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Prologue

 


Slayton Homestead, Southern
Central Virginia. August—early 1800s



The blistering heat of the midday sun
was no match for the fire burning within Theodore Slayton.
Thunderheads rose in the crystal blue sky, a sure sign of turbulent
storms to come. Not even a driving rain would cool his angry
suspicions.

Small puffs of dust rose around the
hooves of the dappled gray stallion fidgeting beneath him. Theodore
clasped his legs against the horse’s body to still the animal as he
studied his overseer’s house.

He adjusted his wide-brimmed hat and
squinted into the sunlight. This two-story home would be his
undoing, he was sure of it.

Theodore inhaled the still air, so
thick and hot it hung like a weight inside him, adding to the
heaviness already in his heart.

Glancing down the dirt road, he saw
Mary, his wife of three months, running toward him. He gripped the
reins tighter. Why hadn’t she listened? He’d told her to stay at
the main house while he confronted Clyde. If the rumors he’d heard
were true, she was putting herself and their unborn child in danger
by coming here.

Her wild impulsive streak would get
her into trouble one day. She could be a spitfire, that Mary! She’d
always said, “You’ll be mine Theodore. One day I’ll make you love
me as I love you. You’ll see.” Now she had his heart. No doubt she
thought she could protect him. The woman had such daring, such
boldness. She was a handmaiden, beneath his status in the eyes of
the community, but she had the spirit of a queen. The love she felt
for him, the loyalty and devotion—it was a small wonder he felt
like a king among men.

A moan escaped through the open window
on the second floor, disrupting Theodore’s thoughts. His body went
rigid and he pressed his lips together. He knew that sound well—a
woman in the throes of passion. He glared at the window, his jaw
clenched.

He’d talk with Mary later. Right now,
there were more urgent matters.

The growl vibrating in his
chest threatened to become a full-blown scream of fury, but he
pushed his anger down, struggled to remain silent.
I need proof. There
would be hell to pay if he found his younger sister Ruby inside
with Clyde.

He glanced down the road at his
beloved. He must surprise them before Mary arrived.

Theodore dismounted so quickly his
horse shied. He didn’t bother to tether the animal before he
slipped into the house and began to climb cautiously up the wooden
stairs.

When he reached the bedroom door, he
stopped. He knew in his heart what he would find. Was he ready to
face it?

He gathered his courage, twisted the
knob and stared through the partially opened door.

What he saw enraged him.

No woman would ever tarnish the
Slayton name again. His grandmother, in her youth, had done that
job quite well enough, taking every man she fancied to her bed. It
took years for the Slayton name to gain respect again, after the
damage she had inflicted on the family reputation. Theodore would
not allow his sister to repeat his grandmother’s
mistakes.

“I love you,
Clyde.”

His sister’s throaty words exploded
inside Theodore’s head. He slammed the door back against the wall.
His voice boomed, deep and ominous, belying his small stature. “You
love him, little sister?”

Ruby’s eyes widened in shock.
“Theodore!” she gasped, pulling up the cotton blanket to cover her
nakedness.

Clyde leaped out of bed to face
Theodore’s rage silently. His eyes, narrowed with contempt, the
only indication of his feelings.

“You only love him as
Grandmother loved her men!” Theodore’s voice pulsed with fury. “Get
away from my sister, Clyde, and leave my property at
once!”

“No.” Clyde’s voice was
eerily calm. His steady gaze locked with Theodore’s even as he
grabbed his pants, jerked them on and fastened the buttons. “Ruby
and I belong together. You can’t make me leave.”

“I’m the owner of this
estate,” the other man snarled, advancing toward Clyde. “You work
for me. Now get out.”

An insolent smile curved Clyde’s lips.
He took a step closer to Theodore, stopping the other man in his
tracks. “You sold this house to me. I’ll quit, but I’ll never leave
my home.”

“Then I’ll make you pay
for spoiling my sister’s reputation and our family name.” Theodore
charged, fists swinging.

Clyde stepped out of the way to miss
the blow. “You’ll make me pay?” He laughed derisively, “You’re half
my size. You’ve got it wrong—”

Theodore swung again. Clyde pushed him
away.

The smaller man crashed against the
edge of a table, scattering its contents, before hitting the wall
with a loud thump. Immediately, he doubled over and fell to the
floor. His voice, when it came again, was low, “Curse you both!”
Then his eyes closed and he became eerily silent.

“Oh, no,” Ruby whispered,
turning wide-eyed to her lover. “You’ve killed him!”

“I didn’t push him hard
enough to kill him,” Clyde responded, struggling to keep the worry
out of his voice. He looked at Ruby. The shock in her pale face was
unbearable, so he turned his gaze back to her brother. “He’s out
cold, that’s all.” Pulling on his shirt, Clyde kept an eye on
Theodore. He can’t be dead.

“I’m not a murderer,
Ruby,” he said, his tone anxious. He walked over to where Theodore
lay in a crumpled heap. “Get up,” he ordered, pushing the smaller
man’s shoulder with his foot.

Theodore’s limp arm thudded against
the wooden floor. Mumbling, he shifted slightly.

Clyde squatted down. “What did you
say?” His brow furrowed at the sight of Theodore’s pale skin, the
slow trickle of blood that oozed from the corner of his
mouth.

Theodore turned his head and stared up
at him with a look of pure hatred, but Clyde saw the life ebbing
from his glazed eyes.

No! Not this…
Panic filled him. Please. Don’t die.

With great effort, Theodore spoke
louder. “I’ll haunt you—I swear you will pay…” He grimaced in pain
as death claimed him.

Clyde stared at the smaller man’s
chest, waiting for the steady rise and fall that never came.
Finally, he pressed his fingers against Theodore’s neck. He looked
at Ruby. “There’s no heartbeat,” he said in a choked
voice.

“Are you sure?” Ruby
shuddered as she got out of bed and quickly stepped into her
dress.

Clyde frantically searched for any
sign of life in Theodore. Picking up the man’s wrist, he pressed
his fingers to the pulse point. Nothing. He hung his head. “He’s
dead, Ruby.”

He stood to shove his feet inside his
boots, was silent for a long moment, as his mind raced. “We’ve got
to think this through,” he said at last. “I could say I found him
in the woods, thrown from his horse—an accident.” He turned toward
her. “When I tell you about it, later, when other people are there,
you’ll have to act surprised and upset. Do you
understand?”

“Yes, I understand,” she
replied, her voice hollow, tears streaming down her face. Aimlessly
she searched for the sleeves of her dress while staring at her
brother’s body. “He died thinking that I’m like Grammie. I wish we
had told him that we got married.”

Clyde heard the helplessness in her
voice, saw the pain in her eyes and rushed to her side. He ran his
hands down her arms to steady them before he twisted the fabric
that hung around her waist to reverse it.

Trancelike, Ruby allowed him to dress
her, then stepped into her shoes. She stood in silence as Clyde’s
trembling fingers fumbled with the small buttons on the back of her
dress.

“We’ll only keep our
marriage secret a little longer. You know we didn’t tell Theodore
because he’d never approve of you marrying me, his employee, even
though he did the same. He wanted you to marry into
money.”

When the last button was in place, he
slipped his arms around her waist, pressed his face into the long
brown locks that cascaded over her shoulders and held her tight.
“Are you all right?”

“No, Clyde, I’m not.” Her
voice was flat, empty of emotion. “How can I be all right, when my
only brother’s dead?”

Clyde held her close. “I’m sorry,
Ruby. I’m so very sorry. I never meant—” How could I have killed
anyone, especially my wife’s brother? He took a step away from her.
“Go wait for me outside. Please.”

Without looking back, Ruby left the
room.

Sighing deeply, Clyde lifted
Theodore’s lifeless body over his shoulder and followed her.
Outside, he laid the corpse over the dappled gray stallion. His
wife was already halfway down the dirt road that led back to the
main house, so he led the heavily laden horse into the forest
alone.

 


* * * * *

 


When the hoof beats faded,
Mary moved from behind the hallway curtains. She had darted behind
the thick green fabric just before Ruby entered the hall.
If Clyde could kill Theodore so easily, surely
he’d do the same to me and my unborn child. They must never know
that I witnessed Theodore’s murder. Her
face stained with silent tears Mary caressed her abdomen, the last
link to her husband.

“Theodore,” she whispered
in anguish, then stepped into the bedroom where, just moments
before, her one true love had met his end.

Water from a white washbasin dripped
down the side of the small table and splattered against the
matching pitcher overturned on the floor. The bed was disheveled,
the sheets a rumpled mess.

If only I’d arrived a few
moments earlier, Mary thought
miserably, I could have done something,
anything, to save him.

“My love, my life,” she
choked between agonized sobs. She knelt on the floor where Theodore
had fallen, murdered in cold blood. Her stomach twisted and curled,
threatening to release itself. “Why did this happen?” Her body
shook with the depth of her sorrow. “You’ll never even know our
child, Theodore,” she whispered through her tears.

How could this have happened? She had
never known her own father and now that joy had been taken from her
baby in a manner so horrible she almost couldn’t bear
it.

Too exhausted to cry any longer, she
dropped her head into her hands. What would happen now? Ruby and
Clyde were each in their own way cruel, despite what Theodore
thought of his younger sister. Separately, they had already hurt
her family in ways she could not forgive. Now this. Who knew what
other terrible things they would do as husband and wife.

“I’ll make them pay,” she
said to the empty room, her voice forceful and distinct. She raised
her head high and wiped her tear-stained cheeks with her
fingertips.

I swear…you will pay… Theodore’s dying
words echoed in her mind.

Only one person could help her now.
She stood, walked out of the house and headed for the
woods.

The lush greenery of the forest
streamed by as she ran. The squirrels twitched their tails and
scuttled out of her way. She barely noticed the woody scent of pine
or the fragrance of wildflowers in her hurry to reach the
cave.

She had approached this clandestine
place once before, but fear had made her run for home. She knew the
rumors that were whispered everywhere. The gypsy witch would grant
you favors, but the price was very high—part of your soul was
demanded in return.

Mary paused to catch her breath beside
the stream that flowed alongside the cave. In her grief and
desperation, she was sure its gurgling song whispered her
name.

“Come inside, Mary,” a low
voice vibrated from the inky blackness.

Mary stiffened in alarm. Thieves were
known to hide in the woods. “Who are you?” She stepped back,
surprised that her voice sounded strong and clear.

“The one you seek. No
thief am I.”

A wave of uneasiness washed over her.
How had the voice known what she’d been thinking? She hesitated,
thought of Theodore and knew that this time she had to go inside.
She willed her feet forward and cautiously entered the dank, dark
cave.

Cool air caressed her sweaty skin. The
cave’s musky scent sent a rippling shiver and then a shudder
through her. As her vision adjusted to the darkness, she focused on
the glimmers of candlelight flickering along the rocky crevices in
the walls. A stone table grew upwards from the earth. On top were
four unlit candles set apart in an imaginary square. Inside the
square were a white candle, a large empty bowl and several small
bowls containing what looked like salt and herbs.

Mary stared at the table. Fear struck
a chord inside her. She’d made a mistake in coming here. Suddenly,
a scratchy hardness bumped against the back of her knees and she
whirled around. She saw no one, but a hand-hewn wooden chair sat on
the ground behind her.

“I’ve been waiting for
you.” The disembodied voice filled the cavern. “Please rest.
Running is dangerous for the child you carry.”

Mary searched the shadowy depths.
Where was the owner of this smooth, measured voice that surrounded
her? It was as if the cave itself spoke her innermost
thoughts.

“How did you…?” With a
slight waver, she sat on the edge of the chair. “Are you the gypsy
witch I seek?”

“Yes, I am the one, Mary.
I already know your secrets. I know you want to make the lovers pay
for killing the father of your child.”

Mary’s mouth dropped open, her pulse
quickened and her gaze darted nervously about. Glancing back at the
table, she noticed a double-edged knife lying beside the bowls. Had
it been there a moment ago? At the sight of it, she fought against
the desperate feeling to flee this evil place.

No, no! Clyde and Ruby must pay. She
grasped the edges of the chair with both hands in anger and called
out, “Show yourself!”

“Say what it is you ask of
me.”

“A curse. A curse on those
who killed Theodore Slayton.”

“There is a price,
Mary.”

Her head dropped. Her pockets were
empty. “If it’s money you want, I have none with me,” she said.
Sighing heavily, she stood to leave.

“It isn’t money I
require.”

The rumors came flooding back and
Mary’s heart quaked. Did she dare ask? “Then… What?”

The gypsy witch stepped from the
shadows into the light and stood insolently in front of
her.

Mary gasped. Her hands flew to her
mouth to silence the scream that threatened to burst from her. She
scrambled backward into the darkness, to hide. “You’re…a…” Her mind
whirled. This couldn’t be right.

Candles flamed to life around
her.

Speechless, Mary gazed up at the gypsy
seer.

He was gorgeous. His long hair, the
color of a raven, fell across his shoulders. His white shirt hung
open to expose a tanned and muscular chest. His unblinking smoky
gray eyes scorched into hers, as if he could look right into her
soul. The candlelight danced over his handsome features. Opening
his mouth slightly, he ran the tip of his tongue sensuously across
his full lips.

Mary stared in disbelief. “But… You’re
a man!”

Hadn’t others who visited this cave
told her she would find a woman here? She searched the recesses of
her memory, suddenly realizing that she’d never heard anyone
describe the gypsy witch.

“Surprised?” The seer’s
tone was arched.

Mary ignored his question. She had
already experienced so many terrible things today and now
this…

It was too much. Her emotions were
spinning out of control still Theodore must have his
revenge.

Stay strong, Mary.
Fearing for her soul she asked, “What do you
require in payment?”

“A kiss.”

A kiss? A wave of dizziness buckled
her knees, her body swayed. Kiss the devil himself? Kisses were the
last thing on her mind. How could she kiss someone else? Her kisses
were only for Theodore. But this was for him—she must do this for
her husband, whose dying words still echoed in her ears.

“Is there no other way?”
she asked, lifting her chin in defiance. “Do you not wish to take
my soul instead?”

Mary’s body burned under the gypsy
witch’s intense inspection, as he slowly looked her over until his
gaze finally locked with hers. “A kiss is what I require.” He took
a strand of her hair, curling it around his fingers, awaiting her
reply.

Revulsion grabbed at the pit of her
stomach at the thought of kissing something so evil. Could she
bring herself to do it to revenge her beloved husband? Yet, he
hadn’t asked for her soul or her child, only a kiss. “In return,
you will curse all those who hurt Theodore Slayton?”

He stilled and scrutinized her face.
“Are you sure of what you ask?”

In her mind’s eye Mary saw her
sister’s mangled body, broken and violated by a group of rogues the
day after Ruby had banished her from the farm because she had
flirted with Clyde. She saw her mother’s stooped shoulders, weighed
down by years of overwork under Clyde’s rule. Then Theodore’s
brilliant smile nearly broke her heart.

“Yes, I’m
sure.”

“You understand this
affects several families?”

“Yes.”

He released her hair, slid his hands
across her shoulders and down her arms until he grasped her hands.
“You must be certain.”

Her body trembled at his touch. “I
want them all to pay.” A tear inched down her cheek still she stood
tall. “I’m positive.”

The gypsy witch blinked and all four
candles on the table burst into flames, drenching the cave in a
bright light. He moved quickly, pulling Mary near. With his free
hand, he grabbed some salt from a bowl and sprinkled it on the
ground around the table, enclosing them inside a circle. Releasing
her, he took herbs from the smaller bowls and dropped them into the
large one, chanting words she didn’t understand.

“What language are you
speaking?” she asked.

“The Romany of my
ancestors.” The white candle flickered to life. He turned to face
her, a mocking smile played on his sensuous lips.
“Now…payment.”

Mary closed her eyes for a brief
moment. “Forgive me, Theodore,” she whispered.

She went to him, stood on tiptoe to
reach his mouth. As she lightly held his shoulders for balance, she
felt hard muscles ripple beneath her hands. A brush of her lips
against his and she stepped back, releasing him.

His eyebrows lifted. “That’s
it?”

Mary nodded. “It was a kiss, as you
required.”

“That’s not payment.” He
grabbed her around the waist, pulled her hard against his body,
held her tight as he crushed his lips to hers.

Mary struggled against the fire inside
him, pushing at his shoulders, but it was no use. He filled her
with his unholy passion, until she surrendered beneath him,
relinquishing with a deep shudder all the goodness left in her
soul.

He broke the kiss and then stared at
her. “That’s payment.”

Seizing her hand, he ran the knife
blade across her spread palm. She screamed in pain. When did he
grab the knife? She tried to wrestle free but his grip was
relentless. He held her hand above the bowl. Three drops of her
blood dripped onto the herbs inside. Only then did he release
her.

She pressed her bleeding hand against
her breast, her pulse throbbing through the wound. The gypsy witch
reached over and in one deft movement sliced off a lock of her
hair.

“What are you doing?” She
cried out, grabbing at the shortened strand.

“This is the curse you
place on all who harmed the one you love. You are the main
ingredient. One drop of blood for each of the three who can break
the curse, a lock of hair and spit bind the potion together. Now
spit.”

“What?”

“Spit in the bowl,
Mary.”

She did as he commanded, then wiped
her chin with a sleeve, her gaze glued to his blazing
eyes.

Once more, he took her bloody hand
into his own and placed the mixing stick in her palm. Wrapping his
fingers around hers, he slowly stirred the potion. He closed his
eyes and spoke in a soft songlike lilt.

In answer to harm done to
you,

I put a curse on love
that’s true.

Never shall the lovers
gain,

Instead to them comes only
pain.

Until the three shall meet
as one,

All joined by family once
unknown,

The souls of those who live
today

Shall walk the lands and
never stray.

Mesmerized, Mary watched his eyelids
flutter open. He lifted the stick from the bowl and laid it on the
table. Taking a handful of potion, he sprinkled it over the candle
flames and closed his eyes again.

The gifts of sight I now
bestow,

The virgin shall dream, the
sister shall know.

To the secret one I
give,

Visits from others who
might have lived.

Two hundred years, no more,
shall pass,

Before these three find
true love at last.

When the three bind blood
to blood,

The curse I place shall
turn to love.

The souls I capture by my
hand

Will then be free to leave
the land.

But if true love is never
found,

The souls will ever walk
the ground.

When at last the time’s at
hand,

They will meet in the
circle of trees you plant.

Then they shall see all
that is true,

Why love was lost, avenged
by you.

The gypsy witch raised his eyelids to
look at Mary. His smoky gray eyes were now pitch black. The four
candles on the table dimmed then went out. He reached over, snuffed
out the white candle and picked up the double edge
blade.

Mary cringed.

He whispered more words of his
ancestors, then, bending down, he placed the blade into the earth
and cut through the salt, breaking the circle. Straightening, he
turned to Mary, then reaching out, he ran the pad of his thumb
across her cheek, removing a single tear.

“It is done,” he
whispered.

Mary blinked and, in the next moment,
she was standing in her kitchen, a knife in one hand, the palm of
the other cut and bloody.

How did this happen? She dropped the
knife, grabbed a cloth and pressed it to the open wound. As she did
so, she recalled the details of the curse and that she must plant a
circle of trees deep in the forest.

She stood for a moment searching her
thoughts. She frowned, then shook her head. No matter how hard she
tried, she could not remember what the gypsy witch looked like.
What difference did it make? She’d carried out Theodore’s dying
wish.

Suddenly overwhelmed from
the pain of the loss of her husband, the emotional turmoil of the
day and the pain in her hand, Mary collapsed on the floor. Lying
there, brokenhearted, she buried her head in the bend of her elbow
and let the emotions pour from her, mourning her loss with sobs and
tears. Oh, Theodore! You’re gone. You’re
really gone.

Without Theodore, all that was left in
her life was sorrow and despair. Not even the thought of her unborn
child could console her.

 


 



Chapter One

 


Old Slayton
Homestead—present day.



There was nowhere to hide.

Angie Benton watched the young woman
running through the forest. As she fought the brush and bramble,
her torn clothes ripped even more.

She tripped over a tree root and fell
to the ground. Quickly, she struggled to her feet while leaves
caught in her hair and briars slashed her arms, drawing
blood.

Angie could feel the woman’s
terror—like a knife slicing through her own heart.

Just then a man appeared. Angie,
watching from a high perch in the trees, trembled. What
now?

Jaw clenched, eyes narrowed, the man
opened and closed his fists repeatedly as he tramped toward the
frightened woman. His shirt was unbuttoned, revealing the sweat
glistening on his heaving chest. He looked so angry, so hostile.
She could even hear the fury in his strong, deliberate
footsteps.

The woman heard him too and looked
over her shoulder.

Angie gasped. The woman’s face was her
own!

Horrified, Angie watched the woman who
could be her twin run into a clearing, then pause and look
frantically around. She could feel her desperation and when the
other woman sprinted across the meadow toward an old shack, Angie
experienced a jolt of hope and a burst of energy as she mentally
followed her twin.

Arriving breathless at the cabin, the
woman jumped onto the porch, pushed through the broken door and ran
into the first room on her left.

Angie spotted an exit at the back of
the shack. She willed her twin to find it and escape that way.
Instead, the woman ran wildly through the house in terror,
searching for a place to hide.

Entering the kitchen at last, she
didn’t run out the back door as Angie willed. Instead, she crouched
in the corner behind an antique hutch.

The old pine floors creaked as if
under a heavy weight.

Angie screamed, “Run! Run!” But the
twin didn’t move.

The man’s footsteps moved methodically
through the dilapidated old shack, searching, slowly, room by
room.

Still her twin waited motionless,
until, at last, the footsteps left the house.

Tentatively, the young
woman stood up and glanced around. Inching
toward the back door, she looked through the screen and out the
side windows, surveying the yard with wide, frightened
eyes.

All clear.

Cautiously, she opened the door and
slipped out. With her back to the yard, she quietly closed the door
behind her, then spun around to make a run for it.

And crashed right into her
pursuer.

A loud whistle pierced Angie’s
hearing. What on earth was happening?

Someone was pulling her from her
perch. Someone had a grip on her biceps and searing stabs of pain
were shooting through her arms.

She looked up and stared into the
angriest blue eyes she had ever seen.

Eyes belonging to the man she’d just
seen outside the cabin door.

Her heart pounded.
How had she become the woman she’d been
watching?

The man’s sandy brown hair hung over
his face in wet strands, its blond highlights still noticeable.
Sweat beaded across his brow. He clenched his jaw against chiseled
cheeks and he tightened his grip by digging his fingers deeper into
the soft flesh of her arms.

Angie jerked her body violently, but
could not break his hold. Wave after wave of terror crashed through
her. She had to escape!

“Angie!” he
growled.

She snapped her head back to look up
at his angry face.

A flash of light in her peripheral
vision caught her attention and she turned to see someone, shadowed
by trees, leveling a gun at them.

Angie froze. As if in slow
motion, the muzzle of the gun moved until it was pointing straight
at her. She heard a booming blast, so loud it hurt her ears.
Oh God, I’m going to die, she thought in
terror.

The man with the sandy hair whirled
her around, using his body to shield her from the oncoming bullet.
Suddenly, his face contorted, his back arched and his grip on her
arms loosened, then released, as he fell to the ground.

Angie watched him land in a crumpled
heap at her feet. She’d barely had time to take this in before she
felt something hard and cold jab into her back and an arm clench
around her neck, forcing her to look skyward. She heard a deep,
raspy, laugh behind her as a man dragged her backward, knocking her
off her feet with a quick pull, his laughter
intensifying.

Angie struggled frantically with the
gunman. She was so desperate, so frightened, that several seconds
passed before she noticed that the man who had come between her and
the bullet was no longer there.

Where had he gone?

The pressure increased against her
throat.

Angie twisted and turned, trying to
break free, trying to find the man who had saved her
before.

But it was useless. He’d disappeared
and the more she struggled, the more her assailant tightened his
hold.

Then the realization hit her. The
sandy haired man was dragging her across the yard. Somehow, he’d
captured her.

A gunshot rang out.

Fire burned through her chest. The man
pushed her and she sank to the ground, feeling her life ebbing
away.



Angie’s eyes flew open. She didn’t
dare move as she peered into the inky blackness.

Where was he?

Who was he?

Propping herself up on one elbow, she
covered her racing heart with her hand. Her nightgown, wet with
sweat, stuck to her chest. Even the sheets were soaked.

The dream terrified her.

He terrified her.

Those angry blue eyes, crystal clear
and light as the sky, still seemed to be staring at her, so full of
intense emotion she couldn’t look away. She tried to swallow but
her parched throat tightened until she thought she might
choke.

Shaking her head to clear it, she
slipped out of bed and headed through the darkness to the kitchen
for something to drink.

It isn’t real,
she reminded herself. It’s just a dream.

A dream that followed her, tormented
her, caused so many sleepless nights, more lately than ever before.
And it was always the same. She was an outsider looking in, unable
to do anything to help.

Except this time, for the first time,
she had watched herself. That worried her. She didn’t have a
twin.

She reached for a glass, filled it
with cold orange juice from the fridge. She drank deeply, then set
the glass down on the counter with a thud.

It would not be like the other times
when she had been a dream observer. She simply wouldn’t let
it.

When she dreamed of Aunt Martha’s
death before it happened, she’d told herself that it was only a
coincidence. And her dream about the accident that left her
great-uncle paralyzed? Same thing. And the time when—

“No!” The sound of her own
voice startled her. She hadn’t meant to speak aloud.

Angie knew the truth in the depths of
her soul, but she would not, could not, admit that her “observer
dreams” came true. Aunt Martha called them prophetic. But she was
wrong. She had to be.

Angie licked the juice from her lips
and glanced at the stove clock. Five a.m. There was no way she
would ever fall back to sleep now.

“Might as well start the
day,” she said with a sigh. She went into the bathroom, turned on
the shower and peeled off the clammy gown. The scent of lavender
soap mixed with the silky warmth of the hot spray had a calming
affect, but still the dream haunted her.

Stepping out to dry off, she tried
hard to think of something, anything, other than the nightmare but
it consumed her thoughts. Still unsettled, she selected her clothes
and dressed, then checked the mirror to make sure everything
matched.

The store doesn’t open until ten, she
reminded herself, dabbing lavender perfume behind her ears and on
her wrists. I could complete the jewelry inventory and submit
reorders.

The house creaked and she jumped in
fear.

“All right, that’s it!”
she yelled at the walls. No way is this
stupid dream going to take over my life!

She wasn’t about to screw up after all
the years of hard work she and Aunt Martha had put into The Variety
Vine. She would not lose her focus now. Together, she and her aunt
had made the store one of Dansburg’s most successful gift shops.
She’d practically grown up in the store, until she decided to
become an interior decorator—a job she’d given up the moment Aunt
Martha willed the business to her.

Angie picked up a scrunchie, pulled
her hair into a ponytail and went into the kitchen. Still thinking
about all the work she needed to do at the store—and the dream—she
toasted a bagel, then spread cream cheese inside.

I better go in
early, she thought, pushing the dream to
the recesses of her mind.

Grabbing her breakfast and briefcase,
she headed out the door.

 


* * * * *

 


Angie parked her sport utility vehicle
in front of The Variety Vine at exactly six a.m.

The store had been converted from a
family home years ago. “The old Randall house”, people used to call
it. Sitting off the road with no other buildings in sight it looked
eerie with the sun dawning behind it. A misty fog surrounded the
wisteria vines that covered the front porch banister and crept up
the round columns to the roof.

Angie climbed out of the SUV and
brushed the breakfast crumbs off her shirt. Grabbing her briefcase,
she locked the vehicle and headed toward the store.

She saw the web, shimmering with
sunlight through droplets of dew, just before it touched her face.
Too late, she dropped her briefcase, jumped off the steps and
frantically pulled the web from her eyelashes and hair.

“Uugghh!” She shuddered,
spotting the spider. “Nasty little creatures.”

Using a long branch, she removed the
remaining web, including the spider and tossed the stick under the
tree.

Aunt Martha’s favorite rocking chair
sat on the front porch, gently swaying back and forth.

That’s odd,
thought Angie. How is it
moving? There’s no breeze.

Dismissing the chair, she sorted
through her keys for the one to the store, but before she could
place it in the lock she heard a voice behind her.

“Angelina.”

She froze, feeling a cold chill quake
through her body. Impossible!

“Angelina, sweetie,” the
voice said again.

She forced herself to turn
around.

There in front of her stood Aunt
Martha. She was smiling at her as though her ghostly appearance
were the most ordinary thing in the world.

Oh God! Oh God! Breathe
Angie!

She pressed her back
against the door and inhaled deeply. Good.
Breathing’s good.

Sweat broke out on her forehead and
her stomach clenched.

Aunt Martha looked beautiful. Her long
dark hair flowed unrestrained around her shoulders.

She never wore her hair
like that in life. Well, maybe when she was young, but she always
worn it in a bun around me.

The apparition seemed to
be waiting for her to speak, but Angie, her throat tight with fear,
couldn’t form any words. Geez…what do you
say to a ghost anyway?

She cleared her throat. “H-Hi.” The
word was a mere whisper.

“Oh, honey, I scared you,”
her aunt smiled but made no move to hold or comfort her as she had
always done when she was alive.

“Yes, you did,” Angie
said, finding her shaky voice, struggling to remain calm. She
couldn’t take her eyes off the woman in front of her, the woman
she’d loved like a mother.

“I’m so sorry. Look,
sweetie, I don’t have much time.” Martha’s smiling face darkened.
“You must be careful, Angelina. Danger is near.”

“What do you mean, Aunt
Martha?” Angie said frantically, losing the battle for calmness.
Why would she, of all people, receive a warning from the
dead?

“Remember your dream and
be careful,” Martha replied, her face still serious, her voice low.
“Things happen in threes, Angelina. You must be aware of what’s
going on around you. That’s all I can say. I love you,
sweetheart.”

“I don’t understand, Aunt
Martha.”

Angie blinked. In that split second,
her aunt disappeared.

She looked to either side of the
porch. Nothing. Her feet were frozen in place. Inside she shook
with fear. What would come next?

But no more apparitions appeared and
no strange sounds met her ears. The air around her was unusually
still.

Then the realization hit her full
force. A real ghost had just visited her!

Angie turned around quickly and tried
to unlock the door. The keys fell from her trembling hands,
clanking onto the wooden porch. Scooping them up, she used both
hands to steady the key as she placed it into the lock. When it
turned she scooted inside, slammed the door behind her and leaned
against it.

Her heart hammered against her chest.
She took several deep breaths in a desperate attempt to calm
herself.

Exhaustion. That must be it. Her
beloved aunt had died three months ago and since then she had taken
on so many new responsibilities. All those late nights and long
hours were finally affecting her, causing
hallucinations.

Bewildered, she walked down the
hallway. Dropping the briefcase on her desk, she fell into the
leather executive chair and then rubbed her eyes.

“It must be Friday the
thirteenth or something,” she muttered, looking at her desk
calendar for any reason not to believe in Aunt Martha’s visitation.
Monday the eleventh of June. She shook her head to clear
it.

No, she couldn’t dismiss this as
easily as she’d dismissed the rocking chair. Aunt Martha had
returned to warn her that she was in danger. Angie knew in her
heart it was true. What kind of danger would bring her aunt back
from the dead?

Pull it together
girl, she thought after several
minutes. You have work to do.

She got up, went behind the register
and began taking jewelry out of the storage bins.

After spreading the pieces across the
floor behind the counter, she started counting. At first she jumped
at every little noise, but the work was exacting and soon she was
immersed in it.

Slow, deliberate steps thudding
against the wooden floor brought her back to the present with a
jolt. Had she been so engrossed that she hadn’t heard someone come
in? She glanced at the clock on the wall behind the register.
Eight-thirty.

She still had an hour and a half
before the store opened and no morning meetings were scheduled. Her
brow knit into a frown of concentration as she tried to remember if
she had locked the front door.

She heard the footsteps
again, closer now, as though someone were approaching the counter.
My God, they sound like the ones in my dream. Angie put her hands
over her ears for a moment. Stop it. Stop
it! she admonished herself.
Don’t be so silly. This has nothing to do with
the dream. She closed the storage bins,
certain now that she had forgotten to lock the door and would find
a customer waiting at the counter. Wanting to look her best, she
pulled the scrunchie from her hair and laid it on a shelf under the
register.

“How can I help you?” she
asked, as she stood then turned around, wearing her most welcoming
smile.

She was alone in the room.

“Hello?” she called. “Is
anyone in here?”

She ventured into the hallway of the
old house. Her heart beat faster—her palms began to
sweat.

When she saw the man in the art room,
his back to her, she froze and held her breath. His build reminded
her of the stalker in the dream. He was admiring one of the
paintings on display.

God, Angie, now you’re
really getting paranoid. She let out her
breath as the panic ebbed. He’s just an early customer. She had
left the door unlocked after all.

“Good morning. Welcome to
The Variety Vine. If I can help you find anything just let me
know,” she said to the man’s back.

“This is an exquisite
piece,” he replied, admiring an oil painting of a winding river
bordered by large trees. The magnificent colors of the changing
leaves were captured in the glistening hues of the artist’s
paint.

“I think so too. That part
of the Dan River, with those large stones, is near the bypass and
Memorial Park. Are you familiar with that area?”

She waited, but the man
didn’t respond. Must be the quiet
type, she thought, taking in his broad
shoulders and narrow waist. His white tailored shirt was tucked
into tight blue jeans that hugged his round behind and long,
muscular legs. He stood about six inches taller than her
five-foot-nine-inch frame.

Great body, she thought. Wonder if his
face is as striking?

“Local artists made all
the pieces in this room,” she said in hopes that he would look at
her. “I like to showcase their work and of course, offer them the
supplies they need to do it.”

He wandered over to one of the tables
and, with his back still to her, picked up a picture of Angie,
taken by a local photographer. “Interesting,” he
muttered.

Was he responding to her statement or
the photo? As he studied it, her stomach gave an odd
flutter.

“Are you looking for
anything special?” she asked, rearranging the paints and brushes
behind him. Why hadn’t he looked at her yet? Maybe he was just
rude. The way he held the framed picture made her uneasy and she
really wanted to finish the jewelry inventory before opening the
store.

I’ll just tell him we’re
closed and to come back after ten, she
thought. Taylor, her assistant manager, would be in then and Angie
wouldn’t be alone with this man.

“No, but I think I’ll take
this,” he said, turning to her.

Angie gasped. The paintbrushes slid
from her hands and crashed onto the floor.

Aunt Martha was right.
Everything always happened in threes. The dream, Aunt Martha’s
spirit and now—this.

The blue eyes weren’t angry now, but
sparkled with humor as a grin inched toward those chiseled
cheekbones. His sandy hair was dry, not wet from sweat, the blond
highlights were even more noticeable as strands slipped across his
forehead toward his eyes. His lips were full, his nose straight.
She hadn’t noticed either of them in her dream.

Unable to move or speak, Angie just
stared at him.

“You’re the woman in the
picture.” It was more of a statement than a question.

She nodded her head, tried to take a
breath and couldn’t. She would suffocate before he could kill her.
Her eyes felt like they were going to pop out of her head at any
second. Ripping her gaze from his face, she bent down to pick up
the paintbrushes only to drop some again.

He walked to her side and knelt to
help her. “I must say, you’re more beautiful in person.”

Angie used her hair as a shield
against him. Her hands trembled, betraying her fear. Maybe he
didn’t notice, she thought. When she gathered the last of the
brushes, she forced herself to look at him and smile.

He’s a customer handing me
paintbrushes, nothing more.

“Thank you,” she said,
more calmly than she felt, as she accepted the items he held out to
her.

The slow innocent brush of his fingers
against hers made her stomach tighten but it wasn’t in fear. Not
this time. Never in her twenty-six years had such a slight touch
confused her so.

Oh, no. Am I attracted to
him? The sudden thought made Angie
cringe. I must be out of my mind! How
could I be attracted to someone who stalks me, terrorizes me, night
after night, in my dreams? Sure, the
nightmare man had saved her from a bullet, but he’d shot her
himself at the end, hadn’t he?

Hadn’t he?

“Did you want the
picture?” she asked abruptly, standing up.

“Do you come with it?” He
stood too and smiled, revealing brilliantly white straight teeth.
He moved toward her.

“Uh, no.” She took two
steps backward. He is handsome.

Stop it, Angie, stop
it! a voice inside her said.
Stay away from him! He’s dangerous!

Through her renewed terror, Angie
heard the man say, “Then I guess, for now, I’ll just take the
picture. Perhaps it will be different some other time. Unless, of
course, you’re married.”

“I’m not,” she said and
then instantly regretted revealing anything about herself. She
shoved the paintbrushes into a mug, took the picture from
him—making sure their hands didn’t touch again—and walked down the
hall to the register.
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