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Dedicated to Rich, my very own hero


CHAPTER ONE

 

An icy wind blew through Jennifer Brant’s
soul. The portal was open. Deep in the woods on the family farm lay
the strange gateway of death, and Jennifer could always sense when
a spirit passed into it. Usually, it took only a moment, but
tonight the bitter frost continued to grip her heart with a black
chill that gave her the distinct impression her world had altered.
Who had died?

She thought immediately of her sister-in-law,
Terry, but if anything had happened, Michael would have called her
right away.

Parting the gingham café curtains, she peered
out at the snow-covered New Jersey landscape. She glanced toward
her brother’s house, one half-mile away past the barn, but she
could see only darkness in that direction. Michael was probably at
the hospital with his wife right now.

A bright half moon hung above the ridge and
lent an eerie shimmer to the white-layered woods in the January
night. Then she saw a dim light darting between the trees. Fright
gripped her as the beam glittered between the ice-coated
branches.

Flinging her long, heavy braid over her
shoulder, she tried to calm herself. Perhaps the light came from
one of Nathan McDugan’s spies, braving the bitter winter weather to
survey the farm. She’d heard the crazy billionaire had started
bidding with a contractor willing to build his concert hall here in
Marlpit, even though the bank hadn’t foreclosed on her land
yet.

She feared what would happen if someone
discovered the portal, or it became damaged by heavy earth moving
equipment. She suspected that any change would wreak havoc in some
way. Intuition warned her she must keep the ominous gateway
safe.

She covered her racing heart. The icy wind in
her soul continued to gnaw at her. It never took this long. How
many spirits crossed through the fatal threshold this time?

She frowned as the pale beacon trailed along
the ridge. A frigid draught whistled through the window sash,
raising goose bumps on her skin as a new suspicion came to
mind.

Could that be George, their stable hand, out
there? Michael dismissed him last night. The harsh measure was a
last-ditch effort to save the farm. It would be just like George to
get rip-roaring drunk, but he wouldn’t roam the woods on a night
like this. Or would he? What if he stumbled into a snowdrift? What
if he was the one who had died?

She tried to rub some warmth into her arms
while she remained possessed by the unnatural chill. Picking up the
phone, she punched in Michael’s number. The answering machine
switched on after the second ring.

“Hi, Michael. Somebody’s
out in the woods, along the top of the ridge. Give me a call when
you get in. Maybe you could check it out. Okay?” She placed the
receiver in its cradle and wrung her hands.

What if it wasn’t George? Right now,
McDugan’s spy could be hammering stakes into her property, mapping
out the destruction of her land, and, unwittingly, the ruination of
the entryway for the spirits of the dead.

The persistent pounding in her temples turned
into a blinding stab of agony as piercing as the point of a knife.
She winced and closed her eyes until the spasm passed. Glancing out
the window again, a chill wound its way up her spine. The glimmer
of light now flashed along the fence line.

She switched off the kitchen lamp for a
better view and gasped. The intruder crossed the pasture with
surprising ease, considering the two feet of snow that covered the
ground.

“That’s definitely not
George,” she muttered. The fifty-two-year-old man had arthritic
knees. Then, rounding the shed, the light came toward the house in
a mad rush. Terror seized her. Nothing human could move that
quickly in the snow.

With her heart slamming against her rib cage,
she dashed to the broom closet for the shotgun. Her fingers shook
as they closed around the cold metal of the barrel. Maybe all the
stress had finally gotten to her. Maybe she was losing her
mind!

No. She swallowed hard and rubbed her eyes.
It could be some kid who decided to try sledding on their hill.

She inched along the wall before cautiously
peeking out from the corner of the window. What she saw dashed away
any hope of a reasonable solution. She clutched at the sill to
steady herself as dark fear threatened to swallow her up. In the
glow of the moonlight, the hazy outline of a figure glided over the
snow. The form stopped right outside the kitchen door, holding high
a punched-tin lantern with a dim, flickering light. By its eerie
beam she saw a woman wearing a flowing calico dress and clutching a
shawl tightly around her shoulders.

“Abigail Sutton,” Jennifer
breathed as her heart froze. With quivering fingers, she made the
sign of the cross. The specter did not vanish.

Unsteady, and feeling light-headed, she wove
her fingers in her plaited hair to search for the old scar on her
scalp as the memories came rushing back. She set the shotgun in the
corner.

The ghostly figure beckoned in earnest.

Come with me!

The words rang in her head. Her mouth went
dry.

She turned around and tried to calm her wild
pulse with several deep breaths. Her knuckles went white as she
gripped the counter top.

Bring your light!

She choked back a cry as the words burst into
her mind. For a moment, she didn’t move. Then she touched the old
wound behind her ear and slowly faced the phantom once more.

Hurry!

The unearthly cry of alarm sent another
shooting pain into her head.

Then the flickering lantern swung at her side
as Abigail Sutton rushed off, her last desperate entreaty fading
away while she floated smoothly back toward the ridge.

Jennifer clenched her teeth, hoping the
torment in her head would subside. Twenty-two years ago, that
old-fashioned apparition had saved her life. Seized by a strange
urgency, she grabbed her battery lantern and dashed into the snowy
field behind her house, without thinking to put on her coat or
boots despite the bitter weather.

“Abigail!” she called as
she stumbled in a drift. Only a dim glimmer of the ghost’s lantern
remained visible in the night.

The snow had crusted two days ago when sleet
had covered everything with an icy glaze. With slippers on her
feet, she broke through the hard coating and sank into the soft
snow beneath.

The sharp sting of the frozen crystals on her
skin did not stop her from scrambling after the disappearing
spirit. She caught a glimpse of the lantern’s glow waiting by the
gnarled maple at the edge of the woods. Fear prickled along her
neck, but an odd compulsion propelled her forward.

The light dipped, swayed, and moved on into
the woods until the gleam became feeble and indistinct. By the time
Jennifer leaned against the twisted trunk of the old maple, the
light had disappeared altogether, and she did not have the strength
to go further. Her own battery lantern flickered and went dark.

Her lungs hurt as she panted in the cutting
air. The wind had swept the snow away from the base of the tree and
she sat on one of the tree’s bulging roots while a wave of
desolation washed over her. Surprisingly, as suddenly as it began,
the bitter chill in her soul ended. The opening to the portal must
have closed.

She shivered violently. In the stillness,
clouds of vapor from her breath trailed high in the air. She found
she couldn’t stop shaking. She knew she should keep moving, but
wracked by the dreadful trembling, she remained huddled at the foot
of the ancient tree.

Suddenly, loud barking caught her attention.
In the moonlight, she saw a large dog bounding toward her. Within
moments, the animal’s warm, raspy tongue slobbered all over her
cheek. It felt good.

“H-hi, m-mutt,” she
managed to stutter. Burying her hands in his thick, shining coat,
she heard the jingle of dog tags. The dog wagged his entire rear
end and barked joyfully.

“I-I’m glad to see y-you,
t-too.”  She leaned against him. He was real and alive, not a
fuzzy apparition. Delicious heat shimmered out from his body. She
closed her eyes and smiled.

The dog cocked its head and barked again,
then turned and whimpered. The snap of a branch sounded close at
hand but Jennifer paid no attention to it as she luxuriated in the
soft fur of the animal.

* * * *

Nathan frowned when he saw the woman
clutching his dog. He aimed the flashlight at her face and shock
hit him. Tramping closer, he tried to hold the beam steady in his
hand.

“Ms. Brant?”  The
sound of his own voice echoing in the tranquil woods made him
uneasy.

Jennifer Brant lifted her head and squinted
at the light. “A-abigail?”

The word held a note of panic and seeing her
dazed look shook his composure. Something had to be very wrong.
This could not be the Jennifer Brant he knew, the invincible Iron
Lady of Marlpit. He could swear a cold metal band tightened around
his chest. He turned the beam, illuminating his own face and heard
her cry of alarm.

“Nathan McDugan,” he
corrected. “What are you doing out here without a coat, or gloves.
My God, you have slippers on your feet—on the coldest night of the
winter.”

She didn’t answer. Her eyes, usually as hard
as steel, appeared more like silver in the weakening beam of his
flashlight. He lifted her hands away from the dog’s soft fur,
turned them, and gently probed the flesh. His stomach made a
sickening lurch. Her hands appeared as pale as a ghost’s fleshless
skin.

“This is the beginning of
frostbite.”  He released her hands and studied her face. She
lowered her eyes. Staring at her, he could almost believe she was
nothing more than a gentle woodland nymph. What had happened to his
sworn enemy—the one who had rallied the whole town against him and
his plans?

His dog licked her frozen hands and face, and
then whined, obviously imploring his master to do something. With
an oath, Nathan whipped off his coat and threw it around Ms.
Brant’s shoulders. When he picked her up, she shuddered. Carrying
her in his arms, he was surprised to find that she weighed little
more than an armful of kindling wood.

“You’ve probably frozen
your feet, too,” he growled. “I’d have thought that the Iron Lady
of Marlpit would know better.”

He gazed at the long lashes fanning her
cheeks. He’d never been alone with her until now. He’d never gotten
within four feet of her at any of their previous meetings. Why
hadn’t he ever noticed her haunting beauty?

He set off with her across the fields, grimly
considering the fact that he was saving the one person in Marlpit
who would most enjoy seeing him run out of town.

“So who’s Abigail?” he
asked as he plodded through the snow. She didn’t answer. Shivering
in his arms, she turned her head toward his chest. He gathered her
closer—close enough so that her perfume drifted into his nostrils,
teasing his memory. What scent was that?

He recalled it almost immediately. Fresh
peaches, like the ones he had picked in an orchard on a tour. Warm
peaches, ripened in the summer sun. His mouth watered at the
thought of the dripping fruit he had tasted while the juice ran
down his arm. He sniffed once more as he passed the barn, but
instead of the tangy sweetness of peaches, the stench of manure
filled the air. It brought him back to his senses.

He swore at the irony of the situation. He
despised this woman and her followers for blocking his efforts to
buy land in the backward town. He intended to build Pamela’s
concert hall here, whether the townspeople liked the idea or not.
He owned the biggest food conglomerate in the world, and didn’t
doubt that if he had promised to build a food processing plant in
the town, they would have had a parade in his honor. However, they
fought against his cultural memorial with the tenacity of ignorant
ruffians.

At last, he reached the backdoor of Ms.
Brant’s house and trudged heavily up the steps. Shoving the door
open, he heard the jingle of dog tags and knew that his mutt had
followed along. He nudged the light switch with his elbow.

“Nice, very nice.” 
He nodded his approval as he kicked the door shut with his foot.
“Not at all what I expected from someone as unbending as you
usually are.”

Glancing at her in the light, he noticed her
lips had turned a ghastly shade and her face appeared deathly
white. The sight sent a curl of fear trailing up his spine. He
settled her gently in a large chair, found a quilt on the couch in
the next room and returned to tuck it around her. He frowned. Was
she slipping out of consciousness? He took her face in his
hands.

“Jennifer, can you hear
me?”

Her eyes rolled beneath the lids as if she
lay in the depths of a nightmare. His stomach knotted. Had he been
too late in finding her?

“Jennifer!”  He shook
her slightly. His fingers wound around some loose tendrils of her
chestnut hair. Then he traced the perfect arch of one brow. Her
high cheekbones with the gentle hollows beneath gave her a delicate
appearance. Strange. For until now, he had believed her to be
invincible.

Her eyes fluttered open. She blinked at him.
Jolted by a spark of awareness, he dropped his hands.

“We better tend to your
hands and feet right away,” he said with deliberate gruffness. He
went to the sink, switched on the faucet, and began searching in
the cabinet.


CHAPTER TWO

 

Jennifer sank into her grandfather’s Windsor
chair and turned her head toward the window. Her heart nearly
stopped. Outside, the dim light of Abigail’s lantern glowed in the
winter night as the ghost floated above the ground, high enough to
peer above the rod of the café curtains.

Would Abigail call to her again? Would Nathan
hear? Would he see the specter, too? What kind of nightmare had she
wandered into? She glanced at the dog sitting at attention by the
door as his tail swished happily on the linoleum. He seemed unaware
of the nebulous creature just beyond the window.

“I guess Buck likes
you.”  Nathan McDugan pulled an old mixing bowl from the
cabinet.

Terror clutched at her throat as another
thought flashed in her mind. Had she seen Nathan McDugan’s light
before Abigail appeared? Her mind reeled with confusion when she
tried to recall the sequence of events.

Sitting up straighter, she stared at the
billionaire’s back. Her pulse quickened at the sight of his tight
jeans and narrow hips. His fitted chambray shirt hinted at firm
muscles on broad shoulders. Judging by the way his physique
strained against the fabric, he must work out everyday. Every inch
of him oozed virility, which she had never noticed it until now.
She had seen him as the enemy and nothing more.

Though he carried her to safety, she reminded
herself that he remained dangerous. What would happen if he
stumbled upon the portal?

Bleak misery weighed down upon her. All these
years, she had been burdened with the knowledge of the gateway and
the ghost on her land. It all seemed too much to bear.

The warmth of her cozy house began to clear
the foggy haze from her mind. What was he doing in her woods
tonight, anyhow? It was private property.

He’s a fine man.

Abigail’s words rang in Jennifer’s head and
panic shot through her once more.

“Go away.”  She
muttered to the apparition.

Nathan turned. She watched his eyebrows peak
in surprise on his finely chiseled face. The lines of his
impeccably trimmed beard and mustache only enhanced his features.
As much as she disliked him, she had to admit that most people
would consider him handsome. Or most ghosts.

“I’ll only take a few
minutes,” he stated. He set two bowls on the floor at her
feet.

It was then she noticed he limped. Shocked
that she hadn’t been aware of his disability until this moment, her
mind raced trying to recall their previous meetings at the town
hall. He always arrived early and by the time she walked in, he
glowered behind the table like a king upon his throne—implacable,
insisting his demands be met, and hoping to see heads roll—most
specifically hers. Due to his churlish behavior, she left the
meetings before him, before her temper exploded, before she ever
saw him stand and walk away.

He bent to remove her snow-covered slippers.
With care, he lifted each of her feet and placed them in the warm
water. An unsettling flutter tickled her insides at his touch on
her skin. She stared at his bowed head. The color of his hair
reminded her of the glow of a tawny glass of sherry. She wanted to
run her fingers through his thick, rich curls.

What was she
thinking? The cold must have affected her
brain. Glancing away, her gaze fell on his dog, but the animal’s
lustrous coat mimicked the color of his master’s wavy
locks.

“Why were you out there?”
he asked.

Her heart gave a sudden lurch. She turned her
face to the window again where Abigail hovered. However, the spirit
seemed to be looking off in the distance. She lifted her lantern
higher, and quite disconcertingly vanished—from the bottom up, as
if an eraser had rubbed her image from the scene.

Jennifer felt the blood drain from her face.
She glanced back at Nathan. She tried to swallow, opened her mouth,
and then closed it.

He lifted his head. His sapphire blue eyes
pierced her. “Who’s Abigail?”

“One of the horses,” she
blurted out. His hard gaze continued to study her. It took every
ounce of her strength to match his relentless regard.

“Odd name for a horse,” he
commented as he stood.

She’d known he was tall, but in her kitchen
with its low ceiling, he seemed a giant. A silken shiver rippled
through her, and it had nothing to do with the cold.

“Why were you out—” Her
words broke off as the backdoor swung open and Michael stumbled
into the kitchen with his black hair in wild disarray as if he had
run all the way.

“What the hell is
this?”  Michael snarled. His green eyes sparked fire. Her
breath caught as she saw him clench his jaw and grab a fistful of
Nathan’s shirt.

“Michael!
Don’t!”

While her younger brother was shorter than
Nathan McDugan, after twenty-five years of a farming life, Michael
possessed the strength of two men.

Still, her warning had no effect until
McDugan’s dog growled with bared teeth.

Michael stepped back, releasing Nathan.

“Sit, Buck,” Nathan
ordered his pet. The dog followed the command but remained at
attention.

“What have you done to my
sister?” Michael snapped.

“I carried her in here,”
Nathan replied. “She ran out into the snow wearing slippers. She
also forgot her coat and gloves. I found her at the edge of the
woods.”

“Jen?”  Michael
crinkled his face in confusion. “I got your phone message and I
thought—”

“Here.”  McDugan
handed Michael another bowl. “This one’s for her hands.”

“Right. Sure thing.” 
Michael nestled the bowl in her lap and plopped her stiff hands
into the warm water. “Honestly, Jen. What got into you?”  He
raised his eyebrows inquiringly and she prayed her brother would
stop talking.

“She was looking for
Abigail,” McDugan explained.

Michael paled and his eyes grew wide.

“You saw her?” he choked,
staring into her face.

She could barely draw in a breath. Had she
seen Abigail? Had she heard the ghost’s plea? Had it all been a
nightmare? Or had she tripped over an invisible line and fallen
into madness?

“Aren’t you going to
answer your brother?” McDugan lifted one brow and set his
unyielding gaze on her. His blue eyes scorched her. The tiny
kitchen grew too hot and her mouth became dry as dust.

Michael shifted uneasily and went to the
sink, busying himself by putting the kettle on to boil.

McDugan knelt again and poked at her feet. He
rolled the bottom of her jeans higher, an almost intimate gesture
that sent a tingle of unwanted pleasure through her. The fact that
he caused such a reaction frightened her. One hundred howling
ghosts dancing in her kitchen couldn’t terrify her any more than
McDugan’s hands rubbing against her calves. Her fingers and toes
began to burn like they were on fire.

“M-m-mr. McDugan,” she
stuttered, nearly wincing at her less than forceful tone. “I’m
quite all right. Why don’t you go home?”

A row of furrows marred his brow at her
words. He put his hand on her knee and she had to bite her lip to
stifle a gasp. The spicy tang of his cologne wafted into her
nostrils. Her pulse raced.

“I-I asked you to
l-leave,” she stammered.

His mustache quirked upward on one end. “Such
gratitude.”

Her heartbeat thundered but she forced a hard
edge into her voice. “I’m sure you have some wheeling and dealing
to attend to.”

His features froze into a mask of solid
granite. “I see you are feeling better. Still, a shot of brandy
after your ordeal is exactly what the doctor would order.”

“What she needs is a hot
cup of tea,” Michael interjected. “If you would like some brandy,
though, help yourself. It’s in the cellar.”  He pointed to the
basement door.

McDugan nodded. He walked to the cellar door,
opened it, located the light switch, and headed down the stairway
with the dog close on his heels.

Michael lifted one of her hands out of the
water and prodded her fingers. “You’re going to be okay.”  He
grabbed a fresh dishtowel to pat her hands dry.

“Look—I know how dumb it
was to go running out—” She began, but in a lower tone she added.
“She called me; she sounded desperate. She let out a horrible
screech.”  She shuddered at the memory of that ghastly
cry.

“Yeah. Whatever. George
used to see Abigail, but only when he was plastered.”  He
studied her with a quizzical gaze. “Have you been nipping at the
brandy?”

She yanked her hands away. “No, I have
not!”

He shrugged before a frown creased his
forehead and he whispered low, “You haven’t seen Abigail since you
fell off that pony twenty-two years ago. Did you bump your head
again?”

Fear stabbed at her heart as the doubts
assailed her. She tossed her braid over her shoulder and ignored
her brother’s question. Carefully examining her hands, she flexed
her fingers. They appeared normal. But what about her mind? Had the
glow in the woods simply been the beam of Nathan’s flashlight all
along? Cold, clammy sweat beaded on her forehead. She couldn’t be
crazy. Or could she?

Maybe she was possessed. Her stomach
rolled.

The sound of McDugan’s footfalls creaked on
the stairs and she straightened in the chair. He stepped into the
kitchen with a bottle in his hands.

“I never would have
guessed the Iron Lady of Marlpit had such a well-stocked wine rack.
Did you entertain all ninety-five percent of the citizens who
signed your petition?”

“The people in this town
are our friends,” she stated dryly. With an effort, she threw back
the quilt and struggled to pull McDugan’s coat from her shoulders.
As she held it out to him, he took it from her and
smiled.

“What about those five
percent who did not sign your petition?” McDugan asked. “Are they
your enemies? Or are they the ones who believe in
progress?”

She drilled him with a hard stare.

“Bulldozing farmland to
build a concert hall in the middle of nowhere is something only a
megalomaniac would do.” Michael commented as he poured boiling
water into a mug. “Nobody takes it seriously.”

She tensed, waiting for a reaction from
McDugan but he simply narrowed his eyes and drew his mouth into a
grim line.

Michael grinned as if he had just thrown a
horseshoe around a stake. Setting the kettle down on the stove, he
pulled two brandy snifters from the cabinet.

McDugan poured brandy into the two glasses
with perfectly steady hands. “Marlpit will still have plenty of
room. The hall will provide jobs for Marlpit’s citizens in addition
to giving them the opportunity to experience a more refined
society.”

“That sounds like a
commercial.” Michael noted.  

Anger suffused Jennifer’s cheeks at the clear
intent of McDugan’s taunt. He thought himself a sophisticated
individual and looked down upon everyone in Marlpit, believing them
to be somewhat less than human. She clamped her mouth tightly
together.

“Cora Winters, your
neighbor, understands what an asset the hall would be for the
town.”  McDugan handed one snifter to Michael.

Michael took the glass, but Jennifer noticed
the muscle twitch in his hand and realized he was battling to
restrain himself. “Have you been annoying her?”

McDugan lifted his left brow a fraction
before he responded. “Mrs. Winters enjoys my company.” He reached
for the mug and handed it to Jennifer.

She delivered her most withering gaze to
McDugan as she reached to take the mug from him. Their hands
brushed against each other briefly as her fingers curled around the
handle of the mug. A tremor vibrated up her arm, a response which
disconcerted her. The night’s events must have taken a terrible
toll and frayed her nerves.

Once more she slid her free hand between the
strands of her hair and sought for the hidden scar. The pain had
vanished.

McDugan’s glance shifted away from her. He
scowled at his dog who lay curled on the floor near her feet to
take a nap.

Jennifer stared into the hot tea and sought
to restore her sense of tranquility, but that proved impossible.
Clutching the mug with both hands, she cautiously took a sip of the
tea and eyed McDugan over the rim of the mug.

“Cora is a sweet but
elderly woman who has not been in the best of health lately.” 
She maintained a fair measure of calm, though she didn’t feel it
inside her. “In fact, our lawyer is in the process of getting the
judge to grant us power of attorney in Cora’s affairs.”

The cloud of doubt whisking across his
features confirmed her suspicions. He had tried to manipulate poor,
dear Cora. Firmly setting the mug on the table, she warned him in
her coldest tone.

“Stay away from her,
McDugan.”

Suddenly, a sharp twinge zinged through her
head again. She reached up to massage her scalp with her trembling
hand. What was happening to her? Her bravado faltered.

Glancing at McDugan, she watched a wide grin
spread on his face and a predatory gleam flash in his eyes.

“Cora and I are already
good friends.” 

His words held a hint of savage ruthlessness
and a cold, queasy knot formed in her stomach. She knew Cora would
never sign any papers. Did that matter? If the billionaire wanted
to wrangle up a deal, no doubt he could find some way around a
signature.

Grabbing a towel, she lifted one foot out of
the water.

“The citizens here,
including Cora, trust me in a way they will never trust you.” 
She dried her foot. “So take your concert hall idea someplace else
and let us farm in peace.”

“You are trying to hold
onto a way of life that is dead,” McDugan rumbled. “You cannot
compete. You’re already in debt. If you accepted my offer, you
would be rich and able to retire in comfort.”

Michael set his glass down so hard she feared
it would shatter in his hands. He went to the door and opened it.
“Thanks for bringing Jen inside, but I think you better go.”

An artery throbbed in McDugan’s neck.
Nevertheless, he calmly placed his glass on the table. “It’s
been... interesting.”  Sarcasm dripped in his words. “Come,
Buck.”

The dog, who appeared sound asleep, opened
his eyes warily. Obviously deciding nothing critical had occurred
during his snooze, he yawned widely and stretched. Getting on his
feet, he looked up at her with mournful eyes. Then whimpering and
wagging his tail, he demanded that she pet him.

She smoothed her fingers on the dog’s silky
brow. “Poor Buck,” she crooned. The animal put his front paws on
her knees and licked her face. “Would you like to be a farm
dog?”

“Buck!”  McDugan
commanded sharply. The animal’s tail drooped. Heaving a sigh, the
dog reluctantly obeyed his master.

As he strode out the door, McDugan’s limp
appeared even more pronounced. Puzzled by his affliction, she
wrinkled her brow and, for an instant, her heart shriveled up a
little. Maybe he had sprained his leg lugging her inside.

“I’m sorry,” she blurted
out.

Michael frowned at her, thinning his lips
with impatience.

McDugan turned, lifted one brow, and gave her
a long appraisal with his strange eyes. Their color mesmerized her.
At first, she thought them to be a deep blue, but they glowed with
a hint of purple, like the periwinkles that bloomed in the spring
beneath the hedges.

He assessed her from the top of her head to
the tips of her toes. Heat coiled inside her. Satisfied with the
survey, he smiled, shook his head, and went out into the bitter
night.

A flood of pent-up wrath surged through her
as the door closed.

“He treats us as if we
were a bunch of backward and vulgar leftovers from the Stone
Age.”  She banged her fist on the table.

Michael grimaced. He leaned against the
counter with his arms crossed. “Maybe we are.”

Her fury withered away as Michael rubbed his
bloodshot eyes and her heart went out to him. With his wife in the
hospital, his life had turned topsy-turvy.

For a moment, the bleak truth of her
situation stared her in the face and tears pricked at the back of
her eyes. However, she knew she must not allow herself to break
down. She lifted her other foot from the water and patted it
dry.

Michael gave a small snort. “I see you took
out the shotgun. Too bad you didn’t use it. You could have scared
the living daylights out of McDugan.”

A shiver sped along her shoulders. “I nearly
used it on Abigail,” she whispered with her voice quivering.
“Michael, do you think I’m crazy?”

Michael merely rolled his eyes in disgust.
“Hey, you saw the ghost before and hell, George saw her and so did
Cora.”

“But George was drunk and
Cora—well, Cora has been sort of—slipping lately.”  Her voice
faded as the weight of the situation pressed upon her
heart.

“Every now and then when
the horses get spooked, I wonder if they are seeing
Abigail.”

Silence fell between them as he zipped up his
jacket and pulled on his gloves.

“Somebody died. The portal
opened tonight.”  She sighed and closed her eyes. “It didn’t
shut for the longest time.”

Michael’s face clouded. “There weren’t any
calls for our first aid squad.”

A knot of tension tightened inside her. Maybe
somebody from another town had died. Perhaps her perception had
grown more powerful. That awful idea had her hugging herself to
keep from trembling.

“I don’t know why, but
Abigail wanted me to help her by bringing a light.”

Michael’s tortured laugh left her nerves
raw.

“Help her!  We’re the
ones stuck with her and the highway to hell in our backyard. We
should put up some signs and advertise. We might make a little
money on the side!”

Her heart felt leaden as she rolled the edge
of her jeans down. Unbidden, the memory of Nathan’s hands touching
her there sent a ripple of excitement shimmering up her leg. The
kitchen suddenly seemed too warm. Briskly trying to ignore the
sensation, she stood, picked up the bowls, and went to the
sink.

“How’s Terry tonight?”
 She was almost afraid to ask. Michael’s wife had been in the
hospital for more than a week receiving steady doses of intravenous
antibiotics for Lyme disease.

“She said she’s feeling
better, but she saw an ophthalmologist today. Her eyes—” He took in
a deep breath. “Her eyes may never be the same.”

Her heart sank. Terry’s illness had
complicated their desperate situation. For years they had barely
scraped by, paying off the loan for the stable they had hoped would
eventually increase their income. McDugan’s offer would be all too
easy to accept for Terry’s sake, but there was far more at stake
since the equivalent of Pandora’s Box lay hidden away on their
property

She stood at the sink and looked out the
window at the snowy January night. The only lights were the ones
hung in the frigid heavens. She started to shake as the horror
finally settled upon her. If Nathan McDugan hadn’t come along, she
might have shared Abigail Sutton’s fate and frozen to death.

The image of Nathan filled her mind. She saw
him lifting his left eyebrow dangerously and hypnotizing her with
his odd eyes. That peculiar flutter stirred again in her stomach.
She briefly wondered if Abigail had somehow bewitched her.

“Are you feeling all
right, now?”  Michael asked.

“I guess so. He probably
did save my life.”

“Probably. You’ll be
okay?”

“Sure.”

He left. She stared out the window for a
while watching him tramp through the snow until he disappeared in
the darkness. She wondered if Abigail would trouble her again, but
the rest of the night passed in peace.


CHAPTER THREE

 

Nathan stood by the window of his third floor
room in the Tobias Winters Inn. The aging Georgian-style hotel was
the grandest structure in Marlpit. Four stories high, it commanded
a sweeping view of Main Street but at nine-thirty on Friday night,
not a single soul could be seen on the wide boulevard. The lack of
activity made the town appear deserted.

A strong draught whistled through the sash
and he pulled the drapes closed. He rubbed his temples as a sharp
twinge threatened to bloom into a headache.

Abigail.
The name haunted him. Jennifer’s voice trembled
when she said it and Michael Brant’s face held terror at the
mention of that name.

Who was Abigail?

He turned from the window. Buck sat at
attention, watching his every move with a hopeful look in his dark
eyes.

“Oh yes. It’s well past
doggy dinnertime.” When he reached for a can of dog food, Buck
bounded toward him. He scowled at his pet.

“After the way you
groveled for attention from Ms. Brant, I should send you to bed
without your supper. A dog is a man’s best friend,
remember?”

Buck pranced eagerly in a circle, already
salivating in anticipation of his dinner. He let out a joyous
bark.

“Hush,” Nathan
reprimanded. Though pets weren’t allowed in the hotel, a simple
bribe had bent the rule this time, but he didn’t want to push his
luck, especially here in Marlpit.

He dug out the last of the meat from the can
and set the dish on the floor. He watched Buck devour the slimy
glop and thought about the evening’s confrontation. It had angered
him to discover his dog liked Jennifer Brant, but when he had
learned that she felt soft and smelled good and lived in a charming
old house, his attitude toward her suddenly changed.

She was beautiful—and she stirred feelings in
him that he thought had died for good.

Yet, simply the memory of the last town
planning meeting sent his blood pressure soaring. He paced the
room. He knew waiting for the Brants’ farm to go under would take
too long. So despite the fact that the Brants had better drainage
as well as more cleared land, he managed to coax Cora Winters into
promising him that he could buy a portion of her farm, a section
adjacent to the Brants’ property.

He needed to get that promise into a legal
document—one that would hold up in court even if Cora Winters was
declared incompetent.

Everything would have been so easy if the
people in the town were reasonable, but he had never encountered
such stubborn, intractable hicks in his entire life.

He already worked out his use of Cora’s land.
The thirty-five acres classified as environmentally sensitive
wetlands would not be touched. His new site plans would involve
only twenty-five percent of Cora Winters’ one hundred thirty acres,
easily allowing the widow Winters to remain in her centuries-old
farmhouse. The theater’s classic design would blend in well with
the natural surroundings. He even intended to top off the whole
proposal with plans for a small park around the Winters’ private
cemetery.

It didn’t matter. He knew the citizens of
Marlpit would turn it down. Hell. All along they had acted as if he
intended to put a blight on the land with an ugly strip mall.

He fumed and strode back and forth at a
faster rate, remembering the last meeting when Jennifer Brant’s
well-modulated voice carried clearly throughout the hall.

“People who travel through
New Jersey often wonder why it is called the ‘Garden State.’” Her
comment had elicited snickers from the crowd. “Our farms are
disappearing at an alarming rate in the name of progress. Would a
concert hall be progress for Marlpit?”

On cue, her lackeys had started handing out
photocopies.

“I have a chart listing
the difficulties Mr. McDugan’s Center for the Arts would cause.”
She paused to make sure everyone was studying her chart. “Aside
from the noise and the traffic, the hall would create the need for
a larger police force. You all know what that means. Higher
taxes.”

The rabble in the audience had gone wild that
night. What followed had been veritable war. He had stalked out
with a splitting headache.

Abruptly, he ended his nervous pacing. When
he stumbled upon Jennifer in the woods and viewed the look of total
panic on her face, his own heart threatened to stop. She appeared
to be a completely different woman, which made the entire episode
eerie, like a vague but haunting dream. It was as though she had
shed her shield and for the first time he had touched flesh instead
of hardened steel. The Iron Lady had turned into a winter sprite
with tender curves lurking beneath her sweater. Lust fired through
him at the thought of her full lips, rosy, quivering, and so close
to his own as he carried her in his arms.

Nevertheless, he knew that at the next
planning meeting, Ms. Brant would again be suited up in her gray,
tailored armor. Her heavy braid would be tucked into a spinster-ish
knot, and her eyes, so desolate in the woods, would be as
unyielding as gunmetal.

Buck finished his supper and stood whimpering
at the door. Nathan put on his jacket and caught a whiff of
peaches. Dammit. Jennifer Brant’s fragrance clung to his coat and
he would have to endure sniffing it and thinking about Ms. Brant,
her lips, and her ripe curves until he took the coat to the
cleaners.

He clipped the leash on Buck’s collar as the
dog scratched at the door.

“Why did you have to find
Jennifer Brant in the woods tonight?”

A knock sounded on the door to the adjoining
room. He glanced at his watch and muttered a curse.

His aide, Rob Hester, stepped in when he
opened the door. Buck groveled for attention and Rob patted him on
the head.

“Um—it’s time to meet with
the guy who does the town’s website.” Straight blond hair slid down
over huge black glasses. Rob looked like such a nerd that Nathan
often had to remind himself that a brilliant brain resided inside
the gawky exterior.

“Buck needs some
exercise.”

“Um—it’s not far. We could
walk.”

Buck pranced around happily.

“I heard Jennifer Brant
calling out the name ‘Abigail’ tonight. I want to know who Abigail
is,” Nathan asked.

“Um—a last name would
help.” Rob squinted behind the glasses.

He clenched his jaw together until it hurt.
“I don’t have it.”

“A-an address?” Rob
prompted.

 “Somewhere in
Marlpit! There aren’t that many people in this town and Abigail
isn’t a popular name.” In the silence that followed his outburst,
he tried to cool his impatience. He’d felt obligated to hire the
son of his stepfather’s chauffeur and it was a pity that Rob didn’t
resemble the handsome and genial chauffeur, but his aide’s
familiarity with a host of computer programs, not to mention his
nearly photographic memory, made him an invaluable
asset.

“Um—I’ll try to do my
b-best.” Adjusting the glasses on the bridge of his nose, Rob
pushed back his hair, revealing red-rimmed eyes strained from too
much time in front of a monitor.

“I’d also like to know
more about Ms. Brant’s personal life. Why isn’t that woman married?
Wasn’t she ever engaged?”

“S-she’s thirty,” Rob
stuttered. “I mean, that’s old—for a woman.”

“I’m thirty-four. Does
that make me an antique?”

“Oh no, sir!” The younger
man’s face reddened. “Uh—you always work out.”

He scowled as he remembered his scuffle with
Michael Brant. Clenching his hand, he stared at the broad row of
knuckles and wondered if the most outstanding member of Marlpit’s
volunteer first aid squad could deck him.

He relaxed his fist. Michael Brant may have
received two awards for bravery in the past, but tonight, Nathan
could technically call himself a hero—or insane.

He shook his head and gave a dry chuckle. “I
saved Jennifer Brant’s life tonight—the one person who stands
between me and the Pamela Winters Center for the Arts.”

Shock showed on Rob’s face as he gulped
convulsively. “Um—where were you?”

“Strolling through the
woods I had hoped would be mine.”

“T-the Brants—they haven’t
sent out their payment to the bank for the last two months on the
loan for the stable and they are in arrears on their
taxes.”

He nodded. “It’s only a matter of time.
Eventually, I’ll have more than enough land.”

They left the hotel and strolled along
Marlpit’s silent street while Buck diligently sniffed at every tree
along the way. When he glanced at the graveyard beside the church,
empty desolation gnawed at him. Pamela had no gravesite. Her ashes
had been scattered in the Seine, but four years after her death,
the guilt lingered. He had held her lifeless fingers after the
crash, and it had been his fault.

He fought against the pain and horror of that
fateful night, seeking to push it down into the deep recesses of
his mind. However, the dull ache in his leg would not allow him to
be free of the memory. The wind picked up and with a keen edge it
cut into his scar, causing it to throb. He started to limp again.
Trying to stave off his misery, he took in a great lung full of
frigid air, but the warmth of summer peaches tingled in his
nostrils. Dammit.

“How much
farther?”

“Um—a few doors down.
There it is.”

Nathan curled his lip in disgust when he saw
the storefront window of Specternet.com. It reminded him of
Halloween. The amorphous shape of a ghost had been painted on a
black background. Next to the ghost, words in a font that had the
appearance of dripping blood stated, “Website Hosting and
Design.”

“Hideous. Why the
out-of-season decoration?”

“Uh—this town has some
kind of resident ghost.”

“Figures. The entire
population of Marlpit is demented.”

“T-the desk clerk
mentioned it the other day. His mother always warned him never to
go walking in the woods late at night or the ghost would get
him.”

“A ghoulish way to keep
kids in line.”

When they entered the small shop, an
unearthly howl emanated from a small speaker above the doorway. A
chill crept up his spine.

“C-creepy doorbell,” Rob
commented.

From the corner of his eye, Nathan noticed a
dark shape slide through a curtained doorway. He turned to see a
black cat with a white patch on its shoulder glaring at him with
gleaming, green eyes. Buck whimpered and hid behind him.

A young woman clothed in what appeared to be
a white monk’s robe pushed the curtain aside. With her head covered
by a large hood, she kept her eyes averted and stared at the floor
but a long fall of hair had escaped the hood. Her bold hair color—a
shade of rich burgundy—emphasized her pale ivory skin and lent her
a sickly appearance. A necklace holding a huge quartz crystal
dangled between the small mounds of her breasts. The garish color
of her lipstick reminded him of the pallor of a corpse.

“I’m Zosia.” She bowed her
head slightly. “Doug called and said to tell you he’ll be here in a
few minutes.”

“Mr. Devine set up the
time for this meeting and I expected him to be prompt.” Nathan
couldn’t abide people who failed to be punctual.

“He was unavoidably
delayed in traffic.” Her soft voice hinted of a Bostonian
accent.

“There is no traffic in
Marlpit,” he muttered.

“He went into Manhattan
for a motherboard—or something like that.”

He narrowed his eyes and studied what he
could see of the young woman’s face under the shadow of the hood.
She couldn’t be a day over eighteen.

“I can read Tarot cards.”
Nervous unease lingered in her voice.

“Um—so you’re psychic?”
Rob asked.

The young woman simply nodded.

“Hey, that’s cool.” Rob
said.

Vaguely disturbed, Nathan wondered why this
near child should be living with Doug Devine, a man pushing forty
and old enough to be her father.

“I was born with a caul,
that’s why I’m gifted with second sight.” For a moment, Zosia held
her head up and closed her eyes. “I’m receiving the impression of a
woman—a beautiful woman—from the other side. She wants to speak
to...”

A cold band tightened around Nathan’s heart.
He would not listen—he wouldn’t believe a word of it. He turned to
leave.

The door burst open and the ghastly door
chime announced a new arrival.

“Sorry I’m late.” Doug
Devine entered the shop. Garbed in a black robe that appeared
identical to the one worn by the young woman, Devine shoved the
hood off his head to reveal thick, light brown hair shot with gray
and pulled back into a ponytail.

Buck snarled at the intruder, and the cat
spit at the dog. Buck barked and lunged for the cat. Nathan twisted
around to get a better grip on the leash.

That’s when he caught the sliver of fear
sparking in Zosia’s eyes before she lowered her gaze. Rob must have
noticed it, too, because he drew his brows together in a puzzled
frown that sent his glasses sliding downward on his nose.

Nathan studied Devine as the man barked out
orders.

“I’ll use that table.” He
pointed to a long table against the wall.

Zosia’s hands trembled as she hurried to
clear off a pile of papers.

“Warm up the leftover
pizza for me.” He growled.

The young woman nodded and slid behind the
curtain, giving them a view of the pentagram tattoo on her ankle.
Her feet were bare.

 Nathan knew young
women were sometimes attracted to older men. Devine appeared to
have a good physique and ruggedly handsome features, but his skin
had little color to it and his costume was more suited to a priest.
Did he dress to like that to advertise his business?

Moving to a cluttered desk, Devine sifted
through a haphazard array of papers until he pulled out a manila
folder. Returning to the large table, he sat in a chair. Shoving a
sheaf of papers at Rob, he said, “You’re the computer geek. Right?
These are the printouts of Marlpit’s website.”

Rob’s face reddened with resentment.

“Um—needs some white
space.” Rob’s voice held an unusual note of contempt.

Devine fixed his ice-blue eyes on the younger
man.

Rob shoved the glasses back to the bridge of
his nose as
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