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Is it magic or something else? 
Something even more inconceivable?

The  Books of the Kindling is a contemporary romance series with a small town feel, a lot of suspense, some laughter, some tears, lots of fireflies, and something old and inexplicable. It focuses on Woodruff Mountain, the ancient and incomprehensible power beneath it, and the family that has hidden its secrets for centuries.
The Firefly Trilogy introduces you to the Woodruff siblings, their mountain, their loves… and their magic. But is it magic or something else? Something even more inconceivable? 
Book One, Catching Stars in a Jar - If you like sensual small-town romance, a hero in need of healing, and magical realism - a hint of something inconceivable - then you’ll enjoy this breathtaking tale.
Book Two, Origami Dreams - If you love romantic locales, a tormented hero, sensual romance, and the mystery of something incomprehensible, then you’ll relish this gripping story.
Book Three, Firefly Song - If you enjoy a small town romance, a second chance at love, some great music, and a mountainous enigma, then you’ll love this thrilling story.
These are stories where people who could live in your town find themselves with inexplicable abilities in a world that desperately needs their gifts. But most of all, these are stories about love.
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  CATCHING STARS IN A JAR
Books of the Kindling, Book One

She is hiding an inconceivable secret. He is facing certain death. Could her mountain sanctuary become their tomb?


Dr. Grace Woodruff has inherited an overwhelming and extraordinary ability. As she grapples with her beloved grandfather’s legacy, she is plagued by ominous dreams about the “old magic” and their mountain. The last thing she needs underfoot is a handsome, enigmatic writer struggling with a devastating illness.
DEA agent Nick McKenzie knows his latest case will kill him. When he arrives undercover at an isolated herb farm on Woodruff Mountain, the intriguing owner works hard to scare him off. He’s falling hard for the bewitching doctor, but all his clues point to her as the source of a deadly drug called Smoky Mountain Magic.
Unaware of Nick’s suspicions, Grace struggles with the knowledge that using her gift to heal his lymphoma could expose her mountain’s ancient secret. But when Nick stumbles over the truth and discovers the real culprits behind the drug, he faces a faster, more violent death.
Will the “old magic” intervene to save them when they are both trapped beneath the mountain by an old enemy?

Catching Stars in a Jar is the exciting first book in the Books of the Kindling contemporary romance series. If you like sensual small-town romance, a hero in need of healing, and a hint of something inconceivable, then you’ll love Donna June Cooper’s breathtaking tale.

Read Catching Stars in a Jar and fall under the spell of Woodruff Mountain today!
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For Mom, who always knew I could.








  
  






“Any sufficiently advanced technology is 
indistinguishable from magic.” 

– Arthur C. Clarke









  
  Prologue


“Gracie! Gracie-girl!” Pops yelled after her. “Come back, sweetheart. We’ll manage something. Ouida, can you… No, Thea, you can’t…” Pops’ voice faded behind her as she ran. 
Grace swiped at her wet face and wiped her nose on her sleeve as she ran into the trees and headed for the ridge. She knew what ‘we’ll manage something’ meant. It meant going to that stupid school with the stupid uniforms and the stupid rules and the stupid dorm parents who didn’t know anything about anything really important. Not like her Pops, who knew everything about everything. And her Gram… Her Gram might not be here when they came back for Pops’ birthday.
And it meant being away from Daniel and Thea, who weren’t old enough yet to board. Daniel didn’t know enough yet to care, but Thea envied her. Thea wanted to get away from home any way she could, even if it meant going to stupid Barton Academy. Of course, like Grace, she really wanted to live up here on the mountain with Pops and Gram instead.
Grace choked back a sob. Gram.
She could tell, even though he never said anything, that Pops didn’t think she was old enough to go to boarding school. In fact, she’d heard Ouida say that before he’d shushed her and told her he didn’t want Gram to know.
Grace thought eight was plenty old.
The mountain air was still warm and humid, but she could smell autumn coming. Her favorite season on Woodruff Mountain. And she so rarely got to see much of it. Just brief glimpses if she and Thea and Daniel got to come up here came for Pops’ birthday. Just once she would like to see every single day of it.
And she would this time. She would hide and when the stupid driver came, she wouldn’t be around. He would have to leave with Thea and Daniel.
That made her feel bad. She wished she could have brought them with her. It wasn’t fair!
Grace knew exactly where she would hide—the heart of the mountain. Pops said that was why the sang flourished up there, because it sat right on the beating heart of Woodruff Mountain. Up there in those rocks, where the music came from, she knew there had to be a lot of good places to hide. She had her snacks and her water bottle and her flashlight. She’d be fine.
And when she caught sight of the ginseng shivering in the breeze—the green leaves just starting to edge with gold here and there, the just ripening red berries dancing above them—she knew she was right. She could hear the mountain’s song best here. She skirted the edge of the plants, heading for the rock shelf that overlooked the huge bed.
Pops called this the mountain’s cathedral because of the huge hardwoods that surrounded it, spreading their branches over the ginseng like a vaulted ceiling. She clambered up the rocks to the ledge, behind which more rocky outcroppings rose. There had to be someplace to hide up here. She remembered an area Pops always called her away from, telling her to be careful—a place where there was a dark opening in the rock.
She had asked him if there were animals in there and he’d said no. He had checked it many times and no creatures had ever made it a home, except for some bats. She didn’t mind bats, if there were any in there. But he’d always called her back from the opening into the rocks to look at something more interesting, like a Northern Walkingstick or a Great Purple Hairstreak butterfly.
And sure enough, behind a shelf of rock, there was the opening into the dark below. It might not be a good place to hide because Pops knew about it, but maybe, just maybe, it led somewhere better.
Grace leaned over. It didn’t smell bad, like some caves did. There must not be many bats. And the bats, if they were in there, wouldn’t be flying around right now. She hunkered down, studying the walls. There were good handholds she could use to get down and the floor looked like it was packed dirt.
It was really quiet. No dripping water or other sounds. Nothing except that low vibration that was like a song played using the very lowest notes of an organ or a song that Pops had sung to her when she was little or the way Gram hummed when she was cooking.
Grace pressed her hand over the ache in her chest. But that sound was louder here. She liked that sound. It made her feel safe and welcomed.
She clambered down and dusted off her hands, then turned to look at how deep the hollow went into the rock. When she only saw a bit of the floor and some rubble and rocks in the sunlight that slanted in, she pulled her flashlight out of her pack and shined it into the darkness beyond.
It was a lot bigger than she expected, and drier too. There was no sign of any animal, except for guano, and not much of that. She smiled. This was perfect. She would hide until they gave up, when it was too late to go to stupid Barton, and then come out.
Grace explored the walls of the little cave and found there was an opening hidden from the entrance that turned left beyond the wall. She ventured forward carefully. If there were any branches in the cave, she would need to stop because she didn’t have anything to mark the way back. She could use her trail mix, but Pops had always taught them never to use food to mark their way home.
It felt more like a tunnel than a cave, but it was dry and nice, and she didn’t have to duck or crawl or anything like that. There weren’t any branches. That was good. And it wasn’t long before she emerged into a more open area. She wondered if Pops had ever come in here as she ran her flashlight beam around.
The only opening was the one she had come through. This might be the best place to hide out. Then she realized the floor seemed to disappear in front of the opposite wall. She walked up carefully and saw that the floor dropped away into a series of ledges.
She shined the light down into the opening and realized they were steps. Really big steps. It was like a giant staircase winding around and disappearing below her.
The mountain was singing even louder now.
Grace got the feeling the mountain wanted her to go down those steps. But they were way too steep for her. She sat on the edge above the top step. Could she climb back up if she went down? She decided to try it.
Turning around on her knees, she eased over the edge and managed to find the step with her toes, lowering her weight to it. Then she pulled herself back up. She grinned. She could do it.
And so she did. The steps seemed to get shallower as she went. It was only that first one that was a big jump. But she was careful. She had no idea what was at the bottom, but there was another dark opening down there. It seemed like this room was where the music came from. Maybe she had found the heart of the mountain!
As she shined her light into the opening, she saw that it wasn’t a big room at all. It was round, and the walls sloped up into darkness, like a big dome. But what she saw on the wall opposite the opening almost made her drop her flashlight.
There was a huge swirl of carvings in the stone. Grace knew about the Judaculla rock and for a moment, just a moment, she felt a thrill of fear. Pops had told them in the legends Judaculla was a giant. And those steps…
Pops had also said the legends weren’t true. Those were carvings by the people who came before the Cherokee as well as the Cherokee. But these carvings looked nothing like those.
These were fine edged, as if cut with something very sharp. And there didn’t seem to be many animals represented. They reminded her of something Daniel had once drawn in crayon on the wall of their playroom.
The thing that drew her attention most was the handprint. It was small and close to the floor. She looked to see if there was another one for adults farther up the wall, but there wasn’t. And it had writing in it, something scrawled on the palm in white. She couldn’t see what it said from here, and she was a bit afraid to approach that huge carving. It just felt… Well, it felt way scarier than that drop-off back there.
But the room was warm, not damp at all. And it sounded like the mountain was crooning to her. There were no dark openings beyond this room. And she could see the ceiling above her. There was just one boulder resting against the wall beside her. The carvings were kind of overwhelming, but…
She wondered if anyone else had seen these before. Well, other than whoever carved them, of course. And she wanted to see that writing.
Grace found herself standing in front of the carvings without knowing how she got there. The handprint was right in front of her. The writing looked kind of ornate, with lots of whirls and curlicues. It read “LLHW” and “1892.”
She knew those initials. That was Lily Loreena Hickey Woodruff. She had seen her name on a gravestone in the Woodruff cemetery. Granny Lily, Pops called her. The date must’ve been when she’d found the carvings. Grace had seen the dates on Granny Lily’s gravestone, and she would have been really old by 1892—nearly thirty! But that handprint was—she held up her own hand—exactly the size of hers.
She gingerly touched the handprint. It was warm. She put her hand in, and for a moment it seemed that all the carvings on the wall had moved. Then she realized she’d shut her eyes and opened them quickly. What had she just heard? Were there words in the music?
No, it was the mountain’s song. But it was inside her now—curled under her breastbone, warm and contented—like Pooka, Pops’ new puppy, sleeping on the porch in the sun.
Pops. She needed to tell Pops about this place! She needed to show him. Forgetting about hiding, Grace turned and raced up the steps, failing to notice that all the steps were her size now.
And behind her, there was the slightest of sounds as the handprint slid up the wall to the center of the carvings.






  
  Chapter One


“S omething’s wrong.” 
It was a whisper in the air, but when Grace turned around, no one was there. There was nothing behind her but blackness boiling along the forest floor like a malignant fog.
Grace backed away, slipping on leaves and damp rocks, listening desperately for whoever was behind that voice, hearing nothing but the mountain’s murmurs and her own ragged breathing.
“Something’s wrong with our mountain,” came the same voice, behind her this time. It was Pops’ words, but not his voice. She turned again, but there was nothing—no one—there.
She clambered sideways up a rocky outcropping, her fingers slipping on the damp surface so that she nearly fell back into the smoke that crept across the forest floor. She pulled herself up, but no matter which way she went, it followed her, slithering toward her home, toward everything and everyone she was trying to protect.
“You’re the only one.” The voice was urgent and loud at her back now, and the mountain was singing again—that low, penetrating sound she knew so well.
Her shadow loomed up before her, lurching wildly as if some bright light had bloomed and faded behind her. Then the crackling of flames and the smell of burning fabric overwhelmed every other sense.
“You’re the only one who will feel it.” 
Grace turned to see the oily darkness stop and crest like an ocean wave before her, moving and bubbling beneath the surface. A woman stood in front of her, her hand upraised as she faced the roiling void. Flames leaped up her long skirts to catch her sleeve and then crawled up her long red hair.
Granny Lily?
Grace stumbled, falling backward onto the forest floor as the black wave towered over her. The voice boomed as the woman ignored the flames that crawled over her hair.
“Be kindled.”
Grace started awake, the words still ringing in her ears. Her heart pounded as she jerked upright and caught sight of her own face, pale as smoke, wavering before her on the dark screen of her laptop. Another weird dream. She took a deep breath. Pops’ words and Granny Lily—again. This had to stop or—
Another shout had her shivering and rubbing her arms. She looked out at the garden.
Jamie tumbled around in the leaves outside with Pooka, giggling madly. Apparently raking said leaves had been abandoned in favor of some fun with the old hound.
Grace sighed and took out her hair clip with unsteady fingers, pulling the out of control mess into a sloppy ponytail. She watched her ghostly reflection disappear as the laptop woke up and the results she had been reviewing flickered back onto the screen.
At least the numbers were moving in the right direction. Hard to believe that she would be glad to see the Goldenseal seedlings they’d worked so hard to propagate actually slow their growth rate. The rhizomes on this group weren’t developed enough to test yet, but if it panned out, it would be further proof her efforts were paying off. It had been sheer luck that their last batch of herbs hadn’t been sent to their contract testing lab.
Grace’s cell phone chimed and she checked the display. Daniel.
“Hey, you,” she answered. “What time is it there?”
“Konnichiwa, sis. It’s tomorrow.” Daniel didn’t sound like his normal self. But then, things hadn’t been normal for a while now.
“And where’s here, other than Japan somewhere?”
“Tsukuba. Just north of Tokyo. I’m at the National Institute of Livestock and Grassland Science, for the moment.”
“Continuing your never-ending quest to learn to say ‘I love you’ in every language on earth?” she teased.
“Yeah, well. Would you believe I’m homesick for the mountain?” 
“If you’re so homesick, why are you there and not here?” she prodded, only half joking.
“I hope to get home sometime during the holidays,” he said. “Can you hang in there till then?”
Grace stood and paced to the sunroom doors. “You’ve been talking to Ouida. I’m fine.”
“You shut down production. You canceled the holiday rentals. You sent Ouida and Eddie off on vacation. I don’t think Eddie’s been off that mountain since he was born.”
“I had to overnight Ouida’s recipe card file to her sister’s place, so she seems to be settling in. And Eddie’s grandson texted me a photo you will not believe of Eddie and a very large fish. I think they’ll survive for a couple more weeks,” Grace sighed. “I just… I need some peace and quiet.”
Jamie came running up to the doors into the sunroom with Pooka barreling along behind, barking loudly. “Is that Dr. Daniel? Is he coming home?”
“Ah. There’s that peace and quiet that you need.” Daniel sounded amused.
“Well, at least Jamie doesn’t hover and try to feed me comfort food at every hour of the day or constantly follow me around asking me if I need anything,” Grace responded. “Besides, your girls won’t respond to just anyone.”
“How are they?”
“They’re doing well. Jamie an excellent beekeeper.”
“The girls’re fine as frog’s hair, Dr. Daniel!” Jamie shouted. “But they miss you somethin’ awful.”
Grace passed the phone into Jamie’s small and grimy hand so that Daniel could get a quick update on his bees. And since Jamie would chatter non-stop at the drop of a hat, Grace went inside to put on water for tea.
Jamie’s mom, Beth Campbell, was a neighbor and a close friend. And because she was single and working as a trauma nurse with an insane commute to a hospital on the other side of the mountains, Grace always had an extra pair of hands around to help and Beth got free babysitting.
Grace smiled as she turned on the teakettle. Despite being only ten, Jamie was a wiry little dynamo who was willing to learn and do anything, no matter how distasteful. In fact, the most distasteful tasks seemed to be the ones undertaken with the most enthusiasm. Many a time, Grace had found it necessary to call Beth to explain the smell and the mess heading her way before it arrived on her doorstep.
Jamie ran into the kitchen waving the phone, followed closely by Pooka, who’d stopped obediently at the kitchen door. “Dr. Grace? He wants to talk to you again.”
“Thanks, sweetie. You go on and do what you can with the leaves. It’ll be dark soon,” Grace said.
“Don’t worry. I’ll get ’em to the compost pile afore I head home.”
“Hopefully tomorrow we’ll manage to find some time for your NISC project,” Grace added.
“Yes! I’ll work on the puzzles tonight and then go out on Thursday or Friday to find ’em.” A flat, grimy hand emphatically chopped down at an equally dirty fist. “And I’m gonna nail ’em this time.”
“I’ll make a botanist of you yet.”
“No ma’am. I’m gonna be a cryptologist!” Jamie grinned and bounced out the doors and through the sunroom into the garden. Pooka hesitated, then followed.
“Hey,” she said softly into the phone, taking two bags out of her stash of breakfast tea.
“Well, our Jamie hasn’t changed a whit.”
“If we could just figure out how to bottle that energy and sell it,” Grace sighed.
“Jamie tells me you don’t smile much anymore. Ouida tells me you’re not sleeping well and that you spend every hour you’re awake in the lab. And Eddie tells me you keep going out looking for Pops’ walking stick.”
“Lovely,” Grace growled and poured the boiling water into her mug. “Good to see I can still have secrets.”
Pops’ prized walking stick, which he had never been without, had disappeared the day he died. It hadn’t been found near his body or anywhere on the farm.
Back in the spring, though it felt like a lifetime ago, Pops had called Grace and told her to come home for the weekend, that something was wrong with the mountain. Not on the mountain, but with the mountain. But it seemed he hadn’t shared his concerns with Eddie, the farm’s long-time handyman, or their live-in cook and Grace’s surrogate grandmother, Ouida.
Something’s wrong with our mountain, Gracie-girl. You’re the only one who will feel it.
“You know something more about his death, don’t you?” Daniel’s voice was tense. “Look, this project can wait. I can get on a plane—”
“No, Daniel. There’s nothing more to it. The sheriff says he fell. Probably forgot his stick or mislaid it, and without it he lost his footing.” She recited the words like a coroner’s report. “I just want to find it. It’s been in the family a long time.”
“Yeah. I get it.” Daniel sounded like he wanted nothing so much as to drop everything and come home. “So… I mean… Well, I’d like to hear about you smiling again sometime soon, at least. I heard you shut down production because some of the testing was off for that last batch of herbs. Have you figured out the problem yet?”
“That’s what I’m working on right now,” she said.
“Okay. I know you are usually pretty happy when you are noodling with something in the lab, so if it’s not Pops, is it that foundation thing? Or that idiot boyfriend of yours?”
“Brian is ancient history. I haven’t heard from him in months.”
“Well, he was sort of fixated on saving the rainforests.”
“Singlehandedly, as it turns out.” When Grace had decided to delay their plans for the Amazon so she could settle Pops’ estate, Brian had just packed up and headed out on his own. That had been a bit of a shock. Then the sheer unbelievable size of the estate had been another shock.
“Sorry, sis. So, what is going on?”
“It’s complicated and I can’t talk about it on the phone. I’ll tell you when you come home.”
“You are freaking me out now.”
“Like back when we were teenagers, and I had that kudzu in my room?” Grace tried to layer as much meaning into that reference as she could.
“Kudzu?” There was a long pause. “Oh.”
“Exactly.” She took a deep breath, choosing her words carefully. “It’s best if I keep the visitors up here to a minimum right now, at least until I can get things under control.” 
If I can. Because that’s not the only thing that is out of control, baby brother.
Another long pause. “Gracie?”
Grace smiled. “Yes, Danny?”
There was a long moment of silence and the faint hiss of static. “Whatever’s going on, whatever has you burrowed in up there, I’d hate for you to give up on your plans. The rainforests are vanishing pretty damn quick.”
“I know.” Along with the medicinal plants Grace had hoped to find. “But—”
“You can’t shut yourself off from the world forever.”
“Not forever.” Not if I can help it.
“Good.” He sounded relieved.
“So, what are you doing to celebrate Pops’ birthday tomorrow? I mean today?” Grace asked.
“Going to Mount Tsukuba. It’s called the purple mountain and, from what I hear, it’s a lot like home.”
By home, he meant their mountain. “Sounds lovely. We’re doing the soul cakes for him. Ouida made the dough before she left. I’ll set a place for him at supper, of course.”
“Just like he used to do for Gram.” Daniel sounded like he missed their annual ritual.
“Yes. And the wreaths and cider out at the cemetery.”
“Drink a toast for me.”
Grace smiled. “I will. And you… You dream good dreams for me, baby brother.”
There was a long pause. “I’ll try.”
“Love you.”
“Daisuki desu, big sis.”
Grace slid the phone back into her pocket and went to check on Jamie’s progress in the garden. The youngster waved from the other side of a huge pile of leaves and Grace gave her a thumbs up, then realized her hand was shaking. She wrapped her arms around herself. I’m just tired. That’s all.
Normally she would be out there laughing along with Jamie as they tried to keep the pile of leaves intact against Pooka’s determined onslaughts. But Daniel was right. She had forgotten how to laugh. She couldn’t even remember when the leaves had put on their brilliant show of color, much less when they had fallen. She had missed her favorite season on the mountain entirely.

      [image: image-placeholder]About a quarter of a way into the mountains, Nick had to admit that the guys in Asheville were right. He’d never seen anything quite like the colorful show these mountains put on. It was as if someone had dumped a paint box on them, at least on the lower slopes. A bit farther up and this season’s show was over: the trees had gone bare. Still, even bare, the mountain ridges had color—purple fading into lavender in the dim light of dusk. 
Of course, those guys were skeptical that Slick Nick McKenzie would actually head up into the mountains to take it easy and write a book or something, even though he was on medical leave. There were a lot of jokes about fictional undercover DEA agents being all the rage, right up there with CSI and FBI profilers.
The fact that he was on a special assignment for the deputy administrator was need-to-know, and most of them didn’t need to. Some knew he was still officially on leave and a few knew why, but that didn’t stop them from giving him a hard time about heading for a ‘health resort’ up in these mountains. The place was well known for good food and natural cures, and there were hot springs nearby.
A good soak in one of those sounded way too appealing to him at the moment. Plus, some cool fresh air—even cold—sounded good.
Their jibes were understandable. He had a rep for being a city guy who wouldn’t exactly be comfortable out in the woods. His one assignment in a tropical jungle didn’t really count.
But they had enjoyed giving him a hard time about not knowing the local lingo or dialect or whatever it was. He didn’t need to for this job, but when they told him to watch out for painters up here and he asked if there were feral Van Goghs running around slapping paint on tourists, he probably started what would become a long-running joke in the office.
Apparently, a painter in these mountains was a panther—a mountain lion, really. They were considered extinct, but there were rumors about sightings. Now bears, he knew there were lots of bears up here and probably all kinds of other wildlife. So he supposed in these mountains you required both a translator and a shotgun.
When Nick had joked about needing a dictionary for the local dialect, one of the guys actually pointed to one on his shelf—a huge academic-looking hardcover.
But he knew more about the region than he was letting on. He knew that the culture and language of the settlers, the native tribes, and the land itself had created something special. Lots of New Age types were attracted to it, plus the back-to-nature types, and the plain old off-the-grid types.
And there it was—Woodruff Mountain Road. Not hard at all to find, even though it was a bit foggy.
The agent in charge knew what he was really up here for—Smoky Mountain Magic. But, like his boss, he probably saw this as an excuse to get the sick guy out of his hair and off for a nice rest in the mountains.
He had passed this road on his way up to Patton Springs, where he had stopped at a tavern to eat and check out local gossip. The little town had an interesting history. It was well known for a while for the curative waters in its springs, but then the whole idea of curative waters had gone out of fashion and the only hotel in town, at the time, kept going up in flames.
Nick couldn’t understand why the folks in town said he might get lost up here. Sure, the drive involved some hairpins and drop offs that had squeezed out his last bit of adrenaline, but the rock and wood sign proclaiming Woodruff Herb Farm & Cabins was brightly lit and well-kept—there was no way to miss it.
He drove up next to the post on the left where the rental agent in Asheville said the keypad was and rolled down the window of his SUV.
There was a tremendous crack somewhere in the trees, followed by a crash and a cascade of noisy echoes. He automatically reached under his jacket before he realized the sound must have been something falling out there in the woods—something large falling out there in the woods. At least his reflexes were solid.
Shaking his head, he entered the code the realtor had given him into the keypad. The gate, sitting back from the road in the shadows, quietly swung open. No doubt somewhere ahead some kind of alarm had just gone off. Taking a deep breath of the moist air, he drove through.
In addition to warning him that he wouldn’t be the first person to get lost trying to find this place, the locals at the Trailhead Tavern had told him how unfortunate it was he had missed the great whitewater rafting and the peak fall color up here, plus the fabulous cooking of someone named Ouida up at the farm.
They also told him things he already knew from his research. Logan Woodruff, locally known as The Woodsman, was a brilliant botanist and the owner of the farm. He’d passed away only a few months ago. His granddaughter, Grace Woodruff, had inherited the place—the entire mountain, actually.
Those that spoke of Ouida’s cooking said it was famous because of the herbs she used, the ones “Miss Grace” had been cultivating up there for trade until she shut down production last month.
The owner of the tavern, who was also the cook, had proceeded to prove it to Nick by serving him a mountain trout “pulled right out of the creek today” that tasted better than anything he’d had in quite some time. Perhaps it was the air up here. But the waitress insisted that it was the herbs—Woodruff Herbs.
That had set off a debate at the next table about why Miss Grace had shut down production. Nick had gleaned from the conversations around him that this was sacrilege to some of the old-timers.
It seemed her great-great-grandfather had built his fortune on those herbs and the Woodruff reputation for purity and efficacy. Some even attributed amazing qualities to the stuff. He could have sworn he heard someone whisper “magic” just before someone else declared that the Woodruff label on a bottle meant something.
That comment had brought raucous laughter from some parts of the room, followed by comments about whether the Woodruff fortune had been built on sang or shine.
Luckily, Nick’s research had included that bit of slang—sang was ginseng. Everyone knew what moonshine was, but he pretended that he had no idea what sang was.
Then someone had joked that maybe Nick was a “Revenuer” and the conversation had turned to other things: how the tourist trade would be during the upcoming season, what or who the Trail would dump on their sidewalk this week, how the ski runs needed real snow this year—not just that stuff they blew out of those machines, and so on. Though some of it piqued his curiosity, none had really touched on Nick’s particular interest in these mountains.
It was apparent to Nick that, just like in any small town, there were some secrets hiding beneath the surface here, and clearly not a lot of love for “Revenuers,” but he was pretty sure the folks in that room were just that—folks. The feeling that his colleagues had always called Nick’s scum radar had only pinged once—when a grizzled-looking guy in a faded Army jacket paid his bill and left.
Problem was, his usually reliable gut instinct had been a bit unpredictable lately.
It was funny that the lingo of the herb trade—diluting and cutting and purity—sounded like something else entirely to his ears. And the locals’ comments on the quality of Woodruff Herbs were too much like the buzz in Atlanta over Smoky Mountain Magic. Too many coincidences, and he had long ago learned to be suspicious of coincidences.
Even more interesting had been the brief speculation about why his hostess at Woodruff Herb Farm, the mysterious Miss Grace, had decided to stop production. And why she had given up “making a doctor,” as the young thing with a nose ring at the register had put it. She was getting out of the mountains as soon as she could and could not comprehend why anyone who got her M.D. down at Chapel Hill would suddenly shut herself off up in a holler “like some old granny witch or hippie freak.”
But so far, the farm didn’t look like a witch’s lair or a hippie hangout. The road was well-maintained and smooth, unmarred by potholes. And he could tell the drive was carefully landscaped to look natural, but not wildly overgrown. Now that the entry was behind him, the only illumination was moonlight slanting through the trees, transforming everything outside of the reach of his headlights to dappled pools of shimmering gray limned with auras of silver.
Nick shook his head and took a deep bracing breath, wishing he had filled his thermos with some coffee from the tavern. It felt he was going to be driving up this silvered tunnel of trees forever.
Then the road suddenly spilled onto a moonlit meadow, a vast stretch of grass that he was halfway across before he realized how high up he had come from the city onto this mountain. He slammed on the brakes.
Stretching out before him was a sweeping vista: smoke-wreathed ridges of earth and tree marching into the distance, lit here and there with what seemed to be reflections of the vast sweep of stars above his head, like some huge inland sea.
He didn’t remember putting the SUV in park and stepping out, nor walking onto the grassy verge, but sometime later he found himself there, a bit damp and chilled, gazing up at the stars burning just out of his reach. There was a crick in his neck, and he wondered how long he had been standing like that.
For a moment, looking up, he had the sensation that he was standing on some immense creature slumbering beneath the stars, its huge heart beating slowly beneath his feet. He looked down to reassure himself that he was, in fact, standing on the earth.
Letting out a shaky breath, Nick unclenched his hands.
When he made his way back to his SUV and clambered in, he realized how much colder it was up here than down in Asheville. Hopefully, the cabin he had rented had lots of extra firewood, because he planned on building a nice roaring blaze.
Steadfastly avoiding the view that lay just beyond the silvered meadow around him, he followed the instructions on the stone and wood signposts that directed him to the cabins and toward the lights he could see through the trees on the other side of the meadow.
The locals were wrong. The danger wasn’t in getting lost. The danger was in losing yourself. And he got the feeling that, one way or another, he was going to lose himself under these stars, on this mountain.






  
  Chapter Two


“M ay I have my sprinkle of fairy dust, madam?”
Grace sat carefully on the edge of the hospital bed to avoid jostling the tiny occupant, whose face was far too pale today under the bright pink kerchief that covered her bald head.
Her name was Isabella, but her nickname was Tinker Bell, also known as Tink, and she lived up to it.
There was a tentative nod, then Tink, with some effort, dusted her with a handful of sparkling nothingness.
“Oh! Not too much!” Grace grasped the bed rail. “I don’t want to float up and get stuck on the ceiling!”
Tink looked up. “Is that what I’ll do, Dr. Grace? Daddy says I’ll float through the ceiling right straight to heaven. But it’s solid.” She looked back at Grace, her face solemn. “Did your Pops float up that way? Did you see him?”
It was too much after losing Pops. She would not lose anyone else, especially not this vibrant little being who was hanging on to life with both fists.
“Well, Pops was on his mountain under a beautiful blue sky, so he had a pretty good shot at heaven without any ceilings getting in the way.” Grace was relieved that her voice didn’t shake. “Besides, fairies don’t have problems with ceilings. And if you float off, who’s going to sprinkle me? I haven’t gotten the knack of this flying thing yet.”
“But I’m not really a fairy. And I wanna go home now. I don’t want to go to heaven yet.”
Dammit, dammit, dammit. Maybe Brian was right. She should have come back from the funeral, grabbed her diploma, and headed off with him to the Amazon.
She took a deep breath. No. She couldn’t turn her back on Tink or the mountain or her family. Not now.
“So, is your tummy upset today? Is that what’s wrong? Or are you hurting—”
“You can fix me so I can go home, Dr. Grace. I know you can.” Tink’s voice trembled, but she leaned forward to whisper. “Your mountain sang to me.”
“My—my mountain sang to you?”
The pink kerchief bobbed with certainty. “You know.”
Grace tried to recall what she might have told the little girl about the mountain.
“Go ahead and fix me. I won’t tell anyone. And I—I can be home in time for my birthday.” Tink’s little hand trembled as she held it out toward Grace.
“Wha—”
“It’s like fairies. You just have to believe!”
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Pooka’s deep warning bark outside the lab door startled Grace, then the gate alarm bleated twice, bringing a muttered protest from the chicken house. Her brain had dragged her back to the moment that had upended her life, again. She glanced at the clock. Good grief. Who on earth would be coming in this late? And using the gate code?
She yanked off her lab coat and hair cover, then grabbed her jacket from the rack. Had she forgotten something? Or someone? It was possible, given her state of mind of late.
It might be a late delivery, or pickup. She hoped it wasn’t Eddie giving up early on his long-delayed fishing trip. Or Ouida deciding she really couldn’t get along with her younger sister for two weeks. Or a guest for the cabins. Please let it not be that.
She remembered checking to make sure all the guests on the schedule had been refunded and placed elsewhere in the area, but she vaguely remembered an email from the rental agency that handled the cabins earlier this week. She hadn’t read much past the first sentence, which had been the usual plea for her to consider reopening for the holiday season.
Pooka danced around her as she hurried toward the house and pulled her phone out of her jacket pocket. Blowing out an exasperated breath at her deteriorating mental state, she called the rental agency owner’s cell.
“You forgot,” was the amused, if a bit sleepy, response.
Grace’s heart fell. “Okay. My apologies for the late hour, Trish. What did I forget?”
“I knew I should’ve called to confirm again when he came by to sign everything. You’ve been a bit distracted lately. But then the phone rang—”
“Not your problem, Trish. It’s my fault.” Grace sighed. “Confirm what?”
“You have one guest we couldn’t find a suitable alternative for. And he wouldn’t accept a refund. He even offered to pay you a bonus to make up for the inconvenience. I emailed you on Monday to ask if you’d mind one straggler for a week.”
“And I didn’t answer.”
“So, I assume he’s just come in your front gate.”
“Mmm hmm.”
There was a sigh and a rustle on the other end. “Hold on a sec.”
Grace slowed down and Pooka ran circles around her.
Wonderful, just what she needed. An unexpected guest, and without Ouida to run interference. All because she couldn’t manage her email.
“Okay.” Trish came back on the line. “His name’s Nick Crowe. Passed the background check with flying colors.”
“Not one of our regulars?”
“No. But he had lots of great references. Recovering from some kind of illness. Bringing his own supplies. Willing to cook all his meals for himself up there,” Trish recited patiently. “I’m reading from the email I sent you.”
“But Ouida’s off.” It was a half-hearted excuse. They offered a breakfast buffet every morning in the sunroom and a cookout or special buffet on weekend nights, in addition to selling picnic lunches and providing cooking classes featuring the farm’s herbs.
“Just said, willing to cook all his meals himself.”
“But the reputation of the farm. I mean, the organic—”
“I went through all that with him. He said he wasn’t looking for a health spa.”
“Health spa? What, with massage and… and…” Grace sputtered.
“Yeah. City guy.”
“Great.”
“He’s writing a book or something and I think he wants to keep a low profile—get off the beaten path,” Trish added.
“Well, mission accomplished.”
There was a snort on the other end. “I suspect he’s late because he got lost and wandered around trying to find you.”
“If they get lost that easy, the—”
“—mountain don’t want ’em,” Trish finished. “I know. But your Pops never turned anyone away who eventually found their way to the gate, as I recall.”
Grace conceded the point.
“So, are you really all by yourself up there in the back of beyond?”
Grace managed a grim smile. Despite her mountain-savvy, Trish was a city gal herself. Asheville was nestled in the mountains, but it was still quite the cosmopolitan place. “I’ll be fine. Assuming your guy really is an upstanding citizen. Besides, I have Pooka and my trusty 12-gauge security system.”
“Well, I’d feel better if you had a nice hunk of human security system up there. But don’t worry, he checked out. He may be an unwelcome guest, but he’s not a dangerous one.” She paused. “And he’s quite a hunk himself.”
“Uh huh.” Grace was skeptical. Trish thought pretty much any guest with a Y-chromosome was a hunk. “I thought you said he’d been sick.”
“Well, he’s a bit pale and thin for my taste, but still a charmer. Too bad Ouida’s not there. She’d have him bulked up in no time.”
“So, he doesn’t look like he’s still ill?” Grace probed.
“No. I mean… Well, he was only here for a bit. He looked a little jetlagged, is all.”
Grace relaxed, but only slightly. “Well, thanks, Trish. Sorry about the confusion and interrupting your sleep.”
“It’s okay. I have some of your Slumbertime Tea around here somewhere.”
“Glad to hear it,” Grace replied. “I’ll be sure to send you some more.”
“Thanks. Take care, Grace.”
“You too.”
She ended the call and signaled Pooka to stay on the porch as she went through the front door. It was a shame the mountain hadn’t discouraged their unexpected guest. But, seeing that he was the bookish sort, perhaps she could persuade him that this was not the best place for his writing pursuits.
“Welcome to Woodruff Herb Farm, Mister….” What had Trish said his name was? She sighed and shook her head. “Mr. City Man, as Jamie would say. Welcome to Woodruff Herb Farm, Mr. City Man. We have black bears, coyotes, foxes, wild boar, and the occasional mountain lion up here.” And she had just the right prop to drive the point home.
Grace went into the farm office, retrieved her shotgun from the gun safe, and slung it over her shoulder. Then she went down the back stairs into the cabin storage area to retrieve a cloth-lined basket full of linens, towels, and sundries, as well as the cabin keys. She chose the one which dangled on the peg under the Jewelweed label. The Mayapple was the farthest from the main house, which was where she would’ve preferred to put him, but its refrigerator had given up the ghost and, although she wanted Mr. City Man to leave, she didn’t want to hurt the farm’s reputation to accomplish it.
They would reopen the cabins soon, and they would start up production again. Then, as Daniel had said, she could get back to her life, her future plans. Everything would get back to normal around here and one unexpected guest was not going to derail that.
No. She would be a gracious and solicitous hostess, all the while secretly hoping to scare off her guest. When she emerged from the mudroom door, Pooka ran over and trotted beside her to the parking area.
“Yes, boy, we have a guest. And your job is to make sure he stays up in his cabin or leaves in his car. I don’t want him wandering all over and getting underfoot or hiking off into the Pisgah and getting himself lost. Okay?”
The dog cocked his head, then turned his attention back to the east. Grace waited for the confirming bleat of the proximity sensor at the cabin parking entrance. Had the guy gotten lost on the farm road? If so, it didn’t bode well for the rest of his stay.
She sat the basket down at the end of the cabin walkway and Pooka followed her up the hill into the trees. The road went through a huge meadow her grandmother had long ago christened Star Crossing. Pops had said it was much more descriptive than Woodruff Meadow, since they often had to stop on the road to the house to let a few stars cross.
Grace’s smile faded as a wisp of fog curled through the trees and around her feet. Their smoky tendrils glided over the damp leaves with a sigh.
Something’s wrong with our mountain, Gracie-girl. You’re the only one who will feel it.
Grace’s breath caught in her throat as she came to the edge of the silvery meadow and saw a lanky figure standing there in the grass gazing raptly up at the stars. He seemed barely tethered to the earth. She had the strangest feeling that if he opened those tightly clenched fists, he would fall upward.
Apparently, this was their unwanted guest—standing in the damp grass next to his SUV. It was surprising that he would stop to watch the stars cross. Most city visitors were so utterly earthbound that they had to be told to lie in the grass before they noticed the majestic dance above them. Yet here he was, unmoving as a statue.
Trish was right. Even from here, it was clear that he had just recovered from some kind of illness. And it had left its mark—sculpting hollows on his face and leaving his clothes loose on his tall frame. His hair looked dull, even under all that luminescence.
She reviewed all the viruses, cuts and scrapes, and near-broken bones that she had dealt with over the last few months. She could certainly manage something bigger without losing control. Especially since he had already recovered from it. Whatever it was. But that was the whole point, wasn’t it? Control. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to be cautious.
Putting on her gloves, she slipped back into the trees and made her way gingerly down the hill. She didn’t want her guest to spot her spying on him.
By the time the dark SUV finally crested the hill and drove into the lot, she was standing at the entry to the path up to the cabins next to the welcome basket.
When he got out, the lights in the parking area and up the walkway didn’t reveal much more than she had already seen—tall, pale skin, short dark hair, slim build. He was almost gaunt, if what she could see of his face in the shadows was any indication.
He lifted his hands in the air, eyeing the shotgun slung over her shoulder, but smiling in spite of it. “My receipt for a week’s cabin rental is in my back pocket,” he said. “Your agent can verify—”
“She did. Don’t worry,” she cut in. “The gun’s for dangerous critters that might wander in, not you. Can’t be too careful up here.”
He looked around and lowered his hands. “I see. Well, sorry for the late hour. The trip here took a bit longer than I expected.”
His smile broadened when he spied Pooka. The hound looked up at Grace for permission, and she nodded. Pooka advanced, tail wagging slowly. Instead of sticking his hand into Pooka’s face as most people would, their guest stood still, inviting Pooka to approach. Well, he got some points for knowing how to greet a strange dog, anyway.
“What breed’s this fellow?” he asked as he stooped to greet the dog.
“Plott hound.”
“Plott hound?”
“The state dog of North Carolina. Bred to hunt bear and wild boar,” she replied. “Which still wander by now and again.”
“Bear and wild boar, huh, boy?” Pooka grinned as only Pooka could and nearly wagged his tail off as Mr. City Man ruffled first the fur on his shoulder and then his back.
Mr. City Man’s smile was bright and genuine. And there was at least one dimple too, hidden in a slight shadow of stubble. His hair was coal black, now that she saw him a bit closer.
“And what do they call you, boy?”
It was a nice voice, Midwestern, perhaps further north than that. Cultured and metropolitan, for all that he was trying not to sound citified, but a nice voice, nonetheless. Pooka liked him too, butting his head against the man’s hand for more stroking.
“Oh, he gets called all kinds of names, some of them not repeatable in decent company, but he goes by Pooka most of the time,” she said. “Although some of our younger guests insist on calling him Poo.”
There was a stifled snort of a laugh and she realized she was failing miserably at scaring him off.
“Can’t say I know him well enough to lay that burden on him. And since he hasn’t sniffed me properly yet, he doesn’t know me well enough either. We have to do all the rituals, don’t we, boy?”
Grace watched with admiration as he earned Pooka’s total adoration with a quick rake of fingers down his back and a thorough butt scratch, allowing the dog to sniff his trouser leg and the arm of his jacket. Pooka knew better than to sniff anywhere else.
“You’re better trained and more polite than most city dogs. But then, I understand completely, seeing who likely trained you.” The last bit was a whisper in Pooka’s ear, but Grace heard it.
His eyes slid up to hers. Soft gray, like unpolished pewter. She stepped back as he stood, extending his hand.
“Nick Crowe.”
“Yes. Nice to meet you, Mr. Crowe.” She held out her hand.
He grasped the leather-covered hand firmly in his own. “Please, call me Nick.” His smile quirked sideways and that dimple appeared once more. “Unless there’s some ritual involved before we can use our given names?”
She pulled her hand away, nearly losing the glove when she did.
Trish had said he was a charmer. She wasn’t wrong.
“I’m Grace Woodruff.”
“Woodruff. So you’re…”
“The owner. Yes. As Ms. Moore probably told you, we’re on a skeleton staff right now.” A skeleton consisting of one bone. Plus, Jamie and Pooka. Two bones then.
“Trish explained all that. I’m afraid I twisted her arm a bit to get up here, but, well, this place is perfect for my needs. Did she tell you I was writing a book?”
“Yes, she did.” And I bet you charmed the socks right off our Trish, Mr. City Man. Grace pressed her lips together, trying not to smile. “She also said you had recently been ill. I hope you’re feeling better.” There, that was circumspect.
“Yeah. Kind of obvious, I guess.” He gestured to himself apologetically. “I picked up this nasty parasite in Colombia while I was down there working on the book. Took a lot out of me, but we beat it down. I figured staying up here a while could only do me some good, and the docs agreed.”
Parasite. Columbia. What the hell kind of book are you writing, Mr. City Man? “A parasite? How interesting. Do you happen—”
“Trish warned me you might give me the third degree.” He grinned, waving his hand. “To be honest, I have no idea. Can’t pronounce it. Don’t want to. I’m just glad to be rid of the thing.” The gray eyes seemed to dance a bit. “But if you want to try some of your famous herbal medicine on me, I’d be happy for any help putting on some pounds.”
Grace assessed the man before her. He did look like someone debilitated by an exotic fever—nearly burned out and left a husk. There was evidence the man took good care of his body, or had before whatever it was that nearly killed him. His eyes seemed clear, though.
“So, any remedies to recommend?”
Grace realized she had been staring a little too long. “I hesitate to recommend anything without more details,” she said, looking away. She gestured to Pooka, who trotted obediently to her side. “But your doctors were right. Simple food, good clean air and water, mild exercise, and sound sleep should speed things along. If you remember the name of the parasite and any details of your treatment, I’d be glad to make some suggestions.”
“Well, since I’m doing a good job of forgetting the whole experience, I may have to stick with the simple food, clean water, and sound sleep approach.” Nick looked around at the trees. “But I should’ve brought a white noise machine, I think.”
She frowned. “For what? We don’t have any loud machinery here. And there are certainly no traffic noises.” She waved toward the house. “Our chickens are quite a ways downslope beyond the solar array and the greenhouses, and the rooster—”
He laughed. “That’s the problem. It’s too quiet here.”
Cocking her head, she listened. Oh.
It was the deep quiet of the woods readying itself for the darkest days of winter. The peepers and bull frogs and other musicians of the forest symphony were all tucked away in their beds for their winter hiatus.
She took a deep breath of moist air, redolent with the pungent smell of decaying leaves, and it reminded her again that she had completely missed her favorite season.
“Yes. Well.” She cleared her throat. “You will hear some rather loud noises out there. Falling trees and branches are the loudest, but there are owls, foraging deer…” She recalled her objective almost too late. “Coyotes, bears—”
“Wild boar?” he asked solemnly, but she could swear a smile was tugging at the corner of his mouth.
“Perhaps,” she replied. “There’s even a big cat—a mountain lion—up there somewhere, but you don’t want to get close enough to hear her. Sometimes you’ll hear the real predators hunting over in that direction.” She pointed east toward the Taggart place. “With their guns.”
His face and demeanor changed slightly as he glanced east, like Pooka catching a scent. No, it must’ve been the light, because when he looked back, he was just another tired traveler waiting for her to finish her spiel so he could trudge up to bed. And he certainly didn’t look ready to hightail it back down the road.
“It’s the second to last cabin on the path. Jewelweed is on the sign. I thought you might appreciate the quiet back there.” She fished in her jacket pocket for the key and held it out to him. “There should be firewood in the box and plenty stacked out back. There are complete instructions for the fireplace, the thermostat, the internet connection—”
“Yeah, I was surprised when Trish mentioned that. Can’t be wireless up here.”
She smiled. “Actually, yes it is. We have a cellular extender and repeater set up. The mountain has its own network. There is detailed help information on the desk in your cabin.”
His mouth dropped open at that. “Your own… That’s pretty new technology.”
“You mean pretty new for up in the backwoods.” She smiled. You’ll find we have a lot of that around here. We pride ourselves on being at the forefront of technology—especially green tech.” Pops had been ahead of his time, pioneering some of the energy efficient innovations that were now all the rage and only using materials harvested from his own land whenever possible.
“So, where’s the… I assume you have some kind of tower?”
She nodded toward the north. “Camouflaged as a tree. Up on one of the highest spots around here—Star Catcher Rock.”
He tilted his head back and looked up. “I can see why it would be named that.”
Grace followed his gaze to the sweep of stars above them. They were putting on quite a show tonight. “Yes, well, that’s why the lighting in most areas is motion sensitive—to keep light pollution to a minimum. As for noise pollution, the cabins are equipped with smart TVs, if you’re interested.” She heard a stifled snort from his direction but forged on. “There’s a channel guide and remote on top of the set, along with instructions. The kitchen has a list showing the locations of all the utensils and staples we provide. We prefer that you only use our organic cleaning products, if you need to clean up something. But I’m sure Trish filled you in on that.”
Nick nodded.
“If you run out of any of the basics—sugar, salt, whatever—we have extra supplies, fresh linens, extra blankets. Just call the house and leave a message.” She closed her eyes and mentally reviewed the list. “I think that’s it. To be honest, I haven’t done this in a while. No, wait. We have fresh eggs every morning. We usually put the extra in a basket with our breakfast buffet, but I’ll leave them by the front door for you. Feel free to come down and take as many as you like. When we have anything fresh to eat from our greenhouses, it’ll be there too. I’m sorry, but our cook’s on vacation at the moment.”
“That’s fine with me. I signed up for the rugged survivor package. No food, no frills.”
Survivor, I’ll concede. But you look more tired than rugged. “Well, I’m sorry you missed Ouida’s cooking. She’s a marvel.” Grace picked up the basket. “I was on my way to make your bed and light a fire for you. Can I help you carry anything?”
He grinned. “Don’t bother with that. I can manage,” he said, taking the basket out of her hand. “I don’t have much, and Trish told me I was a bit of an unexpected guest, so I think making my own bed’s part of the deal.” He extended his other hand to her once more. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Woodruff. I’m looking forward to the peace and quiet around here.”
His hand closed firmly around hers. Even through the glove, she felt the warmth of his touch.
“It’s Grace. Just call me Grace.” Slipping out of his grip, she motioned for Pooka to join her. “I do hope you sleep well.” She headed for the path to the house.
“Thanks for the warm welcome,” he called after her. “You too, Pooka.”
At the sound of his name, Pooka trotted back to sniff Nick’s hand and get a quick shoulder rub in return.
Of course, Mr. City Man had captivated the dog. No doubt she would find all manner of woodland creatures lumbering in tomorrow morning to eat out of his hand like some Disney princess. No, more likely Mr. City Man would venture off into the woods and get lost amongst the woodland creatures, including one big cat.
“Oh! One other thing.” She turned back. “There’s a map on the cabin wall showing the marked trails on and off the mountain, and another folded one you can carry with you tucked into that basket. They have GPS waypoints clearly marked and we have pre-programmed GPS units you can borrow if your phone doesn’t have it.”
His smile seemed to slip a bit. Most likely he just wanted her to stop talking so he could go up and get some rest.
“Just remember, like everything else, the satellites can be affected by the terrain and, well, I wouldn’t try anything intermediate or expert until you know your limits. We border on the Pisgah National Forest to the north and west, and you don’t want to get lost over in there.”
“And here I was thinking I’d go up and catch some stars,” he said casually.
She wanted to tell him in no uncertain terms that the hike up to Star Catcher Rock was not a good idea at night but found him looking at her with that damned grin on his face and his hands held up, basket and all.
“Map. GPS. Got it. No gallivanting around for me tonight, but I appreciate the advice.”
“No trouble. Come, Pooka.” But, as she walked away, Grace had the strange sense that Mr. City Man was going to be nothing but trouble.

      [image: image-placeholder]Nick let out an admiring breath. “Talk about trouble,” he murmured. “There it goes.” 
The pictures he’d seen of her didn’t do her justice or show the actual color of that red hair. If Nick had a weak spot, it involved red hair. A lot of women tried to get that color out of a bottle, but hers was all natural. And long, from the way she had it clamped down and sticking out in all directions.
And she smelled damn good, too. That innocent comment about coming to the cabin to make his bed and light a fire had trapped him somewhere between a bark of laughter and a sudden rush of attraction. He shook his head and carried the basket to the back of his SUV. Right now, he didn’t have time for anything hotter than strong coffee and a blazing wood fire, in that order, because based on what he just heard, he needed to do a lot more research and review the case materials again before he made his next report.
Pulling his computer case and duffel bag out of the car, he thought about how very little he had to put in that report. So far, this case was built on a lot of coincidences and pure instinct—smoke and mirrors. Appropriate for a case about something called Magic, but he doubted it would go very far with his boss.
Gazing back in the direction his hostess had gone, he thought ruefully that there was a lot more to Grace Woodruff than red hair and long legs. There was steel under that porcelain, and a scientist’s intellect under all that Southern charm. But there was something else. She had been nervous, even jumpy, around him.
He didn’t think she was afraid of Nick Crowe. His charming-but-harmless act seemed to have worked. Hopefully, she thought the worst she had to fear from good old Nick Crowe was a bit of clumsy flirting.
But she was definitely afraid of something. Had she been trying, awkwardly, to scare him away with all her bear and boar and big cat stories?
His gut told him she was hiding up here. Or hiding something up here. But his gut also told him it wasn’t a meth lab.
Grimacing, he hoisted the duffel and swung the computer case onto his shoulder. He’d have to come back for the groceries and cooler later. When he picked up the basket again, he caught a whiff of her scent and turned to see if she was standing there. No. He leaned over the basket and took a deep breath.
Damn. The sheets and towels smelled like her. Probably some soothing herbal scent the farm used. Getting to sleep tonight was going to be real interesting.
Well, he might have to follow through on that clumsy flirting just to get more
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