





 


Dear Reader,


The setting for The West Virginian is, of course, West Virginia. I was drawn to the location because my eldest son lives there. In addition to his professional work, Greg does historical reenactments at an eighteenth-century fort just outside of town, and it was from this place that I conceived Jacob’s Well. I visited the area in February, which explains the wintry weather that dominates the story. This is no time-travel venture, but an attempt to show how our past can enhance our present—and our future. So don your buckskins or your gingham gown and journey with me to this colorful setting that uniquely blends with the modern world.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE NARROW MOUNTAIN road had turned into a dirt nightmare a few miles back, but it was still a shock to Dawn Sutton when the high iron gate appeared out of the early-October morning fog, blocking the way. She slowed her car and stopped.

The gate loomed ahead, filling the view from her windshield. On either side, the thick West Virginia oak and pine forest seemed to move closer, shutting her into a capsule of car, dirt road and mist.

Dawn sat for a moment, contemplating the scene. She had suspected it wouldn’t be easy. Had figured it would be more complicated than simply taking a half-day’s drive into the mountains to get her story. The story was likely to be a good one, and because of that alone, she should have known the barriers would be up. One of the prime laws of investigative journalism: if it was worth getting, it was going to be hard to get. With an air of resignation, she set the parking brake and got out.

The air was cold and damp. It chilled her instantly after the dry heater warmth of her reliable old Saab. She jammed her bare hands into her coat pockets and walked up to the gate.

She studied it. Eight feet wide, easily that high or higher, attached at the sides to a sturdy barbed-wire fence that ran in both directions into the woods. The gleaming bars were solid and flecked only here and there with rust. Someone obviously had taken good care of the metal, oiling it against the damp cold. Checking to make sure there were no warning signs about possible electrocution, Dawn gave the gate a push.

It was locked. Big surprise.

“Hey!” she called. “Anyone here?”

Her voice was swallowed up by the trees.

“Hello!”

Nothing. She walked back to her car, leaned against the hood and stared skyward. Heaven was a blank, gray canopy. No answers there. Had she come all this way, only to be stopped by a gate? The gloomy sky seemed to mock her. Dawn closed her eyes.

It was her own fault.

She’d driven out here on an anonymous telephone tip. Had not taken the time to check out the possibility of obstacles in the form of barely passable dirt roads, gates and fences. The tip had seemed so hot and timely that she hadn’t bothered to check much of anything. She could just hear her editor fuss at her for her lack of preparation. David would chew her out up one side and down the other.

And he would be correct.

She hadn’t done her homework. She might well be wasting valuable time. Maybe nothing the caller said was factual.

But somehow, deep down, she knew the tip was a good one. Whether or not all the accusations the caller made were true, the subject itself was going to be valuable to her. Somewhere behind this imposing gate lay Jacob’s Well, a secluded community of scientists, marketing specialists and other professionals who had chosen to abandon their pasts and live here in the middle of nowhere. Most of them worked for nothing except the pleasure of accomplishment.

And what accomplishments! Here, under the direction of a biochemist, Dr. Jacob Barr, they produced a line of personal-care products that had taken the retail world by storm.

It was a unique and fascinating economic community structure that could serve as a prototype for other industries. The more Dawn had thought about the concept, the more excited she’d become.

The phone call to her office at the magazine had come late last night, while she was alone putting the finishing touches on next month’s lead article. The caller—a woman—had sounded calm and determined as she explained that she’d chosen to contact Dawn after reading her previous investigative work. Jacob Barr was running a slave camp of psychologically indentured workers, the woman continued in the same emotionless voice. And he was about to commit insurance fraud that would bring a swift and dramatic end to Jacob’s Well. As well, the caller added, when it came to insurance scams, Jacob Barr was no novice. Before Dawn could respond, the woman quickly provided directions to the place and hung up.

It was the sort of stuff an investigative business reporter could not resist. The accusations might not be accurate, but they begged exploration.

So Dawn had done a little reading—probably too little—in the news files before taking off for the wilderness. If something rotten was going on, she wanted to be the first reporter to expose it. Not only would the story earn her kudos at the magazine, it might provide information about the community she could use for her long-delayed Ph.D. thesis. Two for one.

She looked up at the gate.

Or none for none.

The gate stayed in the center of her vision, stolid, unmoving, unopenable. Suddenly, Dawn felt something twist deep inside, and her level of determination rose. She would not give up without an effort. She wanted this story.

She drew in a deep breath, and exhaled twin plumes of vapor into the cold air. She reassessed the gate. It wasn’t all that high. She’d climbed more difficult fences in her time.

She shrugged out of her long wool coat. It was warm enough but not styled for fence climbing. She put the garment in the car, grabbed her backpack and locked the Saab. She turned to face the gate.

Her clothes—jeans, running shoes and a heavy wool sweater with a cotton turtleneck underneath—could take some punishment. She rubbed her hands together. Too bad she hadn’t worn gloves. Oh, well. No help for that now. She slipped the backpack on, walked over to the gate, gripped the bars and set one foot against the iron. It was ice-cold and slippery. But with effort and concentration, it was climbable.

It took a lot of effort and concentration but after a few minutes of struggling, she was straddling the top bar, balanced precariously on a few inches of frigid iron. Her breath came in short, smoky puffs, and in spite of the chill, she was sweating.

She looked down, planning her descent. The ground was far, far away. Tendrils of fog curled around the base of the gate. The mist hung in the trees and encased the surrounding area in a cottony aura. A carpet of dead leaves covered the road that extended behind the gate. Evidently, no one had driven a motor vehicle on it for a long time. That was odd. Surely a community the size of Jacob’s Well, not to mention a fully operational factory, would require vehicles. Dawn hesitated.

Was she in the right place?

She had to be. Her anonymous contact had given excellent directions, except for neglecting to mention the gate. This was the way to Jacob’s Well, all right. Dawn swung her legs over and hung, ready to drop to the leaf-carpet below. She paused for a moment.

And was extremely glad she had.

Without a sound of warning, three huge dogs hurled themselves out of the fog-shrouded woods and lunged, snarling, at her dangling feet. Dawn screamed and scrambled back to her perch on top of the gate. Her backpack fell to the ground in front of the dogs, and the three beasts turned their attention to it, growling and barking and worrying the object with their paws and teeth.

“Stop it!” Dawn yelled. “Quit it! Don’t touch that! I’ve got a camera and tape recorder in there! Hey! Stop! Stop it right now!”

To her amazement, the three black monsters backed off, sat down on their furry haunches and gazed up at her. Their combined stares were solemn and curious, but oddly not really threatening.

Dawn considered. Maybe she could deal with them. She’d always gotten along with dogs. She eased forward a few inches. “Hello there, fellas,” she said to the Labradors, making her voice high and friendly. “I’m...”

Her words trailed off. They weren’t paying her a bit of attention. The dogs were staring at the forest. In a moment, Dawn saw why. An elf peeked shyly out from behind a tree.

Dawn nearly fell from her roost. The slender form was dressed entirely in green. Fair hair, short pixie-style. Heart-shaped face with big green eyes that stared up at her. Boy or girl, it was impossible to tell, but the face was so wonderfully pretty that Dawn let out an “Oh!” of admiration and astonishment.

The elf disappeared.

Dawn blinked.

Of course it wasn’t an elf, she told herself. Elves didn’t exist except in imagination and legend.

On the other hand, despite the fact that the woods were thick and the air was foggy, there was no way a human being could have vanished so quickly. She shivered. Iron gates, black dogs and now green-clad elves. What next? Maybe she ought to just get back in her car and forget the whole thing.

One of the dogs barked, stood and paced off into the trees, disappearing almost as silently as the elf.

Like a big black ghost.

Dawn shivered again. Eerie to see such a huge animal move so silently. She shook her head. The “elf” was probably a child. The dog was just a dog. She returned her attention back to the two remaining animals. They were real enough. Black hides, white teeth, red tongues... “Okay, fellas,” she said. “Look. I’m—”

“Trespassing.”

The voice was male, deep and seemed to come right out of the misty air. Deep and powerful. Not the voice of an elf. No indeed! But the owner was not visible. Another ghost?

No. Not with that voice.

Dawn’s heartbeat went into overdrive. “Who’s there?” she asked the empty air. A wisp of fog drifted past her eyes. “Who is it?” she added, hearing the shrillness of fear in her own voice. “I’m not trespassing!”

A man appeared, stepping out from the trees. He moved as silently as the fog. But his physical presence was too striking for him to be an illusion or a spirit. He went over to stand by the dogs. “Now you’re lying as well as trespassing,” he said evenly. “What should I do about that?”

Relieved to be dealing with a real person, Dawn was nevertheless speechless. First, hounds from hell, then an elf, ghosts and now this! This...

This man.

He wore frontier-style buckskins, complete with fringe and a touch of decorative beading at the shoulder. His feet were shod with soft moccasins, and he held a long rifle with an ease that indicated great familiarity with the weapon. He had the lean, nonbulky yet muscular build of an athlete and outdoorsman. His expression was pleasant enough for the moment, although something about the dangerous glint in his green eyes made her shiver again. This could be real trouble. She studied her adversary carefully.

He looked to be in his mid-thirties, a few years older than she, but something about his face bespoke a man who’d been through a lot. He looked wary, with an almost-predatory manner about him. His light brown hair was flecked with droplets of moisture from the fog, giving it a silvery sheen. Perhaps some real gray in it, too. His features were cleanly formed and just a shade shy of being too handsome. He was definitely good-looking enough to pose in a magazine ad. Not at all what she had expected to find up here in the West Virginia wilderness. Not at all.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“The owner of the gate you’re sitting on,” he replied. With one hand, he patted one of the dogs. With the other, he shifted the rifle to a more threatening position, almost pointed right at her. The dog looked up at him, adoration in its eyes.

Dawn eased herself toward the outside of the gate, ready to jump and run for her car, wishing she hadn’t locked it. “You can’t own this gate,” she said. “It’s on a public road.”

“No, miss, it’s not,” he said. “I do own it. Don’t think of trying to drop and run, please. I can have the gate open and my dogs at you before you get to your car. They won’t hurt you, but they will stop you cold, if I tell them to.”

“You’re threatening me?”

“No.” He smiled. “Just making a strong suggestion.” The tip of the rifle moved a millimeter in her direction. “Come on down now. On this side.”

“I don’t trust you.” She gripped the bar tightly and eyed the two dogs. “How do I know you won’t sic them on me once I hit the ground?”

“You have my word. As for trust, it’s not me intruding on your territory.”

“There’s no trespassing notice.”

“Not needed. The gate speaks for itself. To most folks, that is,” he added. He lowered the rifle. “Look, I’m not going to hurt you, and I won’t sic my dogs on you. So come on down and let’s sort this out before one of us does or says something foolish.”

Dawn considered what he’d said. She had a job to do and it lay on his side of the gate. She’d known there’d be risks. She could hardly stay up here forever. Her legs and hands were starting to cramp. He didn’t look mad. In fact, his handsome face had more than a trace of kindness on it now. The hunter-predator look was gone.

Furthermore, he sounded reasonable.

“Okay,” she said. “Stand back.” She swung over the side and dropped, the air shooshing out of her as she hit the ground hard. Her left ankle gave way, and she sat down swiftly, yelping with pain.

A hand reached down and grasped hers. “Try to stand. Are you hurt?”

Dawn stood, holding his hand, feeling the strong sure support he gave. She tested her ankle, putting a little weight on it. She felt a twinge, but nothing unbearable. “No,” she said, looking down at the ankle. “The joint’s just a little weak there. I broke it when I was small. Climbing trees when I was told not to. Thanks.” She released his hand and looked up.

And, for a moment, she was lost.

His eyes were greener than the dark pines flanking the road. She felt the breath catch in her throat again, but this time not from falling. Something electric zinged in the air between them, then faded to a gentle tingling that encompassed her.

“I’m sorry to have scared you,” he said, unwittingly breaking the spell. “Sure you’re all right?”

She nodded. “Y-yes,” she said haltingly, feeling the tingling fade and reality reassert itself. “If you do own all this as you claim, you must be Jacob Barr.”

“I’m Jake Barr. You have the advantage, miss.” The gentle expression left his face, and he looked tough once more. “This is a private road, private land, and no trespassers are allowed. None. So why are you here?”

Part of the truth will do, Dawn told herself.

“I’m a graduate student,” she said. “I’m working on my Ph.D. in economics. My thesis is about small American communities that are bound together by single, successful economic enterprises. Like the nineteenth-century attempts at Utopian groups or the modern Israeli kibbutz. Your place, Jacob’s Well, really fits the pattern from what I’ve read. I want to study it. That’s why I’m here.” There, that wasn’t a lie. Just a few details left out.

He looked at her. One eyebrow went upward.

“Really,” she said, defending herself. “I’ve got proof. You can call my thesis adviser at Georgetown. She’ll confirm what I said.”

He stepped back, away from her, resting the butt of the long rifle on the ground near his foot. “I’m sure you have someone to back you up, but why should I believe her? I caught you trying to sneak in. If you want to look around, why didn’t you call me and make an appointment?”

Good question. She looked down, pretending to be embarrassed. “I acted on impulse, Dr. Barr. Sorry, but that’s the truth.”

“Hmm.”

“It is!” She looked right into his eyes. To her amazement, they still had an electric effect on her. The something hit her again, but she kept her emotions under control. He was gorgeous, but he was in her way. “Why should I lie to you?” she asked. “You have the dogs and the gun. All I’ve got is my dependence on your goodwill and generosity.”

“Then you are in trouble, miss.”

“And so are you.” She crossed her arms and glared at him. “You wouldn’t dare harm me. I have lots of close friends. They all know where I am!”

“I’m sure they do.” After putting a gently sarcastic emphasis on the words, Jake studied the woman. He believed her about having close friends, but somehow he doubted they knew what she was up to at the moment. She had the air of a woman who worked and lived alone.

Although, he had to admit she was too darned attractive to be alone for long. Not just physically. It ran deeper. The sheer energy of her personality would draw others to her. Her winsome appeal formed a pleasing aura around her. An aura she was completely unaware of, he was willing to bet.

He had already appreciatively studied her figure while she’d been balancing on the gate, but close up he found her even more pleasing to the eye. She was small and pretty with a fresh-scrubbed face and a headful of tangled dark brown curls.

Her clothing looked comfortable and well worn, but of good quality, and the Saab outside the gate indicated a person of some substance, even if the car was an older model. It looked clean and well-cared for.

He found himself admiring her control during what was, as far as she knew, a dangerous confrontation with a stranger. Yes, indeed. She was clearly very sure of herself, even though it was obvious she wasn’t telling the truth. At least not all of it.

Obviously she hadn’t come seeking shelter at the Well. She was on some sort of self-serving and self-directed mission. The steady gaze she gave him out of her blue eyes told him that she’d seen trouble before.

Seen it and dealt with it.

Or caused it.

Jake made a decision. She might be any number of things, but one thing for sure, she was here and he would do well to keep close tabs on her until he was certain who she was and what she was up to. Although she didn’t know it, her timing could be both an advantage and disadvantage to her. But he’d tackle that dilemma later. “You know who I am, but I have no idea who you are. What’s your name?”

“Dawn Sutton.”

“All right, Dawn Sutton. Maybe I’m making a mistake, but I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll take you to the Well, but I want to see what you write about it before you submit it for your thesis.”

She shook her head, the dark curls haloing her face. “No deal. If you show me your community, you’ll just have to trust me that I’ll write about it truthfully.”

He laughed, amazed at her audacity. “Trust you? After you tried to sneak into my turf?”

“I made a mistake doing that, and I apologize. I promise only to tell the truth about your setup.”

“Sure you will.”

“My academic reputation depends on my veracity!” Her blue eyes were blazing now. “I have to be reliable.”

“And temperamental?”

She settled down. “You pushed a few buttons. Sorry.”

“Is that sorrow genuine?” He barely kept from smiling. Her annoyance with him was almost palpable and, oddly, it pleased him that he could affect her this much even if it was only to make her mad. “Or are you just trying to soften me up?”

Now she smiled. “I doubt if I could do that, Dr. Barr.” She uncrossed her arms. “Look, I know what I tried to do was wrong. I ought to have called and made an appointment. But I’m here. Please. Won’t you show me your place?” Her smile increased in wattage and her blue eyes shone. She held out her hands in a pleading gesture.

How could he resist that? Jake signaled the two dogs, noting that Jasper had taken off, doing his job looking after Sophie. “All right,” he said, looking back at her. “You have a point. You are here. I’ll take you to the Well. The community itself has no secrets, and you’re welcome to look around and talk to people.” He turned and started to walk into the woods. The dogs barked and romped into the trees ahead of him.

Dawn followed. “If the community has no secrets, where are they, then?” she asked. She ran a little to catch up. “What dark things go on here in the woods?”

Jake found himself laughing again. “You really are one big nerve, Dawn Sutton,” he said. “You trespass, make demands and now you want to know my darkest secrets.”

“Well, the woods seem full of them.” She fell into step beside him. “When I was up on the gate, I thought I saw an elf or a wood nymph.”

“What?”

“Really. A small person, wearing a green outfit. I said something, and it disappeared. I mean, vanished! One of your dogs took off after it, I think.”

“You think you saw an elf?”

The amusement in his tone was audible enough, but when Dawn glanced sideways at him, she could see he was doing his level best not to laugh at her once more.

“Okay, what do you think I saw? No kid would be running around out here in the middle of nowhere.”

“Oh yes, that kid would be. You saw my eleven-year-old daughter, Sophie.”

“Your daughter?” Somehow, he didn’t strike her as the married type. Then the resemblance hit her. The elf’s green eyes were the same color as the man’s. “Oh.”

“You sound disappointed. Prefer it to have been a wood nymph?”

“Maybe. I just didn’t know kids stayed at your community.” She had read enough about Jacob’s Well last night to know that it was a working community of highly trained, career-oriented adults. Single folk, not families.

“Not ordinarily,” he said, something in his voice telling her that she had touched a very sore spot. “Families usually don’t come here. Just individuals. Sophie is an exception. She’s the only young one here.”

“But doesn’t the child get lonely out here in the middle of the forest with no other kids to play with?”

He stopped and looked at her. “You really are a nosy person, Ms. Sutton.”

“Sorry again. I’m just relieved I wasn’t seeing things that don’t exist.”

“Who says elves don’t exist?”

“But you said—”

“I said you saw Sophie. I think. This time.”

“You’re pulling my leg, aren’t you?”

“Ms. Sutton, this forest is very old. Ancient, in fact. Who knows what lives here besides us?”

“Very funny.” She tried without success to detect a teasing glint in his eyes.

There was none.

He started walking again, striding along as if he was in a hurry. Dawn jogged to catch up. “Slow down, please,” she complained. “Your legs are twice as long as mine.”

“We have a good ways to go.” He didn’t slow.

“How far?”

“About five miles.”

“Five? Miles?”

“Want to go back?”

“No. I came a long way to see this. And if I have to run, I will.”

“All right.” He slowed a bit.

They moved along in silence for a while. Leaves crunched under Dawn’s running shoes. The dogs raced around, crashing through the undergrowth, seeking unseen prey. Once they treed a squirrel that sat on the end of a high branch and chittered curses down at them. The dogs barked joyously, clearly enjoying the exchange.

Only Jake Barr moved silently. Silently and very quickly. Much too quickly.

Finally Dawn stopped, bent over and put her hands on her knees, her breath puffing like steam in the cold air. “I can’t keep this up. I’m a city woman, and my lungs miss the pollution,” she told him. “I have to catch my breath for a few minutes.”

Ten paces ahead of her, he stopped. “Okay,” he said. “I don’t mean to desert you, but I’m going to move on and check out a few things, including my daughter. I expect she went home with the other dog, but I’d like to be sure. The Well’s not too far ahead. You really can’t miss it. Just follow the path.”

“Path?” she asked, staring down at the tangle of dark undergrowth, dirt and dead leaves at her feet. “What path?”

No answer.

When she looked up, he was gone. Disappeared like smoke.

Like a ghost.

“Dr. Barr?” She walked forward, listening. “Jake?”

The forest was deathly quiet.

Dawn felt rising panic. “Jake!”

Nothing. He was gone.

She was alone. She was lost.

Overhead, something moved in the trees. She heard a sound behind her. A disturbance in the underbrush. Off in the distance, a crow called raucously. Through the overhanging branches, she got a glimpse of leaden sky. It looked gray and close, as if it were ready to press down on her.

Another rustling sound.

Dawn turned in a circle. “Who’s there?”

No answer.

Okay. She was abandoned, but she needed to keep moving. He had pointed out the way. And he didn’t strike her as the type who would leave her if doing so was dangerous. He didn’t seem the type to leave a defenseless city woman out in the middle of nowhere to die of starvation or exposure.

So the noises meant nothing.

Even silence meant nothing. All she had to do was put one foot in front of the other and move in the direction he had shown her.

She could do that, couldn’t she?


CHAPTER TWO
JAKE BARR RETURNED to the Well quickly, loping along at a ground-eating pace with the two dogs running beside him. Although he had some qualms about leaving Dawn Sutton out in the woods alone, he was confident the woman would be able to negotiate the rest of the way unescorted. She seemed capable. And he had good reason to want to be ahead of her. Sophie was not really his concern at the moment. Dawn Sutton was.

He needed some time to check her out. Everyone who showed up at the Well these days was suspect. No, that wasn’t exactly accurate, he thought with regret. Everyone at the Well was suspect.

Sabotage was a problem any small industry had to be aware of, but out here at the Well, the situation was complicated by the fact that no outsider could enter the grounds without being noticed. So the sabotage attempts that Jake had uncovered and dismantled so far had to have been made by someone on the inside. Someone he trusted.

The realization was extremely painful to him, but it was the only possible explanation.

That didn’t mean, however, that the saboteur had no outside connection. Could Dawn Sutton be that connection? Coming to check on why the attempts at subversion had failed?

Coming here to accomplish what one or more of his once-trusted people had not succeeded in doing?

Unlikely. She would have come up with a more conventional way to get inside if she was involved in a conspiracy; sneaking in over the gate only made her look guilty.

Still, he couldn’t be too careful. As yet, nothing and no one had been harmed, because he had been on the alert. He needed to stay that way. His future and the futures of all the people at the Well depended on his checking everything. Over and over again, until at times he was so weary, he thought he could lie down and sleep for a week! Jake couldn’t remember when he’d last slept peacefully through an entire night.

But rest would come when he had made his place safe once more. Until then, he had to keep pushing himself. First, he made sure Sophie was back. Then he entered the main building and headed for his office. There, he set his rifle against the wall and sat down at his desk. The computer screen danced with a colorful program Sophie had developed the other day. Jake changed directories and went into the system that accessed the Internet, thinking not for the first time, how grateful he was for the ease with which he could gain information on any subject. It certainly made his job a lot easier. He began to hunt.

Ten minutes later, he knew who Dawn Sutton was.

And why she was here.

Then, because he’d seen all the signs in the sky this morning, he checked the regional weather report. It confirmed what he already knew.

* * *

FOR WHAT SEEMED like forever, Dawn walked through the silent, cold forest, cursing Jake Barr with what little energy and emotion she had to spare. She hoped she was going in the direction he’d indicated, but as far as she could tell, there was no path, no clear way, no signs that anyone had walked this way since the beginning of time. The tree and brush branches seemed to grab at her clothing, and her feet slid and skidded on the slippery carpet of pine needles. Finally she gave up and stopped.

She was lost. Hopelessly. She listened, straining to hear any sound that would help guide her out of this maze.

“It’s just a little farther.”

Dawn jumped, then settled down. This time, the disembodied voice was female. An adult female who sounded friendly. “Who’s there?” she cried out.

A woman stepped from the trees and stood in front of Dawn. Except for the parka, jeans and flannel shirt she wore, she could have walked right off the page of a fashion magazine. She had long blond hair and a perfect complexion unaided by any makeup.

“Hi,” the woman said. “I’m Laurie Tanner. When you didn’t show up right away, Jake sent me to check on you.” She held out her hand in greeting.

Dawn shook it. “Hi, I’m Dawn Sutton,” she said. “I got lost. I’m really glad to see you. Are you Jake’s wife?”

Laurie laughed. “No. I’m just one of Jake’s refugee-from-the-outside-world employees. He’s divorced. Has been for a long time. His ex-wife wouldn’t be caught dead around here!”

“Oh. I thought...I mean, I saw his daughter and I assumed that his wife was here, too.”

“You saw Sophie?”

“She was dressed in green and she peeked out at me through the trees. For a moment I thought she was an elf.”

More laughter. “That I can understand. The girl is special and more than a little strange when she chooses to be. As for your being lost, the compound’s right over there. You would have reached it in a few minutes if you’d just kept on going.”

“I had no idea. I thought I was completely off track.”

“Jake didn’t give you directions?”

“Not so I could tell. He said to follow the path. I couldn’t see one to save my life.”

“That’s just like him. He knows these woods so well, it’s hard for him to imagine anyone else not being able to find their way around as easily as he does. Come on. I’ll walk with you the rest of the way.”

“Thanks. I was getting close to panic.”

“No need. Just remember when you think you’re lost around here, stop moving. Stay still, and someone will eventually find you.”

“Eventually?” Dawn gave an exaggerated shiver. “I’d be frozen by then. It’s really getting cold.”

“Yes, it is. Early in the season for it, but I see your point.”

They walked on for a few minutes, chatting. Dawn noted with some satisfaction that Laurie made as much noise moving through the brush as she did. “Tell me, is Jake some kind of woods expert?” she asked. “He didn’t even make footprints when he was walking with me.”

“He’s an expert in lots of things,” Laurie replied, quite seriously. “He was born nearby and has lived out here for a long while. Some of the more superstitious locals claim he’s really an old West Virginia frontiersman come back to life. They act like they’re joking, but I’m not sure they believe it.”

“The buckskins? The rifle?”

“It adds to the legend,” Laurie replied. “But I think he uses that gear only because he likes it, and it’s comfortable for trekking in the woods.”

“He can do whatever he likes out here, I guess,” Dawn commented. This was a perfect opportunity to draw out one of Jake’s people. “He’s like a king. I mean, who would interfere?”

Laurie stopped. “What kind of a thing is that to say?” she asked, her tone and expression indignant. “You make him sound like some sort of dictator.” She paused for a moment. “Who exactly are you?” she said finally.

“I’m Dawn Sutton.” She was taken aback by the sudden hostility. “I told you...”

“No. I mean, who are you and why are you here? I thought you were coming to the Well.”

“I am, but—”

“But you didn’t come to get away from the outside. You aren’t one of us. I can sense that! Tell me right now what you want with Jake, or I swear I’ll lead you out into the woods and leave you there for bear bait!”

Dawn took a deep breath. The woman was completely serious. “I’m a graduate student at Georgetown,” she said. “My thesis is on communities like Jacob’s Well, so I—”

“You’re a student?” Laurie looked embarrassed. “Gosh, I’m sorry, Dawn. I didn’t mean to...”

“It’s all right. I should have explained.”

“No, really. I’m sorry. Jake’s been having some personal problems lately and I...I guess we’re all feeling more than a little protective of him.”

“Personal problems?”

Laurie started walking again. “Let’s change the subject,” she said. “I’d rather not talk about Jake’s private business.”

Dawn moved beside her. “Fine. I have no intention of using anything personal in my thesis. I’m concentrating on the community as a whole, not on individuals.”

Laurie glanced at her. “But that’s what the community is. Individuals. How can you...?” She stopped and held up a hand.

Dawn also stopped moving. Something large was looming on the path ahead of them. A bear?

“What’s the matter, ladies?” Jake stepped into view. “Did you both get lost?” His expression showed concern. “Laurie, I thought you knew the way.”

“We were talking, and I wasn’t paying attention. Are we off track?” Laurie asked.

“About a hundred and eighty degrees.” He pointed. “Home is back that way.”

“How did you do that?” Dawn asked.

“What?”

“Find us. Sneak up on us.”

Jake frowned. “I wasn’t sneaking, and I heard your voices. Just followed the sound.”

“You heard us? We weren’t talking loudly. Not much above a whisper.”

“He has radar for ears,” Laurie declared. “He can hear a mouse burp.”

Dawn laughed.

Neither of the other two did. An awkward silence settled upon the trio.

Laurie broke it. “I think I’ll head back,” she said. “See you at the Well, Dawn.”

“Okay.” Dawn was reluctant to see the woman leave. The idea of being alone in the woods with Jake Barr was not adding to her much-eroded sense of security.

He waited until Laurie was out of sight and the sounds of her moving along the forest path were almost gone. The entire time, which must have been only minutes but seemed like hours, he stared at Dawn, his green eyes strange, piercing and...

And utterly disconcerting. She held his gaze, but with great difficulty.

“I’m rescinding my invitation. You have to leave,” he said. “There’s a bad storm coming. I want to get you back to your car and see you’re on your way before it hits.”

This was the last thing she’d expected to hear. “No,” she told him. “I’m not leaving! There’s no storm. You’re just afraid to let me see—”

“Dawn, don’t be stubborn. I really don’t care if you come and camp in the middle of the Well. But you’ll be doing it in five or six feet of snow by tomorrow.”

“Not true. I checked the weather before I left Washington. It’s supposed to rain, but that’s it.”

“It’s going to snow.” He turned away. “But, all right. Suit yourself.” He started to walk into the trees, seeming to fade from sight even as she watched. The bare branches of deciduous trees and the boughs of evergreens seemed to embrace him and cover him from view.

“Don’t do that!”

He looked back at her. “Don’t do what?”

“Don’t leave me, Jake,” she said. “Please.”

He stopped. “Sorry. I thought you were right behind me.”

“You’re like a ghost. How could I follow you?”

“What do you mean?”

“I...I’m not sure. You move so quickly and silently. Just don’t leave me alone. I came all the way out here to see your place. Why don’t you want me to?”

He moved back to face her. “You tell me. Is there a reason I should be concerned about showing you the Well?”

He was confronting her. She felt his stare all the way to her soul. The trees seemed to stand closer, too. Waiting. Listening to her heart.

Truth time.

“I guess I sort of lied to you,” she said. “I’m not here just for my thesis research. I’m working on an article for a magazine. I’m a business-news reporter.”

Jake Barr nodded. “That’s what I hoped you’d say. All right. Come on, follow me.” He reached out and took her hand. “I won’t let you get lost again.”

“Don’t you want to know why...?”

“It’s going to snow, and I already know,” he said. Then, without another word of explanation, he led her into the woods.

Too overwhelmed to speak, Dawn walked beside him in silence. She had the feeling that only when Jake Barr was good and ready would he let her know exactly what he knew, how he’d found it out and what he thought about it.

A few minutes later, they were at the edge of the forest, looking out on a wide, open meadow.

And on Jacob’s Well.

“It’s a fort!” Dawn declared, staring at the high wooden palisades surrounding the place. The logs were easily fifteen feet high and pointed at the top. In each corner, a square watchtower rose even higher. The vantage point from them had to take in miles and miles of the surrounding terrain, she realized. No one could sneak up on Jake Barr!

“Is it real?” she asked, turning to look at the owner of the fort. “It’s magnificent.”

“Thanks,” he said. His expression showed the pride he had in the place. “It’s real, authentic, but not original. It’s a reproduction of a revolutionary-era frontier fort. When I bought the land, I investigated the history of the area and found out that a fortification like this one was set right about here over two hundred years ago.”

“So you put up a new one?”

“It seemed fitting.”

“Like wearing buckskins?”

He gave her a long look. “Welcome to the club of folks who think I have a screw loose.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean...”

“Sure you did.” He turned his attention back to the fort. “But it doesn’t matter. What matters is that I’m happy with all this, and my work is going well. People who come here find something good for themselves. On top of everything, we manage to put out a good line of products.”

“That’s true. I’ve used some of them.”

“So you know about it. Maybe when you get to know more about me, you’ll understand and appreciate my eccentricities.”

“Maybe,” she said, doubting it. But then she glanced at him and caught the full power of his gaze.

Once more it was a breathtaking experience.

He didn’t reply to her comment, nor seem to notice the effect he had on her. He led her out across the field and up the hill to the gate of the fort. Walking beside him, Dawn wondered what she was getting herself into. The dead autumn grass crunched underfoot, the stalks made brittle by late-morning hoarfrost. Not enough sunlight had broken through the heavy clouds to melt away the spiky frost.

A wind blew across the open space, and she felt the cold right through to her bones. Jake might be right about snow, she thought. It was far too early in the year, but they were certainly in high Appalachian country. Snow came up here long before hitting the lower lands nearer the coast. As they walked through the open gate, she heard the moan and sigh of the wind in the tall pine trees behind them.

Like a warning.

But once inside, she saw nothing alarming. The interior space formed a huge rectangle. The fort area covered the hill, as she had seen from outside, but it continued onward to the north and dipped back into the trees beyond. No real defensive fortification would have done that, she thought.

So, this was more than a historic reproduction. The architecture was geared to the purpose of the builder: production not protection. Although the surrounding high fence was constructed of rough log and looked authentic, some of the buildings inside the compound were modern in design and material. Glass, concrete and steel instead of wood.

“You can tell where we do the work,” Jake said, pointing to the modern edifices and confirming her guess. “Those buildings are completely outfitted and up-to-date. Air-conditioned, a LAN computer system that interconnects all the computers at the Well. In there, you’d never think you were out in the middle of the West Virginia wilderness.”

“But you sure know it out here,” she commented. The central area was an open, grassy space, autumn-brown now. To her immediate left and right were two large long buildings made of logs.

“True. These are called the main buildings, for lack of a better title,” he said. “They’re all-purpose. Offices, guest rooms, dorm section, dining area, meeting rooms, auditorium. Heated and lit by electricity, too. While we live in a pretend version of the eighteenth century, most of us would balk at having to survive without modern conveniences.”

Dawn gave him a look.

Jake smiled at her. “Including me,” he admitted.

“I have to say I’m relieved to hear that,” she replied.

“Would you like to hear why I’ve decided to let you in even though I know who and what you really are?”

“S-sure.” She was shivering from the cold. She’d been standing still, and her body warmth had fled quickly.

“Then let’s get inside, and I’ll tell you.” He took her past the long building on the right to an area where several dozen smaller log buildings stood apart. They were replicas of authentic log cabins with wooden steps leading to short front porches. He took her up the stairs to the front door of the first one.

“This is my home,” he said, opening the door. “Welcome.”

Dawn went in.

Home.

The room enfolded her.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
HARLEOUIN 657
August

Sharon
Brondos

) 1
ot withoys his child e





OEBPS/Styles/page-template.xpgt
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 





