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      Mark Hersch knew he should have expected it with the elevation gain, but he was still surprised when his ears popped. He glanced at the GPS to confirm what his head already knew.

      Just past four thousand feet and climbing.

      The road curved through patches of shiny-leaved rhododendrons and more pines than oaks, so it made sense. Even for someone who lived in Bountyfield, Virginia, in the heart of the Appalachian Mountains, such a quick increase still required a bit of adjustment.

      This stretch had the forest too close on both sides to see very far, but a couple of stunning overlooks down into the valley weren’t too far ahead. Ear complaints or not, he planned to take advantage of the first time he’d been up this way for months.

      Mark figured his ears could be forgiven their slow reflexes, since he’d only lived back home in Bountyfield for three months now. He still needed a bit more time to get his mountain legs under him for sure.

      He’d been back about the same amount of time he’d been engaged to the amazing woman sitting next to him.

      He glanced over at Beth, who as usual didn’t disappoint with her humor and what he suspected was an easy ability to read his mind. She stared back at him, big blue eyes wide, and stretched her mouth open in the most adorable ear-clearing pantomime he’d ever seen.

      She winked and took another sip of her ever-present coffee, reminding Mark that he still hadn’t finished his. He grabbed his black travel mug and swallowed the last bits of barely sweetened brew, wishing he had more after getting up extra early for the drive.

      The sunlight sparkled through Beth’s brown curls where they floated just above her shoulders, and Mark hoped his own ornery strawberry blond hair wasn’t too much of a mess.

      She rested one hand on his shoulder as he drove, making him wish they were in her Maxima rather than his rather ponderous official blue Commonwealth of Virginia sedan. Much better snuggling possibilities in Beth’s quick and nimble ride.

      And she adored tearing up and down twisty mountain roads like this one more than he ever would.

      “Altitude getting to you, city boy?”

      “Too many years in the flatlands of Richmond,” he said, winking right back at her. “I’ll recover quick if they keep sending me up here to the wilds of Sutherland County.”

      Right on cue, a green road sign declared they were seven miles from Isom Gap. The work destination for both of them on this cool October Thursday morning, and their hiking and mini-vacation stay for the weekend.

      “What time is your first meeting?”

      Mark consulted his mental calendar—not quite as accurate as his internal map and orientation software, but pretty good most of the time.

      “Eleven for the sit-down with the mine operators within the district. Then they’ll go along on a few inspections to check out several creeks and streams, but I’m not expecting any kind of trouble. You’ll be at the courthouse until what, four?”

      “That I will. They’re supposed to have a good supply of records and photos already pulled for me. Got a couple of local collectors meeting me today and tomorrow, with boxes full of stuff. Including my favorite glass plate negatives.”

      Mark smiled as he followed an especially steep and sharp curve to the right, where the trees grew so thick overhead that the morning sunlight only dappled the pavement.

      He’d first met Beth not on an inspection, but during one of his talks to local landowners. Besides his work keeping an eye on coal mine runoff and doing this kind of outreach for the Department of Mines, Minerals, and Energy, he coordinated with residents as much as he could on his own pet project. Some of his co-workers called it an obsession rather than a passion, but Mark didn’t care one bit about that.

      They could make sure every current coal operation was keeping the waterways clear all day long, and they were doing a fine job of that. So fine that Mark loved having time to focus on finding runoff from old abandoned mines and even unpermitted house-coal pits from decades back.

      The amounts might be small, but getting those small problems before they ran into creeks and rivers added up quick.

      He slowed at a brown sign letting them know a scenic overlook was coming up, then pulled off the road to the left. The parking area was empty of other vehicles but scattered with drifting leaves in orange, yellow, and scarlet.

      “What’s this one?” Beth said, leaning forward as Mark parked close to a wooden ramp leading out to a stone tower.

      He tried to ignore the way the only thing visible beyond was the intense blue sky dotted with pure white clouds.

      “Would you believe I have no idea? I’ve always been in a hurry to either get up the mountain or get down. This is yet another advantage of you coming with me this weekend. I get to actually enjoy the drive.”

      They both stepped out into the stiff breeze that had to be a good fifteen degrees colder than Bountyfield. Mark leaned back in for his blue state jacket at the same time Beth reached for her green hoodie. She smiled as she pulled it on over his faded old Virginia Tech t-shirt.

      “Hiking this weekend might be a challenge if it stays this cold.”

      “I’m sure we’ll manage to find something to do,” Mark said holding out his hand.

      Beth held tight, and they headed up the ramp.

      She reached for the copper necklace she almost always wore—one Mark had made for her not long after they met back in December. The charm was a fragment of one of those glass plate negatives she loved so much.

      One that had shattered itself while he and Beth were engaged in a most unusual rescue. Saving a long-deceased coal miner from a rock fall in his tiny house pit before he caused more damage to everyone around him. Bringing his bones out to free his mournful ghost and let him rest at last.

      The copper-lined bit of glass served as Beth’s conduit to the world of ghosts. Especially to the woman in the more-than-century-old image, a sassy and extremely honest woman named Clina Jane.

      As was often the case when Beth touched Mark while wearing the necklace, he heard Clina Jane’s thick mountain accent himself.

      “...to hauling us far off and away from home again, and for no good reason to anyone.”

      Beth rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. Clina Jane was at least partially responsible for getting the two of them together, and she’d done more than help rescue their lost miner before he could pull more souls down under the earth with him.

      She’d been instrumental in helping understand and clear out a terrifying haunted cave right outside of Bountyfield after that, then in helping Beth rid a nearby town of a plague of moths.

      Sinner moths, as it turned out.

      “We both have to work over here, Clina,” Beth said. “Then we’ll have the first vacation we’ve taken together, even if it is only for a few days.”

      Mark heard rough laughter in the background—laughter he’d loved and known his whole life long.

      “Glad you could make the trip with us, mud bug,” he said.

      “Wouldn’t miss a chance to get out of town, water bug,” his Papaw said, his voice raspy from what he called his hard-living days. “Can’t remember the last time I was all the way over to Isom Gap”

      Clina grunted. “Sure wish I didn’t remember. Can’t think of one single reason for it myself.”

      Beth squeezed Mark’s hand, then let go as she stepped out onto the wooden platform around the stone tower. He knew she heard ghostly chatter like that all day long, and he was still amazed she could stand it.

      Thankfully taking the necklace off gave her a bit of peace when she needed it.

      And privacy when he and Beth wanted it.

      “This is incredible, Mark,” she said, standing with her hands on the waist-high wooden fence surrounding the circular platform.

      He didn’t much want to walk out that far. But he wanted her to know he didn’t especially love heights even less. If he’d known that tower’s platform jutted out above a few hundred feet of sheer cliff, he might have kept driving.

      After miles of the closed-in road, the vista before and beneath them truly was stunning. The valley rippled out below like frozen ocean waves streaked with autumn colors. The pine-scented wind was quite a bit stronger, too, leaving him no choice but to step close enough to grab the rail.

      He focused on the ring finger of Beth’s left hand to give himself a chance to catch up and catch his breath.

      His grandmother’s engagement ring there still looked odd to his eyes after a few weeks, but the quiet thrill of her wearing it stayed with him. The slender yellow gold band and cluster of three white diamonds had a decidedly old-fashioned look that didn’t match any of her other jewelry.

      Beth tried to protest when Mark insisted it was only a placeholder. A promise he was determined to keep when they finally had time to get away on a much bigger trip together. Somewhere with enough jewelry and antique shops to discover exactly the ring she wanted.

      One that made her eyes light up like the day he asked her to marry him. And the much later day when he gave her the temporary ring.

      Mark knew it was only a symbol, and Beth said the same herself. But he still wanted to give her a gift that brought that sweet light to her eyes every day for the rest of their lives.

      “The view is impressive,” he said, forcing himself to look up. “Too bad there are no signs or cell phone signal. I’m not sure what we’re looking at.”

      “Clina informs me it wasn’t near this pretty when the view meant you’d been walking or riding a dang horse all day long. Of course she says purty instead of pretty, but you get the idea.” She stopped for a second, then scowled. “And your granddad says you’re being awful brave, and he’s right proud of you.”

      Mark raised his eyebrows and shook his head, but he didn’t dare let go of the railing.

      That was one of the biggest problems with ghostly relatives. They often slipped up and outed him before he was ready.

      “Yeah, he’s got a point,” Mark said. “To tell you the truth now that he already did, I’m not a big fan of heights.”

      Beth blinked, then stepped closer and linked her arm through his.

      “Ain’t a thing to be ashamed of, Mark,” his Papaw said. “Only shame is in pretending and hiding the truth.”

      “I had no idea,” Beth said. “Sorry about that. We can go back.”

      He leaned down and kissed her cheek, then held his forehead against hers.

      “I’ll be okay, sweetheart. Look just as long as you want to. Just don’t ask me to climb along the outside of the fence or shimmy down this tower.”

      “You got it. Much as I miss her, I guess it’s just as well we didn’t bring Janie. I’ve never tested it, but I get the feeling she wouldn’t be afraid enough of heights.”

      Mark had a hard time believing Beth’s sweet Redbone hound could be anything but perfect. Especially because she won his heart anew every night when she curled up against his back with a contented sigh. But he wouldn’t want to be the one trying to hang onto her leash at a time like this. Or trying to keep himself calm if Beth had to.

      “Okay, I guess we should go,” she said. “Thank you for bringing me out here. That means a lot to me.”

      “You’re always welcome. Don’t let me stop you from seeing anything you want to, Beth. I spend more than enough time under the ground to make up for being above it once in a while.”

      She slipped her arm around his waist and squeezed before taking his hand again.

      “Let’s go see what kind of trouble we can get into in Isom Gap. We could use a break from all the excitement of the last few months.”

      Mark tried to convince himself his shiver was because of the chilly wind.

      Not one of the weird premonitions he’d always had, a trait shared with his Papaw.

      But he couldn’t quite pretend it wasn’t a shiver that felt like trouble.
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      Beth liked the Sutherland County Courthouse immediately, partly because it was different.

      Unlike the one in Bountyfield or many others she’d visited throughout the region, it was red brick rather than pale stone. Two floors and an impressive number of broad windows, which likely did a wonderful job of circulating air before the days of air conditioning.

      The front lawn was bigger than usual as well. Rather than the building crowding right up against the sidewalk and main street, it was set back a good twenty feet. Lovely groups of bushes and flowers interspersed with a few trees helped make it look inviting rather than intimidating.

      The rest of Isom Gap had the same welcoming feel, with more brick and wooden buildings, bunches of trees, and quite a few people out walking around for such a brisk day.

      She hoped their tiny private cabin on the hilly outskirts of town was as nice as what she’d seen so far. Much as she missed Janie—currently being spoiled absolutely rotten by Beth’s parents—the idea of a couple of days to relax and focus on Mark sounded heavenly.

      She mentally promised to bring Janie along on the next trip with hiking involved so Mark could spend outdoorsy time with the sweet Redbone hound he called his number two girlfriend.

      He parked behind the courthouse in a typical broad parking lot, and thank goodness her contact here had assigned several spaces close by the back door. The only other empty spots were way at the back. Carrying her scanner inside and possibly having to lug boxes full of belongings back out across yards of rippled and cracked asphalt didn’t sound like a good use of her time, or Mark’s muscle.

      Expecting people bringing in their personal and family treasures for her Sutherland County book to make the same hike wouldn’t have been the best way to gain their cooperation and trust, either.

      Mark brushed back her hair, then leaned over and kissed her cheek. The light in his bright green eyes had her half glad he was looking forward to his tour with the mine operators today, and half wishing he could spend the day with her.

      And she hadn’t admitted it to him or anyone else, but she loved seeing him in that blue official jacket. He’d been wearing it the first time they met—along with his faded and wonderfully soft Virginia Tech t-shirt that she appropriated every chance she got—only a couple of days after she’d first heard Clina’s voice.

      Same with the neat reddish beard he’d regrown as the weather turned cooler.

      “Course he looks handsome with a beard,” Clina said in her musical mountain accent, never one to shy away from sharing her opinion. “Man ought to have a little hair on his face. Never did understand why they want to scrape and shave back to looking like little boys again.”

      Beth was relieved he’d gotten out of the car rather than hearing that commentary. Even if she did agree with every word.

      “To tell you the truth, Clina,” Beth said under her breath as she got out herself, “I hope I can convince him to keep it year-round. Handsome as he is, he looks way too much younger than me without it.”

      Clina’s cackle and a hearty guffaw from Mark’s grandfather followed her out of the car.

      Mark already had what looked like a giant black laptop bag for her scanner over his shoulder by the time she joined him, and another she’d loaded up with snacks, a thermos full of coffee, and a couple of water bottles. She hadn’t yet decided if it was just his nature to carry things for her every chance he got, or if he still felt guilty about her breaking her arm back in December.

      She would much prefer he did it because he wanted to. Given the chance to keep a huge ghost-flung rock from landing on his head, she’d do the very same all over again.

      “Anything else you need?” he said, bumping the door closed with his hip. He did know to hand over her backpack with her laptop inside without complaining.

      “This is pretty much it, assuming I don’t end up taking boxes-full back home with me. A few people mentioned having books and photo albums that will be too much to scan in a couple of days.”

      “They’re excited about you being here. Paying attention to them. I understand how they feel.” He flashed the fantastic smile that had captured her full attention at first sight. “Seriously, though, you know as well as I do how many of these small towns just get ignored for decades at a time. The whole region does. Then half of what we do read or watch or hear about is negative or some kind of sick joke. Your books, they make people happy.”

      Beth had a shy and silly urge to deflect the compliment, or at least try to tone it down in some way. But she knew from experience every word he said was true.

      She’d had a few book signings over the years, and quite a few more after Bountyfield (and her articles about their adventures in the cave) made national news over the summer. The way mountain people reacted to the collection of their history, their stories told in an honest and positive way, kept her motivated.

      “I just hope I can live up to those lofty expectations,” she said, holding the heavy steel courthouse door open for him.

      The polished tile floor of the long hallway inside reflected the morning sunlight, making it brighter than overhead bulbs could account for. A door almost at the far end stood open, and Beth heard excited voices.

      A whole bunch of excited voices.

      “I think that’s for you, sweetheart,” Mark said, touching her shoulder with his. “You’re going to be busier than I am today.”

      She had to admit he was right before she thought up a way to deflect the intimidating idea. Beth had a feeling she was about to come face-to-face with a far more intimidating—and nerve-wracking—reality.

      A silvery framed sign beside the door proclaimed this Sutherland County Book Research Day, with a big bold Welcome Beth Azen! at the bottom. Inside, more long tables than she could imagine she needed were lined up, several already covered with memorabilia.

      Easily twenty people waited inside, chatting and showing off their treasures.

      Every other time she’d held an event like this, not many more than that stopped by during the entire day. Even then, she’d often gotten a big enough collection from a few people to need to take work home.

      From the looks of this, she could stay right here in the courthouse for a solid week and still need to load up the car before they drove back to Bountyfield.

      She glanced back at Mark, who beamed with so much pride she couldn’t help grinning herself.

      “Want to trade places today?”

      He laughed loud enough that everyone turned their way, then leaned close enough to lower his voice.

      “You’re really volunteering to spend the day tromping around creeks and streams with a bunch of mine operators, who secretly appreciate what I do but enjoy arguing with me way too much to ever say so? All so I can bask in your reflected glory here with people who can’t wait to talk to you?”

      He shrugged and strolled into the room, saying “I’m game” over his shoulder.

      Beth followed before he could think up too many outlandish things to tell the group.

      One small woman stepped forward, not quite blending into the rest. She was around Beth and Mark’s age for one thing, likely still in her thirties as opposed to almost everyone else who was decades older. She also wore a charcoal gray pantsuit that perfectly flattered her comfortable figure rather than the more colorful attire of the others.

      “Mr. Azen?” she said to Mark. “So lovely to meet you! I’m Susan Mason. Let me help you get set up.”

      Mark turned a smartass smirk in Beth’s direction. Neither of them had managed to settle on a date for their wedding, any more than she’d settled her question about whether to change her name or not.

      “He’s not Mr. Azen just yet,” Beth said with a warm smile. “But that is one of the options we’re considering. I’m Beth Azen, and this is my fiancé Mark Hersch.”

      Susan put both hands to her cheeks, which were turning quite red.

      “Oh no, I shouldn’t have just assumed. Especially since I’m married to a Harrison myself and never did make the change. I’m delighted to meet you both. Come on, we’ve got space all ready for you.”

      One of the long tables was set up along the back wall, right in front of the power outlets already supplied with a sturdy surge suppressor. On the table right next to it waited a surprisingly enticing spread of chips, cookies, candy, even individually wrapped sandwiches, alongside coffee, tea, and soda.

      They’d even brought in a cooler full of ice, and another of those silvery signs that exhorted guests to please not eat or drink around the collection.

      “The historical society took care of all of this,” Susan said, “with donations from one of the grocery stores in town to help. They’ll keep an eye on it today and tomorrow to make sure you don’t run out. They’re just so pleased to have you here. I wouldn’t answer for you, Beth, but I know they’d be thrilled if you could do an interview or maybe even a talk at one of their meetings.”

      Beth tried to draw enough breath to answer without much success. Chatting with folks one-on-one was easy enough, and writing was easier than that. She’d hadn’t felt overwhelmed by the idea of bunches of readers for her words for a long time.

      But she’d never quite worked out Mark’s natural ability to talk to big crowds of people no differently than he chatted over dinner with friends.

      As he so often did, he understood exactly how freaked out she felt.

      Even more importantly, he knew what
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