the burn or without it, but that hardly mattered anymore. She had really let herself go after Emily’s birth, and even refused to exercise or diet. He couldn’t even remember the last time he saw her in shorts. She usually wore baggy t-shirts, sweat pants, and no makeup, which was, quite frankly, an improvement over the shorts. The woman he married seven years ago was a slob with no desire to please him. Enough was enough.

      His situation was intolerable because of her selfishness. She had forced him to act. Too bad it had come to this, but that was her fault. He had planned for months. Now he only had to execute his plan.

      Life was about to get a whole lot better. He smiled as he imagined tomorrow. The possibilities were endless.

      He actually still liked Melinda, something that surprised him. As a wife she had a lot of shortcomings and he deserved more. But could he really go through with it? Of course he could. If he didn’t, he had no one to blame but himself for his miserable existence. He wasn’t about to play that game. All he had to do was stick to the script and execute his plan.

      Only weak people acted on their feelings, something that amused him endlessly. Most people let their emotions rule their thoughts and actions. It made for poor decisions, and it made them easy targets, too. He was no prisoner to his emotions. He was a master of logic, controller of his own destiny. He knew better than most how and when to move on.

      He had almost resigned himself to a wasted life, but he’d finally seen the light. He had married the old Melinda, not this frumpy version. It was time for a change, a permanent one. No messy divorce or child custody battles. If only she had paid more attention to him and not forced him to act. A few hours from now she wouldn’t feel a thing.

      Melinda had been his second choice on the dating site. The pickings were slim but he couldn’t do much about that. He had married in a moment of weakness when she tricked him by getting pregnant. A costly commitment, but one that he could end now with impunity. He could restart his life and salvage his future now. All he had to do was carry through with his plan. Just the thought of a new lease on life energized him.

      “Hon? I never thought it would be so hot out here. I’m thirsty.” She smiled and shaded her eyes from the sun with her hand.

      He smiled back. “I’ll get you a drink.” Perfect opportunity. He opened the cooler and pulled out the bottle with the pre-mixed drink. He poured it into a glass and added ice. Tasteless and odorless, she wouldn’t notice a thing.

      He walked slowly towards her and stilled his trembling hand. He bent over and kissed her on the cheek and set the glass beside her.

      “Thanks, hon. I wish you got pictures of our new house. I can hardly wait to see it.”

      “I was so focused on closing the deal that I forgot. You’ll see it soon enough.” Melinda knew only what he had told her. He managed their finances and she had no clue that there was no house, no new job. In truth they were broke. He had blown through Melinda’s inheritance, and his wealthy bankrolling parents didn’t actually exist.

      She had forced him to act sooner by getting pregnant again. Unplanned, just like the last time. That really pissed him off. Her carelessness forced him into action a few months earlier, which meant he hadn’t really had enough time to set everything in motion yet.

      As long as he wasn’t sloppy he could improvise. The timing wasn’t perfect, but the sooner he took care of things, the sooner his new life started. He felt a shiver of excitement as he imagined his newfound freedom.

      He had planned everything down to the smallest detail. Even meticulous planners got busted, but he was smarter than most. On the true-crime shows, people inevitably missed some small detail, a fabric fiber or pet hair. Or a suspicious friend. He was smarter than most people, so he wouldn’t slip up.

      He also had a huge advantage most of those people didn’t. Melinda had no siblings. Her parents had both died in a car accident five years ago and she had no other close relatives. She had few friends, and they hadn’t known any of their high-rise neighbors.

      His wife had already been forgotten by her co-workers. She had quit her minimum-wage retail job months earlier at his insistence. No one ever called or came around, either. Melinda was an unimportant person in an unimportant world. Her few friends and acquaintances would soon forget all about her after the tragic accident.

      This time the husband would die too. A dead husband could hardly be a suspect.

      He opened the fish box and checked his dinghy and pump for the umpteenth time. Lights, camera, action. Months of careful planning had rewarded him with a cloudless July day and the perfect tidal conditions to carry out his plan.

      His fourteen-foot runabout was barely seaworthy, but adequate enough to sail in calm seas. The strait between Vancouver and Vancouver Island was reasonably calm in summer so he didn’t expect any problems. He’d bought the boat just months ago and wished he didn’t have to torch it. Any deviation from his careful plan though, and he’d be sunk, too. But if he stuck to the plan, he could buy dozens of better boats to replace it.

      Georgia Strait bustled with summer traffic, a constant marine rush-hour of small pleasure craft and the large passenger ferries that ran between the mainland and the island as residents and tourists sailed back and forth. The summer wind was brisk but pleasant, providing a cooling effect from the heat that had enveloped the coast all week. Frank maintained a course slightly south, just far enough away from the commercial boats not to attract attention. They were already halfway across the strait to their destination, Victoria.

      At least that was what he had told her. There was no new job or house in Victoria, but Melinda didn’t know that. So far, so good. It was a fine day for the fresh start he had planned for months.

      It was his mantra for his new life. Mantras and affirmations kept him moving towards his end goal. He had been living a lie for years now, but it was a necessary lie. He had been patient and now he could practically taste freedom. A few more hours and it was his.

      He had sown the seeds for a successful future. Now it was harvest time.

      A perfect July day.

      The first day of the rest of his life.

      It was cliché, but true. And he could hardly wait to start his next adventure. He patted the pocket of his cargo shorts, feeling the reassuring bulk of his new identification. Passport, driver’s license, and high limit credit cards ready to go. Counterfeit, of course. He had already tested them a few days ago. They were all he needed to establish his new life.

      Frank and Melinda had moved out of their rented Vancouver apartment and placed their furniture in storage, since their temporary new home in Victoria came fully furnished. They had sublet from a teacher who was away on a year-long sabbatical in India. It was the same teacher whose position Frank would assume for one year. He was due to start in September. At least that’s what Melinda thought. It was all one big giant fabulous lie that she had bought into, hook, line and sinker. At long last his plan was underway.

      The truth was something much different. There was no relocation, at least not for Melinda. That was the beauty of a work move. He pretended that the administrative people at the school had taken care of all the details, and that there wasn’t enough time to consult Melinda. She could immerse herself in the details when she arrived in Victoria, he told her. Too bad for her that she never would.

      But first they would enjoy one last day on the boat.

      It had been exhausting, but so far everything had worked out on schedule. The neighbors, who they really didn’t know—he had made sure of that—only discovered they were leaving yesterday, when he loaded the truck with their belongings destined for the storage locker. Four-year-old Emily was too young to attend school, and hadn’t attended daycare since Melinda quit her job. No one in their tiny circle of acquaintances would notice them missing on Monday morning.

      Melinda only knew what he told her, and he had been purposely short on details. She believed anything he said, no matter how outrageous. She was stupid in a bovine, trusting sort of way.

      Or maybe not so stupid. She had tricked him with the pregnancy, knowing he had never wanted children, would never want them. She duped him, but he had some tricks of his own.

      Melinda had weighed him down. She held him back from achieving his true potential and it was time to change things. Except the change didn’t include a new city or teaching job. It didn’t come with a new school and certainly no new fully furnished house to move into. The whole thing was a lie, a necessary one. It had taken a lot of work to get to this point, especially since he’d had to put the plan in place months earlier than he wanted. All because of Melinda.

      Never look back.

      His plan was working exactly as expected. He had the power to change his life now. Right now, like the seminar said. He had what it took to be successful. It was all up to him.

      Now he just had to complete his plan.

      Emily slept below deck, blissfully unaware of the sudden detour her life was about to take.

      He hesitated. Maybe he could get divorced instead.

      No. Too many loose ends. Child support would keep him tied to that cow for almost twenty years. That complicated things. He hated complications, and he hated being responsible for other people.

      Never settle for less than you know you deserve.

      He was glad he’d listened to his motivational recording this morning. Fresh in his mind, it helped reaffirm his convictions and gave him the strength to undertake the next step.

      They had neared their destination hours ago but had circled back when he was overcome with a case of last-minute jitters. He was fine now, and Melinda was oblivious, as usual. He cut the engine and waited for Melinda to notice.

      “Hon? Why are we stopped?” She slurped the last of her drink and placed the glass down beside her.

      “I don’t know. The engine stalled.” He fiddled with the motor as he studied his wife. She was well on her way to unconsciousness.

      Melinda yawned. “I’m falling asleep, must be the sun.”

      Her speech was slurred. The medication had kicked in.

      Less than five minutes later she was comatose, her mumbled speech replaced by snores. Her right arm dropped off the lounge chair and landed with a thud on the deck. She didn’t awaken.

      Another ten minutes. Frank debated tying her wrists together, but that would be obvious foul play when her body turned up. What an interesting turn of words, foul play. A term with such gravity, yet it was called play. Or maybe it meant you played someone, as in trickery.

      He got that feeling in the pit of his stomach again. What if something went horribly wrong and she awakened? Bound wrists prevented her from saving herself. Were there predators that might consume her flesh? He hadn’t even thought about that.

      In the end he decided to leave her wrists unbound. In the unlikely event her body was recovered, the ties would leave bruises. Those marks would not only be evidence of murder, but also provide information on the time of death. He dropped the rope onto the deck.

      She was dead weight. He had given her a triple dose, so there was no way she would regain consciousness. He lifted her arm and dropped it to test his hypothesis.

      No response.

      Her arm was limp in his hand, dead weight.

      He released it and it dropped to the ground.

      He stepped back and studied her. He had positioned her lounge chair close to the edge, which made it easier to get her off the boat. He remembered his engineering theory from college and had rigged a crude sort of pulley system that he now attached to the chair.

      His heart thumped in his chest, both from fear of discovery and the exhilaration of finally doing it. He didn’t even feel an ounce of guilt.

      He pulled the tarp out of the storage box and unfolded it. It was probably an unnecessary step since he was torching the boat, but you couldn’t be too careful. He also hated the mess afterwards, and didn’t want to make more work for himself.

      Perspiration broke out on his brow as he dragged the deck chair as close to the edge as possible. He paused and wiped his brow, then unfurled the tarp and threw it over the top. He tucked the edges around the chair and then heaved it over the side.

      No blood, DNA or other evidence. No mess.

      Just a small, self-contained scene he could control, without worry of evidence showing up with Luminol or other forensic tools.

      An extra precaution, maybe, since the boat would be burned. But you could never be too careful.

      He took a deep breath and watched the lump sink into the ocean. He brushed his hands on his shorts just as the tarp floated to the top several feet away.

      Damn. He hadn’t thought of that.

      He grabbed an oar and extended his arm as far as possible, but the tarp lay just out of reach.

      He gasped as an arm protruded from the tarp. She hadn’t sunk at all. She was still wrapped in the damn tarp.

      “Daddy?”

      Frank jumped, startled. He turned to face his daughter. “Emily? I thought you were sleeping.”

      “Where’s Mommy?” She wore the overpriced pink and yellow flowered dress Melinda had picked out just for the occasion of moving to a new home. Just like Melinda to spend a small fortune on something frivolous.

      “She’s downstairs, honey.” He had also slipped a sedative into Emily’s juice when they left Vancouver. It should have knocked her out for hours. Instead, Emily was merely disheveled. Her hair was tangled. One tiny pink sandal was missing and the other was unbuckled.

      Frank broke out in a sweat. What the hell had happened?  Emily’s dose had been half that of Melinda’s, yet she weighed less than a third. What if Melinda’s didn’t take? What if the shock of the water woke her and she was somehow rescued?

      “No she’s not. Daddy, my head hurts.” She rubbed her eyes and frowned. “Where’s Mommy?”

      He glanced at the tarp, where Melinda’s leg was partially exposed as the buoyant tarp separated from her body. He had to fix that fast.

      “She’s having a nap, honey. Now go back to sleep.” What if Melinda was discovered and rescued somehow? The strait had a lot of marine traffic on a summer day, so it was quite possible. Why hadn’t he thought to weigh her down with cement like the mobsters did?

      Whatever. He had always prided himself on thinking on his feet, and now was no different. He would adapt and move on.

      “Why did you throw the chair overboard? Will that hurt the fishes?”

      He felt a catch in his throat. How much had she seen? “Come here and give Daddy a kiss.” He kneeled and held open his arms.

      She shuffled forward with her half-sandaled feet and fell drowsily into his arms.

      He caught her with one arm and clamped his other hand over her nostrils and mouth.

      Emily tried to scream. She struggled against him, and her tiny arms flailed as she tried to breathe.

      How long, he wondered.

      Like a just caught fish struggling for its last breath.

      He caught movement from the corner of his eye as the blue tarp unfurled in the waves. It was like a giant target as it floated on the water. Melinda’s body had finally separated from the tarp and slowly sank below the surface. He watched as he held Emily and waited.

      She stopped struggling in less than a minute and went limp. Careful not to uncover her mouth and nose, he loosened his grip on her body and checked her neck for a pulse. Nothing. He waited another minute to ensure she was dead, then tipped her overboard.

      Just in time. He spotted the sailboat as it approached from the south. At the same time he noticed the wind had picked up. He looked down at the water where Emily had gone in. He expected to see ripples.

      Except she hadn’t sunk. She floated, face down in the water. Her pink rubber sandal still loosely attached to her foot. But all dead bodies were supposed to sink, at least that’s what his research had indicated. What the hell?

      That stupid dress again. The fabric trapped the air.

      The sailboat was closer now, within 100 feet. Close enough for them to see him clearly, and perhaps even see Emily’s body in the water. With binoculars they might have even seen what he did. He panicked and grabbed an oar. He plunged it into Emily’s back, pushing her down below the waterline. The air pockets in her flouncy dress dispersed and down she went.

      Then her sandal popped off her foot and floated on the water. He almost retrieved the shoe with the oar before he realized that would release Emily’s body to the surface.

      His heart pounded as the sailboat veered closer.

      He swore under his breath. He had overlooked the most important thing. It hadn’t occurred to him that the bodies might not sink immediately.

      The sailboat straightened course and glided through the water less than fifty feet away. Only one man was visible on deck. He was busy adjusting the sails. “Thank God,” he said aloud as he held his oar against Emily’s body in the water. He raised his free arm and waved.

      It was Melinda’s fault for tricking him and getting pregnant. He wanted to enjoy life, something that was impossible with a baby, a stay-at-home wife and all the bills that were sure to follow. He was sick and tired of being manipulated and living with all the compromises he’d had to make. He only had one life to live and he wasn’t about to waste it.

      He pulled out his cell phone, wallet and keys and tossed them overboard. In the unlikely event they were found, it would appear that he went overboard with Melinda and Emily. His body would never be found, but he wasn’t too worried about that. Many bodies went unrecovered in these waters. As long as nothing traced him to the torched the boat in the harbor, he should be fine.

      It added a little bit of mystery and intrigue. He liked that. Might as well have a bit of fun outwitting them.

      He glanced at his hand and noticed his wedding ring. He pulled it off his finger and studied it in the palm of his hand. It was symbolic, he thought as he tossed it overboard. Out with the old, in with the new.

      A new life. A rich one. And it started right now.
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      Katerina Carter’s downtown office window framed a spectacular view of the Vancouver harbor. Great for daydreaming, not so great for getting work done. She checked her watch and realized two things: she had been staring out the window for a good twenty minutes, and her boyfriend, Jace Burton, was late.

      Jace was always on time, but he should have arrived for their weekend getaway by now. They hadn’t much time before their charter flight departed for De Courcy Island, a small, sparsely populated island in the Juan de Fuca Strait near Vancouver Island.

      Jace’s latest project for The Sentinel was historical lore based on a 1920s cult. According to Jace, the cult had plenty of scandal, sex, and even rumors of hidden treasure. The man behind it all went by the name Brother Twelve, or rather, Brother XII, as he insisted it be written. Apparently the Egyptian gods he communicated with had a thing for Roman numerals.

      The trip was technically a working weekend for Jace. His Brother XII assignment was part of a historical series he wrote. Jace freelanced, so a long-term series like this was good. It provided both steady work and perks, like free trips all over North America, depending on the story.

      This assignment was nearby, but it might as well have been thousands of miles away. De Courcy Island was located in the southern part of the Gulf Islands chain, nestled between Vancouver Island and Gabriola Island. The island was less than thirty miles offshore, yet accessible only by private boat or charter seaplane.

      De Courcy was something of a ghost island. Like a ghost town, it was long past its heyday with only a few dozen residents. Less than a hundred years ago, De Courcy had been home to Brother XII’s mysterious cult, the Aquarian Foundation. Soon after it started, the founder relocated the organization from Cedar-by-the-Sea on Vancouver Island to the more isolated De Courcy and Valdes Islands to escape public scrutiny and criticism.

      Cults intrigued Kat. She was always fascinated at how charismatic leaders duped otherwise smart and savvy people. Brother XII was a perfect example. His real name was Edward Arthur Wilson. He claimed to have been born in India to a princess, though evidence suggested he was actually from a lower-middle-class background in Birmingham, England.

      Brother XII based his cult upon the teachings of the Theosophical Society and attracted sizeable donations from thousands of wealthy individuals, including millionaire tycoons. They feared a financial Armageddon as the global financial markets collapsed.

      He claimed that his New Age occultism would save them, and that they would be safe in the Aquarian Foundation’s self-sufficient island settlements. Instead, the Aquarian Foundation went down in flames. Brother XII disappeared never to be seen again, leaving his followers in financial ruin.

      Today the Aquarian Foundation was mostly forgotten, but in its heyday it had been a massive worldwide scandal. Funny how history repeated the same drama, with just minor changes to the cast and setting. People believed what they wanted to believe, even with overwhelming evidence to the contrary. Kat saw that every day as a forensic accountant and fraud investigator.

      Carter & Associates, her forensic accounting and fraud investigation business, was busy and profitable, and she had worked extra hours to catch up before her long weekend trip. She was in a festive mood, ready for a few days of sun, sand and relaxation.

      She had counted the days all week, anxious for a first-hand look at whatever remained of the settlement. She also planned to beachcomb while Jace researched Brother XII and the cult.

      She checked her watch and felt a pang of anxiety. Jace was now a half-hour late, and they were in danger of missing their charter flight. She scanned the harbor and wondered which of the half-dozen floatplanes in the harbor was theirs.

      “He’s finally here, Kat.” Uncle Harry slid into her office, surprisingly spry for his seventy-plus years. “That guy needs a new watch.”

      “Uncle Harry, slow down or you’ll break a hip.” Technically her uncle wasn’t on Carter & Associates’ payroll, yet he spent almost as much time at her office as she did. He had morphed into a permanent volunteer—and fixture—around the office. With no assigned duties, he had no real reason to be here. He was good company, though.

      “Geez, Kat. I’m in great shape. Give me some credit.”  Harry spun sideways before he crashed against the wall. “Ouch.”

      “You okay?”

      “Sure.” He winced. “Yoga’s gonna hurt tomorrow.”

      “You could take a day off.” Uncle Harry’s yoga was apparently an extreme sport, evidenced by his ever-present bruises. What possessed a septuagenarian man to sign up for yoga in the first place? Female septuagenarians, no doubt.

      “I suppose. But then my flexibility would just go to pot. Oh, and Gia’s here too.”

      “But we’re already late.” Kat and Gia Camiletti had been close friends since the third grade. She had hadn’t seen or heard from Gia for weeks and wanted to catch up with her, but now wasn’t the time.

      “She’s with some hot young guy.” Harry bent over to touch his toes. He reached mid-calf before he grunted and returned upright.

      A flowery perfume scent wafted into Kat’s office, followed seconds later by Gia in a bright fuchsia-flowered sleeveless dress with matching four-inch heels. All five-foot-two of her curvaceous jiggle tugged at her dress seams. She was twenty pounds more than her dress could handle. “Kat! Meet my new boyfriend, Raphael.”

      Raphael was drop-dead gorgeous, on par with the best-looking movie or reality TV stars. The guy on Gia’s arm didn’t even seem real. His Mediterranean tan contrasted against his tailored white linen shirt. The partially unbuttoned shirt imparted a casual look and also exposed a muscular chest. He wore cotton pants and expensive-looking loafers.

      “A pleasure to meet you.” Raphael smiled and kissed Kat’s hand with an exaggerated flourish.  His veneers flashed so white they were almost ultraviolet. His shirt clung to his skin from the heat outside, accentuating broad shoulders and a lean torso. He was more perfect than an airbrushed magazine model, if that was possible.

      Kat was immediately suspicious. Guys like Raphael rarely gravitated towards plump hair stylists like Gia. While he was naturally good-looking, it was obvious he had spent money on his appearance too. Most men cared little for expensive clothing or dental work. Maybe he was vain, or maybe he saw it as an investment of sorts.

      She was also surprised to see Gia with Raphael since she had sworn off men after her high school sweetheart had left her at the altar two years ago. The groom never showed—or even called—leaving Gia humiliated and vowing revenge.

      “Kat?” Gia pulled her beau closer. “Don’t just stare. Say hi.”

      Kat flushed, embarrassed as she already imagined Raphael’s demise at the hands of Gia. At least she hoped that would happen. This guy gave her the creeps. She mumbled a hello.

      Raphael held her hand a moment longer than necessary and stared seductively into her eyes. He was as cool as rain and she instinctively distrusted him.

      It was obvious what attracted Gia. The guy looked like he hit the gym for a couple of hours a day. Gia, on the other hand, wouldn’t be caught dead in a gym. Despite his model good looks he just didn’t seem like the kind of guy that would make Gia happy. Someone like Raphael would only make Gia feel more insecure about herself. He was tall, tanned, and totally out of Gia’s league. His polished look was straight from the pages of a men’s magazine.

      Raphael also seemed to be the polar opposite of Gia’s quirky and offbeat style. While Gia’s infectious enthusiasm was fun, men like Raphael tended to go more for looks than personality. It was wrong to make snap judgments about the guy, but her instincts were usually right on the money.

      Raphael bent over and planted a kiss on Gia’s forehead while still clasping Kat’s hand. “Bellissima, you didn’t mention your gorgeous friend.” He turned to Kat and looked her up and down before casting a dismissive glance at her office.

      “She’s smart, too.” Gia winked at Kat. “Kat’s a forensic accountant. She investigates fraud.”

      Raphael dropped Kat’s hand like she was radioactive. From gorgeous to toxic in mere seconds. “Raphael buys and sells businesses.” Gia beamed at him. “He just arrived from Italy and closed a multi-million dollar deal for the North American line of his revolutionary hair products. We’re moving in together.”

      “Interesting.” It was all Kat could say without betraying her suspicions. Gia was her childhood friend and told Kat everything. She knew for a fact that Gia had no man in her life just a couple of weeks ago, yet they were making plans to move in together. It was like Raphael had just materialized out of thin air. Everything was moving way too fast.

      Gia’s brows furrowed as she studied Kat. “That’s all you can say? I thought you’d be fascinated. Business deals are right up your alley.”

      “I’d love to hear the details, but we’re late for our trip.” She should be happy for Gia, but instead she was annoyed. Not at her friend, but towards Raphael. Within minutes of meeting him, she felt insecure and inadequate in her shabby little office. She resented that, since she was proud of the business she had built from nothing. But compared to Raphael, it looked like she hadn’t achieved very much at all.

      What could possibly be revolutionary in hair products? She was a cynic when it came to beauty products. Shampoo was just glorified soap, repackaged and marketed to gullible consumers—and hair stylists. She’d stick with her drugstore shampoo instead of overpriced salon products, though she’d never admit that to Gia.

      Gia, a hair stylist, thought differently. Every new shampoo or styling aid was like man’s discovery of fire or something. She chided Kat at every haircut for using cheap hair products. Kat promised to switch if Gia somehow proved her salon products were better. Of course Gia couldn’t, because there was no scientific proof or formula difference in the products.

      “Kat?” Jace stood behind the couple, a duffle bag slung over one shoulder.

      Raphael immediately turned and introduced himself. The two men shook hands as Gia smiled at Kat.

      Rescued at last. She motioned to Jace and tapped her watch. “We’re late, Jace. We’ll miss the flight if we don’t leave now.”

      “One sec. Just got a text from the airline.” Jace frowned as he studied his phone screen. Even with his head bowed he almost reached the top of the door frame. He was several inches taller than Raphael, but lanky and wiry in contrast to Raphael’s muscular physique.

      Harry pushed past Jace into the room. He held out a hand to Raphael. “I’m Harry Denton, Kat’s associate.” In reality Carter & Associates was associate-less, but Harry liked the bustle of the office and worked part-time. He wasn’t very tech-savvy so there wasn’t much for him to do other than reception and the odd bit of filing. Clients loved him though, and it was nice to have company at the office. It was a win-win situation for both of them.

      Raphael shook his hand. “What exactly does an-uh, associate do around here?”

      “I help Kat with the fraud investigations.” Harry pointed at Kat. “She’s uncovered some doozies. In the billions, even, like the Liberty blood diamond case.”

      “Really?” Raphael stiffened and scanned her office in distaste. “I’d never guess that from the looks of this place.”

      Kat flushed. “I usually meet my clients at their office, so there’s no need for appearances.” She immediately regretted her answer. She had practically insulted herself. Now she just sounded defensive.

      “I would probably do the same.” Raphael turned away.

      Was he implying her office wasn’t worthy of guests? Substance trumped appearances in Kat’s books any day. She disliked Raphael already. What gave him the right to march in here and criticize her office?

      “I’ve got some renovations planned. This place just needs a little elbow grease,” Harry wiped his forehead. “I’ve got to redo the hardwood floors, add a fresh coat of paint and wainscoting. There’s just never enough time in the day. I always get sidetracked.”

      Raphael laughed. ”You’ve got your work cut out for you.”

      Whatever. She liked her early twentieth-century Gastown office just the way it was. Shabby-chic, with its exposed wood and large windows that framed the harbor view. Unfashionable also meant cheap rent and low overhead. Just ignore him, she reminded herself.

      She dropped her laptop in her bag and stood, ready to go. She counted the seconds until she could leave Gia’s rude boyfriend behind.

      Jace frowned as he looked up from his cell phone. “I hate to tell you this, but our flight’s cancelled. Mechanical problems, with no other flights till Tuesday.”

      “That’s terrible.” Kat sighed. An August weekend away with Jace on a chartered plane to a sparsely populated island, all expenses paid? Of course it had been too good to be true. “Maybe next weekend?”

      Jace shrugged. “I can’t wait that long. My deadline is next Friday. I’ll need to find another way to get there.”

      “Why don’t I take you to De Courcy Island?” Raphael motioned to the harbor view. “On my yacht.”

      “A blessing in disguise!” Gia clapped her hands together. “Now we can hang out together.”

      Gia’s boyfriend has a yacht? This was quickly becoming unbelievable.

      “Uh, no. I can’t impose on you like that.” Jace dropped his duffel bag on Kat’s office chair. “You two must have other plans.”

      Yes, please have other plans. Kat sized people up pretty quickly and was certain Raphael was up to no good. What did Gia see in him?

      Silly question. Raphael was not only handsome but apparently rich as well.

      “Not really, and it’s no trouble at all,” Raphael said. “I’ve always wanted to explore the islands. This is the perfect opportunity.”

      Gia’s bracelets jingled as she jumped up and down on her four-inch heels. “It’ll be so much fun! We’ll have time to visit, and Jace can write his story. We can explore the island and relax onboard afterwards!”

      Jace shifted his weight from one foot to another. “If you’re absolutely sure, that would be great. I really do have a deadline to meet and the only other way there is by boat. I can chip in some money for fuel…”

      “Maybe there’s another airline…” Kat’s mind raced. Yacht fuel was probably thousands of dollars. Jace didn’t realize what he was agreeing to.

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Raphael laughed. “I was headed over that way anyways. What’s your story about?”

      “A 1920s cult, complete with a sex scandal and hidden treasure,” Jace said. “A guy named Brother XII founded the Aquarian Foundation in 1927. He claimed it was a spiritual community waiting for the Age of Aquarius. But the price of admission was high. He sought out only wealthy members. Since he took everybody’s money, it was either a cult, scam or both.”

      “Scam,” said Kat. “A cult is almost always a scam. Especially when the first order of business is to convince the followers to turn over all their money.”

      Raphael scoffed. “You’re a glass half-empty type, I see.”

      Kat frowned.

      Gia mouthed sorry to Kat and tugged on Raphael’s arm. “I love treasure-hunting!”

      “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded,” Raphael said. “In my experience though, the bean counters are always the naysayers. They always say no when everyone else says yes.”

      Jace laughed. “Realists, for sure, but there’s a benefit. Kat’s better than anyone at sniffing criminals out. She gets the money back, too.”

      They talked about her like she wasn’t even there. She opened her mouth to respond but stopped herself. Jace hadn’t interpreted Raphael’s comment as rude, so maybe she was overreacting. It sure felt like an insult though. But she didn’t want to start an argument, so she just gritted her teeth and smiled.

      “Brother XII sounds like an intriguing guy,” Raphael said.

      “Charismatic at least,” Jace said. “His real name was Edward Arthur Wilson. He claimed to be the reincarnation of the Egyptian god Osiris, and his Aquarian Foundation was based on the premise of an impending doomsday. He claimed the end was near, and only a few chosen believers would have their souls saved.”

      “People fell for that?” Raphael arched his brows. “Not too smart.”

      “Surprisingly, most were very smart, educated people,” Jace said. “One of the Aquarian Foundation’s board members was a prominent international newspaper publisher. He got a lot of press from his publications and others too. That gave Brother XII a worldwide audience. Soon he had thousands of affluent and influential followers, even presidential candidates.

      “They contributed millions to Wilson and his Aquarian Foundation and he used the funds to establish a self-contained society and settlement with Wilson at the helm. Hundreds of people worldwide moved here to join him, most handing over all their worldly possessions.”

      “They had to be crazy to give their money to him,” Gia said. “Who would risk losing it like that?”

      “Surprising what people will do,” Raphael stroked his chin. “They’ll pay huge sums of money to get what they want. It’s not always about money and wealth. Sometimes they just want to be part of something bigger than themselves.”

      Jace nodded. “Hindsight is 20/20. Raphael’s right. Most of them were already wealthy. What they really wanted was to be accepted and belong to something. Brother XII fulfilled that need. In the mid-1920s he published a series in England in The Occult Review. He claimed psychic abilities and that Armageddon was imminent. It was easy to convince his initial followers to join him in 1927. Lucky for Brother XII, they were all wealthy, and they each surrendered all of their assets to him and the Aquarian Foundation.”

      “Why would anyone do that?” Harry asked. “That’s insane.”

      “I think so too,” Jace said. “But they were caught up with the idea that they were about to enter the new Age of Aquarius. They expected a day of reckoning and figured this put them on the right side of the fence when Armageddon finally did hit. Plus, Brother XII made them feel special by inviting only twelve people at first.”

      Raphael nodded appreciatively. “Invitation only. Nice concept.”

      “I wouldn’t be fooled by that,” Harry said.

      “You’d be surprised,” Jace said. “There was a lot of hype in the press. People saw it as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Besides, what good was their money if the world was about to end?”

      “I can see that,” Gia added. “All the newspapers carried his claims, so it stood to reason that people got swept up in the hysteria.”

      “Exactly,” Jace agreed. “And Brother XII’s wealthy converts were suspicious of the naysayers’ motives, so they dismissed any accusations against Brother XII.”

      “Smart man, even if he was a crook.” Raphael clapped his hands. “Well? What are we waiting for? Let’s go to De Courcy Island. We can walk to the ship. I’m docked down in the marina.”

      “Ooh, a real adventure!” Gia exclaimed. “I can’t wait.”

      “Me too! Let me get my things.” Uncle Harry ran from Kat’s office before she could protest. Her romantic getaway with Jace had somehow morphed into a party. But Jace needed the story, so who was she to argue?
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