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  FIREFLY SONG
Books of the Kindling, Book Three

Her words can conquer body and soul. Can his music capture her heart?


Thea Woodruff is finally coming home to Woodruff Mountain. But because of her ongoing struggle with an intimidating preternatural ability, she plans to attend her brother Daniel’s wedding, mourn her grandfather’s death, and flee the mountain once again. Thea still blames herself for Becca Moser’s death so long ago and, of course, the first person she encounters in town is her old friend and fellow musician, Becca’s brother.
Sheriff Jake Moser is seriously considering a career change. Law enforcement is a family calling, but his real passion is making music and building musical instruments. Seeing Thea again reminds him of the amazing music they used to make, but her arrival also intensifies the ravings of his mother about the evil happenings on Woodruff Mountain.
When Thea finds out that others have unique abilities too, including Jake and members of her family, she still insists that she must leave because her gift is far too dangerous. Meanwhile, Jake is coping with his thriving business, the bizarre kidnappings of newborns, and the appearance of an uninvited suitor from Thea’s past, when his mother’s obsession with the Woodruffs threatens to turn violent.
Will Thea and Jake be able to save everyone on the mountain, including her newborn niece, when an even greater threat arises?
Firefly Song is the captivating third book in the Books of the Kindling contemporary romance series. If you enjoy a sensual small town romance, a second chance at love, and a hint of something inconceivable, then you’ll love Donna June Cooper’s thrilling story.

Read Firefly Song today and be enchanted by the music of Woodruff Mountain!
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  Prologue


For a moment, he thought he actually saw the bullet in midair, spinning hot silver sparks as it sped toward him. That was impossible, of course, but Sheriff Jake Moser was well acquainted with the impossible. 
It plowed into his stomach, dropping him to the ground. His skull bounced off the wood floor and stars flickered before his eyes.
Dammit.
There were frantic screams and what sounded like people pushing over chairs as they scrambled to safety. Someone stepped on his leg. The pain was oddly reassuring. At least he could still feel something.
“Get him!” one person yelled.
“Stop!” shouted another. There was a cacophony of chairs being knocked over in a stampede of running townsfolk.
The noise began to recede. With a start, Jake realized he was the one who was fading.
Jake, Jake, Earthquake. Jake, Jake, Beefcake. Jake, Jake, Cupcake. Jake, Jake, Hotcake.
Becca?
Why in the hell did he do this? Give up on his own dream to walk in his father’s shoes—walk right into a damn bullet. Just like his father.
“Hang in there, Jake.” That was Evan Meade, Chief of Police of Patton Springs.
Nothing to hang on to here except floor, thanks, Jake thought, still clinging to the echo of his sister’s voice singing that silly rhyme in his head.
Someone pressed down on the pain, shoving it right up into his head and making those stars flare up again. It was Evan, checking for an exit wound.
“Shit.” Jake hissed.
“He’s conscious,” someone said.
He’d always thought this would happen one day, but by answering a domestic violence call or a drug bust, not a damn town council meeting.
“But he’s not bleeding that much,” a woman said somewhere above him.
“It’s the internal bleeding we have to worry about,” Evan answered in a quiet voice. Probably thought Jake couldn’t hear him.
Jake heard a siren wail to a stop outside, but it wasn’t the paramedics. They would take longer. He needed to fight his way out of this fog. He needed to stay lucid.
“Is she okay?” Jake asked—or thought he asked.
“Take it easy, Jake.”
“He’s asking about the mayor,” the woman said.
“She’s fine, Jake. We got the shooter,” Evan said. “Just relax.”
“It was her ex-husband,” the woman said to Evan. “The mayor’s.”
He finally recognized the speaker. One of a trio of women who had been sitting at the back before all hell broke loose. Long ago Jake had labeled them the Patton Springs Triumvirate. They were the backseat drivers at every council meeting—trying to steer the town back into the past. Now he imagined all three of them hovering over him, cackling like those crazy witches in Macbeth.
This particular witch was right. It had been the mayor’s ex. And he had either been on some drug or in desperate need of one. Probably jonesing for hillbilly heroin—oxycodone. Jake had seen it on the man’s sallow, sweaty face and wild eyes as he’d shambled toward the council. But Jake had been more focused on the huge gun the guy had pulled out, especially since Jake had come to the meeting in his civvies. Without his vest.
He had been listening to the Triumvirate’s usual complaints about the criminal element that the annual music festival brought to town. In their esteemed opinions, even the musicians were deviants.
He’d ignored their hushed whispers about how the county sheriff—Jake—played in one of the bands they were complaining about. Instead of worrying about the area’s growing drug problem, the Triumvirate was more concerned about the damn noise and blamed the music festival, which only lasted three days, for year-round crime issues.
All Jake had intended to do today was answer questions about law enforcement coverage for the event—street closures, security, and so on—and get out of there before the usual gossip fest began.
Then the mayor’s ex had shown up, raving about his child support payments.
Then Jake was on his back with a hole in his gut.
Funny thing, Jake didn’t feel as bad as he knew he should. In fact, he was hungry—ravenous even. Maybe he was dying. Or worse, maybe he wasn’t.
That thought made him open his eyes.
Yep, the Triumvirate was looming over him, along with Evan. What looked like half the town lurked beyond them.
“Stay with the sheriff while I get these people outta here, will ya, Charlie?” Evan growled. “And keep the pressure on this. I’m gonna find out what’s taking the ambulance so damn long.”
“You got it,” said Charlie.
Charlie Sloan was his best deputy, and the one who stepped in for Jake whenever he was out of commission. He was definitely out of commission now.
Charlie’s face hovered above him, pale and concerned. Even though Charlie was practically leaning on the wound, the pain had become distant and dull. He heard Evan and another of his men expelling the gawkers.
“Dammit, Jake. Were you that desperate for a vacation?” Charlie asked. The look on his face belied his casual tone.
“Hell no,” Jake croaked. “I’m in this…for the…long term…disability.”
“I knew it. You’ve been angling for more time to fiddle around in Donnie’s shop.” Charlie attempted a smile. “Get it? Fiddle?”
“You trying to…kill me…with that crap?”
The building had gone silent. The three witches had been herded outside with the rest and he finally heard the ambulance siren.
“You ain’t gonna die, Moser. Your hide is too damn thick.”
If the bullet was where he thought it was, he wondered what the EMT guys would make of his thick skin. Shit. “Charlie?”
“Yeah, Jake.” 
“Get to my mom…before someone else does. Tell her I’m…okay.”
“I’ll bring her to the hospital myself,” Charlie said. “And I’ll keep an eye on her for you.”
“Thanks.” His voice was beginning to slur. He was so…very…tired.
“Anyone else you need me to call? Eric? The Woodruffs? They’ll wanna know.”
He shook his head. Eric had fled across the country to get away from all the drama. And this past year had been bad enough for the Woodruffs without adding to it.
A memory of Thea Woodruff dressed all in black standing in the shadows at her grandfather’s funeral slid through his fading consciousness.
“No,” he answered, as everything slid away into darkness.






  
  Chapter One


Thea dabbed at her dripping nose with a tissue as she stood at the desk of her father’s personal assistant. It would be ironic if a stupid virus derailed years of careful planning. 
“Your daughter is here to see you.”
The announcement held the condescending tone her father’s assistant always used. It had never been “Ms. Woodruff,” but always “your daughter.” From the moment she’d walked in the doors of Hartford five years ago, that cloud of nepotism had hung over her head.
Not that it mattered. When she walked out of here today, she would never have to hear that tone again. And she would take that oh-so-perfect flower arrangement out of the vase on the witch’s desk and pour the water over that oh-so-perfect chignon of hers.
Well, she would visualize doing it.
She stuffed the tissue back into her pocket. Her father opened the door to his office, and she stepped inside.
Marshall James Woodruff exuded health, vitality, and power. With only hints of gray in his auburn hair and a few wrinkles in his pale freckled skin, he looked far younger than his fifty-six years.
He reached for a decanter of brandy sitting on the credenza. “Well, that went even better than we expected. Even if the stock takes a hit, it will recover even higher in a few days. I call that a big win, considering how it could have gone.” He raised the bottle toward her. “Will you have a drink to celebrate, Althea? I would invite you out to celebrate with Dave and Hal and I, but you understand how that would look.”
“It would look as if you were actually celebrating paying out four billion dollars in fines and forfeitures,” Thea said in a cool voice. “Your PR gurus wouldn’t approve.”
He didn’t react but poured himself a generous amount. “It has been a long five years,” he admitted. “In fact, we’ve fought this damn thing since you walked in the door, haven’t we?”
“Yes, sir, you have.” She cursed her runny nose as she sniffed.
He frowned. “Are you still fighting off that bug? If you would take some Synprex-D, you’d be breathing free, instantly.” He almost sang the stupid jingle.
She casually shut the door behind her and enjoyed the sound of disapproval this got from his assistant.
Marshall raised an eyebrow. “All right then, what’s this about?” He then gave her one of those grins that won over the hearts of politicians and stockholders alike. “Are you going to hit me up for a raise, young lady? You’ve earned it.”
Thea picked up her briefcase and pulled out what was probably the most dangerous piece of paper in the building. It had taken her days of revision to prune it down to a few concise statements. She also pulled out an ivory linen envelope.
“No,” she said. “I am offering you my resignation, as of Monday.” Her voice was as steady as she could manage. “Since I secretly encouraged the Qui Tam whistleblowers and did everything legally possible to support the DOJ’s case, I don’t think it’s appropriate for me to continue working for Hartford.”
An expression of complete surprise transformed her father’s face, quickly replaced by fury. His green eyes turned to ice and that fair complexion flushed red. The amber liquid in his glass sloshed.
“You…what?”
Thea enjoyed that moment, reveled in it for as long as she dared. Then she took a deep breath and used the voice.
“Until I open that door to leave, you will remain quiet and calm. You will listen to everything I am about to tell you. You will do everything I say with the same determination and skill you use in all your business affairs. You will believe without question that these directives came from your own mind. You will accomplish these directives as swiftly as possible.”
Her father’s flushed expression faded to a blank sheet. His eyes went flat as her voice reverberated around them, through them. Thea pressed cold fingers to her temple and willed away the twinge that promised a headache soon. Between that and the damn virus, the drive home tonight was going to be an endurance test.
“Item one: you will do nothing to retaliate against any of my friends or associates because of my resignation…”
Thea had timed this to the minute and didn’t dare risk an interruption. She was only able to include the most critical demands and some things, some very precious things, had to be removed to shave off seconds.
The headache continued to grow as she read. All too soon, she’d reached the last item on the list, but it was the best she could do. Sweat had started to bead on her father’s forehead and a trickle of red trailed from one nostril. Time to wrap things up.
“You will do all of this in addition to meeting all the demands of the five-year Corporate Integrity Agreement with the Department of Health and Human Services, and you will follow that agreement with no attempt at deceit, delay, or evasion.”
With her briefcase strap over her shoulder, Thea went over to his desk, placed the envelope on his blotter and picked up his expensive cigar lighter. She set fire to the list and held it carefully over his trash can, making sure nothing remained but ash. She dusted off her fingers and returned to stand in front of him.
She held out a tissue. “Wipe your nose and give it back to me.”
He did so. She tucked the bloody tissue into her briefcase. To see that proud, expressive face so blank and malleable was…distasteful. She remembered seeing him like this once before, but that had been ages ago, when she had been far more innocent.
She had been terrified then, too, commanding him to let her and her brother and sister stay on Woodruff Mountain with their grandfather and leave them all in peace. Things weren’t so different now. But this time she recognized what she was doing for what it was—violation.
She pressed on, covering every possible contingency in as short a time as possible. Protecting those who needed to be protected and making certain he forgot what needed to be forgotten. If all went according to plan, he wouldn’t remember any of this, but the directives would be firmly in place. When he opened her resignation letter on Monday, he would be disappointed, but understanding. She went to the door. “When I say ‘Dad,’ you will say goodbye to me and tell me, in front of your assistant, to take a couple of weeks off because I deserve it.” 
Thea opened the door, looked back over her shoulder and smiled, her voice returning to normal. “I’ll be sure and tell them you said so, Dad.”
“Goodbye, Althea. And you take a couple of weeks off. You deserve it after all your hard work on this case,” her father said, oblivious to the last five minutes.
“Thank you.” Thea smiled at his assistant, who glared at her. Calm and casual, she walked across the waiting area and into the quiet corridor, lined with original oil paintings that were probably worth more than what Hartford would end up paying on this record-breaking settlement with the US government.
Thea kept smiling despite the nausea she felt until she reached the elevator lobby. She still had to make it down to ground level and into a taxi. She had packed something in her tote that she could take for the oncoming headache. She stared at the elevator doors, willing the car to come faster. Despite it all, she still managed a sigh of relief.
She’d done what she had to do, and the most distasteful part was over.
Ten years, Becca, and we finally kicked them in the teeth. But it’s not enough.
“And here she is—Hartford’s secret weapon.”
She nearly staggered sideways. She had been standing with her head down, trying to stay on her feet. She turned to find Greg Whitehead smiling at her. The admiring gleam in his eyes quickly turned to one of concern.
“Hey, Althea, you don’t look so good.” He took her arm. “Are you all right?”
Thea took a careful step backward, gently freeing herself from his grasp. “No, not really. This bug has me on the ropes. I need to go home and rest. It might be a while.”
Home. My real home. A sob lodged in her throat, but she turned it into a cough.
“That’s too bad. If your father’s not taking you out to celebrate, I had hoped to do the honors.” He made an exaggerated pout. “But I suppose I can come home with you and feed you miso soup at Althea’s instead of eggplant cannelloni at Farmicia.”
Thea pasted on a thin smile. “No, I’m definitely contagious and not very sociable at the moment. I’ll take a rain check.”
Greg’s square jaw tensed, then he smiled and shook his head. “I have a rather large collection of those. Someday I’m going to redeem them.” He reached for her arm again, but Thea sidestepped as the elevator doors opened.
“Why, I’m certain I have no idea what you mean, sir,” she said, with the exaggerated Scarlett O’Hara accent he loved so well.
His stiff smile softened. “You know, it’s not good PR for the daughter of the CEO of one of the most powerful pharmaceutical companies in the world to have a bad cold.”
Thea stepped into the elevator. “I know. Ironic, isn’t it? Synprex-D does nothing for me,” she singsonged.
“I’ll call you,” he said with desperation as the doors shut on his clean-cut face.
Thea straightened herself and hoped she looked better than she felt. Just a little while longer. Her silk shirt was sticking to her skin, her blunt-cut bangs clung to her forehead and, to top it all off, her pencil skirt was hanging sideways on her hips. Either the damn safety pin had broken or she had lost more weight than she thought over the last few weeks.
When the elevator doors opened, she stepped out into the lobby with a sense of freedom she hadn’t felt in years. Soon she could rest on the cool loam of the forest floor, listen to the music of the mountain, play along on her flute—and properly mourn for those she had lost along the way.
The thought bolstered her through the glass doors and out into the July heat that shimmered over the sidewalks of Philadelphia. Despite the temperature and her miserable cold, she felt as if she could breathe freely for the first time in years.
I’m going home.

      [image: image-placeholder]“I’m heading home, Jake!” Rita’s cheerful call carried over from the front of the shop. “You gonna be all right on your own for closing?” 
“Sure. I’m ready to work up front.” Jake had gathered his tools and the pieces he needed to work with onto his small workbench. He switched off the lights in the workshop and rolled the workbench into the front of the store. “All set.”
Still recovering from his gunshot wound, Jake was managing Donnie Lowe’s woodcrafting store while Donnie gave retirement a try. It gave Jake a chance to dabble in his own dream of creating and selling musical instruments.
Rita Mullins dark eyes twinkled. “Can’t wait to see those dulcimers finished. And hear them.” She fished her purse from behind the cash register. “I think we have a couple of hikers headed this way and…” Her smile dimmed a bit. “I think I saw your mom drive by a while ago.”
“Okay. Thanks.” Jake positioned the stool and workbench so that people passing by the shop’s large front windows could see him at work. Watching him carve sound hole inlays or string and tune the instruments, as well as play them, was a surefire draw, especially on a Friday night. A few folks always strolled the sidewalks this time of day in the summer, when the sunshine lingered and the evenings were balmy.
“I know you’re going to sell all of them.” Rita nodded to the display of his smaller stringed instruments—the mountain dulcimers, psalteries, and dulcitars hanging on the wall. “Especially those three beauties in the back you’re finishing up. I bet you’ll have all kinds of orders from the festival next week. It’s so exciting!”
Her enthusiasm was contagious. “Thanks, Rita.”
“Well, I told Donnie he should sell you the place sooner than later. You can gradually change the stock over to focus on instruments and leave him a corner for his carvings,” she said. “He’s enjoying this trial retirement too much, and you were meant to make those lovely things.”
“We’ll see.”
“Could do worse for this world than to fill it up with song, I say.”
Jake smiled. “Yes, ma’am, I believe you’re right. You have a good night and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
The bell on the door rang as the couple Rita had seen on the sidewalk came in. The young man held the door for Rita as she left.
“Welcome to HeartWood,” Jake said. “Let me know if I can help you with anything or answer any questions.”
“I adore your accents down here,” the young woman said. “They are just yummy.” Her accent pegged her as being from New England.
Her companion poked her. “Hey, I’m right here!”
Jake tipped an imaginary hat to the woman. “Why thank you, ma’am. But what accent would that be, exactly?”
At first, the couple seemed surprised, then the man laughed. “Oh, I get it. We’re the ones who have accents.”
“I suppose we do,” the woman added. “Do you have hand-carved chess sets? I mean, made here? Not in China or anything like that?”
“Made right here in North Carolina. We have a great set over here that’s all cherry, another one in black walnut, and this mixed one is walnut and maple. All of them have handmade walnut and maple boards.” Jake pointed to the chess sets Donnie had carved, then backed away to let them browse.
The bell on the door rang again. Jake straightened and turned back to his workbench as his mom walked in.
His dad had told him that Marilyn Moser had been quite a beauty in her day, and Jake had seen enough pictures of her back then to believe it. Even now, if you looked closely, you could still see the lovely girl she had once been under the scars that grief and age and alcohol had left. As always, she was dressed impeccably, with every ash-blonde hair in place and diamond studs in her ears.
“What’re you doing in town tonight, Mom? I thought you had a meeting in Asheville.”
“I don’t need them anymore. It’s always the same stories, over and over. I’m past all that now.” She glanced over at the couple checking out the chess sets.
Jake leaned in close. “They say you never really get past it, Mom.”
“I’m not here to talk about that. I’m here to find out when you’re going back to work. Everyone keeps asking me when you’re going to put on your badge again.”
Jake clenched his jaw. It wasn’t her fault. She couldn’t help it if people who weren’t brave enough to ask him directly went to her instead. He turned to check on his customers.
“We’ll ship anywhere,” he said, loud enough for them to hear. The young woman looked up and nodded in acknowledgment. They were probably hiking the Appalachian Trail and taking a breather in Patton Springs. Or they had timed their hike to be here in time for the music festival. Either way, they wouldn’t want to lug a chess set on the Trail. He turned back to his mother.
“It’s none of their business when or if I go back,” he said in a low tone.
“But they’re saying you have PTSD or something. Like you’re afraid to go back.” She sat on the stool beside his bench. “I don’t like it when they talk about you like that.”
He hated it when her voice took that petulant tone.
“Mom, I don’t have PTSD.” Not the way you think, anyway. “And I’m not afraid of getting shot again, other than the way any sane person would be. It has nothing to do with that.”
“It certainly looks like it to everyone.”
And how things look to everyone is so important to you, isn’t it?
“I’m sorry they think that.” He laid out the sound hole inlays he needed to finish carving for the hammered dulcimers he hoped to finish this week.
She gave a dramatic sigh. “I wish you would stop all this.” She gestured around the shop. “Managing this little store while Donnie’s off fishing. It just isn’t right. A Moser has been sheriff in this county since—”
“Maybe this is the way I want to make my living. Maybe this is something I’ve loved since I was a kid. And”—he raised a finger when she started to object—“maybe following in Dad’s footsteps wasn’t such a great idea.”
That was a low blow, but it stopped her cold. Having your son follow in his father’s and grandfather’s footsteps to become one of the youngest county sheriffs in the history of North Carolina had been quite a feather in her cap, but having her son shot over the same kind of stupid domestic dispute that had killed her husband? The only differences were that this had been in public—and Jake had survived. His mom should be happy that he was considering putting the badge down for good. Instead, she seemed more concerned that his decision would reflect badly on her.
She patted her hair, then rubbed at her eyes. “How are you feeling? Are you… Do you still have to take medication?”
“It still aches now and again and I’m still working on building muscle strength, but I’m off the pills,” he said.
“Good.” She didn’t sound convinced. 
No, Mom. I’m not Becca. I’m not going to get addicted to the damn things.
Jake tried to lighten the mood. “Besides fussing at your favorite son, what brings you down here?”
She sighed. “I came to talk to Sister Sarah again.”
Jake groaned. “Dammit, Mom.”
“Don’t you swear at me, Jacob Owen Moser.” His mom glanced at the customers to make sure they hadn’t heard him. “She makes me feel better about things. And she can talk to my Ron and to Becca. I need—”
“Mom, she’s a grifter, a con artist. Chief Meade has a file on her a foot thick. She can’t talk to Dad or Becca. In fact, Dad wouldn’t—”
“I don’t care. She understands. And she knows what’s really going on in this town. Up on that mountain.”
Jake blew out a breath. Not this again. Tinfoil hat time. He picked up a disk of wood and checked the design he had drawn on it. Almost too intricate for handwork, but he could handle it.
“Are you listening to me?” she asked.
“Yes, ma’am.” He tried not to sound exasperated, but it wasn’t easy. “You think something’s going on up on Woodruff Mountain. But since you don’t go anywhere near the place, then it shouldn’t be a problem.”
He remembered when Marilyn Moser had been a sweet-tempered and fearless mother and a supportive and loving wife. That had been before the alcohol, a long time ago. Now Becca was gone, Eric had fled, and his dad had died on the floor of a double-wide up in a mountain hollow. At least his mom wasn’t drinking anymore, as far as he could tell.
“You know that’s not what I mean.” She waved at the street outside the shop window. “It’s those Woodruffs and the kind of people they associate with.”
Jake frowned. “You mean the people that stay at the cabins? Or the folks who buy their herbs? Or me? I associate with—”
“It’s those other people. Like the ones who visit in that RV. And that new girl.”
“The one Daniel Woodruff’s marrying next week? That girl?” He tried not to let his frustration creep into his fingers and ruin his carving.
“Yes, that girl.”
“Her name is Mel, Mom. And those people in that RV are her parents,” Jake said in a resigned tone. “I’ve met them. Nice folks. Good people.”
“They’re not normal.”
“Which ones? The Woodruffs? Or the Nobletts?” Jake asked, no longer careful with his tone. “Or is it the whole damn bunch of ’em?”
“There is no need to swear!” 
The couple browsing the carved chess sets glanced over and Jake gave them his best good-old-boy smile. This was probably going to cost him a sale.
“There is something strange going on with them. And you, of all people, know what I mean.” She lowered her voice. “How many times have you gone up there this past year and found people waving guns around or shooting at each other?”
Jake grimaced. “Mom, the Taggarts were the ones cooking meth up there, not the Woodruffs. The Taggarts had been on the wrong side of the law for so long I’m surprised Dad, or even Granddad, didn’t catch them at it a long time ago. And that Italian guy was upset about some story Mel was writing.”
She frowned. “Waving a gun around over a story?”
“She’s a journalist. Sometimes they piss people off.” The guy had refused to talk and then the Feds had taken him away before Jake could figure out his motives. “It’s a coincidence that it all happened in the past year.” But before that, there had been Logan Woodruff—the Woodsman—whose death hadn’t been as accidental as people once thought.
“Coincidence,” his mother huffed. “Those Woodruffs have always wanted their old home place back. Look at what happened to the Taggarts—one of the boys is dead, one’s in jail, and Annie Taggart is missing. Now they can walk in there and take the Taggart place without so much as a by-your-leave? Now they’re building fences and bricking things up—”
“Mom, they’re only bricking up the cave the Taggarts used as a meth lab. And Daniel’s just putting a gate up at his driveway,” Jake said. “It’s the Woodruff’s house. It’s always been theirs.” 
Jake could tell his mom had been listening to Sarah again. Sarah Rae Scott, who called herself Sister Sarah, had been thick as thieves with Old Annie Taggart right up until her disappearance. 
“The Taggarts only lived there because of the Woodsman’s generosity and his father’s before him,” Jake said. “Hell, the Woodruffs own the whole damn mountain.”
“Jake Moser—”
Jake held up his hand to put a halt to any more complaints about his swearing, then ran it through his hair. “Look, I’ve got a lot of work to do, Mom.” Part of him wanted to yank some hair out. “I don’t have time to listen to all this again. Go on and talk to Sarah. Maybe she’ll give you her easy mark discount.”
He watched as her mouth pressed into a straight line. She stood and shook out her dress. “I’m just trying to protect you.” She leaned over to brush a dry kiss on his cheek. “You stay safe.” She went quickly out the door.
Ever since the car accident that had started Becca’s slide into addiction, his mom had ended conversations that way, like some superstitious ritual. He watched her cross the street toward Sarah’s shop, where a simple neon sign flickered “OPEN” underneath a fancier one that flashed “Psychic” over an unblinking neon eye.
“We’re going to think about it.”
Jake almost jumped at the sound of the young man’s voice next to him.
“I’m buying him a few beers at that tavern down the way, but we’ll be back,” the young woman added. “Don’t let anyone buy that mixed set.”
“Try the Pisgah Pale Ale. It’s the best,” Jake said. The bell rang, and they were gone, arms linked and laughing. Life’s one big adventure for them. He followed them and propped the door open to catch the soft evening breeze.
Returning to his work, he thought about how he was going to spend his Friday night. Six sound hole inlays to finish and stain and glue into place. Then he had to string and tune the three instruments he had ready. And tune and play and tune again. He had a feeling he wasn’t going to get much sleep the next few days, unless it was on the workshop’s futon. The festival was only a week away.
On top of running the store, he still had the practice sessions with the band to worry about, a gig that had to come off like clockwork, as well as finishing the hammered dulcimers. It was going to be close. But he was determined that any instrument with his name on it would be a unique and beautiful piece that he would be proud to own and play himself. If he sold them all, he would make the down payment on this place.
He glanced south. Beyond the lights of their little shopping district lay the vast green dark where Woodruff Mountain reared her beautiful peaks and ridges into the sky.
Unlike his older brother, Jake had never considered leaving here, not even to get away from their dysfunctional family. He still couldn’t imagine it. Sure, Eric had found mountains of his own, but those over in Washington State weren’t anything like these. These mountains had roots that reached the heart of the planet, gentle summits that touched the stars, and a song that hummed through your soul until your fingers itched with the need to play it.
He leaned over his workbench, thinking of those who had left these mountains behind. There weren’t many. People born here tended to stay if they could. Families endured. Some families, like his and the Woodruffs, had a history going back to the first settlers, even to the native tribes, right here in these mountains. Even when some of them did leave, they tended to come back.
And then there was Thea Woodruff.
She was another one, like Eric, who had escaped as soon as she could, though he’d never understood why. It had been Becca’s death that had been the final blow for Eric. Eric had only come back to town once, for their dad’s funeral.
At least Eric was still playing his guitar. From what Jake had heard after the Woodsman’s funeral, Thea wasn’t even playing anymore. That was another thing he couldn’t imagine—Thea without her flute.
Being without his instrument of choice was inconceivable to Jake. The hammered dulcimer was a bit more unwieldy than a flute or guitar. It was even harder to describe to your average music lover, but he’d come up with a description that worked for him. “Think of it as a guitar with no neck, a much bigger soundboard, a lot more strings and two sound holes. And what makes it more fun? You play by whacking it with tiny hammers.”
The openwork carving of tiny musical notes he was working on would eventually be set into the sound hole. Unlike other instruments, the sound holes of hammered dulcimers had intricately carved wooden inlays set into the holes. He was proud of his designs, which often featured musical notes and treble clefs shaped into trees.
He had carved a larger musical note for Thea a long time ago. Hers had been one note, stained dark, with an intricately carved flute of lighter wood laid across the stem and tucked under the flag. He remembered how she had worn the pendant proudly every time their little group—Appalachian Synchrony—played together. Now only Jake was left.
He pictured Thea stuck in the big city without her music. Surrounded by glass and concrete and noise and courtroom arguments. She probably rarely saw a bird, much less heard all the myriad sounds that composed the mountain’s song. But Jake could hear it through the open door.
He turned off the store’s sound system, cutting off “Sí Bheag, Sí Mhór” mid-note. With only frog song from the nearby creek, the breeze whispering through the trees, and faint laughter from the tavern down the street as accompaniment, he settled in to carve.






  
  Chapter Two


Somewhere south of Blacksburg, in the pause between two songs on the playlist meant to keep her awake, Thea thought she heard something that reminded her of the mountain’s song, but when she didn’t hear it again she realized she must’ve imagined it. She was just wired and tired at the same time.  
She’d forgotten what a long haul it was, driving to Patton Springs from Philadelphia. The moonless night revealed nothing of the landscape she was traveling through beyond the endless highway stretching in front of her. She couldn’t even see the ridges of the Appalachians, though she knew the interstate ran alongside them the entire route.
But she was extremely grateful for the eighteen-wheelers and their drivers. It wasn’t as lonely as it might have been journeying through the night with so many of them on the interstate. And whenever she stopped at the ubiquitous truck stops for gas and coffee, their questions about the BMW’s ride and handling, and the top speed of the flashy red car, reminded her to ease off the gas.
Then she heard that whisper of the mountain singing to her again. Perhaps a cricket had leaped into the car at her last stop and was protesting the unexpected free ride. But something else had hinted at the lullaby she had tucked away beneath her heart so long ago—hidden so thoroughly that she had all but forgotten it. A gentle composition that included the babble of water over stone, the wind through green leaves, the lively warble of a mockingbird, and an enthusiastic chorus of peepers in the dark.
Something inside her that had been wound tight for far too long loosened a bit, but only a bit. She still had more than an hour to go before she could collapse and sleep, assuming there was a place for her to sleep at all.
Daniel and Mel had sent her their wedding invitation, and Grace had told her repeatedly that she wanted her to come home. But even at Pops’ funeral…
No, she wouldn’t think about that. Not yet. She grabbed her travel mug, only to find it empty, again. Her nose was thoroughly stuffed up, her throat was sore, the headache was back with a vengeance, and she had run out of aspirin.
It was time for one more truck stop, one more fill up, some aspirin and, perhaps, by the time she forced down a couple of fluffy Tennessee biscuits to soak up all the coffee sloshing around her stomach, the sky would brighten up and she could actually see where she was headed, instead of just feeling it.
She took the exit to Baileyton and pulled into the brightly lit truck stop that had been a fixture at that exit for as long as she could remember. It had changed since she’d seen it last. Some national chain had taken over. Although she mourned the loss of the small business to the megacorporation, at least it meant the bathrooms might be a bit cleaner than she remembered.
Even just shy of five in the morning, the place was pretty busy, between the very early commuters, the very late shift workers, the ever-present truckers, and one unemployed lawyer driving in from Philadelphia.
At the pumps, she shoved her feet back into her heels, clambered out feeling stiff, and frowned at the rising price of premium. As she pumped the gas, she wondered why her father had gifted her with a sporty vehicle that he really wanted for himself. She forced a smile at the man at the next pump over filling his mini-van, who was giving her car a lustful once over. Better it than her.
Shaking her head at how much it cost to fill the tank, she pulled into the last parking space at the front of the truck stop and wondered if she should dig out a change of clothes from the mess in the trunk. Her suit had passed from wrinkled to disreputable somewhere in Virginia and was closing in on fragrant vagrant—smelling of stale coffee, fried food, truck stop restrooms, and fear.
When she pushed up out of her seat, it occurred to her that she was too young to feel this old. She turned around, faced her mountains, and filled her lungs. Even with a stuffy nose, she could smell it beneath the reek of diesel fuel and fried food, washing down the forested slopes—the scent of millions of trees breathing out into the air. Home.
She smiled as a couple of guys in the restaurant stood up to look out at the car. At least she assumed it was the car, since she looked like something the cat dragged in. She had asked one of her co-workers what it was about the car that evoked that reaction and had gotten an earful about agility, performance, grip, traction, and, well, speed.
A wall of air-conditioned air struck her as she walked in, along with the pungent smell of fried bacon. Between that and the country music blasting on the speakers, she assumed they were trying to keep their customers awake.
The restroom was much improved over her last stop, but her reflection in the nice clean mirror had only gotten worse. When had she dumped coffee on her blouse? She washed her face and pushed uselessly at her hair. Her brush was back in her briefcase, buried somewhere under her flute case and the rest of the detritus on the passenger seat.
In the little convenience store, she bought some aspirin and a box of tissue, then went to the restaurant for takeout coffee and biscuits. Moving in a fog and trying to focus, she ignored the other customers but smiled at the woman who brought her order. It was safer not to make eye contact with any of the truck drivers, since they always wanted to start up some conversation about the car.
Why don’t you put the top down, honey? Because the trunk was way too full and it was the middle of the night. How many tickets you got so far this trip? None actually. Although a state trooper in Virginia had given her a sniff, she had been past him before he recognized the scent.
As she left, the car did the one thing that Thea could appreciate: unlock itself as she approached with her hands full. Now that was a lust-worthy feature. And, as she’d hoped, the sky was starting to lighten to pearly gray.
Thea caught movement at the edge of her vision and braced herself for another car groupie, but it was only a dirty mop head lying on the ground next to the wall. In her exhausted state, she must’ve imagined it move. She opened the door and put her bags on the pile in the passenger seat. She took a long sip of the scalding brew in her other hand. It wasn’t bad, but it made her eyes water. She blinked when she thought she saw the mop head move again. Probably a rat or raccoon under there.
Then the mop head lifted its ears and gazed at her with big dark eyes.
She gasped and spilled even more coffee on her blouse.
A horribly matted, filthy gray dog pushed up on skinny legs and backed against the wall, watching her with suspicion. Then she saw the battered aluminum pan and cracked bowl full of water beside it. Someone was feeding the poor thing, but not really taking ownership.
A stray. Like her.
She almost took a step toward the pitiful creature but stopped. What would she do with a dog?
Thea hadn’t thought much beyond getting home for the wedding. The only thing she knew for sure was she couldn’t stay. Grace had a husband now, a baby on the way, and probably planned to fill the house with children. Daniel was moving into the old Taggart place with his new bride. All she had left was her plan to go off and teach music somewhere. There was no place for the prodigal daughter on the mountain, much less a grimy, smelly dog.
She looked down at herself and smiled. They were a matched set, weren’t they?
The dirty mop blinked at her as she sipped her coffee.
“What’s your name, pooch?”
Its head cocked and one eye disappeared behind its unkempt hair. The other glared at her as the dog sank back into the wall.
She thought of the interstate and the busy highway only yards away and shuddered. The poor thing had probably been left behind by some traveling family or a trucker. Maybe abandoned, maybe misplaced. She wondered how long it had been here, waiting for its owner to return. At least someone here was feeding it. It was going to be okay…wasn’t it?
Swallowing hard, she shut the car door and walked back into the truck stop.
The woman who had waited on her before looked up and smiled. “Back for a refill, hon?”
“No, ma’am.” Her voice felt rusty, as if she hadn’t spoken in a long time. “I was wondering about the dog out in the parking lot.”
The woman frowned. “Poor thing. Someone dumped her here a couple of months back.”
Months would feel like years to a little one like that. Years waiting for someone to take you home. Years waiting to go home.
“No one came for it? No one here wants to take it home?”
“Hey, we tried. She won’t come in and no one can catch her. Sly little thing. We figure she’s holding out for her real owner.”
“How do you know it’s female?”
The woman, whose nametag identified her as Jenny, leaned over the counter. “The way she pees, but we might be wrong. The boys do that sometimes too.”
Surely Grace had room for another dog. Maybe Daniel would take her. Someone would.
She reached for her wallet and pulled out one of her cards. “Do you have a pen?” Carefully scratching out her business number, she wrote her cell number in its place and handed it over. “If her owner ever comes back, you call me.”
Jenny looked at the card and gave her an assessing look. She could imagine how she appeared to the woman.
“Oh, hon. You ain’t gonna catch her.”
I just gave a powerful multinational corporation the one-finger salute. I can save one abandoned dog. “Watch me. I’ll have an order of bacon to go, please.”
Jenny shook her head, but went back to the kitchen and brought back a napkin wrapped around several pieces of bacon. “On the house. If you can catch Bailey, I’ll give you a hamburger for her lunch. And one for yours as well.”
“Bailey? After Baileyton?”
The woman nodded. “Works for a girl or a boy, I say.”
Taking the bacon, Thea walked back out front with Jenny close on her heels, only to find Bailey gone.
“She’s probably out raiding the garbage. She hides back there under the skips sometimes. But you’ll never get to her.”
Thea handed Jenny her coffee. “If I do, I’ll have another hot cup to go instead of that second burger. I’m a vegetarian.”
The woman laughed and followed her, carrying the coffee. “This I gotta see.”
Sure enough, they spotted the walking mop sniffing around one of the garbage skips at the back of the building, far enough back to make it impossible to reach her.
Thea got as close to the skip as she could without going under it, then squatted, or rather tried to. She finally gave up, hiked up her skirt, and knelt on the dirty pavement. At this point, how much messier could she get?
“Here, Bailey girl!” She leaned in under the skip and held out a piece of bacon. “Come on, baby girl,” she cooed.
The dog crouched in the shadows, ears back and her tail tucked under.
It was a good thing Thea’s nose was stopped up. What little she could smell was bad enough.
“What’s goin’ on back here?” came a man’s voice. Thea jumped, whacking her head on the side of the skip.
“This lady’s trying to get Bailey,” Jenny said.
“Like that’s gonna happen. You’re the one with that red Beemer from Pennsylvania, ain’t ya?”
Thea looked over her shoulder at a man in a white apron who had leaned down next to her. He said every syllable of Penn-syl-va-ni-a, as if it were a fancy, contagious disease. And his eyes spent far too much time lingering on her rear end, which was sticking up in the air at the moment.
She felt her temper start to rise. She hated it when people, especially men, tried to tell her what she could and couldn’t do.
“Dammit, Bailey,” she hissed. But those big eyes were terrified, and the dog cringed closer to the pavement.
She had one last trick left up her sleeve. 
“Come.”
Even saying it quietly, the voice rang off the metal of the skip.
Bailey immediately crawled forward, right onto her lap. Thea slid sideways and heard her skirt rip at the kick pleat as she turned to sit beside the garbage skip with the filthy dog in her arms.
“Well, I’ll be,” Jenny exclaimed, clapping her hands.
The man seemed to reassess his opinion of Thea. “Shit. You some kinda dog whisperer or somethin’?”
Thea smiled. “Or something.” She looked at Jenny. “Now, how about that hamburger for my friend here?” She broke off little pieces of bacon and fed them to the dog.
“Oh, you bet, honey. And I’ll get you some wipes for your hands and”—Jenny looked Thea over and sniffed—“for your hands.” She ran back into the restaurant.
“Hell, I’d say both you and the dog need to use the showers, but we don’t let no dogs in there,” the man said. “You need me to help you up, honey?”
Thea shook her head and put Bailey down at her feet, but didn’t let go until she used the voice again. “Stay.” Bailey waited, motionless, as Thea stood with a groan, then reached down to scoop the dog back up.
“That’s weird,” the man said. “Spooky, even.”
Thea was tempted to say something scathing for the shower comment, but she couldn’t think of anything. Besides, she did need a shower. She bit her lip and marched past him around the side of the building with Bailey in her arms.
Now she’d acquired an audience. They seemed to be regulars, mostly truckers and some staff, standing outside the doors watching as she carried the dog back to her car. One of the waitresses started to clap. Then the rest joined in, until even the grumpy cook cheered at the little dog’s rescue.
Smiling, Thea raised Bailey’s paw to wave goodbye and opened the car door to slide in, dog and all. She shut it firmly and pushed the button to start the car, struggled to fasten her seatbelt under the dog and wondered if she should fasten it over the dog instead. She knew next to nothing about dogs.
Jenny came running out with a sack and a cup. Thea rolled down the window and she leaned in. “Here you go. Fresh coffee, a nice hamburger for Bailey, and some hashbrowns for you. There’s utensils and hand wipes.” She looked around the packed and messy interior. “I’m not one to pry, but whatever’s going on in your life, I think what both of you’ll need is a long hot soak. And you’re gonna need some meat on your bones if you want to keep up with this ’un.” She cautiously stroked Bailey’s matted ears, and Thea saw a glint in her eyes. Jenny was probably the person who’d been feeding the poor thing all this time. “She’d never let me touch her.”
Thea tensed when Bailey turned and licked her cheek. She could not let herself get attached to a dog she had just met. “Do you want to keep her?”
“Oh, my. No! My Larry would have my hide. I already have four at home. One more and I end up in the pound. No, I think our Bailey’s real owner finally showed up.” She sniffed. “You come back and visit us, baby doll,” she said to the dog. “I want to see you all cleaned up and pretty.”
“Cleaned up, we can do. Not so sure about pretty.” Thea was unable to picture Bailey as anything but a dirty mop.
“Here.” Jenny pulled the white towel off her shoulder and handed it to Thea. “Make her a place over there next to you. You don’t wanna drive with her in your lap like that.”
Thea moved her flute case against the passenger door and pushed the remainder of the junk on the passenger seat around to make a nest. She curled the towel in the nest and sat Bailey on it. 
Bailey immediately walked back across and lay on Thea’s lap again.
Jenny gave Bailey’s head one more stroke. “Definitely found her real owner.”
Thea smiled. “Thanks for being her foster mom, Jenny.”
Jenny nodded and backed away, wiping at her eyes, then waved as Thea drove out of the parking lot. As they crossed the bridge over the interstate, the first hint of pink touched the sky in front of them.
Thea stroked Bailey’s greasy head. “Well, girl, it’s a brand-new day. Brand-new start for both of us.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Jake stood in the light of a brilliant July morning, trying to recharge for the next set of
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Long ago, the people called her by many names and bent
their heads in the mountains and caverns to listen
reverently to her words,

And She sang :

It was then that stars came down to perch in her hair and
listen while the people danced gently on her hills and
the old magic whispered through her valleys,

And She laughed.

But the people turned away and made for themselves
counterfeit canyons filled with illusions and discordant
echoes of the music they had once known,

And She is silent.

Unctil her cities of ice are melted and the oceans stripped
of her bounty.

unm blackness from her bowels chokes the sky and her

ing masons build no more.

unm the healing dark is banished and her flashing crown
extinguished.

Until creation itself is mocked and the mimicry turns on
its makers.

Until they devour her mountains and toss the bones in her
valleys.

‘Unctil they walk on the sky and turn to see Her blue sphere
entire.

Then will a girlchild wake the old magic once more, when
the need is dire,

And those who are burdened will be kindled.

Then her people will learn again to hear her voice,

And She will sing.

For a single firefly cannot subdue the darkness
But thousands can kindle magic.
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