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  Preface



The Burgundy Canal — a serene ribbon of water winding through the heart of France’s famed wine country. To the casual visitor, it promises peaceful boat rides, quaint villages, and the rich aromas of vineyards in full bloom. But beneath its tranquil surface lies a tangled web of secrets, old rivalries, and shadows that refuse to stay buried.




When Grace Whitmore arrives in Burgundy for what she expects to be a restful escape, she quickly finds herself drawn into a perplexing mystery that will test her sharp wit and courage like never before. As ancient grudges resurface and danger creeps along the canal’s banks, Grace must unravel clues that twist and turn like the very waterways she explores.




In Mystery on the Burgundy Canal, suspense flows as deeply as the river, and nothing is as peaceful as it seems.




Welcome aboard. Let the journey begin.
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Chapter 1 – The Journey Begins







The late-summer sun hung low over Dijon, gilding the city’s tiled rooftops in warm gold as Grace stepped out of the train station with her suitcase in tow. The air carried a gentle scent of crushed grapes from nearby vineyards, mingling with the faint aroma of fresh baguettes from a bakery across the street. Burgundy in early September felt like a painting—one she could almost step into.




She took a deep breath, savoring it. This trip wasn’t just a holiday; it was an assignment. Her editor at World Treks had agreed to let her write a full-length feature on the Burgundy Canal, charting its sleepy villages, lockhouses, and vineyards from Dijon to the River Yonne. It sounded like the perfect combination of history, scenery, and wine—a slow, drifting story she could live as she wrote it.




Grace wheeled her case toward the taxi stand, passing a young man adjusting the chain on his bicycle. He glanced up briefly, his eyes catching hers for a second too long before he returned to his work.




“Bonjour, mademoiselle,” the taxi driver greeted as she climbed into the back seat. “Port de Plaisance?”




“Yes, the pleasure port,” she replied.




They drove through Dijon’s cobbled streets, past medieval half-timbered houses and quiet squares shaded by chestnut trees. Cafés were spilling with late-morning patrons, sipping coffee or enjoying the first glass of vin blanc of the day. Grace noted every detail in her small leather notebook—she’d learned long ago that sensory details written in the moment made all the difference later.




When the canal finally came into view, it was like stepping into a different world. The water was still as glass, reflecting the willows that bent over its banks. Moored boats bobbed gently—sleek cruisers, family houseboats, and the occasional old working barge, its paint peeling but its charm intact.




Her own boat, L’Étoile Filante—The Shooting Star—was a compact but elegant narrowboat painted in navy and cream. A woman in a striped shirt and red scarf was waiting on the dock.




“Madame Whitmore?”




“That’s me,” Grace said.




“I’m Sylvie. The boat is ready for you.” Sylvie handed her a set of keys and gave a brisk tour: galley kitchen, cozy sitting area, a small bedroom with just enough space for one person to stretch out, and a bathroom that could charitably be called compact. The deck offered two folding chairs and a view that would change every day.




“You have the next two weeks?” Sylvie asked.




“Yes.”




“Then you will see much. Just remember, the canal—she is peaceful, but she keeps her secrets.”




Grace smiled at the cryptic remark, thinking it was just a bit of French charm, but before she could ask more, Sylvie was already walking away.




By the time Grace stowed her luggage and cast off, the sun had climbed higher, warming her shoulders. She eased L’Étoile Filante forward, the gentle putter of the engine blending with the soft lap of water against the hull. Passing through the first lock was slow but satisfying—the water rising around her as if lifting her into the journey.




Villages came into view like postcards: stone cottages with shutters thrown open, church steeples rising above terracotta roofs, and narrow lanes lined with climbing roses. Grace stopped at the third village, mooring beside a café that seemed to lean lazily toward the water.




She ordered a salade chèvre chaud and a glass of crisp Aligoté wine, jotting notes about the way the canal seemed to slow time. That’s when she noticed him again—the same young man from the train station, the cyclist. He was leaning on the railing of the bridge just upstream, watching the water. When their eyes met, he straightened, muttered something she couldn’t hear, and cycled away in the opposite direction.




Grace frowned, wondering if it was coincidence. She shook it off. France was full of cyclists.




By late afternoon, she was back on the water. The canal narrowed between two high embankments, the air cooler in the shade. Birds rustled in the trees. Then, faintly, she heard it—a voice calling out. She slowed the engine, scanning the towpath.




A figure appeared through the dappled light—it was the cyclist again, pedaling hard toward her. He slowed just enough to shout something across the water.




“Attention! Faites attention!”




The warning echoed off the banks before he was swallowed again by the shadows of the trees.




Grace stood frozen at the tiller. What was she supposed to be careful about?




The water ahead looked calm, but her mind no longer was. She checked the map, scanning for hazards, but the next stretch was marked safe. Still, she eased the throttle and kept her eyes on the towpath.




The sun began to set, bathing the canal in orange and rose. Grace moored at a quiet spot outside a small hamlet. As she tied off the ropes, she glanced along the towpath one more time. It was empty—no cyclist, no one at all.




She told herself it was nothing. Just an odd encounter. Yet as she stepped into the cabin that night, she couldn’t shake the feeling that her journey had begun with more than just sightseeing.




Somewhere along this calm, winding waterway, someone already knew her name.
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Chapter 2 – The Man on the Towpath







The fog began to lift by midmorning, peeling back in delicate ribbons that dissolved into the blue. Sunlight spilled over the canal, gilding the poplar leaves and turning the water into a liquid mirror. Grace had always loved mornings after mist—how everything seemed sharper, more defined, as if the world were reminding her to pay attention.




She tried to focus on the scenery, but the man’s voice still rang in her ears.

Be careful in Saint-Florentin.




She turned the phrase over in her mind as she steered Celeste along the gentle curve of the canal. Had he meant to scare her? Warn her? Or was it simply a local trying to give the sort of cryptic advice that tourists would remember fondly later? She’d encountered that before—strangers in villages who spoke in riddles as though protecting the romance of their town. But there’d been no whimsy in his tone, no playful half-smile. Just urgency.




Her plan was to reach Saint-Florentin by late afternoon, but she decided to take her time getting there. If trouble really did wait for her, she wanted to arrive when the streets were alive and populated, not at dusk when shadows lengthened in alleyways.




The towpath kept pace beside her, sometimes close enough for her to make out the fine cracks in the packed earth, other times rising and dipping away into the tree line. She watched for cyclists—especially one in a dark windbreaker and cap—but the path remained empty except for a solitary fisherman setting up a rod from a folding stool. He gave her a polite nod before returning to the water.




After an hour of gentle cruising, she spotted a lockhouse ahead. Its shutters were painted a cheerful green, though the paint had started to flake, revealing bare wood beneath. Red geraniums spilled from the window boxes, their blooms so bright they looked almost unreal against the muted stones.




A woman emerged as Grace approached, her hands deep in the pockets of her apron. She was middle-aged, her hair pulled into a practical knot, and she greeted Grace with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.




“Bonjour. Southbound?” the woman called.




“Oui,” Grace replied, pulling Celeste into position for the lock.




The woman worked the heavy wooden gates with surprising strength. As the water began to rise, she leaned on the lock wall, studying Grace as though weighing whether to say more. Finally, she spoke.




“You are going to Saint-Florentin today?”




Grace hesitated. “That’s the plan.”




The woman nodded slowly, glancing toward the towpath as though expecting someone. “Be careful. Some people there…” She let the sentence trail off, then shrugged, as if she’d already said too much.




Grace’s skin prickled. Twice in one day—two warnings about the same place from people who didn’t know each other, unless canal life was more tightly knit than she imagined. She wanted to press for details, but the lock gates swung open, and the woman gave a brisk wave as if that was the end of the conversation.




The stretch beyond the lock wound through open countryside. Fields of sunflowers turned their faces toward the sun, their stalks swaying gently in the breeze. Beyond them, low hills rolled into the horizon, dotted with tidy vineyards. Here and there, a farmhouse stood alone, its terracotta roof glowing warmly in the light. Grace slowed Celeste to a crawl, letting the scene soak into her memory. This was the sort of material her editor loved—tranquil imagery to balance the article’s historical tidbits.




But every so often, her gaze flicked back to the towpath.




It happened just after noon. She had been writing a quick note about the sunflower fields when she saw movement ahead—a dark silhouette rounding a bend in the path. The posture, the easy rhythm of pedaling—it was him. The cyclist. Even from a distance, she recognized the hunched shoulders and the way he glanced behind him every few seconds.




Grace’s heartbeat quickened. She opened her mouth to call out, but the distance and the steady thrum of the boat’s motor swallowed her voice. She throttled down and steered closer to the bank, hoping to draw even with him.




He noticed. His pace slowed, and he turned his head enough for her to catch a glimpse of his profile—sharp features, stubble along his jaw, eyes that seemed constantly scanning for danger. When their gazes met, he straightened abruptly and began pedaling harder.




“Wait!” Grace called, though she knew it was futile.




He didn’t stop. Instead, he lifted one hand briefly—almost like a wave, but more a signal—and pointed toward a break in the trees ahead. Then, as quickly as he had appeared, he was gone again, swallowed by a side path that veered away from the canal.




Grace’s mind churned. Was he leading her somewhere? Or warning her away from that very spot? She kept Celeste steady, resisting the urge to moor and investigate. Curiosity had gotten her into trouble before, and while she was no stranger to danger, she wasn’t about to follow a stranger into the woods without knowing what awaited her.




By early afternoon, the air had grown warmer, and the sky deepened into a rich sapphire blue. She moored at a tiny hamlet with a single café whose outdoor tables overlooked the water. Ordering a salade de chèvre chaud and a glass of chilled Chablis, she took a seat where she could see both the towpath and her boat.




The village was quiet, but not lifeless. Two children chased each other around a fountain in the square. An elderly man in a beret read a newspaper in the shade. A dog dozed under one of the café tables, its ears flicking lazily at the occasional fly. Everything looked perfectly ordinary.




Which, of course, made the unease feel sharper.




Halfway through her meal, Grace spotted him again. The cyclist had emerged from a side street, his gaze darting from building to building. He didn’t approach her, didn’t even seem to notice her—but she was certain he had. Instead, he mounted his bike and rode toward the far end of the village, disappearing once more.




Grace set down her fork, her appetite gone. Whatever was happening, it was deliberate. And it involved her.




By the time she reached Saint-Florentin in the late afternoon, the shadows were beginning to stretch across the cobblestones. The town rose gently from the canal, its church spire visible long before the streets came into view. The quay was lined with boats, their flags fluttering in the light breeze. Beyond them, narrow lanes wound upward between shuttered houses painted in soft pastels.




As she tied off Celeste, Grace caught movement on the far bank. The cyclist stood there, half-hidden by a willow, watching her. This time, there was no pretense of coincidence. He lifted a hand—not in greeting, but in warning—and then turned, vanishing into the gathering dusk.




Grace’s pulse thudded in her ears. She was certain now: he wasn’t just some random figure on the towpath. He was tracking her, guiding her, or both. And Saint-Florentin, charming as it looked, was at the center of it.




Whatever lay ahead, she knew one thing for sure.

The journey along the Burgundy Canal was no longer just a travel assignment.

It had become a story worth far more than the fee her editor had promised.
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Chapter 3 – Locks and Legends



The following morning broke clear and cool, the kind of crisp air that makes every color seem brighter. Sunlight spilled across the quay at Saint-Florentin, catching on the ripples of the canal and lighting the pastel façades of the houses. It would have been easy—too easy—to imagine the previous day’s encounters with the cyclist were nothing more than odd coincidences.


Grace lingered over coffee at a little bakery on the main street, pretending to read her guidebook while keeping an eye on the traffic along the towpath. She saw fishermen in waders, a few morning walkers, but no sign of him. She wasn’t sure if that reassured her or left her uneasy.


The town itself was exactly as she’d pictured from her research: narrow cobblestone streets, wrought-iron balconies brimming with geraniums, and the distant chime of church bells. A Saturday market filled the square with stalls selling everything from fresh lavender bundles to wheels of pungent cheese. She made mental notes for her article—sights, smells, the murmur of bargaining voices—but she knew her mind was elsewhere.


By midmorning, she cast off from the quay and eased Celeste back into the canal’s steady current. Her route today would take her through three of the most historic locks in this section of Burgundy, each one built in the 19th century and still operated much as they had been for over a hundred years. Her editor had suggested she describe them in detail for the article, but as the first lockhouse came into view, she found herself more interested in the people who worked them than in the engineering itself.


The first lockkeeper was an older man in a weathered cap, with sun-browned skin and a posture that spoke of years bending over heavy gates. His name, according to the brass badge pinned to his shirt, was Henri. As Grace approached, he raised a hand in greeting, his eyes narrowing slightly as if trying to place her.


“You travel alone?” he asked in French, stepping onto the lock wall to take her lines.


“I do,” she replied, switching to her careful but competent French.


Henri studied her for a moment longer before nodding and gesturing to the rising water. “This canal… she has many stories. You have heard the one about the drowned bargeman?”


“No,” Grace said, curious despite herself.


“Ah.” He smiled faintly, the kind of smile that doesn’t quite reach the eyes. “Then perhaps you will hear it before you leave Burgundy.”


Before she could press him for more, the lock gates swung open, and Henri stepped back with a brisk, “Bonne route, madame.”


She motored out slowly, the faint scent of oil and riverweed lingering in the air. It struck her that his expression had carried something more than local pride—it was closer to warning. She made a note in her journal: Henri – lockkeeper – story of drowned bargeman – tone guarded.


The second lock sat beside a cluster of stone cottages that looked as though they had been lifted straight from an Impressionist painting. A wooden footbridge crossed above the gates, its planks worn smooth by decades of footsteps. Here the lockkeeper was a woman in her thirties, with dark hair tied back in a braid and eyes that missed nothing.


“You’re Grace,” she said before Grace could even introduce herself.


The hairs on Grace’s neck prickled. “Have we met?”


“No,” the woman said simply, “but news travels. The English journalist on the canal—people talk.”


“People?”


The woman shrugged, glancing toward the towpath. “I have heard you are writing about the canal’s history. Be careful with history, madame. Some parts… they do not like to be disturbed.”


Grace’s pulse quickened. “You mean the people don’t like it disturbed?”


The woman only smiled thinly and began cranking open the sluice. “Some people. Some truths. You will see.”


As Celeste rose in the lock, Grace scanned the towpath again. For a heartbeat, she thought she saw him—the cyclist—standing beside the trees in the distance. But the figure turned and disappeared before she could be sure.


The third lock of the day was the oldest, its stone walls flecked with moss and its gates reinforced with thick iron bands. Perched beside it was a small, ivy-covered lockhouse, its shutters painted a faded sky blue. Here the lockkeeper was an elderly woman named Madame Roche, who seemed delighted to have company. She bustled out with a mug of coffee for Grace and waved her onto the lock wall while the water rose.


“This canal is not like the others,” Madame Roche began without prompting. “She has her own memory. Things sink into her, and sometimes they do not stay there.”


Grace raised an eyebrow. “You mean shipwrecks?”


Madame Roche chuckled, shaking her head. “Not ships, ma chère. Secrets. Do you know why some of the old lockhouses were abandoned?”


“I assumed they were just no longer needed.”


The old woman’s eyes twinkled. “That is the official answer, yes. But there are other reasons. The canal can be… possessive. If you take something from her that she does not wish to give, she will take something back.”


Grace smiled politely, though her mind was already filing the story away for later. Whether it was folklore or fact, she had learned long ago that local legends often carried a kernel of truth.


By the time she left the third lock, the afternoon light had shifted, gilding the water with a coppery sheen. The towpath beside her lay quiet, the air thick with the hum of cicadas. Every so often, she thought she heard the faint creak of bicycle wheels behind her, but when she looked, the path was empty.


Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was not alone on this stretch of the canal—that somewhere just beyond her sightline, someone was keeping pace.


When the next village came
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