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  Dedication


To North Carolina. 

The imperfect place that became my perfect home.








  
  Before we begin


Content Advisory
Chasing Ember  is a cozy, low-stakes romance with a happy ending. But please be aware that this novella is intended for readers 18 years and older and includes:

Explicit descriptions of sexual intimacy
Explicit language
References to nonconsensual power imbalances in intimate relationships
To Appalachia with Love
Chasing Ember was originally published as a short story in To Appalachia with Love: A Charity Romance Anthology in November 2024. The anthology project organized by NC Indies: North Carolina Indie Authors raised more than $5,000 benefiting nonprofit organizations in western North Carolina following Hurricane Helene.
I always intended on expanding Chasing Ember into a full novella and I’m thrilled to give you 10,000 more words of Jack and Mia (AKA Siena in the anthology version).
If you’d like to read the original short story, you can get it free by joining my mailing list, or you can still get the full anthology by visiting ncindieauthors.com/wnc-charity-anthology 






  
  Mia


“June! No!” Mia Chase struggled to watch her step and her sandy yellow lab as they both ran down the narrow switchback trail. Dragging her purple leash behind her, June wasn’t concerned with the exposed roots and rocks that made for easily sprained human ankles.  
It was one of the first crisp Appalachian mornings after a brutal summer, and this was supposed to be a nice relaxing hike to get Mia’s mind off all the work stuff waiting for her back in town. But she made the mistake of pulling out her phone while June sniffed a popular pee-tree halfway around the familiar Mossy Creek Loop.
It was during her distracted scrolling that a notification from her—former—internet provider popped up demanding payment for services rendered or cease to connect to the World Wide Web. In the few seconds it took for Mia to think, but I canceled that, Juniper Kimberly Chase (her government name) took off at full speed, pulling the leash out of Mia’s loose grip.
Needless to say, this impromptu trail run in the wrong bra was neither nice nor relaxing.
June rounded a corner and splashed through a stream when another hiker came into view.
”Fuuuuuuuck,” Mia groaned. June wasn’t an aggressive dog, but she also wasn’t the type to take off.
“June! Stop!” Mia yelled fruitlessly. 
While her canine ignored her, the hiker kneeled and kept his hands low and loose. It’s not at all how Mia would have reacted to a loose dog, but it worked. June’s gait changed from a run to an excited dance right into the man’s arms. Approaching a stranger like they were long-lost best friends was definitely better than the bloodbath Mia’s anxiety envisioned.
The stranger slid his hand through the top of the leash and spoiled June with the kind of affection Mia didn’t think the dog deserved at the moment.
“Thank you so much!” Mia panted. She took the leash from his outstretched hand and looped it around her wrist as she breathed through the stitch forming in her side.
The stranger laughed, his wide smile the only thing visible from under the brim of his App State ball cap. 
“I knew there was a reason I skipped leg day at the gym.” 
Mia glanced at his legs. He wore mesh basketball shorts that exposed thick thighs, muscular calves, and tattoos that snaked around his limbs and disappeared under his clothes.
He scratched behind June’s ears once more before standing to his full height. The earthy green in his hazel eyes perfectly complemented his hickory-brown beard salted with white. It was a striking combination, but it was his mouth that Mia was most drawn to; full lips of the darkest pink that rested in a mischievous smile. 
Once her brain pieced his features together, Mia’s breath hitched with recognition, and she prayed he didn’t notice. The lips, the eyes, and the meaty legs belonged to singer, songwriter, and occasional Broadway actor, Jackson Hunter. 
Mia didn’t regularly follow celebrity news, but she was enough of a fan of his music that she’d heard he recently divorced the Hollywood actor he once called his muse and moved out of their shared Los Angeles mansion. The state visitors bureau wouldn’t let anyone forget he was a North Carolina native. Still, she hadn’t expected to find him here in Firefly Ridge.
“Which gym do you go to?” she asked, then wished she could take it back. For mere mortals, it was a perfectly reasonable follow-up question, but Jackson Hunter was anything but mere, and he probably wanted to keep his workout spot quiet. 
He surprised her by answering. “Champion Fitness over on Maple Avenue. Do you know it?” 
“I do.” She nodded. “I own the yoga studio around the block on Cypress.” 
“People have been trying to get me into yoga forever,” he said, a hint of embarrassment in his voice. “It never stuck.”
“Maybe you haven’t had the right teacher.” 
Mia didn’t have a chance to reflect on how suggestive that sounded. Bored of their conversation, June pulled on the lead to sniff a nearby boulder. The unexpected jolt threw Mia off-balance and into the arms of Grammy winner Jackson Hunter. He held both of her arms to steady her, and she took a few steps to recover. 
“Is this how your dog…June? Got away from you?” He let go, his hands hovering close in preparation for another fall.
Mia’s body flushed, less from embarrassment and more from the sensation his calloused hands left on her skin. She laughed harder than his joke warranted, but the entire interaction left her off-kilter. 
“Juniper. June for short. And yes, pretty much.” Mia sighed. “Anyway, beginners are kind of my specialty, in case you ever want to give yoga another try.”
June tugged on the lead again, and Mia narrowed her eyes at her beloved dog, who had zero appreciation for the man they were speaking to.
“You better get moving before she drags you out of here,” he said, squatting to rub June’s ears and accept a few more sloppy licks. 
“You’re probably right. My health insurance sucks, and I can’t afford a broken ankle. Thanks for grabbing her, Jackson.”
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. 
They never exchanged names. The horror smothered her like an avalanche. Mia wanted to crumble into dust and blow away on the mountain breeze. 
“Sure thing,” Jackson said, his voice softer now. He seemed to hesitate, unsure what to say or do next. 
“I should g—”
“Give me your number,” he interrupted and pulled his phone from his pocket. “To your studio. Or at least the name. So I can take a yoga class.” 
“Oh! Yeah! Totally.” Flustered and poorly hiding it, Mia took the phone and messaged herself with shaky fingers. While doing so, she wondered what portal she walked through to end up in a universe where she was giving her number to Jackson Hunter. 
“I’m Mia, by the way.” 
“Jackson. But you already knew that.” He winked. “I prefer Jack, though.”
Mia laughed and looked down at her feet. Then anywhere else that wasn’t the devilish grin plastered on his gorgeous face.
“Well, Jack,” Mia said, emphasizing his name with a hard K. “I’m gonna go before I make an even bigger ass out of myself.”
“Be good for your mom, Junie,” Jack said with one last scratch behind the dog’s ear. 
Mia said goodbye and let June lead them back down the trail. Smiling to herself, Mia looked over her shoulder and caught Jack still watching her. He put one hand in his pocket and raised the other in an awkward wave before turning around to head in the opposite direction.
Well, at least now they were even.






  
  Jack


Dawn teased the eastern sky over the modest cabin in North Carolina’s Blue Ridge Mountains. After another restless night, Jack had given up on his dreams of sleeping late and shuffled into the kitchen. 
The cabin was quiet except for the coffee’s steady drip into the carafe and the taunting of his guitar propped against the couch. It dared him to strum a few chords, but Jack couldn’t make his legs move. It was too early in the morning for the kind of frustration and disappointment that accompanied him whenever he tried to play.
He ended his staring contest with the acoustic instrument when he heard the sputtered popping of the coffee maker, its primitive signal that the pot was full and ready to be emptied.
Jack pulled his worn college hoodie over his bare chest and stepped out onto the second-floor deck, taking care not to slam the door behind him. 
Not that it would matter; he was there alone. That was the point of this whole thing. The thing being renting out Richie’s family’s cabin for a few months so he could detox from whatever it was that kept him from writing.
Jack eased himself back into an Adirondack chair and set his coffee on the table beside him. A few bats fluttered across the indigo sky, getting their last bite for the night. 
Jack scratched the thick paint on the arm. He wondered how many coats it took Richie’s dad to cover the vulgarities Jack and his high school buddies carved into the wood twenty-some-odd years ago. 
When they weren’t destroying Richie’s parents’ outdoor furniture, they were writing angsty rock music. They played for hours into the night, living on cold pizza and chasing it with warm beer. In a smoky haze, Jack, Richie, and the two other guys that made up Concrete Tears, channeled their adolescent, middle-class, white-boy emotions into music inspired by Nirvana, Smashing Pumpkins, and Green Day.
The memories were fuzzy, covered by the paint of age (and a lot of weed). But like the fresh air, the emotions engulfed him the moment he parked in the familiar gravel driveway. He arrived there full of optimism, but whatever magic the Blue Ridge cabin held two decades ago failed to materialize, and the pages of Jack’s brand-new notebook remained empty. 
He fished through the deep pockets of his flannel lounge pants for his phone. The first day he woke up before the sun it felt like blasphemy to ruin a perfectly tranquil morning with technology. But three weeks later, sleeping past dawn continued to elude him, and he no longer cared.
But for the first time in three weeks, he skipped all his social media apps and went straight to his messages where he found Mia’s text from his phone to herself.

JACK: This guy gets a week’s worth of free yoga passes for catching your terrible dog. Mia Chase, Chasing Ember Yoga Studio.

Jack lost count of how many times he read it and how many times it made him laugh.
He’d heard Mia’s
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