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Ghost Encounters



A TRIPLE SCOOP OF I SCREAM





Gabrielle Holly








Book two in the Ghost Encounters series



A reluctant spiritual medium, a sexy TV ghost hunter and a handsome telepath create a love triangle so hot even the dead cant ignore it.



Newly single and without a job or a place to call home, spiritual medium Toni Bianchi finds herself the owner of a run-down ice-cream parlour in a historic Wisconsin river town. The shop is haunted by the ghosts of two lovers who cant rest until their tragic mystery is unravelled. 



While Toni looks for answers and works to get the shop up and running, she finds herself drawn to her handsome neighbour, bookstore owner Liam Greco. Toni soon learns that Liam has a psychic secret of his own.



When the hauntings get physical, Toni enlists the help of the ghost hunters from TVs Paranormal Research Team and reunites with the shows sexy star Thomas Becker. Passion and psychic energy surge when Toni, Thomas and Liam engage in a decadently delicious ménage that helps the dead cross over and leaves the living craving more.
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To the ghosts that haunt and inspire me.
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Chapter One







Of all ghosts, the ghosts of our old loves are the worst. ~ The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes by

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle



Toni Bianchi stood at the corner of State and Main squinting against the late morning sun. She parked her hands on her full hips and shook her head as she looked at the run-down building on the opposite cornerher run-down building on the opposite corner. 

What a fucking dump, she muttered.

She scanned the grimy two-storey façade. The brick was crumbling, half of the upstairs windows had been boarded over and the wood trim was nearly devoid of paint. A sandstone plaque above the door read A.D. 1888. Well, if nothing else, this real estate venture was newer than her lastif only by a few decades. 

Shed been optimistic when theyd rolled into town in the moving van. The historic downtown district was a four-block stretch of quaint shops in lovely, well-kept adjoining buildings. While Toni had taken in the brick-paved streets and the overflowing flower baskets that hung from the ornate street lights, Mike had sung the praises of the gem hed found for her. Not only was it a corner building, it was the last one on the block and one side faced the river. Hed left out the part about it being a loose brick shy of condemnation.

Toni turned and scowled at the man standing next to her. Mike Briggs seemed oblivious to the death rays Toni shot from her pupils. He just stared lovingly at the red-brick behemoth across the street as if it were the most glorious thing hed ever laid eyes on.

Didnt I tell ya? he said, grinning dumbly and shaking his head in giddy disbelief. Isnt it awesome?

No. Toni could say with complete and utter conviction that it was not awesome. Shed not even toured the inside of her new piece of real estate and yet she couldwithout hesitationappraise its depressingly dismal level of awesomeness. 

She had to hand it to Mike Briggs, he was one hell of a salesman. He had convinced herreally without much effortthat dumping her bed-and-breakfast inn and purchasing a failed ice-cream parlour in a sleepy Wisconsin river town really was in her best interest. 

Mike finally tore his gaze from the building and turned to face Toni. He laid his hand on her forearm and his expression went from awestruck to downright goofy.

And the best part, he said, its totally haunted!

Tonis eyes widened. Thats the best part? she asked, not holding back on the sarcasm.

Mike Briggs playfully punched her on the shoulder. Aw, cmon, Toni. Youve been in the hospitality business long enough to know that paranormal tourism is the hottest ticket out there.

Toni lifted her hands from her hips and crossed them under her ample breasts. And how did that turn out for me last time, Briggs?

He shrugged. That was different. The Buckman Inn had one ghost, one boring old Civil War soldier ghost… Yawn. Mike dramatically pantomimed stifling a yawn.

Boring? That wasnt how Toni remembered it. The ghost of handsome soldier John Buckman had been part of her first ever ménage à trois. Thomas Beckertelevision ghost-hunter extraordinairehad been the third side of that paranormal erotic triangle. But, less than a week after their night of earth-shaking, otherworldly passion, Thomas had quickly disappeared and had been incommunicado ever since. Toni tried not to take it personally. She knew that Thomas had been crushed discover that the cache of gold coins theyd found were, in fact, marginally valuable nineteenth-century pennies. And theyd both been disappointed to learn that the body-rocking passion they had experienced with the ghost of John Buckman couldnt be duplicated without the paranormal element.

She regarded Mike through narrowed eyes. 

Cmon, Toni! Lets go poke around inside! You own the place now! Lets go! Itll be so cool!

Toni couldnt help but get caught up in Mikes enthusiasm. He was an odd duck. Hed come to her inn as a tourist and left as the standby cameraman for a hit paranormal TV series. Hed fallen in love with the gorgeous redheaded co-starand somehow made her fall in love with him. Hed shuffled and blushed his way through a series of shocking and terrifying events, and in the process hed completely endeared himself to Toni. He was a modern-day Renaissance manexperienced in audio-visual communications, emergency medicine, and real estate transactions. Toni wondered what other tricks the enigmatic Jack-of-all-trades had up his sleeve. 

The man had a seemingly boundless supply of energy. He kept glancing between Toni and the brick building, looking as if hed burst from anticipation. She realised what her quirky real estate agent reminded her ofhe was like one of those bouncy, hyper dogs in the flying disc competitionsall coiled energy just waiting for someone to throw the freakin Frisbee already!

His excitement was contagious. Toni huffed out a breath of resignation. Oh, all right already. Lets go see what youve gotten me in to.



* * * *



Spring had come early to Wisconsin and it was remarkably warm for May, especially surprising on the banks of the Mississippi where the wide river typically cooled the air a couple of degrees. The April showers had overstayed their welcome, dousing the streets more mornings than not. Now that the sun had come out, the tiny river town was turned into a virtual sauna. Toni stood on the bottom step of the old building and discreetly swiped the beads of sweat from her upper lip. She dug an elastic hair band from the front pocket of her capris and corralled her long black curls into a ponytail. 

Mike stood on the top step, fiddling with the deadbolt lock. Toni prickled in the heat and tapped her foot.

Mike spun around and loped down the steps. I think were going to have to go in through the upstairs apartment. The keys for that door are in my truck. Ill meet you around back, he said.

Toni followed the State Street sidewalk and turned right at the back corner of the building into a narrow alleyway. Cutting a diagonal slash up the back of her building was a rickety wooden staircase leading to a second-storey door. Wooden pallets and empty boxes were stacked in the space beneath. The staircase looked weather-beaten and brittle. The paint had almost completely flaked away, save for a few stubborn flecks of green. Toni thought she might let Mike make the treacherous climb and shed wait on the corner for him to unlock the front door from the inside. She reached out for the rough handrail, intending to test its sturdiness, but drew back when she heard rustling from behind a stack of boxes. 

Hello? she called out.

There was no answer. In spite of the heat, a chill ran over Tonis skin. She looked up and down the alley.

I should wait for Mike.

She leaned to peer around the stack of boxes. The sun cast a thin sliver of light between the buildings and the area under the stairs was mostly in shadow. She inched sideways to get a better view. 

Someone stood on the other side of the boxes with his back to her. Toni could just make out his heels and calves. His feet were spread apart and his legs angled forward as if he were pressing his knees against the wall. His heels lifted off the ground in a rhythmic pulse. Toni watched for a moment, trying to understand what she was seeing. 

I really should wait for Mike.

Tonis curiosity won out and she felt compelled to see the rest of the picture. She took another step sideways and found herself with an unobstructed view of the man…and the woman. The sight was at once jarring and captivating. The man had broad shoulders and a narrow waist. He wore a sleeveless undershirt and loose pants held up by suspenders. He had a woman pinned against the brick wall. The couple were lost in a passionate kiss. She had her legs wrapped around his narrow waist and her arms around his neck. Her skirt was pushed up past her thighs, revealing his hands cupping her bare ass. 

Toni knew that she should quietly back out of the alley, but she couldnt take her eyes from them. Other than in the movies, shed never watched two people fuck before. This was so hot and so intimate. She was mesmerised and thought she could almost feel what they were feeling. 

Each time the man thrust into his lover, Tonis pussy throbbed in empathy, as if she were the one being screwed against the brick wall The mans tempo increased and Toni thought the womans back must have been scraped raw by the rough brick. The thought of that sting heightening the pleasure was surprisingly enticing. The woman broke free of the kiss and, with her eyes still squeezed shut, she laid her cheek against her lovers and opened her mouth wide. Tonis breath quickened as she watched the woman in the throes of orgasm.

My God! Toni gasped.

The womans eyes flew open and locked on Tonis.

Can you see me? 

The womans lips hadnt moved and the words seemed muffled, but the question had clearly come from her. The man did not respond at all to Tonis presence and kept thrusting away.

Toni was frozen with fear. She realised instantly that these were not actual people. These must be residuals, ghost events that had generated so much energy in their first instance that they replayed themselves far into the future. Her ghost-hunting friends had told her all about these apparitions, but she had thought they were just like movies playing on a loopnot conscious spirits who could ask questions of the living.

Well, fuck me, Toni muttered. 

Language, please! the ghost woman communicated. 

Really? Toni asked, pumping as much sarcasm as possible into her voice.

Then they were gone. There was no fanfare. There was no blinding flash of light. They didnt dissolve away or get swallowed up in an ethereal puff of smoke. They were just no longer there.

Who are you talking to? 

Mike walked up the alley towards her, spinning a key ring on his index finger.

Hm? Toni asked, stalling for time.

Just now, you said, Really? Who were you talking to?

Just tell him! Hes a ghost hunter for Christs sake!

Toni ignored her inner sane person and lied.

Oh, that? I was talking to myself. I was like, Really? Its a hundred degrees in the shade and ninety-five per cent humidity and youre taking your own sweet time getting the fucking keys to the fucking upstairs apartment so I can get into this wreck of a building and out of this hellacious heat. Really?

Mikes forehead scrunched so hard that his eyebrows nearly met in the middle.

Uh. Okay. Sorry to keep you waiting. The apartment keys were stuck down between the seats of the truck. It took me a while to find them.

Toni nodded and was fully aware that her nod was far too exaggerated, cartoonish even, but she was already committed to this crazy approach and she was going to see it through.

Well, all right, Mike. You know how I get when Im overheated. Lets just get inside and get cooled off.

Yeah, lets do that.

Mikes patronising tone wasnt lost on Toni. She followed him up the rickety staircase and stole a glance down the boxes while he worked the key in the lock. 

Why had the woman, but not the man, responded to Toni? Was he a residual and she…something else?

The chill from the shock of the ghost encounter had left her and Toni could think only about getting out of the heat. She hoped that the darkened brick and stone building would offer some respite. She let out a sigh of relief when Mike turned the key and she heard the thunk of the deadbolt sliding open. She followed him into the upstairs corridor and blinked to adjust to the dim interior. A sheet hung across the window at the far end of the hallway, letting in diffused light. Her shoulders sagged when she realised that it was actually hotter inside than out. 

The utilities should have been turned back on yesterday, Mike said, patting the wall beside the door. 

He flicked the light switch and bare bulbs illuminated the narrow hallway. A layer of dust covered the worn pine planks on the floor and cobwebs formed a canopy between the grimy walls and ceiling. Toni closed the door behind her and peered down the dark stairway to her left. She reached out and tried the switch. The stairway remained dark. They peeked into each of the four open doorways to the right. The rooms all overlooked State Street. The first two held bedroom furniture. The third looked like a catch-all for junk, stuffed with haphazardly stacked boxes and mysterious piles covered with yellowed sheets. At the end of the hall was a large, dingy bathroom. Mike switched on the lights as Toni pulled the sheet from the window across from the doorway and looked down onto State Street. On the adjacent wall a window over the tub overlooked Main. 

Mike opened the taps at the sink and tub. The pipes gurgled before spewing out a gush of rusty water. 

As if he could feel Tonis glare boring into the back of his head, he muttered, Its been vacant for a while. Just give it a minute.

Toni was relieved when the stream turned clear.

He turned off the taps and faced Toni with a satisfied grin. See?

Toni put her hands on her hips. Great, Mike, it has indoor plumbing and running water. Shall we head downstairs and see what other wonders this place holds?



* * * *



Mike and Toni navigated the dark stairway down to the small, commercial kitchen. Rather than searching for the kitchen light switch, the two followed the glow of sunlight coming through the open doorway between the kitchen and the shop. It was cooler downstairs, but only marginally so. Toni waited in the doorway while Mike picked his way towards the front door. A cloud of unwelcomed aromas assaulted Tonis senses and she reflexively covered her nose.

Oh my… What the… Good gawd, Mike! What is that smell?

Toni blinked to adjust her pupils to the dim interior. The windows overlooking Main Street and State Street had been covered with brown paper and in the dim light she was able to make out a soda fountain to her left. The low counter ran most of the length of the room and was topped with a wide slab of white marble. It was divided with a walk-through between the two halves. Six stools were bolted to the floor in the front of each section.

Mike flipped a switch near the entrance, lighting the front of the shop and the area behind the soda fountain. Toni fought the urge to tell him to turn it back off. The shop looked as if it had been hastily deserted and the effect was eerily disturbing. Chairs were pushed haphazardly away from the small bistro tables. On one of the tables a grey bus tub overflowed with crumpled napkins and mouldy coffee cups and plates of rotting food. A mop leaned against the counter with its head submerged in a bucket of putrid water. A large round carton of ice cream had been overturned near the walk-through and a flow of pink goo ran across the tile floor.

Mike strode to the middle of the space, widened his stance, planted his hands on his hips, and pivoted his head as if he were master of all that he surveyed.

Is this place great or what? he asked.

Or what, Toni answered.

Mike tilted his head at Toni. Aw, cmon, Bianchi. Wheres your imaginationyour pioneer spirit?

I left it at that rundown B & B in Iowaalong with a good chunk of my retirement fund.

Mike walked over to Toni, scooped up her hand and pulled her farther into the building.

You gotta see this place, Toni. Its got some really cool stuff! Theres a big freezer for dipping ice cream and old dispensers for chocolate sauce and

Toni let herself be led across the black and white tile floor, weaving in and out between the tiny tables. As they passed near the long counter, Tonis sandal landed on the slick of pink slime and slid along the surface, breaking through the outer film and releasing the sickeningly sweet aroma of long-melted ice cream. Tonis mind briefly registered strawberry before her foot shot out from under her body and kicked the mop bucket, sending swampy water gushing across the floor. She tried to break her fall by grabbing hold of a table, but it teetered immediately, sending the bus tuband its disgusting contentsraining down upon her. Toni didnt realise that Mike still had a grip on her hand until he landed beside herbelly-flopping in the sticky goo.

Toni lay still for a moment then began checking herself for injury. She bent her knees and elbows and rotated her wrists and ankles. Satisfied that her joints and limbs were performing as designed, she turned to face Mike. She cringed at the feeling of her hair sticking to the floor. Mike had turned over onto his back and swiped melted strawberry ice cream from his cheek. He stared blankly upward.

You okay? she asked

Mike shook his head.

Is something broken? Did you hit your head on the way down?

Mike reached up and laced his fingers behind his head, seemingly mindless of the sticky mess. He crossed his legs and stared upward, looking for all the world like he was lying in a meadow contemplating the clouds. He let out a soft whistle. Wow! Look at the detail in that tin ceiling. They just dont make things like that anymore.

Finally he turned to face Toni, his hair plastered to the side of his face with months-old ice cream. Is this place great or what?




Chapter Two







Toni struggled to her feet and slogged through the puddle of melted ice cream to the sink behind the soda fountain. She opened the taps and began to scrub her hands and forearms as she looked out over the shop. The place really was charming. It was twice as long as it was wide. A row of booths with tall backs stood against the State Street windows. And she supposed the little bistro tables arranged in the centre of the space wouldnt be so bad once theyd been scrubbed down. 

Toni turned to locate a towel and was startled by her reflection. The enormous mirror behind the counter was the centrepiece of a bank of dark-stained wood shelves that extended wall to wall and nearly to the ceiling. The base cabinets were fitted with brass hardware and topped with the same white marble as the counter. She found a stack of bar rags folded on a shelf, and, as she dried her hands, she read the labels on the pump dispensers under the mirrorfudge, caramel, chocolate. She caught movement in the reflective glass. Toni jerked up her head in time to watch the reflection of a man in a white shirt cross slowly out of view towards the back of the shop. A prickling tingle zipped up her throat and over her scalp. 

She wheeled around, hoping to see Mike standing behind her, but no one was in her line of vision. She leaned over the counter and found her real estate agent still lying on his back in the sugary muck, oohing and aahing over the tin ceiling. He turned to look at her and his smile faded. He jumped to his feet.

You look like youve seen a ghost, he said.

Tonis gaze slid from Mike to the rear of the shop and back again.

Toni? Have you seen a ghost?

She could only point in response. Mike followed her fingertip and hurried to the back of the shop, dodging the overturned table and bus tray as he went. Mike slowed as he reached the shadowed back wall, finally stopping when he was within a few feet of the darkened kitchen doorway. He bent sideways at the waist and peered into the opening.

Mike, dont go back there, Toni said.

Mike straightened and turned to look at Toni, but Tonis eyes were fixed on the tall figure that had appeared in the doorway. Her eyes stretched wide and her mouth dropped open, but she couldnt make a sound.

Toni watched as Mike grimaced, pulled his shoulders up around his ears, and slowly turned to see what had caused her reaction. She focused her attention on the apparition behind him. Maledefinitely male. Tallif Mike was six feet, then the intruder had to be six foot six. Lanky, but not skinny, long legs.

Look out! Toni shouted as the apparition reached out from the doorway.

Mikequite inexplicablycovered his head and squatted where he stood as if dodging swooping vampire bats.

The ghost groped around the door frame and Tonis skin prickled. In a flash, the back of the room was illuminated, revealing shelves lined with apothecary jars behind a lighted display case. 

Mike peered up from his crouched position.

Toni scrunched up her forehead and frowned.

The ghost slowly raised his hand…and said, How ya doin?



* * * *



Light switch. The ghost had been groping for the light switch. Youd think ghosts could see in the dark. 

Toni took a moment to regain her equilibrium. Mike had straightened up and Toni watched him reach out towards the ghosts chest. Toni half expected Mikes hand to pass right through the spectre. Instead, it stopped, apparently meeting with solid flesh.

Everything okay in here? itheasked, taking a step backward and grasping Mikes outstretched hand in a handshake.

Youre a real man, Mike observed.

Ill say, Toni thought.

The real man was six and a half feet of long-legged good looks. He was dressed entirely in black, which had helped to reinforce the previous assumption of walking death. Heavy black biker bootsbig ones at that. Just-tight-enough black jeans. A black T-shirt stretched over a broad chest. His wavy hair was just a shade lighter than his clothes and a shade darker than his shadow of a beard. 

The real human extricated his hand and nodded. Liam Greco. I own the Ex Libris Bookshop next door. I went out back to sweep the alley and I heard a ruckus.

Thats what he looks like when he sweeps?

Mike Briggs, real estate agent and ruckus-maker. Pleased to meet you.

Mike reached out for a second, more appropriate greeting. Liam returned Mikes handshake, but his eyes were locked on Toni.

He smiled and a thrill tingled over Tonis scalp.

Wow.

How about you? Liam asked, raising a thick, black eyebrow. Did you play any part in the ruckus-making?

Liam pulled away from Mike and was across the room in a few long strides. He laid his palms on the marble counter and pinned Toni with his big black-brown eyes. He winked and the tingle moved between her legs.

Uh-oh.

Well? Ruckus-maker or not?

Toni felt her mouth twitch. She narrowed her eyes, but the smile won out. She pulled in a deep breath and his attention turned to her rising breasts. She set her fists on her hips. His gaze slid down the outline of her curves and then back to her face. He winked again.

Who is this guy?

Tonis insides fluttered and she struggled to feign nonchalance. She extended her hand and watched it disappear into his.

I make a ruckus at every opportunity. Toni Bianchi, your new neighbour. 

Liam held her hand just a beat too long. 

Welcome to the neighbourhood, Toni.

He lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it.

Seriously?

His lips were so warm, and so soft. Toni couldnt help herself. She leaned in and smelt his hair.

God, he smells amazing.

Do you investigate every ruckus, Liam?

Liam lifted his head and let go of her hand.

Just trying to dissuade vandals. The kids get in heremostly on daressee who can last more than five minutes in the dark.

Tonis skin prickled againthis time not in response to the booksellers good looks.

You too? she asked.

Me too what?

Ghosts, Mike said from the back of the shop. Toni had forgotten he was in the room. He was behind the display case looking over the rows of candy-filled apothecary jars lined up on the shelves.

She wants to know if you too believe this place is haunted.

Mike plucked a jar of jelly beans from the shelf, set its lid on the display case and dug out a handful of colourful candy.

It is, Liam responded.

Toni set her right hand back on her hip.

How do you know? Have you seen the ghost?

Ghostsplural. And yes, Ive seen them and heard them.

Are you saying you know who they areI meanwere? Toni asked.

Liam nodded. Id be happy to tell you all about it, but firstif you dont mindId like to come around back and clean off my boots. Looks like Im standing in melted strawberry ice cream.



* * * *



Found it, Mike called from the front of the shop. Toni heard a whoosh as the air conditioning came on. She sighed as cool air started to flow from the exposed ductwork overhead.

Mike joined Toni and Liam behind the counter. Liam rested his hand on the stainless steel sliding lid atop the ice cream freezer. 

Do we dare? he asked.

Were already dirty, Toni replied with a wink.

Mike slid back the lid and the three peered in. Their hands immediately shot to their noses as the sickly sweet/sour smell wafted up. Seven disintegrating round waxed cardboard cartonsand an empty hole where the strawberry shouldve beenwere lined up four-by-two inside. The walls of the cartons had drooped and flopped over. 

Liam stepped out of the way while Toni hunted under the counter until she found a box of industrial black plastic trash bags. She held open a bag while Mike deposited the sticky cardboard remains. The two looked down at the congealed mess at the bottom of the ice cream freezer.

Mike turned to Toni. Clean or explore?

Toni glanced towards the shadowy doorway at the back of the shop. She wondered about the entity that had disappeared there a moment before Liam had emerged. Lets clean until Bridget gets here. Then Liam can tell us what he knows about our boarders and well go poke around the rest of the place.

Mike nodded. He retrieved the grey plastic wash tub and hauled it behind the counter. He sorted out the garbage, then put the dishes and utensils into the wash sink and filled it with soapy water. He filled a bucket, grabbed a sponge, and began scrubbing the inside of the freezer. Toni set to work on the dishes.

Liam located a radio behind the counter and turned on the power. He adjusted the dial until a drawn-out electric guitar chord burst from the little speakers. As the note began to fade, a bass drum picked up, followed by a snare. A bass guitar thunked out a heavy series of notes. The band came together in a sudden burst of sound and the ice-cream parlour was filled with classic rock n roll. Mike paused long enough to thrust one arm in the air, fashioning his index and pinkie fingers into horns, before returning to his work. Toni tapped her foot to the beat and nodded her head in time to the music while she scrubbed the dishes. 

Liam let out a rock-band front-man, Owwww! and Toni turned to see him jut out his pelvis and play a few licks of air guitar. Her eyes were involuntarily drawn to the bulge at the front of his jeans. 

Oh my.

Toni got caught looking. Liam gave one more windmill strum of his air guitarin perfect time to the musicwinked at Toni then dropped the rock star bit as abruptly as flipping a switch. His attention remained on her. He jerked up his eyebrows in a look that clearly said I know that you know that I saw you looking at my crotch. Tonis face heated. She watched Liams tight ass as he walked around to the front of the counter.

Theres a utility sink in the kitchen. Ill get some fresh water, Liam said, wheeling the bucket towards the back, using the mop handle to steer.

You really dont have to, Toni said.

Liam stopped and looked over his shoulder. 

I dont mind. Thats what neighbours are for. And, besides, its in the best interest of my business to have this place thrive. Hell, Id be happy to have it stay open under the same owner for more than a few months.

Toni watched Liam turn and push the bucket into the back room. Mike had said the place was haunted. She wondered what he was leaving out.




Chapter Three







The tarnished brass bell above the door jangled as Bridget OMalley stumbled into the shop balancing a grocery sack atop a case of beer. Toni turned over the last chair and placed it on top of a bistro table. She nodded towards the bank of booths against the wall of windows. 

Bridget set down her load where Toni had indicated. Mike slid up behind her and pulled her against his body. He spun her around and pressed his mouth into hers. Toni smiled. Her last haunted business venture had brought those two together. Mike had been a guest at Tonis bed-and-breakfast innvisiting the tiny town of Soldiers Orchard to take part in the annual Civil War re-enactment. Bridget had been at the inn to investigate Tonis resident ghost as part of the television show Paranormal Research Team. Theyd been together ever since.

Mike released Bridget and asked, Whereve you been?

Got hung up when I stopped to get supplies. What have you two been up to?

Three, corrected Liam Greco as he wheeled his fourth refreshed mop bucket from the back room.

He let go of the mop and strode towards Bridget, his hand extended.

Liam Greco. Im the neighbour.

Bridget returned the handshake. Bridget OMalley, friend, girlfriend and beer-getter.

And ghost hunter. Ive seen the show, Liam said.

Liam released Bridgets hand and turned back to the bucket. Toni heard the wet slap of the mop hitting the tiles behind her. Bridget caught Tonis eye and raised her eyebrows in appreciation. Toni answered with an eye roll, but the implication thrilled her. She hadnt been with anyone since she and Thomas had parted ways. She imagined Liams full lips on hers and her pussy dampened. 

Oh thank God! Im back. 

Tonis libido had taken a serious plunge after Thomas had left. To be precise, it had suffered after the dreamlike ménage with Thomas and the ghost of John Buckman. Toni had feared that the intensity of that ghostly three-way had somehow damaged her sex drive. Her primal, sexual response to the gorgeous bookseller was a relief.

Toni shifted, pressing her soft thighs together. Bridget looked like she was about to say something when Mike squeezed her waist and pulled her into him.

Your timing is perfect, babe, Mike said, kissing the spot where Bridgets flame-red hair met her creamy white temple. Were going to finish up here and then take a tour. Toni smiled as the chaste peck escalated to a full-fledged lip-grinding kiss. Bridget slapped Mike on the ass and pulled away. He frowned. She winked.

So, whats the story here? Bridget asked.

Plenty of paranormal activity, Mike said. Its been enough to scare away half a dozen owners in the past few years.

Tonis mouth dropped open. Six owners! Youre kidding, right? Are the walls bleeding or what?

Liam leaned the mop handle against a booth and walked to where the three stood. No bleeding walls, but plenty of other weird stuff. Most people just see a blur when Vinnie is out and about. Daisy is the rowdy one.

Vinnie and Daisy? Mike asked.

Liam nodded. The ghosts. Vinnies dad owned the soda fountain back in the twenties and Daisys family ran a tailors shop next door, where my bookshop is now. Every day after work Daisy would come over here and sit at the counter and Vinnie would make her an egg cream. They fell in love. The story goes that they were going to elope, but Daisy got cold feet and didnt show up. Vinnie drove his truck into a tree that night. He died instantly. Daisy was so overcome with guilt she just lost it. She would sit at that counter for hours and write in her journal and at six oclock every evening shed drink an egg cream. Vinnies dad was so grief-stricken hed close up the shop and let her make it herself. Shed wash the glass, put it back on the shelf and then leave. She wouldnt eat anything else, just that egg cream and thats only, what, two, maybe three hundred calories. She just wasted away.

She starved herself to death? Bridget asked.

Liam nodded again. Thats the story. She died right behind the counter.

I wonder what was in that journal, Mike said.

Liam shrugged. Nobody knows. They never found it.

Thats so sad! Bridget said.

And creepy, Toni added. 

Totally! Mike said, not sounding at all creeped out. The prospect must have turned him on, because he gathered Bridget into another lip lock. Liam laughed and went back to his mopping.

Toni turned to check on the dishware drying behind the counter when something brushed against her bare calf, just below the hem of her capris. She jerked up her knee and took a long step away from the touch. She looked down at the floor behind her, fully expecting to see a stray cat coming in for another leg rub. There was no cat. Toni pivoted a complete three hundred and sixty degrees. Mike and Bridget were ten feet away still locked in a kiss. Liam was even farther awayhis back to Tonibobbing his head and mopping in time with the music coming from the radio.

Toni reached down and rubbed her calf, trying to smooth away the disconcerting tingle the mysterious touch had left behind. Her arms broke out in goose bumps. The lights surged brighter and static crackled from the radio. Toni straightened. Her head jerked backward as her ponytail was tugged from behind. She shuddered. The room took on a red glow, as if bathed in light from the setting sun. The radio continued to crackle and movement in the mirror drew Tonis complete attention. A black smudge had developed in the exact centre of the glass. Its edges were smoky and reminded Toni of the spots one saw upon coming indoors after standing out in the sun. The smudge began to grow. As it expanded, it became a vertical oval. The bottom of the oval split in half, forming legs. Arms and a head took shape. Tonis stomach knotted as a young woman came into focus. It was the ghost from the alleyway. 

Daisy, Toni thought.

Daisy was small and delicate, pale with huge charcoaled eyes. Her wavy hair was cut in a bob and she wore a loose, dropped-waist dress that fell just above the knee and low Mary Jane pumps. The scene behind her was the reflection of the soda shop, but in a very different time. It was clean and bright and hung with advertisements for hair tonic, pipe tobacco and headache powder. 

Daisys movement was unnaturaljittery like an old silent film. For every step she took, her form advanced twice the distance it should have. When the figure was nearly to the plane of the mirror, Toni realised shed been holding her breath. She blew out all that her lungs had been holding and concentrated on breathing slowly. She waited for the ghost to pass through the mirror. Instead a transparent palm flattened as if pressing against a pane of glass.

Toni hugged herself against the sudden chill that swept over her skin. The static from the radio intensified then gathered into a piercing squeal of feedback. Tonis heartbeat thundered in her ears. She willed her feet to move and felt disconnected from her body as she passed between the halves of the counter. She reached over the syrup dispensers and pressed her hand against the mirror. Daisy crouched down and carefully lined up her fingers with Tonis. Their eyes met. A prickling buzz vibrated through Tonis hand. It travelled up her arm and across her chest, finally radiating over her entire body. Toni stiffened. She tried to pull away, but felt as if she were bound by an electrical current. The energy in her body built and it was at once exhilarating and terrifyingpleasurable and painfulflirting with being unbearable. Her mouth was frozen open, but she couldnt make a sound.

Daisys eyes flared with icy blue light. The static feedback from the radio reached a crescendo then abruptly faded as an amplified breathy whisper burst from the tiny speaker. I want to tell you my secret! 

Toni was detachedly aware that the current left her body in the exact reverse path of its entry. Her palm remained bound to the mirror, but her muscles loosened as the current drained away. When the last of the energy left Tonis body, her hand was released. Her body slid to the floor and her mind slipped under a black blanket of oblivion. 




Chapter Four







Thomas Becker set down his tackle box beside the Jeep and unplugged his cellphone from the solar charger on the hood. The cabin had no water, no electricity, no critics, and no adoring fans. And that was just the way he liked it. It also had next to no cell reception. Hed be able to pick up a couple of bars once hed rowed out from the shore. He slid the phone into his pocket, grabbed his fishing gear and headed down to the dock. Hed check his messages, make sure no one in his family was dead or dying, then switch the thing off again until tomorrow. 

Once a day, he promised himself.

He was glad to be awayaway from the show, away from the producers, away from the sceptics and critics, and even the fans. Thomas had gone to college to become a serious journalist. Instead hed wound up the sometimes-applauded and often-maligned host of a television ghost-hunting show. Paranormal Research Team had been an instant international hit. It paid him well and allowed him to travel the world, but it had also made him unemployable with any network news programme. 

Hed gone into this thing with naïve good intentions. He was going to use empirical methods to prove the existence of ghosts and bring comfort to millions. And hed bring comfort to himself. Thomas grandmother, Claudette, had died when he was twelve, and shed been visiting him regularly ever since.

Claudette had been larger than life, so Thomas thought it wasnt surprising that her spirit couldnt be contained after shed crossed over. The four-time divorcee had drunk like a fish, dressed like a Bohemian and sworn like a sailor. Anyone whod met her was regaled with anecdotes of her brief stint as a bit player in Hollywood films. Shed delighted in reciting her one spoken line, Will there be anything else, sir? from her role as a cigarette girl in The Gentlemans Wish. Thomas had never tired of hearing the stories and had come to share her love of the movies. 

The two would spend whole afternoons at the multiplex. Theyd pay for one feature then sneak in to see two more. The method was brilliant. Theyd hole up in the restrooms while the end credits rolled on the first show, then meet at the concession stand. From there it was easy enough to feign impatience at the long lines, then slip into another screening room. More often than not theyd miss the opening minutes of the next film, but the thrill of the adventure was always worth it. 

The night of her funeral Thomas had been inconsolable. When sleep had finally overtaken him, he had dreamed of Claudette. It was so real that he could hear the jangling of her charm bracelet and smell her rosewater cologne. He was certain that if he had reached out he would have been able to feel the warmth of her delicate wrist. In his dream he asked his grandmother to take him to the movies. Her face softened and she replied without moving her lips, Oh, darling, you know its too late for that.

Thomas hadnt set foot in a theatre since that night, but Claudette continued to haunt his dreams, appearing to the music of tinkling jewellery and in a cloud of sweet perfume. After the encounter at the Buckman Inn, hed even felt her presence while awake. Hed never told anyonenot even Toniand if anyone would understand, it would be her.



* * * *



Thomas hiked the short, winding path down to the waters edge. He reached into the open collar of his shirt and found the chain around his neck. He followed it downward until he was fingering the little coin. It was one of the cache of thousands of antique pennies he and Toni had found at her inn. They had both been crushed to learn that the coins werent gold, but each of them had walked away with a nice little windfall. Hed cashed in all of his with a local antiques dealerall but one, which hed drilled a hole through and now wore on a chain around his neck. It reminded him of her and of the adventure theyd shared.

Toni Bianchi was unlike any woman hed ever been with. She was passionate, sharp-tongued, smart, funny and beautiful. Everything about her was extravaganther personality was enormous, her eyes were big, her lips were full, her hips were lush, her breasts were… Oh, those breasts. Thomas cock twitched when he thought about pinching and sucking her nipples, kneading her heavy breasts, pushing them together while he straddled her ribs and slid his erection between them.

Jesus, he whispered.

The time hed spent with Toni had been wonderful and terrible and confusing. Shed called in the team to investigate a haunting at her run-down bed-and-breakfast inn. Not only had he had direct contact with the ghost of Civil War soldier John Buckman, but the spirits energy had joined with Tonis, multiplied, and resulted in the most mind-blowing sexual encounter of Thomas life. His rod stiffened at the memory of plunging into Tonis tight, wet pussy while Buckman had sucked at her nipples and massaged her clit. Toni had been outside herself with pleasure and shed dragged Thomas along for the ride.

The intensity of that otherworldly ménage à trois couldnt be matched, and couldnt be replicated. Thomas and Toni had had good sexreally good seximmediately following the encounter, but the intensity had faded quickly. They had parted amicably enough, but Thomas had felt rocked back on his heels. Hed put the coin money in the bank, told his producers he needed a break, and headed to his cabin in the woods of northern Minnesota. Hed thrown himself into chopping wood, fishing and hiking, but nothing he did could erase her. He kept conjuring up the scent of her hair, the yielding softness of her skin.

Thomas shook his head and tried to push Toni from his mind. His cock wasnt so easily put off track.

This is fucking ridiculous! Im standing out in the middle of nowhere with a hard-on for a woman who doesnt care if she ever sees me again.

Thomas stepped off the path and onto the narrow dock. He dropped his gear in the rowboat. His erection refused to be ignored. He looked into the boat then past the end of the dock to the smooth surface of the lake. It was spring in northern Minnesotathat water had to be cold, really fucking cold. Thomas dug his cellphone from his pocket and tossed it into the boat. His sweatshirt, T-shirt, shorts, shoes and socks followed. Thomas stood in his boxers and scanned the lake. It was the middle of nowhere and the middle of the week. There were a handful of other cabins dotting the shoreline, but it was too early in the season for many of those to be occupied.

Fuck it, he said, sliding off his boxers and feeling his cock spring back against his flat belly.

Just before jumping feet first off the end of the dock, Thomas exorcised his longing by shouting, God damn it, Toni!

If his erection didnt respond to reasoning, it responded immediately to sixty-degree water. 

Thomas pushed off the moment his bare feet hit the sand and weeds at the bottom of the lake. He let out almost his last bit of air with an underwater scream. He broke through the surface sputtering and spent his first fresh breath on an impressive string of expletives. 

He hauled himself up on the dock, shook off dog-style, then clambered into the boat to pull on his clothes. He found a stack of beach towels folded under one of the seats and wrapped one around his head, one around his shoulders, and draped one over his lap. Thomas teeth chattered as he untied the boat and shoved off. He drew hard on the oars to pull away from the shadowy shoreline. As soon as the rowboat slid into the sun, the warmth began to soothe his shivering. He pulled up the oars and laid them in the boat, letting himself drift while he rubbed his hair dry. He draped the damp towel over the bench seat, pulled out his cellphone and watched the bars slowly illuminate. When he had three, he touched the telephone icon and tapped Messages. There were eleven. 

Fuck.

Three were hang-ups and two were from the producers of Paranormal Research Team wanting to know when he was coming back to work. The next five were from friends wanting to know when he was coming back to civilisation.

Maybe never, he said to the empty lake.

The next number looked familiar, but he didnt make the connection until he heard Bridget OMalleys voice. 

Thomas, its Bridge. Mike and I are in Wisconsin. He talked Toni into buying some run-down ice-cream parloura very fucking haunted ice-cream parlour. Tom, you know I wouldnt bother you if I didnt have to…

There was a pause and Thomas frowned. Bridget usually debriefed him in efficient rapid-fire partial sentences and in the six years hed known her shed never once called him Tom. 

The wind suddenly picked up and a hawk screamed overhead. Thomas flattened his palm over his open ear so he could focus on the rest of Bridgets message. 

…Toni made contact. We didnt know she was doing ithell, I dont think she knew she was doing itso we couldnt help her. She wasnt prepared. This is a strong fucking spirit, Thomas. It drained her. I mean it totally drained her. It happened so fast. We were all just hanging out and she went into some kind of trance. The next thing we know, shes on the floorout cold.

A chill zipped through Thomas body and the hair on his arms prickled up. He pressed the phone against the side of his head and squeezed his eyes shut as Bridget went on.

…Shes been in and out of consciousness since yesterday, babbling some scary fucking shit. Shes in real trouble, Thomas. Toni needs you.

Thomas tapped out a text and waited for the phone to chirp its confirmation that the message had been sent. He picked up the oars and turned the boat around. He knew hed slide out of the tiny reception node before Bridget picked up his four-word reply.

Im on my way.




Chapter Five







They think Im nuts.

Toni couldnt force open her eyes, but her ears were workingif only intermittently. Mike was there with Bridget and sometimes the new guy. What was that guys name? Liam, maybe? They were talking about her, how shed acted like she was in a trance then stared at herself in the mirror before passing out, and the strange things shed been muttering in her sleep.

Bridget was telling the whole story again. Why was she doing that? Toni wanted her to shut up. 

They hadnt seen Daisy in the mirrorthe frail little thing who looked like shed stepped out of the 1920s. They hadnt seen the lights surge. They hadnt heard the radio crackle and screech. And they hadnt heard what Daisy had said.

I want to tell you my secret.

The memory of that desperate whisperamplified through the radio speakersmade Tonis skin tingle. She wanted to get up. Her mouth was dry and she had to pee. She had to open her eyes. She raised her eyebrows, hoping her lids would follow. She moaned.

Toni? 

Toni wrinkled her brow. She was still asleepstill dreaming. Thomas voice sounded so real. She wondered if she would be able to see him in this dream. She could always feel him in her dreamsthe way his cock felt inside her, the weight of his muscular body on hers, the warmth of his skin. But when she tried to see his face, it was always fuzzy, like she was looking through a fogged-up window. She wondered if it was because theyd been together for such a short time. 

Toni, open your eyes.

A warm hand scooped hers up and she felt breath at her ear.

Please, Toni, wake up.

She could even smell him. It made her skin tingle. She smiled and lips brushed her cheek. She willed her heavy lids to open. This dream was so real! She could see the detail of his razor stubble and the little lines that fanned out from the corners of his eyes. And those eyes! How could she have forgotten how green they were? 

He smiled back at her.

Hey, he said.

This is real.

Thomas? 

Toni was shocked at how weak and ragged her voice sounded. She blinked against the sting as her tears gathered. She felt an arm slide behind her back and turned to see Bridget beside her, easing her up.

Try to sit up, Toni. Ill get you something to drink.

Toni pressed her lips into the glossy red-orange hair. Ive got to pee, she whispered.

Bridget nodded and helped Toni hang her legs over the side of the bed. Toni slid an arm around Bridgets thin waist and allowed herself to be helped up. The two women stood for a moment while Toni tested her equilibrium. She felt sluggish, but steady enough. 

Toni took a moment to look around the dingy room, but her bladder would not be ignored. She let Bridget lead her down the hallway andafter assuring the redhead that she could manage on her ownclosed the bathroom door behind her. Toni had emptied her bladder and was washing her hands in the sink before she fully registered that she was no longer wearing the capris and tank top shed arrived in. She was wearing black sweatpants that hugged her hips but puddled at her ankles and a black T-shirt that hung down to mid-thigh and stretched taut across her braless breasts. 

Oh gawd. Im wearing the new guys clothes. 

Toni looked in the mirror and immediately flattened her palms over her face. Her eyes were covered, but the brief glimpse was seared in her memory. Her eyes were puffy and red and ringed with smudged mascara. Her hair stuck up and out in some spots and was matted flat in others. 

Desperately hoping that shed imagined the horrific sight, Toni pulled her hands from her face and rechecked her reflection. 

Nope, no mistake. I look like a homeless person. 

She groaned when she noticed the white line of dried spittle trailing from the corner of her mouth.

Toni opened the cold tap and lathered up her hands under the frigid stream. She scrubbed her facewincing at the icy joltuntil shed washed away the makeup and drool. She ran her wet hands back through her hairline and combed her fingers through to the ends, getting snagged on the dried ice cream at the back of her head. She repeated the process until her hair was evenly damp and the big snarls were worked out. 

Thomas is here. I cant believe hes actually here.

She bent at the waist, flipping her hair towards the floor, then coaxed the curls to spring back into shape. Toni made the return trip to standing a bit too abruptly and the room began to tilt and spin. She groped her way back to the toilet and sat down fully clothed. She leant forwardelbows on kneesand breathed slowly until the world came back into balance. She heard a tap on the door.

Toni, everything okay in there?

Fine. Ill be out in just a sec, Bridget.

Toni stood slowly and returned to the mirror. Improvementnot great, but better. She dragged her lips through her teeth, trying to bring up the colour, and harshly rubbed her cheeks in lieu of rouge. 

First time I see him in months and this is how I look. Shit!

Tonis heart thundered. Her mouth felt less than fresh and hed been inches from her lips. 

Damn it!

Toni?

Toni opened the door to find Bridget holding out a suitcase.

I had Mike grab your things from the truck. I thought you might want to get cleaned up while I make a beer run and the guys go unload the rest of the stuff.

Toni shrugged, failing miserably at appearing nonchalant. 

Yeah, maybe I will hop in the shower quick… Brush my teeth… Throw on some clean clothes.

For some reason the knowing smirk on Bridgets face was really, really annoying.




Chapter Six







Toni gulped water from the shower spray before turning off the taps. She still felt sluggish from nearly two days in and out of consciousness, but the hot water had done wonders. She groped for the towel on its hook outside the bath tub, rubbed herself dry, then wrapped the too-small terry cloth around her body, struggling to overlap the ends enough to secure it above her left breast. Stepping out into the foggy tiled room, she cracked open the window to clear the steam then dug the toothbrush and paste from her makeup bag. The mirror was completely steamed over, and while she brushed her teeth with one hand, she reached out with the other to swipe a clear path across the glass. 

She paused before her palm touched the glass. The encounter in the ice-cream parlour rushed back to her and she jerked her hand away. Shed leave the mirror-touching to someone else. Toni tossed her toothbrush into the sink, then pulled open the bathroom door a sliver and shouted through the crack.

Bridget, could you come in here? 

Footfalls thundered up the hall.

Geez, I must have them worried. She sounds like shes really moving.

When the pounding feet reached the hall outside the bathroom door, Toni stepped back to let Bridget in, but still jumped when the door flung inward and bounced against the pedestal sink with a loud crack. The tucked end of the towel sprang free about the same instant she realised that it was not Bridget, but Liam Greco whod answered her call. 

Toni thought it must be a universal truth that unexpected nakedness had something of a paralysing effect. Liam stood frozen in the doorway like a photograph of an action hero poised for battle. Toni wished she could close her mouth, but her lower jaw refused to lift. She could see that Liam was struggling mightily to keep his eyes on hers, but, while the rest of him remained statue-still, the temptation proved too much and his gaze raked over her. She saw his eyebrow twitch upward.

The initial shock took just seconds to wear off, but the damage was done. Toni used her left arm to cover her nipples, shoving her hand under her right armpit. The effect, she was well aware, was the formation of a colossal cleavage. She spread her right hand over her pubic hair and turnedbut not so far that she exposed her assto locate her towel. It was on the floor behind her and she struggled with which hand to employ for the grab. Something was going to be exposedagain. 

Liams trance also broke and he turned his head to the left as if examining the shower curtain.

Okay, Im not looking.

What the hell is the difference now? Im not going to get any more naked. And why didnt you just close the door? And where the hell is OMalley?

She ran to the store and the other guys are unloading the truck. They told me to listen for you. I just wanted to make sure youre okay.

Liam turned his gaze to the floor and bent to reach for the towel.

His hair brushed just above her knee as he knelt forward. His shoulder touched her leg. Toni looked down at the broad expanse of his muscular back. His head was down and hed found the towel, but he didnt stand up. He shifted and his biceps made contact with her knee. He moved again and his forearm lay against her calf. The place where their skin met buzzed. Toni held her breath. The light bulbs on either side of the mirror glowed just a bit brighter. The steam in the room seemed to have gathered rather than dissipatedand it was cool rather than hot. Liam stayed crouched at her side. 

He feels it too.

He turned and looked up at her. His look was feral. His shoulders heaved with his breath. His eyes flared. 

Oh, yes, he feels it too.

His intense stare frightened and thrilled her. Tonis nipples tingled and tightened. Heat rushed between her thighs and she grew wet. He let go of the towel and wrapped his hand around her ankle. 

Toni slid her right hand from between her legs and combed her fingers into his thick black hair. She cupped the side of his head. She could feel his panting breath on her bare hip. In her periphery, Toni watched the door slowly swing shut. Without being touched, the doorknob latch clicked and the bolt turned to locked.

Tonis rational self was being pushed below the surface of conscious thought, but it called up from the depths that she should be afraid.

But Im not. I remember this feeling. I remember how it felt when the ghost of John Buckman was aroundthat energythat glorious, transcendent sexual energy. 

The steam continued to thicken until Toni felt like she was standing in a cloud. 

Touch me! 

As if he could hear the pleading inside her head, Liam slowly rose, sliding his hand up her right ankle, the inside of her calf, her knee, her thigh, as he stood. Her pussy throbbed. Just before reaching the spot that ached for his touch, he slid his flattened palm across the front of her left thigh then upward until it lay on her hip, stroking the deep inward curve of her waist with his thumb. His right hip was on hers. She dropped her hand from her breast and laid it on his corded arm.

He turned his head and she was pinned by his intense black gaze. 

Liam squeezed the soft swell of her hip and guided her until they were face to face. When he pulled her against him she could feel the hard bulge behind his jeans pressing into her belly. She snaked her arm around his narrow waist and urged him closer. He stared down at her and wove his fingers into her damp curls. With her free hand she trailed a featherlight touch over his forearm, then upwardpausing at the rock-hard swell of his biceps before resting her palm on his broad shoulder. The feel of his skin fuelled her need. She reached behind his head and pulled his face down to within inches of hers. His eyes flared. The lights surged and then flickered. The filaments popped and the bulbs went dark. The sunlight from the window filtered weakly through the dense steam. 

Sound outside of them did not exist. She heard only her thundering heartbeat and his panting breath. 

Kiss me! her mind pleaded.

Yes, he said aloud. 

Tonis eyes widened. Had he heard her thoughts? She felt his long fingers spread over the back of her head before he pulled her roughly into him, crushing her mouth against his. He splayed his hand over her round ass and pressed her against his straining cock.

She moaned. He parted his lips and hers followed. He thrust his tongue into her mouth, expertly searching and probing. His whiskers abraded her soft skin and she revelled in the sting of it. Pain and pleasure fed on one another as the two groped and squeezed and grasped, scrabbling for purchase to bring their bodies yet closer. 

Liam ground against her, torturing her naked clit against the rough fly of his jeans. She tore her mouth from his and incoherently screamed her ecstasy into their private cloud. 

When she inhaled, she heard pounding. It grew louder and faster, insinuating itself into Tonis dream state. She squeezed her eyes shut and set her jaw against the sound of the voices that were trying to chip through to her consciousness. 

No. Leave me alone. Leave us alone.

The voices grew, seeming to multiply in Tonis head. She knew that Liam had heard them too, because his embrace softened and he pulled his pelvis back from hers.

No. Please, no. Dont stop.

A sharp crack shattered the spell. In an instant, Toni was pushed away from the door and she felt Liams big body cover her back. His arms enveloped her, shielding her from the shower of wood splinters and plaster bits. She cowered, bringing her hands up to cover the back of her head. Liams body was draped over her like a cloak.

And in an instant, he was gone.

Toni fell to her knees, and drew herself into a ball. She peered sideways through her crooked elbow. The room had cleared. It was no longer a foggy cloud of primal sexual energy. It was just a bathroom with dingy walls and rotting window sills. 

Naked.

She squeezed her eyes shut when she heard Thomas angry voice fill the room and bounce off the tiles. She was naked and he was angryreally fucking angry. Hed seen them. Hed seen hernaked and writhing against a complete stranger. Shame crushed down on her, even as she heard the men scuffling behind her. She willed herself to disappear. She was desperate to disappear. 

Instead she was covered with a blanket of terry cloth. Her eyes were still pressed shut, but she recognised the weight and the feel and the smell of her threadbare robe draped over her bare back. She felt hands smooth over her shoulders and grasp her upper arms. She let herself be helped to her feet and turned. When she looked up, Bridget OMalleys kind green eyes locked on hers. Bridget nodded once. It was a silent question. Toni nodded back, but felt her eyes filling with tears. 

Bridget helped Toni slide her arms into the sleeves of the robe, then drew the belt into a loose bow at her waist, with all the gentleness of a mother dressing a child. Toni forced herself to look to where Thomas and Liam stood facing each other, each man poised for battlejaws set and fists clenched.

Confusion and fear and embarrassment crashed over Toni. She dropped her head and let the sobs come. Bridget lovingly pulled Tonis soft body against her angular one. Tonis ears began to ring.

Im going to pass out.

Toni clung to Bridget. The two were cheek to cheek and Toni forced herself to whisper, Bridge, Im going to…

Bridgets voice sounded like it was coming through a long tunnel. I could use a little help here!




Chapter Seven







Bless you, Bridget OMalley. Toni opened her eyes to an unobstructed view of the ceiling in the upstairs bathroom of the very old, very run-down, very haunted commercial building she now owned. She was somehow consoled to realise that all of the important stuff was now covered by her trusty old robe, courtesy of her trusty new friend, Bridget OMalley. 

Toni was disoriented, but the reality of her situation trickled into her brain in mercilessly clear bits. She knew she was on the floor and understood that it was because she had fainted. She also understood that her loss of consciousness was in direct response to the shock of being drawn into yet another paranormally-induced frenzy of passion with a near stranger. Oh yeah, and being caught in said compromising position by her former loverwho was, by no small coincidence, the next-most-recent-near-stranger with whom shed shared a paranormally-induced frenzy of passion. And, lest she forget, she had been seen by both in her complete and unadulterated altogether. And the aforementioned nakedness was likewise witnessed by her real estate agent and his loverboth of whom were ghost-hunting professionals who were only too familiar with her penchant for attracting libidinous spirits. 

Yep, that about covers it. 

Bridget OMalley knelt at Tonis side, looking like a redheaded angel. 

Do you think you can sit up, Toni? the ethereal one asked.

Toni nodded.

Thomas and Liam jostled for position at Tonis other side, both reaching out an arm to be the one to help get the prostrate little ghost-magnet into her upright and locked position. The two men shot challenging glares at one another, but both withered under a protective scowl from Bridget.

Back the fuck off, boys, Bridget snarled in a near whisper.

The men sat back on their heels and allowed Bridget to ease Toni up.

Bridget brought her eyes in line with Tonis and seemed to make sure Toni was fully engaged before speaking. 

Ready?

Toni nodded. Bridget glared at Liam and Thomas. They stood and joined Mike in the hall.

Easy does it. We dont need any more excitement. Agreed?

Toni nodded. Agreed.

For such a skinny little thing, Bridget OMalley was plenty strong. Toni supposed she outweighed her earth-angel by half, but the redhead smoothly raised both of them to their feet without so much as a struggling grunt.

Toni found her feet and looped her arm around Bridgets waist. The two walked from the haunted bathroom and into the hallway. It took no more than a glance from OMalleys green eyes to make all three men flatten against the wall and let the women pass. Bridget maintained her grip on Tonis waist as she paused and turned to address the shuffling and uneasy men.

Michael, please grab Tonis suitcase. Its over by the sink. Liam and Thomas, why dont you go downstairs and see if you can round up something to eat? Well be downstairs shortly.

Toni smiled up at Bridget with an overwhelming mix of gratitude and adoration.

Yes, quite clearly, this tall, skinny, doe-eyed redhead is some sort of angel.



* * * *



The kitchen smelt heavenly. Toni caught herself moaning in pleasure and glanced up at three amused faces. She swallowed a spoonful of beef stew and shrugged. I was really hungry.

Bridget slid the bread basket across the table. I can imagine. You havent eaten in more than twenty-four hours.

Toni shook her head in disbelief, then dipped a hunk of crusty sourdough into her bowl. She popped it into her mouth and couldnt help but moan again. 

Dont eat so fast, youll get sick, Bridget scolded.

Mm, but its so good!

Liams quite the cook, Bridget agreed.

Its just leftovers, he said.

Toni stole a glance at Thomas, who frowned and drew a deep breath through his nose.

You made this stew? Toni asked, pointing her crust towards Liam.

Liam favoured her with a dazzling smile. The bread too.

Toni examined the morsel. You bake?

Thomas humphed and let his slice fall into his bowl. 

Liam looked like he was trying to keep the self-satisfied grin off his face. He failed. The Italian side of my family were bakerssix generations back, all the way to Sicily.

Toni felt a thrill zip up her spine. Shed never cared much about genealogy, but she suddenly found herself romanticising the notion of two Italianswell, one and a half Italianspassionately playing. The idea was very arousing.

And the Irish side? she asked, perplexed by the twitch between her legs.

We just love to eat, Liam said. 

The corner of his mouth jerked upward and Tonis body reacted as if there were a direct line between his lips and her pussy.

Thomas pushed away from the table, gathered up his dishes and held out his hand for Bridgets. Done?

Bridget bit back a smile and handed him her empty bowl. Mike started to hand over his as well but froze when he saw the look on Thomas face. Mike jumped to his feet. Let me give you a hand with the dishes, Thomas. 

Toni took a gulp of ice water and slid her bowl from the edge of the table. She watched Thomas stack the dishes in the sink and cross to the stove to retrieve the stockpot. He seemed as if he was trying to look everywhere but at Toni. A wave of guilt washed over her. Shed been so ravenous, shed all but blocked out the spectacle in the upstairs bathroom. With nothing but the sound of clattering dishes and running water to distract her, it all came rushing back.

Thomas, she started quietly.

When he didnt turn from the sink she raised her voice. Thomas. 

He turned.

Why dont you guys leave that for later? I think we need to talk about whats going on here.

Thomas switched off the taps and dried his hands. He and Mike returned to the table and sat down as Bridget got up. The redhead yanked open the door of the industrial fridge and pulled out five cans of beer, gathering them up in an aluminium bouquet. She set the bundle in the centre of the table. Everyone wordlessly grabbed a can and popped it open. The five stared at the table top and sipped their beer.

Bridget was the first to break the silence. Psychic hypnosis? 

Mike nodded. Looks like it andI know were all thinking the same thingit wouldnt be the first time with Toni.

Toni looked at each of the three ghost hunters in turn, finally landing on Bridget. Bridgets eyes softened in sympathy. Toni covered her face. She looked up at the sound of Liams voice.

What am I missing here? he asked.

Mike explained, We all met Toni at a B & B she owned down in Iowa. I was staying there as a guest and Thomas and Bridge were called in to investigate some strange phenomenon

Right, you guys are from that TV show… Liam paused as if searching his memory.

Paranormal Research Team, Bridget offered.

Liam nodded then turned back to Mike.

Mike continued, The inn was haunted by the ghost of a Civil War soldier. One night were all in the dining room and there was this weirdI dont knowchange in the atmosphere. Its like the air was electrified. Afterwards we all said it felt like wed been drugged. It seemed like everything was in slow motion and we were all, well, I mean, we all felt

Sexually aroused, interjected Thomas flatly.

Mike nodded. Yeah, sexually aroused. But Im not talking about run-of-the-mill horny. I mean like really, really intensely turned on.

Bridget winked at Mike and added, I was in the middle of an excruciating appendicitis attack and all I could think about was jumping that guy!

Mike smiled back at her. Toni met Thomas eye. He smiled at her, but his eyes read something conflictingpain? Regret?

And you call it psychic hypnosis? Liam asked. 

Bridget nodded. Its a rare but recognised paranormal phenomenon.

And you think thats what happened to Toni and me upstairs?

Toni crossed her arms over her breasts and stared up at the ceiling. She waited for someone to say out loud what they were probably all thinking. Liam finally did so in the form of a question.

If its so rare, does Toni have something to do with it?

And…there it was.

Toni stopped examining the kitchen ceiling and scanned the other faces at the table. Bridget gave her yet another sympathetic look. It somehow irked Toni. The annoyance must have shown on her face because Bridget looked away.

Bridget nodded towards Mike. Weve discussed this quite a bit

Oh really? Toni asked, making no attempt to hide the irritation in her voice. She looked back at Thomas. He rubbed his forehead as if trying to massage away a headache.

Bridget shrugged. It was a pretty remarkable thing, Toni. We all felt it and so originally we thought we were all experiencing something external at the same time, something caused by one extremely strong entity

Mike picked up the thread. But then we started going through our notes. Bridget reminded us that youd had the paranormal frottage.

Mike looked at Liam as if to gauge his understanding. Liam wrinkled his forehead so Mike explained, Paranormal frottage is like ghost dry-humping. The entity would rub up against Tonisexually.

Sometimes bringing her to the brink of orgasm, Bridget added.

Toni uncrossed her arms and threw up her hands. Thank you, OMalley!

Well, its true, Bridget muttered.

It is true, Toni, Mike said. He went on, And then there was the ménage à trois with Thomas and the ghost

For the love of… Cmon, Briggs! Toni yelled.

Well, he asked, Mike said.

He asked if you thought it had anything to do with me. He didnt ask for all the smutty details!

Mike frowned as if considering her point. Yeah, right. Um, well, yes, we think it does have something to do with Toni. See, we all have different energieskind of like radio stations all have different signals, so when you turn the dial you can get country music or rock n roll, classical or whatever.

Mike looked at Liam, presumably gauging his understanding. Liam leaned in. And Tonis station? 

Yeah, so, when you turn Tonis dial, all you get is pure sex.

Toni planted her elbows on the table and covered her face with her hands. She heard Thomas spray his beer across the tablecloth on one side and Bridgets stifled laughter on the other. 

Toni waited until Bridgets laughter was under control before lifting her burning face from her hands.

Oh. My. God! What the hell are you talking about, Mike? When you turn Tonis dial all you get is pure sex! What the hell is that all about?

Thomas moved to the chair next to Tonis and laid his hand on her forearm.

Toni, its not something you can control. Like I told you back in Soldiers Orchard, youre a medium. Youre a conduit for spirits. And, as far as we can tell, your energythe energy they use to come throughis not only exceptionally strong, its almost exclusively sexual in nature. 

We werent completely sure after the Buckman thingsince it was only that one timebut after seeing you and…him…upstairs, were all pretty convinced.

Toni looked over at Liam. She realised that everyone else at the table had been through this kind of thing at least once beforeand Thomas and Bridget studied paranormal phenomena for a living. Liam was probably thinking he was stuck in a very real, very bizarre dream. She searched his handsome face for some sign of his state of mind. He finally let out a single-syllable laugh.

Wow. Ive seen stuff here. Lots of people have seen stuff here. But this is… This is…

Mike took advantage of the pause. Liam, what were you feeling when you were with Toni upstairs?

Liam answered with a look that screamed Youre kidding, right? but finally said, I felt overwhelmed with passion for her. I wanted herno, I needed her. I craved her. I wanted to be a part of her. I was absolutely desperate to be with her. It was amazing. And it was terrifying.

Toni reached out and laid her hand on Liams arm. Im really sorry I brought this here, Liam. Until five minutes ago I didnt even know that I had anything to do with it. I…

Liam covered her hand with his. Dont apologise, Toni. Im not blaming you. Its just a lot to digest.

Liam looked at each of the three ghost hunters in turn, then back at Toni. Youre obviously here for a reason. Tell me what I can do to help figure out what it is.




Chapter Eight







Toni leaned against the candy counter at the back of the ice-cream parlour. She barely recognised the shop. While shed been upstairs in her psychic stupor, the other four had taken turns cleaning downstairs. The paper had been pulled from the windows and the glass cleaned, letting in the sunlight. Theyd managed to get the dishwasher working and had run through all of the serving dishes and the topping dispensers. Every surface had been scrubbed and the sour smell had been washed away. If not for the three ghost hunters milling about setting up paranormal investigation equipment, the place would look ready for business.

Thomas sat down at a tiny bistro table and stared at his cellphone. He shook his head and slid the phone into his front pocket. He frowned at Bridget, who was sitting on one of the red vinyl counter stools. Do you even know how to use that thing, OMalley?

Bridget wrinkled her nose at him then turned back to the EMF meter in her hand. Yes. Of course I know how to use it. You just… No. I have no idea how to use it. It would be really helpful if Brad were here.

Working on it, Thomas said. Ive left two voicemails. Hes not answering his cell. 

Knowing him, he probably cant find it, Bridget said. Toni had met the teams original cameraman at the Buckman Inn and recalled that he was notoriously absentminded. 

Bridget turned the EMF meter over. Ha! There you are, you little bugger, she said and clicked a button along the side of the device. Tiny red, yellow and green lights flashed on. 

Good job, babe, Mike said as he moved a camera and tripod to the centre of the shop. He stooped to look through the viewfinder. Just move around a little, Liam.

Liam paced back and forth behind the soda fountain counter while Mike made adjustments to the camera. 

Okay, the thermal imager is a go, Mike said. 

What about the night vision camera? Thomas asked, nodding towards a second camera and tripod a couple of yards from the first. 

Its framed up. Well make final adjustments after dark, Mike said.

The words after dark sent a shiver over Tonis skin. She pushed away from the candy counter and walked to the windows. Main Street sloped downhill, due west, to the river. The belly of the sun was just above the tree line on the opposite bank and flashes of orange lit up the surface of the water. A surge of anxiety coursed through Toni. It would be dark within an hour. 

And then what?

Who knows? Liam said.

Toni spun around. Liam was folding a stack of bar towels as if he didnt realise hed just answered Tonis unspoken question.

Bridget didnt look up from the EMF meter but asked, Who knows what?

Exactly, Liam said.

Huh? Bridget asked.

Right. Who knows what? 

Toni walked towards the counter. Could Liam hear her thoughts? And if so, could he hear all of them or just some? 

As she passed in front of the door it swung inward, narrowly missing her. Toni yelped in surprise. A short, round man in white work clothes was backing into the shop, dragging a dolly stacked two wide and four high with three-gallon tubs of ice cream. 

Geez, sorry to startle ya, he said. Miss Bianchi?

Yes?

Glad youre still open. This is the last delivery then I can power down the chillers. Gotta hose out the truck tonight.

The man swung the dolly around in front of himself and pushed it behind the counter, nodding hello to Liam when he passed by. He slid open the dipping freezer and began dropping in the tubs.

Ill just go grab the cones and sauces and get out of your hair so you folk can get back to… Say, what are you doing here, filming a commercial? My brother Joe was in a commercial once. He played a customer at our cousin Dons auto repair shop. Got a free oil change outta the deal.

Toni waited for the man to pause for a breath. I didnt order any ice cream.

The delivery man dropped in the last tub of ice cream, slid the freezer door shut, then lifted a clipboard from its slot on the back of the dolly.

Nope, says right here. Two vanilla, one chocolate, one rocky road, one strawberry, one mint chocolate chip, one butter pecan, and one cherry cheesecakethats the new flavour. Then Ive got ya down for a bucket of chocolate sauce, one of caramel, one of fudge, half a dozen cans of whipped cream, a jar of Maraschino cherries and a case of waffle cones. All thats in the truck yet.

The delivery man left the clipboard on the counter and started wheeling the empty dolly back towards the door. Toni tried to intercept him, but he just swerved around her. She leaned in to read the name on his work shirt.

Bob, is it? I didnt order any ice cream. I dont know when were going to open, or even if

Bob pulled a small cardthe kind that usually comes with a bouquet of flowersfrom his shirt pocket. He tilted back his head to see through the bottom of his bifocals Compliments of the Main Street Merchants Association. Wishing you sweet success.

Bob passed the card to Toni and went out to retrieve the rest of the order. 

How awesome is that? Mike asked. And its Gowers brand. Thats the best. Its got a high percentage of butterfat and they make it in small batches so its densernot a lot of air bubbles.

Toni shrugged. And you know this how?

I worked in an ice-cream parlour all through high school.

Of course you did.

Bob returned with another full dolly. He put the whipped cream and cherries in the fridge and the case of cones on a shelf under the counter. He pulled the pump tops from the three labelled dispensers and emptied the corresponding sauce into each. He worked quickly and didnt spill a drop.

He tossed the empty containers into the trash and held out the clipboard for Toni to sign.

Toni took the pen from Bob and as she signed mused, Main Street Merchants Association, hmm, maybe I should join.

Bob chuckled. Yeah, and that would bring the membership up to what, two, Liam?



* * * *



Toni slid back the dipping freezer door and looked at the eight brand-new tubs of ice cream inside. She glanced over at Liam who stood beside the sauce dispensers with his thumbs hooked in the front belt loops of his black jeans. 

For the record, I ordered the ice cream before the, um, incident in the bathroom, he said. Like I told you, its in my best interest to have this business succeed.

Right, what with you being the president of the Main Street Merchants Association and all, Toni teased.

Liam winked and Tonis face heated. He made no attempt to be discreet as he looked her over from head to toe and back again, lingering on her curves. She mirrored his actions, raising an eyebrow when her gaze reached the bulge at the front of his jeans. 

Its almost dark, Thomas said from across the counter.

Toni startled at the sound of his voice. Shed been so engrossed in her examination of Liam that she hadnt heard Thomas approach.

What should I be doing? Liam asked.

I could think of a few things.

Liam turned and winked at Toni as if responding to her thought. She was about to ask him if that was the case when Thomas answered, rather too curtly.

You shouldnt do anything. Just watch.

Liam made another lecherous scan of Tonis body. I can do that.

Easy, pal, Thomas muttered.

Liam turned to Thomas and laughed. Problem?

I dont have a problem. Youre the one with the problem. Why dont you show a little respect and stop looking at her like a piece of meat?

The men glared at each other across the white marble and Toni looked from one to the other. The air felt charged, as if an electrical storm was building.

She doesnt seem to mind, Liam said and stepped towards the counter.

The windows glowed orange with the last rays of the setting sun. Thomas stormed to the opening in the counter and approached Liam until they were less than a yard apart. Their chests heaved and their hands were balled into fists. 

The ceiling lights surged. Toni was close enough to the men to reach out and touch them, but she was immobilised. She couldnt take her eyes from the standoff, but she was aware of scuffling out on the shop floor.

Here we go, Mike said. Bridge, hit the lights. Ill pull down all the shades.

A moment later the front half of the ice-cream parlour went dark and the sun slipped below the horizon as Mike pulled down the last shade. A single bulb burned above the candy counter at the back of the shop. Toni was now able to see an irregular pulsing halo of fiery light outlining Thomas and Liam. It rolled off them in waves of red and orange and yellow. 

They were radiating anger and Toni knew she had to stop it before it escalated. She reached out to touch Liams and Thomas hands. Their fists relaxed and they each entwined their fingers with Tonis. They slowly turned to face her and their expressions softened. The aura that engulfed the men cooled to a blue-green. It rolled off them and gathered Toni in as well. When the three of them were within the light, its colour turned pink and purple. Toni looked from one man to the other and back again. As her gaze passed between them, movement in the shop caught her attention. 

Mike walked towards Bridget, took her hand and led her to the seating along the opposite wall. He dragged the table away from one of booths and sat back on the red vinyl bench. Bridget straddled his lap. Toni watched the couple kiss and pull off each others clothes, even as she felt hands stroking her arms. The shop began to glow with a soft pink light. A long, lean body slid behind hers.

Liam.

She glanced down to see his corded forearms encircling her waist. Liam drew her back against him, and bent his knees, rubbing his erection against her ass.

Thomas stepped into her from the front and nuzzled her neck. 

Toni dropped back her head and closed her eyes. Ah, she breathed.

Thomas placed a hand on her breast and Liam slid his between her legs.

Tonis head rolled to the side and she peered out over the counter through half-closed lids. She opened her eyes fully when she realised that, though the shop still glowed with the strange pink light, the décor had changed. The furnishings were similar, but looked brand new. Tall leafy potted plants stood in the corners and enormous feathery ferns hung in baskets from the ceiling. The walls were papered with advertisements for hair tonic, pipe tobacco and headache powder. An egg cream, she noted, was only five cents. 

The shop was deserted except for Mike and Bridget, who were now naked and grinding together in a booth. The two were partially obscured by a magenta cloud of energy that surrounded them.

Thomas kneaded Tonis breast through her shirt and Liam squeezed the fleshy mound between her thighs. Her panties and jeans were sodden with her juices. She wanted to close her eyes and bask in the heat of their touch, but she felt compelled to keep her attention on the shop, as if she were waiting for curtain to rise at a play. 

Though shed never seen his face, she knew instantly that the man who emerged from the kitchen door was Vinnie. He was leading Daisy by the hand. 

Toni was vaguely aware that she was being manipulated by Thomas and Liam, but the sensations seemed far off as if she were detached from her body. Her laser focus was on the young couple as they jogged hand in hand into the centre of the shop. Daisy wore the same dress from the mirror encounter. Vinnie was in a short-sleeved work shirt with his name monogrammed on the chest and a bow tie shoved in the breast pocket. Toni could see that they were laughing but no sound registered. She wondered why she couldnt at least hear Daisy. What made this haunting different from the last? Residuals. The thought slipped away as the pantomime played out.

Vinnie held a finger to his lips as if shushing his lover. She covered her mouth and batted her lashes in mock contrition. He pulled her hand down and scooped her into a graceful embrace. Toni felt her clothing stripped away, but even when she was standing naked behind the counter, she could only concentrate on the ghost lovers, who were now lost in a passionate kiss. 

They abruptly separated, and looked towards the ceiling as if theyd heard a noise. They kissed once again then walked apart, holding hands until their arms were outstretched and they were connected only by the fingertips. The two reacted to another noise then turned and hurried away. Vinnie passed through the front door. Daisy ran towards the back of the shop. She turned a sharp right at the end of the counter and headed straight for the shelves that lined the wall between Tonis ice-cream parlour and Liams bookshop. Daisy passed through wood and bricks without breaking her stride. 

The instant the ghost disappeared, Tonis awareness rushed back to her body. The jolt of sensations took her breath away. Thomas mouth was on her nipple. Liam was sucking her neck. She didnt bother asking if theyd seen the ghosts magic trick. They were obviously unaware of anything that existed outside of the pulsing pink aura that still surrounded the three of them. 

Thomas stood and kissed Toni. He probed her mouth with his tongue. Mm. You taste so good, Toni.

Liam licked a line from her shoulder up the side of her neck. He dragged her earlobe through his teeth. Delicious, he agreed. Good enough to eat. 

Tonis pussy creamed when she heard the wickedness in his voice. The men worked separately, yet in harmony, each playing his own part in her titillation. Shades of purple pulsed within the aura that surrounded them. Liam slid his hands beneath Tonis arms and laced his fingers below her breasts. Thomas put a hand on either side of her waist then bent forward as he traced the curves of her hips, her outer thighs, her calves. He grasped an ankle in each hand then stood and stepped backwards. Toni was lifted between them. The men smoothly laid her out on the counter with her feet at the very edge of the walk-through opening. Her breath hitched when her skin made contact with the cold marble. 

Liam stretched her arms over her head and pressed her palms together. She interlaced her fingers. Stay put, he said, giving her wrists a squeeze. The command in his voice made her squirm with anticipation. 

She was careful to keep her hands still, but turned her head to watch the men set to work. Thomas slid open the freezer, prised the lid from the tub of chocolate and shovelled the ice cream into a bowl. He touched the rim of the bowl to her armpit and she fought the urge to recoil from the icy glass. Thomas placed the dish between Tonis head and her outstretched hands. He dragged his fingernail down the outside of her body until he reached her feet. He massaged her ankles and calves.

Liam reached into the refrigerator, retrieved a can of whipped cream and placed it next to the ice cream above Tonis head. 

Oh God!

Liam walked towards the mirror and pumped chocolate sauce into a tall sundae glass. He filled another with liquid caramel. He returned to the counter, dipped his finger into the chocolate sauce, and painted it over Tonis lips. He bent and kissed her, nibbling the sweetness from her mouth. She opened her fingers and laced them into his hair. He pulled away and locked his dark brown eyes on hers. I thought I told you to stay put, he whispered.

Thomas stopped his exploration of her lower legs. Toni swivelled her head to follow him as he strode to the candy counter at the back of the shop. He scanned the shelves and gathered items from a couple of the huge apothecary jars. He returned to where Toni was stretched out on the marble. She lifted her head and watched him lay out the candyskinny black liquorice laces and a bright red round lollipop the size of a golf ballon the counter between her feet. Thomas uncoiled the length of black rope liquorice and looked across the counter to Liam, whose mouth curled up in a wicked grin. Liam nodded, then once again gathered Tonis hands over her head. He held them together while Thomas wrapped the candy rope around her wrists several times then knotted the ends. The sweet aroma of molasses and anise drifted down to her nose. She tested her bonds and was surprised at how strong they were. Toni had often fantasised about trusting a lover enough to play this game. Now the risk of submitting to two men, one a virtual stranger, sent shivers prickling over her body. She squirmed as she imagined what they were about to do to her. She rubbed her thighs together and they were slick with her juices.

Liam pulled off his T-shirt and folded it under Tonis head. He stripped naked and Toni involuntarily licked her lips. She longed to touch his body. She swivelled her head and watched Thomas take off his clothes. She resisted the overwhelming urge to break free of her liquorice bonds and run her fingers over the gorgeous men who flanked her. Thomas stroked downward from her wrists, over her arms and onto her full breasts. He kneaded them and pinched the pink centres into hard peaks. Agonising pleasure radiated out from his touch and Toni whimpered. 

Liam flicked the cap off a can of whipped cream. Open your mouth, he said to Toni. She did as she was told and Liam squirted a creamy dollop onto her tongue. She closed her mouth and moaned at the cool sweetness. Every sense was heightened and she thought shed never tasted anything so wonderful.

Thomas framed each of her areolas with a forefinger and thumb and Liam inverted the can and filled the circles with sweet cream. Each man bent and licked the topping. Soon they were sucking hard and swirling their tongues over the tender flesh. 

Ah! Toni cried out.

Liam straightened and dipped a finger into the caramel sauce. He pushed it into Tonis mouth. Suck, he commanded. With his other hand he picked up the glass and drizzled a line of golden liquid from Tonis throat, then past her sternum. Thomas picked up the glass of chocolate sauce and did the same, lacing the dark syrup in with the caramel. They zigzagged the gooey trail down her body to her triangle of curls, then emptied the remainder between her thighs. 

Liam pulled his finger from her mouth and he and Thomas again bent over her, lapping at the sweet trail. They licked and stroked their way downwards, massaging the chocolate and caramel into her soft flesh. Toni lifted her head and watched the muscles slide beneath the tight skin of their backs. She writhed under their touch and lifted her hips as their hot mouths neared her pussy. They stopped their progress and teasedLiam dipping his tongue into her navel and Thomas tracing his across the upper border of her pubic hair. Her wrists were still bound and she struggled to keep them over her head as Liam had commanded. She wanted to snap the liquorice laces and press their heads downward. She wanted to feel fingers and tongues and cocks inside her. And yet she loved the uncertainty of this game. She had made herself vulnerable to these two ravenous men and, with all of them under the paranormal spell, there was no telling what was to come. The anticipation was excruciating and incredibly hot.

Please touch my pussy, she begged.

The two men ignored her plea and instead moved away from the aching spot. Toni groaned with frustration. Thomas quieted her with a kiss. His mouth still tasted of chocolate and caramel. Liam turned his attention to her nipple, dragging it through his teeth while he massaged the soft flesh of her inner thigh with his rough hand. 

Toni moaned against Thomas mouth. He pulled away and produced the red, round lollipop. Open, he commanded. Toni parted her lips and he slid the smooth candy ball into her mouth. Suck, he whispered. Toni locked her eyes on his while she rolled the cherry sucker over her tongue, then pushed it in and out through her lips. Thomas stare was riveted on her mouth. The feral hunger in his eyes was exhilarating. 

Liam released her nipple and blazed a trail of kisses down her body. He positioned himself at the end of the counter, between her legs. He forced her knees apart and kissed her fleshy mound. She held her breath as he licked the divide. He pulled one swollen lip into his mouth and sucked hard. Toni arched into him and Liam nipped gently before sliding his private kiss onto her clit. 

She cried, Yes! and Thomas pulled out the lollipop. He lightly scratched a downwards path with the end of the stick. When he passed her navel Liam stepped aside and Thomas took his place at the end of the counter then pulled her until her ass was at the edge of the marble. He draped her calves over his shoulders. Liam worked his way back up her body, sucking and nibbling at her soft flesh. Toni squirmed against her liquorice restraints.

Thomas slid the slick candy globe up and down over Tonis outer lips. When she realised what was to come, she whimpered in anticipation and her juices flowed at the thought. Thomas knelt and took her engorged clit between his lips.

Yes! she cried, Please fill my pussy.

Thomas teased and swirled his tongue over the throbbing nub for a long moment, then pushed the cherry sucker into her wet opening. Toni arched her back and cried out, More! Please, more!

Liam sucked a nipple into his mouth and roughly squeezed her other breast while Thomas pumped the edible toy in and out of her. Liam climbed smoothly on top of the counter and straddled Tonis ribcage. His cock was rock hard and bobbing against his tight belly. He reached for the bowl above her head and clawed out a handful of melting chocolate ice cream. He smeared the cold cream over her skin and the contrast with the heat gathering between her thighs made her catch her breath. Liam massaged the ice cream until it had warmed into a sweet, melted river between her breasts. He leant forwards and slid his rod over her chest. He pressed her flesh together with his slick hands and began fucking her ample cleavage. She lifted her head and opened her mouth, straining to taste the tip of his thrusting rod. Her tongue touched the engorged head with each upward stroke.

She could not see Thomas, but she felt him pull the sucker from her throbbing pussy. She knew he had stood when she felt him rub his erection against her plump inner thigh, then against her swollen labia. The memory of Thomas magnificent cock rushed over her and she wanted him to bury it deep inside her. 

Her senses were overloaded. Sweet flavours and aromas filled her mouth and nose. Her eyes were riveted on Liams fat, thrusting cockhead. Her pussy tingled and ached to be filled. The moans from the men worshipping her body mingled with her own and the far-off love noises coming from Bridget and Mike. The shop glowed with bright pink light and Toni turned her head for a moment to look across the room. Bridget now knelt on the booth, draped over its back while Mike fucked her from behind. He had a hank of her fire-red hair in his hand and was tugging it with every thrust. The aura around them pulsed purple. Toni felt her orgasm building. She turned her attention back to Liam and, forgetting his command, she reached down with her bound hands and grabbed his hard shaft.

Fuck my mouth!! she demanded.

Liam slid off her body and stood beside the counter. When she turned her head his erect cock was inches from her face. He grabbed her wrists and pinned them back over her head as he jammed his rod between her lips. It was hot and sweet and she slurped greedily. Thomas forced her knees wide and rammed into her until he was buried to the hilt. Her lovers plunged in and out of her as she hurtled towards climax. Her pussy clamped down around Thomas cock and she sucked frantically at Liams. She moaned and the vibration sent Liam over the edge. His hot cum spurted down her throat as Thomas shot into her quivering canal. The orgasm crashed over her body in wave after wave until she was reduced to a twitching mass of released sexual energy.

The room flared with white light. Static screamed from the radio and reached a crescendo before the box exploded, showering them with shards of plastic. Thomas and Liam pulled out of Tonis body. Liam yanked Toni to standing and bit through her liquorice restraints. He hugged her protectively and Thomas came to her other side. The three huddled together and looked wildly around the room. The shop brightened as if filled with noon sunlight. The hum of white noise built to a piercing whine. 

Daisy appeared in the mirror. I want to tell you my secret! she screamed, without opening her mouth. A diagonal fissure formed over the surface of the glass with a deafening crack. The cabinets to the left of the mirror began to totter. Thomas and Liam pulled Toni to the side an instant before the heavy shelves ripped from the wall and crashed forward onto the counter where moments before the three had been lost in the throes of paranormal passion. A moment later the adjacent shelf broke free and fell to the floor beyond the end of the soda fountain, narrowly missing the display case of candy.

Then there was silence. The overhead lights flicked on and Toni looked over her shoulder to see Bridget and Mike, standing naked and clinging to each other near the bank of switches. Liam let go of Toni and crouched under the leaning wall unit to retrieve their clothes. The three dressed quickly and silently. Toni barely noticed how the fabric adhered to her sticky skin. 

Mike and Bridget dressed and joined the others behind the soda fountain. The five stood trembling, looking over the destruction. 




Chapter Nine







What the fuck? Mike muttered.

Did you see her? Did you hear her? Toni asked.

The others nodded.

What does that mean, I want to tell you my secret? Bridget asked.

Toni shrugged and shook her head.

Thomas kissed her temple. Is everyone okay?

I could use a drink, Liam said.

Mike and Bridget disappeared into the kitchen. They returned with a fresh case of beer and set it on a bistro table. They all gathered in the middle of the shop and gulped the cold liquid. 

Is that a door? Toni said, nodding towards the wall.

They set down their empty cans and walked to the back of the shop. Toni led the way as they sidestepped the long edge of the fallen bookcase towards the wall between the ice-cream parlour and Liams bookshop. The door had no handle. Toni hooked a finger into the hole where the knob should be and pulled. She was only able to open the door an inch or two before it hit the bottom of the fallen cabinet. Liam, Thomas, Bridget and Mike moved to the top of the shelving unit and pulled. Mind the nails, Thomas said. Toni pushed at its base until theyd moved it clear. Toni yanked open the door and saw a solid sheet of plywood.

Wait here, Liam said and ran out of the front door. The others turned their ears to the blocked opening. They heard Liam enter his shop and then heard dozens of heavy objects hit the floor. There was silence and Liam re-entered the ice-cream parlour a moment later.

He laid his palms against the plywood. Push! he instructed the others. All five leaned into the wood. There was a squeal of loosening nails and then the barrier gave way. A tall bookshelf fell into Liams shop. Toni leaned into the doorway and saw the piles of books Liam had pulled from the shelves.

Was this the secret? Liam asked. Did Daisy just want us to open up the doorway between the shops?

Yeah, Bridget said. Maybe she wanted you guys to share customers. Like, buy a book at Liams then read it while sipping a malt at Tonis.

Maybe, Mike said. But why would she care? Its not like ghosts are on commission.

Bridget playfully stuck out her tongue. Okay, wiseass. Im just brainstorming here. Why do you think she suddenly decided to show us the hidden passageway?

They all walked to the centre of the shop and scanned the destroyed back wall. Bridget cocked her head. Check out the crack in the mirror.

The others followed her gaze. The crack ran from the upper right corner to the lower left and two shorter cracks flared out from the bottom end forming the point of an arrow. Toni ran behind the counter and peered into the space between the wall and the leaning shelf. It was too dark to see anything. She was about to ask for a flashlight when she noticed a tiny thumbtack stuck into the lower left corner of the mirrors frame. The end of a faded pink ribbon was pinned beneath it. Toni stood on tiptoe and groped for the ribbon. She grabbed hold and reeled it up.

Its not the door she wanted to show us, Toni said. Well, thats not the only thing she wanted to show us. Look! Tied to the other end of the ribbon was a dusty book.

Daisys journal! Liam said.



* * * *



Completely fried, Mike said and tossed the camera onto the table among the empty beer cans. He draped his arm over Bridgets shoulders.

Both of them? Thomas asked from across the booth.

Fraid so. You really do a number on the equipment, Bianchi, Mike said.

Liam laughed and squeezed Tonis thigh under the table. You can say that again.

He was talking about the cameras, you perv, Toni said, nudging him.

She sat between Thomas and Liam and was secretly relieved that their horny exploits hadnt been recorded. Thomas rubbed her other thigh. Her pussy immediately grew wet. She smiled at the involuntary reaction. Even away from the influence of paranormal energy she was achingly hot for these two men. A realisation suddenly dawned on her. Maybe it wasnt the absence of a ghost that had caused her last fling with Thomas to fizzle out. Perhaps it was the absence of a third person. Did she need two lovers to satisfy her? Could the three of them build a relationship together? 

I think so, said Liam.

Toni jerked her head to face him. What?

I think we could make it work.

I didnt say that out loud!

Mike cleared his throat. Whats going on over there?

Toni felt them all staring at her. This is at least the third time Liam has… I dont know…read my thoughts.

Thomas leaned across Toni and looked at Liam. Is that true?

Liam shrugged. I guess so. Ive been able to do it since I was a kidonly with certain people, though.

And you did say that you had seen and heard Daisy and Vinnie, so youre obviously psychically sensitive, Mike added.

Bridget nodded. That would make sense. The energy we felt during the last, um, episode was way more intense than the one at the Buckman Inn. If you put a psychic medium and a telepath together it would figure that the experience would be far more powerful than just one alonepowerful enough to explode radios and topple heavy cabinets.

Toni shook her head and cracked open another beer. A telepath, well, thats just great. Now what?

Liam squeezed her thigh in response and then tapped the dusty journal with his other hand. Lets see what old Daisy has to say.

Toni took a swig of beer and opened the cover. She thumbed through the pages. The front of the book was filled with tight, neat, evenly spaced cursive writing. She stopped at the last entry. The handwriting sprawled loosely over the page and the end of each line drooped downward. Toni cleared her throat and read

My dearest Vinnie, in the weeks since you left me I have thought of nothing but being with you again. Have you heard me crying at night? If only I could tell you how much I loved you and how much I still do. If my father hadnt stopped me that night, we would be together now as man and wife. I can still picture the rage in his eyes when he found my suitcase packed and my purse stuffed with money from the till. He had never laid a hand on me until that moment, but even as he was beating me the pain within my heart was greater. He locked me in his office and didnt open the door until they came to tell us that you were gone… 

The words on the page blurred through Tonis tears. She blinked to focus on the final lines. The light in the room changed. The five in the booth looked out into the shop. It was bathed in a soft pink glow. The surfaces gleamed and the destroyed cabinet beside the mirror was upright again and filled with merchandise. A door with a polished brass handle stood adjacent. The mirror was whole and reflected back an ice-cream parlour from a different time. Green plants hung from the ceiling in baskets and flourished in huge pots on the floor. Life in the Roaring Twenties was depicted on brightly-coloured advertisements lining the walls. Toni looked at the others in the booth. Their awestruck expressions told her that they saw it too. They all watched as the door from Ex Libris swung inward and Daisy walked through it looking as solid as a living person. She stopped near the booth and stared at the front door.

Keep reading, Liam whispered.

Toni licked her lips and continued. After hours of screaming and crying for him to let me out of that office, I had no voice or tears left to weep for you. Your father is inconsolable. He has built cabinets over the door between our shops. My father has done the same on the other side of the wall. One barrier built of grief and another built of anger. But nothing can wall off my love for you and my bottomless regret that you died thinking that Id changed my mind.

The hair on Tonis arms stood up. Daisy turned and smiled at her. This time when the ghost spoke, her lips moved and her voice was clear. Hes coming.

They all looked towards the front door. It swung open and the brass bell jangled. Vinnie entered and rushed into Daisys arms. The two ghosts embraced. Vinnie turned to Toni, the gratitude overtaking his handsome face. Thank you, he said. He turned back to Daisy and the two kissed.

A white aura fanned out from the ghost lovers, growing in size and intensity until it filled the room with a blinding light. Toni had to shut her eyes against the glare. When she opened them again, Daisy and Vinnie were gone along with the 1920s décor. The mirror was still cracked, one cabinet leaned against the counter and another was laid out on the tile floor. 

Toni closed the journal, put her head in her hands and wept tears of joy. 




Chapter Ten







Toni Bianchi stood at the corner of State and Main and looked across the street at the renovated building on the opposite cornerher renovated building on the opposite corner. The broken windows had been replaced and the smooth glass shone in the setting August sun. The crumbling bricks had been repaired and the mortar joints repointed. The wood trim had been scraped and given a new coat of paint. Above the freshly stained door was a bright new sign, Ghost of a Chance Sweet Shop. 

She crossed the street and peered in through the window on the river side of the block. The interior of the shop had also undergone a facelift with the help of Liam and the Paranormal Research Team. Theyd had to work exhausting hours in order to have the grand opening on the Fourth of July holiday, but there had been few complaints. Each evening as theyd unwound over beer and takeout pizza, the conversation had invariably turned to Vinnie and Daisy and the experience they all had shared. The magic of it seemed to fuel their labours. 

The guys had focused on the downstairs renovations. Theyd replaced the broken mirror behind the soda fountain and repaired the plaster where the shelves had ripped away from the walls. Mike had spent two neck-wrenching weeks on a tall ladder stripping and refinishing his beloved tin ceiling. 

Toni and Bridget had concentrated on cleaning and repainting the upstairs. The bedrooms were the priority. Toni had claimed the larger one. Mike and Bridget had moved their suitcases into the smaller. Theyd kept the art deco bureaus but swapped out the beds and linens for more modernor as Bridget called them fuck-friendlyversions. 

The bathroom had required a little elbow grease, but, by the time they were done, the glass gleamed, the fixtures sparkled and the window sills looked brand new.

The women had saved the most daunting projectthe catch-all roomfor last. It had taken them two full days to go through the stacks of dusty boxes. Most of what they had found was trashold ledger books and yellowed newspapers shredded by mice. But the few treasures they had uncovered were wonderful. Theyd pulled back a yellowed sheet to find the shops original hanging planters and plant stands in near-perfect condition. A cache of framed 1920s advertisements had been stacked neatly against one wall, their colours still vibrant behind dusty glass. 

A sheet-covered boxtaller than Tonihad stood against the far wall and piqued her curiosity, but it had been blocked by decades of clutter. Theyd had to haul boxes full of garbage down to the dumpster before they could get to it. Once the path was clear, shed hesitated. It felt as though the mysterious object held the last of the buildings secrets and uncovering it would be like saying goodbye to her resident ghosts. Bridget had finally been the one to break the stalemate. Oh, for Petes sake, Toni, shed said, yanking away the cloth. 

The women had stood, hands on hips, facing an oak two-door armoire. Victorian? Toni had asked.

Bridget had nodded. Probably late 1800s. That would make sense given the age of the building. Nice piece.

Toni had tugged open the doors. A single item hung inside on a simple wire hanger. Toni had reached in and gently lifted out the short-sleeved, white work shirt. A black bow tie was stuffed into the breast pocket. Above it was an embroidered monogram. Toni traced the letters Vinnie.



* * * *



Toni walked into the cool building, smiling at the jangle of the polished brass bell above the door. Lush green ferns filled antique wicker planters and hung from the ceiling in woven baskets. The freshly painted walls were decorated with advertisements from another time. On display, in a shadowbox, behind the counter was Vinnies shirtcomplete with bow tieand Daisys journal, open to the last entry. The booths and most of the bistro tables were filled with people chatting and laughing. Bridget was manning the candy counter and Toni blushed when the redhead handed a length of liquorice laces to a young couple. 

Mike was working the soda fountain and joking with a man to whom hed just served an enormous banana split. Thomas was sitting beside the customer on one of the newly-upholstered stools. Mike caught Thomas eye and motioned to Toni. Thomas swivelled in his seat and smiled at her. He got up and took her hand. The two wound their way through the crowd and into Liams shop. Ex Libris also was teeming with customers. Liam smiled when he saw Toni and Thomas enter. He told his part-time clerk that he was calling it a day and walked out from behind the cash register. Thomas released Tonis hand and let Liam gather her into a bear hug.

Can you believe this? Liam whispered into her ear. She could barely hear him over the din of patrons. 

Toni pulled away and winked at him. Whos up for dessert? Its on the house.

The three waited for a break in the stream of people passing between the shops, then found seats at the counter with Toni in the middle.

Whatll it be? Mike asked.

Chocolate sundae with three spoons, Toni answered.

Heavy on the chocolate sauce and whipped cream, Thomas added.

Liam looped his arm around Tonis waist. Should we take that to go?

A wicked grin crossed Tonis face. You read my mind.
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Chapter One





It was well past sunset and Toni Bianchi stood shivering in the stinging rain, up to her ankles in icy mud, her ridiculous Civil War costume clinging to her curves. She glared at the decrepit pickup truckits bed made over to look like a mid-nineteenth-century military chow wagonand wondered at exactly which moment her life plan had gone astray. 

Admittedly, her life plan was a bit fluid. Toni had always believed that spontaneity made lifeand hermore interesting. But, as her wet curls clung to her neck and her toes grew numb, she was beginning to rethink her philosophy. 

Impulsive, she muttered to no one. Shed had yet another knee-jerk reaction. This time, as a result, shed found herself ankle-deep in unfamiliar muck. 

Tonis ability to think on her feet and execute snap decisions had made her successful at managing luxury hotels. Shed become something of a legend in the business for her ability to pull together grand-scale events in record time. She could simultaneously shuffle appointments, juggle contractors and sweet-talk caterers. The exhilaration of a looming deadline became an addiction. Tonis inability to snap out of crisis mode in her personal life had made her disastrous at managing relationships.

Six months ago Toni had finally buckled under the stress. She had walked out on Sparkyher mooching, noncommittal boyfriendand her cushy salary without so much as a backwards glance. Shed sold her sports car, her furniture and her condo, cashed in her fat stock portfolio and rolled the proceeds into a one-way plane ticket and a down-payment on a new life in a tiny tourist town. 

Shed been duped by the fine folks of Soldiers Orchard, Iowa, who had flimflammed her into believing that the answer to her troubles lay in their tiny Midwestern town. The night shed decided to trade in her hectic life, Toni had typed the words peaceful, friendly, and opportunity into her Internet search engine. Shed been directed to the Soldiers Orchard Realty website and was greeted by a lovely pen-and-ink image of a tidy brick Federal-style inn. Five divided light windows were spaced evenly along the second story, each neatly framed with a set of proper black shutters. A pair of identical windows flanked each side of the arched double door entry. The caption below read, A Diamond Inn the Rough! A Rare Investment Opportunity! Historic Civil War-era charmer in booming tourist town awaits a handy person with an entrepreneurial flair! Come discover friendly, peaceful Soldiers Orchard. The town council will provide a generous tax incentive to the right buyer. You provide a little elbow grease to make this fixer-upper sparkle.

A little elbow grease, my ass, she grumbled as she slogged through the deep tire ruts and wrestled open the carriage house door. 

The carriage house, much like the inn, was deceptively named. Both conjured up romantic images of bucolic rural living and friendly folks stopping by to say howdy and chat a spell over iced tea and molasses cookies. The buildings were, in fact, a pair of decaying two-hundred-year-old money pitswhich Toni had purchased, sight unseen, based on a misleading line drawing and an equally misleading real estate agent.

Now, a couple of centuries after it had been built, the carriage house had begun to lean. Toni yanked on the weather-beaten door but it ran aground on a hill of mud before it could be opened wide enough to clear the way for her battered truck. Everything about this financial boondoggle was a struggle. Try to fill the sink with wash water and the faucet crank came off in your hand. Flip a switch in anticipation of electric incandescent light and something deep within the crumbling plaster and lathe walls sputtered and hissed and moments later the entire inn went dark. The roof leaked, the foundation seeped andaccording to a parade of plumbers and electriciansevery major household system needed a complete overhaul. As she stood in the bone-chilling rain, trying to get the carriage house door to simply do its intended job, Toni wanted nothing more than to get out of the cold and into a hot tub. 

The sanctuary of a warm bath seemed an eternity away as Toni wrestled with the seemingly simple task of getting her repurposed pickup into its parking spot. She widened her stance and tried to find purchase on the slippery drive. She gave the door a mighty yank. The age-softened wood groaned as it gave up the screws holding the handle in place. Toni had time to notice that the handle in her hand was no longer attached to the carriage house door, but not enough time to register what that meantuntil her plump butt plopped into the mud. Toni jerked her hand out of the muck, and with a primal snarl flung the door handle. The moment it left her fingers, she wished it hadnt. She cringed as she watched the heavy iron hardware slice through the air and ping off the pickups windshield. The crack didnt form immediately, but once it started its sickening crawl, it didnt stop until it had drawn a craggy horizontal line the entire length of the glass.

Fuuuuuuuuuuuck, she screamed and slapped her hands against the ground, consequently splattering herself with a spray of ice-cold sludge.

Rage bubbled up. Her mind began to race as she tried to find something or someoneother than herselfto blame for the mess shed found herself in. She thought of the eighteen-hour work days and shady contractors and neurotic brides that had been part of the career shed left behind. Back in the city she had slept fitfully, worried obsessively, and regularly gulped stomach medication straight from the bottle. 

Each evening, when she had finally arrived back at her condo, exhausted and stressed to the breaking point, she had invariably found Sparky sprawled out on the sofa with a video game controller in his hands and a regiment of empty beer bottles standing in formation on the coffee table. 

Sparky worked about ten hours a week as a wedding reception DJ, which was how the two had met. He and Toni had exchanged brief pleasantries every time he emceed a wedding at her hotel. One evening Toni was leaving her office just as Sparky was wheeling his DJ equipment out through the lobby. Hed asked her to join him for a drink in the hotel lounge after hed loaded his van. Toni would always remember that hed ordered several rounds of expensive, imported beer and then apologised profusely for having forgotten his wallet. 

Indulging in luxury at Tonis expense fast became a habit. Tonis frenetic work life had left her little time to meet men or develop relationships. She had been so grateful for companionship that shed ignored the glaring warning signs surrounding Sparkyincluding his nickname. Shed once overheard the caterers at a wedding reception comment, Sparky? Really? Thats a name for a Dalmatian or a Little League baseball shortstopnot a grown man.

Right from the beginning Toni had chosen to disregard every red flag. Sparky had got so drunk on imported beer the night of their first date that Toni had driven him back to her condo and tucked him in on the couchwhere hed remained for the next three years.

Toni shivered, not sure if it was due to the memory of her neer-do-well ex or the fact that she was soaked to the skin. Toni had, she realised, traded in one set of problems for another. Six months ago she had convinced herself that the only way out of her predicament was to create an entirely opposite circumstance. Well, shed certainly done that, and now as she sat seething in the frigid mud, she decided that she hated the broken-down inn, and the off-kilter carriage house, and the decrepit pickup truck, and the whole stupid town of Soldiers Orchard. 

The economy of the town of Soldiers Orchard hinged on two industriesthe factory that took perfectly good bar soap and cooked it down into a soupy liquid to be pumped from bathroom dispensers, and the historic Civil War trade. The truck had originally been part of the delivery fleet for the former before being sold off and converted into a food vending vehicle for the latter. 

The pickup had come with the inn. No surprise there as its specialised modifications made it virtually unsalable. The front end looked like any other rust-riddled old truck. The rear, however, had been made over to suggest a battlefield chow wagon. The bed had been outfitted with a bowed frame over which was stretched a canvas cover. Every sheet metal surface had been faced with rough-hewn boards, and wooden pegs on each side were strategically placed to act as hangers for old wagon wheels. Stowed away in the bed were crates of period-corrector almost soprops. A cast-iron pot and a tripod to hang it from, cast-iron skillets and cooking utensils to dangle from the wagons sides, and a purposely tattered oil-cloth apron that Toni tied over her calico costume. Hidden from viewso as not to shatter the illusionwas a collection of modern coolers that stored the deli sandwiches, individual-serving sized bags of chips, cans of pop and beer, and cases of bottled water that Toni sold to the men who came to Soldiers Orchard to act out the brief moment in American history. Toni had learned early on that the doctors and lawyers and accountants who made Civil War re-enactments more obsession than hobby thought nothing of paying a four-hundred-per cent mark-up for the privilege of enjoying a frosty beverage between make-believe battles. Nor, it seemed, did they mind breaking characterever so brieflyto toss their empty aluminium cans and plastic water bottles into the recycling bin, as long as it was disguised as a wooden whisky barrel.

The odd few dollars that Toni earned selling overpriced refreshments to overpaid weekend warriors helped her to keep the utilities turned on while she renovated the inn. But on fall nights like thiswhen the wind whipped through the cornfields and the rain slashed at her skinshe longed for the climate-controlled condo and inflated salary that shed left behind. 

She concluded that the cold was seeping into her brain when she smelt cap-gun smoke. The aroma immediately conjured up tiny tight red-paper rolls with bumps of gunpowder spaced along the surface. She remembered helping her little brother load his cap gun. Shed swing open the metal door that was disguised as a pistol barrel, centre the cap roll on the metal peg, then feed the tail end of the paper under the gun hammerlining it up just so before fastening the latch. Her brothers would chase around the neighbourhood, ducking behind cars and housesalternately saving the city from the bad guys and being the bad guys. She could almost hear the sharp crack of their toy guns as the metal hammers came down on the tiny dots of gunpowder. She sniffed the air and the acrid, smoky aroma took her back to the carefree Julys of her youth, and far from this dismal late-October of her adulthood. 

Toni toyed with the idea of lying back in the puddle and hoping that sleep would overtake her. When her teeth began to chatter, she knew that escapism was an impossibility. And, given that the chow wagon currently was her only reliable income, she would have to get it insideout of the rainbefore the canvas top was irreparably damaged. 

By the time Toni got to her feet, the tears were flowing freely. She trudged over to the wedged door, knelt down and clawed away the mud doorstop with her numbed fingers. She pulled back the door enough to make way for the pickup and wiped her hands on her sodden calico skirt. Something glowing on the ground caught her eye and she stooped down for a closer look. She immediately recognised it as her cell phone, but still patted the pocket hidden in the folds of her skirt to verify that it wasnt there. She scooped up the last vestige of her former, high-tech life, found a clean patch of fabric and wiped off the screen. Toni felt her shoulders droop and the rain stung her skin as she watched the screen glow bright green for a moment before fading out to black. She deposited the dead phone back into her pocket and slogged to the pickup. 

Toni slid into the cab, trying to ignore the muddy swipe she left on the seat. She cranked the key forward and squeezed shut her eyes at the weak groan the engine made as it fought to turn over. 

Start, you miserable bitch, she muttered.

She pumped the gas pedal and leant forward, twisting the key in the ignition, willing the engine to fire. She cycled back the key, and then pressed it forward again. She rested her forehead on the cold, hard steering wheel. 

Please, she whispered. 

The old truck teased with a rrrrr, rrrrr, then seemed to take pity on her. It gave one more anaemic groan before catching. The plugs sparked and the engine finally fired, roaring to life in a cloud of gasoline-soaked exhaust. 

Thank you, she said and the tears flowed anew.

Toni sat for a moment, shivering and defeated, slowly pumping the gas until she was sure the engine would keep cranking. Sitting back against the scarred vinyl seat, she stared through the windshield, trying to ignore the new horizontal crack. Sniffing her running nose but not bothering to wipe her tears, she gave the gas pedal two more pumps for good measure, then pivoted her numb foot to the brake. She grasped the long, utilitarian gearshift and thunked the transmission into drive, then eased the pickup into the carriage house and shut down the engine. She left the keys in the ignitionafter all, who would bother to steal this beast?

Toni opened the cab door and slumped out. Something fluttered in the open rafters above and she hoped that it wasnt bats. She ducked against potential dive-bombing from flying rodents as she hurried out the carriage house door. She tried to yank it shut, but the downpour had built a new barrier of earth on the inward side of the doors swing. Defeated, Toni decided to leave the carriage house open. 

She trudged out into the mire of the driveway and looked towards the lights from the inn. They were at once a beacon and a betrayal. Inside she would find dry clothes and a warm bath…and a mile-long list of deferred maintenance items.

Toni decided that the worries of leaky roofs and hazardous wiring and porous plumbing would still be there in the morning. What she needed now was to be warm and dryand to sleep. She stepped on to the uneven slate stepping-stones that would lead her indoors. Movement in her peripheral vision caused her to pause and turn. A figure drifted through the shadows on the far side of the alley that led behind the carriage house. Toni dipped her head and squinted. His head was bent against the rain, but she could make out the brim of his flat-topped cap. The circle of light from the bare bulb above the carriage house door didnt quite reach him, but was just close enough to glint off his brass buttons and the handle of the scabbard that hung at his hip. A pistol with a foot-long barrel was stuffed into the sash that circled his waist. The end of the sash trailed down to his right knee and was tipped with a thick tassel.

A re-enactor, she thought. He mustve been heading home after a day of pretending to fight a Civil War battle. Maybe he was making his way to one of the other, more respectable, inns that lined Main Street. She wondered what this guy did for a living in the real world to be able to afford such an historically correct getup. The uniform even had tears and stains to mimic the effects of war. 

The man turned to face her head on, still just outside the reach of the floodlight over the carriage house door. The rain clouds covered the moon, but she could see that his skin was paleno doubt, she thought, from long hours spent poring over legal briefs or business ledgers. Or perhaps he was one of those guys who still lived in his mothers basement and had a social life limited only by the reach of the Internetbasement dwellers she thought they were called. Toni couldnt make out the colour of his eyes, but in this light they seemed inky black. 

She was anxious for him to step within the brighter pool of light. It made her uneasy to only see the most rudimentary features. In this light he seemed like a grainy photocopy from a black-and-white printer. Even in greyscale he was handsome. What struck her most was his moustache. He looked otherwise bedraggled, but that moustache was perfectly trimmed. It framed his lips as if his mouth were a parenthetical phrase, then followed his jaw before turning northward to blend into thick, lamb chop sideburns. His facial hair was so perfect and so utterly old fashioned that Toni wondered if it were another prop, and if so, what kind of glue must he be using for it to hold up under this downpour? If it werent, what employer would stand for it?

Toni was about to turn away when the pretend soldier straightened his stance and held her fast with his stare. He appeared to be exhausted and his stand-at-attention posture seemed a struggle. He touched the bill of his cap with a gentlemanly nod. Something about the gesturethe sincerity of it and its courtly naturemoved her. Toni gathered up a hank of sodden skirt in each hand, just below her hips, pulled out the fabric, and curtsied. She dipped her chin down and away, affecting the air of a proper lady. The formality of it centred her. When she straightened, the re-enactor was gone. Toni drew in a deep breath and smiled. She would look for him tomorrow at the re-enactment. With renewed strength, Toni made her way towards a hot bubble bath and dry clothes. 







Get your copy now






About the Author



Gabrielle Holly lives in the Midwest United States with her husband and two enormous, world-class-shedding dogs. She has worked as a freelance journalist, newspaper humour columnist, stand-up comic and morning radio show host. She has a short attention span and enjoys reading, cooking, crafting, hunting for antiques, attending live theatre, watching movies, spending time outdoors, and coercing her husband into being her research assistant.



Email: gabrielle@gabrielleholly.com 



Gabrielle loves to hear from readers. You can find her contact information, website and author biography at http://www.total-e-bound.com.







Also by Gabrielle Holly



Mr Fix-It

Ghost Encounters: Soldier of Love












Total-E-Bound Publishing

[image: img1.jpg]

www.total-e-bound.com



Take a look at our exciting range of literagasmic™ 

erotic romance titles and discover pure quality 

at Total-E-Bound.





Ops/images/cover.jpg





Ops/images/img1.jpg
Jm-ﬁgwt





