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JOIN THE FUN FROM THE BEGINNING WITH PINK JINX


“4 Stars! A hoot and a half! Snappy dialogue and outrageous characters keep the tempo lively and the humor infectious in this crazy adventure story. Hill is a master at taking outlandish situations and making them laugh-out-loud funny.”


—Romantic Times BOOKclub Magazine


“Hill has yet again given us an adventure that is unbelievably funny! I am eagerly looking forward to another treasure hunting book from the incomparable Sandra Hill.”

—TheBestReviews.com

“A hilarious story filled with adventure, romance, danger, and mystery.”

—BookLoons.com

“With this comic contemporary romance’s great plot, witty dialogue, humorous asides, and quirky characters, readers will be impatient for book two.”


—Booklist


“Loaded with snappy dialogue, heartwarming moments that will pull at the most hardened heartstrings, engaging characters, and incredible sexual tension! It is always a great time to pick up a book by Sandra Hill.”

—ChicklitRomanceWriters.com

“Nobody does romance quite like Hill. She is always creating fresh new characters and imaginative new storylines with a style that’s all her own…[An] auspicious beginning to what promises to be another inventive series with memorable characters.”

—RomRevToday.com

“So hilarious that I actually laughed until I had to wipe tears from my eyes…If you need a healthy dose of laughter that’ll help you forget your troubles, pink up a copy of Pink Jinx.”

—NightsandWeekends.com

“So absorbing I could hardly put the book down…Treasure hunting has never been more fun…a comical and compelling read by one of today’s leading authors of entertaining romance.”

—CurledUp.com

“Romantic comedy at its best…Hill has written a fabulously funny story…an entertaining tale that must be read.”

—FreshFiction.com

“Sandra Hill is the queen of comedic love stories…Fans of lighthearted, jocular, modern-day novels will as always appreciate Ms. Hill’s wild sea ride.”


—Midwest Book Review


 

AND REVEL IN SANDRA HILL’S RAGIN’ CAJUN SERIES



THE RED-HOT CAJUN



“In need of a laugh? Look no further than this funny, sexy, warmhearted tale.”


—Romantic Times BOOKclub Magazine


“Hill’s thigh-slapping humor and thoughtful look at the endangered Louisiana bayou ecosystem turn this into an engaging read.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Ms. Hill provides a Louisiana summer heat romance filled with passion and humor.”


—Midwest Book Review


“A brimming romance for people who like to laugh [and] people who like to cry.”


—Booklist



 



THE CAJUN COWBOY



“Hill will tickle readers’ funny bones yet again as she writes in her trademark sexy style. A real crowd-pleaser, guar-an-teed.”


—Booklist (starred review)

“An intoxicating addition to her Cajun Bad Boys series.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A pure delight. One terrific read!”


—Romantic Times BOOKclub Magazine (four stars)

“Sandra Hill’s writing is fabulous. Look forward to a book by her because it will be a great read.”


—The Literary Times


 



TALL, DARK, AND CAJUN



“If you like your romances hot and spicy and your men the same way, then you will like Tall, Dark, and Cajun . . . Eccentric characters, witty dialogue, humorous situations . . . and hot romance . . . [Hill] perfectly captures the bayou’s mystique and makes it come to life.”

—RomRevToday.com

“Fast-moving . . . the bayou setting filled with humor . . . The love scenes had me running for a tall glass of iced tea. This is one of those books I wanted to devour in one sitting.”

—TheWordOnRomance.com

“Get ready for hours of laughter, page-turning intrigue, passion, sexy hunks, and danger . . . Tall, Dark, and Cajun is even better than I dreamed it would be.”

—RoadtoRomance.com
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There is an Amish thread in this book, and it is with much respect and many prayers that I dedicate this book to the Plain people of Nickel Mines, Pennsylvania, who suffered such a serious tragedy this past year. It is also dedicated to all those, Amish and otherwise, who manage to practice a simple lifestyle in the midst of all of our modern world’s turmoil.

And, of course, I dedicate this book, like all my others, to you, the readers, who support my books. You are a priceless gift. Over and over, you tell me how important humor is in your lives. Perhaps, like the Amish, we all need to find joy in simple things, like laughter, love, and family. 

To show my appreciation, I once again have something free for you on my Web site. Last time it was an original novella, not available anywhere else. This time . . . well, come visit and see what I have to offer. You are always welcome. 

Fondly, 

Sandra Hill

www.sandrahill.net






Dear Reader:

I hope you like my second Jinx treasure-hunting book.

Caleb holds a special place in my heart, being ex-Amish and an ex–Navy SEAL. His seventeen-year estrangement from his twin brother was particularly poignant to me. And funny. Especially with Tante Lulu along for the ride.

Spruce Creek also has a special place in my heart. My husband and I have a cottage there, and yes, there are caverns and snakes and premier fly fishing. One of the many Warrior Paths that crisscrossed Pennsylvania at one time traversed the very mountainside that is visible from our front deck. I often imagine I see Indian braves standing on the high cliff that overlooks our property, which is appropriately named Indian Lookout. For sure, they used the ice caves that are situated directly across our stream. 

And “Robber” Davie Lewis really did exist, calling himself an equalizer as he stole from the rich and gave to the poor; however, the cave he hid in was not the imaginary Spruce Creek Cavern, but probably Indian Cavern in nearby Franklinville. 

This book in no way reflects the real Amish people of Sinking Valley or the inhabitants of Spruce Creek, Pennsylvania. As a side note, the Amish of Lancaster County are well known, but here in central Pennsylvania, you haven’t lived till you’ve gone to the Wednesday-morning farmers’ and flea markets in Belleville. They start at six a.m. and end at noon. They auction everything from butter to fresh produce to cows. I kid you not! 

Please continue to follow the madcap adventures of my Jinx treasure-hunting team. Next up will be that rascal Tee-John LeDeux in Wild Jinx. Of course, you will want to know how Lizzie, the Amish J-Lo, does on American Idol. Laughter and sighs guaranteed! 

And please visit my Web site for a free gift to show my appreciation for all your support, past, present, and future. 

Wishing you smiles in your reading, 

Sandra Hill


www.sandrahill.net









Chapter 1


Crazy is as crazy does . . .

Caleb Peachey jogged along the road, his eyes on the log cabin up ahead. It sat nestled in the thick woods on the banks of the Little Juniata River, almost hidden from view. He hoped to find the crazy woman at home this early in the morning.

Crazy Claire, that’s what she was called by some of the locals. Dr. Claire Cassidy, historical archaeologist, by her colleagues. PhDiva, by him. Actually, he was beginning to feel like the crazy one as he attempted to make contact with the elusive woman. In fact, he was beginning to wonder if she even existed. Crazy Claire is gonna be Crazy-Friggin’-Dead Claire if she doesn’t stop hiding from me.


Five miles back and a half-hour ago, at dawn, he’d left the Butterfly Bed & Breakfast in Spruce Creek, where he and his team from Jinx, Inc., a treasure-hunting firm, would be staying. He’d arrived here in central Pennsylvania yesterday morning. The rest of the team would be here this afternoon, but the project itself couldn’t start until Dr. Cassidy was on board, per orders of the National Park Service, which made sure no historical artifacts were disturbed. Now, he could understand the government being worried about metal detecting on a battlefield, trafficking in relics, defacing previously undiscovered prehistoric rock wall art, that kind of thing, but dammit, they were just going to take some pearls out of this cavern . . . a privately owned cavern, to boot. They weren’t exploring King Tut’s tomb here.

Stopping in the clearing before the house, he bent over, hands on thighs, and breathed deeply in and out to cool down, not that he had broken a sweat or anything. Hell, he’d been a Navy SEAL for ten years, up till two and a half years ago, and they ran five times as far before breakfast, wearing heavy boondockers, not the two-hundred-dollar ergonomically designed Adidas he had on now.

He knocked on the door. Once. Twice. No response except for some cats mewling inside. Same as yesterday, except there was a battered station wagon here now, which he took as a good sign. The woman hadn’t responded to the messages he’d left on her answering machine, either. Hi! This is Claire. Your message is important to me. Blah, blah, blah! Caleb mimicked in his head. Apparently not that important.

A fat calico cat—probably pregnant—sidled up to him and gave him the evil eye, as only a cat could do. Then she sashayed past, deeming him unworthy of her regard.

With his side vision, he noticed another cat approaching, but, no, it wasn’t a cat; it was a rat. Okay, it was a teeny-tiny dog that resembled a rat, and it started yip-yip-yipping at him as if it was a German shepherd, not a rat terrier.

Caleb couldn’t fathom people who wanted such itty-bitty things for pets. But then, some people even took slimy creatures into their homes. Like snakes. Having a fierce aversion to snakes, he shivered.

The dog stopped yipping and gave him the same you-are-so-boring look as the cat through its beady eyes and sauntered off, around the side of a modern addition to the old cabin.

He decided to follow.

The back of the cabin was a surprise. While the front was traditional log-and-chink design, the back was all windows facing the river, down below some fifty feet. Cushioned Adirondack chairs had been arranged on a wide deck. An open laptop sat on a low wooden table.


You-know-who must be home. Ignoring my calls. Son of a bitch! Oooh, someone is in big trouble.


He turned toward the river. And inhaled sharply at the view. Not just the spectacular Little Juniata with the morning sun bouncing off the surface, creating diamond-like sparkles, fish actually jumping out of the water to feed on the seasonal hatch of newborn insects hovering above. He was familiar with this river, having grown up in an Amish community about ten miles down the road in Sinking Valley. What caused him to gasp was the woman standing waist-deep in the middle of the river. She wore suspendered waders over a long-sleeved white T-shirt. Her long dark-red hair was pulled up into a high ponytail that escaped through the back of a Penn State baseball cap. Auburn, he thought her hair color was called.

Could this possibly be the slippery Dr. Claire Cassidy? Crazy Claire? For some reason, he’d expected someone older, more witchy-looking. It was hard to tell from this distance, but she couldn’t be much older than thirty, although who knew? Women today were able to fool guys all the time. Makeup to look as if they were not wearing makeup. Nips and tucks. Collagen. Boob lifts, ferchrissake!

The woman was fly fishing, which was an art in itself. Caleb was the furthest thing from a poet, but the way she executed the moves was pure art in motion. Like a ballet. Following a clock pattern, she raised her long bamboo rod upward with her right hand, stopping abruptly at noon to apply tension to her line. Then she allowed the rod to drift back slowly in the forward cast, stopping abruptly at eleven o’clock, like the crack of a whip. The follow-through was a dance of delicacy, because the fly should land on top of the water only for a few seconds, to fool the trout below water level that it was real live food. Over and over she performed this operation. It didn’t matter that she didn’t catch anything. The joy was in the casting.

And in the watching.

Dropping down to the edge of the deck, elbows resting on raised knees, Caleb breathed in deeply. The scents of honeysuckle and pine filled the early-morning air. Silence surrounded him, although it was not really silence if one listened carefully. The rush of the water’s current. Bees buzzing. Birds chirping. In the distance, a train whistle. He even saw a hawk swoop gloriously out of the mountains, searching for food. He felt as if he’d been sucker punched, jolted back to a time and place he’d spent seventeen years trying to forget.

The Plain people, as the Amish called themselves, were practical to a fault. Fishing was for catching fish. No Lands End angler duds or fancy Orvis rods or custom-made flies. Just worms. But his Dat had been different. As stern as he was in many regards, he had given Caleb and his four brothers an appreciation for God’s beauty in nature and the heavenly joy of fly fishing. Much like that minister in the movie A River Runs Through It, Caleb’s old man had made fly fishing an exercise in philosophy, albeit the Old Order Amish way of life. Caleb smiled to himself, knowing his father would not be pleased with comparison to an Englisher, anyone not Amish, even a man of God.

And, for sure and for certain, as the Amish would say, they didn’t believe in that wasteful “catch and release” business, which the fisherwoman in front of him was doing now with a twenty-inch rainbow. How many times had Caleb heard: “To waste is to destroy God’s gift”? No, if an Amishman caught a fish, he ate it. With homemade chowchow, spaetzle oozing with butter, sliced tomatoes still warm from the garden, corn fritters, and shoofly pie.

Stomach rumbling with sudden hunger, Caleb shook his head to clear it of unwanted memories, stood, and walked down the railroad tie steps to the edge of the river.

The woman glanced his way, then did a double take. After a brief hesitation, she waved.

Yep, she must be crazy.

He was a big man, six-four, and still carried the musculature that defined a Navy SEAL. The tattoo of a barbed-wire chain around his upper arm usually gave women pause. Plus, he was a stranger. But did she appear frightened? Nah. She just waved at him. He could be an ax murderer, for all she knew. She was brave or stupid or crazy, he figured. Maybe all three.


Enough!


He waded into the cold water. It soon covered his shoes, his bare legs, his running shorts, and then the bottom of his T-shirt. Once he reached the woman, whose mouth was now gaping open, he gritted his teeth, then snarled, “Your phone broken, lady?”

She blinked. Tall for a woman—maybe five-nine—she was still a head shorter than him and had to crane her neck to stare up at him. “Ah, the persistent Caleb.” Then she smiled and shook her head as if he were not worthy of her attention. Just like her damn fat cat and her damn rat dog.

Taken aback by her attitude, he failed to register the fact that she had, unbelievably, resumed fishing. She’s ignoring me. I don’t fuckin’ believe this. Three days of chasing my tail, and she thinks she can ignore me. I. Don’t. Think. So.


Without warning, he picked her up and tossed her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, just barely catching the bamboo rod in his other hand as it started to float downstream. With her kicking and screaming, he stomped through the water, probably scaring off every fish within a one-mile radius.

“Put me down, you goon.”

“Stop squirming. I’ll put you down when I’m good and ready. We’re on my clock now, baby.”

“Clock? Clock? I’d like to clock you.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

“I mean it. Put me down. Aaarrgh! Take your hand off my ass.”

“Stop putting your ass in my face.”

“You are in such trouble. Wait till I call the police. Hope you know a good lawyer,” she threatened to his back.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’m shakin’ in my boots . . . rather, Adidas.”

“Ha, ha, ha! You’re not going to be making jokes once you’re in the clink.”


The clink? Haven’t heard that expression in, oh, let’s say, seventeen years. Once on the bank, he propped the rod against a tree and stood her on her feet, being careful to hold on to one hand lest she take flight or wallop him a good one.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, yanking her hand out of his grasp, then placing both hands on her hips.


Ogling your hips. “Getting your attention.”

“You got my attention when you failed to complete the Park Service forms for the project . . . a month ago.”


Oh, so that’s what has her panties in a twist. “They were fifty-three friggin’ pages long,” he protested. The dumbass red-tape forms asked him as Pearl Jinx project manager to spell out every bleepin’ thing about the venture and its participants. There were questions and subquestions and sub-subquestions. He’d used a red Sharpie to write “Bullshit!” across the empty forms and mailed them back to her. “Okay, my returning them that way probably wasn’t the most diplomatic thing to do, but, my God, the Navy doesn’t do as much background checking for its high-security special forces as your government agency requires.”

She snorted her opinion. “It’s not my agency. I’m just a freelance consultant, specializing in Native American culture. You must know that Spruce Creek is situated right along what were once some major Indian paths. In fact, an Indian path from the village of Assunepachla, located near present-day Frankstown, merged with the Indian path from Standing Stone in Huntingdon, and that joint path took the Native Americans over Kitchinaki, Great Spruce Pine Land, till they came to Spruce Creek, which they called Oligonunk, or ‘Place of the Cave.’ Spruce Creek was considered a good resting place for weary warriors.”


Blah, blah, blah. “So?”

“So, Indian Caverns in Franklinville is only a mile or two away from the cavern you’ll be working, and it was loaded with artifacts. We have to be sure nothing of historical value is disturbed by your project.”


If I needed a history lesson, sweetie, I would flick on the History Channel. “I’m aware of all that, but you’re changing the subject. I must have put a dozen messages on your answering machine in the past thirty-six hours and God only knows how many before that. Guess how many times you called me back?” He made a circle with a thumb and forefinger. She was lucky he didn’t just give her the finger.

“That doesn’t give you the right to manhandle me.”

“That was not manhandling. If I was handling you, babe, you’d know it.”

“What a chauvinist thing to say!”

“Call me pig, just as long as you call me.”

She threw her hands in the air with disgust, then shrugged her waders down and off, hanging them from a knot on the same tree where the rod rested. Underneath she wore dry, faded jeans and thick wool socks, no shoes. She turned back to him. “You idiot. I’ve been gone for the past week. I got home late last night. That’s why I didn’t return your calls.”


Ooops! “Oh.” Caleb had been working for two years on various Jinx treasure-hunting projects, but this was the first time he was a project manager. It was important to him that it be a success. Pissing off a required team member was not a design for success. “Sorry,” he said. “I misunderstood.”

She nodded her acceptance of his apology and offered her own conciliatory explanation. “I like to spend time in the woods.”

“How about using your cell phone to check messages?” There I go, being abrasive again.


“I don’t believe in cell phones. Besides, what would be the point of taking modern conveniences into the forest?”

He rolled his eyes. She doesn’t believe in cell phones. What century is she living in? He tried to sound polite when he asked, “So, you’ve been camping?”

“Not exactly.” Without elaborating, she started to walk up toward the cabin.

He hated it when women stopped talking in the middle of a conversation, especially when the guy was being logical, not to mention bending over backward to tame his inner chauvinist. He caught up with her.

“What was so important that you had to get in touch with me right away?” she asked when they reached her deck.

“Right away was three days ago, babe.”

She arched her brows at his surliness, and probably at his use of the word babe, too.


Tough shit! He tamped his temper down, again, and replied, “The Pearl Project starts tomorrow.”

“And?”

“We’ve been told that you have to be there as a Park Service rep from the get-go.”

“And?”

“And you haven’t confirmed.” Her attitude was really starting to annoy him. Behave, Peachey. Don’t let her rile you. An impatient man is a dead target.


She arched an eyebrow at him again. “Since when do I need to confirm anything with you?”


Uh-oh! Are we gonna have a pissing contest over who’s in charge? I can guarantee it’s not gonna be her. If we have to vet every little anal thing, we’ll be here in the boonies for months instead of weeks. He put his face in his hands and counted to ten. When he glanced her way again, he said, “We have to find a way to work together. Truce?” He extended a hand.

She hesitated, but then agreed, “Truce,” and placed her hand in his. Her hand was small compared to his, with short, unpolished nails. He could swear his heart revved up at just the feel of her calloused palm pressed against his calloused palm. Am I pathetic or what?


“Are you hungry?”

That question caught him by surprise. Was her new strategy torture by niceness? Or erotic, calloused palm handshakes? “Yeah,” he answered suspiciously.

“Good. I picked some wild blueberries yesterday and have muffins cooling inside.”

He didn’t immediately follow her but sat down on one of the chairs to take off his wet shoes and socks. Meanwhile, the delicious aroma of baked goods wafted out to him. The rat dog trotted over and eyed his shoes. Just as it was about to take a chomp out of one of them, Caleb grabbed the shoes and set them up on the arm of the chair. When he turned, he saw the dog running off with one of his wet socks in its mouth.

“Boney!” Dr. Cassidy yelled out through the screen door at the thief. Four cats of various sizes were rubbing themselves against her ankles. The fat calico wasn’t among them.

To his surprise, the dog stopped, peered back at its mistress dolefully, dropped the sock, and trotted off the porch and into the brush.

“You named your dog Boner?”

She made a clucking sound of disgust. “Not Boner. Boney. You know. Napoleon Bonaparte. Little dog. Napoleon complex.”


Well, at least she has a sense of humor. “Did you know that Napoleon had a fear of cats? Ailurophobia.”

“No. Seriously?”

“Yep. Learned it in a history-of-war class. An aide found the general one time in his bedroom with a cutlass in hand, trembling, because he thought there was a cat behind a drape.”

“Fascinating.”


Yep, that’s me. Mister Fascination. Okay, I see five cats so far and one semi-dog. What next?


What next, he soon learned, was Indian tom-tom music, along with some guttural chants, coming from a tape deck inside: “Ay-yi-yi-yi! Ay-yi-yi-yi-yi . . .” Two cages in one corner, one holding what looked like a porcupine with a splint on its leg and the other holding a bird with mangled feathers. And the good doctor taking off her T-shirt, whose sleeves were wet, leaving her with just a sports racerback running bra kind of thing. Nothing scandalous. It was midway between a granny-type cotton undergarment and a hoochie mama Victoria’s Secret scrap of sexiness, but still . . . It was pink. And there was all that skin. Bare arms. Bare midriff. Bare collarbones. Plus, she was ripped, which would explain the exercise mat and hand weights over there. Not weight-lifter ripped, but female-athlete ripped. And worst of all . . . or best of all . . . she had breasts that could make a grown man weep.


Good thing I’m not looking. Nope. I. Am. Not. Looking. And I’m not getting turned on.


“It’s hot in here, don’t you think?” she asked, belatedly explaining her striptease, he supposed.

She began to set a tray with supersized muffins, butter, mugs of coffee, sugar, and cream, unaware of how tempting she looked. Forget muffins. He’d like a taste of—

To his surprise, she gave him a once-over, too. A once-over that paid special attention to his wet shorts. Then, with a bland expression, giving no clue to her assessment, she said, “It feels like today will be a scorcher.”


Tell me about it! “It’s probably your oven.” Shit! Could I sound any more dorky?


She glanced at him again, and this time she smiled.

While she continued to set the tray with small plates and napkins, he studied her cabin. It was either that or ogle her body, which would not be smart. Pink? What kind of serious archaeologist wears pink? Shiiit!


The cabin was nice. Dried herbs hung from the low rafters of the kitchen, giving it a fragrant, cozy atmosphere. Colorful suncatchers at the windows caught and reflected the light like prisms. He assumed that a bedroom and bathroom were off to the left. To the right was the addition, which was completely open, making a combination kitchen/library/office/living room. A huge stone fireplace was flanked on one side by a half-dozen baskets, some woven, others coiled, and on the other by a rustic, low, armless rocking chair that looked homemade. Two log walls of the addition held floor-to-ceiling bookcases with a built-in PC desk in the corner. The shelves overflowed with books, many of them related to the Lenni Lenape tribe of the Delaware nation. Also, Indian relics: an impressive arrowhead collection, a peace pipe, several tomahawks, and framed photographs. And a small flat-screen TV.

He walked over to check out one of the pictures.

Then wished he hadn’t.

It was a side view of Dr. Cassidy facing some man of obvious Native American heritage. Her long auburn hair was in braids. His black hair was, too, and adorned with a single feather. They both wore Indian ceremonial outfits. His chest was bare. On top she appeared to be nude, as well, except for the numerous bead-and-feather necklaces she wore. On bottom, he sported a loincloth with leather flaps covering his belly and ass. She wore a low-riding, knee-length, fringed leather skirt and beaded moccasins. Her arms were raised, shaking some kind of rattles. He could care less about the man. But her . . . wow! . . . Her side was bare from armpit to hip, exposing a perfect view of the side of one of her breasts.


Not the way I want to be picturing the archaeologist assigned to our project. She’ll be talking Indian legends and I’ll be thinking, “Wanna come over to my teepee and show me your beads?”


A thought suddenly occurred to him. “Are you married?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

He was walking back to the kitchen and waved over his shoulder at the photograph. “Geronimo back there.”

She made a tsking sound at the political incorrectness of his remark. “That’s Henry Hawk, a professor at the University of Pennsylvania. He’s a full-blooded Lenni Lenape Indian. Geronimo was an Apache.”


Well, big whoop!


“I’m not topless in the photo, by the way.” She grinned, obviously reading his mind. “Lots of people think I am, but I’m wearing a flesh-colored leotard.”


That’s just great! Ruin a guy’s fantasy, why don’t you? “Don’t you believe in historical accuracy?”

“Yeah, but I was young and naive then. I let the promoter talk me into accuracy once. Turned out that people were watching my jiggling breasts as I danced, instead of learning about Indian rituals. That was the last time they tried that.”


Oh, good Lord! Now I add jiggling to my fantasy.


Dr. Cassidy carried the tray out to the deck and motioned for him to move the laptop. While closing the lid, he noticed it contained notes on some Indian mating ritual. He wasn’t dumb enough to ask if that’s what she and Geronimo were doing in the photograph. Not now. But I’ll bet my Navy SEAL Budweiser pin that I hot damn will later.


After three muffins and sipping his second cup of coffee, he leaned back. “That was great, Dr. Cassidy. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. The wild berries are smaller, but I think they’re sweeter. And please, call me Claire.”

He nodded. “So, what were you doing in the woods when you were not camping?” he asked, repeating her words.

“I don’t camp in the traditional sense . . . you know, tents and kerosene stoves. I build a wigwam up in the mountains like the Lenni Lenape Indians did and cook over an open fire.”

“Alone?” He was picturing her with some guy . . . okay, him . . . bending over the fire. Maybe dancing a little, making those beads and other things jiggle. Then, they’d go into the wigwam, and—

“Usually.”

“Huh?”

“I usually go alone. I like the solitude. And I’m able to explore and dig for Indian artifacts at my leisure.”

He could understand the solitude part—he was a loner himself—though he liked his fantasy better. “And you planned all along to be back here for the start of the project tomorrow?”

“Of course. I always honor my commitments.”


And she couldn’t have told me that. Not even one little phone call or e-mail. He decided to hold his tongue. “You’re not going to make me fill out those forms, are you?”

She shook her head. “Not all of them. I’ll help you, if you’re willing.”

He liked the fact that she was willing to bend the rules and decided reciprocation was in order. “I’ll help you.”

“You’re staying at the Butterfly Bed & Breakfast?”

“Uh-huh. It’s convenient, with the cavern right there on the property. Abbie is giving us a nice deal on rooms.”

She cocked her head to the side, probably at his use of Abigail Franklin’s first name.

“I met her grandson Mark in Afghanistan, and we’ve kept in touch occasionally,” Caleb said.

“The Navy pilot?”

He nodded.

“How’s he doing?”

“As well as a young man with one arm could, I suppose. You should know, Jinx is here because Abbie contacted me.”

“Abbie’s a smart cookie. Don’t underestimate her because of her age.”

“You say that as if I should be wary.”

“Let’s face it, cave pearls don’t have a huge value. They lack luster,” Claire pointed out.

“There’s some kind of chemical fusion bath that was invented recently. It supposedly gives them luster. Market value could be over five hundred thousand dollars, maybe a million.”

She didn’t look convinced.

“What?”

“Abbie’s always been kind of secretive about the historical documents related to her home, which is on the National Register of Historic Places, and the cavern. I wonder if there might be something else, and she’s just using your firm on the pretext of the pearls.”


In other words, we do the grunt work, and she skips off with the real bonanza. This was something Caleb would have to investigate, but not with Ms. Indian Preservation on his tail. “All I can say is that Abbie has been very accommodating. Not just to me. The other members of my team will be staying at her B & B, too.”

“And they are . . . ?”

“Adam Famosa, a professor at Rutgers, and John LeDeux, a police officer from Louisiana. This is a relatively simple job. No need for the usual six-man team.”

“And you’re the project manager?”

“Yep. You’ll meet Veronica Jinkowsky, owner of Jinx, and her on-again, off-again husband, Jake Jensen. Ronnie is a lawyer, and Jake is a professional poker player. They won’t be staying, though. They’re off to another treasure hunt in Mexico.”

She nodded.

Caleb wouldn’t be surprised if she had already researched every one of them, as well as the cavern to be explored and the targeted treasure.

“A college professor, a police officer, a poker player, a lawyer, an ex–Navy SEAL . . . What qualifies you guys to be treasure hunters?”

“Good question. Actually, each of our fortune-hunting expeditions is unique and requires different skills. Could be anything from deep-sea treasure to buried gold to a lost heirloom. Once an elderly Southern belle hired us to dig up her back yard in hopes of finding her family’s silver from the Civil War days. Some of us are climbers. Others have diving experience. Those of us on this project put in an additional fifty hours to get certified in cave diving.”

“Is cave diving so different?”

“Actually, yes. There are almost forty different swimming techniques just for negotiating underground water passes. We don’t take on jobs we can’t handle, or if we do agree to a project requiring special expertise, we hire someone to join the team. Mostly, though, we all share a love of adventure.”

“Did you find the lady’s silver?”

“Yeah. That and a couple of dead Yankee soldiers.” 

She appeared satisfied with his explanation.

“What is it you hope to find on this project, Claire?”

“Well, artifacts, most likely. Arrowheads, tools, that kind of thing. Caves have long been used as dwelling places, burial sites, storage houses, places of worship. Add to that the fact that Pennsylvania has been homeland to the Lenape tribe for more than ten thousand years.”

“Ten thousand years!”

She shrugged. “As you probably know, a cavern of any size is at least a million years old. We’re talking ancient and near history here. Near history being the past few hundred years, of which we have more concrete evidence. The Lenape were among the first Indians to come in contact with Europeans in the 1600s.”

“Uh-hum,” he said. Good God! She’s giving me a lecture, like I’m one of her students.


“It would be really great if there were pictographs, as well. Cave paintings,” she blathered on, pleased, no doubt, that she had a captive audience. “Oh, and aside from the usual artifacts, I would love to discover some new fetishes. I only have a few now.”

He couldn’t help himself. He had to chuckle. “Yeah? I’ve got a few myself. I’ll tell you mine if you’ll tell me yours.”

She stared at him for a long moment. “Oh, you! I meant Indian fetishes. Like small carvings in wood or stone. A turtle, for example. Things that hold some mystical spirit important to—” She let her words trail off as she realized he’d known what kind of fetish she’d meant all along.

“Yeah, well, back to what you hope to find. I’ve studied all the maps and history. I suspect the only things, other than pearls, that we’re going to find are bats and bugs and”—he shivered reflexively—“snakes. I do hate snakes.”

Claire tilted her head to the side. “Didn’t Abbie tell you about Sparky?” Then she smiled. Smirked, actually.

The fine hairs stood out on his body. “Okay. Who’s Sparky?”

“A snake.”

“A snake with a name?” Uh-oh, this does not sound good. He must have turned a bit green, because she grinned. Oh, great! A sadist, on top of everything else.


“A big ol’ snake.”

“Define big.”

“Ten feet long and, well, not quite as wide around as your tattoo.” She pointed to his left bicep where the barbed-wire tattoo peeked out from under the sleeve of his T-shirt. 

Well, he would hope not! His biceps was sixteen inches in diameter and had been eighteen when he was an active SEAL.

“More like the size of your wrists.”


Okay, that’s better, but still one mother of a snake.


“Sparky’s been living in Spruce Creek Cavern for at least ten years. Not that there aren’t other snakes, but Sparky is the Big Daddy. Every so often, he sticks his head out, but then slithers back in before anyone can catch him.”


Yeah, but has anyone ever shot him? With an AK-47? “Are you pulling my leg?”

“I wouldn’t think of touching your leg.”


Okay, I recognize an insult when I hear one. He thought about taking her hand and placing it on his bare thigh, just to annoy her, but sanity persuaded him to restrain himself. “I. Hate. Snakes.”

“Afraid of them?”

“Hell, no. Just don’t like ’em.” Probably stemmed from all those years as a kid when he’d helped hand-plow the fields and uncovered lots of the slimy buggers . . . usually black or garden variety, but even the occasional rattler. And he’d had to deal with plenty in SEAL survival training, too.

“You had to know coming here that an underground cavern would have snakes.”

“Sure, I knew that. I just didn’t expect any anacondas.”

She laughed, and her whole face lit up, even her eyes, which were a pale, pale green.


Nice. But he could see how some people might consider her eyes sort of woo-woo, fitting into the crazy category.

“Don’t worry, he’s not poisonous . . . though he has been known to bite.”

“You’re really enjoying yourself at my expense, aren’t you?”

“Yep!” But then she switched subjects and floored him. Women had a talent for doing that to a guy, one minute talking about the latest hot chick movie and the next asking him something personal, something he absolutely does not want to discuss, like the size of his . . . oh, let’s say . . . rifle, or why he hasn’t ever married, or what’s that huge chip on his shoulder with the word Family chiseled on it.

What Claire zinged him with was: “Peachey . . . that’s an Amish name, isn’t it? An Amish Navy SEAL? That’s an oxymoron, isn’t it?”


I’m a moron, all right. Left myself wide open. Why don’t I just paint a target on my chest that says “Shoot me.”





Chapter 2

Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick . . .

The man was so good-looking he made her teeth hurt.

His brown hair was cut short in a military style, sort of shaved on the sides. His facial features were sharply chiseled, almost gaunt. His eyes were a warm whiskey color. And his body . . . Well, suffice it to say he gave new meaning to the word buff.

Not that it mattered. Claire wasn’t that superficial. In fact, in Claire’s experience, eye-candy men were rarely worth the sugar high. Besides, he wasn’t at all her type. She’d always been more into long-haired, artistic types, not Rambos . . . even educated Rambos.

Still, as Claire drove Caleb back to the B & B, she couldn’t help but be aware of him sitting next to her, throwing off heat like a testosterone furnace. Oh, he wasn’t hot for her. Mostly he was annoyed that he had to have her around, a thorn in his very fine ass.

I did not think that. Good Lord, am I regressing to my teenage years? I’m thirty-five years old, for heaven’s sake. “Where are you from, Caleb?” That’s a nice safe topic.

“Here and there.”

So that’s the way we’re going to play it. “For example?”

She could practically hear his brain gears rev up. Should he ignore her question and risk getting on her bad side? Or give in now and avoid a hostile work atmosphere? “Until two and a half years ago I had an apartment in Coronado, California, near SEAL headquarters. Then I moved to New Jersey, where I did some commercial diving for a bridge construction company. Now I live wherever Jinx sends me.” His response was delivered in a toneless manner meant to discourage further questions.

But that didn’t stop her. “No roots?”

He shook his head and flashed her a glower.

Hah! As if she’d be deterred by a mere glower! “I’m not asking out of nosiness.”

His snort spoke for him.

“Really. When I work as a consultant, I need to know everything about the participants as well as the project.”

“Give me a break!”

She wasn’t going to let him bully her into doing less than a full job. “You were raised Amish?”

He didn’t answer, but after a telling instant of silence, he nodded.

“Pennsylvania Amish?” Over the years, the Amish had spread themselves across the United States, starting from Pennsylvania, as land grew scarce and too expensive for their growing families. In fact, you could find Amish in about twenty-five of the states. Many of the sects had different rules on living, some stricter than others. In Pennsylvania, the general public usually associated them with the Lancaster area, but there were many in the nearby Kishacoquillas Valley, or “Big Valley,” too.

Again, the reluctant nod. “Sinking Valley.”

Well, that was a surprise. And even closer. The Old Amish community of Sinking Valley was less than ten miles away. In fact, she shopped at some of their roadside stands for fresh produce. Their quilts were exquisite.

“Did you know that the Lenape Indians referred to themselves as the People, just like the Amish refer to themselves as the People? Of course, that term meant different things to the Lenape than it does to the Amish. Still, it’s really fascinating, isn’t it?”

He gave her a look that pretty much said, “Do you ever stop?” She tended to talk too much sometimes. It was a bad habit of hers. But really, it was interesting that Caleb had been raised Amish.

“Look!” he said, anticipating her next question. “I left seventeen years ago, when I was seventeen, and haven’t been back since. I assume I’m still under the Bann. And no, I’m not going to tell you all the gory details. So knock it off.”

Claire was shocked. And deeply touched. Not by Caleb’s surly attitude, but the fact that he was being shunned, one of the most barbaric practices of any culture, in her opinion. There had to be a story there, why he’d been willing to risk coming back after all these years to the region where he was not welcome. “Just one more question. Please. Do you still have family here?”

He shrugged. “Last count, a mother, a father, grandparents on both sides, four brothers, and three sisters. Maybe some nieces and nephews. Some of my family could be dead by now, for all I know.”

Caleb’s response raised more questions than answers, but his rigid jaw and her promise of just one last question restrained her. All those family members, and none kept in touch? How sad!

“How ’bout you? What’s your history?”

Well, she supposed she owed him tit for tat. And really, she had skeletons in her closet she’d rather not discuss, either. “My mother was a drug addict, and I never knew my father.”

He blinked several times, probably trying to wade through her nervous rambling, though why she should be nervous around him was a puzzle. Well, not such a puzzle. He was so good-looking he gave hunk a bad name.

“Anyhow, I was raised in various foster homes till I was sixteen and went psycho. After a year of trying to kill myself with wild sex and endless booze, I was taken in by a Philadelphia shelter, which helped me get my act together.” That was the short story, with all the colorful and painful details glossed over.

He pondered her words, then turned his head to gaze at her. A smile twitched at his lips. “How wild?”

She smiled back at him. “Very wild, but that’s old history.”

“Shucks!” Any other man would have waggled his eyebrows at her to accompany the remark. Not him. After that provocative single-word response, he resumed staring forward. She was beginning to realize that he was a man of few words and not prone to playful flirting. Finally, he asked, “Why the interest in Indians?”

“I met Henry Hawk, the guy in the picture, in college. He was from Delaware, a full-blooded Native American. He had a really fascinating family and history. Long after he was gone, I remained fascinated. Not with him, but his culture . . . the Lenni Lenape. To tell you the truth, my mother once hinted that my father was Native American and resided in Pennsylvania, though I realized later that she’d been with so many men she had no way of knowing for sure. That’s probably part of the reason for my interest in Indians, searching for my roots and all that. A Pocahontas syndrome is what I call it. Yeah, yeah, I know, you’re probably thinking that I look as much like an Indian as you resemble a midget. Though I once about starved myself to death trying to achieve high cheekbones.”

“Hey, I didn’t say anything . . . about you not looking Native American.”

“You thought it.”

“I’m sure there are plenty of auburn-haired, green-eyed Indians.”

She made a face.

“The Lenape, huh?”

“Len-NAH-pay,” she said.

“That’s just great! A woman who corrects a man’s pronunciation.”

“Sensitive, are we?”

He made a mock growling sound. “So the guy in the picture was your college friend?”

“Yes. That photo was taken about fifteen years ago at the annual meeting of the tribes in Oklahoma.” When he didn’t say anything, she suddenly felt uncomfortable in the silence and made the mistake of blathering on. “I was wearing the attire of a Lenni Lenape maiden. If you’d examined the photo closer, you would have noticed it was hardly the body of an older woman like I am now. I was a college student then.”

He muttered something like, “You look fine to me.”

She shot him a surprised glance, but his expression betrayed nothing.

Luckily, they arrived at the B & B, forestalling any further questions from either of them. Or her continuing to babble on like a windup doll. Five vehicles were parked near the barn. The vintage Mercedes sedan she recognized as Abbie’s, and a big-wheeled pickup truck belonged to her grandson Mark, though he probably couldn’t drive it now if it was standard shift. Two vehicles had New Jersey plates—a dark green Jeep Grand Cherokee that she assumed was Caleb’s and a Lexus. Then there was a cherry red Chevy Impala from Louisiana.

“Some of the gang is here,” Caleb announced unnecessarily. “I didn’t think they’d get here till this afternoon.”

Claire had planned to drop Caleb off, then go in to State College, the town where the main campus of Penn State was located. One of her former colleagues was holding some research materials on cavern exploration for her. Two men were approaching her car, though, so she unhitched her seat belt and got out along with Caleb. One of them was older than she, dark-skinned, probably late thirties, long black hair tied back into a low ponytail. From the background materials she’d been given, she guessed it was Adam Famosa, from Rutgers, who was of Cuban descent. He was not unattractive . . . and he knew it. The other, early to mid-twenties, could only be the Cajun, John LeDeux, with those mischievous eyes, an overconfident stride, and a T-shirt with the logo “Bite Me Bayou Bait Company.” Girls from twelve to thirty must fall all over him. Good thing I’m thirty-five.

Caleb introduced her to both men, who gave her unabashed surveys from head to toe, with special attention to her pink running bra. Men! At the same time, they appeared wary, probably having been warned that she was going to be a stumbling block. The enemy, so to speak.

“What’s the plan?” Adam asked Caleb.

“Once Ronnie and Jake get here, we set up a meeting. Hopefully at seven here at the B & B. The owner, Abbie Franklin, has lent us her library to use as our control center, where we can spread out all our materials.”

Adam nodded. “I picked up the diving equipment in Barnegat. Mr. Redneck USA here brought the rappelling ropes and hanging ladders. We’ve studied the background material you sent us. So we’re all set.”

“How long do y’all think we’ll be here?” John asked with a heavy Southern accent. “I gotta be back in Looz-ee-anna by September 15th. I’m startin’ my new job as a police officer. I cain’t wait. There’s people who’re gonna pee their pants when they see me in uniform.” John grinned at them all.

“That’s two months away. We’ll be done long before that,” Caleb said.

“Will you schedule a little time for me during your meeting tonight?” Claire interjected. “I need to go over the Park Service regulations.”

“More regulations!” Caleb scoffed.

“Don’t be difficult,” she chastised Caleb, to the amusement of the other two men. “At the beginning of any project, I like to clear the air, to avoid any misunderstandings.”

“You do realize that you are not running this show?” Caleb folded his arms over his chest.

“I never asked to run anything, but I won’t be disregarded, either.”

He stared at her pink jogging bra, then gave her a look that said she would be pretty hard to disregard.

“Listen, mister—”

“I’ve read some of your papers on the Lenape,” Adam interrupted. “Very interesting.”

Caleb continued to hold Claire’s gaze.

“We have Indians in southern Looz-ee-anna, too,” John said. “The Houma Indians have similar ethnographics to the Lenape. Their methods of dealing justice were remarkable for their time. And I saw a linear chart once that compared the interpersonal dynamics of all Native Americans. You’re probably familiar with it—the one put together by Professor Thibadeaux at Tulane. Anyhow, it was amazing how all the tribes ran neck and neck on almost all factors.”

Caleb broke his gaze with Claire. He and Adam regarded John as if he’d sprung two heads.

“You gotta understand, chère, these two lunkheads think ever’one below the Mason-Dixon Line has the IQ of a mudbug. They’s biased agin us rednecks.” John winked at her.

Adam made a hissing sound.

“I see yer not married, darlin’,” the Cajun said, scanning her ring finger. “Guess it’s yer lucky day. I’m not married, either.” 

“You’ve got the finesse of a bulldozer.” Adam gave John a pitying shake of the head.

John was not about to be pitied. “Hey, you know what they say down on the bayou . . .”

Both Caleb and Adam groaned.

“Ya cain’t catch any alligators iffen ya don’t put out any bait.”

Claire smiled. “And I’m the gator?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“I’m flattered, John, but you’re much too young for me.”

“I, on the other hand, am much closer to your age,” Adam pointed out.

“But, Claire, older women and younger men make the best combination. All that stamina, dontcha know. I kin give ya references.”

“Sex references?” She arched her eyebrows.

“The best kind.”

“You are such a loser, LeDeux,” Adam said.

Adam and John were clearly open to a little side action on this project. Not from me! Her eyes connected with Caleb’s again, and she could tell that he’d been thinking the same thing. With a subtle shake of her head, she indicated to him that she had no interest in his colleagues. Not that way.

Caleb smiled. She wasn’t sure if it was because she wasn’t going to hop in bed with the Mutt and Jeff of dating games. It didn’t matter. When he let loose, his eyes smiled, too. She liked his smile. A lot.

After the two men left, Claire prepared to leave. “Do you want to get together sometime today and fill out those forms?”

His lips said, “Sure,” but he probably thought, Hell, no!

“Will you come back to my place, or should I come here?”

“Here is fine.”

He would no doubt find a way to put it off. Still, she nodded, got into her car, then told Caleb through the open window, “You should know something about me.”

“What’s that?” He leaned against the door frame, putting his face level with hers.

“I believe in being up front and honest.”

“Yeaaaah?”

“Much to my surprise, I find myself attracted to you.”

He grinned. “And that’s a bad thing?”

“Yes and no. You should stay away from me. Far away.”

“Why is that?”

“My biological clock is ticking. And your sperm bank is looking mighty attractive.”

“Whaaaat? You’re kidding, right? Ha, ha, ha! Why aren’t you laughing?” His face couldn’t have been any greener if she’d suddenly had snakes crawling out her ears.

Beware of chain-smoking, devious grandmothers . . .

“I’m sick and tired of your pity party, boy. Get up off your be-hind and help me around here.”

Mark Franklin was watching The Price Is Right when his grandmother barged into his bedroom, making that sudden demand in a strident, no-nonsense voice. “Stop treating me like a kid, Gram. I’m twenty-five freakin’ years old.”

“Then start actin’ like it.” She stubbed one cigarette into an ashtray on the bureau near the door and immediately lit up another. After taking a long draw and exhaling a cloud of smoke, she looked at her watch, then at his pajama bottoms, then back to her watch. “It’s noon, for heaven’s sake! Get the heck up and take a shower. I need your help.”

He raised the stump of what used to be his left arm. “What? You want me to dig your vegetable garden? Or fix the roof? How ’bout I change the beds for all your guests? Or scrub the toilets?”

“Pfff! What I want you to do is thank God you’re alive and stop wallowing. There’s a whole heck of a lot you can do. Start with getting involved in this cave project.” His grandmother was like a pit bull tugging on his pants leg. Ruff, ruff, ruff, ruff!

“Why should I?”

She sank down into an upholstered chair near the window and sighed. He could swear there were tears in the old bird’s eyes. In that instant, she looked every one of her seventy-five years. “Because I’m so far in debt I might lose this place if one of us doesn’t start earning some money,” she revealed in a small voice.

“Maybe if you’d make this a smoke-free B & B, you’d get more business.”

Her response was to blow smoke rings in the air. “Joke all you want, but the only way I see us avoiding a sheriff’s sale is by making this project a success.”

“Sell my truck.”

“Are you kidding me? That clunker is ten years old. What do you think I would get for it? Two thousand? On a good day, maybe three thousand. Besides, you need it for a trade-in when you get a vehicle with automatic transmission.”

Mark had been doing his best the past year to avoid feeling anything, but man, she made him feel like crap now. This house and this property had been in his family for two hundred and fifty years. And his grandmother was in danger of losing it? How could he not have known? “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

“Because you had your own problems. Took all your energy to heal . . . in the beginning. That was before you started this wallowing business.” She ground her cigarette stub into the ashtray and lit up another one.

At this rate, Mark figured he would be getting lung cancer without ever having smoked. “You don’t need me, Gram. You have Caleb and the rest of the Jinx crew.”

She looked him straight in the eye. “They’re not family.”

“Don’t lay a guilt trip on me. Please.”

“The way I figure it, boy, is you’re already guilty enough, just for being alive.”

Mark didn’t have to be reminded that he was the lone survivor in his crew over in Af-friggin’-stan. He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, willing himself not to say something foul to his grandmother.

“By the way, Lily called again last night.”

“You better not have invited her for dinner again. Because I won’t come down.”

He’d known Lily since they were both five years old, playing in her dad’s hayloft on a farm down the road a ways. They’d been engaged before his deployment. They were unengaged now, although he’d had to tell Lily that at least a dozen times so far. Lily could do better than a one-armed, unemployed ex-pilot.

“I heard she’s takin’ her clothes off and doin’ the hootchie cootchie over at The Red Zone—that stripper joint over at State College.”

“I know what The Red Zone is, Gram, and I don’t believe for one minute that Lily is stripping. She undresses in the dark, for Pete’s sake!” His face heated up at having disclosed such an intimate thing to his grandmother.

But she didn’t seem to notice. “Maybe she’s drinkin’. Booze’ll turn a wallflower into a Gypsy Rose Lee every time. I hear they do lap dances over at that place. Do you think Lily does lap dances?”

“You’re making all this up. Just to get me out of bed. You are freakin’ unbelievable!”

“Tsk-tsk! Such language!” She stood and walked out the door, puffing on her blasted cigarette.

He was the one who was angry now. He levered his legs off the bed and stomped to the open doorway, yelling after his grandmother. “I’ll try to help you, but you’re nuts if you think I’m going do any cave diving. And I better not see Lily hiding around some corner, either.”

At the first landing, she craned her neck around and smiled so big it was a wonder her jaw didn’t crack.

“You think you’ve won, don’t you, you old bag? And you better stop smoking those coffin nails. And I am not shoveling bat shit out of that cave for your rose garden, like you made me do when I was a kid. Do you hear me?”

Now at the bottom of the stairs, she glanced up at him where he was leaning over the railing. “Cripes! The whole world heard you. The bats in the cave are probably holding their wings over their ears.”

He closed his eyes on a long sigh. “Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

Her direct, unsmiling gaze told him why. She loved him too damn much, that was why. Instead of speaking those words, she said, “Haul your sorry butt down to my sitting room after you shower. I have a secret to tell you about the cavern.”

His grandmother knew how much he loved the cavern . . . at least he had before being wounded. The sly old witch. First she lured him with guilt, then with secrets. If he wasn’t careful, she would have hookers lined up in the front parlor, just waiting to help him unwallow.

He grinned at that image.

Or Lily.

He stopped grinning.

I’m a goner.

Mano to mano, warrior to warrior . . .

Caleb was sitting on the back patio of the Butterfly Bed & Breakfast, admiring the view.

He should have been working on the unopened laptop at his side. Or making some business calls from his cell phone. Instead, he sat sipping at a mug of delicious black coffee that Abbie had prepared from some fresh-ground Cajun beans LeDeux brought from Louisiana.

It was a great setting. A two-hundred-fifty-year-old brick house in the Federal style on roughly three acres, all bordering a privately owned stretch of Spruce Creek, which had been world-famous for its fly fishing long before ESPN Outdoors had discovered it. You didn’t have to be a fishing enthusiast to enjoy it here, either. The sound of the rushing stream. Flower beds bursting with color and butterflies everywhere. The heavy scent of lilacs in the air. Sunlight peeking through the massive pines and oaks. Dozens of varieties of birds and the occasional deer. Geese squawking as they cruised by. The place oozed tranquility.
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