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About WINE INTO WATER

 

In the battle between wine and water, two controlling hearts clash, and with a witch involved, the results can be poisonous.

 

Marguerite Devereaux crafts wines that are exceptional, nothing short of perfection.  But the girl tribe counsels caution, saying that little in life is truly flawless.  She knows best though.  Doing things her way guarantees success.  When facts don't agree, lashing out is the only way to protect her ego.  Is it also enough to guard her heart against her growing attraction to a man she vows to fight?

Deke Kermarrec strives to honor the seven generations who have worked his land, even if he is the last in the family who cares.  Nurturing high quality animals and protecting the ranch legacy are his life, one that's threatened by a relative newcomer with little respect for science as well as sustainability.  Convincing her that he's right requires more than waving facts in her face – or taking her to bed.

Trouble flows downhill, and Marguerite and Deke face a treacherous crisis threatening more than their jobs.  With so much at risk, can they blend their passion for each other into a solution to their problems?  Perhaps the witch has the answer to all of their questions.

Length:  94,000 words

The Flynn's Crossing series is contemporary romance set in the northern California foothills, suspense driven by small town secrets, and complex characters in compelling stories about friendship and love.  You can enjoy the books out of order without ruining their surprises!


Here's where it all began in Flynn's Crossing!

 

Get your FREE copy of the novella Three Blind Dates, the prequel to Flynn's Crossing romantic suspense series, not available anywhere else.

 

Just click on the button below to get started.

 

>>FIND OUT MORE >>
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Prologue – The Witch

 

 

She peeked out from behind the stout trunk, its red bark smooth against her cheek. She liked this kind of tree. Rubbing against its sun-baked contours reminded her of comfort, something she hadn't felt in a long time. Even hiding in the brush, she remembered the clean smell of herbs and flowers from warm, delicate skin. An echo of laughter in her distant memory made her stomach jitter like it was full of ants and tears pricked so sharply that she closed her eyes.

The sudden sharp crack forced her to abandon the sensations and startled her eyes open. The tall man at the edge of the clearing brought the large thing in his hands down on the tree lying in front of him, hard enough to make little pieces of wood fly in every direction. One more resonating whack and the log on the ground severed into a length as tall as he was. He glanced over his shoulder in her direction, and she froze, the same stillness deer used to hide in plain sight. His lips pulled into a tight line as he shook his head and hefted the log on to his shoulder.

She followed him up the hillside. Though he carried a load and she only needed to creep along behind him, out of sight and stealthy, her breathing labored and her heart fluttered as hard as a rabbit's. Near the top of the mountain, the man stopped in a clearing and stacked the log on the rest. He was too near her water, the only place where she'd been able to settle. The day he'd examined her bed, nestled in the torn roots of a long-dead pine tree, she'd run so deep into the forest that it took her long hours to find her way out again. When she crept back to the cool spring, the man was gone.

Since then, he'd returned periodically and continued to stack logs. The shape was vaguely familiar to her. A house? But why would he build here, when he already had a house, a much bigger house, down at the bottom of the hill? This was her place. It was the only place she still felt safe.

The man had skin like hers, but that didn't make her trust him. The first ones had skin like hers too, but they talked funny. And her mama and papa were covered with blood and unmoving as the strangers dragged her sister and brother away. She hid in the woods for a long time after that, learning how the small animals escaped detection and surviving on forage. She made their habits her own until the voices of her family faded into a blurry memory.

"Où es-tu?"

The man's voice, coarse but gentle, perked her ears to attention. The words were familiar but lost to her. A musical quality in his tone soothed her. She raised her gaze to find him staring straight at her, as if he could see her hiding in the tall grasses. He moved slowly now, laying down the tool in his hand and staying in a low crouch as he approached.

"Où es-tu?" He called it again in a singsong tone. But he was looking right at her. He knew exactly where she was.

Her heart fluttered again, her body yearning to creep out of her hiding place and move towards that lovely sound. He was close enough now for her to see kindness in his gray-green eyes and sadness cut into the deep lines of his face even as he wore a small smile.

"Nous allons prendre soin de vous, ma petite fille."

Her mind struggled to understand his words. Little one. Care for her. But others had said something like this, and it made her anxious. She shrank further into the grasses but couldn't help the nervous twitches of her body.

"Venir. Come. Little girl – food." 

She knew these words. The last brought a rumble to her belly and a longing to reach out a hand to him. She watched his face screw up in concentration as he continued to crawl towards her slowly.

"De famille."

Family.

She cried out, her vision blinded by memory of the red shooting from her father's neck, her ears filled with her mother's screams to run, run as fast and as hard as she could. The men laughed and grabbed Maman, throwing her to the ground as they pulled at her dress and apron. She kicked them, her pointy-toed boot crunching into bone and flesh, and soon the men were yelling in anger. Then they held her mother down and she covered the swell of her belly as they cursed and raised a knife in the air.

She screamed like the wild thing she had become and crashed backwards through the undergrowth, the tall man's curses ringing in her ears as she bounded into the forest. Running on instinct, she burrowed deeper into densest shrubs, tearing at her dress and scratching her arms so that she was bleeding too, just like her parents. She stopped only when she could no longer move, when her legs had no strength and scalding tears blinded her eyes. And there she lay, wishing that she too could die. 


Chapter 1

 

 

The pale memory lingered at the edge of her mind. She didn't believe in ghosts or witches. Even so, she couldn't explain what she'd seen.

"Hey, it's only a small cut, not deep, and it won't even leave a scar. Why so morose?"

Marguerite Devereaux looked into the concerned faces of her two best friends and almost squirmed. Their sincere caring saved her day after day. She treasured them and considered herself lucky to find such warmth in her life. 

Pasting on a smooth smile, she said, "It is nothing. I am only thinking that I had hoped to age more gracefully than this. Clumsiness is not in my genes. But instead, you are patching up mon ineptie."

Roxy LaFollette looked back down at the hand she was wrapping in gauze. "I don't know what you just called yourself, but accidents do happen." She glanced back up, and Marguerite had to grin at the mischief evident on her face. "I know what your problem is. You keep watching that young cellar rat instead of keeping an eye on what you're doing. You need to keep your eye on the prize, or in this case, the wine. And you need to get laid, girlfriend."

Marguerite gave a bark of laughter. The idea that she would be in the least bit drawn to the youngster, fresh out of school and cherub-faced, was outrageous. And the sentiment was exactly what she needed to shake off her residual unease.

It had been there, in the corner of the tank room, almost hidden by the tall steel cylinders. The vapor of a woman had appeared, not too different in age from Marguerite herself but in clothes from another era. The worn garments spoke of hard times, while the expression on the woman's face bore sadness and a touch of hysteria.

Marguerite froze, mesmerized by the plea she could see in the woman's eyes. How she could tell it was a plea, she was not sure. The vision faded to wisps and then reformed, closer now. When the figure put out a hand, palm up and entreating, Marguerite squeezed the hose fitting to stop from reaching out. She only realized how tightly she gripped it when the burn of pain from the slice to her palm brought her back to herself. When she glanced from the blood already oozing back to where she'd last seen the vision, it was gone.

Was it the famous witch? From time to time, the workers reported seeing her, a shadowy female form, particularly when they tended the grapes. They claimed she followed them, reaching out occasionally to caress a vine or test the plumpness of a cluster of fruit. Marguerite laughed off their comments, saying that they'd been in the sun too long. But the men and women in the vineyard had been sure.

The spirit world was not real, of this, she was certain. And menacing? Non, it was caused by overactive imagination.

"Have you had a tetanus shot?" DK McGiven handed Roxy a pair of scissors to cut the gauze as she quizzed Marguerite. "Because you know that metal slices like this can be fatal."

"I know, I know. I promise you I've had all of my shots, just like your dog." Marguerite grinned to take the sting out of her words. "Leave it to the two of you to be the ones to come to my rescue."

Of course, they wouldn't have had to rescue her if she'd been paying attention to what she was doing instead of becoming distracted by tricks of light and shadow. When they came to pick her up for a night out with the girl tribe, they'd found her in her office, trying to wrap her hand to stop the bleeding.

"You could have done worse, you know. Who better to fix your boo-boo than Roxy, who's tended more knife slices in her chef years than she can count, and me? I've never met a piece of metal that didn't do me some injustice while I try to bend it." DK flexed her arms, strong despite her pixie size.

"Yes, this was my undoubted good luck to have you find me, rather than say, Serena, who has appeared more than once with cuts and bruises from her construction hobby, or Tess, who has been known to tangle with a rose bush or two, or Gabby, with two hyper-active little boys who keep the wound care industry in business. They would know nothing about how to bandage a mere scratch on my hand."

Her friends laughed. They were all capable and independent and talented, each in their own way. The girl tribe provided an anchor Marguerite wasn't aware she needed until they had crossed her path.

"Come, the others will be waiting. Where are we going tonight? That restaurant Gold, or someplace else? I feel a need for wine after this." 

*****

"How did you do this?" Tess Willowspring set a gentle hand on Marguerite's, soothing what little sting was left with her concern. "You are always the picture of concentration, so focused that it's scary sometimes. I'm in awe of your intensity."

Marguerite shrugged and gave Tess's hand a light squeeze in return. "It is not intensity, I keep telling you. But I do have a strong need for control."

Tess burst out laughing at this. "Yes, that you do. But really, what happened?"

Roxy pulled up a barstool and sat on Marguerite's other side. "I say she's distracted by that youngster she hired, the new cellar rat. We need to find an eligible man for our friend. Her hormones are out of control." And she spun around to face away from the bar, seeming to peruse the men behind them.

Marguerite felt a flash of embarrassment. True, she focused on her work. She wasn't interested in being tied down to anything other than her job.

But that didn't mean that her friends needed to fix her up.

She spun Roxy's stool back towards the bar, just as DK returned with a huge grin on her face. "This place always makes me feel nostalgic. Vince and I came here on our very first date and look how well we turned out. Maybe there's someone for you here. Or we could go meet the guys. They're at Mallory's, and it sounded like the whole wolf pack would be there. What do you say? Single men, anyone?"

Marguerite stared into the mirrored wall behind colorful bottles, meeting her own eyes. The faint throb of new age music competed with voices rising and falling, the occasional clink of glass, and the ting of silverware on plates from the restaurant. Decorated in muted wood and stone, both the dining area and bar in Gold were designed to be soothing. Usually she liked this place. But tonight, the dark corners drew her hasty attention. It had been a figment of her over-active mind, she was sure of it.

"Your face is priceless right now, I have to say. Is the idea of spending a couple of hours with the men folk so scary?" DK stared at her reflection intently, avid curiosity and affection making the look less invasive.

Shaking off her recollection, Marguerite sat up straighter and made a production out of setting her glass just so. "With those men? Pah – none of them interest me. Besides, you and the others have most of them wrapped around your little fingers already. No, staying here is fine with me. I do not need a man to distract me or to fill my life. I am and always will be happiest on my own."

Even as she finished the words, Marguerite stared back into her own eyes and saw the lingering unease. On her own, as the ghost was said to have been. Alone on the mountain until her passing. Why this suddenly seemed like her own unlikely end, she wasn't sure.

DK caught her eye again. "Yeah, well just you wait. One of these days, you're going to find yourself in the same predicament as the rest of us. They'll be a man in your life, someone you can't resist. And you'll find that your precious control won't stand a chance."


Chapter 2

 

 

"That new bull is proving himself to be a fine investment." 

When his uncle spat his wad of chewing tobacco into the gravel road and scratched the crotch of his stained coveralls, Deke Kermarrec winced. He loved the old man, but some of his habits had become more than a little disgusting.

"Yes, he covered those heifers and seemed to hit on every single one. Never saw him busy, but the calves are dropping one right after the other." Deke made sure to smile at the old man as he replied. 

"Yup, he sure had hisself a fine time." The old man spit again and chuckled.

"So, Uncle Royan, what are your plans for this winter?" 

Deke tried to act casual as he asked the question. With his uncle, he was never sure if he was going to get the real truth, or the truth of the moment. Once, just once, he'd like to feel that he knew what was going on in the man's head.

Scratching himself in a way that made Deke flinch again, the old man took off his floppy fishing hat and scrubbed a filthy hand over the bristly gray hair that stuck every which way off his head. The contrast to his own neat ginger-colored ponytail made the difference in their ages even more obvious. Still, at seventy years of age, his uncle worked his land as if he was Deke's contemporary.

"Haven't quite decided myself on anything yet. You know that the girls ain't interested in the land and want me to sell it and come live in one of those fancy communities for old people. But hell, I ain't old yet!" And he spit again.

Despite the crudeness, Deke found himself grinning at the sentiment. Just because the man didn't see himself as old didn't mean that he shouldn't slow down, though. He didn't want to receive a phone call someday, saying that a horse wandered home without its rider, meaning the old man was on the ground someplace in the middle of his thousands of northern California acres. 

Searching umpteen square miles of rough and scrubby foothill crags and canyons was not something he wanted to consider. Losing his uncle, the last of his generation working the land, even less.

Turning back toward their two trucks, their age and shininess another sharp life contrast, Deke made his case for what seemed like the hundredth time.

"When you're ready, I'd like to discuss buying your land from you."

"Aww, Deke, now why would you want to add more to what you got already? You got plenty of land, and for a guy to handle all this by hisself, well, it's plain ridiculous."

But it was family land, or at least it had been for generations. There was precious little of it he could still add to his own. Just Uncle Royan's spread and the three thousand owned by his aunt and her new husband. And they didn't have any kids or kin who were remotely interested in ranching.

Hell, his own siblings didn't feel tied to the land either. It was only Deke left in his generation. But preserving as much of the old Kermarrec homestead of Three Rivers Ranch as possible was his destiny, one he accepted gladly. And he'd made protecting it his life's work.

"Hell, you used to be one of them easy-going types. Now all you got is stress, and you know what they say on the news. Stress'll kill ya. What you need, son, is a wife." And the old man's yellowed teeth shone in his big ugly smile.

Deke found himself digging the toe of his dusty boot into even dustier ground at the words, denial spurting up and almost leaving his lips. There was no time, not when he had thousands of acres to manage and horses to train and livestock to raise. Would a wife repair the fences any better than his hired help did? Could she select the right breeding stock to cross or the best new heritage animals to add? What exactly would he gain in having a wife? 

He knew Royan was right on one count though, and it wasn't a need for a partner to work the land. No matter how hard he worked or how long the hours stretched, the nights were empty. Did he want to be that old himself someday, alone on land that no one else cared about? That was a damned scary thought.

Stretching to ease the tightness in his shoulders, he changed the direction of their conversation. "You know that the hands would object to hearing they don't do anything around here."

The old man chuckled, winced and rubbed his back, and spat again. "Yeah, but none of them can keep your bed warm at night, or give you children, or bring you peace of spirit at the end of the day."

The loneliness in his tone drew Deke to search his face. He forgot, in the busy race that was their work from before sunrise to past sunset, how much Uncle Royan might miss Aunt Debby. She'd been dead for six years now, and with each passing month, Uncle Royan let himself go a little more, throwing himself into his ranch to the point of exhaustion.

Just like Deke did, if he was honest with himself. Was he looking in the mirror of at some future version of himself? That idea was more than terrifying.

Covering his concern with a sharp whistle for the dogs, he turned towards his pick-up. "Royan, I appreciate the sentiment, I really do. But you know as well as I do that there is too much going on for me to think about dating, much less marrying."

He heard his uncle behind him haul his truck door open with a shriek of metal on metal and figured the conversation was over, at least for now. And he was no closer to learning if he ever would have a chance to acquire the old man's property. Dogs yipped in happiness and jumped into the bed of his truck, and he turned back, intending to say goodbye and be on his way.

Instead of finding Royan ready to leave, though, the man stood only scant feet away, a frown carving even deeper crags in his face.

"I know you're worried, son. I hear things too, ya know." He paused as if trying to find the right words. "If things get bad, you know you can bring the stock over to my place."

Ready to contradict his uncle's words, Deke reconsidered as they sank in. He'd kept it quiet, and few people knew how dire things were. His hands were getting curious, though, and the secrecy couldn't go on much longer. Soon he would have to act.

*****

Only the faint hint of a breeze pushed through the open window. While the heat hadn't abated from the day, he hated to sit in the noise of the swamp cooler as he took care of the books. The sounds of crickets and tree frogs chirping their symphony outside and three dogs snoring in various keys and cadences at his feet should accompany these kinds of reflections.

Deke leaned back in his chair, the squeak of the springs barely registering on the dogs' radar as he stretched. Their snores continued, Dolly twitching in pursuit of an imaginary foe while Jenny gave a loud huff and rolled to expose her belly, all four paws in the air.

He smiled. This is what ranch life was supposed to be about. Hard work during the day, comfort at the end of it, and the only worry in between about how many head of cattle to sell or whether it was time to move a herd to the next pasture.

Dropping his feet to the floor, his boots echoed against the old reclaimed wood. He'd built this place, log by plank by stone. It had taken him years of work, long hours after working beside his father on the ranch. He'd planned it for his future family, not that any such thing seemed to be on the close or distant horizon.  

He started when Dolly placed her black and white head on his leg, her big blue eyes regarding him thoughtfully. When he only stared back, she added a paw and a happy smile that allowed her pink tongue to loll to one side.

"Oh yeah? What do you think you need?"

She cocked her head to the side, her ears perking up in the universal sign of intense interest in doggie-dom. Behind her, Jenny shrugged to her feet and shook herself mightily, while Dozer continued to snore on the floor.

"I swear your brother is deaf, or dumber than a log." Deke reached out to ruffle the fur on the border collie's head, giving the lab mix the same attention when she pushed forward. The sleepy dog finally raised his head, a huge yawn showing the backs of his teeth and the full length of his tongue.

"Finally up, eh boy? The girls have you beat, you know. Someday, you're going to miss out on kibble."

That brought the dog to his feet in a flash, pushing his way between the girls and trying to jump into his master's lap.

"Hey – off, you goon. It's almost bedtime. Time to go out?"

All three dogs headed for the front door, their yips nearly drowning out the click of toenails against the hardwood. Deke stood, switching off the desk light as he shut the laptop lid, ready now to call it a night.

There were never enough hours. He worked alongside the hands during the day, leaving the chores and tasks to them, but filling in where he was needed. They liked his level of involvement. It gave them the freedom to work without someone breathing over their shoulder. And yet, if they wanted him to make a final decision, he was there.

Three wiggling bodies stood eager and whining at the carved door. Impatience at how long it took him to cross the living room was obvious when their noise grew louder, the closer he got. It was the same dance every night. Something normal and regular and real. He smiled at that. 

"Now don't go too far, and come back when I call, okay?"

The wall of fur erupted across the porch and down the steps as soon as the door was wide enough for passage. Noses to the ground and tails in the air, they spun off in three different directions until darkness swallowed them up.

He had longer conversations with his dogs than he did with most people. Even on days when he drove into Flynn's Crossing for supplies or food, or when he worked with the hands, those discussions typically dealt with the ranch or the weather or the latest on livestock sales and pricing. 

Deke strolled across the porch at a more leisurely pace, inhaling the cooler night air gratefully. Here, the cacophony of night creature noises was louder, and a city dweller would probably complain about it. But for him, it was the lullaby he'd grown up with. 

And now, if he wasn't careful, it was one he'd lose for no fault of his own.


Chapter 3

 

 

"Come on, come on. I told you there's nothing more relaxing than a game of darts, a beer in hand, with your compadres gathered around you."

Deke lifted the beer in salute, more to avoid responding to his brother Jake than because he was thirsty. When he lowered the glass, his gaze met the humor-filled eyes of his sibling. Something was up, and he didn't like the smug prankish grin his brother sported.

"The only thing better is being in the arms of a beautiful woman, I tell you." Vince Cassidy, self-proclaimed leader of the wolf pack, slapped Jake on the back, toasting Deke with his bottle of ale. "And I, my friends, am lucky that way. You guys, not so frickin' much."

Jake turned to give Vince an evil eye, and Deke was glad for the shift in attention. His brother, younger than him by a year and a half, got their mother's good looks. Favoring their father, Deke's stockier build was honed by years of ranch work. Not that he could call his brother a weakling, given that he was a sheriff's deputy and no slouch when it came to physical activity, but he wasn't close to the land and its daily tending the way that Deke was.

No, he and only he cared about the land. Legacy aside, it was what he'd been drawn to since he was a boy. His life was their family's ranch. And that made the latest report from the hydrologist all the more concerning. Wishing that he could extricate his brother from the camaraderie of the growing group, he wondered again if he was overreacting. If he was, it would be a blessing. If he wasn't, he didn't want to contemplate the battle to come.

"Luck has nothing to do with it."

Realizing that the teasing had continued while his mind wandered, Deke tuned back just as their cousin Dave Preston sauntered in, followed by Steve Cartwright, another county worker. Like Deke and Jake, they were single. The rest of the wolf pack was being picked off like mice by the hawks.

"Who got lucky? Jake, have you been holding out on us?"

Deke took a step back away from the table, hoping to step out of the spotlight as easily. But Jake seemed to be on to him.

"Nah, not me. But Deke might."

What the hell?

Shaking his head in denial, Deke let Jake pull him back into the fray with a hard hand on his shoulder. 

"I doubt it. The last time Deke talked about a date, he was in college." Dave elbowed Steve in the ribs and they both laughed.

"Just because he doesn't kiss and tell, which, I might remind a few of you, there seems to be a lot of going around these days, doesn't mean he isn't seeing someone." Jake's rapid move from clown to champion didn't fool Deke. He was up to something.

"I am not seeing anyone."

"What about fixing him up with that winemaker, Marguerite?" Dave addressed the question to Vince, who appeared give it serious thought.

Deke felt the situation spiraling out of his control. He was usually the most easy-going of guys, but this continued attention on his dating situation or lack thereof was getting on his last nerve. All of his other nerves were worn thin with worry about the ranch.

Vince shook his head slowly. "She is one exotic lady, that's for sure." He made a big show out of shivering. "But controlling? Oh shit yeah. No offense, Deke, but I don't think you and Marguerite have a chance in hell. She's all ice princess and sophisticated and chic, and that's just not you."

Okay, it was hard not to take offense at that. Vince had a way of putting his size eleven feet into a pile, even when he had the best of intentions. But before Deke could respond, Jake's teasing tone returned.

"Not his type at all. Nothing in common, nothing at all. But I know how to match him up with women who are his type."

Peppered with questions from the rest of the group, Jake grinned like he'd won the lottery, and Deke had the urge to grab his arm and drag him outside before he could get into more mischief.

Jake slapped him on the back and lowered his head confidentially, causing the rest of their group to lean forward with expectant grins.

"I took care of it for you."

"You took care of what, exactly, for me?" He might have to do his brother bodily harm this time, because this didn't sound good.

"I signed you up."

Jake was enjoying this. In the pause that followed, the thunk of darts on cork, sharper clatters of glasses set on wooden tables, and smell of beer and peanuts rose around Deke. Undoubtedly, whatever this would turn out to be would be ingrained forever into his memory. He didn't want to ask, but Jake seemed to be hell-bent on telling the rest of his story no matter what he did.

"You signed me up for what?" 

Jake's grin grew even broader, and Vince murmured that this was going to be good to anyone who bothered to listen. Deke winced. It wasn't the first time he'd been on the receiving end of one of Jake's pranks.

"I signed you up for that dating site, the one for farmers and ranchers. Put a profile in for you and everything. You've got at least a dozen women interested in you already, bro. All you have to do is open up their emails."

It was hard to hear the resulting catcalls and laughter from his so-called friends over the roar in his ears. He closed his eyes, wishing he could teleport back to the ranch, where the only things he needed to worry about were water and grazing and stock production. When he opened them again, the first thing he saw was Jake's big grin.

"Congratulations, big brother. You're going to have a date."

*****

"Seriously, I think it's a great idea."

Deke considered the possibility of slugging Jake, cop or not. The story had been retold with the new arrival of each wolf pack member, until Deke was sure that the whole damn bar knew that he was supposedly the hot guy on an Internet dating website. This was not funny.

"I mean, how else are you going to meet women? You work twenty hours a day, seven days a week. You have no social life other than what the guys and I drag you out to. Hell, if a single woman expressed any interest in you at all, you'd miss it because your only passion, your constant passion, is the ranch. Man, it is not healthy."

"Is that any different from your commitment to being a cop?"

Deke noticed Jake recoil, and he was glad he'd hit a nerve. It didn't seem to slow his brother for long, though.

"At least I meet women in my line of work. And I work with single ladies too. Tell me, does the feed lot even have any eligible females left, or are they all underage or married and pregnant?"

Deke waved off the question, digging in his jeans pocket for his keys. Trying to discuss anything serious with Jake today seemed to be a waste of time. When his brother continued on in the same teasing tone as he followed in the direction of their vehicles, Deke spun on him.

"Not that it's any of your business, but I date when I want to date, when I have time and inclination to date. And right now, I have much more important things on my mind than women. I have a crisis on my hands."

When he turned towards his truck once more, Jake fell into step beside him saying nothing. Inhaling the dry summer air did little to calm his anger or ease his frustration. The headache lurking in the background almost constantly these days, stealing away his good nature, pounded once more. Deke beeped the truck unlocked and reached for the door's handle. A strong hand closed on his arm when he tried to yank it open.

"Hey, I'm sorry. I was just funning with you. You know, like when we were kids. You used to be able to take it better."

Deke swung around to look directly into his brother's eyes. They were the mirror of his, the one family feature they undeniably shared. They looked apologetic and troubled, the color a turbulent gray-green.

Letting out a sigh and allowing the chip to fall off his shoulder was hard. He longed for those simple days when they were both easy-going hellions their mother chased after with a broom for their latest misadventure. Their tight bond lasted through high school and through the addition of three more Kermarrec boys. 

Jake said, "I'm sorry. I was kidding. I didn't really set you up on that dating site. But maybe you should think about it. You know, meet some women who are as interested in ranching as you are?" He arched his eyebrows and tilted his head as he raised the question.

Deke rubbed his hand across his eyes. Coming out tonight had been a bust, a mistake. He could have been doing more research or thinking about a strategy. Anything but getting ribbed about something that mattered so little.

His butt hit the side of the truck as he leaned back, staring at Jake with a face that he was sure shared all of the bleak worry he was feeling.

"Apology accepted. I have a lot on my mind, Jake. Right now, women don't even rate in the top one hundred of why I'm worrying."

Jake turned and leaned back against the front quarter panel and kicked a booted foot up on the tire. His crossed arms matched Deke's. Mirroring again, that cop trick to encourage someone to talk. Deke almost let the edge of his lip curl in recognition. Jake probably wasn't even aware he'd slipped into investigative mode.

"So what is at the top of your worry list?"

Deke examined the parking lot of Mallory's, his eyes sliding from car to truck to SUV, recognizing more than a few. He'd lived in this county since the day he'd been born on the ranch, other than some of his college years. He knew all of the old families in the ranching world of their region, and most of the new ones as well.

"At the top of the hit parade is water."

He saw Jake's surprised gaze snap to him out of the corner of his eye.

"Are the wells drying up? That's never been a problem in history." He frowned, and Deke turned to look at him more fully. Jake opened his mouth, seemed to reconsider, and closed it again. Then he shook his head and started over.

"I've heard plenty of stories recently about wells going dry because other users need a lot. For example, that winery you're next to. They have to irrigate, and I bet they're drawing out of the same aquifer."

Deke shook his head in the negative as Jake's voice faded off. "It's not the amount of water. We have plenty. I don't think that the winery draws from the same place as we do anyway. No, it's not that."

"So what is it?" The puzzlement on his brother's face was genuine.

Deke sighed again. He'd wanted to discuss this with Jake, but somehow, it now felt like he was dumping his burden on shoulders that hadn't made the same choices he had. But he needed an impartial sounding board, and for that, Jake was great.

"I think something's poisoning the wells."

Jake's frown deepened and he stood up straighter. "Poison? How do you know? Something or someone? "

Squeezing the back of his neck did little to release the tension or the headache rapping at his temples. Jake might not be a big part of the ranch, but he'd protect it as if he was. 

"I've lost some livestock over the last few months, more than what I would consider normal. The last two seemed so bizarre that I took them to the vet school for analysis. And they came back with toxicology that was through the roof. Residues of herbicides at high levels. Things that we don't use on the ranch."

"Could it be something natural?"

Deke shook his head before Jake had a chance to finish the sentence.

"No, it's not natural. And I think I know what's causing it. Or rather, who."


Chapter 4

 

 

She had blurted out the first thing that came to her mind as he'd reached out his wine glass.

'Your eyes are like the sea.'

Merde, how embarrassing was that?

"You met someone?" 

Marguerite's frown at her memory changed to a grimace at the astonishment in her friend's voice. It wasn't like she was a nun, after all. 

She turned from the kitchen table to avoid Tess's wide-eyed gaze.

"He is a neighbor of the winery. His family has been on that land for a long time. He is...intriguing." Her French accent rose on the last word, and she flinched when she realized that it gave the term an erotic tone.

"Ah, then it's Deke Kermarrec. Yes indeed. He would definitely put that blush on your cheeks," Tess teased.

Marguerite shook her head, letting long black curls hide her expression as she busied her hands with the food on the table. "He came into the winery the other day, saying he had watched us grow for quite a while but had never taken the time to visit. We chatted. He is very charming."

And sexy as a rich Cab, almost making her forget that she had yet to encounter a man who could meet her expectations.

When Tess didn't respond, Marguerite felt compelled to fill the silence. "His ancestors were French, from Brittany. They have been on their land for seven generations."

Tess deposited the washed vegetables next to Marguerite's cutting board and wiped her hands in a towel. "Yes, I know. His brother Jake is a sheriff's deputy. The three younger boys left the area. It's a shame. Their ranch is supposed to be amazing, rich in history and amazingly productive. I know that Larry at the charcuterie shop is always delighted to get his hands on any of the fresh game or domestic meat Deke provides. He said that the quality is unlike anything else he's tasted, even among organic grass fed stock."

A man as committed to excellence on his land as she was to quality at the winery. It could make their future conversations very lively. Maybe he would be a nice distraction for a time.

Until he said the wrong thing or bored her to tears.

"Are you going out with him?" Tess's quiet question contrasted with the lively scrutiny on her face. "I mean, you don't seem any more inclined to date than I am."

Happy to be able to shift the spotlight, Marguerite wiggled her fingers in an all-encompassing circle in response. "Ah yes, but you are enmeshed with that brother of Dane's, Powers, are you not?"

"Powers and I have – issues," Tess replied, waving off the idea.

"This Deke and I will probably have – issues – too," Marguerite countered, tossing aside the offending word as if none of it mattered.

"I think that you should give it a chance," Tess countered.

"And I, you," Marguerite shot back, letting her smile mirror Tess's, even as the other woman shook her head.

"Someday, you'll explain to me why you are so resistant to the idea of dating."

No, Marguerite wanted to reply. Men didn't live up to her high expectations over the long term, and it was better not to waste her time.

Instead, she flipped her hair over her shoulder and gave Tess a wicked grin. "Maybe it's the witch in me, just like the mountain."

When a shiver washed over her, she realized that perhaps she was tempting the fates too much.

*****

The sun barely set below the western ridges when Marguerite pulled up to her house. It had been home to the previous landowners, and for a time, it had belonged to Drs. Davinia and Marcus Dawson as their new place near the top of Witch Hill was constructed. When it was finished, they offered the cabin to Marguerite as one of the benefits of being the Witch Hill Winery winemaker.

Even two years later, the sight of the place in the dimming light of dusk usually brought a smile to her face. Designed to mimic an old log cabin, it was the contemporary and more spacious version of the kind that early settlers and miners alike built when they laid claim to their land. Of course, it also included all of the modern amenities, a fact that Marguerite appreciated as much as the secluded setting. 

Tonight, though, she was too distracted to savor the wide covered porch or the soft murmurs of the surrounding woods. The girl tribe dinner had been interesting to say the least. Between urging Tess to give Powers a chance, discussions about possible nuptial sites for their artist friend DK and fiancé Vince, and similar prodding for writer Gabby Cooley-Burke and her Rick, the night had been stimulating. The fact that she was able to escape any further poking into her own business was even better.

She was single and loving it, she assured them whenever they asked. Independent, self-sufficient, and owned by no one, she still treasured her friends, even as time became harder to carve out for their time together. One by one, each member of the girl tribe was meeting her match, and each woman seemed to be willing to endure what Marguerite saw as the very noticeable and unfortunate flaws in their men. Even Serena Williamson, now Serena Ashland, had accepted that her husband Dane might never fully recover from the tragedies he'd experienced in Afghanistan. 

Settling, that is what her friends were doing. She, on the other hand, would never settle. If the man was not perfect, and did not meet every one of her long list of required traits and characteristics, he was not for her. Better to be alone than to settle.

Shaking her head, Marguerite reached for the phone she'd plugged into her dash charger when she'd arrived at Tess's home. There would be no emergencies needing her attention that couldn't wait until she and her friends had enjoyed an evening of laughter together.

And honestly, since every one of their phones except Tess's had rung with a call from their men at some point in the evening, she didn't want it underscored that there was no man wondering when she would be home, settling or not. A part of her, a part she'd never admit to in public, was envious. Just because she enjoyed being on her own didn't mean that she was never lonely.

'Your eyes are like the sea.'

Her own words echoed back to her again. His eyes, the color a mixture of green and gray and blue, had startled her then. There was a Breton word for it – glacé. The eyes would change based on the mood and temperament of their owner. Her native French compatriots said that reading the color of those eyes would only scratch the surface of emotions underneath.

That day, she'd nearly boggled the wine thief as she lifted it from the barrel, intent on showing off the futures of Cabernet Sauvignon on a busy Sunday afternoon. The crowd had been steady, and when she looked up to give her welcome and standard explanation about the wine, his direct gaze stopped her mid-pour.

He smiled, a lazy grin that spread slowly across a face that was too rugged to be called handsome and too transcendent to be anything but intriguing.

"Since they caught your attention, I suppose I should thank my grandparents five times removed on my Dad's side."

Recovering her composure with effort, she remembered what she was doing and closed the distance between the wine thief and his proffered glass.

"Indeed you should. I have not seen eyes like yours since I was last in France."

He swirled the wine in its deep bowl, took an appreciative sniff, and sipped, his eyes closing as if to focus on the experience. It gave her a chance to stare as the muscles in his throat worked around the swallow. His hair was the color of lightly oaked Chardonnay, and waves that ran just past his shoulders undoubtedly made many women weep in envy.

Not her, of course.

Those amazing eyes opened slowly, and he met her gaze with stillness. Obviously, he was used to being examined so closely by the women he met.

"I can tell from your accent that France isn't a distant ancestor to you like it is to me. I know you're Marguerite, the winemaker. I'm Deke Kermarrec. My family owns the ranch to the south of this mountain."

She ignored the red wine staining her fingers and put her hand in his outstretched grasp. The shake was warm, his larger hand engulfing hers and the rough calluses sweeping over her palm like a caress, making her shiver before she caught herself. The almost playful quality of his deep quiet voice drew her closer, and she couldn't help the teasing note in her reply.

"And before then? Because you know, it only matters who your people were at least ten generations ago."

He chuckled, a musical sound as delightful as new wine hitting a fresh glass, making the skin on the back of her neck tingle. 

"Eight generations, ten, or twenty, it would have been Bretagne. Some time back then, though, I think it was a Celtic nation, not French."

She wanted to continue this interesting conversation with this intriguing man, yearning at a level she hadn't experienced in a long time. But other guests were standing with glasses outstretched and waiting.

"Mr. Kermarrec, I hope that we have a chance to discuss in more detail how the French merely allowed imposters to borrow part of our country for a time. But now, I must continue to work. If you'd like to return to the tasting room, there are more wines to experience. It has been a pleasure meeting you."

He nodded and moved to the side, and she felt a stab of disappointment, sharp enough to create an unfamiliar ache. It had been a long time since she'd had a worthy adversary with whom she could trade barbs, and she sensed that it was likely this man would have been a skillful opponent. As busy as it was today, she would not be free any time soon. 

But he surprised her, rounding the barrel to lean against a steel tank a few feet away. With one boot crossing the other at his ankles and a hip cocked to the side, he looked the picture of ease. That appreciative gaze lit his face again, slowly building from glow to mega-wattage, and she couldn't help but grin in return.

"I can see that you're busy. It's okay. I'm in no hurry. A good debate is always something worth waiting for." A genuine smile crept across his face and turned his eyes a fathomless rich blue, the color reminding her of tropical seas and hot sands, as he added, "And it's Deke." 

She rubbed the phone in her hand like a talisman at the memory. In small tastings, they'd begun to get to know one another. She baited him with ancestral slights, but he surprised her once more by changing the course of their discussion completely as he asked about her winemaking process. That eventually led to her inquiries about his ranching business during another brief lull in customers. 

And after two hours of random conversation, she remained intrigued. She was almost done with barrel tasting for the day. But by then, he'd looked at his watch and excused himself, saying that livestock needed feeding.

"I hope we have an opportunity to continue to explore Franco-American relations," he'd said, with a wink and a squeeze of her hand. Taking two steps back, he turned and walked out the barrel room door, giving her a fine view of his well-toned physical attributes. Marguerite felt that full-body shiver once more, even as she told herself she didn't care if she saw him again.

The cell's energetic ringing in her hand made her jump in the driver's seat
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