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A Girl, a Guy and a Ghost

 

Curvy redhead Giselle Hunter, parapsychology
reporter, has a crisis. Finding a ghost within three days is the only way to
save her job. Not easy, especially with no psychic talent. A trip to Savannah
Georgia--voted the most haunted city in America--seems ideal. But while Giselle
encounters a discrimination-obsessed vampire, a nudist wizard, a not-so-psychic
medium and a host of other kooks, there's not a ghost in sight.

 

Then there's scrumptiously sexy, private
investigator Ry Leland. With his buff body and bitable lips, Ry ignites her
passion. He's an enormous distraction. Distracting her in a bed, in a closet,
on the kitchen table, in a car... But despite the explosion of their mutual lust
at first sight, Ry is unwilling to help with what he calls a cockamamie
investigation. Unwilling, that is, until an attempt on her life makes it clear
someone wants to stop Giselle from finding a ghost...and turn her into one.
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[bookmark: SW21]Chapter One

 

It wasn't easy hunting ghosts. Especially difficult with no
psychic abilities. But coming to Savannah, Georgia should make the goal easy,
right? Piece of cake? After all, hadn't Savannah been voted America's most
haunted city by some parapsychology group? Spirits would probably be hanging
from every tree like Spanish moss.

Perfect, since Giselle Hunter had less than seventy-two
hours to find a ghost. Less than three days to save her job.

However, nothing was as she'd planned. The man sitting
opposite her at an outdoor table in the cafe--her only lead on a
haunting--continued to drone on without taking a breath. She could have sworn
the grass had grown at least an inch in the nearby square since Giselle arrived,
and the guy had said nothing of use.

She had no time for this. Leaning forward, Giselle opened
her mouth to speak. "Umm."

"I say to myself, I say, Victor--my name it is Victor
then--you must create the unique way of painting, the new artistic." The nasal
voice, with a French accent, went on. "And I say to myself, the new artistic is
so you. You are so new and so artistic."

Amazing that this guy could puff on a cigarette while
sipping an espresso and still not pause long enough for Giselle to get a word
in. He was short in stature. Shorter even than Giselle's five foot five inches.
Black hair, with a streak of white in the center, trailed down his back from a
rubber band at the nape of his neck like a tail.

This guy reminded her of someone, but who? Movie character? Cartoon
character? Never mind, it would come to her.

"My artistic, it is revolution. It is not impressionistic,
it is not cubism, it is cross--"

A hint of jasmine wafted on the warm evening breeze that
drifted past Giselle as she perched on the edge of the wrought iron chair. The
setting was perfectly serene amidst the picturesque historic antebellum row
houses. Yet she couldn't bring herself to take even a sip of the latte in front
of her. No doubt it wouldn't stay down. Her stomach churned.

During her job interview, Giselle had assured Willie Sanders
of Ghosthunter Magazine she was psychically talented. Her resume touted
extensive amateur ghost hunting experience. No need to explain this consisted
of a childhood of watching Scooby Doo. Hey, a twenty-five-year-old English Lit
major had to get a job any way she could. They were tough to come by, even with
a college degree.

Willie's own psychic abilities must have been lacking at the
time. Impressed with her embellished resume, and curvy figure, he'd hired
Giselle on the spot. Now Willie was threatening to fire her.

It was so unfair. She'd only had two failed assignments
since she was hired six months ago. They'd been small, really. Now these
incidents were known around the magazine's offices as the "Debacle in Denver"
and the "Nuking of New Orleans". How people loved to exaggerate. Just because
that building in the French Quarter burned down. She hadn't nuked it, for
heaven's sake.

Unfair or not, either Giselle produced an article on an
objectively verifiable haunting, with the obligatory travel information, by
Monday at 6:00 p.m. or she was out of a job.

"Bah, I say to the critic," her ghost lead said. "They know
nothing of the artistic talent." His black eyes flashed. Nodding for emphasis
set his skunk-like ponytail flapping.

A mosquito landed on her knee. She smacked it, smashing the
body into tiny bug parts intermingled with a smudge of blood. Scrubbing it
away, she found a reddened bump emerging underneath. Fab.

"The colors that I use in my artistic, I mix myself. I use
the ingredient of nature."

"About your..."

He spoke over her. "The other artiste, they are jaylouse.
They wish they had the talent of this little finger." He held up the allegedly
talent-filled finger and thrust it into her face for inspection.

"Yes, I see." Catching a whiff of stale tobacco, she jerked
her head back. "Very nice finger. But about your studio. I really want to know--"

"This finger it paint the more bootiful than the other
artiste here," he said, waving the appendage. "This finger, it--"

[bookmark: SW1]She closed her mouth again. Dammit. She'd be
fired for sure. Giselle drummed her fingers on the side of the coffee cup then
noticed a pattern in the drumming. Morse code. SOS.

"And so then I change my name to Vector because it more
unique and I am the unique artiste. And then I think I must use only one name.
All the great artiste they use only one name. Da Vinci, Renoir, Picasso."

"Actually I think they each had two names."

"So I am Vector. Only Vector. I have no last name. Is that
not unique?" He looked at her expectantly.

Startled, she jumped in. "Oh, you're unique. That's for
sure."

Vector beamed with pleasure at her response, not having
detected the note of sarcasm in her voice. She had to do something to get this
meeting on track.

"This is all fascinating, but I'd like to talk about your
ghost."

His eyes were more blank than mirrored sunglasses. Perhaps
he didn't understand the word. Giselle raked one hand through her auburn curls,
struggling to recall the French word for ghost. Damn. Where was an
English-French dictionary when she really needed it?

Giselle plowed on. "The ghost, you know? The spirit in your
studio?"

His brows converged into one bushy brow. Confusion or
constipation?

"A haunted studio. A ghost?" Vector asked.

"Yes."

"No."

"No?"

"Yes."

"Wait a minute. Now I'm getting confused. Are you saying
that your studio is not haunted?" Giselle asked.

Vector nodded. "I never see, I never hear. There is no ghost
in studio."

"You didn't come here to tell me about your ghost and take
me to see it?"

"No. I am here on date," Vector said.

The last word echoed in her mind. Mary Ellen had set her up
on a blind date. Giselle had relied on her former college roommate to help her.
Mary Ellen, a native Savannahian, had assured Giselle the Frenchman had a
ghost. But no.

Mary Ellen's obsession with finding Giselle a perfect man
had hit a new high...or low this time. Worse, how could Mary Ellen have imagined
Giselle would make a love connection with this Vector guy?

She would definitely kill her now-former best friend.
Giselle made a mental list of the methods by which she could do the deed. Then
she stopped herself. Killing her former friend would be too kind. Torture. Yes,
that was it. Torture would stretch out Mary Ellen's suffering.

Tying Mary Ellen to her sofa and forcing her watch
twenty-four hours of reality television might do it. The ones they have on that
obscure cable channel. The show featuring the rap guy with the clock fetish.
That would teach her. Or she could force-feed Mary Ellen spinach. No. Mary
Ellen, the health nut, loved vegetables.

"I am unique artiste. I paint only the self-portraits. I am
painting what I know and I see myself every day. I paint what is interest, no?"

No, definitely not. She pressed a finger to the sudden
twitch at the corner of her right eye. Should she be rude and just announce the
date was over, or should she be polite and make an excuse? Giselle opted for
politeness.

"Listen, Vector." She rose to her feet, gathered up her
purse, and prepared to leave the cafe. "I really need to get back to my hotel.
I have to start work very early tomorrow. It was nice meeting you."

Was it really a lie if she was trying to be polite? She
didn't need to incur any bad karma right now.

Vector stood up and the top of his head came level with her
shoulder. Giselle turned away from him and started down the sidewalk. The skunk
followed.

"I walk you to hotel," Vector said. "I am gentleman. But you
understand if we are attacked, I do not protect you. I am artiste, not
soldier."

Great.

"Also, I am not attracted to you." He shouted from behind
her.

The heads of cafe patrons at a nearby table swiveled. They
probably wanted to see who was so unattractive. Super great.

"Bien sure, you are cute," he continued on, following
close on her heels. "You have curly red hair all around your face, and your
eyes are blue like sky, but I see you are plump."

[bookmark: SW2]Plump? Size ten was so not plump. It was
healthy. The little pipsqueak had gone too far now.

"I expect the ballerina, you know, like the true Giselle."

Oh, this just got better and better. Insults from a guy who
looked like a skunk. Politeness and karma implications be damned.

"That's it. I'm out of here." Giselle moved faster along the
sidewalk. The runt trotted just to keep up with her.

"Hey," the skunk yelled. "I go with you to your hotel. We
can have sex. Sex would be okay."

Giselle turned her head. "Get away from me, you little
jerk," she shouted back at him as she ran forward.

The skunk reached his right arm toward her. Giselle made a
left turn to avoid his grasping fingers and slammed into a brick wall. At least
that's what it felt like. But then the brick wall fell backward. Giselle and
the wall both tumbled, ending up prone on the sidewalk.

Giselle looked down to see herself sprawled over a man, not
a brick wall. And what a very hunky man. He had to be at least six feet in
height. When standing, that is. Her yellow linen shift dress had hiked up and
her knees now straddled his waist, the fabric of his jeans rough against the
bare skin of her legs. Giselle felt the lean but hard muscle of his body. All
very luscious, very male muscle.

Giselle examined him with fascination. He couldn't be more
than thirty-five years old. Perfect age. Everyone knew men lagged ten years
behind a woman in maturity. That made Giselle and the wall the same age.

Could that wave in the shoulder-length blond hair splayed
around his face be natural? The stranger could be an angel with that blond
halo. A hokey thought, but she had probably hit her head in the fall. Hokey
could be excused by concussion.

The stranger's lips were full and fully bitable. Around
those lips and over his strong chin, she saw the barest hint of end-of-day
stubble. And his nose. Oh baby, it was perfect. Pleasantly Roman but not too
large. The nose was the most important body part on a man. Well, maybe not the most
important. Didn't they say nose size and penis size were related? No, that was
finger length and penis size.

Next she noticed his eyes illuminated by the overhead
streetlight. She couldn't look away. They had to be the clearest, deepest green
she'd ever seen. They were framed by lashes as long as any woman's. But as his
eyes stared upward, Giselle saw something odd. Glazed and lifeless.

Omigod, had she killed the most scrumptious man she'd ever
seen before she even knew his name?

He moaned. Good, not dead, just injured.

"What's your name?" Giselle asked, sitting up.

"What?" the blond angel croaked.

Oh no. He had amnesia. He didn't know his own name.

Scanning his body, she saw that the stranger wore a white
shirt over jeans. Maybe she should look through the pockets of his jeans for
identification. Whoa, that might be fun. He filled them out well. She had to be
honest. He filled them really well. If that penis-size thing was true, he must
have lovely long fingers.

It would be fun to search those pockets. But was it wrong to
enjoy fishing around in the pockets of his jeans if the guy was injured? Oh,
the ethical dilemma.

As she considered the moral pros and cons, Mr. Scrumptious
lifted a hand to feel the back of his head. His hand, with its long, tapered
fingers, looked as perfect as the rest of him.

Plus, he smelled wonderful. A mixture of sandalwood and
musk. Giselle gasped in a ragged breath. She suddenly felt lightheaded. The
vapors. Wasn't that what they called a fit of sexual hysteria here in the South?
The hard feel of him under her legs and his voice... She hadn't been this close
to orgasm the last time she had sex.

Please God, don't let him be gay.

"How do you feel?"

The stranger's eyes cleared. "I'm okay."

Giselle just stared. Oh, that voice. Speak again, Mr.
Scrumptious. A need for that voice filled her.

"As much as I'm enjoying having you lay on top of me, I
think we should get up," he said, and the sound thrummed inside Giselle.

His eyes darted down and then up to meet her eyes again.

Did he just sneak a glance down her cleavage? Yes. Thank
you, God. He's not gay. Normally, Giselle wouldn't be happy about a strange
man ogling her breasts, but under the circumstances, who could blame a man for
taking a look. In fact, Giselle decided his ogling was a very good sign.
Perhaps she hadn't injured him too badly. She wanted everything in working
order on Mr. Scrumptious.

A crazy hunger to pull his head to her breasts played in her
head. Her nipples tightened.

[bookmark: SW3]The stranger's bitable lips quirked into a
half smile. His arms came up to grasp her on either side of her waist. Tingles
zinged through her. Apparently, the nerves in her waist were directly connected
to her toes and all points in between, including the womanly core of her.

"I think for us to get up, we have to move," he said.

"Oh yes. You're right. I'm soooo sorry." Giselle enjoyed one
last feel of the muscular chest under her hands and the hardness of his legs
under her bottom before she started to scramble up. His hands lingered on her
waist then moved over her back. His fingers slipped down a bit over her hips
and upper thighs before falling away.

More zinging tingles. Biting her lip, Giselle suppressed a
whimper at the throbbing ache inside her.

Need, hunger and ache...oh my!

They each stood, brushing off. Giselle gazed up at the
stranger with her best Princess Di impression and tried to appear coyly
flirtatious. She opened her mouth to speak, but another voice intruded. A nasal
voice with a French accent.

"Monsieur, you are a bugger?"

The stranger looked the skunk up and down. "I hope you mean
mugger." The stranger chuckled. He had a scrumptious laugh. Delicious, like
fine liquor and just as heady.

"Oui. A mugger. That is the word. You intend to attack
us?"

"Of course not," Mr. Scrumptious sputtered through a
chuckle.

"Then I ask you to get away from my date." The little skunk
puffed up his chest.

The stranger laughed again and turned to Giselle. "Are you
with him?" He pointed at the skunk, his scrumptious eyebrow arched.

"Definitely not. To the extent we're in the vicinity of one
another is strictly accidental." Giselle waved at the skunk as if trying to
shoo him away. Far, far away. Another galaxy would be too close.

"You seem to be having a lot of accidents tonight," Mr.
Scrumptious remarked.

"Well, some accidents are nicer than others." She moved
toward Mr. Scrumptious with a smile, placing herself between him and the skunk.
Giselle couldn't believe her boldness. In fact, she'd practically batted her
eyelashes at Mr. Scrumptious. It had been a long time since she'd flirted so
outrageously. Try never. Who was she kidding? She was dangerously close to
jumping the man and having sex with him right here on the city sidewalk.

The stranger smiled in return, revealing sexy, white teeth.
He moved closer to her, placed a hand on her arm and opened his mouth to speak.

The skunk came from behind Giselle. "You must unhand my date,
Monsieur. She and I go back to the hotel to have the sex before you have
interrupted."

Giselle saw stars. She almost lost consciousness and had to
mentally slap herself before she could respond.

"We are definitely not going to have sex. We were never
going to have sex," she assured Mr. Scrumptious with a hollow-sounding laugh.
She rounded on the skunk. "Scrammez-vous. In case you don't understand English,
that means get lost."

"But you say you wish to see my ghost," Vector said, eyes
wide.

Giselle's mouth fell open. Her eye twitch began again.

"I never said I wanted to see your ghost." Her glance darted
between the two men. "I did want to see your ghost ghost but not your
ghost ghost."

Both men stared at her, confused. She glared at Vector.

"I don't know what you think the word 'ghost' means. But if
you think it has something to do with sex, it obviously doesn't mean what you
think it means." The timbre of her voice had gone up a few more octaves. If
this little twerp didn't shut up soon, only dogs would be able to hear her.

The damage of the skunk had already been done. Like a light
switch being flipped, the stranger just shut off. No more sexy smile. No more
hand on her arm. He stepped back. Oh no.

"It looks like we're both uninjured. So I'll be going." The
stranger turned on one heel and walked away. He had a magnificent butt.

Giselle wanted to tell him to wait, to please come back. She
sent her frantic thoughts flying toward him. Her psychic message, as usual,
didn't reach its target. But then how could she send psychic messages when she
didn't have ESP.

Mr. Scrumptious and his magnificent butt just kept walking
away. Giselle stared after him with longing until she could no longer see him
in the distance.

Giselle turned toward the skunk. Her hand itched to slap
him. But given his size, she'd probably kill him. Well, so what if she did kill
him? Surely, she'd be acquitted at any trial, particularly if there were women
on the jury.

Her gaze must have been as ferocious as her thoughts because
the skunk shrunk back. He murmured something inaudible and scuttled away in the
opposite direction taken by Mr. Scrumptious.

Dammit. Could this night get any worse? She'd lost the
hottest man on the planet. Giselle had never reacted to a man physically as she
that stranger. Gone and without even finding out his name. Heck, she couldn't
even stalk him--not that she would, of course--without a name to go on. More
important, her job was still in jeopardy. She glanced at her watch. Friday,
8:45 p.m. Soon her job would be as lost as Mr. Scrumptious.

[bookmark: SW4]* * * * *

Not wanting to dwell on her career as it spiraled down the
proverbial tube, Giselle decided to have an ice cream sundae. A double ice
cream sundae. Comfort food, and Giselle needed a lot of comfort. Sitting in the
local ice cream shop, lapping at the creamy, fudgy substance on her spoon, she
reviewed the entries on the to-do pages of her planner. Giselle's eyes skimmed
the list and she sighed. She tore the entire page out and crumpled it into a
small ball in her fist. She was hopelessly off plan.

Maybe she should just give up and go back to New York. What
was the worst that could happen? She'd lose her job. So what? Then she'd lose
her apartment. That wouldn't be a tragedy. Her parents would probably let her
move back home. Omigod. Move back with her parents? No way.

The cell phone in her pocket sang. A nearby patron sent a
dagger-filled glare her way. Giselle grabbed the phone with an apologetic
glance at the woman. She groaned when she saw the caller ID. Oh no. Her boss.
She'd talked to him less than two hours ago. She'd seen him less than four
hours ago.

Giselle flipped the phone open. "Hi, boss. Long time, no
speak."

"Never mind the clever patter." Good old Willie. Always a
charmer. "Talk to me, Hunter. Am I going to get my article?"

"Everything is going according to plan." Checking quickly,
Giselle noted that her tongue had not cleaved to the top of her mouth as she
would have expected.

"You're not just blowing smoke up my--"

"Absolutely not," she cut in with sincerity.

Willie made a quick "You better not be" retort.

"No, boss." I don't want to be near enough to that
orifice to blow smoke in its direction. Of course, Giselle left this last
bit unspoken. She didn't want to be fired before Monday.

"I heard that," Willie said with a barking tone.

Dammit. He was good. Sometimes she found Willie's telepathy
incredible. Sometimes not. His psychic ability seemed to come and go like a
five-hundred-watt radio station. Bluff, Giselle, bluff.

"What?" she asked.

"You know what."

"I don't know what you mean." Did her voice have the right
tone of innocence?

"Just checking," Willie said.

Phew. Relief. Willie's E.S.P. signal had apparently faded.
Willie clicked off without a goodbye.

Crap. She needed a new plan and quick. Casting her eyes
around the room, she noticed a pamphlet on the next table. Abandoned by some
patron who'd already departed, she snatched it up. The pamphlet advertised a
tour of haunted pubs in Savannah that started in less than half an hour.
Perfect. A trifecta of perfect. Savannah history, Savannah ghosts and Savannah
liquor. Ideal. Good thinking, Giselle.

* * * * *

Bad thinking, Giselle. The disastrous tour was guided
by Miss Sandy. A woman who had to be at least forty-eight years old but
pretended to be a blonde bombshell of twenty.

Miss Sandy flirted with every male in sight and reach. She
even batted her eyes at the newlywed Army recruit whose wife looked like she
planned to clock Miss Sandy the next time the guide groped her husband's arm.
Gulping drinks down with increasing velocity as the evening progressed, the
stories Miss Sandy told grew more and more ridiculous. This tour clearly wasn't
going to give Giselle any valid leads on a ghost.

The tour group consisted of nine people. There was Giselle,
the newlyweds, an elderly couple, and a family that included a mom, a dad and
their teenage sons. The group huddled together in the third pub of the night.
An inn that had been the frequent residence of seafaring men in the eighteen
hundreds, many who failed to survive their struggles with the sea.

On this night, the tour group struggled to survive the
shipwreck called Miss Sandy.

[bookmark: SW5]The guide swigged down her Pink Squirrel in
one gulp. "Another drink, barkeep," Miss Sandy slurred in a heavy Southern
drawl. She boosted the front of her eighteenth-century serving wench bustier to
fluff up her ample bosom.

"Anywho. The girl. Can't think of-- What was her name? Amanda?
Maybe Amanda. She jumped out the window upstairs. Just 'cause her lover left
her." Miss Sandy wiggled over to the elderly male tourist. "Men are such little
rascals, aren't they?"

His wife glared at the spot where Miss Sandy's bosom rubbed
against her husband's arm. Then she glowered at Miss Sandy. The tour guide took
no notice. She didn't notice any of the women.

Miss Sandy cooed to the man. "I could tell you such stories
about what those players got up to when I was with the Chicago Bears
Cheerleaders. Oooh, they were somethin' else."

"Was that before or after you ran the Boston Marathon, Miss
Sandy?" Giselle asked mockingly.

Miss Sandy went on in happy oblivion to Giselle's tone. "Oh,
that was after. That was just five years ago."

"What were you? Their den mother?" Giselle asked it under
her breath, but the elderly man's wife heard and snickered. Miss Sandy ignored
Giselle.

"Anywho, the ghost of this inn likes to steal fancy lingerie
out of the luggage of the ladies who stay here."

Yeah, sure. How preposterous was that story. It was probably
just the bellmen taking panties to get their jollies.

"Just like I said before, those men are just little rascals
even in the afterlife," Miss Sandy trilled.

"I thought you said the ghost was a woman." Giselle rubbed
her forehead where an ache had begun to form.

"Oh yeah," the guide said absently.

"Miss Sandy?" One of the teenage boys raised his hand. "Why
do they call the city Savannah?"

The tour guide paused, her eyebrows furrowed. She looked up
and to the left as if searching her memory for a moment.

"I'll be getting to that later," Miss Sandy said with a
sniff. "Well, it looks like I'm not getting any more drinky poos here. On to
the next pub."

Miss Sandy turned on her heel and almost toppled over. The
newly groom caught her arm and righted her. "Thanks ever so much, sweetie pie."
She fairly purred in his ear and then ambled on. The newly bride elbowed her
husband in the side and stalked after the guide.

At the next stop, the basement of a Revolutionary War era
home that had been converted to a restaurant, Miss Sandy led the group past the
piano near the entrance. The group continued around the comfortable seating
area next to the fireplace and stopped at the bar in the corner.

Miss Sandy slammed her hand on the counter and demanded a
Pink Squirrel. Giselle ordered a glass of merlot. In order to cope with the
rest of this tour, she had to have a drink.

"Why is this house pink?" It was the elderly gentleman. He
got a glare from his wife for his trouble.

The tour guide's eyes narrowed and she swayed a bit. "The
guy who built it was a communist," Miss Sandy finally answered.

Giselle could feel her teeth clench. "There were no
communists in the seventeen hundreds."

The bartender placed a half-full wineglass on a cocktail
napkin in front of Giselle. She smiled at him gratefully, picked it up and took
a soothing sip.

"Well, he must have been gay then," Miss Sandy said with a
stern look in Giselle's direction. Then back to the sing-song voice. "Anywho,
the ghost that haunts this place likes to order a beer and drink it here at the
bar. The customers think he's a rein- rein- rein--"

"Re-enactor?" the newly groom supplied.

Miss Sandy grinned drunkenly. "That's it. They think he's
a...what you said, 'cause he's dressed like he's from the Revolution. But once he
has that drink, he just wanders hiself over to the Colonial Cemetery. Then he
stands on his grave and just poof." Miss Sandy puckered at the word "poof" and
tried to blow. But her lips were apparently too numb from alcohol and wouldn't
form the requisite moue. "Anywho, he's gone."

[bookmark: SW6]Absurd. Giselle doubted that a ghost would
be mistaken for a re-enactor. A ghost lacked the substance to be mistaken for a
person. Just more bunk from Miss Sandy.

"Excuse me. I'd like to get by," a husky male voice said
into Giselle's ear.

She moved in a reflex motion to her left. "Oh sorry," she
said, turning slightly to make the apology. Omigod. Mr. Scrumptious. "Oh. Hi."
She smiled at him broadly. Maybe she hadn't lost him after all.

"Uh," he grunted, moving past her and the group to take a
seat at the bar a couple of steps away. Giselle followed him with her gaze and
saw him order a beer. He didn't so much as glance her way.

"Who is that?" Miss Sandy squawked over Giselle's shoulder.

"I don't know," Giselle said, wishing she did.

"Sure you don't," Miss Sandy said, clutching Giselle's arm.
"It's okay, honey. He's one fine-looking specimen. I can understand why you
don't want to share that prime cut of meat."

Giselle decided not to correct her.

Miss Sandy turned back to the group. "Anywho. There's this
other ghost here that likes to tickle people's feet when they're sleeping. As
you can imagine, it gets the tourists mighty upset when a ghost is in the
bedroom, tickling their feet."

"I thought this was a restaurant. The customers aren't
sleeping in the restaurant, are they?" Giselle demanded. She had to consciously
loosen her grip on the wineglass to keep it from breaking. She'd about all her
fill of Miss Sandy. Plus, Mr. Scrumptious continued to ignore her. That alone
made her seriously cranky.

"Maybe that ghost haunts one of the inns. Oh yeah. Can't
remember which one, but one of 'em."

Giselle would have said something caustic but was saved when
one of the teenagers stepped forward and interjected a question. "Miss Sandy.
Is there any way to keep the ghosts away? Like exorcism?"

"Oh yeah, an exorcism will do it. But that gets kind of
messy and it requires a priest. I think there's an easier way."

Miss Sandy picked up the glass containing the Pink Squirrel
the bartender had finally brought her, downed it with one gulp, and placed the
glass on top of the bar again. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

"It's simple. All you have to do is-- Let's see if they have
any back here?" Miss Sandy staggered around the end of the bar and started
rummaging behind it. "I'm sure they must have some here. Aha." Miss Sandy
emerged with a box of oatmeal held victoriously over her head.

"Oatmeal?" Giselle's tone was caustic.

"Oh yes. You just sprinkle it around. It'll keep the ghosts
away."

"That's just dumb," Giselle said.

"No, it's not. It keeps them calm. Like Prozac for ghosts."

"Hey." The bartender called to Miss Sandy from the other end
of the wood expanse. He put a bottle of beer in front of a customer with a
bang. "Leave that alone. That's my lunch."

"Oooh, so sorry," Miss Sandy said sarcastically, and she
pushed the box of oatmeal back into its place. She straightened and put her
hands on her hips militantly. "Well, it keeps ghosts away too."

An uncomfortable silence fell over the group. Then one of
the teenagers broke the tension.

"Miss Sandy, you were going to tell us about how Savannah
got its name."

The tour guide blinked a few times. "Oh yeah. I'll tell ya
later."

"You don't know, do you?" Giselle challenged.

"I do too. Of course I do. I'm a professional. I know what
I'm doing." Miss Sandy huffily boosted her bosom.

The group stared at Miss Sandy and she stared back for a few
long seconds.

"Okay," she said. "If you have to know now, I'll just tell
it out of order."

She stopped speaking and glared at the group. The group
glared back.

Miss Sandy sighed. "Remember how I told you that Oglethorpe
founded Savannah. He had this ship that was coming over here from England with
a bunch of people for the colony. And, uh, one of the settlers fell overboard
during the voyage. A young girl named Anna. And, ummmm, everyone on the ship
yelled 'Save Anna, save Anna.' Anywho. Anna died and so they called the
settlement Savannah. You know, save Anna, save Anna, Savannah."

[bookmark: SW7]Her eyes gleamed with triumph as she
finished the story.

"Why would they name the city after one settler who died?"
Giselle asked when no one else spoke.

"Well, umm, she was very popular. People liked her." At the
skeptical looks coming from the group, she said, "They liked her a lot."

"That is the most absurd story I've ever heard. And that's
saying something given the other stories you've told tonight. This is a stupid
tour. I want a refund," Giselle exclaimed.

"Hey."

"Yeah," said the family father. "We want refunds too." And
then all the others joined in with grumbles of "Yeah," "Refund," and "Stupid."

Miss Sandy turned, marched to Giselle, and poked her in the
shoulder with her index finger. "You. You're a troublemaker." Then she shoved
Giselle with the palm of her hand.

If Giselle's heels hadn't been so high, she would have been
all right. But the heels were high and she teetered back a few steps. Her arms
flailed in an attempt to stop her fall. It didn't work. Giselle fell back,
back, back into and onto someone at the bar.

Onto Mr. Scrumptious.

Lying draped over him for the second time that night,
Giselle noted that he still smelled just as delicious. Full lips, green eyes
and a body just as muscular as she remembered. But instead of ogling her
cleavage flirtatiously, this time he glared at her.

"Look what you've done," he said.

Giselle saw that her wineglass was no longer half full. It
was all empty. All empty, all over Mr. Scrumptious' blue jeans.

He stood, thrusting Giselle up and away from him.

"I'm sorry. Someone pushed me." Giselle tried to dab at the
damp mess with the cocktail napkin she'd been gripping under the now-empty
glass. Dab, dab, dab on first his right thigh then his left. Then along the
zipper. Then the dabbing motion became more of a caress. His body reacted,
straining against the zipper and her napkin.

"Oops. I'm sorry...again." She glanced up at him.

Mr. Scrumptious looked down into her face. His expression
softened as his jaw unclenched. He seemed fascinated for a few moments with her
lips. Would he kiss her? The other bar patrons disappeared. At least they
seemed to.

His lips quirked. "Well, sugar. At least you didn't make
me...spill my beer." He looked down sardonically at the mug he gripped. His eyes
gleamed but no longer with anger.

It had been a while, but Giselle could still recognize a
lustfully interested gleam in a man's eye when she saw it.

Giselle smiled. "Yeah, that would have been bad."

Kiss me. Devour me. I'm creamy just looking at you.

Just then a hand gripped Giselle's shoulder and Miss Sandy
pulled her around.

"You've ruined things. Why did you have to take my tour?"
Miss Sandy snarled.

"I was just trying to find a ghost."

"I don't care." Miss Sandy drew back her arm and then her
fist flew toward Giselle. The guide listed drunkenly and moved in an almost
slow motion. Giselle had time to duck out of the way. Miss Sandy's body
followed the line of her fist and she ended up face first, unmoving on the
floor. After a few seconds, a soft snore began to emanate from Miss Sandy.
She'd passed out from the look of things. Good.

But all was not good. Giselle found that her dodge to avoid
the fist had brought her slamming back into Mr. Scrumptious. His eyes gleamed
again, but not in a good way. His lusciously long fingers now held an empty
beer mug. The beer from the mug covered the front of Mr. Scrumptious' shirt.

"I'm sorry." Giselle started forward to dab at his shirt
with the now-mangled cocktail napkin.

"Don't say anything. Don't do anything. Just go." He pointed
toward the door.

Giselle nodded, turned and trudged away. It was 11:15 p.m.
The tour had been a bust. She had no leads on a ghost, and she'd lost the guy
again.







Chapter Two

 

The next day, Giselle returned to the cafe. The scene of the
criminally awful blind date.

"I can't believe it was so horrible." Mary Ellen frowned.

Mary Ellen had groveled for ten minutes and had therefore
been elevated back to best friend status. Sipping her coffee, she pushed large
sunglasses up the bridge of her nose to cover her eyes against the morning sun
peaking over the rooftops.

"I did your astrological chart myself," she continued. "I
calculated very precisely. The chart said you would meet a man who would play a
significant role in your life. Perhaps even a soul mate."

Giselle blushed, remembering the stranger she'd run into the
night before. She didn't want to talk about him with Mary Ellen just yet.
Besides, she still hadn't completely forgiven her for the blind date fiasco.

"Well, my soul mate certainly is not Monsieur Skunk,"
Giselle replied tartly to hide her embarrassment. "He didn't even have a
haunted studio. No ghost, no article. No article, no job. Remember?"
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times can I say I'm sorry? I didn't realize you would tell your boss about
Vector and base your whole article on his ghost. I didn't meet the skunk
personally, but my Dexter assured me that this guy was perfect for you. I just
can't believe my darling Dexter could be so wrong." Mary Ellen took a bite of
muffin and then sipped her coffee.

Uh-oh. If she didn't head this off right now, Mary Ellen
would continue to expound for at least another fifteen minutes on all of the
wonderful qualities of the latest and, according to her, greatest man in her
life.

"I'm supposed to be locating a ghost to use in my article,"
Giselle said with a theatrical roll of her eyes. "Besides, my dating life has
gone from bad to worse. I'm considering giving up the practice altogether. I
think Vector was the very worst date I've ever had." Giselle sipped her latte.
"Worse than the guy who thought he was a vampire. The Vampire Lester. That's
what he called himself."

"Oh yeah," Mary Ellen said. "What a nut ball."

"Remember how he sued that New Orleans author, claiming
she'd based one of her sexy vampire characters on him and plagiarized his life?
He was obsessed."

The vampire story always served to distract Mary Ellen.

"At least the vampire didn't tell me I'm plump. He didn't
even want to suck my blood. He just wanted to talk about his lawsuit," Giselle
finished with a mock pout.

Mary Ellen giggled prettily. Heads turned from nearby
tables. People liked to look at Mary Ellen. She was a classic American beauty.
Long, lithe, blonde and blue-eyed. Sometimes Giselle just hated to love her.

"You know," Giselle continued. "The Vampire Lester had an
attractive quality. That Goth sort of waifish look is hot right now. Maybe I
should think about going out with him again."

"You wouldn't."

"Why not? He might be available. He just emailed me the other
day to lament the judge denied his lawyer's motion to schedule the trial in his
lawsuit after sunset."

A hearty laugh burst from Mary Ellen before she covered her
mouth with a napkin.

"What? This is serious," Giselle said with mock sincerity.
"It's very difficult to litigate a case when you're combustible."

Giselle's cell phone rang. She looked at the caller ID on
the face. "Damn, it's my boss." She flipped the phone open.

No greeting from Willie. He just plowed right into the meat
of things. "Have you finished the article yet?"

"No, I've been in Savannah for less than twenty-four hours."
Giselle held the phone out in front of her and gave it her best glare.

"I heard that."

"What?"

"That look," Willie replied.

Giselle stuck her tongue out at the phone.

"I heard that too."

"Can you hear this?" Giselle asked, gesturing at the phone.

"Yeah. It's a peace sign with only one finger."

Damn, his telepathy was really working today.

"Now, boss, would I do that to you?" Her tone was
saccharine.

"Of course you would. I don't know why I haven't fired you
before now."

"Are you saying I'm fired? That's so unfair. You said I had
until Monday evening to finish the article. It's only Saturday morning."

"You're not fired...yet." His booming voice hurt her ear. She
held the phone at a distance as he continued. "But you're out of a hotel room.
That B&B you checked into is too expensive."

Double damn, he was good today. "I can't believe you can
psychically feel the cost of my hotel room."

"I can't. I checked the firm credit card statement online
and saw the first night's charge." Willie paused before adding, "I heard that."

"I didn't do anything."

Giselle could just feel Willie's answering smirk. Maybe she
was psychic after all.

"Anyway," he said. "I told the B&B to check you out.
I've made a reservation for you at the Great Eastern or something like that."
Willie recited the address.

"Get your stuff out of the B&B by noon." Long seconds of
silence passed before he spoke again. "You're welcome." Willie paused again. "I
heard that."

Giselle didn't speak. She did, however, gesture.

"No denial?" Willie asked.

"No."

Willie chuckled. He had a reputation for enjoying his status
as an ass. "I really like you, Hunter, but if you don't produce this time
you're out." He hung up without waiting for a reply.

Mary Ellen watched her with an arch to her brows.

"You don't want to know." Giselle closed the phone and crammed
it down into her pocket.

[bookmark: SW9]"Oh. I almost forgot," Mary Ellen said. "I
got you a lead." At Giselle's fish-eye, she continued. "A real lead this time.
There's a private detective in town. He grew up here so he's knowledgeable
about Savannah. They say he's a psychic. Paranormal happenings apparently
follow him around."

Mary Ellen reached into the small clutch purse she'd placed
on the cafe table. Extracting a slip of paper, she opened it. "His name is
Rylan Leland. I wrote down his address and telephone number." She handed the
paper to Giselle. "His office is over on Broughton Street."

"Hmm. That could be good. Okay. You're forgiven for Vector."
Giselle took the paper from her and Mary Ellen smiled. "But only if this isn't
another blind date."

Mary Ellen held up two fingers in a pledge. "I promise no
more fix ups."

Giselle bid Mary Ellen farewell and left the cafe. She
stopped in a gift shop on Bull Street and bought a guidebook and map of the
city. Broughton Street was a few blocks away. Maybe she could start her
research for the travel portion of her article on the way to the private
investigator's office.

The sidewalks along Bull Street crammed with tourists. They
wore ridiculous hats and held expensive cameras. Giselle made her way around a
couple stopped to take pictures of a horse-drawn carriage. She crossed the
street and entered a small park-like area. A rectangular sign at the entrance
read, Wright Square. Giselle sat down on a park bench and took it all
in.

An old man with a sign seemed to be yelling at the humungous
white marble federal courthouse on one side of the square, and a girl, with a
hot pink minidress and lime green sneakers, played Lola on a squeeze box
on the other side. Two old women handed out religious tracts near the tall
monument at the center of the square. Surreal. And yet Giselle felt more at
home in Savannah after less than one day than she had in over twenty years in
New York City. She could just stay here and get a job. Something easy like gift
shop clerk. She could forget about this ghost hunting. But somehow she couldn't
admit failure. She couldn't quit until she was a success.

The bells of the nearby church chimed 11:00 a.m. Giselle
slammed the book shut and walked a short block to Broughton Street. Main Street
U.S.A. nineteen-fifties style, when juxtaposed to the nineteenth-century
architectural styles that dominated the rest of the Historic District.

The PI's office was located at the seedier end of the
street, over a shop that advertised the installation of gold teeth. Standing
out front, Giselle checked the address. Yes. Now how to get upstairs?

"Hi there, miss. Are you needin' some gold teeth?" An old black
gentleman with a timeworn face had emerged from the shop.

"No. But thanks."

"A person can always use a gold tooth."

"No. All my teeth are present and accounted for. No need for
a gold tooth here."

"We do dogs too. You got a dog that needs a gold tooth?"

"Definitely not. I don't have a dog."

"That's too bad. I got me a passel of puppies in need of a
home. Looks like you're a needin' to get you a puppy."

"And then get it a gold tooth?"

The old gentleman smiled. A mouth full of gold teeth
gleamed. "'Zactly so."

"No. No puppy and no teeth. But can you help me find the
office of Rylan Leland? The address I have seems to be the upper floor of this
building." Giselle showed the man the paper Mary Ellen had given her.

"Oh no."

"This isn't the right address?"

"This here's the address, but you don be wantin' to have no
dealins with that mean mother... 'Scuse the language, miss. You don' want nothin'
to do with him."

[bookmark: SW10]What had Mary Ellen gotten her into? "I'm
afraid I have to see him."

"That Ry's just mean. He won even talk to me and I's been
know'n him since he was a lil' boy. Is that nice? I jus' don' know what ta do
about 'im. Lil' Ry. He jus' won' talk to Ol' Edward no mo. Ain't dat
somethin'?" The old man sighed and stroked his chin. "If you gotta see him, miss,
you jus' go through dat door at the side of the buildin' and then up them
stairs."

"Thank you." Giselle started off around the side of the
building in the direction the old man had pointed.

"Don' say I did'na warn ya. Y'all come back."

"I promise I won't get my gold teeth from anyone but you,"
she called in his direction. Giselle opened the door and saw a long stairway
before her. She had to hold her large purse in front of her body in order to
navigate the stairs without scraping the walls on either side.

At the top of the stairs, Giselle found a short hall with
one door. The closed door bore a small, paper sign that read, Ry Leland.
Private Investigator. Giselle heard music coming through the door.
Metallica?

Giselle knocked. Nothing. Giselle knocked again. Still no
answer. She opened the door and went in. The office was small and dusty. Like
something out of a film noir. Behind the desk, near the dingy room's only
window, sat a figure with leather-booted feet propped on its top. The booted
feet were connected to jeans-clad legs, and the legs were attached to a man. A
man with a face hidden behind an open car magazine.

"Mr. Leland?"

The figure jumped, startled, and the chair under him jerked.
The chair crashed backward and then over. The man went down with the chair,
disappearing behind the desk. Giselle heard a thump and felt a slight vibration
of the pine plank flooring under her feet as the man and the chair landed.

She'd killed the private dick before he could find her a
ghost. She heard curses from behind the large desk. Thank God, he wasn't dead.
The figure came up from behind the desk, righting the chair as he stood.

"You," Giselle exclaimed to Mr. Scrumptious. She hadn't just
said Mr. Scrumptious out loud, had she? Memory check. No, she hadn't. That would
have been embarrassing. Oh, how she wished she'd worn something more attractive
than a plain blue t-shirt over white shorts with sandals. Comfortable sandals.
Not even strappy sandals. And the shorts hit her at the knee. Jeez.

She reached up and removed the hair clip, letting her hair
tumble down. There was nothing she could do about the lack of makeup. Giselle
vowed she would never leave home, or hotel, without makeup on again.

"You." Ry Leland seemed to say it like a caress. Then.
"You!" He threw the magazine in his hand onto the desktop with force. He
frowned. Hadn't there been just a hint of a smile on those bitable lips before
he frowned? "You seem to be intent on killing me, lady. I don't know how many
more blows my head can take, so get out."

If that was his attitude, Giselle could play in that
sandbox. Although, she had to admit she'd rather be playing in bed with Mr.
Scrumptious even a grumpy Mr. Scrumptious.

"Your head looks pretty hard from over here, Mr.
Scr--Leland." Giselle placed a hand on one jutted hip. "I didn't do anything to
you this time. I just walked into a place of business. I did knock, I assure
you."

"Apparently you're a general menace. How did you find me? Did
you follow me? Are you stalking me?"

Giselle felt the heat rush to her cheeks just thinking about
her stalking fantasy of last evening. "Of course not," she said with as much
indignation as she could muster. "Get over yourself, fella. I'm here on
business."

"We don't have any business and we aren't going to have any
business. There's the door. I don't mind if you let it hit you in the ass on
the way out." Ry Leland sat down in his desk chair. He picked up the magazine
he'd thrown on the desktop and opened it, hiding his face.

Giselle fumed. The man was incredibly rude. Still incredibly
bodacious but rude nonetheless.

[bookmark: SW11]"I am here to retain your services for a
very important investigation. You're discriminating against me because I'm
black. That's illegal."

"You're not black." Ry snorted, and flipped a page in the
magazine.

He had her there. She wasn't black. In fact, she was about
as white bread as they come with her red hair, white skin and freckles.

"Well, uh, I bet you'd speak to me if I were a man. Yeah,
that's it. You won't consult with me because I'm a woman. That's discrimination
too. I'll file a complaint with the EEOC, the FBI, the BBB and any other
acronym I can think of."

"Aghhhhh." Taking his eyes off the magazine, Ry scowled at
her. "All right, have a seat and we'll consult." Ry switched off the radio and
silence filled the room.

Giselle moved a pile of files and magazines from the only
other chair in the room, placing them carefully on the desk. Then she sat down.
There was a half-empty coffee mug on the desk.

"Aren't you going to offer me a cup of coffee?" Giselle asked,
smiling sweetly.

"No."

"I bet you'd get me a cup of coffee if I wasn't black."

"You're not black," he bellowed.

"Okay. Okay. I'll take water."

Ry sighed heavily. "For the love of God, just tell me what
you want and then get out."

Giselle decided to let it go. Perhaps she'd pushed Mr.
Scrumptious a little too far. Besides she did want him to help find a ghost.
She'd almost forgotten about that for a minute. She shouldn't taunt the man she
wanted to help her.

"My name is Giselle Hunter."

"And I'm supposed to care?"

"Why are you being such a jerk? I haven't done anything that
horrible to you, have I?"

Ry examined the desk for the moment in concentrated silence.
When he glanced up again, his face was carefully neutral. "You're right. I'm
sorry. I don't know for certain what you're doing here. I should give you the
benefit of the doubt. Go on. Tell me what I can do for you."

"Thank you." Giselle jumped into the small opening he'd
given her, using her best professional manner. "I am employed by Ghosthunter
Magazine. I'm here in Savannah to perform a paranormal investigation."

Ry's brows converged and his jaw clenched. She hurried on.

"If all goes well," Giselle crossed her fingers in her lap,
"I'll write an article for the magazine. The magazine would like to hire you to
assist in the investigation."

His expression didn't change.

"The magazine is prepared to pay your normal hourly rate."
How high could that be with a pit of an office like this?

Ry leaned back in the chair with arms crossed over his broad
chest. He seemed to consider propping his legs back onto the top but then
thought better of it and leaned forward again.

"The article will be published nationwide," Giselle said.

Still no reaction from Ry.

"Of course I would include a prominent mention of your, uh,
detective firm in the article," she added.

Nothing. No reaction from him at all.

"It would be good publicity for your business."

"What makes you think that I can help you with this
cockamamie investigation of yours?"

"I was informed that you're a psychic detective. That you
have experience with the paranormal."

"Lady, you've been misinformed. I am not psychic. I never
have been and I never will be. I don't get messed up in those so-called
paranormal investigations. They're just a bunch of crap. I'm a run-of-the-mill
private investigator. I mostly follow around cheating husbands or slutty wives,
and I take interesting pictures for people to look at in court. If you want
someone to read your aura you're in the wrong place."

Giselle couldn't move. He'd refused her. Unbelievable.

"But, but... I'll pay you," she stammered.

"I don't need your money. Unless you want to offer me some
other currency I might consider." His gaze turned to a leer. "You can
probably think of something. You've practically mauled me the past two times we
met."

"I certainly did...did not." So much heat filled her face she
hoped steam wasn't coming out her ears.

"Really? Don't you want to offer me that luscious body of
yours? Do you wanna fuck right here on my desk?"

"I do... I do... I do not," she stammered. Of course she did
want to. Desperately. But not as some sort of prostitution. Giselle was
momentarily stymied as to whether that was more or less honorable than the
alternative.

"Okay then. We've consulted just like you wanted. Now get
your cute little tushy out of here." He pointed at the door.

For a moment Giselle felt pleasure. He'd given her a
compliment. Kind of. Points to Ry for the word "cute" when associated with her
tushy. Bonus points to Ry for the word "little".

"And don't follow me around anymore, Miss Hunter, or I'll
have my friends on the police force arrest you for harassment."

Crap. He'd ruined the compliment.
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mother," Giselle said as she shot to her feet.

"Who?" Ry's green eyes stared into hers intently.

"The old man downstairs. He said he's known you since you
were a kid and now you won't even talk to him. You're just a mean, mean man."

Ry's face flushed and then paled. He stood so abruptly the
desk chair flew back and banged, hard, into the wall. "Get out. Get the hell
out of here. Now."

Giselle turned and walked, with dignity, head held high, out
the door. Okay, maybe she just sort of stumbled out. But when she told her
friends the story, she would claim she left like a princess. Just call her
Princess Giselle. And from now on Mr. Scrumptious would be known as Mr. Meanie.

Her eyes teared as she made her way to the sidewalk outside
Mr. Meanie's office. Allergies. She hadn't been upset by the mean man. Of
course not.

If Ry--correction, Mr. Meanie--wouldn't help her, then she
would just have to find another psychic. But how? So far Mary Ellen had batted
zero for two. Time to bring out the pinch hitter. The local telephone book.

Giselle found one in the bail bonds office next to the gold
teeth emporium. After the bail bondsman's office assistant handed over the
book, Giselle opened it to the Ps. There they were, right between Psychiatrists
and Psychologists, Psychics & Mediums. Maybe she should see a Psychologist
instead? No, there would be time enough for that later.

The list, while not extensive, included more than one name.
So what criteria to use to choose between them? It seemed that distance from
her current location was the most immediately important factor. One listing was
located a few blocks away. That's the one. Madam Divinity. The book advertised
Madam as a specialist in tarot, palmistry and divination. Walk-ins welcome.

Madam Divinity seemed perfect. But then Madam Divinity
seemed like her only option at this point.

* * * * *

Madam Divinity's address was located near the corner of Hall
and Abercorn Streets in an enormous Victorian. The house, surrounded by an
expansive, wraparound porch, was greatly in need of a paint job. Once a sunny
yellow color with white trim, it was now faded and peeling.

A garish red and yellow sign in the window, adorned with a
heavily lined palm assured Giselle she was in the right place. The sign bore
the slogan, Madam Divinity knows all. Promising. If Madam knows all,
then she could find a quality ghost. Probably not, but it had to be worth a
try. Giselle had nothing to lose.

She walked up the stairs to the porch. The treads emitted a
loud, creaking sound. Another repair issue, or cheap alarm system?

As she crossed the porch to the front door, Giselle saw a
hand pull back a red drape in the nearest window. The drape quickly fell back
into place.

Before she could touch the gargoyle doorknocker, the door
swung open. A woman dressed in a psychedelic orange-and-white-patterned tunic
stood just inside. The woman had to be a leftover from the nineteen-sixties, or
a reject from Goodwill, or both. Madam Divinity.

Madam wore no jewelry except a heavy silver pendant necklace
with a red stone. The stone resembled a large, bloodshot eye. She appeared to
be in her fifties. She had a wavy shock of silvery white hair that she wore
unbound and almost to her waist.

Tall and somewhat stocky, Madam could have passed for a
Scandinavian farmer's wife in other clothing. She had that rugged look about
her. Certainly, she didn't fit the gypsy fortuneteller mold. Neither did she
have the voodoo priestess appearance one expected.

To Giselle's way of thinking, if it didn't quack like a duck
it wasn't a duck. This woman didn't quack--er, dress--like a psychic. Maybe she
wasn't a duck, uh, psychic.
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The woman grabbed the hand Giselle had extended to knock and tugged.

Stumbling forward into what seemed like a dark cavern, she
saw a hallway painted a burgundy red and lined with dark, heavy furniture.
Giselle didn't register much more as Madam pulled her into the parlor to the
right of the hallway.

Giselle was tempted to get the quack out of there, but Madam
stood in front of the exit.

In the middle of the room, a small table took prominence
with two baroque high-back chairs on either side. The table was covered by a
red velvet cloth. A crystal ball sat on one side of the table alongside a deck
of cards. Now this was more like what Giselle had expected. Perhaps Madam
wasn't a quack after all.

"I see that you are in need of help. Madam Divinity knows
all. What do you need?"

"Well, if you know all, you should tell me." Quack.

Madam's lips compressed into a line. Her gaze narrowed.
After a few seconds, her face relaxed into a pleasant, serene half smile.
"Madam has seen all. But to know if you deserve to know all, you must answer
Madam's questions."

Convenient. She wouldn't tell what she knew until she was
told what she's supposed to know. Quack.

"I need to find a ghost."

"You have lost a loved one you wish to contact?"

Quack.

"No, I need to find a Savannah ghost and contact him or her.
Gender doesn't matter."

Madame gazed at her blankly.

Giselle went on. "For that matter, racial background doesn't
matter. Or religious affiliation. And sexual orientation isn't important. I
wouldn't rule out contacting a gay ghost. I'm an equal opportunity ghosthunter.
Although, I'm not sure a gay ghost would be hanging around Savannah. It doesn't
exactly seem like fashion central around here. Anyway, aren't the Savannah
ghosts all ghosts of historic figures? You know, all from the Revolutionary
War. I thought most ghosts here would be from the Civil War, but since I now
understand Sherman didn't burn Savannah and just kind of made camp here, that's
probably not true, right? I mean, if there was no battle, there probably aren't
a lot of Civil War ghosts hanging around. But then again, maybe there are.
Maybe some of the local soldiers who died in the war came back home for a
haunting. What do you think?"

Madam's mouth hung open. After a few moments her eyes
blinked and focused. "I am sure that Madam can help you with your problem. The
cost is fifty dollars. I accept cash or credit card," Madam said.

Not bad. And since Ghosthunter Magazine would pay the
expenses of this trip, Giselle didn't object to this small sacrifice for the
cause. Opening her purse, she withdrew the magazine's credit card from her
wallet. Madam grabbed it from her as soon as it cleared the leather.

Madam crossed the room to a small desk in the corner. The
only item on the desk was a credit card machine. Before Giselle could say
"crystal balls", Madam had swiped the card and returned to Giselle for her
signature on the charge slip.

The business accomplished, Madam smiled and pulled Giselle
to the table and chairs. Placing both hands on her shoulders, Madam pushed
Giselle firmly into one chair and took her place in the other.

"Perhaps we can begin with a tarot reading. This will tell
us your past, present and future," Madam said.

"We don't need to get into the past. I mean I already know
my past. And I'm not sure I'm interested in going there again. How about we
just stick with the present and the future, with emphasis on finding a Savannah
ghost?"

Madam ignored this statement. She handed Giselle the tarot
cards. "Think about your question as you shuffle and cut the cards."

After Giselle had finished, Madam all but snatched them back
and commenced laying cards on the table, one by one. Madam placed six cards in
a clockwise direction. The last card was placed at the center. The fool. That
probably represented Giselle.

[bookmark: SW14]Madam spoke with a timbre to her voice a
shade deeper than it had been before the reading. "The first card is lovers
followed by knight of cups. Madam sees that you will meet a tall, blond and
handsome stranger."

At least that prediction was novel. Weren't all the
strangers normally tall, dark and handsome?

"This stranger will become very important in your life. See
this?" Madam pointed to the general vicinity of three cards. "These cards tell
Madam that this stranger will fall in love with you. Love at first sight."

"I just met tall, blond and drool-worthy, thank you very
much. We did not hit it off. He certainly didn't fall in love at first sight. I
don't think it would be stretching the point to say that Mr. Hunky never wants
to see me again."

"No, that is impossible. This man I see in the cards is very
attracted to you."

"While I, of course, find my own love life fascinating, it's
not getting me any closer to finding a ghost. Can we get back to the point
here?"

Madam's eyes narrowed into a glare. She looked down at the
cards again. "I see from the chariot card that you will face a struggle. This
man will want to marry you. You will need to make a decision. You may marry him
and you may not. But see these cards here? There is the devil coupled with the
high priestess. Madam believes that this may be your possible mother-in-law.
She is a very strong figure. The high priestess does not want your happiness
with this man. I see that this high priestess will hate you, revile you, wish
you dead. She will--"

"Stop." Giselle held up a hand. "I get the picture. Can we
focus on this weekend and my ghost? I need a ghost."

Madam broke away from her medium voice and took on a Southern
drawl. "Honey. You shouldn't marry a man if his mother doesn't like you. A
mother-in-law can make your life hell. I know from experience."

Quack.

"Yes. Yes. But this isn't helping me with what I came here
for," Giselle said.

"All right." Madam sighed and gathered the cards together.
She stacked the deck out of the way. "Madam will see all in your palm." Madam
grabbed Giselle's right hand and yanked it across the table. Holding it between
both her own hands, she leaned over and stared into the palm.

"I again see that your life is going to change." Madam traced
her index finger over one line on the palm. "You are in a struggle. This palm
indicates a great love. A man is coming into your life. But there is an
obstacle. There is danger. I see that someone will try to kill you."

She again broke out of her medium voice and into a Southern
drawl. "I'm telling you, honey, this is a mother-in-law. You shouldn't even
think about a relationship unless his mother likes you. A disagreeable
mother-in-law is a nightmare."

What? Again? She jerked her hand out of the medium's grasp.
"Madam, this is unacceptable. I've paid you good money and I don't want to hear
about this mythical mother-in-law. I don't have a mother-in-law. I'm not
getting a mother-in-law. I want to hear about a ghost."

Madam's lips pursed so tightly the lines around her lips
stood out. "Madam cannot change your fate. Madam is telling you what she sees.
But if you are not yet satisfied, we will use the crystal ball. This crystal
ball has been in my family for generations. It has never failed to accurately
reveal the future."

Placing both hands, palms upward, under the crystal ball,
the medium lifted and then placed it at the center of the table. She peered
down into the orb. Giselle bent forward. She could see nothing in its depths.

Seconds passed before Madam spoke. "It is clouded, but I see
you standing with a man. He is tall and blond. I cannot see his face, but I can
see that he is embracing you. He is leaning forward to kiss you. He is very
tender this man. But there is also darkness. I see a huge black bird. A raven
is swooping down at you. This bird is trying to peck at your head and eyes."

Madam jerked back to an upright position in her seat. "Aha.
You see, I'm right. It is the mother-in-law."

[bookmark: SW15]"That's it." Giselle slapped a hand on the
table. "I've had it with the mother-in-law bit. I'm tempted to contact the
Savannah Bunko Squad and report you for fraud. It's obvious, Madam, that you're
a charlatan who's bilking innocent people. You make believe you have genuine
psychic talent when you don't."

Hey, wait a minute. That didn't sound so good. Make-believe
psychic talent? That hit a little too close to home. And for that matter, was "bunko"
a real word? It would be embarrassing to threaten with a word that's not a
word. Worse yet, a word that didn't mean what she thought it meant.

"How dare you. You ungrateful, horrible brat. No wonder your
mother-in-law hates you."

Apparently, bunko was a real word and Madam understood what
it meant.

The medium leapt to her feet. Her violent movement upset the
table. Time slowed as the tabletop tilted. The tarot deck flew and the cards
scattered into the air like confetti. The crystal ball rolled from its holder
toward the table's edge and then over. The ball began falling, falling,
falling, falling to the floor. Omigod. Giselle needed a miracle.

Giselle made a move to catch the rolling ball. Madam made a
move to catch it. Their heads banged together, hard. The ball slipped between
them and...thunk. It lay, smooth and opaque, on the floor atop an area rug.

The ball hadn't shattered as Giselle expected. It was
perfect. No harm done. A miracle. The first in her accident-prone life.

Admiring the miracle ball, Giselle noticed the rug beneath.
Probably Persian. Beautiful reds and golds. Antique.

A faint noise brought Giselle's focus back to the crystal
ball. A crack had appeared in its surface. To Giselle's horror, the size of the
crack increased to a giant fissure. Then the ball split. One half fell in one
direction and one half in the other, right there on the beautiful Persian rug.

Madam screamed. Her face flushed bright red. "You stupid,
stupid girl. You've broken it."

"I'm so sorry, Madam," Giselle started. "But to be fair, you
were the one who--"

"Get out. Get out. Go, before I--" Madam looked around her as
if searching for a potential weapon.

Grabbing her purse, Giselle dashed from the room. She
stumbled into the hall and then out of the house. The front door slammed shut
behind her. A hop forward kept the door's knob from hitting her in the butt.
Madam cursed at her from behind the door. It was fortunate Madam didn't have
real power. If she had, Giselle would have turned into a toad about now.

Shaking her head, Giselle, trudged down the creaking steps
of the porch and headed toward the park. A sudden thought struck. Madam had
possession of the magazine's credit card number. One psychic reading, fifty
dollars. One family heirloom crystal ball, priceless. The magazine's bill was
going to suffer for this.

Her boss, legendary for his cheapness, would definitely not
be happy. At this exact moment, Willie's psychic ears had to be burning. Heck,
his whole head had probably exploded. She'd better turn off her cell phone.

Giselle glanced at her watch. 2:40 p.m. Still no ghost. Not
even a hint of one.




Chapter Three

 

After her not-so-psychic reading with Madam Divinity,
Giselle returned to the luxurious B&B to retrieve her things. Fortunately,
after some begging, the manager allowed Giselle a late check out. Willie would
have been furious if the magazine was charged for another night. An envelope had
been left for her at the front desk.

A cheerful thought occurred. Perhaps Ry Leland had written
her a note. Maybe he wanted to apologize for his boorish behavior. Yeah. He'd
realized that he'd been completely in the wrong. He probably wanted to beg her forgiveness
and ask her for a date. Giselle decided to forgive Mr. Scrumptious, but only
after he'd treated her to an expensive dinner at one of Savannah's finest
restaurants. She could be magnanimous. They would go on an elegant proper
dinner date, he would behave like a complete gentleman and escort her to her
hotel room and then...she would jump on top of him and ride until morning.

Giselle smiled as she opened the envelope and pulled a piece
of copy paper from inside. On the paper, written with a black marker in block
letters, were four words--Leave Savannah or else.

Dammit. Not an apology from Ry. Worse, he hadn't asked for a
date. Even worse than that, the note wasn't from him at all. Or was it? Ry
wasn't that mad, was he? No. Anyway, he didn't know where she was staying.
Double dammit. He didn't know where she was staying. That meant he couldn't ask
for a date in the future either.

Who could have sent the note? And what did it mean? Or else,
what? Or else they would kill her? She'd been in Savannah for less than
twenty-four hours. It usually took longer than that for Giselle to make someone
angry enough for murder.

The note could be from Madam Divinity. The medium had
certainly been furious. But Madam hadn't had time to send the note. On the
other hand, Madam could have had a psychic vision of Giselle's reading before
it had happened. Maybe she'd written the note before the psychic reading had
ever taken place. Na. Madam would've had to have real psychic talent for that.
She didn't. Mother-in-law indeed.

But who could have sent it? Mary Ellen liked playing
practical jokes. Yeah, that was the answer. Giselle would no doubt laugh about
this with her friend later. Nevertheless, it would be prudent not to leave any
forwarding information at the B&B. Giselle stuffed the note back into the
envelope and stuck it in the outside pocket of her suitcase.

Ten minutes later, she pulled her suitcase over a crack in
the sidewalk as she trudged to her new digs. She felt a wheel seize and then
break. Great. Now she would have to drag the thing. Giselle cursed Willie
silently. It must be a hundred miles to the Great Eastern. Okay, okay. Only
eight blocks, but it seemed like a hundred miles.

Finally reaching her destination, Giselle checked in and the
bellman led her to a very nice room with a view of the Savannah River. This
hotel didn't have the cozy luxury of the B&B, but she couldn't claim it was
a hovel. Giselle mentally apologized to Willie.

After unpacking, Giselle threw herself onto the bed facedown
and opened the guidebook. A whole section on haunted Savannah included
information about a seventeen-hundreds-era building that had served as a tavern
and inn for pirates. Tunnels ran under the building to the river. Once upon a
time, drunken patrons had been shanghaied to work on ships moored in the
harbor. The building now housed a restaurant.

Wow. What a great place to try to find a ghost. Besides, it
was past lunchtime and hungry didn't begin to describe Giselle. It had been at
least three hours since she'd eaten.

Rolling onto her back, the comfort of the bed called to
Giselle. She lowered her lids. Just a few moments to rest her burning eyes and
then she would get right on the hunt for ghost pirates...pirates...pirates. She
didn't need that meanie Ry...Ry...Ry...

* * * * *

Captain Giselle the Red, pirate queen of the Caribbean,
stood at the bow of her ship. The wind mixed with a spattering of sea blew
against her face and whipped at her auburn hair. The long curls unfurled behind
her, waving like a flag. Her ample breasts almost spilled over the black corset
she wore over snug red velvet trousers. The trouser's legs disappeared into
over-the-knee black leather boots. A belt at her waist held a dangerously sharp
cutlass strapped to her side.

"Arrrr," her first mate One Eyed Jack said from behind
her. "The new prisoner is below, awaiting your pleasure, Cap'n."

"Thank you, Jack." Giselle wheeled around to face him.
"Has everything been prepared?"

"Aye, aye, Cap'n."

"Excellent. You have the helm."

Jack winked his remaining eye as she strode past him, her
boots clicking on the heavy wood planks of the deck.

The rest of the crew bustling about her was a blur as she
rushed. At the hatch, she ducked her head and leapt down the stairs below,
making her way to the captain's quarters. Anticipation thrummed through her.
That bastard would pay now. Giselle the Red was well-known for the unforgiving
torment she could inflict on a man.

Pausing at the entrance, she grasped the wrought iron
knob and drew in a deep breath before throwing the door open.

When her eyes adjusted to the light, she saw the
prisoner. Ry "The Blackhearted" Leland, captain of the queen's frigate Savannah,
stretched out naked, ready for torture. His arms and legs were shackled to the
mahogany four-poster bed with pink fuzzy handcuffs. His eyes glinted with angry
fire. No doubt he would be shouting a string of obscenities except for the red
silk scarf stuffed into his mouth. As it was, only stifled grumblings emerged.

"So, my scurvy knave." She strode inside and slammed the
door closed behind her. "You have been rude to me." Swaggering forward, she
stopped near the chest at the foot of the bed and then drew out a riding crop
with a cluster of feathers tipping the opposite end. "You must be punished."

In the dim candlelight, his body gleamed, gloriously tan.
Tight, long, lean muscles bulged under the skin of his arms and legs. His
chest, free of hair, was broad with sculpted pecs. A tapered waist and slim
hips briefly caught her eye before his penis captured her attention. It lay
semi-erect, long and thick, amidst a golden nest of hair. Omigod. How large
would it be when fully aroused?

"Mmmmmmmrrrrrgggggggg." Ry furiously bucked against the
mattress. The bed frame creaked but held.

"What is that you say?" She moved to the side of the bed,
level with his chest. "You apologize for treating me like a prostitute?"

He shook his head with vigor.

"You wish you hadn't thrown me out of your office?"

"Mmrmmrrrrrggggg." He bucked again.

"Thank you. Your heartfelt repentance touches me but..."
Giselle placed the feathered end of the riding crop on Ry's navel. "It's too
late." She tickled at his lower abdomen. "You've already been sentenced to one
hundred strokes of the lash, and my crew would lose respect if I didn't carry
out all discipline to...completion."

Giselle swept the feathers down his lower stomach and he
quivered. His cock strained, now fully engorged and as angry as he. A flick of
the crop brought the feathers up again, past his navel and then up to his
breastbone.

"One," she said. Her voice trembled.

This punishment might be just as torturous for her as it
was for him. She felt herself become wet and shifted from one foot to the
other, squeezing her legs together to ease the aching throb.

Stroking the feathered tip, she moved to a point beneath
his right arm and then slowly down his side to the hipbone. He shuddered.

"Two."

To the other hipbone and then down one leg to the
kneecap. He shook. "Three."

Up the leg and over the stomach again to the base of his
shaft. Then up to the head. His toes curled and he arched, pulling against the
shackles.

Licking her lips, Giselle whispered, "Four."

"Perhaps crew morale wouldn't suffer if some of the
strokes were with my tongue." She glanced up at Ry's face. "What do you think?"

He nodded.

"I want to be certain you don't think such punishment
cruel." She took the gag from his mouth.

"Yes," he said, his voice hoarse.

"Say, please."

Anger glinted in his eyes again but his words were
pleading. "Have mercy."

"Have mercy, who?"

"Please, Queen Giselle. I need your tongue on me."

Climbing onto the bed at his side, Giselle bent over her
captive to lave on pebble-like nipples. The prisoner moaned. Swirling her
tongue around, and then biting gently. He gasped.

Licking and nibbling, she trailed down his chest to his
abdomen and then lower, before bringing her head up again.

The prisoner's eyes still gleamed but now with desire.

"Ummmm. I think I've lost count," she said. "Was that
five or six? Or maybe seven."

"I don't know, my queen," he said, stomach undulating
with his irregular breathing.

"Do you want me to continue?" she asked.

"Oh yes, please," he begged.

She did want to continue. In fact, she longed to take his
huge cock into her mouth.

Wetting her lips, she prepared to lick him like the most
delicious lollipop.

* * * * *

The guidebook fell from the bed, crashing heavily to the
floor, waking Giselle in a start. Damn. She'd been dreaming something...
Something wonderful and exciting and... She couldn't quite remember. Something
about feathers. But why would she be dreaming of birds? The details slipped
away.

How had she fallen asleep anyway? She needed a ghost. Oh
yeah. The Pirates' House restaurant was the next stop. Aura photography at the
restaurant might be the way to go. Giselle had read on the internet that taking
photos in haunted areas sometimes caught ghosts on film. Usually, the ghost
consisted of an unexplained orb or a misty wisp of light. Not the firmest
evidence, but it would be something. Would she be able to find a ghost without
any ability to feel their presence?

She extracted the magazine's Polaroid camera out of her
suitcase. A digital camera would have been better, but beggars couldn't be
choosers. Only the most up-to-date ghost-hunting equipment for her boss.

Wouldn't it be perfect if she could get photographic
evidence of ghost pirates? Pirates were hot in the media right now. Ghost
pirates would be even hotter. If she could get photographic evidence of ghost
pirates it would make a great article. Even Willie wouldn't complain...much. An
uncomplaining Willie would mean her job was safe.

Giselle got halfway down the hotel hallway before she
stopped and looked down at herself. Dammit. She turned and went back into her
room where she quickly jerked off the hated shorts, ugly shirt and clunky
shoes. She threw on a white peasant blouse, flouncy skirt and strappy sandals.
No way she'd be caught in a matronly outfit again. A bit of makeup, a brush
through her curly hair, and she could safely go out in public.

She looked good, even if a little pink from the hot Southern
sun. Good enough to see any guy in the world. Even Mr. Scrumptious, correction
Mr. Meanie. Not that she hoped to see Mr. Meanie. Absolutely not. If she saw
him, she would spit in his meanie face. She wasn't dressing up for that jerk.
No way.

The restaurant, wood clapboard construction with fading gray
paint, sported a Jolly Roger flag on a pole outside, playing up the pirate
theme. After a quick lunch, Giselle started with a photograph of the Buccaneer
room. The image developed in a few minutes. Nothing. It might qualify as a nice
travel photo of the restaurant interior, but it contained no evidence of a
ghostly image.

Wandering around, she found a fascinating series of small
rooms set up in a rambling mazelike manner. One room led into another but
without straight paths. A number of narrow hallways led into small nooks and
crannies before emptying into yet another small room.

She took photos in each room. Nothing. Nothing. Nothing. In
the nooks and crannies. Nothing again. Near the old rum cellar, she found the
now-blocked entrance to the tunnels. Still nothing.

Giselle had just admitted to herself that she would have to
give up when she found herself in a room with a bar. Thank goodness. She needed
a drink. The only question was whether she should order one drink or just go
for two right away.

Before she could decide, she observed a familiar figure in
the corner of the room. Ry Leland, Mr. Meanie himself sat at a table at the farthest
reaches of the bar. Scrumptious and mean, he leaned toward a blonde woman
seated across from him. The bleach blonde was probably in her late thirties and
had a pretty, Southern beauty queen style. Skinny, skinny, skinny with big
breasts. Obvious boob job.

Her lips moving nonstop, the blonde's eyes darted about,
glancing first to one side of the room then to the other then back at Ry. The
blonde gestured with two hands in supplication toward the ceiling. Then the
blonde put her hand on the arm Ry had resting on the tabletop.

Giselle saw red...or perhaps green. Not a rational or reasonable
reaction, but she gave in to it. She knew she shouldn't. Raising her camera,
she snapped a photo of Ry with his blonde. The flash on the camera popped and
lighted the darkened room briefly.

Ry and the blonde both turned startled heads toward her, each
with a deer-in-the-headlights expression. Giselle pulled the picture from the
camera. Flash. Giselle took another picture. After a few seconds, Ry stood,
knocking his chair back in one motion. He stalked toward Giselle, the blonde
following closely on his heels.

Giselle pulled the second photo from the camera. Putting the
photos behind her back, she deliberately stiffened her legs to keep her knees
from knocking together.

"Give me those photos, Ms. Hunter." Ry reached around and
behind her.

Giselle brought the hand with the photos to her chest and
held them there. "No."

"Give them to me." He grabbed at her chest area.

"No," she said in a petulant tone as she backed away from
his grasp. Giselle couldn't explain her childish behavior, even to herself. She
knew she wasn't being reasonable. But to heck with reasonable. Jealousy had
reared its ugly, belligerent head.

"Ms. Hunter. Giselle. I'm warning you." Ry's jaw clenched
and his eyes had darkened to stormy sea color.

In response, she smiled sweetly. Then she tucked the photos
down the loose front of her peasant blouse and into the cup of her bra. "What
ya gonna do about it, Mr. Meanie?"

Ry's deep green eyes darkened even further and narrowed. He
lunged at her.

Giselle jumped back, narrowly escaping his hands. She
stomped one strappy-sandaled foot down onto the top of his. Ry grunted. Not
waiting to see whether he would take time to nurse his foot, Giselle took off
in the other direction. She had no idea where she was headed. After a few
steps, she looked back and saw that Ry had closed the distance between them.

"Is something the matter, Mr. Leland?" a young waiter called
as they passed.

"She saw a rat," Ry called back. "I'll catch her and calm
her down."

"I saw a rat, all right," Giselle shouted, turning down a
narrow hallway. Giselle glanced back again. Ry had closed to within reaching
distance. To her right she saw a door with a small sign on it. It must be a
ladies' room.

She grabbed the knob and pulled the door open. Ry was almost
on her heels as she darted inside. She ran into something that clattered and
fell. Darn it. Cleaning supplies. She'd run into a closet of cleaning supplies.
A small, dark, closet of cleaning supplies. Before Giselle could react and back
out of the closet, Ry rammed in behind her. The door slammed shut, closing them
inside.

Ry made a big, tough, inflexible wall pressed to Giselle's
back in the darkness. His breath chugged through his chest, out his mouth, and
onto the top of her head like the air from an open oven.

"What the--" Ry began.

"We're in a closet, Mr. Genius."

"Why did you come in here?"

"I was trying to get away from you. And besides, I thought
it was the ladies' room."

Ry snorted. "So you led us into a closet, Miss Genius."

"Just open the door and let us out."

"I'd like those photos first, if you please," Ry said
silkily.

"I can hardly lift my arm in here without hitting something.
Just let us out of here." The closeness of the closet started to affect her.
Her breath shortened to a rasp. "Let me out of here right now." Her voice had
more than a hint of panic.

Her looming hysteria must have transmitted itself to Ry,
because she felt him move. The inside knob clanked in a hollow rattle.

"Hurry. Open it." Desperate now, she gasped. There was no
oxygen in here. The closet must be sealed. They were going to suffocate. They
were going to die.

"I'm trying, but it's hard to get a grip from this angle,"
Ry grumbled.

"Let me do it." Giselle squirmed and wiggled against Ry's
hard body. If only she didn't feel so panicky. She could be enjoying this.

She'd gotten her body about halfway facing him when she
snagged her skirt on something in the closet. She jerked free and the top of
her head impacted something hard.

"Ow. You got me in the chin," he said.

"I'm sorry, but it didn't feel so good to me either, you
know."

She twisted again and felt her knee jab him in the
thighbone.

"Ouch."

She stepped on his foot.

"Ow."

She twisted and faced him fully. Her hand brushed something
about as hard as his head, but it was south of his belt.

"Hey. Watch it."

"Sor--ry," she sang. "I'll try not to damage anything
important." Unexpectedly, the exchange left her a lot calmer. Tormenting Ry had
dissipated her panic.

"Open the door already," Ry said.

Giselle chuckled. Yeah. Ry's distress made her feel a lot better.
Besides, Mr. Meanie deserved it. Giselle brought her right arm around Ry and
grasped the doorknob. She tried to turn it and push the door. The doorknob
wouldn't move. She shoved. No movement in the door either.

"It opens outward," Ry said with a dry tone.

"I know. I turned it and pushed outward. It didn't work."

"Try pulling and then pushing when you turn it."

Giselle pushed then pulled while turning the knob. The knob
turned this time. Success. But then.

"Uh-oh," Giselle said.

"What?"

"You don't want to know."

"Yes, I do."

"No, you don't."

"Yes, I do."

"The doorknob came off."

"No, I don't."

"I told you so."

Ry shoved his back against the door. It still wouldn't open.

"We're going to have to raise a ruckus and get someone to
open it from the other side," Ry said.

"Hey out there, open the door," Giselle screamed as she
pounded her fist on the hard surface over his shoulder.

"Stop!"

"What?"

"You're breaking my eardrums."

"Sorry."

"Really?"

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry. Jeez." She really was sorry this
time. She didn't want him to go deaf. It was easier to torture someone if they
could hear.

"Let's yell together this time." Ry sounded like he was
instructing a child. "One, two, three, go." They yelled, Giselle pounded and Ry
kicked the door. It went on forever. At least three minutes.

"Stop," Ry finally said. "Let's rest for a while and then
try again."

An uncomfortable silence enveloped them. Giselle's senses
sang with awareness of Ry there in the darkness. His firm body was touching all
along hers. He had a sandalwood cologne mixed with a male heat kind of smell. A
girl could get intoxicated on that smell. A girl could lose her head with that
smell. A guy could go from Mr. Meanie back to Mr. Scrumptious with that smell.

Ry was affected by her proximity also. His arms slipped
around her with his hands pressed against the small of her back. He shifted
against her and his breath came faster through his lips, a minty breeze. It
didn't help her.

"I've got to pee," Giselle blurted out, and the spell broke.

Ry chuckled.

"Don't laugh. This is a serious problem."

"I've got a solution," Ry said. "There are cleaning supplies
in this closet. In fact, I'm sure I saw a bucket on the shelf before the door
closed."

"Very funny," Giselle said. "Distract me. Talk about
something."

"I could hold the bucket for you."

"Something else."

More deep laughter. "All right. I'll change the subject. Are
you going to give me those photographs?"

"Can't you take your own pictures of your girlfriend?"

Giselle could feel him bristle. "She's not my girlfriend.
She's a client." Giselle had the feeling that he'd blurted out the last bit.
For some reason the information gave her pleasure.

"If she didn't want to be seen with you, then why were you
in a public place?"

He remained silent for a moment and Giselle thought he
wouldn't answer her. Then he spoke. "It was a kind of hide-in-plain-sight plan.
Obviously, with you in town, the plan was doomed. The lady has a bit of local
notoriety and doesn't want those photos floating around."

She smiled.

"You're a menace," he said.

She frowned.

"Well?" he asked.

"Well, what?"

"For God's sake. Will you just give me those fucking
photographs."

"It depends. What will you give me for them? Will you let me
hire you to help with my investigation?"

"That bogus ghost hunt? No way."

"Then you're not getting the photos."

"I could just take them," Ry warned.

Giselle put her arms protectively over her chest. The
movement caused a small collapse of some unknown products on the shelf behind
her. "You wouldn't dare." Silence. "Would you?" The words came out with a
squeak.

Silence. And then, "No. I wouldn't." His tone was glum.

Giselle let out the breath she'd been holding with relief
and dropped her hands. Then, to her outrage, she felt Ry's left hand move from
around her back, thrust down the front of her peasant blouse and start fishing
around.

"Hey. Stop that." Giselle slapped at his hand, but it
continued groping down into her left bra cup. His hand touched her breast but
in a clinical way. Dammit. Nevertheless. The calluses on his palm rasped over
her nipple, bringing it to a tight point.

"Find anything interesting in there?" she asked with sarcasm
to cover her embarrassment.

"Yeah a lot...but sadly no photos." He removed his hand from
her breast and it returned to her lower back.

It was a good thing she'd moved the photos from her bra to
inside the band of her skirt as she ran down the hall.

"Okay. Where are they?"

"Are you going to help me with my investigation?"

"No."

"Why nooooot," she whined.

"Why is it so important? It's just some ridiculous search
for something that doesn't exist."

"Don't say that. Ghosts have got to exist because I've got
to find objective evidence of a ghost and write an article. If I don't, my boss
is going to fire me by close of business Monday."

There was a long silence.

"I'm sorry." Ry's arms slid gently up her back as he pulled
her to him in a hug. His strong hands patted and then caressed her back in
circular motions.

"You'll help me?" she mumbled into his chest.

The hands stopped moving. "No."

Giselle sighed then wiggled her hands around to the front of
her skirt.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

"You'll see. Well, you won't see...just wait. Give me your
hand."

"What are you going to do to it?" he asked in a suspicious
tone.

"Just do it."

His hand moved and came around in front of her. She grasped
it and turned it up. Then she placed the photos on the palm. "Take them."

"I'm not helping you with your investigation."

"I know, but it was worth a shot. I'm not really a
blackmailer," she said. "Well, maybe I am, but I lack follow-through."

Was that a kiss on the top of her head? Probably wishful
thinking.

"The worst part of this is when I'm fired I'm going to have
to tell my parents. My father will be uninterested, as usual. My mother will be
disappointed. Also, as usual. She was disappointed when I took the job to begin
with, and she'll be disappointed when I'm fired. Just one more event in a long
line of disappointments for my mother."

"Aw, sugar. It'll be okay." He patted her back.

"No, it won't." Giselle couldn't seem to stop herself from
babbling. Her voice got that choked quality. She hated when it did that. She
shouldn't keep going or she would break down completely.

"My mother is going to get such a look on her face. It'll be
just like the time I got kicked out of the ballet class she enrolled me in. Her
little Giselle just couldn't pirouette. I fell flat on my face and went splat.
I'm not kidding. I actually made a splat sound when I landed. It was so
humiliating, it was..." Her voice sort of petered out to a forlorn stop.

"Damn it. Don't do that. I can't see a blasted thing in
here, but I can feel you getting teary."

"What's it to you?" She pouted.

"Because if you don't stop, I'm going to have to kiss you."

She was silent for a heartbeat. "Okay," Giselle said. A kiss
might make everything okay. More silence. Just when she thought he wouldn't do
anything, Ry's mouth came down and over hers, a warm, delicious cover. She
pressed into him and he leaned back against the closet door.

She felt the light stubble on his cheek scrape her skin as
he deepened the kiss. His lips sent a tingling through her from head to foot,
but especially in her core. Giselle couldn't resist exploring his body, running
her hands caressingly up his jeans-covered thighs, over his hips and then underneath
his t-shirt. She felt one, two, three... There were at least six packs on his
abdomen and his chest wasn't bad either. In fact, it felt firm and muscular.
Only a sprinkling of hair.

She groaned. His hand caressed upward along her lower back
on the inside of her peasant blouse. Her nipples beaded tighter. A throbbing
heaviness settled between her legs. Her pussy thrummed.

His hands left her breasts and explored downward to the hem
of her skirt. He pulled it up and clutched at her butt, enjoying a frolic on
the trunk of her vehicle. She hoped he didn't think there was too much junk
there. Uh-oh. Apparently not. His tongue entered her mouth and began to play a
little hide and seek with hers.

How big was this closet anyway? Maybe big enough? No. She wasn't
going to go there on her not-even-first date. No. Maybe? Definitely and firmly
no. But he was so incredibly scrumptious, especially when Giselle tasted him.
She'd never felt so much desire for a man so quickly. There was no explanation.
Zero to horny in ten seconds and on the verge of climax in eleven.

What did he feel? He couldn't feel anything more than
physical attraction. Even that wasn't something he wanted, judging by their
last few meetings. But as she stood there in his arms, Giselle admitted to
herself that her feelings for this man went beyond the physical. Impossible but
true.

Something in her recognized something in him. It was
wondrous. It was terrifying. Better to keep things strictly on the surface,
strictly in the physical realm. She could handle that. Barely. In fact, she
couldn't afford an attraction that was a distraction from everything she had to
do.

She should pull away now. She would pull away now. Well,
maybe in a minute.

The hardness of his erection pressed at her through his jeans
and she hiked her right leg around his hip, bringing him against her. Only the
fabric of his jeans and her panties between them.

His fingers played along the crease of her butt, slipping
deeper before teasing the edge of her silk bikinis at the place she longed for
him to touch. The silk must be sopping wet with her arousal. She moaned as he
fingers tantalized her.

She ground herself against him and his lips broke from her
as he groaned.

"Do you want more?" His hungry mouth moved over her cheek
and down her neck.

Yes. Oh yes. Her thoughts sang. He was so close but oh so
far from the right spot.

"Do you?" he demanded.

"Yes." She choked on the surrender. Shocked at her
wantonness.

He rewarded her by delving in and catching her clit between
his fingers. Pressing her face into his chest, she muffled her scream. Two
fingers dipped in. The muscles of her channel walls clenched at them, drawing,
trying to draw his fingers farther in. His magical fingers stroked inside then
out. Playing her. They moved up to tease and pinch her clit again. The inside
of her vibrated and clenched.

She panted. "What if someone..." Her breath rushed out. "What
if someone comes."

"Someone is going to come." His voice was low and
hoarse. His breath rushed out, hot against her neck.

When his fingers pinched at her clit again, Giselle clenched
and spasmed in orgasm.

The shudders seemed to continue endlessly, and his fingers
continued to torment her through the last spasm. Finally, she collapsed.
Omigod. She lay there against him, panting in the aftermath. Ry was still hard,
still straining erect under zipper and denim. She should pull away before her
hand was inside his pants.

Before she could pull herself away from the temptation of
Ry, the door to the closet opened. The two of them tumbled out and onto the
floor of the hallway in front of a startled waiter. Giselle ended up lying on
top of Ry like a very slutty blanket.

Gazing up at the waiter who stared at them goggle-eyed.

"I thought it was the ladies' room," Giselle said.

"I thought it was the ladies' room," Ry said.

Giselle glared down at him and then jumped up via a sternly
placed elbow to his stomach.

"Oooof." Ry got up more slowly.

"You all go back to what you were doin'. I'm just gettin'
something to clean up a spill," the waiter said.

Giselle retrieved her purse and camera from the closet
floor. "Urmmmm," she mumbled, embarrassed, and started down the narrow hall. Ry
followed just behind. She could feel him over her shoulder, smirking. She
refused to look. He just had that smirky vibe coming off him as if he knew she
thought he was God's gift. It was enough to make the little hairs stand up on
her neck. As she continued through the restaurant, she could feel Ry at her
back. Which way was the way out?

"Do you need some help with the direction to the front
door?" His voice mocked her.

"No."

She stumbled across the front door by accident and turned in
triumph to gloat at Ry with a scathing comment. The rat wasn't behind her. Ry
had disappeared from sight.

Giselle opened the restaurant door and noted that while she
had been inside, daylight had turned to dusk. She stood nonchalantly by the
front door. She would just enjoy the ambiance of a slowly setting sun for a
moment. Okay, it was blatantly obvious that she was waiting for Ry. But he didn't
come out. Well, she wouldn't wait for Mr. Ry Leland any longer, so she huffed
to herself and walked through the parking lot toward the street. As she reached
the sidewalk, about ten feet from the curb, she heard a yell.

"Giselle."

She looked back to see Ry at the restaurant door.

"Wait," he called to her.

Maybe she would and maybe she wouldn't. To wait or not to
wait. That was the question. Whether it was nobler to play it cool and suffer...
Before Giselle could finish the really atrocious take-off on Shakespeare in her
head, a dark sedan came squealing out of nowhere and up onto the sidewalk in
front of her. The careening car missed clipping her by the width of a sand
gnat. The car returned to the roadway and accelerated away through the
intersection, turning left, its tires squealing. The scent of burning rubber
filled the air.

The car would have hit her if she hadn't leaped out of its
way with a ballerina-like grand jete. The leap might have been more
reminiscent of the lumbering, clumsy movement of a startled moose. But she
would claim to anyone who hadn't actually seen the incident, the leap was like
a ballerina. However, unlike a ballerina, she ended up falling to her knees and
rolling to an ungraceful stop on the sidewalk.

Dazed, she forced her eyes open. Ry crouched on his knees
beside her.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

Giselle gazed up into those beauteous eyes, now wide with
concern for her. A pulse in his jaw where he unclenched and clenched his teeth.
He ran his hands over her legs. But his touch was impersonal. No doubt he was
checking for breaks. No sexual harassment intended. Dammit.

She sat up with stiff, jerky movements. "I told you I
flunked ballet class." She forced a weak smile.

Ry helped Giselle to her feet. They bent together to examine
her knees. One knee was skinned raw and bloody. Ry returned to his full height
and faced her with a serious expression.

He shook his head. "You're all right."

"Yeah, but I think the camera is a goner." Giselle pointed
to the sidewalk a few feet away where the Polaroid, which had fallen from her
purse, now lay smashed in two large chunks and countless small bits. Willie
would probably dock her pay for the cost of a replacement.

"Better camera parts than body parts." Ry gazed in the
direction taken by the almost-hit-and-run vehicle. "I think someone just tried
to kill you." His announcement echoed ominously in her ears.

It was Saturday at 6:05 p.m. Giselle still had no ghost. On
the upside, she'd made progress. Someone had tried to kill her. That was
progress. Things had gotten progressively worse.




Chapter Four

 

Shock hit Giselle. She shuddered with the realization that
the threat that had been left at the B&B was not a joke. Now she knew what
the "or else" meant.

After the near hit-and-run, she'd agreed to go with Ry to
his place, which turned out to be a four-story, eighteen-fifties,
Italianate-style row house just a few blocks away. Giselle knew there had been
a brief drive in Ry's Jeep, but she wouldn't have been able to retrace the path
they took. Ry pulled into a garage from the lane and the two of them entered
the house through the back door directly into the kitchen.
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chair next to the table at the center of the room before going off to gather
first-aid supplies.

Giselle perched there on the edge of the seat, unmoving. Her
knee began to throb. Was that a good thing? Maybe it meant that the numbness of
shock was wearing off. On the other hand, numbness was preferable to pain.

Ry soon returned and knelt in front of her. Giselle looked
down onto the top of his silky wheat-colored hair while he cleansed her scraped
and bloody knee with soothingly warm water. The muscles of his back flexed
against the tightness of the shirt as he moved.

He presented such an inexplicable mixture of bad-ass crossed
with male nurse that it almost made Giselle chuckle. With him ministering so
tenderly to her, she wondered how she could ever have imagined him to be a
meanie.

Ry paused and glanced up at her. "You're a kind of Typhoid
Mary, aren't you? You bring chaos wherever you go."

Now she could imagine him a meanie. She could also imagine
kicking him in the shins. That was a cheerful thought.

Turning back to his work, Ry swiped the scrape with an
antiseptic-soaked cotton swab. It stung and her knee jerked reflexively.

"Hey, that hurts."

"It could have been worse," he muttered as he continued to
treat the scrape. "I haven't known you for very long, but it doesn't seem like
you're the type of person someone would want to kill. I mean I'm sure that
everyone who has ever met you has been aggravated enough to want to strangle
you at one time or another. But there can't be anyone with hatred sustainable
enough to want you dead."

"Thanks...I think."

"Did you see the license plate?"

"No, and I couldn't describe the car. All I saw was a big,
fast-moving blur. The car might have been light blue."

Ry rose out of his crouch and sat opposite her across the
kitchen table. "Maybe it wasn't someone who wants to kill you. Maybe it was
just one of Savannah's notoriously bad drivers. Savannah is the city of the
to-go cup, you know--liquor on the go."

"I'd like to think that." She bit her lip. "But I received a
death threat at my hotel earlier. I thought at the time it must be a joke."

"What did it say?"

"'Leave Savannah or else.'"

"That's a death threat all right."

"I'm glad to have a professional opinion." Heavy sarcasm
dripped from her tone. Giselle took a Band-Aid off the kitchen table, opened
its wrapper and applied it to her knee.

"Has anyone gotten violent while you've been here?" Ry
stood. He took the remnants of the wrapper and the bloody swabs and tossed them
into the trashcan in the corner of the room.

"The closest was you throwing me out of your office, but I
think we can rule you out as a suspect since you were standing in front of the
restaurant at the time of the near miss."

"Good deductive reasoning there. Is there anyone else who
has thrown you out of their premises except me?" he asked with a half a chuckle
as he leaned against the refrigerator.

Giselle's cheeks reddened and she sat in an embarrassed
silence.

"There was? Who?"

Wincing as she looked up, Giselle almost whispered her
answer. "Madam Divinity."

His eyes widened. "Who did you say?"

"Madam Divinity the psychic reader."

Barking laughter erupted from Ry. "Oh my Lord, that's rich."
His eyes watered and he choked on the last chuckle. "What did you do to her?"

"It's a long story. Do you know her?"

"I have a passing acquaintance with the lady," Ry said, his
eyes still dancing. "We can put her on the list of possibles, but I don't think
she's a likely suspect."

"What do you mean 'we'? Are you going to help me?"

Ry went to the cupboard near the stove. "I'm going to make
some coffee. Would you like a cup?"

"I'd like tea actually, but don't change the subject. What
are you saying?"

"I'll help you with your investigation."

Giselle jumped up at his words and he held out his hand in
caution.

"But I want it well understood that I am not a psychic and I
think all that paranormal stuff is mumbo-jumbo. Nevertheless, it's clear to me
that you might be in danger and you need protection."
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sincerity.

"Besides, the sooner you finish that article and get out of
Savannah the sooner I can get back to my peaceful existence," he mocked.

"Thanks ever so much," she retorted with equal mock. He
could really aggravate her. "I know why you're really going to help me."

His expression was blank.

"You just want the chance to kiss me again," she said.

He flushed and started a sputtering response.

Giselle cut him off. "But I can tell you right now that it's
not going to work. This arrangement is strictly professional. No more forcing
me to kiss you," Giselle finished with a smug smile.

"As I recall, there was more than kissing going on in that
closet."

"I...I...don't recall that." Now it was Giselle's turn to
sputter. "But anyway...professional from now on."

"Professional is perfect for me too," he said. "And with me
on the job, the city of Savannah can sleep more safely tonight. Left to your
own devices, you'd probably accost innocent people all over town. If not for
me, I shudder to think of the fate of the poor Civil War re-enactors who'll be
in the park this weekend."

Giselle pouted. "That's so unfair. I think I would be able
to tell the difference between someone playing dress up and a ghost."

"I wouldn't be too sure about that," Ry grumbled.

Giselle decided that discretion was the better part of
valor. Better not argue with him. Just let him win the war of words. He had
agreed to help her and that had to be enough. Just let him have the last word.
She could do that. She was an adult. She wasn't three. Oh heck. "I could so."

Ry turned away, shaking his head and mumbling under his
breath. Better not to know what he'd said.

While Ry puttered around in the kitchen making her tea,
Giselle wandered into the dining room and through to the sitting room at the
front of the house. Instead of the antique parlor furnishings she might have
expected, Giselle instead found a comfortable modern living room decor. And the
room had been decked out with the latest in toys.

A brown leather sofa and love seat with a teak wood coffee
table had been placed to face a large screen, plasma television with state-of-the-art
theater sound equipment. A high quality stereo system and the latest computer
gaming technology completed the entertainment system that spanned one entire
wall of the room. A typical guy setup.

Giselle smiled when she saw the computer with high-speed
modem on a desk in the "office" corner of the room.

"Do you mind if I check my email?" Giselle called through to
the kitchen.

"Help yourself." A shout came back.

Giselle logged on to the magazine's website and found she
had twenty-eight new messages. A message from Willie marked urgent stood out.
Maybe she'd open that one last. Yeah, that one could wait.

Oh dammit, she'd better open it first. It was hell being a
responsible person.

Giselle! What have you done? What are these charges?
Psychic reading and damages. Destruction of medium's apparatus, pain and
suffering? Turn on your cell phone now!!! I can't believe--

Giselle clicked out without reading the remainder.

Glancing through the list of other messages, she saw one
from an unexpected source with today's date. Another click of the mouse brought
the message up.

Giselle, my sweet. I have heard through the grapevine
that you are in Savannah doing an article for your magazine. What a
coincidence. I too am here. I recently moved from that dirty hellhole which is
New Orleans. I have an excellent story I believe you will wish to use in your
article. Can you meet with me this evening, after dark, perhaps for supper? I
of course will not be dining on you, do not worry (ha, ha.). I will take a
chance on your agreement and be waiting for you at an outdoor table at the
restaurant near the corner of Jefferson and Congress (the City Market area) at
8:00 p.m. Yours, the Vampire Lester.

Fabulous. Perhaps Lester would have a lead on a ghost.
Believing himself to be a vampire would surely give him contacts in the
paranormal community, wouldn't it? Giselle checked her watch. 7:23 p.m. Plenty
of time to meet Lester. Ry would be thrilled. In fact, she couldn't wait to
tell him.

"Hey, Ry, guess who's coming to dinner?"
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Ten minutes later, the two of them had departed Ry's house
and were walking down the front stairs to the sidewalk along the brick-paved
street. The evening was warm and sticky. The live oaks made a dark canopy over
the street. The sound of the insects and city traffic mixed. The night's
symphony had begun.

Ry took no notice of what could have been a romantic
atmosphere. He did place himself between Giselle and the street, which made her
melt inside at his protectiveness. Realistically, he was probably just going
with that Southern gentleman upbringing and it had nothing to do with feelings
for her.

"I can't believe you talked me into meeting with this phony
vampire," he grumbled.

"None of that phony stuff when we see Lester. This guy takes
the vampire thing very seriously," Giselle said, her high heels clicking
against the bricks of the sidewalk. "Besides, you don't know he isn't a
vampire. For all you know he could be real. He could be an undead, blood-sucking
fiend who will rip out our throats on sight."

"We can only hope so for the sake of your article," Ry said
dryly.

They soon found themselves passing a familiar place.

"Oh look, honey, it's the cafe where we met for the first
time." Giselle grabbed his arm in mock flirtation.

"How could I forget? But in my memory, it's the spot where
you tried to knock me senseless for the first time," Ry responded in kind.

"Giselle. I see you!" A familiar voice with a French accent
interrupted what would have been a very erudite reply on her part.

"Omigod," Giselle muttered to Ry. "It's that annoying Vector
guy. Let's get out of here before--"

"Too late," Ry said. "Here he comes."

The skunk ran across the street toward them from the cafe.

"You do not call me," he said, ignoring Ry. A frown of
consternation twisted his French skunk face.

"No. I do not call you." Giselle stated the obvious.

"Pour quoi?"

"What?" Giselle asked.

"Why?"

"Why what?"

"What?"

"Stop it. I'm getting confused," Giselle said. "What do you
want?"

"Why you do not call me? All day I am thinking, Vector, why
she does not call you? And then I think, Vector, she does not call because you
do not protect her from the bugger. And then I say to myself, 'No, Vector, she
will comprend you cannot injure the hands of a great artiste.' This would be
catastrophe, no?"

"No."

"But then I see you. It is how-you-say fate," he gushed. "Now
we have the dinner. We must pay Dutch of course. But we have nice food and then
we go to the hotel for the sex. Yes?"

"No."

"No?"

"Yes."

"Yes? You have the sex?"

"No. Stop it. You are incredible." Giselle shook her head.

The little skunk puffed with pride. "Merci."

"It wasn't a compliment."

"What is this word comp...compli...?"

Giselle turned to Ry. "Aren't you going to say anything?"

He crossed his arms over his chest. "Not a thing."

"This bugger, he is molesting you?" The skunk gestured
toward Ry.

I wish. "No," Giselle said. "I cannot believe this. I
want nothing to do with you. Get lost. Do you understand?"

"Ahhhh. I know." Vector tapped his forehead. "You play the
hard-to-get act." He grabbed her hand and pressed a kiss to the back. "Your
rejection, it excite me. I want you more than ever before. What hotel do you
stay? I send you the flowers. I woo."

Giselle yanked her hand away from his clutching fingers.
"I'm not telling you the name of my hotel. Get away from me. Don't speak to me
again."

As Giselle stomped away, the skunk followed, close on her
heels. Ry brought up the rear of the conga line, having some difficulty in
walking and laughing at the same time.

"Ooooh, you are magnifique. I burn with the lust for
you."

Giselle stopped and turned a burning glare on Vector.

Ry pulled the skunk back by his tail-like hair and out of
striking distance. "I think she's reached her limit. You'd better get out of
here. She could squash you like a bug," Ry said.

"You would fight me for her?" the skunk asked, puffing out
his chest and bringing up his tiny fists.

"Yes," Ry said with a smirk.

The skunk shrank back. "I do not have time to fight the duel
tonight. Besides we need the boxing gloves. I must protect the hands." The
skunk made a move to embrace Giselle, who slapped him away. "I must depart, ma
cheri. Au revoir." And with that, the skunk scuttled off.
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burst out.

"Not a word out of you," Giselle growled.

"Didn't I see him in a cartoon somewhere?" Ry chortled.

"Shush it!"

"What does that make you? Zee cat?"

"You just couldn't resist, could you?"

* * * * *

The skunk incident nearly caused them to be late for the
appointment with the Vampire Lester. Fortunately, her anger spurred Giselle to
a fast-paced stride and they were right on time.

The restaurant Lester had chosen for the meeting specialized
in both seafood and Italian cuisine. The modest restaurant had most of its
seating located outside. Musicians played on the mall area of City Market and
their music carried to Ry and Giselle as they approached.

Giselle spotted Lester right away. Seated as promised at an
outdoor table, a nearby streetlight illuminated his pale and emaciated
handsomeness. Straight black hair, arranged loosely, touched the top of his
shoulders. The vampire's dark eyes stood out, pathetically large in his
heart-shaped, porcelain face. He sat cross-legged in black velvet trousers
accompanied by a crisp white shirt. The shirt had flounces at the open neck and
at the cuffs. Apparently vampires didn't feel the effect of hot, humid weather.
The ensemble, while gothly stylish, could be called cool by no stretch of the
imagination.

Giselle saw that the vampire was not alone. A woman sat with
her chair pulled around the table so that it was beside Lester's. Although seated,
she was probably tall--much taller than Lester. Like him, her pale complexion
shown almost translucent under the streetlights. She had long black hair, dark
eyes and matching emaciation. She wore a long black dress. Her hand, with
pointed blood-red nails, gripped Lester's arm tightly. Good thing he didn't
have any circulation to cut off.

When he caught sight of Giselle, Lester leapt to his feet
with swanlike grace. He kissed her on first one cheek and then the other in the
style of Europeans. His companion also rose. She hung back, looking sullen and
morose.

The woman spoke with a deep tone and an accent of
undetermined origin. "He says he is overcome with joy at seeing you once again.
He also says that your beauty is greater than when he last saw you." The woman
didn't appear at all happy to be conveying this message.

Lester appeared no happier. He merely continued to gaze at
Giselle with those dark, saucerlike, sad eyes as he held out a chair for her to
take a seat. Maybe this was as much emotion as vampires could show.

Giselle sat down and Ry plopped into a chair opposite her.
Lester glided back into his own place.

"Has Lester lost his voice?" Giselle didn't remember him
being mute on their date. In fact, he had talked quite extensively about his
litigation and the curses that would befall the plagiarizing author. "Does he
have laryngitis?"

"No," the woman answered. "But he has not spoken a word
since--" Her voice dropped to a whisper. "The tragedy."

"Tragedy?"

"The lawsuit was dismissed." She put a finger to her lips
and whispered again. "We do not speak of it."

"Well, I suppose he couldn't go on a hunger strike," Giselle
mumbled. "Forgive me. But who are you?"

"I am Marissa La Bianca. I am Lester's lover." She said the
word lover with heavy emphasis on the V. As if the word were a dagger.

"Congratulations," Giselle replied.

Marissa frowned in seeming confusion at Giselle's reaction.

A waitress appeared and deposited ice waters and menus for
all before rushing away.

Giselle turned to Ry. "As long as we are making
introductions, this is Ry Leland. He's a detective who's assisting me with my
article."

Marissa's eyes widened. "You are police?"

"No, Ry is a psychic detective," Giselle said.

"How do you do," Ry said. "I'm not a psychic anything. I am
just a private investigator reluctantly roped into this phony farce."

"Ixnay on the onyfay." Giselle whispered furiously to Ry
behind her hand.

Ry whispered back behind his hand. "It is phony."

Giselle kicked him in the shins, which he endured with
hardly a wince, and she turned back to the morose twosome.
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bet you can read my mind right now." Giselle smiled and winked.

Lester and Marissa stared back in silence. No sense of humor
detected there. Oh well.

"I was very pleased to hear from you, Lester. How long have
you been in Savannah?" Giselle inserted to break the silence that had settled
over the table.

Marissa answered. "We moved from New Orleans two months
ago." Marissa was sitting so close to Lester, she looked like she was on his
lap. With her answering questions directed to him, the scene resembled a
bizarre ventriloquist show.

"Why move from New Orleans?" Giselle asked.

Lester scribbled on a paper napkin on the table in front of
him and then handed it to Marissa who read it aloud. "'There were too many
vampire poseurs there. It was disgusting.'"

Ry choked on the glass of ice water he'd been drinking.

"When the tragedy occurred, there was just no reason to stay
there," Marissa continued. "Especially when our crypt was washed away by a
hurricane. Nobody cared. We did not even get help from FEMA, no compensation
whatsoever."

"Uh-huh." Ry bent his head and sucked vigorously on his
water through a straw. Giselle could tell that he had to struggle to keep from
bursting into laughter. The poor man. She should help him with that. Giselle
kicked him under the table.

"Ow. Watch it."

"So sorry. Just crossing my legs," Giselle said sweetly.

Ry mumbled something inaudible.

"Well, as I said, I was very pleased to hear from you,"
Giselle said.

Lester smiled wanly in response. Marissa glowered.

"You said in your email that you might have something for my
article."

"Yes. Lester thought you would like to write about the
tragedy. Perhaps something about the discrimination suffered by paranormal
beings under the U.S. legal system. Discrimination against beings such as we is
tolerated without any guilt or censor whatsoever in this country."

"Are you a vampire too?" Giselle looked from Lester to
Marissa.

"Yes. I am a member of the second-class citizens who this
country spits upon. We are the last-accepted prejudice. We are at the mercy of
the Man. We are oppressed by the Man."

Giselle turned to Ry and whispered, "Did she just say 'the
Man'?"

"My shins don't want me to answer you."

Giselle turned back to Lester and Marissa, a smile plastered
on her face. She tried for a mixture of pleasantry and sympathy in her
expression. "Yes. It sounds terrible," she said. "When I get back to New York,
I'll talk about your situation with my editor and see if the magazine will
authorize an article. But it doesn't sound like it would fit with the subject
of my present piece. I'm here strictly to investigate and document a ghost
phenomenon."

Marissa's eyes turned from vacant to hard and glaring.
"Lester is very disappointed," Marissa said, and Lester nodded. "He'd hoped
that someone he thought was one of his," she choked, "best friends--" Lester
pressed a hand to Marissa's arm. "His most special friend in the world, would
want to help him in this time of tribulation."

Lester thought she was one of his best friends? His most
special friend in the world? The poor man--er--vampire. They'd only had one date
and a series of email contacts. He must have no friends at all.

"Of course I want to be all the help I can." Giselle fidgeted
with the straw in her water glass. "As soon as I'm finished with this ghost
article, I'll talk to Willie about the tragedy."

Giselle felt guilty for offering nothing more. She felt like
a horribly bad friend.

"Does Lester know any ghosts in town?" Giselle asked
tentatively. Yeah, go ahead and use the poor pathetic vampire for information
after refusing to do anything for him. Was that any way to treat your best
friend?

Lester wrote on the napkin in front of him just two words,
ghost and door. Marissa spoke to him in some language Giselle did not
understand. Lester shook his head several times, looking stern. Marissa visibly
composed herself and then spoke. "Lester wishes to give you information even
though I say you are unworthy of his affection and favor. Lester says there is
a ghost who opens the door at an abandoned mansion on Oglethorpe Avenue to
whoever knocks upon the door at midnight." She wrote jerkily on a napkin and
thrust it toward Giselle. "This is the address."

[bookmark: SW27]"That's ridiculous. I've lived here all my
life. There's no truth to that story." Ry practically frothed at the mouth as
he said it.

What had triggered such a strong response?

"Where did you get such a stupid story?" Ry continued.

"Ry," Giselle said. "I'm sure Lester has a very good source.
After all he is a vampire. He's imbedded in the paranormal community. He no
doubt has mystical powers we can't even imagine that would allow him to detect
a ghostly presence at a location. Right? Tell him, Lester...Marissa?"

"We heard about the ghost during the haunted Savannah
walking tour we took when we first moved here."

Silence. Then Giselle turned to Ry. "See, they have it on
the best authority."

Lester and Marissa rose in concert. "We must go," Marissa
said in a flat monotone accompanied by a morose glower.

Giselle and Ry stood also. Lester embraced Giselle again,
kissing her on both cheeks. Then he gave Ry a small bow.

Giselle felt terrible and called after Lester as the glum couple
walked away. "Call me. I'm at the Great Eastern. I'll talk to my editor about
your story. Bye." She sat back down and let her forehead fall to the table. Ry
chuckled.

She weakly turned her head to the side. "You were a big
help."

"Glad to be of service."

It was Saturday at 8:54 p.m.




Chapter Five

 

Giselle pondered the question of what to do with the feeling
she was a horrible, human being with no redeeming features? She quickly came to
a conclusion. Eat dinner of course.

Ry opted for the salmon and Giselle for pasta with Alfredo
sauce. An expensive white wine completed the meal. It made Giselle feel a lot
better as she took another deliciously savory bite.

"So you're the vampire's special friend. Does that mean you
have a rare blood type?" Ry's green eyes sparkled.

"Shush it! You're making my sauce curdle."

His full lips taunted her with more than words as they
opened and he placed a piece of salmon inside between white teeth. The way he
chewed was even sexy. Ry sipped from his glass of wine. His tongue came out to
lick a few drops from his lips. Ooooh, that tongue. The man had a dangerously
talented tongue. She already knew about his talented fingers. With that tongue,
he could probably make a gal scream...more than once. She shifted on the chair to
ease the ache that had begun at her core.

This was business. Dammit. She couldn't just sit there
gazing at his tongue and thinking about screwing him to the table. Talk about
something.

"So tell me about yourself," Giselle said.

About to take another bite of salmon, Ry stopped and arched
a brow suspiciously. "What do you want to know?"

"Tell me about your childhood. I told you about my parents.
Tell me about yours."

He didn't look pleased at the suggestion.

"Come on. What are you afraid of?" she goaded.

"Well, okay, after all, you are buying dinner."

"I am?"

"Yeah, I get expenses along with my daily rate. Dinner is an
expense."

"Oh all right. Maybe I should have taken the skunk up on his
invitation. At least he was going to go Dutch."

"But he would have demanded sex after dinner. I won't."

"Oh yeah." Demand away, big boy. "You are a better
deal." Dammit. Silence. Think about anything except sex. Sex, sex, sex... "Stop
it!"

"Stop what," he said, startled.

"Uhmmmmm. Stop evading the question. Tell me about your
childhood."

Ry wiped at his mouth with his napkin and put it back in his
lap. "Let's just say my mother had, and for that matter has, very high
standards, especially for her family."

Demanding.

"She expected a lot of me as a child. She always wanted me
to excel."

Domineering and critical.

"She could be quite assertive."

Pushy and overbearing.

"My father disappeared when I was ten. My grandmother always
blamed my mother. She thought my mother had driven her son away."

A royal bitch. "I see." Memo to self, Avoid meeting Ry's
mother. "She sounds...interesting," Giselle said. "What about your father.
What was he like?"

"I don't remember him as being anything much. I remember him
being there, until he disappeared of course. But I don't remember him having
any kind of personality. He just did what Mama told him."

Ry's voice trailed away into silence. He sat there, lost in
his own thoughts, and it didn't look like they were happy ones. What a great
topic choice, Giselle. What other cheerful subjects could they talk about
over dinner? The Holocaust? World famine?

[bookmark: SW28]Maybe she could think of something similar
about her own family to comfort him with.

"My grandmother sounds a lot like your mother. She always
nagged us about something. You knew she loved you if she insulted you."

"That was never the case with my mother. When she insults
you, she means it." He clenched his jaw and frowned. His expression was grim.

Well, that didn't work. "Excuse me, I'm going to the, uh,
ladies'." Giselle stood up.

"Yeah, okay," Ry said. She could tell he hadn't heard her.

Stupid, stupid, stupid, Giselle. She walked with
unseeing eyes to the ladies' room. She had a brief impression of white tile and
chrome fixtures as she went into the first of the three stalls.

She didn't even have a chance to turn in the close space to
lock the stall door when the lights went out, leaving the windowless room in
complete blackness.

Without warning, the metal door of the stall came pummeling
inward, slamming into Giselle with high velocity force. Her arm took the brunt
of the hit, stinging. Pain went up the elbow into her shoulder.

She felt a figure taller than her barrel though the now-open
stall door. A hard palm struck between her shoulder blades and sent her flying
forward. Then she was jerked back as rough hands encircled her throat.

Giselle clawed at the hands and found them covered by
gloves. Unable to make any impact on them, her own hands flew wildly to the
face of her attacker, trying to gouge at the eye area.

"Ugh."

Triumph flared in her when she heard the attacker's grunt.
But triumph was short-lived. The attacker threw her forward again and Giselle's
knees rammed the toilet bowl. Her automatic instinct was to try to prevent her
body from falling, so she put out her arms to brace herself. As she did, her
palms struck the cool tile on the back wall.

The attacker took advantage of her vulnerable position,
grabbing her shoulders and shoving her. The attacker forced her down, down,
down. Her face hit the water in the toilet bowl and a crack sounded as her
skull struck the porcelain.

Impact sparks ignited in her brain.

Struggling against the iron grip of her attacker to no
avail, Giselle's face was pushed deeper into the toilet. Her face submerged,
she tried not to breathe in.

Giselle continued to flail with her hands, but in this
position she made no impact on the figure behind her. However, she did manage
to hit the toilet's handle. The water flushed around her, swirling, then
rushing down the pipe.

The bowl was empty for precious seconds. At least she could
breathe now. But then the water came rushing back up.

Giselle held her breath again. She couldn't believe her life
was literally going down the toilet. The newspaper headlines would read, Death
by Swirly.

She found the floor with her hands and tried to push up
against her attacker. Nothing. Gripping the toilet seat, she pushed back. No
impact. The figure continued relentlessly pressing her face into the water.
Thrashing from side to side, Giselle began to lose consciousness. She couldn't
hold her breath much longer.

Giselle's panic increased and her hands continued to fumble
about blindly. Her questing fingers encountered an object with a long handle to
the side of the bowl. She grabbed it and felt along its length until she found
a bristly end. A toilet brush.

Giselle clutched the handle and thrust the brush up and over
her head at the attacker as hard as she could. It moved like a dagger. A slimy,
germ-ridden dagger. The impact jarred her arm. The attacker grunted and the
gripping hands dropped away from the back of her head and neck.

Jerking her head out of the toilet bowl, Giselle came up
gasping and coughing. Maddened, she stood and turned in one motion. Giselle
punched, kicked and scratched at the dark, shadowy figure in front of her. She
felt the attacker backing away as she advanced.

The attacker, continuing to retreat, tried to fend off
Giselle's furious but expert martial arts technique. Really. Okay--not. But the
attacker retreated. Giselle continued swinging. She and the attacker tumbled
out of the stall. The figure struck a blow to her left shoulder that knocked
Giselle to the side and into the bank of sinks.

[bookmark: SW29]Giselle righted herself and fumbled around
with her hands in front of her. She found the wall and felt along it until she
discovered the light switch. She clicked it on. The room was empty except for
the demented-looking, wet raccoon reflected by the mirror. Glancing this way
and that, Giselle saw nothing there. No raccoon was in the room with her.
Giselle was the demented raccoon.

Her hair dripped icky toilet water. A ring of black
encircled her eyes, disproving the advertising that touted the waterproof
quality of her mascara. Her white peasant blouse now clung to her like a second
skin.

Torn between the humiliation of returning to the table with
a strong resemblance to crazed vermin and the fear of the attacker's return,
Giselle chose fear and exited without attempting to fix her appearance.

Restaurant patrons turned to stare as she passed them, and
not in the head-turning way a girl enjoys. The walk seemed to take forever.
Finally, she saw Ry in the distance. A beacon, a haven.

"Did you fall in?"

A jerk.

She stared at him, unspeaking. Shock, no doubt.

Understanding dawned and he jumped out of his chair and took
her into his arms. She buried her face in his shirt and cried.

"Are you okay, sugar? What happened?" he crooned.

"Ermmmmm." His shirtfront muffled her voice. He gripped her
arms and pushed her away to look at her face.

"What happened?"

"Someone tried to flush my head down the toilet." She choked
it out.

"While it was still attached?"

Giselle looked up at him wide-eyed, sniffed a couple of
times and then full-fledged sobs broke out.

"Oh sugar," Ry said. "I thought you were joking, I'm sorry.
I was trying to be funny too. I thought it would make you feel better."

"Well, it didn't," she cried.

"I see that now. I'm sorry."

Giselle snuffled a bit, no longer sobbing.

"I was totally wrong."

Giselle sniffed once. The tears stopped.

"I grovel at your feet with my wrongness."

A wan smile from Giselle. "As long as you're groveling, I'll
forgive you."

His touch protective and comforting soothed her. One hand
was on her neck. The thumb of his other hand caressed her cheekbone. If she
didn't feel so horrible from crying she could be enjoying this.

"I better go see if there's any sign of the person who
attacked you." Ry started to move away, but Giselle clung to him, her nails
digging into his back.

"No, don't go. They're already gone." Giselle felt him relax
against her. "Now can I have your shirt?"

"What? No. You're all wet with toilet water."

"The toilet water was clean. Besides, look at me." Giselle
pulled back.

"I am. That style is very fetching. You should go with it.
You don't need my shirt."

Giselle looked down, pointedly down at her translucent wet
blouse and then back at him.

At her glare, he grumbled, "Oh all right. Don't ever say I
wouldn't give you the shirt off my back."

* * * * *

Forty-five minutes later Giselle emerged from the bathroom
of her hotel room. She had showered and quickly blown her hair dry. She'd
dressed in black v-neck tee with black Capri pants. Casual. But the black said Ghosthunter.
Okay, perhaps it just said "depression". Fresh makeup had been a must,
including a reapplication of the offending mascara. Nevertheless, Giselle swore
to write a letter to the company about their false claims at her earliest
opportunity. Perhaps she should have taken a photograph as evidence. Too late
now.

On entering the bedroom, she saw Ry lying across the room's
bed, still shirtless. This might be what a heart attack felt like. This man was
dangerous to her health. His chest, toned and tanned, monopolized her vision.
His pecs perfectly muscular, not muscle-bound, had a light sprinkling of blond
hair. Scrumptious. And his abs? Yummy. Perfect. Just as she'd suspected in the
janitor's closet at the restaurant.

Why did she suddenly long for fuzzy pink handcuffs and a
riding crop?

Giselle closed her gaping mouth. She hoped there was no
drool. Quick check. No. Thank God. She'd experienced enough humiliation for one
night. Correction, one year.

"Here's your shirt." She held up the garment in her hand,
trying to look away but not succeeding. "I don't want you to get cold." Please
put it back on before I do something embarrassing.

[bookmark: SW30]"No thanks. You keep it," he replied with a
lazy drawl as he continued to lounge against the white bedspread, being
treacherously sexy.

"I told you the water was clean," Giselle responded.

"So you say."

She couldn't ignore how glorious he looked lying across her
bed. "I know why you don't want it back. You just want me to admire your
chest," she tried to joke.

"I don't want you to miss my fabulous back." He said with a
laugh as he got off the bed. He stretched his arms out wide and made a
one-hundred-eighty-degree turn. "Well, what do you think?"

"I think you're," magnificent, beautiful, superb,
"insufferable."

Ry chuckled and returned to a reclining position on the bed.

Ooh, dangerous territory.

"While you were in the bathroom I made a few calls," Ry
said.

Busy ogling him, she almost didn't register his words. She
blinked. "Oh right."

Giselle had described the entire altercation to Ry as they
walked from the restaurant to her hotel. At his prompting, she had given every
detail she could remember. She felt intensely frustrated that she wasn't able
to give any kind of physical description of the attacker. She could only say he
or she was tall, very strong, and now covered with icky toilet brush gunk.

Ry had assured her he would contact a friend on the police
force and make arrangements for her to make a statement about the two attempts
on her life so law enforcement could begin an investigation.

Drawing her down to sit beside him on the bed, he put an arm
around her. "I talked to my friend on the force. I spoke to another friend who
is going to be doing some computer research to determine if anyone has been
pulling information on you, trying to trace you. For example, credit card
statements to find out where you're staying. Stuff like that."

Ry stroked her back. "We will get this guy."

She nodded. She wouldn't be afraid. Well, she was, but she
wasn't going to let it show. "Ry, there is confidentiality between private
detective and client, isn't there?" Giselle asked hesitantly.

"Yeah, sugar, tell me anything." His green eyes darkened
with concern as they stared into hers.

"No. I mean you're not going to tell anyone the details
about tonight's incident."

"What? Death by swirly?"

The jerk.

"Never mind. I suppose it's just too good to resist. Could
you at least not use the word 'swirly' when you describe it?"

"I'll take that under advisement," Ry said with a quirk to his
edible lips. "I made another call I think you'll like. I've arranged for us to
talk to the foremost authority on the paranormal happenings in the city." His
tone was serious.

Then he got a silly look on his face and spoke with a bad
French accent. "Or we could ave zee sex." He patted the bed and leered
suggestively. "Zee sex, it get my vote."

Giselle giggled. "Oooh you smooth talker. You make it so
tempting, but no. I vote for ghosts."

"Okay. Let's go talk to Ghost Guy."

It was 10:24 p.m.

* * * * *

They arrived as scheduled to meet the ghost guy at the
entrance to the Colonial Park Cemetery. The cemetery, laid out in a long
rectangular shape, had its entrance at the northwest corner. It was surrounded
by six-foot-high walls made of old Savannah gray brick. A large, statuary
rendering of an eagle about to take flight sat perched in a marble archway atop
the wrought iron gate that served as the entry door.

The creepily foggy night shrouded much of the cemetery from
view behind the locked gate. However, pale white tombstones interspersed with
brick pyramid-shaped, above-ground structures could be seen in the light of a
nearby streetlamp close to the entrance. Giselle assumed that the indistinct
silhouettes beyond the reach of the streetlights represented more of the same.

Giselle didn't see Ghost Guy approach them from either the
sidewalk along the Oglethorpe Street side of the cemetery or the Abercorn
Street side. He just seemed to suddenly appear out of the darkness, dressed in
an ensemble that was topped with a black cape. Ghost Guy had long fangs. Blood
dripped from the teeth onto his chin and coated his mouth.

[bookmark: SW31]At Giselle's look of horror, Ghost Guy
reached up, pulled the fangs from his mouth and wiped at the blood. "Sorry
about that. I'm not really a vampire. I just play one in a movie. We were just
wrapping up filming for the day when Ry called. I didn't have time to get out
of makeup." He took a few swipes at his cheeks and the white pancake wiped off,
leaving a more natural complexion to the skin illuminated by the overhead
streetlight.

"That's a relief. I've had enough of vampires today, I'm
afraid." Giselle smiled wanly.

"They can get on your nerves." Ghost Guy put the fake fangs
in his pocket. "Two just moved to town and they are especially irritating. All
they seem to want to talk about is the discrimination they are subjected to by
the government. They want to rally the paranormal community into some kind of
protest. But no one seems very interested."

"Yeah, I think we know the two you're talking about," Ry
commented.

The best word to describe Ghost Guy was "intense". Although
medium height with medium-length brown hair, his unblinking eyes pinned Giselle
with penetrating power. "You have had two attempts on your life today. The
second one was particularly shocking."

"That's amazing," Giselle said. Was he psychic? "Did you see
the attacks in a vision, or did you see them in my mind?"

Ghost Guy grinned. "Neither, Ry told me about them on the
phone. Death by swirly. That's really cruel. You almost met the Limoges Lord
in the sky."

Ry piped in, "Yeah, she almost flushed the big one. Although
I really think she just fell in and doesn't want to admit it."

"Ha, ha, ha," Giselle said with disgust. "I'm so glad my
near death is such a source of mirth for all, but can we please get on topic? I
believe the subject of this meeting is a ghost. We don't need to discuss the
incident anymore."

"You mean the terror by toilet bowl?" Ry twisted the
figurative knife.

"Shush it." Giselle turned to Ghost Guy. "Ry says you're the
one to talk to in Savannah about all things paranormal. What about this
supposed ghost who answers the door of an abandoned mansion? Is there any truth
to that story?"

Giselle saw Ghost Guy glance at a scowling Ry.

"I have heard that story," he said after a few moments'
hesitation.

"Is it true that the ghost answers the door if there is a
knock at midnight?"

Ghost Guy seemed to respond very carefully. "I'm told that
if the summoner is a strong psychic medium, it doesn't have to be midnight."

"That whole story is completely preposterous," Ry
interrupted in a testy tone.

"Well? Is the story true?" Giselle asked, facing Ghost Guy.

She watched for a glance from him in Ry's direction but he
remained stoic, his vivid blue eyes never straying from hers.

"I'd listen to Ry on this one," he finally said. "Why don't
you go on one of the ghost tours?"

"Done that and definitely didn't buy the t-shirt. The tour
guide was some kind of floozy who just told one whopper after another."

"Oh yeah, the cheerleader." Ghost Guy nodded. "She's
something." Ghost Guy went silent for a moment then continued. "I do have a
lead for you. I've heard that there's going to be a seance conducted later
tonight by Armand Kopeleski. Kopeleski claims to be a wizard and master of the
occult."

"Is he?" Giselle asked.

"I don't know. But he's odd. I'm told the seance will take
place at his house where the participants hope to summon the spirit of a Revolutionary
War hero who's buried in this cemetery. It's said that on occasion this spirit
tends to wander around Savannah and can be seen returning to his grave here
before dawn. Kopeleski reportedly plans to summon the spirit and then follow it
to the cemetery to document the story as true."

Ghost Guy turned to Ry and clapped him on the shoulder.
"Kopeleski lives just three doors to the east of you."

Ry nodded.

"Perhaps if you go there he might be persuaded to allow you
to participate."

"That sounds fantastic," Giselle said with excitement.
"Revolutionary War hero, seance and cemetery. I could write a fabulous article
with those elements. And I bet I could get some fantastic photos of the
cemetery to go with the article."
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giving her a raise.

"Whoa," Ry interjected, popping her fantasy bubble. "Don't
get ahead of yourself. We still have to approach this Kopeleski to see if he'll
allow us to participate," Ry said. "Even if he does, I don't think it's a sure
thing that he will be able to summon this war hero. And follow him here? Seems
more than farfetched to me."

Giselle stuck out her tongue in Ry's pooh-poohing direction.

"I have a warning for you," Ghost Guy said in an ominously
serious monotone. "Don't look into his windows as you approach the house."

"Why? Does he have some sort of spell operating on the house
that turns a person into a pillar of salt if they look inside?" Giselle asked.

"Close," Ghost Guy said with a laugh. "Kopeleski's an author
on the occult. He likes to write his books at a table that sits near his front
window with the curtains wide open."

Ry and Giselle stared quizzically at Ghost Guy in confused
silence.

"He always writes in the nude. I mean totally buck-naked
nude. And it's not a pretty sight. I mean really. Not!" Ghost Guy's cheeks
expanded and he brought one finger to puckered lips as if stifling nausea.

"I get what you mean." Ry thrust out his arm and the two men
clasped hands in a hearty handshake. "Thanks for the information."

"Anytime. Don't be such a stranger, Ry."

Ghost Guy turned to Giselle and winked. "And you. Don't
stick your head in any more toilets."

"Yeah, thanks for the tip."

* * * * *

The wizard Armand Kopeleski's brick row house was located
three doors from Ry's home, just as Ghost Guy had said. Not much architectural
detail on the three-story structure was visible in the darkness as she and Ry
approached.

Giselle did notice that the windows of the parlor level, one
floor up from the street, were without curtains and brightly lit. Trying to
heed Ghost Guy's warning, she jerked her gaze away and looked at Ry instead.
She was still queasy from the toilet water. She didn't need any more stomach-turning
sights tonight.

Ry and Giselle reached the bottom of the stairs that led up
to Kopeleski's front door. They hesitated. Something in Giselle warned her not
to go up there. It seemed Ry had the same instinct. An odd edginess filled the
air.

"We could just go back to your hotel and have zee sex," Ry
joked in an unsuccessful attempt to break the strange tension.

Giselle gave it serious consideration. And not just for the
usual reason--Ry was hot, after all--but she wouldn't give up on her mission. Not
yet anyway.

"No." She shook her head. "We've got to do it."

They trudged up the steps as if going to the guillotine.
Wow, the farther up the stairs they got, the heavier the atmosphere. Maybe this
guy had put some sort of spell on the house.

A bear's head knocker with a large open mouth greeted them
at the front door. Giselle glanced at Ry and saw him staring right back at her.
He seemed just as inexplicably reluctant to put his hand inside the mouth of
the bear to knock on the door as she was. Giselle opted for a fist-on-wood
knock instead.

Almost instantaneously, the door swung open and there stood
Armand Kopeleski. At least Giselle assumed the man--almost seven feet tall,
standing stark naked before them in the open doorway--was Kopeleski. If there
were two wizened old men exhibiting their nudeness around Savannah she didn't
want to see the other one. In fact, she wished she hadn't seen this one.

"Help me out," Giselle hissed at Ry. "I'm going blind here."

"I wish I was," he hissed back.

Giselle had a glimpse of wiry gray hair flying wildly around
a face that had seen at least seventy years, judging by the wrinkles. Black
eyes, almost obsidian with an unusual light in them, blazed out of a gaunt face.

Giselle didn't know where to look. Look up? She couldn't
stare at his porch light all night. Look down? No, bad idea. Extremely bad
idea. Eye contact. That was the ticket. Uuukkkk. No. Peripheral vision was a
bitch.

"Ah, Ms. Hunter and Mr. Leland, I have been expecting you,"
Kopeleski's booming voice announced.
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glanced toward Kopeleski's face in surprise. Eeeewwww. Bad. Pesky peripheral
vision again.

Kopeleski didn't answer the question. "I cannot say that it is
a pleasure to see you here."

The lack of pleasure was completely mutual. The pleasure was
lacking so much it was off the scale in the anti-pleasure direction. Minus
infinity on the scale, in fact. Giselle decided to stare at the spot above his
head and squint.

"Did someone tell you we were coming here?" Ry asked.

Giselle could see him trying the squinting technique also.

"No. I have seen it. I have seen you arrive in Savannah, Ms.
Hunter. I have seen your antics. I have seen your misguided efforts."

"You've been watching me, following me around." Giselle's
eyes zeroed in on Kopeleski's face as outrage filled. Grrrrkkkkkk. Outrage took
too much eye contact. She glanced right before going on. "That's despicable.
And it's illegal."

She turned to whisper to Ry, "Isn't it?"

He shrugged.

Back to Kopeleski.

"Anyway it's despicable," she said while keeping her eyes on
the wizard's feet.

"No, no, you moronic little girl, I have seen with my third
eye," Kopeleski said, stamping one foot.

Surprised, she ignored the insult. "You have a third eye?"
She had to risk a look at his face for this one. Nope, no third eye visible on
his face.

"No, Ms. Hunter, my psychic eye, my sixth sense."

"Oh yes, I see." Unfortunately she could see again. Major
yuck. Maybe looking at his left ear would work. Ah good. Not enough peripheral
vision here. Oops, he moved. Ewwww. Dammit.

"I don't want to be a prude, and I know this is your home
and all, and you've been so hospitable so far, but could you please put on some
clothing. It's very hard to carry on a conversation with you...your... It's just
hard. I mean not hard. Not that it's soft. I mean it's difficult..." Giselle gave
up trying to make it better.

"Good job. No insult detectible there," Ry whispered in her
ear.

Kopeleski huffed. "Oh, the Anglo-Saxon, Christian
puritanical mores that control the minds of the brainless masses in this
country. The human body is natural. I am one with nature in this state. I am
better able to contact and control the elements. It is ridiculous that little
girls scream when they see the male form..."

Giselle could well imagine that his male form would elicit a
scream. She'd come close to screaming at least twice since she'd arrived.

"Come in. Come in if you must." Kopeleski stomped off,
presumably to find something to put on. He walked right into her line of
vision. The back view offered nothing better. Gravity had not been kind to the
man.

Giselle and Ry stepped inside the house. The hall, open to a
parlor, was like a theater set. Perhaps a gothic novel's location. Intimidating
stone gargoyles had been set into the pedestal of the columns supporting the
archway into the room.

As they wandered into the parlor, Giselle registered the
decor of reds and purples, with heavy brocades and velvet on the soft
furnishings. The walls had been painted a deep magenta that had an almost-black
appearance without the benefit of the daylight to bring out the true color. An
imposing dark-mahogany mantel, with carved faces and figures, dominated the
center of the room. A desk stood at the window. An ominous sideboard seven feet
tall and at least five feet wide had been placed along one wall. Bookshelves
stood on either side of the hearth. The room seemed crammed with every accoutrement
of the magical and the metaphysical. Giselle looked around her, unable to take
it all in. A skull, crystals, candles, Ouija board, tarot...the list went on.

Candles and chalk lay on a large round table positioned in
the middle of the room with high-back, Sheridan-style chairs encircling it. A
dagger was positioned to the side of the tabletop, along with a one-inch-square
metallic item and a ragged scrap of faded white cotton cloth.

Giselle went closer to take a look at the items. She picked
up the scrap of cloth. It consisted of a square approximately six inches in
width. It looked as if it had something resembling dried blood on a small part
of the corner. She replaced it on the table. Giselle picked up the small metal
item. It appeared to be some kind of military medal.
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door. "Let's get out of here. This guy is freaky. You were right. We never
should have come in here when we had that strange feeling outside. Let's go
back to my hotel."

"Yeah, but not for 'zee sex'. I may never have sex again."

"I'm witcha on that one."

Before they could leave, Kopeleski returned, sweeping into
the room. Relief. Giselle saw that he had on a floor-length red silk robe.
Hallelujah, it was tied.

"Ms. Hunter, I have seen your antics in Denver and New
Orleans and now in Savannah."

"Seen, seen. Or seen, seen."

Kopeleski glared at her.

"Okay, third eye thing again."

"You disrupt metaphysical fields with your presence."

"I do not!" No idea really.

"You cause chaos and destruction everywhere you go," droned
Kopeleski.

"Gotta give him that one," Ry whispered to her.

"Shush it."

"I am a true ghosthunter," he ranted. "You pretend abilities
that you do not have. By your pretense you attempt to rival my mission. You
pollute my efforts. You are an insult. You come here for an invitation that I
include you in the ceremony we will conduct tonight? I laugh at your
presumption. Ha. Ha." He said it just that way. Ha. Ha. "I spit on you."
Kopeleski spat in her direction and Giselle moved to avoid the droplets of
saliva flying her way.

Ugh. This guy had a way of grossing her out whether clothed
or unclothed.

"You are a parasite," he continued to rant. "It is no wonder
that someone has attempted to kill you."

"Hey, wait a minute. What do you know about that?" Giselle
clenched her right hand into a fist and realized that she still held the metal
object.

"And you," Kopeleski turned on Ry. "You are nothing but a
coward. You are to be pitied and despised."

Ry bristled. "We'll take that as a 'no' to the invitation.
Let's go, Giselle."

Giselle panicked. Should she hand the metal piece back to
Kopeleski? If she left with it in her hand she would be stealing it. "Don't be
so hasty, Ry. I'm sure the nice man didn't mean to be impolite."

"You contaminate my home. Get out," Kopeleski shouted.

Dammit. No question about that one.

Ry grabbed Giselle's fisted right hand. "Come on, Giselle.
Let's go." He pulled her out of the parlor, through the hall and out the front
door.

It was Saturday, 11:28 p.m. And, omigod, she was a thief.




Chapter Six

 

"Why didn't you drop it on the floor before we left his
house?" Ry continued to fume about the medal as he had done nonstop since
they'd left Kopeleski's. They sat on Ry's front stoop. They'd been there for at
least five minutes and he had not yet exhausted the subject.

"Because, as I've said at least one thousand times--" Actual
count, three. "You were holding my hand shut and manhandling me out the door."
Giselle ground her teeth together. She'd be tearing her hair out soon if he
didn't get over it.

At almost midnight, the Savannah night air remained hot and
damp. The irritable mood must result from the weather. There could be nothing
else to blame the mood on. Oh no. It couldn't be that in less than two days
she'd be jobless, someone had tried to kill her...twice, and she'd just managed
to steal--accidentally of course--an object belonging to a crazy man who claimed
to be a wizard and therefore could probably turn her into a toad. No, it had to
be the Savannah heat and humidity.

Ry held the medal, tilting it this way and that to catch the
light of the streetlamp. The light glinted dimly off its surface. "It looks
like a Revolutionary War era military medal. But it could be a fake. There are
a lot of them out there."

At Giselle's arch look, Ry continued. "I used to collect as
a kid." He turned the medal over and examined the backside. "It might be
something Kopeleski thinks belonged to the ghost he's trying to summon. An
object personally owned by a subject during their lifetime sometimes helps
summon the spirit form."

Giselle gaped at him. "How do you know so much Mr.
Non-psychic Detective?"

Ry started. His eyes shot to hers and then away. "I don't.
But you can't help but hear things in Savannah."

[bookmark: SW35]Yeah, sure. There had to be more to this.
If only she had the time to question him about it.

"If it really is Revolutionary War era, it's got to be worth
money. So how are we going to get it back into the nudist camp before the crazy
wizard discovers that it's missing?" Giselle rubbed her forehead. A headache
pounded beneath her temple.

"I don't know," Ry said. "But it just got a lot harder." He
nodded toward the group of three people knocking on Kopeleski's door.

"I've got an idea." Giselle fished in her purse and pulled
out her cell phone with a triumphant look at Ry.

"How's your cell phone going to get the medal back into that
house?"

Giselle punched in a number. Mary Ellen, who lived a few
streets away, arrived less than five minutes later. Mary Ellen swanned to
Giselle's side and gave her a hug.

"I need a favor," Giselle said.

"I'll do any favor you want. I owe you one for the Vector
incident," Mary Ellen replied.

"You have no idea. The little skunk accosted me again
earlier tonight. It was a nightmare. I'm telling you he..."

Ry interrupted. "After all we've been through, that was the
nightmare? Besides, we don't have time for this. What's your plan?"

"It's simple. Mary Ellen takes the medal and gets herself
invited into the Kopeleski house where she drops it as close to the table as
possible."

"How's she going to get invited in?" Ry asked. "He's not the
most hospitable man on the planet. He's not even the most hospitable man on the
block."

"Yeah, but he's a man. Just look at her." Giselle pointed at
Mary Ellen and her obvious movie-star-quality beauty. Her long blonde hair was
swept into a messy up-do with tendrils escaping around her face. She wore hip-hugging,
tight blue jeans and a sequined, green camisole blouse. If she wore makeup,
Giselle couldn't see any evidence of it. Yet her complexion was perfect. Even
standing on a stoop in casual clothing, Mary Ellen was sexy.

Ry considered for a moment then nodded. "Yeah, you're right.
He'll let her in."

Giselle's gaze narrowed to a glare. The bastard.

"What? I'm agreeing with you. Why are you looking at me like
I'm going to need shin guards again?"

"Never mind, genius," Mary Ellen said, obviously attuned to
her best friend's feelings for the man.

"Once she drops the medal, she just makes an excuse and
leaves," Giselle said. "Piece of cake."

Ry looked doubtful. "Why is it nothing with you is cake? The
cake always seems to turn to a pile of--"

"Don't say it. This is going to work. And to be sure that
she's safe, we'll watch from across the street. Anyone can see into this guy's
house through the floor-to-ceiling windows. It's like a stage."

"Yeah." Ry had a sour look on his face as he seemed to
remember the proof of that statement. Giselle remembered too. Eeewww.

Mary Ellen took the medal and put it into her jeans pocket.
As she stuffed it down, her toned belly, complete with sparkly ring, was on
display. Giselle noticed Ry noticing and jabbed him in the stomach with her
elbow.

"What? I didn't say anything." Ry said, holding his hands up
to defend against another blow.

Mary Ellen laughed as she trotted off down the sidewalk in
the direction of Kopeleski's house. She had almost reached the stairs to the
front door when a figure emerged from a parked vehicle and began to approach.
It soon became obvious that the two would converge.

"Uh-oh. This is not good news," Ry said.

The figure, Madam Divinity, reached the foot of the stairs
almost simultaneously with Mary Ellen.

"I had no idea M--Madam knew Kopeleski." Ry stepped back into
the shadows of the porch as if he feared being seen.

"Why would you?"

"No reason."

"After you," Mary Ellen could be heard saying, and then
Madam preceded her up the stairs. Kopeleski opened the door before either of
the ladies knocked. As he greeted them, he seemed to assume that Madam and Mary
Ellen were together because he invited them both in without a question.

"She's in. I told you it would work."

"She's not out yet," Ry commented. "I think we should get
closer and make sure that she's all right in there."

[bookmark: SW36]Ry and Giselle moved to a position across
the street from casa Kopeleski. Ry had obtained binoculars from his Jeep
and stared through them into the house. Giselle could see with her naked eyes
that the parlor of the house had filled with at least ten people, including her
friend.

"Kopeleski can't seem to take his eyes off Mary Ellen," Ry
observed.

"That's good."

"Not really. It doesn't give her an opportunity to drop the
medal without being seen."

"Oooh, good point."

Dammit, Mary Ellen always had been too attractive for
Giselle's good. And now Ry thought her attractive. Giselle had never minded
that her friend was so gorgeous until now. A good friend, a best friend, wouldn't
be so damn beautiful in front of her boyfriend. Okay. Okay. So Ry wasn't her
boyfriend. Still Mary Ellen wouldn't be so attractive to him if she were a real
friend. Mary Ellen did have a nerve if she thought about it.

"What's the matter?" Ry had removed the binoculars from his
eyes. "You have a peculiar look on your face."

"Nothing." Giselle shook her head. Shame on her for thinking
such things. Mary Ellen had braved the nudist den of a crazy wizard for her.
Mary Ellen was a good friend and Giselle was a bad, bad friend. Second time in
one night. Dammit.

Giselle's attention returned to the stagelike windows, one
slightly obscured by a wrought iron balcony wrapping around it. A small table
with a candlelit lantern at its center and a small chair beside it sat to one
side of the small area. Vines emerged from potted plants scattered about and
wound over the railing and down the side of the house. Cute but annoying since
Giselle had to strain to see around the table to get a look at Kopeleski.

He wore an old-fashioned tuxedo and had the appearance of an
orchestra conductor in his tie and tails. His wild gray hair had been pinned
back in what looked, in the distance, like a barrette. Who would have thought
it? Kopeleski a metrosexual.

Kopeleski spoke animatedly to Mary Ellen and Madam Divinity.
Mary Ellen flirted outrageously in return, if body language was anything to go
by. If she kept that up, he'd never leave her alone long enough to drop the
medal. Madam Divinity's face twisted as if she'd just tasted a lemon.

"I wonder what they're saying. It's so frustrating. Hey,
wait a minute." Giselle punched a number into her cell phone and heard Mary
Ellen's phone ring across the street. She seemed to apologize to Kopeleski and
Madam as she answered it.

"Hello?"

"Can you leave your phone on speaker mode so we can hear
what's going on in there?" Giselle asked.

"We'll see," Mary Ellen said brightly. "'Bye now." Mary
Ellen punched a button on the phone and Giselle could hear her say, "Sorry
about that. My boyfriend wants to get together later."

"Boyfriend, eh? Maybe I can do something about changing that
later," Kopeleski said suggestively.

Giselle decided to gag when she had more time.

"All cell phones and pagers must be turned off," Kopeleski
announced. "We are about to begin."

As people milled around the table and took a chair one by
one, he said, "I have asked Madam Divinity, who is a powerful medium, to attend
tonight's seance. She is particularly adept at psychometry, which, as you all
know, is the ability to read from an object. Since I have obtained a military
medal that originally belonged to our subject, Madam should be invaluable in
assisting me to summon him forth. Our subject passed from this life to the
other side two hundred and twenty-six years ago at 12:17 a.m. This morning will
mark the day and time that is the anniversary of our subject's death. It is the
ideal time to attempt to summon him to our presence."

Kopeleski seemed to take notice of the object, or lack
thereof, on the table. "The medal." His head swiveled back and forth. "Has
anyone seen the medal that was on the table?"

Kopeleski searched about the table and on the floor nearby
with frantic, jerky motions. Mary Ellen put her hand in her pocket, pulled the
medal out and bent to the floor.

"She dropped the medal," Ry said.

[bookmark: SW37]"Is this it?" Giselle heard from inside the
house. Mary Ellen reached toward the floor.

"Don't touch it!" Kopeleski shouted. "I've spent a lot of
time cleansing it of all psychic energies except that of its original owner. We
don't want to pollute it with the energy of any other person before the seance.
Who knows what kind of static interference it would cause our efforts if
someone else handled it. Only Madam should touch it at this point."

"Uh-oh," Giselle said.

"Yeah," Ry agreed.

Madam Divinity kneeled, picked up the medal and held it
reverently in her hand. Then she rose and placed it at the center of the table.

"Well, I think I should be going. My boyfriend did sound
pretty urgent about wanting to see me." Mary Ellen backed toward the door as
she tried to make her excuses.

"Oh no, my dear, we are just getting started. I'm sure you
will find this fascinating," said Kopeleski, ushering Mary Ellen, who had edged
to the doorway of the room, back toward the round table.

"There aren't enough chairs. And I really should go." Mary
Ellen tried to pull away from the grip Kopeleski had on her arm, but he held
her firmly.

"Oh, that won't be a problem. We can just pull up another
chair. We can't possibly let you leave now." The grossness of his smarmy tone
was exceeded only by the cloying way he stroked Mary Ellen's arm.

Mary Ellen looked from side to side, like a small animal
trapped in a cage, but took a seat with the others. "I don't know. I guess I--"
Mary Ellen's cell phone stopped transmitting.

Oh no. She'd trapped her best friend in a house with crazy
wizard, a loony medium, and who knew who else. Giselle needed to get closer.
She might have to save her friend from human sacrifice or something.

Giselle debated whether she could jump the short distance
from the top of Kopeleski's stairs to the balcony. The window from the balcony
into the house was open. From there she'd be able to hear and reach Mary Ellen
in an emergency. She started to explain her idea to Ry and saw that he was
watching the house through the binoculars. No. He'd probably try to convince
her not to do it. She didn't have time for that conversation. They might be
tying Mary Ellen up for the human sacrifice even now. Although, Ry would be
able to see that. But still. She couldn't be too careful with poor Mary Ellen's
life.

Ry didn't notice Giselle slip across the street. Or if he
did, he didn't do anything to stop her. Maybe he was okay with it. As Giselle
ran up the stairs to Kopeleski's front door, she glanced back to see Ry
gesturing and waving. Maybe not so okay as she'd thought. In fact, he appeared
a bit perturbed.

Did he just make the gesture she thought he did?

Studiously ignoring his waving arms, she stretched one leg
toward the balcony. She balanced on the ball of the foot of the other leg. If
her limbs would miraculously grow a couple inches longer in the next five
seconds this would be easy. As it was, the extension made her wish she'd more
faithfully attended her yoga classes.

Giselle gave a hop and grabbed at the balcony railing with
her outstretched hand. The wrought iron shuddered at the impact of her leap.
Giselle held on and pulled herself over the balcony railing. She crouched on
the other side. No one in the house seemed to notice the noise or movement outside.
One step. Two. Then she crouched under the window and leaned over a window box
full of plants and flowers. Her eyes just cleared the windowsill as she peeked
inside.

Evidently the proceedings had commenced. The lights had been
lowered and candles lit the room. The assembly sat around the round table. They
had their joined hands atop it. All, that is, except for Madam Divinity. She
sat with a person on either side of her, touching her sleeve lightly. Madam
held the medal in her cupped palms and appeared to be in a deep in a trance.

"Well?" Kopeleski's impatient tone startled Madam.

"The impressions are confused," Madam said, frowning. "There
are several energies on this object. The strongest is female, not male."
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accusingly then back at Madam. "You must be wrong. I am very disappointed. I
was told you were a strong medium. What you say can't be true. I cleansed this
item myself. Try again," he demanded.

Madam glowered at him then closed her eyes in concentration.
"The impression is definitely female. There are disturbing elements all around
her, chaotic and violent. But there is also a growing affection surrounding
her." Madam opened her eyes. "This woman is alive. She has not passed into the
next realm. I see that this woman will have great love but great tribulation. I
see a harridan in her life. A mother-in-law who hates her." Madam paused. "Aha!
I know this person. I read this person today. I am certain that the energy on
this medal is from that horrible Giselle something-or-other."

"Giselle Hunter," Kopeleski growled with a malevolent
grimace twisting his features. "She was here earlier. She must have touched the
medal. I knew she was a toxin, poisoning all she came into contact with."

Now that was a bit extreme. A toxin? A poison?

"I can't believe any man would fall for that ridiculous
woman," Madam continued to grouse. "To top it all off, she's fat."

Fat? Being called a toxin was bad enough, but this? It was
just too much. Giselle barely contained her urge to jump through the window to
claw out Madam's eyes.

"I assure you the next time I see that woman--"
Kopeleski's threat trailed off. Rage burned almost red in his eyes. Must be the
candlelight.

Giselle decided she'd better get off the guy's balcony.
Kopeleski wasn't using Mary Ellen as a human sacrifice. But it appeared that he
wouldn't be squeamish about using her for one if he got his hands on her.

Giselle edged back toward the railing when the unthinkable
occurred. The Scooby Doo themed tones of Giselle's cell phone rang out into the
night and through to Kopeleski's parlor. She looked down at the offending
instrument in her hand. Dammit. She hadn't turned it off. Who could be calling
now? Of course it was Willie. She jammed the off button but...too late. Kopeleski's
eyes met hers through the open window. Oops. Better jump down to the sidewalk
below instead of to the porch. Much safer to break a leg than to meet Kopeleski
on his porch steps.

Swinging one leg and then the other over the railing, she
had a quick impression of Ry running across the street. Giselle closed her eyes
and leaped forward. When she landed, she ended up sprawled facedown. But it
didn't feel like sidewalk paving underneath her. It wasn't soft but not bone
breaking either. It had a familiar feel. It felt like Ry. Giselle opened her
eyes and saw she was right.

"This is getting to be a habit," Ry said. "It'd be nice if
we could do this where I had something soft to lie on."

"Okay, next time you pick the spot." Giselle smiled down
into his face.

"How dare you interfere with my research." Above them on the
balcony, Kopeleski screeched furiously. "I will have you arrested. Everyone saw
you trespassing on my property. You were on my balcony, peeping into my
window."

He spun around to the others in the assembly. Several leaned
out of the window to get a good view of the goings-on. "You all saw her, didn't
you?" The shaking heads in response didn't please Kopeleski.

"You saw her, didn't you?" he said, addressing Mary Ellen.

"I didn't see a thing," she said with a saccharine tone.

This served to further enrage Kopeleski. He pointed an
accusing finger at the end of a ramrod right arm in the general direction of
the assembly. "You are all useless. Get out. And you--" He swung around
with a flourish to tower over Giselle and Ry on the sidewalk below, and his
swinging arm struck the table on the balcony, toppling the lantern. The lit
candle within the lantern fell into the window box.

"Urmmm. Mr. Kopeleski?" Giselle tried to warn, pointing
toward the plants and flowers, which had started to smoke. She scrambled up and
Ry followed.

People exited in a rush from Kopeleski's front door,
including Mary Ellen who winked at Giselle and kept moving to her car. The
image of rats and a sinking ship came to mind.
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Kopeleski house, still leaning out the open window. "Aha! I told you that she
was involved. And you insulted me by saying that it wasn't possible. I know
that horrible fat woman's aura. And who is that down there with her?"

Was Ry sort of skulking behind her? Was he hiding? Na, not
possible.

The plants burst into full-fledged flame.

"Fire," Madam screamed, jerking upward and away from the
window. Something flew out of her hand and into the flames. "Oh no. The medal."

"You stupid woman. How could you have dropped it?" Kopeleski
started beating at the fire that had now spread to other pots on the balcony.
He seemed more concerned with the medal than with the fire creeping within
inches of the bottom of his tux.

All of a sudden, Ry appeared with a garden hose that trailed
from his hands and back toward the direction of his house. He turned the nozzle
and water sprayed forth. Giselle, who stood under the balcony, got doused. When
finally the water dripped to a stop, Giselle looked up to see that the fire was
out. Steam seemed to rise from a dripping-wet Kopeleski. Drenched, he was as
mad as wet wizard. Uh-oh.

Madam sputtered and shook the water off her hair. She looked
like a shipwreck victim. Oh too bad. Not. She deserved it. Fat indeed.

"Let's get out of here," Ry said.

"If he were a real psychic wizard he would have seen what
was going to happen." Giselle crossed her hands over her chest defensively.

Ry answered with an arched eyebrow. "Well, I don't need
psychic ability to see that he's at the head of our list of suspects for those
attempts on your life. If he didn't have a motive to kill you before tonight,
he sure does now."

It was Sunday, 12:23 a.m. Giselle still had no ghost and she
was wet. But at least Ry had made headway by starting to formulate a list of
people who wanted to kill her. That made her feel better. Not a lot better, but
better.




Chapter Seven

 

Wet and muddy. That's what Giselle was by the time she and
Ry reached his house. The wet was from Ry's hose, but the muddy was from the
clumps of dirt Kopeleski had pelted her with as she'd run away from the scene
of the fire. The dirt must have come from the flowerpots on the wizard's
balcony because pieces of petunia, along with the mud, decorated her hair.
Well, it could have been worse. Maybe. A little. Kopeleski could have thrown
stones.

Ry--ever the gentleman--had offered to let her take a shower
before going back to her hotel. Gentleman. Yeah, sure. But she'd taken him up
on the offer anyway. It wouldn't look good to be seen in the hotel lobby twice
in less than four hours, wet and bedraggled. Hotel staff would start wondering
whether she had competed in some sort of strange wet t-shirt contest.

Maybe she had without being aware of it. Yeah, with her
luck, she'd unknowingly starred in some extraterrestrial reality show. Planet Earth's
funniest home videos. Somewhere in another galaxy a four-eyed host introduced
the next clip. "And now let's see how many times in one night we can get
Giselle Hunter into dripping duds." Laugh track.

When Giselle emerged from the shower, she slipped back into
her panties. However, as she looked at the grimy pile that was her clothing,
she knew she couldn't bear to put any of that mess back on. Giselle glanced
around her. The only other garment she could find was hung on a hook on the
back of the bathroom door. A denim shirt that obviously belonged to Ry.

She lifted it off the hook and held it to her face. It had
that unique Ry smell. She had to be crazy. Here she was, in the bathroom,
sniffing clothes and getting a buzz just from the smell of a man.

Sliding her arms into the garment, she decided Ry wouldn't
mind if she borrowed it. The shirt fell to mid-thigh. Giselle examined herself
in the bathroom mirror. The modest outfit could pass for a dress, she assured
herself. So what if she was practically naked underneath.

Gathering her own dirty clothes in her hands, Giselle opened
the bathroom door and crept into Ry's bedroom. She needn't have bothered trying
to sneak about because there he was, in front of her. Ry waited for her on the
other side of the bedroom, all bare-chested and scrumptious in blue jeans. A
golden-skinned god. Just the thinnest trace of blond hair trailed downward from
his navel to disappear beneath his jeans. What an enticing trail.

[bookmark: SW40]Giselle's eyes met Ry's across the room.
She was in trouble now. Ry walked toward her all loose-limbed and predatory. If
he was the predator, then that made her the prey. Very willing prey.

Wanton Vixen Giselle whispered in one ear, Yeah, baby. Go
for it.

Rational Angel Giselle whispered in the other ear, Don't
mix business and pleasure.

Oooo. Pleasure. Vixen Giselle again.

Ry crept closer.

Rational Angel warned, Don't mess with him. He'll hurt
you. He's obviously a player. Just look at him.

Wanton Vixen argued, Oooh yeah. Just look at him! All
chiseled jaw, chiseled pecs, and probably chiseled something else.

He'd almost closed to within touching distance now.

Rational Angel reappeared. You barely know him. You
haven't even been on one date. He won't respect a slut.

Heck... He already finger-fucked you. He knows you're a
slut already, Wanton Vixen said.

That's only third base...full intercourse would be slutty.
Wait 'til the third date at least.

Wanton Vixen was quiet a moment. She's right. You gotta
play a little hard to get. You gotta wait at least until after the third date.

"Urmmm. Do you have a washer and dryer?" Giselle asked with
what she hoped was a nonchalant tone. She held up the dirty clothes in her right
hand.

With his green eyes glittering in amusement, she knew her
tone hadn't discouraged him. He just kept walking toward her. Inexorably.
Inevitably. He stopped directly in front of her. Without looking away from her
eyes, his right hand came up to stroke her cheek. His left took the bundle from
her hand and tossed it into the air behind him before his hand returned to
caress up her arm to her shoulder.

Ry leaned forward and gently kissed her lips. His mouth
opened on hers and his tongue licked her mouth. Her lips widened and his tongue
slipped inside. He had a delicious minty taste, as if he'd just brushed his
teeth. Oooh, he was perfect.

Giselle's eyes drifted shut. Sparks shot across the
blackness of her eyelids as Ry's tongue danced with hers once more. Then he
pulled back. Giselle practically moaned at the loss. She felt almost drugged as
she opened her suddenly heavy lids.

Like a mischievous cat who'd discovered some very sweet
cream, he smiled. Hmmm. That must mean she was the cream. Then Ry tugged
Giselle forward while he stepped back. Her palms braced against the planes of
his chest as she resisted the movement. But she only resisted a little. Ooooh,
his chest was hard.

"Remember you promised I could have something soft to lie on
next time you were on top of me," Ry said. He took another step.

"Why yes. I think I did," Giselle gulped out.

"You promised I could pick the spot."

"Yes."

"The bed is soft," Ry said with a nod toward the bed behind
him. He tugged her a little harder and Giselle fell forward a step.

"When you're right, you're right," Giselle admitted.

"So, I pick the bed."

His wry grin was sexy and devastating to her rational mind.
His logic seemed so perfect, although she was sure there was a flaw in there
somewhere.

"Well, I did promise," Giselle admitted.

At her agreement, he fell backward onto the bed. Giselle lay
sprawled on top of him for the third time in two days. Ry buried his hand in
her hair and brought her face down to his. His tongue licked along her closed
lips until they opened for another deep kiss. His lips were hot. His tongue was
warm and sensual.

She pulled away to sit up, her knees on either side of his
jeans-clad hips. He was spread out beneath her on the white bedspread like an
endless banquet just waiting to be feasted upon. She felt his groin under the
jeans. Oooh. Hard. She remembered the advice of both Rational Angel and Wanton
Vixen.

"I don't think I should be doing this. We haven't been on
even one date," Giselle said, wiggling a bit and starting to edge off his body.
Ry moaned.

"You're wrong." He held her knees in place. "If you count
you'll see that we've had at least three dates." Ry's hands caressed upward to
her thighs.

She felt the calluses on his palms as they moved under the
denim shirt.

Giselle stopped his hands when they reached her hips. "Three?
I don't remember three dates."

"We met at the cafe last night. I remember being bowled over
by you on sight," he coaxed.

That was true. She allowed his hands to inch upward to her
waist as a reward.

[bookmark: SW41]"It was probably my incomparable beauty and
grace that did it."

"I think your gracefulness is kind of cute."

Cute. Great. Cute was okay. But devastating beauty would
have been better.

"Then for our first date we had drinks at the Pink House,"
Ry continued. "At least I had drinks," he ended wryly.

"Uh-huh. As I recall, the drinks were on you."
Giselle said as Ry's wandering right hand caressed the small of her back. His
fingers played her piano keys. What had she been holding out for again? Oh
yeah. She didn't want him to think she was easy.

"But that's only one date," she gasped out as she pushed at
his hands. They didn't budge.

"Our second date was lunch in the closet. You made me crazy
in that closet. You teased me unmercifully in that closet." One of Ry's hands
lowered from the small of her back to stroke her cheek, and it wasn't the cheek
of her face. Then his nimble fingers stole under the elastic of her panties and
played along the crease of her backside in one glorious stroke. His words and
his fingers almost brought her to orgasm...

Omigod. She thought she would explode just from that caress.

"Ah yes, I remember now," she panted, suddenly breathless.
She allowed his other hand to inch farther up to her rib cage. "But what about
our third date?" She could barely get the words out.

Ry lifted his head from the bed and delivered a long,
luscious lick to the inside of her elbow. Giselle gasped. Who knew that such an
innocent area of the body could be so erogenous?

"The third date was just earlier tonight. Dinner and a
movie. The movie was some improbable comedy about a seance interrupted by a
fire." He moved upward to nip along her shoulder to her neck and then to her
lips. More tongue action.

Yeeessss! Three dates! Wanton Vixen yelled in her
ear.

"Oh yes," Giselle moaned when his head fell back to the bed.
"You are so right. Three dates."

Now both of Ry's hands moved upward to cup her breasts. When
his palms massaged her nipples, they tightened and a dragging need pulled at
her womb.

She leaned forward and sipped at his full mouth. Then she
kissed her way down his chin to his neck. Giselle stroked one hand down his
chest. She played briefly with his navel. An innie. It was perfect like the
rest of his body. Giselle hesitated. Her own body wasn't so perfect. Should she
go through with this?

Ry groaned. "Don't stop now. You're just getting to the best
part." His eyes laughed even though his face was strained with desire.

Giselle chuckled. "If you do say so yourself." She grasped
the tab on the zipper of his jeans and pulled it down. "Well, that answers one
of my burning questions," Giselle said when she had completed the task.

"What question?" Ry groaned.

"Boxers or briefs?" Giselle teased. "I never thought it
would be commando." Giselle delved into the parted denim and his cock sprang
out. Aroused maleness. Hard and eager. Something out of her dreams. Grasping
his shaft, she stroked him from base to tip and Ry gasped and jerked beneath
her.

"There's a condom in the bedside table," Ry managed to grit
out.

It was a stretch, but Giselle was able to reach the drawer,
pull it open and find the prize inside without losing contact of Ry's body. "Ta-da!"
she said, holding up the package. "How do these things work again?"

Suddenly, he twisted and Giselle found herself on her back
with Ry covering her. "You talk too much," Ry said, and then pressed a long,
wet kiss to her mouth, finishing with a lick. He pulled his jeans off, retrieved
the condom from her hand and dealt quickly with the task himself.

The denim shirt had worked its way to Giselle's waist so Ry
found no impediment as he slid his hand into the waistband of her panties and
yanked them roughly down. Giselle kicked them away impatiently.

Ry spread her legs and then gazed down at her. The air felt
cold against the swollen heat of her core.

"Your pussy is beautiful." Parting her folds wider, he
inserted two fingers. The tips rasped like sandpaper over her clit and around.
Teasing it...teasing her.

His almost brought her to orgasm, her vagina clenched and
then released. No relief for the ache. She ached to have him take her, impale
her, push himself inside her.

"Hurry," she said. "I want your cock now."

So much for him not thinking you're slutty, Wanton
Vixen laughed at the back of her mind. Giselle ignored her.

"Not just yet." His fingers penetrated her vagina slowly
then quickly. In and out before he teased her clit again.

Crying out, Giselle tried to close her thighs and stop the
torture. Ry ruthlessly held them and her open to him as he continued to finger
her.

She clutched at his forearms. "Please. I need all of you
inside me. Now."

Ry moved to lie between her thighs and Giselle felt the
blunt head of his penis against her slit.

When he began to unbutton the denim shirt she wore, Giselle
stopped his hands.

"Let's leave it on," she said, uncertain about revealing her
full figure. Particularly, her D-cup size.

"I want to see all of you." With shaking fingers he pulled
at the buttons. Then Ry parted the fabric to reveal Giselle's breasts...and the
rest of her. As he looked down at her, he smiled. "You're gorgeous," he said.
Eyes gleaming.

Bending, he took one nipple in his mouth and suckled.
Giselle cried out. She couldn't help arching. Writhing against Ry, his mouth
cupped over her nipple. She scored his back with her nails.

Both of her hands dipped, grasped his buttocks and urged him
forward. Ry took the hint and thrust into her. Breath rushed from Giselle in a
whoosh as she felt a slight pinching. It had been awhile since she'd been with
someone. But it was only a moment before her body adjusted itself to his size. The
penetration was rough. Filling her. No room left inside that he didn't fill. Ry
pulled back.

[bookmark: SW42]"Don't stop," she groaned.

"I don't think I can stop. You feel like heaven," Ry
answered as he shoved forward again and moved rhythmically against her. "You're
so tight and wet." He moved inside her, hard and deep. Each thrust increasing
in force until she teetered on the edge of the precipice of climax.

She loved the feel of his big body over and in hers. The
friction of his cock inside her as he moved. The hair of muscled thighs
tickling at her skin. His broad chest rubbing against her, against her aching
nipples. The sweat of his body mingling with hers. The slap of their skin
against each other. His eyes stared into hers. His jaw clenched as he moved.

So intimate. So right.

He drove her on. She couldn't stop. They were all flesh,
moisture and breath. With her climax, she screamed. Her core muscles pulsed,
pulling at his shaft.

"Take me deeper." Pressing her thighs wide, Ry drove harder,
his eyes closing as he strained.

"Aghhh." Growling, he released.

Ry collapsed and rested his cheek against Giselle's breast.
Giselle held him there, stroking his soft, wavy hair as emotions rushed through
her. Tears swam in her eyes but she didn't let them fall.

Giselle shifted under his weight.

"Don't go anywhere, I'm not through with you," Ry grumbled.
"If you're up to it," he added.

"I'll take that as a personal challenge," Giselle choked
out.

* * * * *

The next morning the sun had barely risen when Giselle awoke
to see Ry staring off into space at the bedroom window. He had a cup of coffee
in his hand and a smile on his face. A contented smile, Giselle was pleased to
see.

She was even more pleased to see that he was completely
nude. Michelangelo's David was Quasimodo in comparison to Ry.

Giselle could feel that her face had a pleased smile of its
own. She stretched atop the sheets. It was too hot for covers. Besides, with
all the things they'd done last night, she no longer had anything to hide.
Giselle didn't have a lot of experience to compare to, but she was fairly
certain that last night had been unbelievable on the scale of amorous
adventures.

"Ry," she said sleepily, and she hoped sexily. "Come back to
bed. It's your turn to rub my back...and my front."

At the window, Ry was abruptly tense and alert. "Oh fuck me."

"Ry, why are you using the F word and not in a good way?" Giselle
sat up, pulling the sheet across her body.

He stomped to the closet and pulled out a black dress shirt.
Ry shrugged into the shirt, thrusting his arms into each sleeve hole while
muttering various obscenities. He jerked on jeans in a similarly vicious
manner.

Giselle got out of bed and retrieved the shirt she'd
borrowed from Ry the night before from the crumpled heap it had landed in at
the foot of the bed. She slipped on the shirt.

"Ry, why are we getting dressed?"

He didn't answer. Mumbled curses continued.

Giselle had begun buttoning the shirt when she heard a knock
on the front door of the house. She crossed to the bedroom window and peered
down. "Ry, why is Madam Divinity at your door?"

"Fuck."

Still not in a good way.

"Just stay up here. I'll handle this." Ry stormed out of the
room and slammed the door behind him. "Fuck!" She heard him shout on the other
side of the door.

Did he imagine that she would take orders, particularly when
the orders conflicted with natural curiosity? Of course not. He must expect her
to follow. If she thought about it, he had practically requested that she
follow him. She found her black Capri pants and tugged them on--with difficulty
since they were still damp--before going after Ry. She reached the top of the
stairs leading down to the entry hall just as Ry opened the front door.

"Hey, Mama." Ry greeted a sour-faced Madam Divinity with a
matching scowl. "What are you doing here?" Ry blocked the door with his body.

Mama! Mama? Madam Divinity was Ry's mother? And he'd said he
just had a passing acquaintance with her. The lying jerk. An excellent lover
but a lying jerk. A gorgeous, excellent lover but a lying jerk.

Oh well, a guy had to have at least one fault. Being a lying
jerk wasn't so bad. His gorgeous loverness outweighed the lying jerkiness.

"Is this any way to treat your mama, Rylan Leland? Keeping
me standing here on your front stoop at dawn? Didn't I teach you better manners
than that?"

"I think you should let your mama in," Giselle said from the
top of the stairs.

Ry grimaced. Then he stepped out of the doorway and Madam
Divinity flew in on her broomstick. Okay, not really, but it felt like it.

Madam glowered at her as Giselle walked down the stairs.
"You slept with her, didn't you?" Madam spat the words toward Ry.

[bookmark: SW43]"Hey, you really are psychic,"
Giselle said.

"You're wearing my shirt and coming from the direction of my
bedroom. It doesn't take a psychic." Ry had turned his grimace on Giselle.

"I know. Jeez. I was being what they call sarcastic. Surely
you've heard of it."

"Oh my good Lord," Madam interjected. "I knew it was you
with her last night outside Kopeleski's house, but I didn't think you'd be
stupid enough to...to..."

"Not so psychic after all," Giselle said. She paused. "That
was more sarcasm in case you didn't recognize it."

Ry moved to stand by Giselle. "You're not helping matters,"
he whispered in her ear.

"You started this, you lying jerk," Giselle whispered back.
He shrugged. He shrugged so adorably Giselle had difficulty being angry with
him, but she managed.

"I should've gotten rid of this horrible girl the first time
I saw her," Madam gritted out between clenched teeth.

"Now, Mama, you haven't been trying to kill Giselle, have
you?"

Madam's voice turned to saccharine sweetness. "I don't try
to kill people, honey. If I was trying, I would have done it. You know that."

Madam circled around Ry and Giselle. She looked Giselle up
and down. Her lip curled as if she had a whiff of something smelly. "Besides,
I'm too well bred to do anything so crass, even if the person is a...is
disagreeable like Ms. Hunter."

Ry placed a restraining arm around Giselle's shoulders. It
probably appeared to Madam to be a supportive hug. But to Giselle it was more
akin to a hammerlock.

"Anyway, I don't know what would make you think I would try
to kill one of your girlfriends, Ry," Madam said.

"There was that time you tried to kill my high school
sweetheart. You remember Sally, the cheerleader."

"Honey, I wasn't trying to kill her. I just wanted to scare
her a little."

"All her hair fell out, Mama."

"She didn't die, did she?"

Giselle had the urge to reach up to protect her own hair,
but she didn't want to give Madam the satisfaction. Also, Ry had locked down
her arms.

"Aren't you going to invite me in to sit down, Ry?"

"No, you're not staying."

"Ry, Ry, my darling boy. I can't believe this has gotten so
bad, so fast. Last night, after the incident at Kopeleski's house, I did a
special tarot reading for you."

"Mama--"

"And the chariot was prominent. That means there is a
struggle, an upheaval in your life. Obviously, that relates to this...woman."
Madam glanced at Giselle with a scowl on her lips and narrowed eyes. She turned
back to Ry. "The temperance card was there. You know that means you have to
exercise self-control. I saw the knight of cups." Madam tugged on his arm. "You
know what that means. You've met someone with an intoxicating effect on you.
But intoxication isn't a good thing. Don't you see that this girl is going to
poison your life? You shouldn't let your little Ry control your decision-making,
son."

"I am in control, Mama. I don't want to hear about
this tarot-reading bull. You know how I feel about that mumbo-jumbo. Don't come
here trying to pull me into all that crap again. You forced it on me as a
child, but no more." Ry stalked stiff-legged away from Giselle and opened the
front door. "Just go, Mama."

"Ry. It's her you should get rid of." Madam moved forward
and clutched at his sleeve. "Why don't you just get her a ghost? Once she gets
what she wants, she'll leave town and get out of your life."

"You don't give orders to me anymore, Mama." Ry pulled away
from her grasp. Madam reached toward him again and he stepped back. "I don't
want to talk about it, Mama."

Madam gave Giselle one last evil eye and flew out the door
on her broomstick. Okay, not really.

Ry threw the door closed and stood with his back against it,
staring up at the ceiling. "I told you to stay upstairs," he said, with a voice
so low she could barely hear him. She'd seen Ry upset, but this was in an
entirely different category. But then again, she wasn't so thrilled either.

"Yeah, well I'm not a dog. You can't order me to stay."

"I can't believe it!" Ry spun around, his face pinched. He
paced away from the door and back again. He tugged one hand through his tousled
hair. "I can't believe I've been drawn back into all this crap again. I can't
believe I let you draw me back into it. You're as bad as my mother."

[bookmark: SW44]Giselle's hackles flew up. "Those are
fightin' words, mister. I'm not anything like your mother."

Then all the anger just drained out of her. They'd been so
happy last night, so in synch with one another. Giselle tried to touch Ry's
arm. He shrugged her away just as he had his mother. "You're being such a jerk.
You're the one who lied. You're the one who's been keeping secrets, but you're
angry with me?"

Ry didn't answer. He just stomped up the stairs and then
into his bedroom. Giselle followed. She couldn't bear to glance toward the bed.
She stared at the jerk's back.

"I think you should get your things and go, Giselle," Ry
said after a few minutes.

If he'd slapped her, Giselle couldn't have been more
surprised and hurt. Tears flooded her eyes and she blinked them away. She
wouldn't cry in front of him.

"You jerk. You...you...jerk. You jerk monster in human clothes."
She tore off his shirt and scrunched it into as tiny a ball as possible before
throwing it at his back. Unfortunately it wasn't a brick and didn't hit him in
his hard head.

Scrounging around on the floor, she found her own damp
t-shirt. Despite the mud still covering it, Giselle pulled it on anyway. She
found her bra and panties, in two different locations on the floor, and stuffed
them into the pocket of her pants. Her purse was on the entry hall table. She'd
get that when she passed to go out the door. Which couldn't be too soon in her
opinion.

Ry stared out the bedroom window again. This time he didn't
smile. Neither did she.

"Why don't you call your mama?" Giselle said to his back.
"You finally did something she'll approve of." Princess Giselle walked out of
the bedroom, down the steps and out the front door.

Rylan Leland was out of her life for good. Who would have
thought it? Apparently lying jerkiness did outweigh gorgeous loverness after
all.

* * * * *

Giselle walked the walk of shame. She'd thought it would
never happen. Walking home after a one-night stand, wearing the clothes she'd
worn the night before. The damp, muddy clothes she'd worn the night before.
Giselle started crying. Great. Now she was walking the walk of shame and
crying.

"Whore." She heard the shout from a passing SUV. Great. Even
passing motorists knew her shame.

The Scooby Doo theme sounded from her purse. Giselle pulled
out her cell phone as she turned down Drayton Street toward her hotel. She
checked the ID. Willie. Dammit. She'd have to answer it. After hanging up on
him last night, he'd probably fire her if she didn't answer today.

"Hello?" She choked on the word.

"I want to talk to you about these credit card charges."
Silence. "Are you there?" Willie barked.

"I'm heeeere." Giselle couldn't help the sob as she said it.

More silence. "Are you crying?"

"Yeeees." More sobbing.

"Never mind. We'll talk about it when you get back." Willie
hung up.

Willie being nice to her? She must be truly pitiful now.
Things just couldn't get worse.

She swiped at her eyes. The tears kept coming. Giselle
swiped at her eyes again and felt rough hands grab her shoulders from behind.
They tugged her off balance. Other hands pulled roughly at her legs and lifted
her in the air. Two large men seemed to have hauled her right off the street.
She had an impression of motion and the distasteful body odor of her abductors.

She had little chance to struggle. The men tossed her, face
first, into the trunk of a car. The trunk lid slammed down, shutting her
inside. Darkness engulfed her.

This really was her fault. She had to admit it. Giselle had
tempted fate by thinking things couldn't get worse and fate had thrown her into
the trunk of a car to prove how wrong she could be.

It was Sunday, who knows what time in the morning. She had
no ghost, she wore muddy, damp clothes and she lay trapped in a trunk. However,
she refused to think that things could not get worse. She didn't want to tempt
fate into another demonstration.




Chapter Eight

 

Perhaps the trunk of some cars didn't contain half the trash
from the local landfill. This car did. Giselle felt like just one more item for
the trash heap. Reams and reams of paper lay around and under her.

[bookmark: SW45]She searched under her body for her purse.
Maybe it wasn't in here with her at all. Maybe it had fallen to the sidewalk.
Even now there could be some thief using the magazine's credit card. For a
moment she thought of Willie reviewing the charges the thief would make and the
thought cheered her. Wait a minute. She must be hysterical. Why would she be
thinking about the credit card at a time like this? Why was she thinking about
Willie? Because she didn't want to think about being in this trunk, that's why.

Giselle twisted her left arm into what felt like a pretzel
shape but finally got it to a place near the top of her head. The kink in her
arm hardly hurt at all when she discovered her purse near her left ear. She
rummaged around inside. No cell phone. Dammit, she could never find that phone
when she needed it. Quite often she had resorted to calling herself from
another phone just to find the stupid thing. Sadly, that wasn't an option now.

Omigod. Keep calm. She couldn't go into a
claustrophobic panic now. Breathe deeply. Ooooh. Bad idea. Something in here
stank. Giselle hoped it wasn't her. Although her smell was the least of her
worries. Focus, Giselle! Never a strong point. She could admit it. In
fact, she could remember that time in college... Stop it. Think!

Her head hit the top of the trunk as the car's shocks took a
beating on the road surface. Now she could think. She could think about how
much it hurt her forehead to hit the trunk.

Were they driving on cobblestones, on a rutted dirt road? Was
it too late to try to keep track of where the abductors had taken her after
plucking her off the sidewalk? She had no idea how many left and right turns
they'd taken. She didn't even know how many minutes she'd been in the trunk.
She couldn't recall any distinctive sounds.

It all seemed so easy in the movies. The heroine could
recount valuable clues to help the police locate the kidnapper's hideout. Of
course, Giselle would have to get away from her kidnappers for her amazing
cognitive memory prowess to be important. Yeah, the getting away part was
crucial.

Giselle rummaged in the purse again. Her hand came upon a
heavy object in the bottom. Swiss army knife. That could be helpful. It had a
small flashlight feature. Would it still work? She snapped it on. Light. Yes.

She directed the small pinpoint beam away from her chin
where it couldn't do any good, to the trunk latch area. Maybe she'd get lucky
and find she was in a late-model vehicle with a childproof trunk latch that would
allow her to open the trunk with ease. She located the latch with the light's
beam. Dammit. Not likely. No easy-to-operate escape latch. She was no doubt in
some hunk of junk land boat.

Fumbling with the Swiss army knife, Giselle found a file-type
tool. She began jabbing at the latch mechanism. Why hadn't she paid more
attention to her juvenile delinquent friends in high school? When she'd been
learning something useless like typing, she could have been adding life-saving
information like lock picking to her knowledge base.

She heard a click in the mechanism. Dumb luck. Thank you,
Dumb Luck, and your brother Dumber Luck.

The trunk lid began to rise. The land boat veered to the
right and the lid flew up. Giselle saw a two-lane highway in the rural countryside
stretching out behind the land boat but no cars. Multicolored copy paper
fluttered around her and then began flying helter-skelter out of the trunk. The
pieces of paper came to rest along the highway like some peculiar tail growing
out of the car, longer and longer.

Surely the thugs in the land boat would notice that they had
acquired a dorsal fin and a multicolored tail at any moment. Giselle wanted to
get out of the trunk before that happened. If they pulled over, she'd have to
confront them. She was pissed, but she didn't think that would allow her to
overcome their obvious superior physical strength.

Edging one leg over the rim of the trunk, Giselle clutched
her purse to her chest. Could she afford to wait until they slowed? Just when
it seemed like fifty m.p.h. was about as slow as they would go, the car braked
and its horn sounded. Giselle did a sort of combination jump and fall from the
trunk, hitting the asphalt hard and then rolling. Asphalt gave way to grass and
then to taller, rougher vegetation. Suddenly she found herself rolling downhill
into a storm ditch. As she came to rest at the lowest point of the ditch,
Giselle thanked heaven that it hadn't rained for at least twenty-four hours and
the ditch was almost dry. As a result she was only slightly muddier than she
had started out.

[bookmark: SW46]Sheets of copy paper--neon blue, lime green,
and hot pink--rained down around her. Giselle plucked one out of the air. On
sunny yellow background, large black lettering blared, Do you know a VICTIM?
Call 1-800-4VICTIM to help. As more paper came to rest beside her, she saw
that they all had the same message.

The first chance she got she would call to help. Giselle
knew a victim. She was a victim. The real question was, what did this flyer
have to do with her abductors?

* * * * *

After climbing the embankment, Giselle found herself at the
side of a very empty highway. Her purse had landed near the centerline a few
yards away. She found her cell phone in a side pocket but, as usual, it was out
of service range. Dammit. She'd have to hitchhike back to Savannah.

She stood at the side of the road and several cars passed
before a nice old man with one front tooth offered her a lift in his pickup.
Giselle gratefully accepted. She wasn't so grateful when she found that a
Rottweiler and a pot-bellied pig would be her fellow occupants.

"I'm real sorry, ma'am, but the front seat is occupied by
Herbie," the old man said.

"Herbie?" Giselle climbed into the back of the truck bed and
plopped down into something slick that she thankfully couldn't identify.

"Yes, ma'am. Herbie's my pet possum. He always rides in
front. He ain't too fond of Elmer and Snot Rag," the old man called from the
cab of the truck.

Giselle guessed he meant the pig and the Rottweiler. The
Rottweiler was probably Snot Rag since there was a runny substance oozing from
his nose, before a big tongue came out of it and lapped it away. Snot Rage came
closer and gave her a sniff.

"Nice boy--or girl," she said, edging back against the side
of the truck bed. The dog retreated and lay down next to the pig.

The truck engine roared and a cloud of black smoke erupted
from the tail pipe. The wind direction swept the cloud into her face. Giselle
hacked as the truck jerked forward and began to bounce along the road.

On closer inspection, the bed of the pickup was coated with
a brown substance topped by bits of hay. Giselle's hand encountered something
sticky when she gripped the side to keep from rolling as the truck took a turn.
The truck bed had no doubt seen too many hours of pig and Rottweiler use. But
beggars couldn't be choosers.

She'd almost gotten used to the rank smell, the slick
stickiness and the wind whipping through her hair when the old man pulled the
truck to a stop near the front door of her hotel.

As Giselle limped into the lobby, she tried to shrink
herself to a fraction of her height-- as if that would make her
unnoticeable. If she could just make it to the elevator without being spotted,
she could be in her room in no time. She wanted to avoid the humiliation of
anyone seeing...or smelling her in this state. She almost made it.

"Giselle! Arretez-vous. Stop. You are there!" Vector,
the skunk, shouted at her from the revolving hotel entrance door.

The desk clerk looked toward her and frowned. A young couple
checking in did a double take. A man in a business suit seated near the
elevators stopped reading his newspaper and stared. So much for trying to be
inconspicuous.

Giselle saw to her horror that Vector ran toward her. She
turned and pressed the call button. There were two elevators, but one set of
doors bore a handwritten sign taped to its facade, Out of Service.

Pushing the button again brought no result. She pressed,
pressed and pressed again. The more a button was pushed the faster the elevator
would come. Wasn't that the rule?

A middle-aged Southern belle, who also waited for the elevator,
said, "You'll break the button. Pushing it like that won't make it come any
faster."

Apparently there wasn't a rule.

The belle wrinkled her nose and pulled her collar up over
the lower half of her face.

Just fabulous.

A ping sounded from the elevator, and Giselle noticed that
the belle was gone. She'd missed her ride. Vector kept coming. She jabbed the
call button again, but she could see by the floor indicator above the elevator
doors that it was headed upward. It stopped on the third floor. No movement.
Dammit and double dammit.
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had a bouquet of daisies with baby's breath in one hand and a box of chocolates
in the other. "Giselle, still you do not call me. I wait for you long time. And
you do not come. You do not call. You do not come. So finally I call your
magazine and they tell me you are here. Why you avoid Vector?"

Giselle would have answered but the skunk was on a roll.

"I say to myself, I say, 'Vector, why she not call you?' And
then I say, 'Vector, it is because she does not know you have the interest tres
romantique.' So I wait for you on the street with the flowers and the
candy. I woo you."

After what she'd been through, Giselle had no patience for
wooing.

"Vector, I am never going to call you. We didn't hit it off
on our date. You said yourself that you didn't find me attractive. Just let it
go. No woo. Just go."

The skunk seemed to consider this. "Is true you are not
beautiful." He appraised her, as if he'd just seen her for the first time since
she entered the lobby. "Like now you have the crazy hair, the dirt and the
something else, which is not smelling so nice." His nose crinkled.

Great.

"But you must talks with me."

"Why"

"Pourquois pas?"

"What?"

"Why?"

"Why, what?"

"Why not?"

"Why not, what? Stop it!" Giselle demanded. "You're
confusing me. Why must I talk to you?"

"I not know, but the more you do not talk to me the more I
must talk to you. Why we not go upstairs to the hotel room and have the sex? You
would take shower first, but then the sex would be okay," he said, panting like
an eager puppy.

"No."

"No shower? That okay. We 'ave the sex even if no shower."

"No sex. No talk. No nothing. Just go."

The eager puppy dog look fell from Vector's face and his sad
eyes slid downward. He turned and began to trudge away.

"Wait," Giselle called.

He looked back with a hopeful gleam in his eyes.

Giselle took the box of chocolates from his hand. "Thanks.
Now go," she said.

It wasn't nice, but a girl had to have a chocolate at a time
like this.

Giselle had just pressed the elevator button again when the
desk clerk called to her. "Ms. Hunter." He motioned her toward him.

She rolled her eyes. Apparently she was going to have to
limp her stinky self over to the desk. As she approached, the clerk eyed her
and backed away a bit with a crinkle in his nose.

"You've had two deliveries while you were out." He produced
a cellophane-wrapped bundle of at least a dozen burgundy red roses from under
the desk. He handed them to her with a look that said, "Who in their right mind
would send you flowers?"

Ry! It must have been Ry who'd sent them. Like Vector he'd
probably called the magazine. He obviously felt guilty about his lying
jerkiness. Maybe gorgeous loverness did outweigh after all. Not that she'd
accept his apology.

She snatched the card out of the arrangement, and read. Come
to me. So far so good. And be my love. Better and better. Yours
for eternity. Wow, that was a commitment. Lester.

It took a few moments to register. Lester? She read the card
again. It had to be a mistake. The flowers had to be from Ry. He was the one
who owed her red roses. Besides, why would Lester send her flowers, pledging
eternal love? That was a long time, particularly for a vampire and they didn't
have that kind of relationship. It just didn't make sense.

A glance out the nearby window revealed a blue--not red--sky.
Good. At least she hadn't somehow slipped into an alternate universe.

She looked up at the clerk. "You said two deliveries?"

He nodded and produced a business-size envelope. Uh-oh. She
recognized this plain office stock. Giselle tore it open and extracted the
paper from inside. In large block letters it read, You've been warned. Leave
or die!

The box of chocolates beckoned. She opened it and took one
out. No, make that two. What the heck, three would fit in her mouth at one
time.

The clock over the desk clerk's head told her it was 11:40
a.m. Almost half of Sunday was gone. She still had no ghost. There'd been no
apology from Ry. What she did have was another death threat. On the upside she
had two admirers--a skunk and a vampire.




Chapter Nine

[bookmark: SW48]

Hobbling toward the elevators, Giselle jammed the bundle of
flowers under her armpit, squashing a few of the half-open buds. She took
another chocolate from the box, popped it into her mouth and bit down.
Chocolate relief melted in her mouth. Perhaps if she ate the entire box she
could induce a sugar coma. A sugar coma might be welcome at a time like this.
Once she woke up, this nightmare would all be over. And she might be able to
elicit some sympathy if she were in a coma.

"Ms. Hunter?" The voice of the clerk stopped her midway to
her destination.

She turned with a weary sigh. Cocking her head to one side,
she placed one hand on her hip.

"Whaaagt," she demanded. Her garbled question came through
the chocolate filling her mouth.

The desk clerk's lip curled.

Oh who cared what he thought? Chewing with her mouth open
was the least of her worries at this point.

"I hope there will be no more disruptions of the hotel's
peaceful atmosphere," the clerk said with a disapproving sniff.

Yeah, whatever. She nodded and gave a little buzz-off wave
with her non-chocolate holding hand before turning to limp forward again.

Just a few more steps to the elevator. She could make it.
And if she could make it to the elevator, she could make it to her room. If she
could make it to her room, she could make it to the bed. If she could make it
to the bed, she could finally collapse. After a shower. A hot shower was an
absolute must before she collapsed.

Her right hand came up. She pointed the index finger and it
hovered just inches from the Up button when she heard it.

"Destroyer! Defiler!" A baritone bellow sent reverberations
through the hotel lobby.

That baritone couldn't be referring to her. Just ignore it.
Giselle hunched down and stabbed at the elevator call button.

"Arsonist!" The bellow echoed again.

That could be her. Although, to be fair, she hadn't actually
started the fire at the wizard's house. Na. The bellow wasn't talking to her.
Giselle stabbed the call button again.

"Thief!" The booming voice accused.

That could very well be her. But she hadn't taken anything
she hadn't returned. Probably wasn't referring to her.

"Giselle Hunter!"

Crap. No question at all now.

Giselle swallowed the last of the chocolate she'd been
chewing and glanced over her shoulder with a grimace. Kopeleski, with his white
electrified hair, stood in the entrance to the hotel lobby. She had a few
seconds to note that he wore a black floor-length duster jacket adorned with
heavy silver-tone buckles over a bare chest. That chest. The wizard had man
boobs--wrinkled and droopy man boobs--covered with age spots. She had to admit
that he did sport six-pack abs. Abs like six packs of soggy cigarettes. The
bottom portion of the ensemble consisted of black silk pajama bottoms, covering
the rest of his equipment, thankfully. The outfit was completed by black
flip-flops.

The wizard stormed across the lobby, his flip-flops slapping
loudly against the tile of the floor. He pushed past two shocked onlookers, past
the desk clerk, and continued toward her.

The desk clerk pinned her with a condemning glare.

Just ignore him.

Giselle stabbed the elevator call button again. Where was
the freaking thing? The only car in working order was still on the tenth floor
according to the indicator above the door. With no escape in sight, Giselle
faced her accuser.

Kopeleski skid to a halt in front of her.

"How did you know I was staying here?" she asked.

"I am psychic."

"Yeah. Right. You called the magazine."

"I demand satisfaction," he said.

A tiny bit of saliva flew from his mouth and hit Giselle on
the cheek as he said the word "satisfaction" and Giselle winced.

"Are you challenging me to a duel?" Even in her weakened
condition, she was pretty certain she could take the old codger. However, a
fight would be annoying.

"You know what I want," he said with derision. "I want my
medal. If you don't give it to me immediately you will suffer the
consequences."

She glanced up. The elevator was still on the tenth floor.
Blast.

"I don't have your medal. What makes you think I do?"

"Come now, Ms. Hunter. I know that you touched the medal
prior to the seance. Madam Divinity read your poisonous influence on the
object. You were obviously trying to steal it and you tried to get at it again
when you set fire to my house."
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Well, that was true. She didn't try. She had stolen it--briefly. "And I didn't
set fire to your house."

"Liar!" he shouted, thrusting an accusing finger into her
face. It practically touched her nose.

"Get that finger out of my face before I bite it off."
Giselle made a chomping lunge toward the finger with her mouth, her teeth
snapped shut.

Kopeleski jerked his hand away and nursed the finger
protectively against his chest.

"You little barbarian. I should turn you into a warthog."

"Isn't a toad more traditional?" she asked sarcastically.

"You will regret your flippancy. Your antics last night
destroyed months of careful work. Last night was the perfect opportunity to
contact the ghost of--"

"Blah, blah, blah," Giselle mocked. "I'm not in the mood to
deal with your petty complaints."

He looked ready to erupt with more angry protests and she
cut him off. "Listen, I don't have your medal. I saw it fall out the window
last night. It's probably on the ground somewhere under your balcony."

The wizard ran a hand through his wild mane as he considered
her reasoning.

The desk clerk approached. His steps clipped officiously on
the tile floor.

"Miss Hunter, I must insist that you take your argument with
this," his eyes cut to the wizard, "gentleman to some place more private. You
are disrupting the entire hotel."

"We aren't arguing. The gentleman is merely visiting me.
This hotel does permit its guests to have visitors, doesn't it?"

"Slut!" The shout of a female voice echoed in the lobby. Uh-oh.
She recognized that voice. "Harlot. Tramp."

Damn. She was going to have to talk to the magazine about
giving her location to every Tom, Dick and Madam.

"It appears you have another visitor," the desk clerk said,
his lip curled in smirky distaste.

"What makes you think she's here to see me?" Giselle asked.

Hotel patrons who had been moving naturally moments before
stopped in their tracks to stare at the woman with luxurious long gray hair,
wearing a billowing purple caftan, loping across the lobby.

"Giselle Hunter!" Madam Divinity shouted.

The desk clerk snorted.

Giselle cringed. "Okay, Mr. Smarty-pants. You were right."

The twenty or so hotel patrons who had been milling about
the lobby suddenly parted down the middle in what looked like a choreographed
dance step. It was as if they were performers in a chorus line making way for the
entrance of the lead dancer on the stage. And Madam had the look of a star as
she glided through the opening, looking neither right nor left. Her gaze didn't
waver from Giselle. When she reached her target, the chorus line closed ranks
as one and then began moving around lobby again.

"You terrible, horrible, girl. I want to know what you were
doing with my son."

"Are ya kiddin' me?" Giselle asked incredulously. "I thought
it would be obvious even to you."

"No. Not that. I want to know what you were trying to
achieve by playing with my son."

"I don't think you can possibly be serious," Giselle said,
rolling her eyes.

"I'm completely serious. I demand satisfaction," Madam
shouted.

On the word "satisfaction", a fleck of spit hit Giselle's
cheek. She didn't wince this time.

"Did the two of you rehearse this comedy routine?" Giselle
asked Madam with a tweak of her head toward Kopeleski. She started to wipe at
the spot on her cheek with the back of her hand then thought better of it.
Wouldn't want to make one clean spot on her face.

Madam acknowledged the wizard with a glance and a nod.
"Hello, Armand."

"Madam," he said softly, and gave a slight bow.

"I'll leave you to deal with your guests, Ms. Hunter," the
desk clerk commented in a barbed tone and a sneer before returning to the front
desk.

At his departure, Madam turned hard eyes on Giselle again.
"You may have bewitched my son by appealing to his baser instincts. But you do
not deceive me, you slutty, fat--"

"Watch it, Madam." Giselle's fist, the one not holding the
box of chocolates, clenched. She felt a flush of anger move up her neck and
flood her dirty face.

She'd had just about enough of this family. Although not
normally prone to violence, Giselle found that she was curiously eager to deck
Madam Divinity and she wasn't thinking of using a tarot deck.
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Your motives are obvious. Who sent you to Savannah to destroy my psychic work?"

"Yeah right. It's all about you," Giselle said with a snort.
"You are seriously crazy, Madam."

"I'm crazy? Who was it that came to my home and destroyed a
crystal ball that was over one hundred years old?"

"Madam, you are mistaken," Kopeleski interjected. "This
phony ghosthunter is here attempting to destroy my work. You recall what she
did at the seance last night. Her target is me, not you."

The medium made a negative jerk of her head and then poked
Giselle in the chest with her finger. The tip of the long nail, painted with
black polish made an ouchy spot.

"I don't care what your motives are. Leave my son alone, Ms.
Hunter, or you will regret it."

"I already regret becoming involved with your son, Madam. I
don't want anything more to do with that son of a--"

"The cards say you lie. You want my son. But he will never
marry you if I can help it." Sparks almost flew from the woman's eyes. More
spittle landed on Giselle's cheek.

"I won't let you hurt him, you little tramp."

"I don't want to hurt him. Well, maybe I do, but not the way
you mean. I could give him a good knee to the groin about now. But I'm not
going anywhere near the creep, so you can relax."

"You endanger him just by being in his presence. So, you
must stay away from him!"

Giselle tugged an impatient hand into her knotted glop-filled
hair. "Didn't I just say I'm no longer involved with him? Jeez." She tried to
run her fingers through the hair, but ended up having to pull the hand out of
the tangled mess.

She pointed a dirty finger at Madam. "Let me tell you
something, you old biddy. If I wanted to have a relationship with your jerky
son you wouldn't scare me away. So just back off."

"You hateful girl. You're a pollution, a, a, a--" Madam
searched for the right word.

"Toxic poison?" the wizard supplied.

"Yes, exactly!" Madam offered him a dazzling smile. "Thank
you, Armand."

"You had better never see Ry again or else," Madam said,
with emphasis on the "else".

That phrase sounded familiar. Oh yeah. It had appeared in at
least one of the written death threats. Giselle took a step toward the older
woman. Madam towered over her. Oh well, perhaps if she couldn't intimidate her
with size, the smell of the goop covering Giselle would frighten Madam.

"Or else, what?" Giselle was eye to chin with the medium.
She looked up, doing her best to transmit a seriously hateful glint from her
eyes. "I understand from Mr. Kopeleski here that turning me into a warthog is a
popular choice. You could try that."

Madam sneered. "You think you're so clever. But you're not
clever enough you phony little tramp."

"Don't push me," Giselle warned. "I'm tired, hungry and
smelly. That's a dangerous combination."

"Don't you dare threaten this lady, you nasty girl."
Kopeleski's baritone boomed and he moved in squaring his shoulders. He stood as
a block between Giselle and Madam.

The ping signaling the arrival of the elevator sounded. Then
there was a slight woosh of metal sliding against metal as the doors parted.

Giselle pointed to Kopeleski. "I don't have your medal."

She pointed to Madam. "I don't want your son."

Giselle took a half turn then turned back to Madam. "Here,"
she said thrusting the crumpled bundle into Madam's chest. "Have some flowers."

The doors moved and Giselle jumped into the gap to prevent
them from closing again. "I'll be leaving you now. Maybe you two should get a
room. You seem to have a lot in common."

Stepping all the way into the empty elevator car, Giselle
pressed the button for the eleventh floor. She leaned against the mirrored back
wall. The gap narrowed, closing out the angry faces of Madam and the wizard.
The doors clamped shut and with a jerk the car moved upward.

First floor, second, third...not much farther now. She was
almost to her room. Nothing would stand between her and a hot shower followed
by a long nap. Tenth floor. One more to go.

The elevator car shook.

Giselle held her breath. Her heart raced. Jerk. Shudder.
Scraping and screech of metal on metal. Jolt.
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her heart in her ears. Giselle's body shook. Or was it the elevator car?

The elevator car abruptly shuddered to a stop.

Uh-oh. The car was not quite on the tenth floor and not
quite on the eleventh floor.

Surely it would start moving again. Giselle continued to
hold her breath, hoping.

Giselle gulped in a lung full of air. Crap. The elevator
wasn't going to start moving again. It was stuck.

This just wasn't turning out to be her day.

* * * * *

Her watch said 12:10 p.m. It had been ten minutes since the
elevator came to rest. Sitting on the floor of the car with her back to the
mirrors, her face buried in the palms of her hands, Giselle groaned. She fought
the nausea that pushed a sour taste up into her throat. The bottom portion of
the box of chocolates lay empty beside her. The top portion was near the door where
she had tossed it. A scattered handful of brown wrappers made a trail between
the two halves.

Giselle burped. "Excuse me," she said automatically, and
then laughed at the absurdity of the apology. The laugh hurt. "Ugh," she
moaned, hugging her aching stomach.

Surely someone had noticed that the elevator was stuck by
now. The phone in the call box of the elevator car had been of no help. Giselle
had tried to reach someone seconds after the elevator came to a stop
and...nothing. No tone, no ringing, no nothing to indicate that the phone worked.

Don't panic, she'd thought. There's still the emergency
alarm button. But pressing the button had produced...nothing. Not a bell, a buzz,
a ring, or even thud. That was when she'd opened the box of chocolates and her
panic gorge fest had begun.

A thought occurred. Cell phone. Maybe her cell phone would
work. Giselle sent up a silent prayer. The service on her cell phone was dodgy,
particularly when she tried to use it in an elevator. She saw her purse lying
in the corner.

Giselle got to her knees and crawled to the purse and began
rooting around, pushing the junk from side to side. Finally, she just upended
the entire contents onto the floor. The phone landed with a heavy plunk in the
middle of a pile of bills right next to a box of breath mints and a tampon.

She was about to pick it up when the Scooby theme sounded.
Wow, that was timing.

The caller ID readout displayed an unfamiliar number. She
opened the phone, pressed talk and jumped in without greeting.

"I need help. I'm trapped."

"Giselle, ma cherie. It is Vector."

This couldn't be happening to her.

"Vector."

"I give you another chance for the romantic with me. I am
thinking that you are the tiredness when I see you at hotel. But you have rest
and now..."

"How did you get this phone number?" she demanded,
interrupting him.

"You call to confirm our date." His voice sounded even more
tinny and nasal over the phone.

"We didn't have a date. Well, we had a date, but it wasn't a
date date. Oh, never mind that. I'm stuck."

"I save your number in my phone so I call with just one
number, the how-you-call-it speed dial. So you are uniqueness, yes? You have
the number two. If I am pressing the number two, I call you. I, of course, am
number one on the speed dial."

"Why would you need to have yourself as number one? You
don't have to call yourself. Oh, never mind that. I'm trapped in an elevator at
the hotel."

"You want Vector to come to the hotel and have the sex in
the elevator?"

"What? Are you insane? We are never, ever, going to have
sex. I'm trapped in the elevator. You need to call someone at the hotel."

"You want me to call you back at the hotel? But why do I not
call you back on your cell phone? It is easiness. I am only pressing the speed
dial number two in my phone."

"Oh, just forget it."

Giselle snapped the phone shut. It clicked so hard it
sounded like an animal trap springing shut. If only it was a trap wire
springing shut right on the skunk's neck.

The face of the phone said there was service. Thank heavens.
Opening the phone again, the Scooby theme sounded before she could press in a
telephone number. The little French twerp was calling her again.
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answering. Then she began to dial 9-1-1.

Before she could press in the last one, the obnoxious ring
of her phone sounded again. Vector.

"Aggggghhhhh!" If she ever got out of this elevator he was
going to be one dead varmint.

At one time she had loved having Scooby on her phone. Now
she wished she would never have to hear it again. She cut off the theme by
pressing talk.

"Listen, Vector," she said into the phone. "You must stop
calling me. Do you understand?"

She waited for an answer. None came. From a great distance,
a muffled voice could be heard, as if fabric covered the microphone on the
phone.

"I know that she love me," the muffled voice with a French
accent said.

"Yeah, buddy, but what do you want?" another muffled voice
asked.

"Quoi?"

"What?"

"What?"

"Stop that," the muffled non-French voice said with
exasperation. "What do you want to order?"

"Oh. I wish the espresso... But I am say, that I know she love
me even though..."

Shuffling, crinkling paper, scraping and clinking.

"Hey, bub. You can't smoke in here."

Vector's phone was calling her from his pocket. That idiot.
Giselle pressed the end button.

"I am just light the cigarette, I not puff," she heard the
French twerp say.

"I don't care, this place is non-smoking. You can't light
that cigarette in here by law."

"I am not lighting cigarette by law. I am by counter."

She pressed the button again with no effect. The stupid
phone had seized up and wouldn't let her disconnect.

"Vector," she screamed into the receiver. "Vector, can you
hear me?"

"Cute, but you still can't smoke," the muffled voice
continued.

"I no understand you. I am not by law. So I am smoke, yes?"

"No."

Oh forget it. She snapped the phone shut again. Maybe if she
gave it a rest it would work. Almost immediately the musical ring began. A line
of obscenities formed in her mind about a mile long.

She opened the phone. Would it be a call from Vector or from
his pocket?

"Ms. Hunter, you were repeatedly warned." The gravelly
whisper with a metallic edge sent a spike of fear into Giselle's heart.

"You did not leave Savannah as I told you to do. Therefore,
you will die," the voice continued.

Giselle couldn't tell whether it was a male or female. The
voice sounded electronically altered and she'd never be able to identify its
owner. Although it probably didn't matter if the person behind the voice was
about to carry through with his--or her--threat.

"I'll leave now." Giselle heard a frightened little girl
quality in her voice. She hated that and beat it down...that and the tears that
suddenly filled her eyes. "Not! Listen, you coward, if you want a piece of me
come in here and get me."

A grating mechanized chuckle met her challenge. "Oh, there's
no need for that, Ms. Hunter."

The elevator car shook and then jerked. The motor gave a
high-pitched whine.

Thank heavens. The car was about to move. She was finally
going to get out of here.

The car lurched upward again. Then the floor dropped and
kept falling faster and faster.

As the car plummeted downward toward the bottom of the shaft
where it would smash into little pieces, it occurred to Giselle that she was
going to die and she'd never found a ghost. On the other hand, now she would be
a ghost.

Giselle crouched in the corner of the elevator, her arms
outstretched, each palm levered against a wall, as the elevator car continued
to nose-dive.

Eighth floor, seventh floor...

The car accelerated as it fell, a strange whirring sound set
in.

Was she supposed to jump up at the last second to avoid
massive injuries or was that just an urban legend?

Six floor, fifth floor...

Eyes squeezed firmly shut, Giselle tried to remember a
prayer and couldn't. She opened her eyes.

Fourth floor...

Maybe she was supposed to lie flat on the floor. Then she
wouldn't have anywhere to fall.

Third floor...

Wasn't her life supposed to flash before her eyes at this
point? Nothing came to mind. Giselle couldn't even bring her parents into
focus. She couldn't think of anything except Ry's face. Why would she think of
the bastard?

Second floor...
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screech of metal rubbing against metal coming from under her feet. Was it her
imagination or had the elevator car slowed?

First floor.

The elevator car jerked and then heaved in a slight upward
motion before it lunged about a foot. There was a great thud before the car
came to an abrupt rest.

Giselle opened her eyes. She was still alive. Wasn't she? She
looked down at herself then into the mirror on the back wall. Her reflection
clearly showed a person who was alive and extremely filthy.

A few bumping noises and scratches came from outside the
doors. Then a small opening appeared, followed by a metal tool that gripped
either side of the doors near their top. The tool pried at either side of the
gap until the doors slid open.

Giselle found herself looking up at a rotund bald man
dressed in a service technician's blue uniform, standing in the doorway. Beyond
him was the pinched face of the desk clerk and the hotel lobby. The elevator,
it seemed, had come to rest about half a floor below the main level.

"Let me help you out of there, miss." The service man
extended a hand down to her.

Her legs quaking under her, Giselle stepped to the corner
and retrieved her purse and then took hold of the hand with a grateful smile to
the man.

The serviceman pulled and Giselle felt herself lifted.

"Don't hurt your back, Tony," she heard the desk clerk say.

Lovely. That was probably a comment on her weight.

"No problem, she's light as a cloud," Tony said, smiling
down at Giselle as he continued to lift her.

Bless him.

The serviceman stepped back and swung her up and onto the
lobby floor. Giselle's knees almost buckled, but the wonderful serviceman held
on to her waist until she steadied.

"Poor girl," he said.

Giselle stepped away from him. "Thank you so much." She
swayed. It felt as if the floor moved under her. Her head whirled with
dizziness.

"I don't know what could have happened to that elevator,"
the serviceman said.

"Someone tampered with it," Giselle said, wiping at the
perspiration that had formed on her upper lip.

The desk clerk's pinched expression turned even more sour.
"I don't see how that's possible," he said.

"I don't either," the serviceman said, scratching his chin.
"But it's a good thing the brake was in working order. Who knows what could
have happened if it had hit the bottom of the shaft at full speed." He eyed her
with speculation. "You don't look well, miss. You look as if you are going to
faint," he said. "You'd better go to your room."

Nodding, she turned looking around "Where are the stairs?"

"You don't have to take the stairs, miss. The other elevator
is working."

"It is? There was an out-of-order sign on it earlier."

The desk clerk's eyebrow arched. "That's odd. I saw no sign.
And no one told me that it was out of order." His tone told her clearly that he
thought she was lying or crazy or both.

Her stomach rolled.

"I don't care if it's working. I'll be taking the stairs--probably
from now on."

She staggered and another wave of dizziness overtook her.
The last time she'd felt like this was the ten minutes following her ride of
the roller coaster called The Tornado. And that time she'd upchucked her
breakfast shortly thereafter.

"Oh no." She barely got out the words and turned from the
serviceman when her stomach heaved and she helplessly vomited its contents at
the feet of the desk clerk.

The box of chocolates didn't look so appetizing now.

* * * * *

Giselle had to wash her hair twice to shower out the gunk
that had accumulated on her scalp during her travels. She'd brushed her teeth
three times to get the taste out of her mouth. She didn't even want to think
about it.

Now wrapped cozy in a bathrobe and sitting on the bed in her
hotel room, Giselle reviewed the history on her cell phone. There it was. The
number of the person who had called her in the elevator. The person who must
somehow have made the car fall and nearly killed her.

Pressing the talk button to call the number, Giselle waited
for an answer.
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answered.

Great. The call had come from a hotel phone. No help there.

Giselle disconnected the call.

She pondered the yellow flyer that had come from the trunk
of her abductor's car. The flyer was the only clue as to the identity of her
abductors at this point. The car had driven away while she'd rolled on the
pavement, so Giselle had not had a chance to see any part of its license plate.
And the two men who had abducted her existed in her memory as indistinct blobs.

Strong and rough but a blur.

The Savannah police still hadn't called to get a statement
about the two attempts on her life. They probably didn't have time to
investigate the abduction or the elevator tampering either with so little to go
on. Since Ry's assistance was no longer an option, she'd just have to do a
little investigating of her own.

Picking up the phone on the bedside table, Giselle punched
in the telephone number from the flyer. She didn't want them having her cell
phone number.

Three rings and the call was answered with a mechanical
click.

"Welcome to VICTIM." The male voice was low, sultry and
vaguely familiar. The electronic message continued. "Are you a victim? If
you're not a victim, become a victim. VICTIM stands for Vampires in Crisis,
Together in Misery. Our mission is to raise awareness as to the plight of
vampires nationwide and to mount legal challenges to the rampant discrimination
against our brethren. Every fifty seconds in the United States a vampire is subjected
to prejudice. You can help. With a small donation of just twenty-five dollars
per month, you can join VICTIM and sponsor a needy vampire--"

Giselle cut off the call. She'd found out what she needed to
know.




Chapter Ten

 

A trip to the hotel's business center allowed Giselle to do
some surfing on the internet. She found that a filing had been made to create a
nonprofit organization with the name VICTIM. The incorporators were none other
than Marissa La Bianca and the Vampire Lester. Could that be his legal name? It
seemed that the government didn't discriminate against vampires in the creation
of a bogus charity.

The corporate information did provide a surprise however. As
if Giselle needed any more shocks this weekend. The name of the registered
agent for VICTIM was listed as Armand Kopeleski and his home was identified as
the address of the corporation.

Talk about muddying the waters of suspicion. Bad choice of
expression. The words muddy and water brought back disturbing memories. Too
much of both of those lately. But this information about Kopeleski did create
confusion. Since Kopeleski was associated with VICTIM, it could be him, and not
the Vampire Lester, who had plotted her abduction. Or it could still be Lester.
Or it could be both of them. For that matter, it could be Marissa La Bianca.
Who knows how many people had become a victim? It could be anybody, really.

Giselle also checked her email selectively. No need to open
those ten, no eleven urgent messages from Willie. She'd just talked to him on
the phone. Of course she'd been incoherent at the time, but it still counted.
She had at least another twenty-four hours before she had to open his messages.

She did open an email from the Vampire Lester. She read with
amazement.

Dearest Giselle, How do I love thee. The ways count more
than flowers. And if it would make you come to me, I would use all of my
powers.

Well, he wasn't the best poet and not at all original.

The email was signed, Forever yours, The Vampire Lester.
P.S. Tonight at eight p.m. please :(=

She supposed the symbol was supposed to be an unhappy
vampire.

He had included an address for the assignation. Giselle
would definitely make time for that date.

The poetry confused Giselle even further. What did this
strange communication from Lester mean? As if the flowers hadn't been confusing
enough. Forever yours? When had he acquired this great love for her? Somewhere
between the restaurant last night and arranging for the delivery of the flowers
this morning. What about Marissa? It was bizarre. Plus, he could be a
kidnapper, or at least a conspirator to kidnapping. And he was in league with
that old wizard Kopeleski, who was in league with Madam Divinity. Giselle would
never forgive that woman. When someone called her fat, there was no coming back
from it. Plus, Madam Divinity was Ry's mother. Ry. No, don't go down the Ry
road of thinking. That road led to heartache and misery.

[bookmark: SW55]What she needed was to clear her head. What
could she do? Nice bowl of healthful fruit? No. Exercise? Lord no. A drink? Yes,
but probably counterproductive to a clear head and also a little scary at this
time of day. Memo to self--Don't become a wino. Aspirin? Yes, but not
good enough. What she needed was retail therapy. Serious retail therapy.

As Giselle walked toward the front door of the hotel, the
desk clerk hailed her. "Ms. Hunter, just a moment."

Giselle sighed. Well, at least this time the clerk would see
someone clean and not at all wet. A vast improvement over her appearance during
her earlier encounter with the man. The clerk, however, had the same pinched
look on his face. When she reached the front desk, he pulled her to the side
and spoke with a condescending curl to his lip and in a loud stage whisper.

"Ms. Hunter, the management would like you to check out of
the hotel, shall we say, forthwith."

"What?" It wasn't clever. But it was all she could think of
to say.

"You are not the, shall we say, caliber guest the hotel is
used to."

"Why?" Brilliant.

"You have caused too much, shall we say, disturbance since
you checked in yesterday."

"Huh?" Another great comeback.

"There was the, shall we say, unfortunate appearance you
just made with your clothing and your smell. I don't even want to mention how
you attempted to destroy our elevator. Nor do I want to mention the unfortunate
sickness all over the lobby floor...and my shoes. "

"Urmmm." Inspired.

"And if that wasn't enough, there was that, shall we say,
strange little French man who loitered around the hotel lobby for hours."

"Vector?" Still monosyllabic. Or was that doublesyllabic.
Was that even a word?

"And let's not forget the odd, shall we say, woman hovering
around and mumbling about casting of spells. She was frightening the guests."

"Witch?"

"Yes, but one letter different."

"Ahhhh," Giselle nodded.

"Then there was the crazy old man bullying the hotel staff
for access to your room and demanding we turn over some metal."

"Ah?" Come on, Giselle, you can do better than that.

"And then there were those two other, shall we say,
gentlemen."

She forced herself to speak more than one word. "What did
they look like? Not the vampire. I know what he looks like. And you probably
didn't see him anyway since the flowers were delivered. And of course I know
what the French man looks like too since I talked to him in the lobby. Plus, I
realize that he looks like a skunk. But that's neither here nor there. And I
don't mean the crazy old man and the b-- I mean odd woman. As you know, I talked
to them too. I'm referring to the two gentlemen. Were they here together? What
did they look like? I think I might know what they look like. But I think it
would help if you told me what they look like."

Giselle had finally achieved more than a one-word response.
However, she didn't impress the clerk with her discovered vocabulary. He just
stood there with his mouth agape. She had to admit that it hadn't been the most
erudite retort she could have hoped for. More of a babble really. The words
always sounded so much more articulate in her head just moments before they
came out her mouth.

The clerk shook his head and his eyes rolled. "Ms. Hunter,
you are not getting the point. I must insist that you leave immediately."

"But--"

The desk clerk held up a halting hand. "No. Don't protest.
Just go. I don't want to have to call the authorities. But I will."

From there Giselle suffered the humiliation of having an
assistant manager escort her to her room to pack her things. She didn't
retrieve the muddy--and other stuff--clothing she'd thrown away in the bathroom
wastebasket. The magazine credit card would no doubt be charged for hazardous
waste removal or some such thing. Oh well.

The assistant manager waited in her room and then led her
out the hotel's front entrance. The embarrassment left Giselle strangely calm
about the whole thing. In the scheme of humiliating experiences suffered this
weekend, being evicted from her hotel didn't even number in the top three. That
was comforting. Come to think of it, not even top five. More like number ten.
She quit trying to rank it in its precise order because the exercise was
becoming depressing rather than comforting.
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Since she didn't want to make any embarrassing disclosures
to Mary Ellen--and there were so many to choose from--it was time to find another
hotel.

However, it didn't turn out to be easy. After a marathon of
calls, Giselle checked into a motel on the fringes of Savannah's downtown but
still within walking distance to most of the historic locations on the map.

The motel didn't have the quality of her last accommodation
and had no doubt been awarded significantly less than five stars. It would in
fact have surprised Giselle if it had achieved one star. But the motel had a
business center with high-speed internet connection according to a sign on the
door of what had been generously termed the lobby. Of course the business
center turned out to be a closet, without doors of course, near the front desk.
The computer did seem to get most of its use from the desk clerk surfing for internet
porn sites.

The dive--er, place--had been all she could find on a busy Sunday
afternoon. At least she didn't have to pay by the hour. Another surprise.

She dumped her suitcase, which now had two broken wheels, in
a room that looked like a replica of the one in that slasher movie. She
expected a knife-wielding transvestite to burst through the door at any moment.
Better just avoid the shower altogether.

Giselle shivered and walked over to the combination heat and
air conditioner wall unit near the window. Fiddling with the control didn't
appear to make any difference. The temperature of the room remained an
unalterable fifty degrees. On the upside, her room had a scenic view of the
parking lot and the bus station beyond. Great. She comforted herself with the
thought that she wouldn't be spending much time here. However, the thought
didn't provide much solace. Still depressed, Giselle decided she needed that
retail therapy now and lunch. Lunch was a must.

Giselle departed the motel and hiked back to the historic
area. After wandering in and out of a few shops, Giselle found a small hot dog
stand and made a purchase. Hot dog, deluxe of course, chips and a sugary soda.
She wasn't going to worry about some people's opinion of her figure. No need to
do something crazy like eat a salad, especially not in her fragile emotional
state. A salad could trigger some kind of psychotic break. Although a break
from reality might be restful. Hmmm.

With her comfort food in hand, Giselle took a seat on a
bench in the nearby square. It was the one with the big boulder, Wright Square.
The old man could be heard yelling at the courthouse again. This time the music
in the air consisted of a slightly off-tune saxophone playing Three Blind
Mice.

Many of the other benches in the square were also occupied.
A twenty-something man with a bulldog chatted with a twenty-something woman
with a dachshund while the two dogs chatted with each other with their noses.
People walked north through the square in the direction of the riverfront and
south along the square's sidewalks in the direction of the park.

Was it really little more than twenty-four hours ago that
she'd been seated in this very same square? Little more than a day since she'd
met Ry in his office? Ry. The lying jerk meanie. She should have listened to
that kindly gold-toothed guy. What was his name? Oh yes. Edward. That was it.
She should have listened to Edward.

Hey. Edward seemed like a native of Savannah. Perhaps Edward
knew something about a ghost she could use in her article. She'd go back to the
gold tooth emporium later and try to find Edward.

Although, she was reluctant to go so near to Ry's office.
What if she ran into him? Oh, who cared? She wouldn't even think about him. She
wouldn't give him the smallest kernel of thought. In fact, she wouldn't think
of the scrumptious, meanie, gorgeous, lying, jerk Ry ever again after this
moment. Now. She would never think about him again. Ever. Really. Starting now.
In fact, she couldn't even remember his name. What was it again? Ry. Oh, who
was she kidding?

Just then she saw Edward walking along the sidewalk on the
opposite side of the square. Giselle hurried to swallow the last chunk of hot
dog lodged in her mouth. Coughing, she swigged at the soda and swallowed.
Finally, she was able to get enough breath to shout.

[bookmark: SW57]"Edward." Giselle ran toward him and caught
up to him just as he was about to cross York Street from the square. "Hi. This
is a coincidence. I was just thinking about you," Giselle said with a big grin.
"Remember me?"

Edward, again in black pants and white shirt, smiled in
return as he inclined his head in a gentlemanly greeting. "O' course I do, miss.
You be needin' some gold teeth, after all?"

"No." She chuckled. It felt good to laugh again. As if it
had been years since she'd emitted such a sound. "No. I don't need any gold
teeth."

"How 'bout a puppy. You find you could be needin' a puppy? I
still got me a passel in need of a good home."

"I wish I could take a puppy. But right now I'm practically
homeless myself."

"Aw, miss. I's terrible sorry to hear dat. What can I do fer
ya?" Edward and Giselle walked back into the square and sat on one of the
shaded benches. A passing couple eyed them strangely. Maybe it was still
unusual to see a white woman with a black man in the South.

Giselle didn't know where to start. "It's a long story but
you see I didn't take your advice. I went and spoke to Ry Leland. And you were
absolutely right. He's mean. He's a mean man. His mother is even worse, she--"

"His mama!" Edward interrupted. "Aw, miss. She's even meaner
than Ry. She's mean as a snake. At least he was a nice little boy. And he got
the makin's of a good man. But that mama. Oooh, child. She has her own sort of
mean. I felt powerful sorry fer that husband o' hers. You most definit' don'
wan' nothing ta do wit' dat one."

"I'm trying not to. But it sounds like you've had contact
with her," Giselle said.

"Me? I ain never spoke a word to dat one. Does I look
stupid?"

Giselle laughed. "No. I think you're the only sensible
person I've spoken to since I got to Savannah. Anyway, enough about Madam
Divinity. I wondered if you might be able to help me with a project I'm working
on."

"Project?" He frowned.

She wasn't entirely sure he knew what the word meant, but
she didn't want to insult him by asking. He was such a nice old man.

"I work for a magazine, for a few more days anyway, and I'm
writing an article about Savannah. I need to include a ghost in my article. Do
you know where I might find one?"

Edward scratched his head. "I shorely don'. Dat's a mighty
fine idea fer a story tho." He looked at her and his expression turned
sympathetic as he continued. "Aw, miss. I's mightily sorry. I don' know fer
personal, but I did hear tell of something about a store hereabouts. This store
sells the old furniture and such. I knows folks call them antiques, but they
jes looks like old to me. Anyhow, that store suppose to get a hauntin'."

"Really?" An antique shop. She could combine retail therapy
with ghost hunting. Perfect.

"I don' know fer shore. But I think is dat one." He pointed
a bony, old finger toward a store on the south side of the square. A sign above
the shop read Estoria.

"Thanks so much, Edward." She would have kissed him but she
didn't want to get too familiar and offend him.

"If'n you see Ry you tell 'im to come around and see Ol'
Edward." Then he mumbled, "Dat ornery boy."

"I don't think I'll be seeing him again, but if I do I'll
tell him." Giselle waved as she walked off in the direction of the antique
shop.

Slipping inside the cool air-conditioned store, Giselle
found more than just antiques. She explored luxury soaps and handmade greeting
cards before discovering one of her favorites, vintage salt and pepper shakers.
The shop had an old-fashioned curio cabinet full of them.

Perhaps she could afford an addition to her collection of
animal-figure shakers despite the fact she was close to losing her job. There
was always unemployment insurance. She laughed when she saw a pair of cute
skunks with smiling faces and porcelain flowers in their skunk hair. Oooh no,
not skunks. Too many annoying connotations. But there were two darling puppy
shakers she would consider.

Giselle browsed the store's collection of old books. She
found an etiquette book from eighteen fifty-three and amused herself with the
chapter about the recommended behavior of gentlemen bachelors and unmarried
ladies.

[bookmark: SW58]"'A lady should never allow a gentleman to
entertain her in his home without the presence of a chaperone,'" she read.
That's where she'd gone wrong. She'd allowed Ry to entertain her in his home
alone. Although, Ry was clearly not a gentleman. And his mama had been a pretty
effective chaperone this morning. She should have read this book before meeting
Ry.

"Margaret, look but don't touch." A man's harsh voice issued
the order from behind Giselle. She peeked over her shoulder, expecting to see a
child being admonished. Instead, she saw a well-dressed and coiffed woman of at
least fifty years. The woman's hair had been dyed an unnatural dark brown and
swept into an elegant chignon style. The woman wore large diamonds in her ears
and a ring of at least four carats on her hand.

Her graying husband, at about five foot six inches, was a
bit taller than she and much older, but just as well turned out. He had a
ruddy, bullying face. Although not fat, he had a close resemblance to a pig.

The woman, Margaret, saw Giselle watching them. The woman
blushed and turned her doe eyes downward.

"Did you hear me, Margaret?" the man said with a belligerent
and bullying tone.

"Yes, Charles."

"You know how you are."

"Yes, Charles."

The doe eyes, now wounded, peered at Giselle again. She gave
an embarrassed smile and a small shrug.

Giselle turned back to the book, but she no longer saw the
pages. The bully! Ordering his wife around like a toddler. The arrogance. Just
like a man. He probably ordered his wife to stay like a dog. No doubt he had a
Napoleon complex, brought on by an overbearing mother. The jerk. His poor wife.
She seemed like such a lovely woman.

"Margaret," the man warned in a low voice, drawing Giselle's
attention back to the couple. She saw the woman remove the skunk shakers from a
large pocket in her expensive pants suit and put them back on the shelf of the
cabinet. The woman blushed.

Omigod. Margaret was a klepto. And Giselle had assumed poor
Charles was the villain. So much for assumptions. Had she made any other stupid
assumptions this weekend?

Giselle returned to the curio cabinet, removed the puppy
shakers, and took them to the store counter. "I'd like to buy these shakers."

"Will there be anything else?" the store clerk asked.

"Yes. Tell me about your ghost."

By the time Giselle finished at Estoria it was 3:10 p.m.,
and she had her ghost. Now she just had to prove it...and write an article.
Things were looking up. And all without the help of Ry Leland. Oops, she wasn't
supposed to be thinking about him. From now on he would be known as "he who is
unremembered".




Chapter Eleven

 

Retail therapy worked wonders for Giselle's frame of mind,
but nothing compared to the mood elevator provided by the prospect of a ghost
for her article. The owners of the antique shop agreed to allow Giselle to
return with some monitoring equipment after closing in a few hours. A phone
call later and she'd arranged for rental of the equipment. Everything was ready
to go. Giselle felt revitalized, reenergized, reinvented and ready to conquer
the world, or at least Savannah.

Since she had already scheduled a meeting for later that
night with suspect number one--the Vampire Lester--she decided that she might as
well do some investigation of suspect number two this afternoon. Giselle would
pay a visit to VICTIM headquarters, aka Kopeleski's house.

She decided to avoid the Drayton Street route as she walked
to Kopeleski's place, not wanting to revisit the scene of her abduction, not to
mention her walk of shame. No sense in jeopardizing her good mood by inviting
more shouted insulting appellations by someone who might have seen her walking
there earlier. No, it was back to Rational Angel Giselle. Wanton Vixen Giselle
was in firm lockdown and wouldn't be appearing again anytime soon. No reminders
of the angel's earlier fall from grace were necessary.

Instead, she proceeded down Abercorn Street, past a
beautiful pale cream-colored cathedral with blue-green spires and entered a
square with an egret-themed fountain at its center. Perhaps if she verified the
ghost tonight and finished the article tomorrow, she could use Monday for
sightseeing and more retail therapy.

[bookmark: SW59]Giselle stopped at the corner of
Kopeleski's street. She avoided acknowledging the presence of that other house,
the house that belonged to "he who is unremembered". She focused on VICTIM
headquarters. The house bore no outward sign of its affiliation with the group.
There was no sign that a wizard lived inside. No large billboard proclaiming, I
tried to kill Giselle Hunter. But then again that would have been too much
to ask.

She quickly spotted Kopeleski positioned under the parlor
window. He held a long metal contraption--metal detector--in front of him with
both hands in a big-game fishing stance. The wizard's hair sprang from his
scalp, a kinky almost living thing around his head. No metrosexual barrette
today. He wore a red brocade smoking jacket and sneakers. Ick. Was he nude
under that jacket? No. Thankfully, he had on white running shorts just a shade
whiter than his pale chickenlike legs.

Giselle pulled a hat and dark sunglasses from her purse. Not
a sophisticated disguise, but maybe covering her mop of red curls would keep
Kopeleski from going berserk before she could even get close. Fortunately,
Kopeleski didn't notice her.

He seemed fully concentrated on his task. From time to time
the detector sounded a high-pitch beeping, which seemed to incite Kopeleski to
excitedly paw through whatever was under the large circular head of the machine
at the time. Then he would pull some fragment close to his eyes, examine it and
toss it aside. Kopeleski mumbled to himself nonstop. She thought she could make
out the odd word here and there.

"Hunter fly."

Could have been die instead of fly.

"Ditch."

Could be witch or b-- Something else.

"Stunt."

She didn't want to think about the alternatives for that
word.

Nice to know she could still inspire such happy thoughts in
Kopeleski. It only made it more critical that she find out about his
involvement in the attempts on her life.

She walked to the lane that ran behind the houses and
turned. She counted each house until she reached what must be the back of
Kopeleski's. Unlike many of the properties, his did not have a separate
carriage house at the back. A brick fence, which looked to be about eight feet
in height, enclosed the property, with a wood gate to provide access to the
courtyard. Giselle saw a covered porch up a flight of stairs. The back door of the
house stood open with a screen door, closing out any direct entry from the
courtyard.

Giselle tried the gate to the courtyard. Locked. There were
no footholds or handholds in the surface of the brick wall. However, a dumpster
had been placed next to the wall to one side of the gate. It was a residential-type
plastic affair, about two feet wide with two wheels on either side of the front
half. It didn't look at all stable, but at about four feet high it might be her
entry ticket. If she could climb up, Giselle would be halfway to the top of the
wall and virtually in Kopeleski's courtyard.

As Giselle looked around the lane, she could find nothing
else that would act as a step stool, but she did notice someone watching her.
At the base of an acanthus-leaf-adorned planter she saw a small black cat, a
kitten really. It sat perched upright on its four legs, sleek and solemn with
green-gold eyes. The kitten gazed at Giselle with interest. It blinked and for
a second its eyes took on an almost human look. It must be her imagination, but
it seemed as if the cat knew what Giselle planned.

Ignoring the nosy kitten, Giselle placed her purse on top of
the dumpster and started to climb up herself. The thing lurched on its wheels,
threatening to throw her on her, um, bum. She finally reached the top and it
stopped moving.

The kitten's expression condemned her.

"Don't look at me like that," Giselle said. "It really isn't
wrong if you're doing it for the right reason." The kitten didn't appear
convinced.

Placing her hands on the wall, Giselle pulled herself up to
a standing position on top of the dumpster. It pitched to the right, but she
grabbed hold and placed both hands on the top of the brick wall, waiting for
the dumpster to steady. Then she looked up one way and down the other of the
lane. No one in sight except the kitten. It meowed accusingly.

[bookmark: SW60]"I know, I know, but it's...self-defense.
That's it. Self-defense. That means it's not criminal, right?"

"Mmmrrrwww." That sounded like a no.

Hopping and pulling at the same time, she got to a sitting
position on top of the wall.

"I bet you thought I'd fall," she said to the kitten.

It blinked its eyes. Cat, human, cat again. That seemed to
be a yes. It gave another accusing glare.

"If you think about it you'll see that this is really okay.
Since this is VICTIM headquarters it is, in fact, a public place. You can't
break into a public place, right?"

"Mmmrrrwww." No again. The kitten looked away, a curl of
disgust on its cat lips.

"A lot you know. Did you go to law school?"

"Hssssss," the kitten protested.

"I know I didn't either. But doesn't that seem like
reasonable logic?"

"Mmmrrrwww. Meow." No, not at all.

"Oh shut up!" Great. Out debated by a cat.

Giselle edged her legs over to the courtyard side of the
wall and jumped down to the ground below.

"Ouch."

Her legs didn't make good shock absorbers.

The "Mmmeeeeoooowwww" from the lane sounded suspiciously
like cat laughter.

"Stupid cat."

Giselle crossed the courtyard and tiptoed up the back
stairs. She tried the screen door handle. Unlocked. Success. Pulling it open
with one quick movement, she peeked inside. No one. She slipped through and let
the door close softly behind her. She was committed to the mission now.

She crept down a long hall that led from the back door to
the front. Peering out a peephole in the front door, she saw Kopeleski still
operating the metal detector. He stopped, examined an object and mumbled
something. No doubt her name still figured prominently in the mumbling.

Mollified that she would not be caught, at least not yet,
Giselle crept back down the hall the way she'd come, all the while glancing
into each room.

Parlor. She'd been there.

Next was the dining room. Nothing there.

Powder room. Distinctly uninteresting.

Next she discovered an office. Hallelujah.

Slipping inside, Giselle began inspected the room slowly. It
was lined on two walls with bookshelves crammed full of titles. Scanning the
wall of books closest to her, she read the spines on the shelf at eye level.

"Metaphysics and you."

Who me?

"The Paranormal Pal."

Not my pal.

"A Medium is Better Than Average."

Hmmm, average what?

"Paranormal Sexuality."

Eeewwww.

Giselle bent to examine another shelf. She scanned more book
titles.

"Spells For the Average Wizard."

Hmmmm, average again.

"Special Occasion Spells."

What occasions are special to wizard?

"Me, Myself and Nudism."

Yuck.

Moving on, she found one wall of shelves seemed to be the
United States tax code.

Boring and useless to her.

The only wall without bookshelves had framed certificates
and diplomas. Giselle saw that one proclaimed The Wonders School of Wizardry
and Metaphysics. It appeared to be a correspondence course. University of
Georgia, Bachelor of Science, Accounting. Accounting? Then a license for a
business at this address called An Accounting Wizard, P.L.L.C.

Moving to Kopeleski's desk, she saw every conceivable
surface covered with papers and files. On the desk chair laid an open copy
center box filled with multicolored flyers. She picked one up. Are you a
VICTIM? Seen that one. Another box lay open on the floor beside it. Inside
were pamphlets. Giselle took one from the box. Vampires are people too--the
VICTIM Manifesto. Written by the Vampire Lester with contributions by Wizard
Armand Kopeleski. Giselle stuck the pamphlet in her purse. There were so
many that it wouldn't be missed. Besides, it was obviously meant to be
distributed to the public. She was a public.

Pawing through the other items on the desk, she saw a file
for VICTIM, which included bank statements. The statement for last month lay on
top. She perused it. The account had a balance of almost zero. The organization
was broke. Apparently not many people--or vampires--wanted to be a VICTIM.
Continuing to search, Giselle found copies of IRS tax forms signed by Kopeleski
as the accountant for VICTIM.

[bookmark: SW61]Kopeleski's calendar was at the top edge of
the desk. She leaned over to view its entries and someone grabbed her from
behind and jerked her backward. A rough hand covered her mouth and stifled a
scream in progress that ended up as a muffled "Mmmmmm." An arm clamped around
her shoulders and chest.

Giselle's heart took off like an explosion in her chest as
adrenaline rushed through her. A tall, hard body pressed every inch of her
back, from mid-thigh to the top of her head. Giselle reflexively reached to
claw at the sinewy arm and the rough tanned hand.

Hey, wait a minute. She recognized that hand. She knew that
arm. And come to think of it, that hard body felt familiar pressed against her
back. It was Ry. The jerk.

Her heartbeat slowed from the heart-attack-imminent to a
you-scared-the-crap-out-of-me-but-I'm-okay-now stage. Then it became an even
more comfortable it-seems-only-right-to-beat-the-crap-out-of-you beat.

Giselle quieted and quit struggling against the arm. Ry
released her and stepped back, which put his shins within kicking distance.

"Ow," he hissed under his breath.

Who could blame her for kicking him? He had practically
offered up his shins. He was lucky he didn't get kicked in a worse place.

"You deserved it, you creep. Scaring me like that. What are
you doing here?"

"What are you doing here? I'm a professional."

"Yeah, a professional ass. And anyway never mind because I'm
not speaking to you." Giselle turned away and rifled the desk papers again.

"We need to get out," Ry started.

"I'm not listening to you. La, la, la, la, la, la, la, la,
la." Silence. And then, "Hey, look at this." Giselle pointed to the desk
calendar.

The previous day, between dental appointment and seance was
G. Hunter--arrange. Ry looked at the entry from over her shoulder. Oooh, the
jerk. He needed an elbow to the stomach.

"Ooof."

"Back off, mister. I'm not speaking to you and I'm
definitely not touching you."

"I'm sorry. Okay? I know I need to explain my behavior," Ry
whispered urgently.

Giselle spoke over him. "Still not listening. La, la, la, la,
la, la, la. I don't hear a thing."

Ry took her by the shoulders and roughly turned her in his
arms. He covered her mouth with an urgent kiss. His lips moved on hers. His
tongue touched her tongue.

For a moment, Giselle allowed herself to lean into him and
rest against his hard--ooooh hard--body. His mouth tasted like mint with a hint
of coffee. She liked coffee. His lips were so soft. His tongue was... Oooh, the
jerk was French kissing her. She pushed him back.

He blinked then focused. "Will you listen now? I'm sorry.
I'm sorry. I'm sorry a thousand times. I'll apologize in more detail at a place
and time where we aren't in danger of being arrested for breaking and
entering."

When Giselle would have interrupted, he stopped her. "I'll
grovel, I'll do anything." Anything?

"I'll kiss your ring. In fact, I'll kiss anything you want."

Anything?

"Let's just get out of here," Giselle said.

Anything? Hmmm, sounded like a good offer.

They both heard it at the same time. Kopeleski's front door
creaking as it opened. Ry put his finger to his lips. He'd shushed her. The
jerk. She gave him a condemning "you don't have to shush me since I know to be
quiet when the owner of the house we've broken into comes back. I'm not
completely stupid" glare.

Ry returned it with an arch glare of his own. Giselle
slapped at his grabbing hand before allowing Ry to take her by the arm and pull
her toward the doorway of the office.

Giselle heard someone enter the house and stomp up the front
hall stairway to the floor above them. Ry pulled Giselle into the hall and out
the back screen door, which he closed with barely a click.

They made it to the back gate within seconds. Ry threw the
latch and they slipped out into the lane. While Ry closed the gate, Giselle
walked purposefully in the direction of Abercorn Street. She surreptitiously
glanced back to see if he would follow. He did.

He caught up with her. "You're coming with me."

Did he really think she would take orders at this point? Or,
for that matter, ever? "No I'm not." Giselle kept moving.

[bookmark: SW62]"Don't you want to watch me grovel?"

That stopped her. It did sound appealing. "Okay. But we're
not going to your house."

"You want me to grovel in a public place?"

His eyebrows converged in that cute frown she recognized. The
frown of displeasure. Good.

"Definitely a public place. The publicer, the better."

"Will it get me groveling points to do it in public?"

"We'll see."

"Come on." He scowled.

His scowl made Giselle smile. The groveling had not yet
begun and she was enjoying it already.




Chapter Twelve

 

Ry marched Giselle from the lane to a nearby restaurant. It
was a tiny, diner-style place, with a few other customers scattered throughout.
After being seated by the waitress at a table near the counter, it took Giselle
a couple of minutes--real time twenty--to describe her harrowing trunk adventure.
She'd emphasized the harrowing part.

Ry began apologizing immediately.

"I'm sorry. How many times can I say it?" Ry made apology
number ten, tugging a hand through a now-shaggy mane of blond hair.

Giselle enjoyed his frustration. "I don't know. Let's try to
find out," Giselle responded a little too sweetly.

Ry's apologies were made with that cute and sexy--emphasis on
sexy-- quality of his, but it wasn't enough. Not yet.

A few of the customers at the counter leaned toward them,
obviously listening in on the drama taking place. Their eavesdropping made Ry
visibly uncomfortable and Giselle quietly jubilant. His mortification soothed
her like a balm on the wound her heart and pride had taken this morning.

From heartbroken disgrace to triumphal gloating in less than
twelve hours. The transition was enough to give a girl whiplash, in the best
possible way of course.

Successful breaking and entering, a ghost on the horizon,
and now Ry groveling. Things were going her way now. Uh-oh. Was she tempting
fate again? Wouldn't want another trunking as a demonstration. She'd better
temper her gloating with a little humble appreciation.

Besides Ry would reach his limit. Giselle wanted to forgive
him before the pendulum of his emotions swung from remorseful and penitent to
angry and defensive. The trick would be to jump in with acceptance at the
optimum point. Too late and he was lost. Too early and she would miss all that
soothing debasement. It was risky. Very risky.

Ry picked at his meal. Evidently he had trouble eating a
hamburger and fries while eating crow. Giselle's sandwich went down just fine,
thank you very much.

"I want to explain." His voice got ragged and his words
disjointed. "My mother...she... I just... It's difficult. She brings out the worst in
me."

Giselle could well believe that.

"Mama... When I was a kid, she'd draw me into these paranormal
mini dramas. I hated it. She'd want me to be a part of the...show. I felt like a
performing organ grinder's monkey or a dog doing tricks. She'd parade me out in
one of these cutesy Little Lord Fauntleroy outfits. Uhhhh." He shuddered.

She could see the memories still had a powerful effect on
him. A tight feeling stabbed at her chest at his evident pain. She had to
forgive him right now. She had to soothe that pain.

"Ry."

"I feel so guilty that I let my...situation with my mother
interfere with your safety. You could have been killed. Because of me. Because
I told you to leave my house this morning."

Yeah! That's right. It was his fault she'd been in the trunk
of that car. What had she been thinking? He wasn't off the hook yet. No way.
Not completely anyway.

"Well if the hair shirt fits, feel free to wear it. I'll let
you know when you can take it off." It wasn't forgiveness. But the
tongue-in-cheek teasing way she said it made his lips quirk in a half smile.

"Come back to the house... I'll kiss it all better." He leaned
forward gave a mock leer. "Then I'll fuck it all better," he whispered.

He obviously thought he was out of the woods.

"You think sex is the answer? You must think you have a
magic cock or something." Her voice was not a whisper. Oops. She looked
around, hoping no one heard her.

The father of the family of four at a nearby table glared at
her and nodded toward his two kids, a boy and girl. Giselle shot him a smile
crossed with a grimace of apology.

"Your...your...rooster isn't going to get you out of this one,
mister," she said in a furious tone.

"You seemed to love my rooster last night."

"I did not. I--"

"Don't worry, darlin'. My rooster loved your kitty cat
too."

"Your rooster isn't getting anywhere near my kitty cat ever
again."

Ry laughed and turned to a diner who had been showing
particular interest in their conversation.

Mr. Customer sat almost contorted in his chair so he could
hear what they'd been saying. No telling how much he'd heard over the noise of
chattering people and clanking dishes around them.

"Sir, could you please tell her that I'm sorry and it won't
ever happen again. Would you tell her to forgive me?" Ry asked Mr. Customer.

[bookmark: SW63]The man, a tourist--as evidenced by his
Michigan State University t-shirt and camera--became discombobulated.

"Er, er. He really seems sorry that he broke up with you, miss.
He seems genuinely upset that he hurt you. In my opinion you should forgive
him," Mr. Customer stammered.

"I'll take it under advisement," Giselle said wryly, and
turned back to Ry. "Incidentally, could you please tell your mother that we
aren't together anymore?" Giselle said, making air quotes with her fingers
around the word "together".

"I don't know." Ry's lips quirked even more. "I'd kind of
like to see you bald. Besides, who says we aren't together anymore."

Hmmm. Explore that issue later. Giselle decided to skirt
over his question by changing the subject. "What were you doing at Kop--" She
looked at Mr. Customer, who still appeared to be listening. "Mr. Wizard's
house?"

"I found out he paid a florist to deliver two dozen red
roses to you at your hotel. That seemed suspicious since your encounter with
him wasn't the stuff of romance. I wanted to check him out."

"The roses came to my hotel in the name of you-know-who
bloodsucker. Clearly the two of them are in cahoots. At least we know Mr.
Wizard didn't need psychic powers to see I was in Savannah. You know who
probably told him. All that 'I saw you with my third eye'? Puh-lease."

Ry appeared to be enjoying his hamburger now, taking a big
bite and chewing with gusto. A tempting bit of catsup clung to his chin.
Giselle could feel her tongue slip between her lips. It wouldn't be too far a
stretch to lean over the table and lick that catsup away. She could lick all
the way down his neck and then to... No. She bit her lip. She wouldn't go there
again.

"I'll ask you-know-who about his relationship with Mr. Wizard
when I meet with him tonight at his house," Giselle announced.

Ry choked on a fry. "What? I don't think we need to do
that."

"'We' aren't doing anything. I'm going to be meeting him and
I happen to think it will be a very useful way to get information. You-know-who
has suddenly decided that he loves me. He says that he's mine eternally. If
he's so devoted, he'll have to answer my questions."

Ry looked horrified. The second half of the fry he'd choked
on hung limply in his left hand.

"Miss? It doesn't seem right for you to meet with some guy
who's in love with you, not when your boyfriend here has said that he's sorry
he broke up with you," Mr. Customer interjected.

"He's not my boyfriend," Giselle replied.

"Hey," Ry started.

"But he wants to be your boyfriend again. Besides, you don't
want to get involved with a lawyer," Mr. Customer said.

"Lawyer?"

"You said bloodsucker."

"You don't know what you're talking about. Mind your own
business." Giselle turned away from Mr. Customer with an angry snap.

"I'm a relationship therapist. I know what I'm talking
about," Mr. Customer said in a pompous tone. "It's never good to bring a third
party into a relationship when you're trying to rescue it."

"Butt out, Mr. Know-it-all Therapist," Giselle barked back.

"Well," Mr. Customer huffed. "With that bitchy personality,
it's no wonder he broke up with you." He turned to Ry. "I suggest you take back
your apology and break up with her for good. She'll make your life more
miserable than your mother did."

"Shut your mouth or I'll shut it for you." Ry had lost his
good humor.

"I was only trying to help. What a jerk," Mr. Customer said.

"Leave my boyfriend alone," Giselle piped in. Oh-no. What
had she said?

"Yeah, leave her boyfriend alone," Ry said with a smile.

Mr. Customer shook his head and turned back to his meal.
"Mister, you're just as bad as she is," he griped under his breath.

Ry stood up and threw some bills on the table. "Yeah, we
were made for each other. My rooster and her kitty cat. Come on, Giselle," he
said it dryly, but he smiled.

He grinned actually. Lots of teeth in evidence. What had she
said?

It was Sunday at 5:45 p.m. She had a ghost, at least the
prospect of one. On the downside, she'd lost control of the situation with Ry.
She'd had the upper hand when she'd arrived at the restaurant, but then she'd
allowed herself to let an admission of feeling slip out.

She'd miscalculated the pendulum swing. Now he was too
happy. Dammit. Why couldn't she learn to keep her big mouth shut? Just when
she'd thought things were going her way she was slapped down by fate again.
This time instead of a trunk, fate had chosen an interfering tourist.




Chapter Thirteen

 

Giselle returned to the antique shop to set up her
surveillance equipment, dragging a reluctant Ry. One of the owners of the shop
explained that they suspected a piece of furniture in the store was active with
spirits. The piece in question, a mahogany gothic-style sideboard, had been
carved, not with the typical images of gargoyles and griffins, but with the
faces of people. The sideboard had apparently been owned in the early nineteen
hundreds by a local entrepreneur named Arthur Worthington. Worthington's
journal had been found in one of the sideboard's drawers.

The owner of the shop handed it to Ry, who opened the leather-bound
book and began to read an excerpt aloud.

"Except for the occasional clinking of silverware against
china, there was absolute silence in the dining room that night. There was not
even polite conversation between Mildred and myself. We'd been married for over
thirty years and I'd concluded after our first anniversary that my wife's
conversation was boring at best and stupid at worst. I had long ago requested
that she refrain from speaking to me more than necessary. I particularly
abhorred attempts to converse during meals.

"Last night, however, Mildred was obsessed with the
sideboard in the dining room. I couldn't ignore the way she kept looking at it.
Despite my best intentions I myself glanced at it. The wooden faces gazed
forward stoically. I saw nothing out of the ordinary.

"Mildred started fidgeting like she was preparing to
speak to me. I tried to quell her words before she got started with a stern
frown. But apparently she felt she had to speak. She cleared her throat and
squeaked meekly, 'Arthur.'

"I did not respond. But this did not deter her. She spoke
louder.

"'Arthur. I'm sorry but I have to talk to you.'

"I threw down my knife and fork with a clatter. 'What is
so important?' I demanded.

"Ordinarily, Mildred would have been intimidated into
silence by my tone of voice. However, on this occasion she seemed to force
herself to continue. 'It's about the sideboard.'

"The expression on my face must have told her I thought I
was about to hear something supremely idiotic. But still she kept on. Mildred
almost whispered, 'The faces have been talking to me.'

"I recall gaping at her. 'What?' I asked.

"'The faces, they move when no one else but me is
looking. And in the last few days they have begun speaking to me.'

"I snorted disgustedly. I stood and threw my napkin onto
the plate. 'I have never heard anything so ridiculous. And that is saying
something given the ridiculous things I have heard come out of your mouth in
the past,' I bellowed. 'I suggest you discuss this fantasy with that
psychiatrist I pay so much to on your behalf.' I paused and burped.
'Congratulations. You have again managed to make my meal indigestible.'

"I stalked out of the room. Just outside the dining room
door, I paused. I heard the sound of breaking glass and then I thought I heard
someone say 'We told you no one would believe you.' But I dismissed the notion
and continued away.

"I never saw Mildred again after that meal. She has
disappeared. Is it my imagination or does the face of the center drawer of the
sideboard now resemble my lost wife? End of diary entry July 20th, 1910."

Ry finished reading aloud. There was silence as they looked
at the sideboard in the midst of the shop.

"Dude," Giselle said to Ry. "That story is seriously
creepy."

"Creepy is right," he said. "Especially since it's the last
entry." He dropped the journal onto the top of the piece. "I wonder if anyone
ever saw Worthington again."

Was it a real diary entry or a fictional ghost story? The
owners didn't know the answer but reported that there had been some mysterious
happenings in their shop surrounding the sideboard. The alarm company had
detected movement and the sound of breaking glass in its vicinity afterhours
when no person was on the store premises.

Giselle snapped the store interior with the new digital
camera she'd purchased to replace the smashed Polaroid. She'd charged the
magazine's credit card for the camera of course. She would retain the receipt
in case Willie demanded the camera be returned. Giselle snapped another shot.
She could review the photographs later to see if any anomalies appeared to
indicate a ghostly presence.

[bookmark: SW65]Meanwhile, Ry positioned the rented video
camera on its tripod to take in the largest area of the store with the
sideboard at its center. He looked through the viewfinder and then gave Giselle
a thumbs-up signal. Giselle pressed the record button. The tape would last for
twelve hours.

Tomorrow morning--yes--there would be evidence of a ghost. Or
not. But--yes--Giselle would have her ghost. Or not. But she voted yes.

There was power in positive thinking, right? Isn't that what
that self-help guru said? And how could he and his three million followers be
wrong? Or was it three thousand. Maybe it was just three followers. Crap. There
probably wasn't anything to that positive thinking theory. Oh well, this was
the best prospect of a ghost she'd had since arriving. So she was going with
it.

Giselle and Ry exited the shop and watched as the owner
locked up for the night. They shook hands and arranged to return in the morning
to retrieve the equipment and the ghostly evidence tape.

"I need to go back to my hotel and get ready for my date
with Lester," Giselle said as they climbed into Ry's Jeep.

Ry didn't look pleased. He wasn't onboard with the whole
interview with the Vampire Lester concept. "All right," he said. "I'll swing
over to the Great Eastern."

Dammit. Now she'd have to tell him about the hotel eviction
thing. "Uh, Ry, I had a little trouble at the Great Eastern."

"Ahhhh."

* * * * *

"This motel is awful," Ry said as he parked his Jeep in
front of her room.

"It's not that bad," Giselle defended.

"Come on. Admit it. It's ghastly."

Giselle pursed her lips. Admit he was right? Never. She'd
chosen this dump and it was fine. Really. Okay, not really. Nevertheless, she
didn't want to admit it.

"I need to go to the front desk before I go to my room." She
got out of the car.

Ry followed, shaking his head. "What do you need there?"

"My room has a bit of a temperature issue. I want to see if
it was taken care of."

She opened the door marked Lobby. Quite a generous
term for the itty-bitty area that barely allowed for one person, let alone two
to stand at the front desk.

The clerk, who looked like a fifteen-year-old, pimply faced
boy, didn't appear to be at the front desk. Instead, he stood glued to the
screen of the business center computer. At least she hoped it was glue holding
him there and not some other substance.

Giselle saw the screen of the computer before she could
avoid it. It displayed a webpage titled Wild Catholic School Girls.
Yuck. She couldn't look at Ry. She just tried to avoid seeing the cavorting
images on the monitor as she rang the bell on the desk.

The clerk didn't move. "Huh?" He grunted it over his
shoulder.

"I'm in room 101 and I, um--"

The clerk clicked the mouse and a girl in knee socks and
plaid skirt struck a bending pose. My goodness she was limber...and her vagina
was completely devoid of hair.

"I called earlier about the temperature of the room being
stuck at fifty degrees. Was that fixed?"

"I doubt it since we don't got no repair guy and I ain't had
no chance to fix it." He still didn't turn from the computer screen.

Giselle tried to brazen it out for Ry's benefit, not wanting
to admit he was right about the place. "Well, that's okay. But could I get an
extra blanket?"

"No," Pimply Face said flatly.

"No?"

Pimply Face sighed heavily and swiveled in the chair to face
them. "No, we got no more blankets."

Giselle forgot about Ry. "You're telling me that you operate
a motel here and you don't have any extra blankets? When do you launder the
ones on the beds?"

Pimply Face didn't answer for a moment. He squinted as if he
were searching his brain for something. "Launder?" he asked finally.

For a moment she was dumbstruck. Then she glanced at Ry. His
eyes had locked on the computer screen. She elbowed him in the stomach.

"Ooof. What?"

At her deliberate gaze from him to the computer screen and
back again, one eyebrow arched, he had the grace to blush.

"I'm not looking at that! Well, obviously I am looking at
it, but only because it's like a train wreck. This place is horrible. I can't
let you stay here."

[bookmark: SW66]Giselle's heart warmed. Ry really was
sweet.

"You can't possibly stay in a place like this alone."

Ry was a gallant white knight in shining armor, riding in to
save her from the slimy motel dragon.

"You can't possibly be trusted in a place like this," he
continued.

Trusted? His shining armor became a bit tarnished.

"There are too many possible calamities that are just
waiting to happen to you in a place like this."

Make that completely rusted-out armor. As if this was her
fault.

"This guy, for example, has the key to your room."

Now that argument packed a lot of persuasion.

"You're going to stay with me at my house."

Oh, her gallant white knight in action. Ry pulled her into
his arms as if he had just snatched her from the edge of a cliff. He hugged her
close for a few seconds and then pushed her to arm's length.

He cradled her shoulders gently, smoothed the hair back
behind each ear and caressed a cheek with his fingertips as he gazed into her
eyes. "You can sleep on my sofa."

Sofa?

She pondered the sofa comment while Ry pulled the door of
the motel open.

"Come on, Giselle," he said as he reached for her and pushed
her in front of him through the opening.

"She's checking out of room 101," he called back. "We'll get
her things and leave the key in the room."

"Yeah. Whatever," Giselle heard Pimply Face say as the motel
door drifted shut.

Sofa? Wanton Vixen Giselle, who had somehow managed
to escape lockup, said. He wants you to sleep on a friggin' sofa? What kind
of rat offers you his sofa after you've had sex with him? It's insulting.

Rational Angel Giselle replied, The sofa is what a
gentleman would offer and what a lady would expect.

Lady? I don't see no lady around here. Wanton Vixen
chortled.

Shut up, Giselle told her silently. She'd go with
Rational Angel Giselle on this one. The sofa was fine. Of course it was fine.
Just fine. Well, it was! Yeah. Sure. And wasn't that a dog flying over her head
through the evening, Savannah sky?

* * * * *

Giselle fumed all the way back to the motel room.

Sofa indeed!

She seethed as she put the old-fashioned key in the lock. No
newfangled cardkey system for this classic establishment.

Sofa. She'd give him a sofa. Right up his ass.

Giselle twisted the key and it wouldn't turn.

"Dammit," she grumbled, gripping the handle with one hand
and ferociously wrenching the key with the other.

Giselle stamped a foot. She wanted to kick the door down.
No. Correction. She wanted to kick Ry down. Him and his sofa.

"Careful, you'll break it off in the lock," Ry said from
where he hovered over her shoulder.

"I know what I'd like to break off," Giselle muttered.

"What did you say?"

She felt his breath on her neck and stopped what she was
doing. "Back off, buddy," she said, slamming her hip into him.

Ry stepped away throwing his hands up. "Sor--ry. Just trying
to help."

"Yeah, right. You're oh so helpful."

His eyes widened at her tone and probably the flames
shooting out her eye sockets. "What did I do?" he asked.

"Oh nothing. You're perfect," Giselle said with extreme
sarcasm before trying the lock again. Taking a calming breath, she jiggled the
key in the lock as she turned the knob. The tumblers moved and the lock sprang
free. She twisted the knob and pushed the door open, giving Ry a triumphant
smile.

Preceding him inside, Giselle found that the room had an
even frostier tinge. She could almost see her breath.

"This is worse than I thought it would be," Ry remarked as
he glanced around the room. His gaze settled on the hideous orange and brown
quilted bedspread that matched the brown shag carpeting.

Giselle opened the top of the suitcase resting on the stand
in the corner and took out a toiletry bag.

"Yeah, thank goodness you're going to let me use your sofa,"
she said with deliberate saccharine sweetness as she walked toward the
bathroom.

"You're welcome to use it for as long as you want," Ry said
solemnly.

Before she lost it, Giselle stomped the remaining four steps
and closed the bathroom door behind her, careful to prevent it from slamming.
It wouldn't do to show him how his sofa comments were affecting her.
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a dilapidated cabinet stood against one wall with a three-square unframed
mirror above it. The dingy illumination came from one light in a beige,
can-style fixture mounted above the mirror. The toilet was on the opposite wall,
barely two steps away, next to the bathtub-shower on the back wall. The square
tiles utilized for the flooring, and that ran three-quarters of the way up the
wall of the shower, had at one time been white but now had a grimy grayish
tinge.

"That aggravating son of a bitch." Giselle walked to the
sink and pulled her toothbrush out of the cup near the tap where she'd propped
it earlier. She threw it into the bag. The mouthwash was next. Then she started
gathering up her face cream and makeup.

"Sofa," she grumbled. Was she suddenly so unattractive? The
mirror above the basin revealed a reflection of a beautiful, sexy woman. Okay,
maybe not beautiful, but she was pretty. Well, maybe if not pretty, she was
passable. Crap, she was a mess.

She ran the brush through her curls before tossing it in the
bag. Her hair bounced with new vibrancy. Maybe she should refresh her makeup.
Giselle reached into the bag to take out the mascara wand from where she'd just
tossed it, when she heard something stir in the room.

Giselle froze. The sound of something sliding against the
tile floor came from the area of the toilet behind her. Omigod, what was that? Barely
breathing, Giselle caught a glimpse of a movement in the mirror.

A sideways glance in the mirror brought the area into view.

Couldn't be. She blinked. Then blinked again. It was still
there. A snake. A slimy, creepy snake lay coiled on the grimy floor between the
toilet and the bathtub. A snake that was probably less than two feet away from
her legs.

Giselle had no familiarity with snakes and she didn't know
which were venomous and which weren't. This one had a tan-coloring with dark
brown hourglass-shaped markings.

Sheer terror strangled her and she gripped the toiletry bag
so tight her knuckles whitened. She couldn't move, couldn't speak, couldn't
barely even breathe.

To Giselle's horror, the snake lifted its head, the beady
black eyes fixed on her. The nasty creature seemed to thicken and puff as it
took on an aggressive stance. Its tail came up and rattled. Giselle smelled a
foul, musky odor. Was the snake about to strike?

Frozen. Paralyzed. Her jaw locked. Ry. Help me! Giselle
screamed in her head. Snake. Snake. Snake. Snake.

"Giselle?" Ry rapped lightly and called to her from the
other side of the door.

The noise seemed to incense the snake. It stretched its neck
and the rattling quickened.

She was going to die in this shabby, without-chic motel.

Giselle concentrated on transmitting a psychic message to
Ry. For the love of Pete don't come barreling in here. Danger. Snake.

The knob turned bit by bit and then the door crept open a
crack.

Ry peeked in. "Where is it?" he asked in a whisper.

Giselle's eyes shifted to the corner and Ry followed her
gaze to the snake. His face went stiff. Oh no, even Ry was scared.

The fright in her eyes must have transmitted itself to him.
His gaze met hers and he smiled reassuringly. He mouthed something. She read
his lips. Stay calm.

Yeah, easy for him to say.

The rattling behind her got louder.

The door widened slowly. The snake began to sway back and
forth.

When the door was completely open, Ry stood still in the gap,
holding the bedspread in one hand. He slowly reached out and grasped Giselle's
arm. Erupting into action, in one motion he launched the heavy spread over the top
of the snake and yanked Giselle out of the bathroom. He pulled the door shut so
quickly, Giselle had no chance to see what happened to the snake. Tucked in
Ry's arms, she only knew that she was safely on one side of the door and the
viper was on the other.

Giselle wrapped her arms around Ry and snuggled into his
warm chest. She felt the wild thump of his heart under her ear. Her own still
raced.
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murmured.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"That was a copperhead. I don't see how it could have gotten
into that bathroom on its own." His breath was chugging as if he'd run a mile.
"Looks like maybe this is another attempt on your life."

"Yeah."

She tapped him lightly on the chest and leaned away from
him. "Hey," she said with a smile. "You got my psychic message."

His brows furrowed and he grimaced. "Nonsense. I didn't get
any psychic message. What are you talking about?"

"About the snake. I was concentrating on danger and snake,
and you heard me."

He shook his head. "No, you said it out loud."

Did she? "I don't think so."

Ry released her so abruptly and she stumbled.

While he phoned the desk clerk and reported the additional
guest in room 101, Giselle crammed the toiletry bag into the suitcase and
zipped it shut. The snake could have whatever she'd left in the bathroom.

She could have sworn she didn't say anything about the
snake.

* * * * *

Back at Ry's house, Giselle used the master bedroom's en
suite bathroom to prepare for her date with the Vampire Lester. But this time
when she emerged from the bathroom, she didn't find Ry waiting for her. He'd
been a perfect gentleman since they'd arrived. Dammit.

His courtesy gave Giselle a chance to dress. She threw on a
short, slinky black sheath dress with high heels and silver hoop earrings.
After putting on makeup, which she pronounced tastefully minimal, Giselle
snooped around Ry's house. Okay, the snooping wasn't good etiquette but it was
irresistible.

A half an hour later, when Giselle entered the kitchen, Ry
stood at the counter with the refrigerator door open. He poured a glass of
sweet tea from a pitcher into a glass. Another glass of tea sat on the counter
in front of him.

"Hey!" Giselle griped. "You've got at least two extra
bedrooms in this place. How come you offered me the sofa?"

Ry replaced the pitcher in the refrigerator and offered a
glass to her. "I don't want you to be too comfortable."

Mr. Meanie. "That's not nice." Giselle accepted the glass
and took a sip of the cold, sweet brew.

He reached up and wound a red curl around one of his
fingers. "I figure the sofa doesn't offer as much competition as the guest room
might. I'm hoping to lure you from the sofa into my bed."

Hmmm. That's nice. That could happen. "That's not going to
happen." Her voice wavered as she said it. Giselle took another sip of the tea,
hiding a smile on the rim of the glass.

"Uh-huh." He took a sip from his glass. Was he hiding a
smile of his own? He blinked and looked her up and down. "What the hell is
this?"

Giselle choked on the tea. "What do you mean?" She thought
she looked pretty darn good in this outfit. Sexy but not sluttish.

"Oh no. You're not wearing that, are you?" He walked around
her in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle, all the while continuing an up-and-down
examination. "Oh hell no."

"What's wrong with it?" She squeaked it. It was a blow to
think Ry didn't find her attractive in this dress. After all, she'd worn it for
him. Oh, wait a minute. She'd worn this dress for Lester, hadn't she? Ooops.
"Doesn't it look okay?" Would she live through a critique?

"Okay?" Ry snorted, and Giselle nodded. "It looks too okay.
You look too fantastic. You look too sexy."

She could live with that.

"No way are you wearing that for Lester," Ry demanded as he
moved to lean on the edge of the kitchen table.

That was just precious. Ry in a fit of jealousy. He was so
cute. But she wouldn't take orders. "I am wearing this. We want Lester to spill
his guts. I don't want him thinking about keeping secrets. I want his mind on
something else."

"Oh, I think his mind will definitely be on something else,
but I don't like what his mind will be on when he's spilling. Plus, I'm not
sure I would like exactly what he would be spilling on that dress."

She couldn't keep the laughter from erupting. "Ry, I can't
believe you said something like that. You're no gentleman."

"Even though you're a lady, I never said I was a gentleman."
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"I don't even want to be a gentleman when I see you dressed
like that." His voice had taken on low and serious tone. Raspy. His eyes met
hers unwaveringly. No teasing smile lit up his face now.

"All I can think is that you're mine and I don't want to
share you."

What he'd said was probably a line. But as lines went, it
was a pretty good one. Besides, she wanted him too.

Remember what happened this morning, Rational Angel
Giselle said. But she said it in Giselle's deaf ear. Giselle and the wanton vixen
inside her were one now. She couldn't remember what happened this morning. She
couldn't remember what happened an hour ago. Something in her had connected
with something in him. Something that recognized him as belonging to her, and
she had to claim him.

Giselle moved toward Ry in what she hoped was an alluring saunter
and not reminiscent of a streetwalker. From the look in Ry's eyes as she
approached, the walk had the desired effect. She continued until she had
pressed herself against him. She slid her hands down his thighs, and then
around to clutch his ass. His male scent filled her senses. His muscular chest,
temptingly close, just inches from her lips through the opening of his white
shirt.

She stretched onto tiptoes to nip at his stubbly chin and
the cold condensation from the glass in her hand dripped onto his chest. She
licked the droplet from a spot a few inches below his Adam's apple. She moved
upward and tasted the fruit. His eyes drifting shut, Ry moaned. Mmmm, yummy...
She set the glass on the counter and concentrated on Ry.

Unbuttoning his shirt, she pulled it free of the jeans and
pushed the shirt from his shoulders. She licked one brown berrylike nipple.
More yummy fruit. Ry cried out another low moan. Tormenting him sweetly, her
tongue swirled and pulled.

Giselle felt him lift the skirt of her dress as he crushed
her mouth with his. They stumbled together a few steps and Ry thrust her back
against the refrigerator. The stainless steel surface felt cool against her
backside, her thong offering no protection. An aching dragged at her loins. One
strong thigh moved between hers as Ry continued to explore her mouth with his.
Clutching his shoulders, she clung as if he were the only stable place in a
storm. But it was her emotions that were the storm.

Giselle felt Ry's fingers at the edge of her skimpy underwear.
They delved beneath and between her soft folds. His fingers moved knowingly
inside her, teasing her clit. Jerking and shuddering. She would have sworn
bolts of electricity arced through her.

"Omigod, Ry! What are you doing to me?" she gasped.

"If you don't know, I'll have to keep doing it until you
do," he said hoarsely.

"I don't know if I'll survive much more."

"If you pass out I'll do resuscitation. I'm really good at
mouth-to-mouth, and mouth to other things."

She gasped as his fingers moved inside her again. "I bet you
are."

Ry backed away just far enough to strip the thong down her
legs. When it dropped around her ankles, Giselle stepped one foot out and
kicked the thong away with the other, impatient to be rid of any small barrier
keeping her from Ry.

"Take off your pants," she said.

"Not yet." Twisting her, Ry pushed Giselle onto the kitchen
table and pushed her skirt upward, baring her from the waist down. "I want to
enjoy a taste of you first."

Stepping between her thighs, he pushed them wide then opened
her folds with two fingers. He bent his head.

"Ry... No."

He looked up at her, eyes sparkling. "Ry... Yes," he said.

Giselle lay back, unmoving. She knew if she really wanted
him to stop that he would. But she also knew she wanted this. She wanted him
in this most intimate of ways. She wanted him to know all of her in every way
possible.

Crouching, his head between her thighs, Ry blew on her core.
His hot breath sent a ripple of sensation through her and she shivered. When
his tongue penetrated her, that shiver turned to full-fledged quiver.

"Oh Ry, that feels... Omigod. Unbelievable."

Inside, her channel fluttered as she neared climax. His
tongue lapped at her clit. Licking, laving, flicking it in turns. Every stroke
sending waves of sensation throughout her body. Pure pleasure. Carnal delight.

Her toes curled and she widened her thighs. Grasping his
hair, she pushed then pulled, trying to bring his mouth closer then away from
the heart of her. She didn't know if she could take any more. She felt as if she
would not only orgasm but break into pieces.

Then Ry sucked at her nub and she did break... Writhing, hot
sensation drove her to a climax, rolling in hard waves through her until she
was limp.

After a few seconds, she opened eyes she hadn't even
realized had been scrunched shut and saw Ry smiling up at her from between her
thighs now draped over his shoulders.

"You taste delicious." He licked his lips. "Ready for more?"
he asked.

"I...I..."

"Ready or not, here I come." Ry crawled up her body, rubbing
himself against her. When they were chest to chest and Ry leaned forward for a
kiss, the taste of herself on his lips almost made her come again.

Standing upright, Ry pulled and turned Giselle before
pushing her facedown on the kitchen table.

"Ry..."

"Shhhhh." He lifted the hem of the skirt onto her back,
baring her buttocks. He was silent for a few seconds before leaning his body
over hers. "You do have one fine ass," he said, running his hand over her hip
and then cupping one cheek. "I love it...almost as much as I love your pussy."

His words thrilled her heart and thrilled her body. They
tugged at her soul as much as they tugged at her core.

Widen your legs," he commanded.

Giselle quickly complied.

When he pressed himself to her, his erection jabbed at her
through his pants.

The sensations caused by the rough denim fabric against her
bareness... Abrasive. Such fantastic friction. Omigod. She couldn't breathe.

"Do you like that?" he asked, rubbing himself against her.

"Oh yes," she said.

Abruptly he pulled away. The loss of his touch against her
was unbearable. But fortunately he turned her. Face-to-face, he clutched her to
him in a hungry kiss.

As he moved to press her down, she stopped him.

"My turn to be on top," she said as she twisted from beneath
him and pushed Ry back onto the kitchen table. Giselle grasped the tab of the
zipper of his jeans and the table lurched beneath them.

The table skidded on the tile and the two of them tumbled to
the floor with Giselle sprawled over Ry.

Neither of them took notice of the fall. Giselle's hand
returned to his zipper and pulled downward. The hard length of his erection
sprang free of the garment. Her fingertips brushed the length of his shaft in a
long caress and it bobbed in response.

Ry gasped and then moaned. Then he fumbled in his pocket and
produced a condom package. "Looking for this?"

"Hey. I think I should feel insulted. You're taking me for
granted," Giselle said half jokingly. She didn't want him to see how vulnerable
she was to him.

"No." His gaze was serious as his eyes met hers. "My good
luck charm."

Good answer. He deserved a reward. Bending, she placed her
lips on the head of his cock and sucked before releasing it with one long lick.

"Oh God," he said. "You're gonna make me come."

"I thought that was the point."

"I wanna be inside you." He pulled off his jeans and kicked
them to the corner of the room.

Giselle took the foil package from him and made a tortuous
production of fitting its contents on Ry. He seemed to enjoy the process,
although his face had fixed into a grimace by the time she completed her task.

"Am I hurting you?" she teased.

"Get down here, you," he gritted out. Giselle happily
complied. Climbing on top of him, she positioned herself over his shaft. Grasping
him with one hand, she guided him to her channel and sank down slowly over his
length, inch by inch. He filled her perfectly. Thick. Long.

One of his hands massaged her breast through the dress, the
other clutched the bare skin of her hip. Moving on him, slow and long, she
undulated against him. Then harder. She rode him, the ridge of his shaft
rubbing against just the right place inside her. She felt herself building again
to an achingly sweet release. As Giselle cried out, convulsing, Ry groaned and
arched with his own completion.
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"You have bunnies," Giselle said with her head resting on
Ry's chest.

He breathed deeply in and out as his heartbeat quieted.

"What?" he asked after a long while.

"You have dust bunnies under the refrigerator." Giselle's
own breath slowed to a normal rate.

Ry chuckled. "You have strange taste in pillow talk."

"Get me a pillow and maybe I'll say something you like
better." She pinched his side.

Ry stood up, chuckling again, and lifted Giselle to her
feet. He retrieved his jeans and hiked them on. At least her dress was still in
place, sort of. However, it was terribly crumpled.

Looking down at herself, she said, "I'm going to have to
change before I go to Lester's."

Ry turned away, hiding a self-satisfied smile. The rat, he'd
gotten his way about the outfit. She would show him. She'd find an even more-—

A rapid knock on Ry's front door interrupted Giselle's
thoughts. As Ry zipped his jeans, the knock repeated. It became an insistent
and unrelenting pounding as Ry walked out of the kitchen through to the parlor.
From the kitchen, Giselle could see him look out the window next to the front
door.

"Oh fuck!" He didn't say it in a good way. That could only
mean one thing. It was Ry's mother at the door.

Panic. Where was her thong? She scoured the floor with her
eyes. Nothing. She looked on the kitchen chairs. No. Where could it be? It had
to be here somewhere.

"Ry, I know that you are in there. Open this door. It's your
mama."

Like they needed her to tell them that.

"Fuck!"

"Yeah!" Giselle still couldn't find her thong. She gave up.
She walked through to the hall and put her hand on Ry's arm.

"I'm going to have to open the door or she'll never leave,"
Ry said with a face twisted in a tortured grimace.

"You'll have to open it, I guess," Giselle conceded.

Ry's hand went to the bolt lock.

"Ry?"

He looked back. He seemed to see the question in Giselle's
eyes. Was this going to be the end of them again? Could they recover and come
back together if Ry's mother broke them apart this time?

Ry ignored the pounding on the door and dropped a kiss on
Giselle's forehead. "It'll be okay."

Giselle decided she'd have to trust him. What else could she
do?

The door opened a crack and Madam Divinity flew in. Wasn't
that the same broomstick she'd been on earlier?

She took one look at Giselle and let out a shrill yelp.
"Aaahhhh." Madam's hand went to her chest as if her heart had attacked her.
They couldn't be that lucky, could they?

"Good to see you too," Giselle said dryly.

"What are you doing here?"

"Still not psychic, I see." Giselle turned and walked back
through the parlor to the kitchen. She prayed that Madam would not follow.
Giselle's prayers weren't answered.

Well, what did you expect? You haven't been a good girl
lately, Rational Angel said.

Giselle whispered back, "Shush it."

"Mama. If you can't be civilized, I suggest you leave."

"Oh honey, I've been very civilized toward that...woman. She's
not bald yet, is she?"

Giselle refused to reach for her hair. "I don't need
mystical powers to make you bald, Madam. I've got two able hands."

This disconcerted Madam and she turned away to stroll around
the kitchen. "I refuse to engage in any petty bickering. I came here because
I've had a vision. My son is in danger. I don't have time to trade insults with
a slu--woman like you." Madam plucked something from a cabinet door handle and
held it out to Giselle. "I believe this must be yours."

Naturally, Madam had found her lost thong.

Giselle grabbed it out of her hand, fighting the
mortification she felt. "How clever of you. You do have psychic abilities. Oh
wait, since I'm the only woman here. Never mind."

"You tramp!"

"Madam, it looks like you've graduated from petty bickering
to being downright insulting." Giselle tried to assume her haughtiest air.

"Mama, I warned you about not being civil. You need to go."

"But, honey, I have to warn you. I've seen danger for you
tonight. You must be careful. There is darkness. There is something hovering
over you like a great weight. It wants to crush you." Madam clutched at her
son's arm. "Now that I know she's still here, I'm even more concerned for your
safety." She spat it over her shoulder at Giselle.
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came here to say. You can go now, Mama."

Madam stabbed Giselle with an evil eye. "I knew you were
lying to me at the hotel." She stalked out of the kitchen.

Ry and Giselle looked at one another. Madam's heavy
footsteps echoed as she marched away down the hall. The front door opened and
then slammed shut.

"What was that about the hotel?"

"Nothing important," Giselle said. "I hope your mother is
not going to appear every time we make love. 'Cause I gotta tell you, if she
does, it's gonna be an incredible turn-off." Giselle went to Ry and put her
arms around his waist. "I don't want to be insulting or anything, but your
mother has got to be the ultimate anti-aphrodisiac," Giselle joked, hugging him
to her forcefully.

Ry didn't laugh. His arms hung at his sides for a few
seconds before they came up and went around her. Then Ry hugged her to him with
equal force. His fingers clutched at her, a pressure so intense it almost hurt.
Giselle buried her face in his chest and inhaled his scent as she gloried in
the fierceness of his grip.

She didn't have a ghost, but at least she wasn't alone.

* * * * *

It was almost precisely 8:00 p.m. when Ry pulled his car to
a stop along a side street about half a block from the address the Vampire
Lester had provided for the assignation. The address turned out to be a house,
or rather a structure that had the appearance of a small castle. The Victorian
castle, constructed of rust brick that shown almost blood-red in the light of
the setting sun, had its own turret. Even from this distance Giselle could see
the heavy curtains at the windows. The small garden in front had been allowed
to become overgrown and unkempt. It looked gloomy and mysterious. All they
needed was a thunderstorm to perfect the horror movie ambiance.

"I don't like the idea of you going in there alone," Ry said
as he surveyed the vampire lair.

"Lester proposed this evening as some kind of romantic
encounter. Whatever his ulterior motives are, he's obviously not going to
disclose anything if you go in there with me. Besides, I'll be safe enough.
He's so frail I think I could take him in a fair fight." She laughed, trying to
lighten the somber mood.

"But will the fight be fair? That's what I'm afraid of. What
if Kopeleski is in there? Even worse, what if those two thugs who abducted you
are in there?"

Giselle ignored the trepidation growing in her stomach. Or
maybe it was just indigestion. No definitely fear. False bravado. That's what
she needed.

"I've got your cell number programmed into my phone for a
one-touch call. It'll operate like a panic button." She could tell he wasn't
reassured. To tell the truth, it didn't comfort her much either. "If anything
gets hinky, I'll press it, I promise."

"Yeah, but will you know if there's anything hinky? You
didn't have much time to suspect there was something hinky when those two guys
threw you into the trunk."

Good point.

"I wasn't looking for something hinky then. Now I am." That
was a logical argument. Wasn't it?

"Why don't we forget about hinky and just go do something
kinky," Ry said as he leaned from the driver's to the passenger seat and
dropped a kiss on the side of her neck. The touch of his warm lips was
incredibly arousing. The tendons thrummed like the strings of a guitar.

He nibbled and then sucked. She'd probably have a hickey
after this. She hadn't had a hickey since high school.

Oh yeah. She'd rather go with Ry. She'd like to do something
kinky with him. Something decadent. Something terribly naughty. Giselle's
nipples tightened to painful beads just thinking about the naughty somethings
they could do.

His kisses moved up from her neck to her cheek. When his
lips were within reach, she pressed her open mouth to his. More guitar strings
thrummed, this time in an area quite a bit lower than her neck... Her vagina
throbbed and moistened.

Giselle cupped the back of his head as their mouths explored
each other. He tasted of coffee and the chocolate brownie she'd seen him snag
as they were leaving his house earlier.

Sliding her hand down his back, and then from his back to
caress along the front of his jeans, she felt the bulge there had become a
little--no a lot--bulgier.

You musn't get distracted! Rational Angel Giselle
screamed. You've got a job to do!
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do right now...a blowjob. Wanton Vixen Giselle exclaimed enthusiastically, Oh
yeah!

Rational Angel Giselle shouted, For goodness sake you're
in a parked car, it's not even completely dark. Anyone can see you!

Oh yeah, Wanton Vixen Giselle sighed, and retreated
with reluctance.

Giselle removed her hands from dangerous territory and
pushed at Ry's shoulders. "We can't." Her breath quickened and her voice went
hoarse. "As much as I'd like to continue, we can't."

Ry sounded like he'd been running, if not the marathon, at
least a sprint. It took a moment for the glaze in his gorgeous green eyes to
clear. He looked around. "You're right. I wish you weren't. Let's go back to my
place. We can be there in five minutes. Maybe less. I drive fast."

Giselle laughed. "You're fast all right. At least in some
things. And you're slow at some important things. But, I've got to meet Lester,"
she said, pointing to the mini castle.

"Are you sure?" Ry asked with a silken tone. "If you want
someone to suck you, I can accommodate. I just don't go for blood." He glanced
suggestively at her lap. "I prefer...other bodily fluids."

She stared with fascination as his hand drifted downward and
then up under the skirt of the sedate blue dress with the v-neck she'd donned
for her date with Lester. Ry's hand was warm, hot even, as it caressed her bare
knee. Then with a slight pressure, he urged her to separate her thighs.

She accommodated him by widening her legs as far as the car
door and the gearshift would permit. She was rewarded as his magic touch delved
upward, forcing the hem of the dress higher and higher...and then higher still.
Her panties must be sopping.

Maybe distraction wasn't such a bad thing.

No. She had to focus. She had to find out what Lester was up
to. He might be trying to kill her. She had to push Ry away and she would... In a
minute.

Ry returned to kissing her neck as his fingers played with
her through her panties.

You could be arrested for indecency, Rational Angel
Giselle warned.

Yeah... Indecency! Wanton Vixen Giselle cooed.

Besides, Ry had sided with her against his mother. He
deserved a reward. She had to show him what that meant to her...what he
meant to her.

Despite the tantalizing electrical sparks radiating through
her body from his touch, she brought a hand up to his chest to halt him. Ry's
expression was questioning. The tip of her index finger pressed to his lips,
stopped him from speaking.

"Sit back," she said, attempting her most seductive tone. "I
want to taste you."

"Really? Do you mean what I think you mean?"

She nodded. "Get ready for the blowjob of your life."

"Yes, ma'am." Ry grinned. Excitedly, he twisted away into
the driver's side before reaching for the lever and sending his seat back with
a jolt.

Giselle rotated in place and reached for Ry. His thick
erection prodded against her hand through the denim as she dispensed with the
button at the waistband of his jeans. Her fingers fumbled with the tab before
the sound of the zipper's teeth moving and Ry's heavy breathing seemed to drown
out all other sounds of the city night.

Hooking his thumbs into the loops on either side of the
waistband and lifting his hips, Ry, jerked the jeans down a few inches until
his cock sprang free of the fabric, to stand hungry and strong.

Grasping the thick shaft in her right hand, she stared into
Ry's eyes as she palmed it from tip to base and then back up again. His lids
were heavy with desire, his jaw clenched.

"Oh fuck! That feels...ugh," he groaned out as she continued
to stroke him.

Then Giselle brought her head down to place her lips on the
round head of his cock. Swirling her tongue over the hot flesh, she suckled and
pulled. She drew it in and took it to the back of her throat and then withdrew
until he was almost entirely out of her mouth. She sucked him in completely
again and then released him out.

"Fuck," he yelled as he slammed one hand against the
steering wheel over her head and the other so hard against the window she was
surprised it didn't shatter. "You're mouth is... Don't stop." Then one of his
hands twined into her hair, holding her to him as his hips bucked and rocked.

Her tongue danced and nibbled at the crown and then she ran
her tongue in a long lick along the underside. Fondling his balls with one
hand, she finally took the head of his cock again into the wet, hot depths of
her mouth and worked him up and down, leaving a moist trail. He tasted of salty
male deliciousness. But how could it be any other way? This was Ry.

His balls tightened as his release approached. Lifting her
head to watch his scrumptious face, Giselle continued to work him with her
hand.

Making low, guttural groans, he came, pulsing and spurting
onto the skin of her neck and down her cleavage.

Ry collapsed back against the car seat for a few seconds
before he opened his eyes and gazed at her with a supremely satisfied smile.

"That was fucking fantastic," he said. "You sucked me dry,
girl."

Ry glanced to his left out the driver's side window and gave
salutary wave with one hand.

"What are you doing?" Giselle asked.

"Waving to the group of guys who just walked by."

"Group of guys!" Giselle's head popped up and she peeked
over the steering wheel, peering around. Nobody. Glancing back at Ry, she saw
he exhibited a smirky smile.

"Very funny," she said. Sitting up, she flopped back into
her seat. "Is that any way to thank me for a f-ing fantastic blowjob? Give me a
heart attack?"

"Aw, sugar, you're right," he said, his Southern drawl
exaggerated. "What can I do to make it up to you?" he asked, hiking his jeans
back up.

Giselle glanced down her neck and cleavage. "You can tell me
there are some hand wipes in this car."

Ry extracted a package from the glove box and passed them to
Giselle.

"Your wish is my command, ma'am," he said. "I do want to
reciprocate."

"I'll keep that in mind for later... After I see the vampire."

She gave his lips a quick peck and opened the car door.
Before he could protest, she got out of the car and trotted along the sidewalk
toward her date with Lester.




Chapter Fourteen

 

"Trick or treat," Giselle called as the door to Lester's
castle opened. But it wasn't Lester who greeted her. Instead, a colossus of a
man filled the doorframe, making the entry look like it belonged on a
dollhouse.

The colossus wore all white. He dwarfed Giselle, at more
than six and a half feet tall and almost as wide with muscle, not fat. His head
had a shiny bald sheen. Not one hair marred its surface, almost as if the
muscles of his head had forced out the hair by the follicles. His eyes, small
and pinched, had an indeterminate color. Were they blue? Hard to tell with such
small slits lost in a broad face.

He didn't seem amused by Giselle's comment. The giant
scowled. "The master is expecting you." The giant spoke in a deep baritone, as
if the voice had a hard time fighting its way out of his massive body.

He stepped back. Should she go inside? Giselle could feel
the fear clutching at her feet.

What was that Shakespeare quotation regarding fear? Something
about fear being good. No, that was greed, and that wasn't Shakespeare. Or did
the bard say something about fear being bad? Why couldn't she remember? Her
parents had been right. Her degree was worthless.

Aha! She could remember now. "The only thing to fear is fear
itself." Dammit. That wasn't Shakespeare. And besides, it seemed like she did
have something to fear besides fear, namely this big brute. Oh forget it. What
did Shakespeare know anyway? She wouldn't let one brawny guy keep her from her
mission.

Giselle stepped over the threshold and the giant closed the
door behind her with a snap. Just then another figure emerged from the shadows
of the hallway before her. He could almost have been the twin of the giant
who'd opened the door, except that he wore all black.

Omigod. There were two of them. Two brawny, huge, gianty,
fearsome guys. Probably the two who had trunked her. So now she had two guys to
fear more than fear itself. And forget about Shakespeare. She would go with
intuition and get out of here. However, giant one now stood behind her,
blocking the door.

She clutched the small handbag containing her phone and the
panic button. Should she signal Ry? No. She straightened. Neither giant had
made a threatening move. She needed to get a hold of herself and not panic too
soon. She might get information from Lester. She had to be brave.

"Come this way to the master," giant number two said in his
own baritone. He opened a door from the hall to an interior room.

Giselle escaped around giant two through an archway and into
the bowels of the house. She found herself in a windowless room she would have
imagined as a courtesan's boudoir direct from another century. Only this
boudoir had been set up as a dining room.

[bookmark: SW73]Velvet and silk covered every conceivable
soft surface, and the hard ones were slathered with gilding. The room had been
lit entirely by candles. A large candelabra placed at the center of the small
table illuminated the china, silverware and crystal settings for two.

Lester stood amidst the gaudy finery, still and silent. He
had dressed to match the decor of the room in a ruffled blood-red shirt over
black velveteen pants. In this setting, Lester had a beautifully handsome
ethereal quality. His paleness worried her however. She hoped she wasn't on the
menu to add color to his anemically sallow complexion. But then he wasn't a
real vampire, was he?

"Giselle." Lester seemed to float toward her. Instead of
kissing each cheek as he had done last night, he took her hands into his own.
He brought the right one to his lips to kiss its palm. His mouth went to the
wrist of her left hand and sucked a bit. Ewww.

If it had been Ry, she might have found it seductive. With
Lester, it was just plain weird. Giselle had a hard time not pulling her hands
away to wipe the faint traces of saliva onto her dress.

"It is so good to see you, my love," Lester said, still
holding her hands in his. He stared into her eyes with his own soulfully large
ones, their pupils dilated into saucer shapes. In silence, he stared as if he
tried to psychically communicate something to her. But since she had no
telepathic talents, she didn't get the message. No surprise there.

Finally, he broke the silence. "I could not wait for you to
arrive."

She tugged hard to remove her hands from his surprisingly
firm grasp. Who would have thought someone anorexic would be so strong.
"Lester. You're speaking again. What happened to the protest?"

"You were the only one who noticed. So there didn't seem to
be much point to it," he commented with chagrin. Lester spoke softly, with just
a hint of British accent that seemed to come and go, sometimes there and
sometimes not. Kind of like that pop singer who'd moved to England.

His gaze fixed on her neck. Maybe she hadn't removed all
traces of pearl necklace. It had been a bit dark outside when she cleaned up.

"What are you staring at?" she asked, both hand flew up to
cover her throat and the evidence of her debauchery with Ry.

"The urge to suck is strong."

"What suck?" she said. "I didn't suck anything."

"Not you, my love. I have a strong urge to suck your
blood."

"Oh is that all!" Relief rushed through her and her hands
fell from her neck.

"Won't you have a seat, my dear?" Lester swept a hand in a
flourish to the plush loveseat nearby. As he sat down, Giselle noticed he
seemed to make no impression in the fabric. Giselle followed but sat perched on
the edge, as far from Lester as possible.

"Can I get you a glass of wine?" Lester indicated the bottle
that stood, along with two glasses, on the table beside the loveseat.

Giselle hesitated. "All right." The bottle had already been
opened. She wondered if anything been added to the wine.

Lester poured the dark red liquid into one glass and handed
it to Giselle before pouring a glass for himself.

"I thought you wouldn't drink...wine," Giselle joked.

Lester stared at her with a blank look. No glimmer of
understanding lit his dark eyes.

"You know. The vampire thing?"

He still appeared at a loss but then responded, "Ah yes. But
I do drink wine."

"No, you know. Dracula. 'I don't drink...wine.' Remember?" Giselle
prompted.

"You don't drink wine?" Lester eyed the glass he had given
her. "I'm sorry. I thought you said you wanted a glass of wine."

"No, no. That's a quote from Dracula."

Lester continued to look confused but still then spoke,
seeming to believe she expected it. "Ah yes."

Giselle twirled the glass by its stem. No way would she
drink it. They sat in an awkward silence. Then she remembered her mission to
get information.

"The guy who opened the door and his twin. Do they work for
you?"

"You mean Ren and Field? Yes, they have been my human
servants for many years."

"Their names are Ren and Field? Are those their first names
or their last names?"

"Those are their only names." Lester shook his head as if
confused again.

Silence. Then Giselle giggled. "Oh, I get it. It's a joke,
right? Ren and Field. Renfield. Ha-ha. Very funny."

Lester shook his head, his brow furrowed. "There is no joke.
I find nothing funny about my human servants and their names. Why do you think
there is a joke?"

Giselle spoke without thinking. "You know, Renfield, the
servant to the vampire in the Bram Stoker novel?"

[bookmark: SW74]Lester vaulted to his feet. "Are you
telling me another author has written a book using details of my life? Are you
saying this author has used the names of my human servants? That some author,
in addition to that New Orleans woman, has plagiarized my life?" By the time he
finished, he was puffing in distress. Giselle became concerned that he would be
frothing at the mouth any second now. "I cannot believe it has happened again.
I will have to contact my lawyer."

"Oh my." She slapped her forehead. "What could I have been
thinking? I've made such a mistake. The name in that other novel wasn't
Renfield. It was... Let's see. It was... It will come to me. Oh yes, it was
Denfeld. That's it. Denfeld. I'm so sorry I distressed you," she soothed.

Lester still looked ruffled but retook his seat. He sipped
at his wine. Did he swallow? He placed the glass on the table and then turned
to Giselle. He removed the wineglass from her hands and set it carefully on the
table beside his own. He took her hands in his. Lester's felt clammy and
Giselle squirmed uncomfortably.

He stared into her eyes again with some unspoken message.
Giselle still didn't receive it.

Just when she thought he would never speak, he said, "My
dear Giselle, you are all I think about. I am in love with you." The words
seemed to blurt from him in a rush. "I cannot go on another day without you
beside me as my queen. I want you to be with me for eternity."

When she would have interrupted, he continued. "I will grant
what I am certain is your greatest wish. I will make you a vampire. We will be
undead together forever."

Somehow Giselle didn't find the prospect attractive.

She tried to speak and he quelled her again. "No, do not thank
me. You do not need to be grateful. Although it is an enormous favor that I do
you. It is also my pleasure to make you a vampire."

This guy was clearly delusional and now he wanted to inflict
his delusion on her. Not a good development since he had her hands trapped in
his and she couldn't reach her panic button. She had to put a stop to this
nonsense forthwith.

"This is ridiculous. You don't love me."

"Yes. Yes I do. I really, really do. With all my heart." He
said it with a morose vehemence.

"Look into my eyes." He spoke in a hypnotic monotone. "Deep
into my eyes. I love you and you love me. You are devoted to me. You would do
anything I ask."

Was he trying to pull some kind of vampire mind control? Giselle
pulled her hands from his grasp. "Come off it, Lester. This is just silly. If
you're trying to hypnotize me, it's not working."

Lester seemed startled as if he didn't expect Giselle to
disagree with him. He took Giselle by the shoulders. She was surprised by his
strength. In fact, his grip pinched at her neck.

"Your mind is melding with my mind. You hear my words and
you obey," he droned.

Obey? Just who did he think he was talking to? And what was
this about mind meld? That was a Vulcan thing, not a vampire thing. He'd made
her angry now.

"You are madly in love with me and wish to do my bidding for
eternity."

She hoped his bidding wasn't what she thought it was.

Lester leaned toward her. His mouth opened wider. Was he
planning to kiss her? Eww. Wider. Wider. His head tilted. He intended to bite
her neck. Wider. The candlelight glinted on something. Omigod he had fangs. He
was a real vampire. Giselle wasn't wearing a cross. Oh, why hadn't she at least
eaten garlic with lunch?

Giselle lunged upward, jerking away from his grasp. She
grabbed her purse and smashed it and its contents upside Lester's head. It made
a thunking sound as it impacted his jaw. Then something went flying, tumbling
out of his mouth. Giselle looked down at it on the carpet at her feet. Fang
dentures.

She couldn't help herself. Giggles became laughter, and soon
became belly laughs. Then she reached a point where she laughed so hard that
she had to wipe the tears of mirth flowing down her cheeks. It took at least a
minute before she could even begin to control herself.

[bookmark: SW75]Lester's head hung in shame. Giselle
covered her mouth to stop the giggles that still threatened. He made such a
pathetic sight that she found she could disregard his attempt to suck her
blood. After all, it had been a pretty lame attempt. She sat down beside the
depressed vampire on the loveseat.

"I had to have them made." Lester pointed to the fallen
prosthesis with a limp hand. "I had my own fangs filed down in the nineteenth
century." He looked even more abashed as he said, "I was trying to pass as
human at the time."

Giselle had to stifle more giggles behind her hand. "I see."

What could she say to a neutered vampire to cheer him up? She
put a comforting arm around Lester's slumped shoulders. "I might know someone
who could make you some gold ones." She smiled with encouragement.

Before he could respond, Marissa La Bianca erupted into the
room. "I knew it," she shouted, her face stricken. "I knew you were with her."
Marissa's paleness coupled with her filmy black dress made her appear like a
mourner at a funeral.

Lester and Giselle jumped up. Why did Giselle feel so guilty?
She had not encouraged Lester's behavior.

Giant number two was behind Marissa in the doorway. "I'm
sorry, Master. I couldn't stop her." He couldn't stop her? He had at least
three hundred pounds on her. How hard had he tried to stop her?

Lester waved Ren--or was it Field?--out of the room and asked
him to close the door.

"Why are you doing this, Lester?" Marissa sobbed almost
hysterically.

"Yeah. Why are you doing this, Lester? What are you doing,
Lester?" Giselle asked.

"Marissa, I--" Lester looked at Giselle then back to
Marissa again. "I don't know what to say. I, uh, love, uh," he swallowed hard,
"her." He pointed at Giselle. That made Marissa cry even harder.

"He so does not love me," Giselle said. "I don't know what
this is about. But it's not love."

"You're destroying me with all of this, Lester." Marissa
crossed to the dining table and took a knife from it. "I may as well kill
myself," she said in a theatrical voice, one arm sweeping in a big motion to
hold the knife to her own throat.

Wait. Was it possible for a vampire to kill herself with a
knife? Particularly with a butter knife? Hmmm.

Apparently Lester thought it was possible because he rushed
to Marissa and grabbed the wrist of the hand that held the butter knife. They
wrestled. If two wraithlike stick figures tussling over a blunt object could be
called wrestling.

Lester twisted the knife away from Marissa. "Marissa, my lo--
Marissa, you must get a hold of yourself. You know what I must do. I am going
to make her my queen." He swallowed hard on the last word.

For goodness' sake. Did he have to make it sound as if the
idea made him want to puke? Not that Giselle wanted to be his queen. But he
could at least sound pleased at the prospect. Besides that, could a vampire
puke? If they didn't eat food, could they throw up? More hmmmm.

"Lester," Marissa pleaded, tugging on the chest ruffles of
his shirt. "Don't do this. She can't give you what you need."

The poor pathetic girl, Giselle thought.

"She's nothing." Marissa said.

Hey, wait a minute.

"And she's so round."

"Now see here. There's no need to get nasty," Giselle
sputtered. "I don't want Lester. You can have him. I am not, I repeat, not
going to be his queen or his anything else."

Marissa broke away from Lester and stalked to within a foot
of Giselle. "I'm going to get you, you, you...human."

"Aren't you human too? I mean you're an undead human but
still human, right?"

"Your silliness will not save you. I will get you," Marissa
said, pointing at Giselle in a gesture reminiscent of an Eastern European
curse.

"Me? What did I do? If there's any getting it should be him who
you're getting. He's the one who's been coming on to me. As far as I'm
concerned, he's absolutely one hundred percent yours."

"You think you're so clever, luring him to you when he's
vulnerable because of the tragedy." Marissa's eyes blazed with anger and a
crazy light.

Why did Giselle seem to inspire that look in people's eyes?
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listening? I give in already. He's yours. I don't want him. Besides, he's not
my type." Giselle shouted the words.

"Of course he is," Marissa scoffed.

"No. He's not!" Giselle waved her arms as if signaling a
ship for emphasis. "I like my men to be alive."

"I can pretend to breathe and have a heartbeat," Lester
interjected. "I pass very well for alive when I want to."

"Arrrrr," Giselle yelled in frustration. "Just shush it!"

Marissa rounded on her again. "You are a liar, a seductress.
I know you want my Lester. But it will not work. You will see. I will get him
back no matter what I have to do."

Great.

Marissa grabbed Lester by the ruffles and planted a
passionate kiss on his lips. Some pinkness gradually crept into his cheeks.
Marissa released him and rushed from the room, slamming the door behind her.
Lester looked after her longingly.

"Tell me what's going on here," Giselle said in a low, angry
voice. "I'm just about out of patience with you."

The Vampire Lester blinked to attention. "I don't know what
you mean, my darling," The smarmy tone and smile had returned. "Let us forget
all this unpleasantness." He floated to Giselle's side. "Let me have Ren and
Field serve our dinner."

Lester clutched at Giselle's wrists, trying to pull her
toward him. His mouth opened wider. Wider. Oh not this again. Giselle turned,
breaking his hold and locking his forearm in her hands. She brought his arm
behind his back and then forced it up toward his shoulder blades just as she'd
been taught in self-defense class.

"Owwww. You're breaking my arm," Lester whined.

"Spill it. What's going on?"

"I have fallen in, uh, love and want you to be my, uh, queen."
He seemed too gulp down the last word.

"Yeah sure. And I have some lovely waterfront property I'd
like to sell you real cheap in Florida." Giselle let up on the pressure but
kept his arm locked in place behind his back.

"Why would I want to buy waterfront property in Florida? I
cannot sit on the beach. I cannot tan. I would burst into flame in the
sunlight," Lester said seriously.

He really did have no sense of humor at all.

"Never mind that. Just tell me why this pretense." Giselle
pushed him away from her.

He turned, cradling his arm to him like a baby. Lester
slumped down into a nearby armchair. "Why do you not believe me?" He peered up
at her weakly.

Giselle glared.

"Oh all right," he said after a few seconds. "I did it
because I thought I could convince you to use your position at the magazine to
write an article about the tragedy and to publicize my VICTIM organization."

"What? That's ridiculous. Why would you think that this
charade would accomplish any such thing? It's absurd."

"No. No it's not. If you become a vampire you would
naturally be more amenable to our cause. And if you were my queen, then you
would have to help me and my people." Lester had warmed to the subject.

"Well, that makes some sense. Not much, mind you, but some.
But let's be crystal clear. I do not want you. And I do not want to be a
vampire."

Lester's head bent with shame at her words.

"And furthermore, how could you do this to Marissa. She
seems to genuinely care about you. She's completely coo-coo of course, but she
does seem sincere. Making me your queen would obviously hurt her feelings."

Lester mumbled something.

"What? I didn't understand that," Giselle said.

"I wasn't going to go through with it. I would have broken
up with you after the article was published."

Giselle could feel her hackles rising. Whatever the heck
hackles were. "Oh, so you planned to bite, bam, thank you, ma'am. That's very
nice."

"I'm sorry," Lester squeaked.

"You certainly are. You're one sorry bloodsucker. Bringing
me here under false pretenses." A thought occurred. "Hey! Is that why you sent
Ren and Field to abduct me?"

Lester shook his head. "I told them to bring you to me. They
misinterpreted my instructions." At Giselle's expression, Lester hurried to
continue. "Do not worry," he assured, "they have been chastised most vigorously
for their mistake."
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killed. Wait a minute. How about those attempts on my life?"

"Oh no," he jumped to his feet. "If someone has tried to
kill you, it was not I."

Giselle glared at him with one eyebrow arched.

"Why would I want you dead?" The words tumbled out. "I want
you alive to promote the VICTIM cause in your magazine."

That was true.

"What about Kopeleski?" Might as well try to get as much
information as she could while he was guiltily spilling his guts.

Lester looked shaken. "My accountant? What does he have to
do with any of this?"

"That's what I'd like to know." Silence. "Lester, this was
all so needless. You don't need to butter me up to write an article. I already
told you I would talk to my editor about a story on your tragedy after I finish
the ghost hunt article this weekend."

"But VICTIM cannot wait!" His chest puffed with a proud air.
"Every fifty seconds a vampire in America suffers discrimination--"

Giselle held up her hand to stop his words. "Yeah, yeah,
yeah. I heard your recording. And I'd like to find out the source of that
statistic by the way. But not right now. At this point, I'm less than
twenty-four hours from being fired. I can't help VICTIM unless I finish the
ghost article. Comprendez?"

Lester looked confused but said, "Ah yes."

Giselle gaped at him, disgusted. "Oh never mind. I've got to
go." On her way out, Giselle stopped in the doorway and looked back at Lester,
silent and sallow in the flickering candlelight. A desolate sad sack with only
his fake fangs for company. However, he no longer elicited feelings of sympathy
in her.

She didn't see either Ren or Field, whichever was which, on
her way out. But when Giselle emerged from the castle, she also didn't see
someone else. She didn't see Ry. His Jeep sat parked just where it had been
when she'd gone inside, but he wasn't in the driver's seat or the passenger
seat or anywhere else.

She did the only thing she could think of to find Ry. She
called his cell phone. Ring. Ring. Ring. Voicemail.

What had Madam Divinity said earlier about Ry being in
danger? Why hadn't Giselle paid more attention? Probably because she didn't
think Madam had all that much psychic ability. In fact, she'd shown none at
all. And Madam had been trying to come between Giselle and Ry when Madam gave
her prediction. Okay, Giselle had to admit that she had also been severely
mortified by the thong thing at the time. But her lack of attention to the
danger warning had primarily been the result of Madam's lack of credentials.

Giselle walked up the sidewalk and then down. No Ry in
either direction.

This was all her fault. She'd done this to Ry. It was
Giselle who had brought him here. In fact, if she hadn't come to Savannah, Ry
would be safely sitting at his desk, reading a car magazine right now.

She felt herself getting hysterical as she continued to
search the neighborhood on foot. Then another thought occurred. This really was
Ry's fault. Why hadn't he paid attention to his mother's warning? He knew
better than she whether his mother was psychic. Also, he was a professional. He
shouldn't be letting himself get disappeared. The fact that it was Ry's fault
didn't bring Giselle much comfort.

Giselle tried Ry's cell phone again. Ring. Ring. Ring.
No answer. Although. Wait. She heard a faint ringing, but not through the phone
she held to her ear. It rang in the distance. Damn. The ringing stopped.
Voicemail again. Giselle tried Ry's cell again. Once more, she heard ringing in
the distance. She moved toward the sound. Dammit. The ringing stopped.
Voicemail again. She redialed. Ring. Ring. It sounded closer now. In
fact, it seemed to be coming from the lane behind Lester's house.

Where could Ry be? She didn't see him in the lane. Ring.
Ring. The sound came from next to her now. She found the source lying near
a garage behind the castle. A shrub growing out of the asphalt rang. Ry's cell
phone. Next to the phone lay Ry's car keys.

It was Sunday at 9:20 p.m. She might have a ghost, but now
Giselle had no Ry.




Chapter Fifteen

 

As she stood staring at Ry's cell phone and car keys in one
hand, Giselle's cell phone chimed musically in the other.

"Hello?" She hoped it was Ry even though she had his cell.
It wasn't him. Instead she heard the voice of the owner of the antique store
where Giselle had placed the ghost hunting equipment. It took Giselle a moment
to understand what the woman said.

"And so our alarm company called the police since the motion
detector went off near the front door as well as in the store interior."

Giselle couldn't speak. Why did the woman bother her with
this? Ry was missing. Where could he be? He wouldn't have left her or his car
voluntarily. Something had happened to him. The thought caused more pain in her
than it should have. Almost as if she couldn't survive losing him. She pushed
the thought away. She didn't have time to think those thoughts now. She had to
find Ry.

"Anyway, there was nothing stolen. But the police want to
see if someone broke in anyway. I thought you might want to come and get your
tape before the police confiscate it for evidence or something."

The dilemma struck Giselle. She could have proof of the
ghost or find Ry. There was no real choice to make.

Just when she would have spoken, the garage door beside her
began to creep up with the machine whine of an automatic opener. The door
shuddered to a stop and a huge car peeled away from Giselle and down the lane
to the street beyond. She recognized that land boat. It was the same one she'd
last seen moving away as she'd tumbled from its trunk.

She didn't have time to get a license plate number this time
either. What she did get was an impression of two hulking figures in the driver
and passenger seats. Was Ry now an occupant of the trunk?

"I can't come now," Giselle shouted into the phone, and
disconnected the call.

She punched 9-1-1 into the cell but received no help from
the police. The officer she spoke with said that there was nothing they could
do until Ry had been missing for at least twenty-four hours. Giselle then told
him frankly what she thought of that policy. She probably, no definitely, used
some bad words. So much so that her mother would have washed her mouth out with
soap. In reply, the officer had stated the opinion that her boyfriend had
probably disappeared deliberately to avoid Giselle and he called her a name
that began with b and ended with ch and didn't have to do with the sand on a
waterfront. Great. She'd alienated the Savannah police department. Good job,
Giselle.

With no answer at Lester's door, Giselle had only one
choice. It was a disgusting, revolting, nauseating choice, but for Ry she would
do anything.

Swallow.

Even go see Madam Divinity.

* * * * *

It took an hour and a half to drive to Madam Divinity's
house. Okay, it really took only five minutes. It just seemed like an hour and
a half. Every second had been excruciating. Fear for Ry threatened to overwhelm
Giselle. Motion pictures of every conceivable torture Ry could be experiencing
constantly played in the theater of her head. But she preferred pictures of
torture to pictures of Ry dead, so she let them keep playing.

When she reached Madam's door, Giselle's pounded. What would
she do if Madam wasn't at home? Giselle kept knocking. Madam had to be there.
She switched from fist on door method to clanging the gargoyle knocker.

After an eternity, actual time less than three minutes, the
door opened. Madam stood in the entryway. Her white hair streamed down around
her face and fell almost to her waist. She wore a long, green kimono-style robe
with a dragon print. Madam looked quite beautiful, although Giselle would never
admit to anyone that she thought so.

"You. What are you doing here?" Madam shouted. "No." She
held up her hand, stopping Giselle's answer. "I don't care why you came. Just
go." Madam began closing the door.

Startled, Giselle managed to get a foot and one shoulder
past the doorframe a split second before the door shut. She pushed against the
door to open it as Madam shoved with the door to close it.
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and the door pinched Giselle's foot and arm.

"Owww. Madam, you're crushing me," Giselle ground out.

"There's a solution to that problem," Madam replied through
gritted teeth as she pushed the door. "Just get out."

"I can't," Giselle gasped. "I have to talk to you." She set
her entire weight against the door.

Madam apparently decided that a driving rather than constant
pressure might make Giselle back up.

"Ow. Ow. Ow. Ow. Stop it!" Giselle said

"Go. Away. You. Horrible. Girl."

"I. Can't. Go. Ry needs you."

At Ry's name, Madam released pressure on the door. Giselle,
who hadn't let up on her own weight in the opposite direction, tumbled through
to the hallway and landed splat, facedown on Madam's parquet floor. Oh well. At
least she was inside.

"What did you say about Ry? Where is he? What's happened to
him? My poor little boy. I knew you would hurt him. You awful girl."

"I'm not terribly fond of you either." Giselle's rubbed at
the bruise forming on the hip where she'd landed as she sat on the floor. "But
could we save the mutual insults for another time? Ry has disappeared and I
think he's been kidnapped or man-napped, whatever. He's been abducted. Well,
probably. I didn't see him taken with my own eyes. But you had that vision of
him in danger. And although I don't actually believe in your psychicness, it
did contribute to my thinking he was abducted. And also he's gone and his cell
phone and car keys aren't. Also, those Renfield guys drove away in that big
land boat. The one I was trunked in. But the police don't care. They think Ry
ran away from me. The officer said some very insulting things. But Ry wouldn't
do that. He wouldn't just leave his car like that. Plus, Ry wouldn't want to
run away from me. We were going to go do something kinky later."

Omigod what had she just babbled?

"Ahhhh!" Madam shrieked.

Giselle rose to her feet. "Ry's disappeared and I think the
Vampire Lester's goons took him. Since you know Kopeleski and Kopeleski knows
Lester, I thought you could help me talk to Kopeleski. Then Kopeleski can talk
to Lester and we can find his goons before they do something dire to Ry."

"Ahhhh!" Madam shrieked again.

"Hey. Now what? I'll accept the first scream. The first
scream was justified. But that last statement was coherent and not at all
insulting. Plus, it's logical. Kopeleski definitely knows something about
Lester and this VICTIM organization he's running. And Kopeleski definitely
won't talk to me. You're at least on speaking terms with him, aren't you?"

The sound of running feet could be heard on the floorboards
of the second floor of the house over Giselle's head. Then the feet hit the
staircase and barreled down the stair treads into the hall.

Giselle looked over and saw bare feet at the bottom of the
staircase. Her gaze traveled up the feet to bare legs and then upward to bare
everything. Ewww. Kopeleski in all his glory.

His gray hair fanned out around his head in the usual wild
electric shock style he favored. "Snookyookums. Are you all right?"

And what was this? Madam Divinity a snookyookums?

"Yes. You are on at least speaking terms with Kopeleski all right."
Giselle looked from Kopeleski to Madam. She didn't want to think too hard about
what kind of terms Madam and Kopeleski were on. In fact, whatever they were on,
Giselle was definitely not going to think about it at all. Yuck.

A heavy red flush crept into Madam's cheeks. Ooooh. Good. At
least Madam had a chance to take her turn on the mortification carousel. Things
would be just perfect if only Ry were here. Under the circumstances, Giselle
couldn't even take the time to enjoy gloating. Dammit.

* * * * *

"You're right, snooky. If your little boy is missing it is
undoubtedly this fake ghosthunter's fault." Kopeleski glowered at Giselle. "I
would ordinarily cast a spell to turn this phony into something vile like a
slug, but I'll refrain from doing so until we find your boy."

Madam had reluctantly invited Giselle into the parlor.
Giselle sat primly on the edge of a Victorian-style high-back armchair, taking
the verbal abuse. Madam and her wizard sat, not so primly positioned, on a
settee with a similar style and fabric. Kopeleski, sans decent attire, was
cross-legged next to Madam. As if that didn't cause Giselle enough nausea,
Kopeleski continuously twirled a strand of Madam's long hair between two of his
fingers.

[bookmark: SW80]"I don't think we should degenerate into a
discussion of the degrees of fakeness in this room, because I happen to think I
would be on the lower end of the scale," Giselle retorted.

Kopeleski and Madam both bristled. Kopeleski spoke first.
"Now listen here..."

"No. You listen, Mr. I-saw-you-arrive-with-my-third-eye
Wizard. I know you really found out about me from the Vampire Lester."

He had the grace to look uncomfortable as he shifted on the
settee. Yuck. Giselle found herself playing the game of look everywhere in the
room but at the naked wizard. It didn't work.

"Oh for goodness' sake, put on some clothing, would you
please?"

"What prudes you young people are. You should appreciate
that one is in better touch with the elements when unclothed."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah. So you said. But I would appreciate it if
you would refrain from touching any elements while I'm here. Just put
something on."

"How dare you," Kopeleski huffed, only to be interrupted by
Madam.

"Why don't you cover up, darling?" Madam offered him an
afghan from the back of the settee. It was loosely crocheted but it was better
than nothing.

"Anything you say, snooky," Kopeleski cooed in her ear as he
adjusted the afghan around him like a toga. It covered him, just barely.

Stifling a gag, Giselle said, "Tell me about the Vampire
Lester and those Ren and Field guys. Assuming they abducted Ry, where would
they be taking him?"

Kopeleski fixed a hostile glare on Giselle. His eyes warmed
when Madam took his hand in hers.

"Please, darling, where could they have taken my little
boy?" Madam asked.

"I don't know much about Ren and Field. I'm just the
accountant for Lester and for VICTIM."

Could he be believed? He seemed sincere as he made smoochy
faces at snooky, er, Madam. Gurck.

"I could perform a locater spell," Kopeleski offered
buoyantly.

"That would be great, darling," Madam said.

"I'll just need some of the hair from his head," Kopeleski
said, starting to stand.

"Great," Giselle complained, and he sat down again. "If we
had his hair, we'd have his head. And if we had his head, hopefully we'd have
the whole Ry." She didn't even want to think of the alternative. She swallowed
hard. "If we had the whole Ry we wouldn't need your locater spell."

"We could get some hair from the hairbrush in his home. We'd
have to find a hair with a root on it of course," Kopeleski said.

"What is it? A locater spell or a DNA test? Never mind, we
don't have time for that. Besides, I have a feeling that it might be more
definite if you would just tell me if Lester has some kind of contacts or
connections in South Carolina. When Ren and Field abducted me, they drove over
the big bridge from Savannah toward Hilton Head. Maybe they're heading the same
way with Ry."

Kopeleski got a thoughtful look on his face. "Well there is
some property that Lester owns. But I don't think that it's ethical for me to
talk about a client's holdings."

"Ethics, schmethics. This is Ry we're talking about."
Giselle jumped up to pace about the room. "Lester never needs to know you told
us. We'll just say that we discovered the location with Madam's third eye.
You've got one, haven't you? You've got at least two faces you should have a
third eye."

Giselle held up a hand to stop the comments that threatened
to erupt from Madam. "I'm sorry," Giselle said. "It's a habit."

Madam calmed. "I hate to admit it but Ms. Hunter has a good
point."

She did? "I do?" Was it about the second face? "Of course I
do. I always have good points. I'm just surprised that you think I have a good
point." She paused. "What was my good point again?"

Madam didn't hear her. She was deep in thought. "I can
locate Ry psychically."

"Oh Lord help us," Giselle said, slapping her forehead.

Madam crossed the room to sit at a small table in the
corner. She lit a candle in an ornate holder at the center and then placed her
hands, palm down, on its surface. She gazed into the candle's flame. Several
seconds passed. Then a minute.

"How long is this going to take?" Giselle asked.

"Shhhh. I need complete quiet to concentrate." Madam didn't
even open an eye. Another few seconds passed. Madam began breathing loudly in
and out. She chanted, "Ohm. Ohmmm. Ohmmm."
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long." Giselle sighed in exasperation.

The lid lifted on one of Madam's eyes. "If someone hadn't
broken my crystal ball this would be a lot easier." She went back to her
trance.

Giselle wanted to argue that it was Madam who had broken the
crystal ball. She held her tongue. It was her sacrifice for Ry.

Finally, Madam spoke. "Ry is outside. He's definitely
outside."

"Well, that narrows it down," Giselle said.

"Quiet, you stupid girl," Kopeleski hissed.

Madam spoke again. "It seems like he's outside because I
feel there is a breeze wherever he is. He could be inside, if it's a drafty
room. But I think he's outside."

"So, he's outside or possibly inside. That's just great."
Giselle whirled on Kopeleski. "Why aren't you helping?"

"You're absolutely right," he said from his sprawled
position on the settee. "I can join my vast psychic powers with Madam to
increase the telepathic intensity of her trance."

That hadn't been what Giselle had in mind. From what she had
observed, if psychic powers were electricity, these two couldn't light a
fifteen-watt bulb between them.

Kopeleski rose from the settee but his afghan didn't rise
quite as quickly. Ewww again. He went to the table and sat opposite Madam. They
joined hands. Madam began swaying back and forth. It made it look like the two
of them rowed the table like a boat. "Ohm. Ohm." Madam stopped. Silence.

"I'm seeing the letter F. The letter F is very prominent in
the name of the vampire's property," Madam intoned. Then her eyes snapped open.
"The name starts with an F," she said excitedly to Kopeleski.

"No, snooky." He shook his head.

"How about a G, H, I?"

Kopeleski shook his head after each letter.

"Is F in the name?"

"Yes." Kopeleski clapped his hands together. "It's in the
middle of the name."

"Aha. I was right." Madam closed her eyes again. "I'm seeing
the first letter in the name is a P."

"No, snooky, it's a B."

"Same thing," she snarled. "They look and sound the same."

"You're absolutely right, snooky," Kopeleski soothed.

"Arrrrr! We don't have time for this not-so-psychic hangman
game. Ry could be the one getting hanged while you're guessing at letters."

"It isn't guessing. It's very highly tuned psychic waves and
you are obviously causing static, which is disrupting my ability to read
clearly. You don't understand the psychic process," Madam said, not breaking
her contact with Kopeleski. "Is there a U in the name?"

"Yes, snooky."

"There is an S in the name."

"No, snooky, I'm sorry."

Giselle marched to Kopeleski's side and grabbed him by the
afghan. "Listen, Mr. Wizard. If you don't tell me right now exactly where that
property is, I swear I will find a way to sabotage every psychic endeavor,
every seance, every reading, every spell you are involved in from this day
forward." Giselle growled it. She felt as if every bit of fierceness she
possessed shone from her eyes. "I'm chaos, I'm poison. Remember me? You know I
can do it."

Good. Kopeleski looked worried.

"All right. I'll tell you. The Vampire Lester has property
in Bluffton."

Giselle pulled him, afghan then man, out of the chair.
"You're taking us there."




Chapter Sixteen

 

This time when Giselle passed across the Talmadge Bridge,
over the Savannah River, she rode in the passenger seat of the car and not its
trunk. The bridge, a suspension type with dozens of cables, stretched from the
downtown Historic District to a point on the border of Georgia and South
Carolina. It had been built high enough to accommodate the enormous ships that
sailed from the Atlantic Ocean to Savannah's port.

Even though the moonlight brightly illuminated the night,
Giselle concluded, after a look down, down, down, to the dark water below, that
being in the trunk had been easier. The full moon shone off the gold dome of
the city hall, and Savannah's riverfront looked postcard perfect from this height,
but Giselle felt her palms becoming moist and her breath a little too breathy.

Her hydrophobia had kicked in. Wait. Was hydrophobia fear of
heights or fear of water? Maybe it was fear of rabies. She couldn't recall. It
didn't matter. Whatever it was called, the distance off the ground made her
nervous. Giselle exhaled in relief when the car arrived on firm, solid earth
just the other side of the water.
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white Cadillac. She had donned her usual psychedelic caftan garb and oversized
glasses. Kopeleski sat in the backseat, at least in part since he perched with
his face pressed between the two front seats. He was dressed in a burnt-orange-colored
shirt with a blue-and-white-plaid kilt.

Strange, Kopeleski didn't sound like a Scottish name. But
then the wizard definitely had a strangeness about him.

"You take a right at highway forty-six," Kopeleski blurted
from between the seats.

"I know how to get to Bluffton. I've lived in this area all
my life," Madam said in a testy tone as she gave the evil eye to the wizard via
the rearview mirror. "Just give me the directions I don't know."

"Yes, my little snooky doodles. But what don't you know? I
don't know what you don't know, you know?"

"Argh." If Giselle didn't get away from these two soon she'd
tear her hair out.

"Just tell me when to turn," Madam directed.

"But, snooky, I did."

"Just tell her when to make a turn that isn't obvious,"
Giselle said impatiently.

"Exactly," Madam concurred.

Uh-oh. Madam had agreed with Giselle on something. Did that
mean that there'd been a dangerous misalignment of the stars that signaled the
end of the world?

"Although, if Ms. Hunter had agreed to sit in back it would
have been a lot less difficult for you to guide me. But what can one expect,"
Madam said in a martyred tone.

What a relief. An insult from Madam. The stars slid back
into their proper alignment and the world turned safely again.

A cell phone rang. It wasn't the Scooby theme, but it came
from Giselle's purse. She fished inside and drew it out. Ry's phone. No ID for
the caller could be observed on the face of the phone. She pushed the talk
button.

"Hello?"

"Giselle?" It was Ry's voice.

"Ry, where are you? We were so worried. What happened to you?
I came out of Lester's house--"

"Giselle--"

"And you were nowhere to be found. And then I saw those guys
Ren and Field peel out of--

"Giselle."

"The garage and your cell phone and car keys just lay there.
And the police were so mean to me. I went to your mother."

"My mother!"

"And Kopeleski was there. But they wanted to waste time on
locater spells and psychic hangman and--"

"Hangman?"

"Then your mother insisted on driving and I didn't think we
would ever see you again."

"Giselle!"

"Yes, Ry?"

"I'm all right. Tell my mother I'm in a payphone at a gas
station near the store that has the two big elephant statues out in front.
She'll know where that is."

Giselle turned to Madam. "He says he's near a store with two
big elephant statues. Why couldn't you see that with your third eye? Big
elephant statues are pretty significant, wouldn't you say? Some psychic."

"He's outside, isn't he? I told you he was outside."

"Well, you had a fifty-fifty shot at that one." Giselle
heard a beep through the cell. "Ry. Are you still there?" The phone had lost
its signal. They'd passed outside its service area.

Madam broke all land speed records, and no doubt many
speeding laws, in getting to the two elephants and Ry. Giselle saw the statues
first, side by side. She scanned left and saw Ry standing under a light pole in
the gas station, looking scrumptious of course. He appeared tousled. His jeans
had a few more scuffs and the black dress shirt he wore was torn. But on the
whole he looked unhurt and great.

Giselle flew out of the car before Madam had brought it to a
full stop. She ran headlong to Ry despite her strappy sandals. She didn't stop
until she hit Ry-ness. And then it seemed that it was only his arms coming up
around her back that kept her from burrowing out his other side. She buried her
face in his chest.

"Mrrrrrrrrwwrrrrw," she said.

Ry rested his on her forehead. "What?"

"Mrrrrrwwrrrrr."

"I'm sure my chest is enjoying whatever it is you're saying,
but I didn't understand a word."

Giselle's head came up. She knew she revealed too much with
her teary eyes and trembling lips, but she just couldn't help it.

"Babe. You were really afraid for me. You must kind of like
me." He grinned.
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She caught herself just in time. She'd almost said the bad L word dreaded by
single men everywhere. "I located--" Yeah that's was a good L word. "I located
you finally."

He regarded her with a quirk to his lips and an arch to one
eyebrow.

"But rest assured," she went on. "I really do like you. If
you'd been lost permanently, I would have been devastated for at least a whole
day."

"Hey." He gave her a shake.

"Okay, maybe a week."

"That's better." He chuckled. "You're such a brat." Ry
hugged her even tighter and she reveled in it. Maybe they could sneak off to
the restroom of the gas station for a few minutes. She could use some stiff
reassurance of Ry's aliveness about now. Emphasis on stiff.

Then the hair stood up on the back of Giselle's neck.

"Ry." With a viselike grip on Giselle's shoulder, Madam
Divinity ripped her out of Ry's arms and tossed her to the side.

"Ow." Giselle had to catch herself to prevent a fall to the
pavement of the parking lot as she stumbled backward.

"Ry, my darling little boy." Madam thrust herself into Ry's
arms.

"I'm okay, Mama," Ry said.

"Didn't I tell you there was danger? I saw danger for you and
there was danger, wasn't there?"

"Yes, Mama."

"Didn't I tell you that woman was going to get you hurt?"

Ry pushed Madam to arm's length. "I'm not hurt and I don't
want you to call Giselle 'that woman'."

"But thankfully I saved you," Madam interrupted. "I saw your
location and here we are. We would have been here sooner of course if not for
the interference of...well, you know. I won't say it aloud out of deference to
you but, you know." Her head twitched in Giselle's direction.

"You're here because I called and told you my location,
Mama."

"Yes, but I saw you here, near the elephants."

Giselle couldn't contain herself. "You so did not. You saw
him outside or maybe inside."

Madam shook her head. "I saw Bluffton."

"You so did not. I made Kopeleski give up the Bluffton
location. Besides, this isn't Bluffton, its Hardeeville. I saw it on a road
sign."

"Same thing," Madam said.

"It is not." Giselle pushed the hair out of her eyes,
huffing in exasperation.

Kopeleski walked up swaggering in his kilt. "My boy."

Ry looked at Giselle and mouthed, My boy?

"I'm glad you're safe. This fake ghosthunter had Snooky very
upset."

Ry's eyes widened at Giselle as he mouthed, Snooky?

Kopeleski put a comforting arm around Madam's shoulders.

Ry leaned toward Giselle. "Snooky?" he whispered. "What did
I miss?"

"A lot, and all of it's gross, I promise you," Giselle
whispered back. "The short version is that your mother and Mr. Wizard are what
they call 'an item'. And you don't even want to know how I found that out.
Suffice it to say that it involved the wizard wearing an afghan and--"

"Please don't ever tell me. It might cause me to go deaf. My
eyesight's already suffering from my exposure to Kopeleski last night."

"Hmmm. Leverage," Giselle joked quietly, and Ry laughed out
loud.

"What are you two whispering about," Madam demanded. "I
think I should be included in the conversation if you're going to be laughing."

Ry draped an arm over Giselle's shoulders, and Madam glared
pointedly. "I don't think you would find it funny. Besides, if you all know
where those two hulks were taking me, I think we should go there right away and
check it out."

"I knew it. You were abducted by Ren and Field. I must be
psychic." Giselle shot a dagger-filled glance at Madam.

Madam opened her mouth. No doubt to say something rude.

"Besides I'm getting eaten up by mosquitoes out here." Ry
said as he smacked at one of the attacking insects.

The thought of her little boy being in discomfort apparently
persuaded Madam to forgo the insult and head back to her car. Kopeleski trotted
at her heals.

"Renfield?" Ry asked as he and Giselle followed.

"Ren and Field are Lester's human servants," Kopeleski said
glancing back.

"Lester has servants named Ren and Field. Renfield?"

"Yeah, I know," Giselle said. "I think he's contemplating
another lawsuit. This time against Bram Stoker. I haven't broken it to him that
he's dead. Bram, I mean. Although I guess Lester is too. But no, that's undead.
Never mind."
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His fingers, entwined with hers, made Giselle regret reaching the car. Ry
opened the back door.

"Should we trust this guy?" he asked in a low voice, nodding
toward Kopeleski.

Giselle shrugged. "Not completely, but he did give me
information on Lester under pressure. Besides your mother is his snooky."
Giselle slid onto the backseat.

"Don't remind me." Ry shuddered then ducked his head down
and got in back beside her.

An argument ensued about seating arrangements. Madam wanted
Ry to sit in front with her. Kopeleski didn't want to sit in back again. And
Giselle refused to sit next to Madam. Finally, they were off. At least until
they again pulled to a stop at the turn from the parking lot to the highway
where there was minor bickering between Madam and Kopeleski over the best way
to get to Bluffton from Hardeeville.

This led to a remark from Giselle. "See, they aren't the
same at all."

This garnered a glare from Madam and Kopeleski.

"Can we go already?" Ry said impatiently.

* * * * *

During the drive to Bluffton, Ry explained how he had come
to be with the big elephants. It seems he had been killing time by strolling
around the lane behind Lester's castle--code for snooping--while waiting for
Giselle, when he noticed the garage door open--code for broke into the garage.

At this point in the story Ry had winked at her. Yeah, he'd
broken in all right.

Ry explained that he had gone inside to chat with whoever
was inside--code for entered to search the interior. There was no one around,
but there in plain sight he found architectural plans--code for he pulled the
plans out from under or in something.

At that point, Ren--or perhaps Field--came into the garage and
for some reason--wonder why--took exception to Ry's presence and attacked him. He
had been holding his own when Field--or maybe it was Ren--came in and the two
goons muscled Ry into the trunk of their car and drove away.

"They muscled you? What happened to your Special Forces
training?" Madam asked.

Special Forces? Giselle would have to find out about that
later.

"I was fighting with one when the other came in behind us. I
think he used a stun gun on me. I was out for a while."

How dare they stun her boyfriend. If it had been a real gun,
Ry would have been killed. Giselle didn't even want to think about that. But
somehow Ren and Field were going to get it.

"Oh. You poor baby." Giselle stroked his arm. "I'll kiss it
and make it better later," she whispered into his ear.

"Where is it?" Ry said.

"Wherever you want it to be." Giselle placed a hand
on Ry's knee and then stroked up his thigh, before giving the crotch area a
little grope.

"Don't make us gag up here," Madam said.

Fortunately, once he'd regained consciousness, Ry had been
able to pick the latch of the trunk open and escape, much as Giselle had. Ry
had last seen Ren and Field driving deeper into South Carolina. Ry thought
they'd been headed in the direction of Bluffton. It was definitely worth a look
at Lester's property there.

It was Sunday at 10:56 p.m. Giselle had no ghost. But she
did have Ry back. They'd find out what Lester was up to and then she could find
another ghost. Maybe.

* * * * *

"Okay, where is it, Mr. Wizard?" Ry asked.

They'd been driving around the countryside for over half an
hour. Going down first one dark, rut-filled driveway then another, always
reaching a dead end. This dead end appeared to be about as scenic as the rest,
boasting its share of overgrown vegetation, insects, wildlife and probably
snakes.

Madam turned the engine off and the headlights of the
Cadillac continued to beam into the underbrush. Red eyes glowed from beneath a
bush to the right and a frightened raccoon scampered away.

"I could have sworn this was the way." Kopeleski scratched
his head. "Maybe we took a wrong turn back there."

"Where? We've turned at least ten times since the last dead
end." Giselle leaned forward between the front seats to maximize the effect of
the disgust in her voice.

"It's difficult to know. I've only been out here during the
day. Everything looks different in the dark."

Was that it, or was Kopeleski conspiring with Lester to keep
them away from the Bluffton property? Did Lester even have property in Bluffton?
They only had Kopeleski as a source for that information. He could have told
them anything to keep them away from where Lester's goons had been taking Ry.

[bookmark: SW85]"It seems to me that if you really are a
wizard you could locate the property no matter the time of day," Ry said.

"Yeah. Do a locater spell or something," Giselle said.

Kopeleski considered it. "I could. I could. But I would need
hair from Lester's head. And it would only work correctly if Lester were on the
property at the time of the spell. Otherwise, the spell might locate every
place within one hundred miles that Lester has been in the last week."

"That's stupid," Giselle huffed.

"You're stupid," Kopeleski countered.

"I'm stupid? Who professes magical powers but can't even
locate a place he's been to before?" Giselle retorted.

"Don't talk to him like that." Madam turned in her seat to
wag a finger at Giselle. "He has a thousand times more psychic power in his
little finger than you have in your whole body."

That wouldn't be hard since Giselle had none. What was a
thousand times zero but zero.

"Is he really trying?" Ry said with a snort.

"He's trying his best under extremely difficult
circumstances. That woman--I mean Ms. Hunter--is a very disturbing psychic
presence. We need to recalibrate our frequencies. You should know that." Madam
faced front again and turned the key in the ignition.

The Cadillac's engine flared. With no room to turn around
unless she drove into the unknown muck, Madam opted to back, back, back, back
toward the highway.

"This is useless. Let's go back to Savannah," Ry said.

"If we can ever find it again," Giselle grumbled.

"I heard that," Madam said.

"I meant for you to."

"Don't pick on Snooky."

"Shush it, Mr. Wizard. You've been not helpful enough for
one night," Giselle said.

Madam slammed on the brakes and Giselle and Ry flew forward
against their seat belts. "I've had about as much from you as I am going to
take without rendering you bald," Madam threatened.

"Do your worst. I don't think you've got that kind of power.
I don't think you have enough mojo to give me a haircut let alone make me
bald," Giselle said with a laugh.

"I'll have you know that I'm extremely powerful and
dangerous when crossed."

"Yeah, yeah, yeah. I've been warned. Can we get back to
Savannah now?"

It appeared Madam had finally reached the end of the
driveway. She backed onto the highway, changed gears and shot forward.

Giselle continued. "I've been warned about you before.
Edward told me how mean you are. He didn't tell me any details, but I got the
impression you had done something terrible to that nice old man. He said if I
were smart I wouldn't have anything to do with you."

"Edward spoke to you?" Madam's eyes met Giselle's in the
rearview mirror.

"Snooky, watch out," Kopeleski cried, clutching the side
panel of the car with one hand and the dash with the other as the car veered
off onto the rough shoulder of the rural road.

Madam righted the car.

The silence was palpable.

"Ry's Edward spoke to you?" Madam finally said.

"Do you know more than one Edward? I'm talking about the
elderly black man with a lot of gold teeth. How many Edwards do you know who
would say you're as mean as a snake?"

Madam gasped.

"There's only one Edward," Ry said dryly.

"Incidentally, I was supposed to tell you that Edward said
to come and see him. He'd like to talk to you." Then Giselle said pointedly to
Ry, "You." Then to Madam. "Not you."

Ry laughed. "Edward never did want to talk to Mama."

"That pigheaded old man," said Madam. "I just can't believe
you met Edward."

"Who's Edward?" Kopeleski said.

"Never mind, darling." Madam patted her honey's arm with one
hand as she steered with the other. "What are the chances you would see
Edward," Madam said to Giselle. "Where did you see him? What else did he say?"
Madam was eager now.

"Mama," Ry said in a low tone. "Just leave it alone. Don't
bother Edward."

Just then the car reached a crossroads with a sign
indicating Savannah was twelve miles away. Madam turned in the direction of the
arrow. Giselle opened her mouth to question Ry about Edward. Kopeleski piped
in.

"I just remembered. Lester is having a party at his house in
Savannah tonight to raise money for VICTIM. Ren and Field will probably be
there. I could probably get us in since I was invited. Maybe you could find out
some useful information there," he offered to Ry.
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"Tonight at 11:59 p.m."

Giselle glanced at her watch. It was now 11:35 p.m.

Kopeleski just remembered? Was this a setup? Was there
really a party or was Kopeleski luring them back to Lester's house for some
nefarious reason? What the heck.

"Okay, let's go," Giselle said. She had nothing better to
do. Might as well give the crazy vampire another chance to kill her.




Chapter Seventeen

 

Lester's castle gave every appearance of a humdinger of a
party when they arrived. Light spilled from the windows on either side of the
facade like gleaming eyes in the darkness. As Madam's car passed in front of
the castle, the door opened for a line of entering partygoers. Now the
jack-o-lantern face had a mouth. Music and laughter burst out and then was cut
off when the door closed again.

They rounded the corner onto a side street lined with cars,
trucks and even a few RVs, making it difficult to find a place to park. Giselle
observed stickers adorning the bumpers of several vehicles that proclaimed, Why
are we VICTIMS? Unite and fight. It appeared that the fundraiser would be
well-attended.

"For the love of God, Mama, just park in an illegal space,"
Ry growled when Madam made a turn to circle the block for the third time.

"I don't want another parking ticket. I've already had three
this month." Madam made another right turn.

"It's midnight. You're not going to get a ticket," Ry said.

"You don't know that. The Savannah meter maids are
incredible. They can morph from nowhere the second you leave your car illegally
parked. I swear that trash can over there would probably turn into one if I
park in front of that hydrant."

A tiny blue and white vehicle, hardly noticeable except for
the amber light whirling on its roof turned from a side street in front of
Madam's car and screeched to a halt. Madam swerved to go around. As they
passed, a figure hopped out of the smaller vehicle and placed a white envelope
on the windshield of a pickup parked in front of a hydrant.

"See what I mean?" Madam said with a self-satisfied smirk.

"Look." Giselle gestured to an area about a half a block
ahead where a hearse with painted flames burning from headlights to windshield
was parked with one wheel on the curb.

"I've seen a hearse, even one with flames painted on it,"
Madam said dryly.

"Not that. That." Giselle pointed to Ren and Field. The two
hulks strode along the sidewalk toward their land-boat-like automobile situated
in front of the flaming hearse.

"Those are the two guys who work for Lester," Kopeleski
said.

"No kiddin'. Thanks a lot for the valuable information. Like
we didn't know that already," Giselle said with a sarcastic lilt.

"I want to talk to those two...with my fists." Ry reached for
the car door handle.

Before he could pull it open, Lester's henchmen glanced in
their direction. They started as they seemed to spot the Cadillac and its
passengers. Ren--or was it Field?--said something to the other and the two goons
hopped into the car. Before the Cadillac's occupants could react, Ren and Field
peeled away with their tires squealing.

"Should I try to follow them?" Madam asked as the taillights
disappeared around the corner.

"No." Ry sighed. "Just park."

Madam pulled up and backed into the space vacated.

The wizard barely waited for the car to stop before he
jumped out. "This is going to be a blast, Snooky." Kopeleski ran around the
front bumper and opened Madam's door.

A blast? Had the crazy wizard not been following along with
what was going on? But then Kopeleski did seem to be one tarot card short of a
full deck.

"I can't wait to introduce you to my peeps," he said
excitedly, and held his hand out to Madam and drew her from the car.

His peeps? He wasn't missing just one card. He lacked the
entire major arcana of the tarot deck. Although, he did get points for opening
the door of the car for his date, which was more than Ry did. Ry had exited and
was loping down the sidewalk before Giselle could even get out of the car.

At the foot of the stairs, which led up to the porch of the
castle, Ry paused. Party noises--music, voices and movement--could be heard from
inside.
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front door as Ry turned to Giselle. She ran to catch up with the group and
arrived a bit breathless. Ry faced Giselle and cupped her shoulders with his
hands.

She felt a tingle go from her shoulders down to her feet.
How could a man's touch be so thrilling? She'd like to jump his bones right
here in front of Lester's castle. How inappropriate was that? This wasn't
exactly the right time for romance. They had things to do. But with Ry's hands
on her body, she suddenly couldn't remember what those things were. Maybe he
felt the same.

"I'm going to go around to the back and check out that
garage again. I want to see what Ren and Field tried to hide in there," Ry
said.

Maybe not. Worse, he wanted to go back into danger. Just
when she'd got him back. Giselle still hadn't recovered her equilibrium from
the losing him the last time.

"No way." Giselle frowned. "Who knows when those guys will
come back. They won't just throw you in the trunk this time. I don't think you
should go in there alone."

Ry smiled. He stroked her cheekbone with his thumb. "I'm
prepared for them this time. Besides, I'll take a quick look and then join you
at the party. I'll be inside before you can say vampire."

Giselle nodded. "Okay, but be careful. Don't get stunned
again."

"You're just worried there will be more injured spots you'll
have to kiss later. Afraid you can't handle the job?" he teased.

"Oh, I think you know I can handle kissing anything you got,
mister. I just want it to be in good working order at the time. You get me?"
Giselle retorted.

"Don't worry." Ry released her. "Mama," he called up the
stairs. "I'm going to make a stop. I want you to keep an eye on Giselle in
there until I get back."

Madam came off the porch to stand beside Ry. She didn't
appear pleased if the sour look on her face was any indication. The feeling was
more than mutual.

"Isn't that like putting the fox in charge of the hen house?
And anyway, I don't need or want your mother's protection," Giselle protested.

"Yes, I'm sure Ms. Hunter can take care of herself," Madam
said with a saccharine sweetness.

Ry scowled. "I'm not comfortable with either of you being
alone in there."

"I'll be safe. Armand is with me," Madam said.

Giselle noticed right away that she wasn't included in that
safety assurance.

"Skippy the happy wizard doesn't count. We don't know what
side he's really on," Ry said.

Madam began a sputtered protest and Ry stopped her. "No,
Mama. We don't know for sure."

He put a hand on Madam's arm. "I really need you to do this
for me, Mama." He glanced toward Giselle. "Can't the two of you cooperate long
enough to stick together for a few minutes at a party?"

At the disgruntled looks on each of their faces, he asked,
"Please?"

They continued to look mutinous.

"For me?"

Madam caved first. "All right. No one can accuse me of being
an uncaring mother. I'll do it for you, son." She glared at Giselle. "Just for
you."

Ry's produced a dazzling one-thousand-watt smile. "Thanks,
Mama." He kissed her cheek.

Giselle could hardly let Madam be the better sport. "Okay,
I'll do it for you, Ry."

She bathed in the warmth of his approving smile for a moment
before he turned to sprint toward the side of the house.

"Hey." She stopped him before he could turn the corner.
"What, no kiss?" Giselle said it in a stage whisper. Ry turned back and blew a
kiss in her direction. Giselle smiled. She could feel the smile slide off her
lips as she faced the glare of Madam.

"Just stay out of my way," Madam said in a haughty tone,
showing her second of two faces. "I don't have the time or the inclination to
baby-sit you, Ms. Hunter." Madam pivoted on one heel and started back up the
stairs to Kopeleski.

"Back atcha, lady." Giselle climbed the stairs and followed
Madam across the porch to the front door of the castle.

Kopeleski knocked and the door swung open. A tall but lean
man of about fifty with a tangle of curly black hair blocked the entry. He had
a black mustache and beard streaked with gray.
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drinking, laughing, chatting inside the house a tantalizing few feet beyond
him.

The man had an unremarkable face, except for the black eye
patch he wore over his right eye. Dressed in black with knee-high black boots
on his feet, he could almost have been a pirate. Giselle looked down his arms.
Two hands and no hook. Maybe he wasn't a pirate after all.

"Are you a VICTIM?" The man said it in a bored monotone, his
voice gravelly.

Kopeleski leaned toward him and whispered. The man stepped
back and let him enter with Madam. Giselle moved to follow and Mr. Eye Patch
held up his hand like a cop with a stop sign.

"Halt. You can't enter without identification."

Dammit. Her purse was locked in Ry's Jeep. "I don't have my
identification. But I'm with the people you just let in."

"No, no. You need your VICTIM membership identification
badge or I'll need to issue you a temporary visitor badge," he growled.

Dammit, this complicated matters. "Can you hurry? I don't
want to miss the party." Now that she could smell the food, Giselle realized
just how hungry she was. It had been hours since she'd had anything to eat or
drink.

Mr. Eye Patch opened the door and escorted her to a table
just inside. "Are you a vampire?" he asked.

"No. Are you a pirate?"

The man scowled. "There's no need to get insulting. I have
to ask you these questions so I can issue you the correct identification." He
pointed with a jerky motion at the paper cut-out badges on the table.

Looking at them more closely, Giselle saw that they'd been
made from black construction paper in the shape of a bat in flight. Each had a
heart in the center. Giselle noticed that many of the hearts had different
colors.

"Vampires are assigned a badge with a red heart," Mr. Eye Patch
said. "I suppose the red is supposed to be blood."

"I'm not a vampire."

"Do you want to be? Wannabes get a pink heart."

"No."

He seemed nonplussed. "All but one of the badges I've issued
tonight have been red and pink. I did issue one gray one. They're for the
unbelievers. You don't want that one."

"Why not?"

"They harassed the guy I issued it to until he left,
crying."

"Ah, you're right. I wouldn't want to be harassed by the group
fighting harassment," Giselle remarked dryly.

Mr. Eye Patch didn't seem to get the irony.

"You have to have a badge." He paused, uncertain of how to
proceed. "I can't let you in without a badge."

"What are the purple hearts for? Gay vampires?" Giselle
asked.

He smirked cockily and waved away her comment with one hand.
"No. They're for the press. You know. Purple prose?"

"I thought the press would be yellow, for yellow journalism.
Or are they for cowardly vampires?" Giselle laughed.

Mr. Eye Patch lost his cockiness. "You're right. The yellow
ones are for journalists. Now I'm confused. What are the purple ones for?" He
scratched his bearded chin. Some moments later he leaned toward Giselle.
"Confidentially, I'm not a regular with this organization. I was just hired to
handle door security tonight."

"Well, it doesn't matter. I'm a writer, so I get a yellow
one." Maybe she could finally get into the party and get some of those
delicious-smelling canapes before they were all gone.

Mr. Eye Patch perked up with excitement. "If you're writing
about the party maybe you can write about this." He reached into his pants. For
a second, Giselle held her breath, afraid of what he would do. Then his hand
whipped out again, holding a business card. He thrust it out to her as if
wielding a sword. "You could profile me for your article."

Giselle plucked it from his hand and read. Peter
Redbeard. Asset acquisition and personal security consultant.

"Peter Redbeard? You are a pirate. But don't you think
Blackbeard would be more appropriate?"

Mr. Eye Patch stood stony-faced. "I don't know what you
mean."

"Asset acquisition? Is that the same thing as plundering for
pirate booty?" Giselle laughed.

Mr. Eye Patch glowered.

"Oh never mind. Just give me the badge so I can enjoy the
party." Or at least the food.
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those if you don't have your press credentials with you," Mr. Eye Patch said in
a belligerent tone.

"It'll be okay. Lester knows me. I'm working on a project
with him."

Mr. Eye Patch glanced behind him. "Let me just go and ask
him. What's your name?"

"Anne Rice."

"Wait here Ms. Rice. I'll be right back."

When he had disappeared down the hall and into a crowd of
people in a room to the right, Giselle snatched up a purple-hearted bat and
pinned it to her blouse. She slipped into the crowd in a room to the left of
the hall. No need for Lester to know she'd arrived just yet.

Neither Kopeleski nor Madam could be seen. Giselle spotted a
uniformed waiter circulating among a group of people. Wow, Lester had the party
catered. Another waiter appeared on her left.

"Canape, miss?" He eyed her bat. Or maybe it was her chest
he was ogling. Hey, wait a minute. He looked familiar. Wasn't he the pimply faced
teenage motel desk clerk with the internet porn habit? Naw, couldn't be. Could
it?

"Yes," Giselle said, snapping up a crab cake and popping it
in her mouth. It melted in her mouth with deliciousness. "Urmm, dank ew."

"What?"

"Thank you," Giselle repeated, this time without the
mouthful. The waiter started to move away. "Hold it, mister." Giselle took two
more crab cakes off the platter.

The waiter tried to hide a smile as she stuffed one of them
in her mouth. "What's the purple heart for?"

"Hrmm?" She chewed and then swallowed.

"The purple heart on the bat. You're the only one I've seen
with a purple heart. What does the purple mean?"

Giselle thought hard. Nothing intelligent came to mind. She
swallowed a lump of canape. "It means I like Prince."

"Huh." He eyed the bat one last time then walked away.

As she finished off her third canape, Giselle glimpsed a bar
set up on a table in the corner. She decided that she could definitely use a
drink to fortify her before heading off on her mission to...to what? What did she
hope to find out at this party? Ren and Field had fled. Would Lester reveal
anything that could explain what had been going on?

Giselle scanned the crowd. A blonde woman spoke animatedly
to a young man. Her hand clutched and then caressed his arm in turns as she
thrust her ample bosom forward. Miss Sandy. Giselle moved closer and caught a
snippet of the conversation.

"I was a race car driver for a time," Miss Sandy said. "But
the helmet caused terrible acne. So, even though they begged me not to leave, I
moved here to Savannah."

Just then Miss Sandy caught sight of Giselle.

"Don't I know you?" Miss Sandy called past her companions to
Giselle.

"Yes," Giselle answered. "I think we climbed Mount
Kilamanjaro together."

Miss Sandy thought about that for a second then smiled. "Oh
yeah."

Giselle pushed past several partygoers and had just reached
for a plastic glass of pre-poured red wine at the makeshift bar when--

"Don't touch it!" A male voice ordered behind her. Giselle's
hand stopped mid-reach. She recognized the voice. "I mean it. Don't you dare
touch it!"

"But I just--" an equally recognizable female voice
answered.

Glancing over her shoulder, Giselle saw a middle-aged
couple, the two from the antique store. Oh yeah. The bully and the klepto. Best
to stay out of that mess.

She scanned the room and didn't see anyone else she
recognized until she saw Kopeleski. The wizard stood alone near the entrance to
the hall. He snatched a canape from the tray of a passing waiter and popped it
in his mouth. Munching, his eyes shifted right and left. Then he darted out of
the room and into the hallway as if he were trying to avoid anyone seeing him
leave.

What was this devious lunatic up to? And where was Madam? Even
though she didn't personally care about the medium's welfare, she didn't want
to face Ry if something happened to his mother.

Giselle sidled around a laughing group of partygoers. Were
those fangs she saw in one guy's mouth? Oh never mind that now. She had to
follow Kopeleski. She peeked around the doorjamb down the hall and spotted the wizard
with his back to a door a few feet away. Again, he surreptitiously looked in
one direction and then the other before putting his hand behind him onto the
knob of the door. He turned it slowly. When the door was open a crack, he
slipped through into the room beyond. The door quickly clicked to a close.
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hadn't seen Lester or Marissa. Was Kopeleski in there meeting with either or
both of them? She didn't trust the crazy wizard. He was in this...this...conspiracy
up to his third eye ball.

Creeping down the empty hall, Giselle soon stood at the
closed door. She put her ear to the wood panel and listened. She heard low
murmuring. Then a stifled cry--a woman's cry--followed almost instantaneously by
the sound of something crashing to the floor. More low cries, almost a keening
sound, seeped through the door to Giselle's ears.

Omigod, they were killing someone in there. What should she
do? Frantically searching the hall, she spotted a lighter--a long, fireplace
lighter--on the hall table. Oh well, it was the best she could do in a pinch.
She grabbed it up. Giselle's hand went to the knob of the door. She turned,
pushed and stormed in, holding the lighter at arm's length in front of her like
a gun.

"Stop what you're doing! I have a weapon and I'm not afraid
to use it."

The two figures quit struggling against each other as
Giselle's voice echoed in the bathroom. Kopeleski and Madam Divinity stood
frozen--caught in an act Giselle didn't even want to think about.

"Uh," Giselle groaned.

Before she could look away, the image had burned an
indelible memory into her brain. The memory of the half-naked wizard pressing
Ry's mother to the wall opposite the toilet, Madam's legs wrapped around his
waist. Giselle crammed the lighter into her pocket and quickly hid her eyes
behind both hands.

"What do you want?" Kopeleski gasped, clearly winded from
his exertions.

"Sorry," Giselle said. "Go back to what you were doing. Or
not. I didn't mean to interrupt. I thought that you-- Never mind. I didn't
realize you were both in here or I would have knocked," she babbled. "And also
I didn't know this was a bathroom. If I'd known I wouldn't have--"

"Just get out," Madam said, panting.

"No problem." Stepping back, Giselle rammed into the door.
"Ow." Her hand fell away from her eyes. Another grotesque snapshot image fried
a few million more brain cells before she could fix her gaze on the ceiling.
"Oops, I'm getting out."

She made it through the opening, groped blindly, gripped the
edge of the door and slammed it shut.

In desperate need of a drink, Giselle stumbled back into the
party throng. She had almost reached the bar when she saw Mr. Eye Patch
standing beside it. He seemed to be searching the crowd for something...or
someone. Crap.

Giselle spun around and took a step in the opposite
direction, straight into the path of another partygoer. They collided and
Giselle caught hold of the slight figure she had knocked off balance.

"I'm so sorry," she said. Then recognition registered. "It's
you!"

"Giselle, ma cherie." Vector grinned. "You have found
me. It is great luck, no?"

"No."

Vector grabbed Giselle's hands and began pressing kisses
into the palm of first one and then the other. "When I could not find you
earlier I thought to myself, Vector you have lost her. She has checked out of
the hotel. How do you find the love again?"

He kissed the back of her hand.

"She is gone, disappeared."

He kissed the back of the other hand.

"How will you go on if you do not see her again? The fates
have separated you from the only woman you will ever love. It is a tragedy,
no?"

"No." Giselle pulled her hands from his and wiped the backs
on her skirt.

"You do not love Vector? Tell me what I can do to make you
love me?"

"Well, they say that absence makes the heart grow fonder.
You should try it some time."

He frowned with confusion. Vector's confusion always looked
suspiciously like constipation.

"Never mind. What are you doing here?"

"I donate a painting to VICTIM for what they call an auction
silent. It is what they call publicity for Vector's art." He waved toward an easel
to the side of the bar.

Leaning against the back of the easel, perched atop a shelf,
was an oil painting three feet high by two feet wide. The painting, a portrait
with an impressionistic, dreamlike quality, depicted a figure who appeared to
be standing in a fog. But the figure--obviously intended to be Vector--had fangs
protruding from his upper lip and blood rivulets running down each side of his
painted chin.
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"Ummm," she said after a long pause.

A silent auction notebook hung from the shelf, but it
contained no bids. No surprise there.

"It is good, yes?" He didn't wait for her to answer. "Of
course it is good. I create the style, which is unique in all the world."

A voice piped in behind them. The voice of the bully.
"Anyone who imagines that they are creating anything new in the art world is
completely self-aggrandizing."

Vector turned and smiled at Mr. Bully. "Oh yes, I am very
grand."

"Harrumph." The bully stalked away, pulling his klepto
behind him.

Giselle had to purse her lips together firmly to keep from
laughing. Vector mistook her expression.

"Do not worry, mon amour. I am not the real vampire.
You see?" Vector indicated his pink-hearted identification badge. "I paint
myself as many different characters. This one, it present Vector as Dracula. I
paint a series of Vector as the characters from books."

"Oh, I see."

"Oui," he said in a gleeful tone. "There is Dracula,
Romeo of course, Julius Caesar, Oliver Twist..."

"The seven dwarfs."

Vector actually jumped up and down with excitement. "Oui.
You have seen? It is one of my most popular."

"I bet. You seem like the right type for it."

He preened. "Merci. I paint myself as each of the
dwarfs in separate portraits and the final painting, it is all seven Vector
dwarfs marching. Spectacular. Seven feet tall and ten feet wide." Vector's face
glowed proudly. "But my most famous in the series is the sea captain Moby
Dick."

"Moby Dick isn't the sea captain, it's the name of the
whale."

"Who?"

"Whale."

"Quoi?"

"What?"

"Yes."

"Stop it. You're confusing me," Giselle said. "I'm talking
about the whale. You know, the big thing that swims in the ocean."

"Whale?" He became indignant. "Vector is not fish."

"A whale isn't a fish. It's a mammal."

"Vector is not a fish or a mummy. I do not think Vector
would look good with the bandages all over him. You could not see Vector's
face." He shook his head vigorously. "No, Vector is a sea captain, Moby Dick."

"No. I think you mean Ahab."

"Eh!" Vector responded, clearly peeved. He wagged his finger
at her. "I am from France, I am not Arab."

"I didn't say... Never mind."

His face softened immediately. "I forgive you, mon amour."
He grabbed her hand and made a move to kiss it again.

Giselle yanked her arm away. "Eww. Don't kiss me. Didn't I
say I never wanted to see you again?"

"Oui. But you do not mean it. You say this to incite
the lust in Vector. You are very smart," he said tapping his temple and smiling
slyly. "You track Vector to this party. Vector knows your game." He chuckled
Frenchly.

"I am not playing any game." Giselle looked around. How
could she get away from this skunk?

"Okay. You win. We have sex now. The bathroom it is free."

"I think you may be wrong about that," she said, having a
sudden flashback to Madam Divinity in a clinch with Kopeleski.

Vector must have seen Giselle wrinkle her nose and curl her
lips. "Then we find some other place--the kitchen would be good. You do not miss
the party. There are no worries. I am very fast."

"You make it so tempting." Her sarcasm was lost on the French
skunk. He grinned in response. "No," Giselle said. "You're missing the point. I
am not going to have sex with you in the bathroom or in the kitchen."

"Okay, we go back to your hotel room and have the sex, yes?"
Vector moved closer, into the zone of Giselle's personal space.

She backed up. He stepped forward. She backed up again. She
couldn't think with him so close. It made her skin crawl.

"No. I don't have a hotel room. I'm staying with someone."

"That is okay with Vector. I am into the menage a trois.
You know, the threesome."

"Eww." She backed farther away. "Get away from me, you
freak."

"Attention please."

The chatter in the room ceased and the group turned en masse
to look at Marissa La Bianca as she made her announcement.

"Would everyone please follow me into the courtyard outside?
The Vampire Lester is ready for an audience."
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the other partygoers toddled through to the hallway and out the back door of
the castle. She found it difficult to hide behind the Frenchman. He was so
puny, but Giselle gave it her best try. She didn't want Marissa to see her.

"Why do you crouch back there? Are you afraid of the
vampires, ma petite?" Vector said. "Do not worry. I will protect you. As
long as it does not injure my hands."

"Yeah. I know. You're an artiste, not a soldier."

"Oui. But the vampires they do not want to hurt you.
They only want your money."

She hoped that was true.

* * * * *

Light from the full moon illuminated the Vampire Lester, who
stood atop a tiny stage at the center of the courtyard. He posed, swathed in a
long cape, which he had drawn around himself like a black cocoon. His face had
been painted white with charcoal black around his eyes. A blood-red tear was
drawn under his right eye and ran down his cheek.

He stared forward, unspeaking, until the assembly had fully
gathered and quieted in front of him.

"We imagine ourselves living in a free society." When he
spoke, his voice had a low but arresting intensity. "A society of tolerance. A
society of equality. A society of justice. But America is not the land of
freedom, opportunity and justice for all. Once every thirty seconds a vampire
suffers discrimination in this country. We have been tortured."

Hadn't it been every fifty seconds earlier according to the
VICTIM recording?

The dramatic silence continued for a few seconds before
Lester spoke again. "There are some of the vampire race here tonight who have
suffered discrimination personally. They wear the purple heart to signify their
wounds."

Giselle saw several partygoers looking around. Probably
searching for purple hearts. Crap. She curled a little tighter behind Vector.

Lester continued. "Vampires are not allowed to pursue
happiness with the rest of the citizens of America. We can be silent no longer.
We must unite and fight."

The crowd went silent. Lester slowly spread his arms. The
cape began to open, open, open until his arms had stretched it wide, like giant
bat wings on either side of Lester's wraithlike body.

There crowd gave a soft "Oooh".

"We at VICTIM are committed to civil disobedience of all
kinds. Our protests will carry the logo of VICTIM. It is a mark that all will
come to know so that they may realize who suffers to reveal the injustice
around them. Behold our mark. See it and know what it signifies."

Lester pointed upward. Then a floodlight switched on with a
click at the edge of the courtyard. Giselle could see Marissa behind a large
movie-premier-style fixture. The beam of light first brightly illuminated
Lester' feet then panned up his body, his arm and into the sky. It shone into
the sky in the shape of--a bat.

Oh yeah. All would know what that logo signified. Giselle
couldn't help herself. She started giggling. She heard someone else begin
tittering behind her. Then murmurs of Batman could be heard. Then snickers
turned to guffaws from the crowd. Someone started humming the television show
theme. More laughter ensued.

"Who's laughing?" The Vampire Lester roared. His voice
deeper and stronger than one could imagine came from his frail frame.

The laughter cut off. There was complete silence. Even the
night insects had stopped their chirping.

"Who dares to mock the plight of the vampires," Lester
roared.

"I think it was that Anne Rice woman who started it," Mr.
Eye Patch offered from the back door opening.

Oh, how helpful of him.

"What? Who?" Lester cried. "She is here?" Lester went rigid.
His eyes rolled back until just the whites were visible. He began to shake.
Lester seemed to be caught in the throes of some kind of conniption fit as
tremors passed up and down his body. Finally, he collapsed in a heap on the
platform.

Marissa screamed. Mr. Eye Patch and the partygoer throng
rushed forward almost as one to Lester's aid.

Giselle attempted to surreptitiously inch backward against
the flow. Then she broke into a run toward the house.
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would soon be out of a job. And now she had probably killed Lester. But then
she thought of the upside. He was already dead. The undead couldn't really be
killed, right?




Chapter Eighteen

 

Giselle ducked into the castle and tried to close the screen
door behind her without making a sound. If she could avoid attracting any
attention, she could get away clean without being seen by anyone dangerous.

Through the mesh of the screen, Giselle saw Lester cradled
in Marissa's arms. Partygoers surrounded them. Someone Giselle didn't recognize
held something under the vampire's nose. He moaned and twitched, starting to
awaken from his stupor.

"Mon amour," Vector shouted from mid-courtyard.

The partygoers turned, almost as if choreographed, from
Lester to stare first at Vector and then at the object of his shout.

"Giselle, wait for Vector. We have the sex now."

Marissa's head jerked up and her eyes met Giselle's.

"It's Anne Rice." The ever-helpful Mr. Eye Patch called and
pointed toward her.

Marissa drew to attention with a start. Giselle saw the
emotion boiling up inside the other woman. Such rage and hatred twisted
Marissa's expression that it made Giselle gasp.

Giselle pivoted and prepared to sprint down the hall to the
front door. Just a few hundred feet stood between her and freedom. Before she
could move, however, the front door opened. Ren, or maybe it was Field, came
barreling through.

Uh-oh. Exit blocked. There would be only a split second
before they spotted her there.

Giselle tried the handle of a closed door on her right. The
knob turned but stuck. She gave it a firm push and heard the crack of the wood
in the frame giving way as the door opened. Slipping inside, Giselle quickly
closed it so that there was only a small gap while she huddled there,
listening.

No sound. No stomping feet. No yelling. Her fingers ran
along the splintered wood around the lock. Oh well. Breaking the door would be
the least of her crimes.

Giselle noticed that the room behind her was a library.
Books lined three walls on built-in shelves. A rectangular mahogany table with
leather top had been placed at the center of the room. The green-domed lamp on
the table cast a low glow of light in the room.

Giselle pushed the door completely shut and moved closer to
the light. She could see architectural plans rolled up in a large bundle on the
right side of the library table. Papers and files had been scattered about. A
book lay open on the left edge, precariously close to falling to the floor.

Glancing behind her toward the closed door, she heard no
sound from outside. She couldn't resist investigating, so she rummaged through
the papers and files. VICTIM pamphlets, manifesto and bumper stickers. She'd
seen all of those before. She looked at the book. Someone had left it open to
page three hundred. Giselle leaned forward and saw an unintelligible diagram of
a cylinder with a cutaway of its interior. Giselle flipped the book closed,
keeping her finger in place. She read the cover, The Anarchist's Guide to
Bombs and Other Nuisance-making Activities.

Omigod. Was Lester planning to bomb something? Her attention
flew to the plans. Her hands shook as she unrolled the bundle on the table.
They were architectural plans all right. The Federal Courthouse on Wright
Square. Omigod to the second power. She flipped in a few pages to the drawing
of what looked to be mechanical ductwork. A large red ink mark on one area of
the margin said Set up here. Omigod, Omigod, Omigod. She had to find Ry.
Then they had to do something.

Before the thought could be completed or acted on, Giselle
felt a hand clamp over her mouth and an iron arm locked tight over her left arm
and around her waist. She felt herself pulled back, hard, against a large,
beefy body. Struggling against her captor, she twisted and squirmed.

"Pick her up, you dolt, or she'll get away," Marissa said
from behind her.

The iron arm lifted her off her feet.

Giselle tried not to panic. Panicking would do no good. She
kicked backward with her now-dangling feet. Useless.
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weapon? Oooh weapon. Giselle thrust her hand inside her pocket and pulled out
the lighter. The beefy one behind her knocked it away easily and it clattered
to the floor. Ridiculous.

Giselle reached over her shoulder with her right hand and
clawed at the face of the beefy one. She opened her mouth and the fingers that
had been clamped over her lips slipped inside. She chomped down, hard.

"Aaarrgh!"

She bit down again.

"Fu-- Hurry up. She's eating my fingers."

"Just hold on. I can't find the stuff." Giselle heard
another beefy voice say across the room.

She clawed again and felt her nails breaking.

"Dammit. She's going to scratch my eyes out. What's taking
you so long?"

"I've got it now. Just hold her."

Still twisting, Giselle felt her feet hit the library table.
She drew her legs up and braced them on the edge. She pushed out, straightening
her bent knees and tore at the beefy face simultaneously.

"Aaarrhhh!"

She fell free at last as the beefy arm dropped away. Giselle
rounded on the beefy one and struck with a kick counteroffensive that could be
described as the ball-breaker. Field, or maybe it was Ren, cried like a girl,
but Giselle didn't have time to enjoy the sound.

"Grab her," Marissa shouted.

The other beefy one grabbed at Giselle from behind and she
felt a cloth go over her lips. The cloth had a sickly sweet smell. She tried
not to inhale as she thrashed. But Giselle could feel herself going limp. Her
muscles didn't respond to her brain's commands. But then her brain wasn't
exactly clear.

She felt a darkness starting to invade her mind and steal
over her eyes like a cloud over the sun. Giselle struggled to stay alert but
consciousness slipped away, away, away. Her last thought was of the ghost. She
hoped she wasn't going to give it up.

* * * * *

A dark, weighted cloud lifted slowly from Giselle's brain.
At her first awareness, Giselle could hear voices around her but couldn't seem
to understand their words. Gradually some of the words began to make sense.

"Blah, blah, blah, she, blah, blah, blah, blah, found, blah,
blah. Blah, knows--" Mumbling. "Blah, blah, has to die."

She understood that last bit, and unfortunately she had some
idea who the voice was talking about--her.

Giselle tried to open her eyes but her lids seemed to be
made of lead and glued shut. Concentrating hard, the glue loosened and she
forced her lids to lift upward. Blurry vision ebbed away and the image in front
of her cleared a bit. Marissa and Lester stood toe-to-toe a few feet away.

The voices speaking unintelligible words came from them.
Were they arguing? The vampire couple looked odd. They stood sideways,
seemingly perpendicular to the ground, as if defying the laws of gravity. But
as her vision and thinking continued to improve, Giselle saw that it wasn't the
couple who were positioned sideways in the air. They were located on the
ground. It was Giselle who lay horizontally on something elevated.

Giselle tried to move her arms and legs. They wouldn't
budge. For a moment she thought she was paralyzed. Then she felt the ropes that
bound her legs together at the ankles. Her wrists had been similarly bound over
her head and anchored to something.

Starting to feel again wasn't necessarily a good thing.
Already a tingling of pain had begun in her shoulders and arms because of the
unnatural position.

She turned her head and looked forward, which meant up, and
saw a huge luminously full moon overhead surrounded by an array of stars. The
sky. She was outside. Duh. What a revelation. She was outside, where?

Giselle tried to take in other elements of her environment.
What did she feel underneath her? It felt like stone or brick. A hard and cold
surface was pressing against her back and hurt her skull.

Moving her neck to the side made her a bit dizzy and
nauseous. But the movement brought the vampire couple back into view. Lester
and Marissa, toe-to-toe, continued to argue. Beyond them, stood Ren and Field.
Neither one of them looked too bright. Just big. And beyond them, crumbling
brick walls of some kind of ruin.
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vampires. Ugh. More nausea came with the movement. Must be the drug they'd used
to knock her out that was making her want to ralph. She closed her eyes and it
helped to quell the feeling.

She didn't want to move but she had to find out what was on
her other side. She completed the turn of her head and opened her eyes again.
Nothing helpful on the other side. Just headstones and raised tombs. Headstones
and tombs? She was in a cemetery. That meant she'd been laid out on--eeeek--one
of those raised tombstone-covered graves. Yuck. Eeek. But mainly yuck.

Her mouth felt full of some cotton-like fabric but she
managed to open her lips. At least she wasn't really gagged. She just felt like
gagging. She cleared her throat.

"Uhmmm." Hearing her own voice brought relief that she could
make a genuine sound. Neither of the vampires took any notice of her.

She cleared her throat again. "Hey."

Still nothing. No reaction at all. The vampires continued to
squawk at one another.

"Hey, Lester. Marissa."

Nothing.

"Hello there, not so dynamic duo?"

Giselle could hear her own voice. Surely they could hear
her. Yes. Finally, the two stopped bickering and Lester floated toward her.
When he reached her side, Lester looked down at her with a calm, almost-gentle
expression.

He's going to cut me loose. She felt herself asking
him.

He placed a hand gently on her forehead and pushed at the
hair that was plastered to her forehead by sweat. "I'm so sorry, my dear. I can't
let you go."

Dammit.

"Why not?" Giselle cringed at the whiny sound of her own
voice. But a girl had a right to whine when tied to a tomb.

"You know too much as they say."

"No. I don't know too much. I don't know anything. Ask
anyone. They'll tell you I don't know anything." She tried to shake her head
but the rough stone scraped at her scalp.

"Just kill her and get it over with." Marissa smiled in
snide satisfaction. "You have to do it."

"No you don't, Lester," Giselle said. "You don't have to do
any such thing."

"I don't like it any more than you do, but I do have to kill
you."

"I really think you probably do like it a little more than I
do since I'm the one dying here."

He looked abashed. "Yes, I suppose you're right. But I am
sorry. You see, I know that you know about my plans for the courthouse."

Giselle shook her head.

"Do not bother to deny it," he said. "It's unfortunate but
it must be done."

"Marissa has made it impossible for me to do anything but
kill you." Lester walked back to Marissa's side. "You will naturally not be
able to write the article about VICTIM for your magazine. I am very displeased.
It is most inconvenient." He glared at his consort.

"Yeah, inconvenient," Giselle muttered. "But I don't
understand. What does Marissa have to do with it?" If she could keep him
talking maybe she would be saved by some miracle. Plus, she wanted to know.

"It was Marissa who originally tried to kill you of course,"
Lester said as Marissa nodded smugly. "She did not have my permission to do so,
but nevertheless she did. In fact, she tried several times. But do not worry. I
have chastised her severely about her behavior."

Great. That would be a lot of comfort to Giselle when she
was dead.

"Marissa suffers from an extremely jealous nature. She did
not want me to romance you." He caressed Marissa's cheek. "I told her that I
love only her and that my attentions to you were all a sham, but she could not
accept that I would have sex with you. I told her that it had to be done. It
was like a job, part of my duty as the president of VICTIM."

Double great. More comfort for Giselle.

"But it was her attempts on your life that caused you to
snoop around and stumble onto our plans."

"What plans?" Giselle attempted to fake it. At Lester's
skeptical expression, Giselle said, "Oh all right. I know. But I promise not to
tell anyone. I am very good at keeping secrets. Like take my best friend Mary
Ellen. She used to be a man, but I haven't told anyone, have I?"
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"And there's my boss Willie. He has a whopper of a foot fetish. I don't need to
tell you how I stumbled on that secret. Let's just say I don't wear sandals in
the office anymore. But no matter how tempting it was, I didn't tell anybody
about Willie's love of toes. Well, I have told you now, but that doesn't really
count. Does it? I can keep my mouth shut. See I'm shutting it right now. I'm
not going to say another word."

Lester shook his head.

Oh crap. Then a thought occurred. "If you kill me, people
will know. You'll be the first one they suspect," she said.

Lester shook his head again.

"What's wrong with that logic?"

"This cemetery is the site of a burned-out church. It's at
least forty miles from Savannah. There have been some unsavory activities in
the cemetery here lately. The authorities will assume that you were sacrificed
by some satanic cult."

"Lester is right. There will be nothing to connect your
death with VICTIM or with what is going to happen at the courthouse," Marissa
finished with a self-satisfied smirk and a proud jut to her chin.

"But Ry will know," Giselle said desperately.

"We will take care of Mr. Leland later," Ren or Field said.

"Yes. I'm a bit surprised that Mr. Leland hasn't made an
appearance here. His much-talked-about psychic talents must be failing him,"
Lester observed.

Psychic talent? "What?" Giselle asked.

Just then a car engine could be heard. Gravel crunched under
the tires as it approached. Everyone seemed to freeze in place as the car
headlights came into view. The car's engine turned off. A metal door swung open
and slammed shut. Footsteps swished through the vegetation of the cemetery as
an unseen figure treaded toward them.

It was Ry, Ry, Ry, Ry. Crap. It was Vector.

"Giselle, ma cherie. I see them carry you from the
vampire house. But you do not get away from Vector."

"Who the hell is this?" Lester demanded of his henchmen.

Ren and Field each shrugged.

But Marissa knew. "It's that French artist. You know the one
who donated the horrible portrait of himself with fangs?"

"Oh yes." Lester nodded.

This incensed Vector. "Eh! I am great artiste. I create the
art, which is unique in all the world."

"Never mind that," Giselle shouted.

He didn't have Ry's heroics, but surely she was saved now
that Vector was here.

"You should let me go now, Lester. I'm sure that since
Vector saw your goons kidnapping me, he called the police and they'll be here
any second now."

Lester's brow furrowed with uncertainty. He looked to
Marissa.

"It will go easier for you with the authorities if you let
me go now," Giselle pressed as he seemed to consider.

"You may be right." Lester moved to the tomb and began to
loosen the ropes. He worked for a moment on the knot at her wrists.

"No!" Marissa shouted.

Lester stopped, and Marissa continued. "I don't think this
imbecile called the police."

"Oh yes, Vector definitely called the police, didn't you?"
Giselle asked. Her eyes pleaded with the French skunk in the bright light of
the moon.

"Oh no, no police," Vector said happily oblivious. He hadn't
caught her hint. "We play the sex games. No police will interrupt." Vector
almost hopped up and down with eagerness. His eyes ran over Giselle tied to the
tomb. "I like the M&M's. I would like to be tied up too."

"That can be arranged," Marissa said, snapping her fingers
at Ren and Field. "Tie him up."

"You dummy!" Giselle shouted. "There are no sex games.
They're going to kill both of us. Run and get help."

Ren and Field marched toward Vector.

"Kill, as in die? Vector would be dead?" The skunk blanched.

"Oui. Dead. Morte," Giselle screamed. "Get
moving." The tiny artist must be quicker than the two lumbering hulks. Yeah.
Vector had agility on his side.

"Morte." Even in the pale light of the moon Giselle
could see the whites of Vector's eyes as they rolled back in his head. Vector
dropped with a thud to the earth in a dead faint. Now he was about to be dead.

"It looks like the satanists will be sacrificing two
tonight," Marissa chortled.

[bookmark: SW97]Yeah. At least Giselle would have the
satisfaction that she wouldn't be dying alone. She'd be going into the next
world with a skunk. An extremely stupid skunk. Or maybe she wouldn't go to the
next world. Maybe she'd end up as a ghost. Didn't ghosts result from violent
death? She hoped she wouldn't be chained through all eternity to Vector. The
two of them forever haunting this desolate cemetery together. Giselle and the
skunk.

No. That wouldn't be haunting, that would be hell. She'd
been a good person. She would get to haunt anyone she chose, wouldn't she? If
she had a choice she would definitely haunt Ry. And not in a good way. Where
the hell was he?

Field or Ren picked up Vector from the ground like a
crumpled piece of paper. Then Lester blocked her view of the hapless Frenchman.

"Where's the knife?" Lester asked, holding up his left hand.

Knife? This couldn't be happening.

"It's right here." Marissa jumped up and down. She hopped
forward with glee and slapped a dagger into his hand like a nurse handing off
to a surgeon.

For a moment Lester stood, unmoving. The moon gleamed off
the metal of the dagger's long blade and bounced, reflecting a strange light in
Lester's eyes. He examined Giselle from one side to the other, as if wondering
where to start carving first.

He moved the blade to Giselle's neck. Her skin broke out in
goose bumps as the cold metal and sharp edge made contact with her soft flesh.

Giselle pulled back, trying to sink into the stone. The tomb
didn't give an inch, but the knot at her wrists seemed to have a little more
play as Giselle struggled against the ties. She opened her mouth. She had to
say something to delay what seemed inevitable. Not a word would come forth. Not
a word, not a sound. It apparently took imminent death to stop Giselle from
talking.

Lester made a hesitant cut. Giselle felt a sticky substance
melt down her skin. At first she felt nothing. Then the sting forced breath to
break from her mouth in a gust.

"Wait!" she cried.

Lester pulled back.

Giselle searched her brain for something to say. "Don't you
want to know why people laughed at your logo at the party?" No need to remind
the crazy vampire holding a knife to her throat that she had started the
laughter.

"Why?"

The dagger's blade in his hand now had a dark substance on
it. Giselle had to look away from it. If she thought about her blood on the
blade she would pass out.

"There's a comic book where the illuminated outline of a bat
in the night sky is used. Your logo is just like the comic book logo."

"I cannot believe it." Lester's voice boomed in the
otherwise silent night air. "Another author is plagiarizing my life? When will
it end?" Lester stalked over to Marissa. "We've got to contact our lawyer. What
is he doing for us?" He continued to fume, his arms waving. "All that money
I've paid him. Lawyers. They do nothing while charging a fortune for it. And
they call us bloodsuckers."

Marissa wrapped her arms around him, holding his flailing
arms down to his side. Lester rested his head on her shoulder. "My poor
darling. I will take care of it. Mommy will fix it. Don't I always take care of
everything?" Marissa crooned to him.

A muffled "Yes, Mommy."

Lester straightened.

Marissa pushed the hair from his brow and out of his eyes.
"Now you have to concentrate, Lester. Kill these two and let's get out of here.
We have a big day tomorrow. The world needs to hear from VICTIM."

"You're right," Lester murmured then drew himself up
straight and went back to Giselle.

She'd been working hard at her ties. They had loosened. But
not enough. Not enough.

Lester peered down at Giselle and raised the knife. For
countless seconds the crazy light shone in his eyes. Then his glance seemed to
take in the cut on Giselle's neck. Pity warred with crazy. Pity won.

"I can't do it. The sight of her blood is making me sick."
The dagger fell to the ground at his side.

He didn't feel pity, but nausea did just as well as pity in
a pinch. A relieved breath rushed from Giselle's mouth.

"I can do it," Marissa said eagerly. Stepping forward, she
bent and retrieved the fallen dagger. "It's okay, baby. Mommy will take care of
it."

Lester nodded and stepped back as Marissa took his place
looming over Giselle. Marissa lifted the dagger in her two hands and stretched
them far over her head. Apparently she wanted maximum torque for her thrust.
She stood poised to plunge the blade into Giselle's chest.

There would be no hesitation from this crazy bitch. Goodbye,
cruel word. Giselle's eyes snapped shut. She couldn't watch this.

In the darkness behind her own eyelids, Giselle waited for
the agony she knew would come. It didn't. Any second now. No, nothing. Giselle
opened one lid then the other. Marissa still stood there, dagger poised, but
she stared off into the distance.

"Did you see that?" Marissa asked. Always pale, the alleged
vampiress went a whiter shade of white. "I saw someone standing over there just
beyond that gravestone," she said, pointing to a distant grave with a small
square stone. "It looked like a person, but I could see through them and then
the person just disappeared."

Marissa rounded on Lester. "I bet it was a ghost. You
promised this cemetery wouldn't have any ghosts. You know how I hate ghosts.
They're so sly and sneaky."

"Now, honey," Lester comforted. "I'm sure it wasn't a ghost.
It was probably just your imagination."

This comment didn't have the comforting effect he'd planned.

"Are you saying that I'm crazy?" Marissa pulled herself to
her full height and put a hand to her hip, her tone incensed.

"Of course not," Lester backpedaled. "I would never think
such a thing let alone say it. It's just that the circumstances are highly
unusual. You must agree. And anyone could see things that aren't there."

"Thank you very much...for nothing. Just you remember that if
it weren't for your roving eye we wouldn't be in this mess."

"Now, sweetheart, I don't have a roving eye. There you go
imagining things again." Lester held his hands up in a weird kind of
supplication while taking a step back from Marissa.

"Aaaahhhh!" Marissa screeched in outrage. "My imagination? Was
it my imagination that you wanted to have sex with this--"

Giselle hoped that they would go on arguing. If she had luck
on her side, they would argue for the rest of the night.

Marissa reined herself in, closed her eyes and took a deep
inhale of the night air. She exhaled slowly.

She opened her eyes. "We'll continue this argument after I
clean up your mess," she said to Lester.

Of course they wouldn't argue all night. Why would Giselle
think she would be lucky?

Marissa returned to stand over Giselle. Again Marissa raised
the dagger over her head, gripping it in her two hands. Suddenly, a strange
slack look came across Marissa face as she and the dagger came down, down,
down.

Giselle screamed. "Nooooo!"

Yes. It was really happening. She was going to die.

Giselle's eyes clenched shut. She felt an impact on her
chest. Omigod, the knife. It was in her chest. No. It wasn't in her chest, but on
her chest. In fact, it lay loose on her chest. Giselle opened her eyes and saw
Marissa draped over her like a rag doll. She seemed to be out cold. A white
noise buzzed in Giselle's ears.

"What?" Not that she wasn't grateful, but what had happened?
Giselle decided not to look a gift vampire in the mouth...although she could see
into Marissa's mouth from this angle. Her unconscious lips gaped wide open.

Giselle started struggling against the ropes around her
wrists again. She nearly had the ties slack enough to tug one hand through.
Just then the white noise she'd heard in her head clarified and Giselle
realized that what she heard wasn't the static of her panic, but Lester
screaming Marissa's name over and over in an unnaturally high-pitched voice.

Giselle couldn't see anything over Marissa's body on top of
hers until Lester lifted Marissa up and cradled her to his chest. He continued
to croon hysterically.

Now Giselle could see beyond Lester to where Ren and Field
ran, flailing about and yelling. What were they doing? They seemed to be
dodging something. It was...it was...rock. Rocks flew out of the darkness of the
woods around the cemetery, striking Ren and Field in turns. The two goons
hopped around, screaming in pain and confusion, not able to see where the rocks
came from.

A dark shadow swooped out from between the shroud of trees
and into the moonlit clearing of the cemetery. Was it the ghost Marissa had
seen? The figure soared with an almost supernatural swiftness. It must be an
apparition. Then Giselle saw that it didn't appear to be a ghost at all. Ry,
glorious Ry was there. He attacked Ren and Field with moves Giselle had only
seen in Chinese action movies.

Ry did a springing double split kick, hitting first Ren and
then Field. Giselle had laughed when she'd seen that move on film, thinking
that it was all special effects. Now she knew it was possible in real life.

Ren fell. Field staggered. Ry slammed the butt of his palm
into Field's nose. Giselle heard a cracking sound and blood gushed forth. Field
grabbed at his face. Oooooh. That had to hurt. Good. Ry stomped a back kick
into the crook of Field's knee. Giselle heard another crack and Field went
down.

But by then Ren had gotten up and delivered a punch to Ry's
side. Ry stumbled back.

"Ooof."

Oh no. Ren must have two hundred pounds of muscle on Ry. But
Giselle found that she'd worried for nothing. Ry barely flinched as Ren made
two more strikes at his midsection. Ry spun clockwise and clocked Ren with a
back fist to his head.

As the battle continued, Giselle realized that she'd been so
fascinated that she'd forgotten about freeing her hands from their bindings.
However, she recalled the importance of her task when she heard a moan on her
other side. Marissa, still in Lester's arms, blinked as she regained
consciousness. Giselle realized that she could be at the mercy of the two
vampires while Ry fought Ren and Field if she didn't free herself soon.

Getting back to work, she found enough play in the ropes to
rub them against the edge of the tombstone. She ignored the pain in her wrists.
The chafing had become raw and her wrists were covered in blood if the
slickness she could feel was any indication.

Marissa, fully awake, rose up. "We've got to kill her now!" she
shouted. "Then him."

Marissa turned to and fro, searching the ground. She scooped
up an object. Great. Marissa had found the dagger. Lester didn't react. He
seemed focused now on Ren and Ry's continuing struggle as Field writhed on the
ground nearby.

Marissa stalked in a determinedly straight line toward
Giselle, dagger uplifted. Just a few more tugs and Giselle would be able to
free her hands. But would she have enough time? Pull. Marissa had almost
reached within striking distance. Tug. Marissa less than a foot away. Pull. The
dagger sliced downward. Rip. Her hands sprang free. Giselle grabbed Marissa's
arms as the point of the dagger came to within less than an inch from her
chest.

"Arrrrrhhh! Why don't you just die?" Marissa screeched
between gritted teeth as she pressed the force of all her body weight down onto
the hilt of the dagger that pushed closer to Giselle's heart.

Luckily, Marissa didn't have much body weight. But still
Giselle had difficulty fending her off. Giselle's arms tingled with a prickly
fire as the blood started to flow in her limbs again.

When the tingling faded and her arms felt stronger, Giselle
gulped in a big breath and gave a mighty shove with all the force she could
muster. Marissa fell back one, two, three steps. Just when it seemed she would
right herself, the back of Marissa's legs hit a headstone and she tumbled
backward over it. She hit headfirst with a crack and a thud. She didn't move.
Marissa lay unconscious.

Giselle sat up on the altar-like tombstone and began working
at the knotted ropes around her ankles. She glanced over and saw Ry deliver a
spinning kick to Ren's midsection. Ren stumbled back with the impact. Ren
reached into his pocket and rooted around. Ry didn't wait to see what it was.
He moved on Ren with another kick. It struck Ren's arm as it came out of his
pocket with a device that looked like a gun. The device went flying in Lester's
direction.

Lester seemed to come out of his trance. He blinked several
times in rapid succession and then he lunged toward the gun.

Ry had apparently broken Ren's arm and the big goon sat on
the ground cradling it to his body. Ry stood over him, puffing with his
exertions.

Lester picked up the gun.

Giselle had the last of the knot at her ankles untied and
ripped the ropes away.

Lester pointed the gun at Ry.

Tossing the length of rope away, she hopped off the
tombstone and ran at Lester on shaking legs. How could she reach him before he
fired? The vampire pulled the trigger and it clicked.

"Arrrrr!" he roared, fumbling with the safety switch on the
side of the gun handle.

Giselle ran at him, ramming into his body with a linebacker-style
tackle. The gun flew and he went down hard. Scrambling along the ground, she
located the gun under a bush at the base of a tomb. She picked it up and
trained the barrel on the vampire.

As she stood over Lester, he gazed up at her with his
luminous eyes and the pathetic expression that had elicited sympathy so often
in the past.

"It'll be interesting to see if that expression helps you
get a few years deducted from your prison sentence," Giselle said. She didn't
feel sympathetic just now.

"Prison?"

"Yeah, that's what you can expect when you plot to bomb a
federal courthouse."

"Can't you just let me go? I'll disappear. I promise."

Giselle shook her head before he got more than two words
out.

"If I'm prosecuted I won't survive a trial. I'll be ashes.
What will I do?" Lester's voice echoed in the night plaintively.

Giselle's lips quirked. "Frankly, my dear, I don't give a
damn."

She pressed her fingertips to her lips. "Ooops. It looks
like yet another episode in your life has been plagiarized by an author. Maybe
you should sue Margaret Mitchell."

Lester's woeful eyes widened even farther and his bottom lip
trembled. "You have no idea what I've suffered. If you did you would have more
compassion."

"You're right. I should be more compassionate."

Lester looked hopeful.

"I'll tell you what. If you do combust I'll scatter your
ashes in Transylvania."

Lester pouted.

"It's the best I've got to offer you, mister."

Giselle had more to say to Lester. After all, he did deserve
a lot more berating, but her tirade was interrupted as strong hands seized her
from behind. Was it Ren? Was it Field? The hands turned her roughly. But the
lips that covered hers weren't rough. They had a scrumptious softness. Ry. It
was Ry. And his hands gently but urgently swept from her shoulders, down her back
to her thighs and back up again. He pressed Giselle close as his lips devoured
her. Giselle happily allowed herself to be devoured. She leaned into him and
lost herself in the myriad sensations and feelings. Fear had turned to relief
and pain to lust.

A rustle of movement could be heard off to the right and Ry
pulled back.

"Oh no you don't." Ry reached down to where Lester attempted
to crawl away. Ry pulled Lester up by the scruff of the cravat around his neck
and firmly placed him in a standing position. "This is for hurting my girl." Ry
drew back his fist. Then he slammed it into Lester's jaw.




Chapter Nineteen

 

A few minutes later, Ry and Giselle leaned against his Jeep,
waiting for the police. Ry had secured the bad guys--and gal--with various ropes,
belts and even a pair of handcuffs from Vector's glove box. She didn't want to
think about what he'd used those for.

Ry had released and revived Vector, who promptly declared,
"I am artiste, not witness," and then had taken off in his car.

Ry rested against his Jeep with Giselle happily clamped--breast
to chest--to his front. Twining his fingers with hers, he brought her right hand
up and then examined her palm.

"There's a big scrape here." A gentle kiss was applied to
the center. "And you seem to have a bruise on your cheek." He touched his lips,
with the softness of a butterfly wing, to the injured spot.

Who knew that the old cliche was right? Kisses did make
injuries feel better, at least Ry's kisses did.

"I think my lips are bruised too," Giselle said.

"Oh really?" Ry arched an eyebrow, lowered his head to hers
and pressed his lips briefly to her lips. A mere touch. She tried to follow his
mouth, but he lifted his head away before staring down at her.

"Hey," she said. "What kinda kiss is that?"

"I don't want to hurt you. I'm still a little freaked about
almost losing you to those wackos."

She smiled. "Don't worry. My lips aren't that bruised.
Come here." Clutching the back of his head, she urged him down to her once
more. Their mouths met chastely until she opened her mouth and licked at the
seam of his lips. His mouth opened and their tongues began a dance. Hands
clutching and roaming, they explored each other. His wandered caressingly over
her hips before clasping her butt and lifting her. She wrapped her arms around
his neck and clamped her legs around his hips.

Ry groped her butt.

"What are you doing now?" she asked.

"I'm checking for broken bones."

Clutching her bottom, he ground her against him. His
erection provided friction even through the jeans. Pleasure shot through her
and a heavy thrum began at her core. Definitely nothing broken there. Moaning,
she arched against him in another long grind that had them both gasping for
air.

Turning them both, he pressed Giselle against the vehicle,
almost seating her on the hood, giving him the leverage he needed to make the
grind even more tortuous. He thrust against her. So close...but their clothing
kept them so far away.

"I need to be inside you," he said, voice raspy with
passion.

A police siren whined in the distance.

"Dammit," Ry yelled.

"They could be coming here," she said, her head falling to
rest on his shoulder.

"Yeah," he said, breathless. "We probably shouldn't go any further
right now...wouldn't want the police to arrest us for indecency when they
arrive."

"You're right," Giselle said, making an effort to quell her
quickened breath.

Unwinding her legs from around him, she placed her feet on
the ground. She turned in his arms and leaned back against him with a sigh.

"When we get back to the house, I am going to fuck you so
hard you won't walk right for a week," he said harshly.

Giselle laughed.

"What?" he said, breath still chugging in and out. "I want
to make sure you're really okay."

She laughed even harder. Ry, however, didn't seem to see the
incongruity of the two statements.

"How did you find me?" she asked as her breathing returned
to normal.

"Edward," Ry said between nips at the side of her neck. Nips
that made her nipples tingle.

"Edward? How did he know where I was?"

"He saw the goons taking you out of the castle and followed
you. When he saw where they'd taken you, he couldn't get a hold of me so he
contacted Mama. She called me."

Giselle laughed. "Then I'm going to have to thank Edward
since he braved your mother and all."

"You have no idea." One of Ry's hands moved up to cup a breast
gently as he sucked on her earlobe.

"Mama and Kopeleski said they were sorry they abandoned you
at the party, by the way," he murmured into her ear.

"Uh-huh. Where were they when I was being abducted by
Kopeleski's buddy, the vampire?"

"I'm not quite sure. My mother said something about the
bathroom--"

"Say no more. I know too much about the bathroom already."

"What?"

"Trust me. You don't want to know. WTMI." At his questioning
expression, she explained, "Way too much information."

For a few minutes they just stood silently and contemplated
the stars. Giselle couldn't remain quiet for long.

"I can't believe it. What a coincidence that Edward was
there to see what had happened. And that he had a car to follow them? Amazing."

"Yeah," Ry said in a dry tone.

"What's that tone supposed to mean?"

"It's a long story. I'll tell you later."

Ry hugged her more closely. A comfortable silence enveloped
them.

When Giselle thought back over the night's events, it all
seemed impossible. Suddenly a thought occurred and she chuckled.

"What?" Ry gave her a little shake.

Turning to face him, she reached up to his nose. "I can't
believe you threw rocks at them." Giselle laughed.

"Hey, it worked, didn't it? I took out Marissa at just the
right time, didn't I?"

"Yeah, but rocks? I thought all you Southern boys had guns."

"We do, but unfortunately I left my gun rack at home along
with my pickup and my hunting dogs," Ry said.

"You don't have a pickup or hunting dogs."

"Yeah."

"Oh, I see. Sorry about the stereotype."

"Under the circumstances, I'll forgive you. But at the rate
you get in trouble, I'll have to think about getting a handgun now that we're
together. I should have gotten one when I became a P.I. but I haven't wanted to
touch one since I was in the service."

What did that mean? What had happened to Ry? Why didn't he
want to touch a gun? Hey, wait a minute. Who cared about guns? What did he say
about them being together? It sounded suspiciously like Ry had been
contemplating a future together. Hmmmm. Nice.

The Scooby theme started to play, interrupting their
conversation. It sounded a bit muffled but still detectable.

"My phone," Giselle cried, opening the door to Ry's Jeep.
She saw the cell lying on the passenger side seat. She snatched it up and
snapped it open.

"Hunter!" Willie barked.

Crap. What was she going to tell him about the article? "Hi,
boss. You're up late? Or maybe you're up early. Are you a night person or a
morning person?" She tried to sound upbeat and distracting. But the greeting
sounded pathetic and desperate even to her ears. Double crap.

"Are you okay? I could feel that you were in some kind of
danger."

Omigod. Willie had been concerned about her. Here she'd
thought his heart was as hard as a walnut, but instead it was as soft as a
marshmallow. Awwww. Giselle's eyes teared and swam.

"I heard that."

"What?" she choked out.

"You thought something nice about me. Don't do that. I was
worried, that's all!" he shouted.

He was so sweet. He was a mushy, sweet marshmallow man. The
tears slipped out her eyes and ran down her cheeks.

"I was worried you wouldn't be able to finish the article."

He wasn't sweet at all. He was a hard, sour walnut of a man.
She dashed the tears away. Bastard. If she had an article she'd roll it up and
shove it right up his--

"I heard that." He sounded almost happy about it.

"What?"

"Just get the article in on time or you're out."

"Yeah, yeah, you'll have it."

"And, Hunter."

"Yes?"

"I'm glad you weren't hurt." The softly spoken words were
almost inaudible.

Awwww.

"Thanks." Giselle gulped down the tears choking her throat.

"And I don't have a foot fetish. Got that?"

"Yes, boss."

Willie clicked off. She could almost hear the phone slamming
into the cradle in his office a thousand miles away.

Giselle flipped her cell phone closed and turned to Ry. "Why
didn't I just tell him I can't do it? I'm not gonna make the deadline. I've
failed."

Sighing, she leaned forward to cuddle against Ry's chest.
"It's been an exciting weekend with me almost getting killed by pretend satanists
who were really anarchists, but I don't think Willie is going to care. I didn't
get my ghost. I can't write the article he wants. Tomorrow morning I'm going to
have to call him and tell him there's no ghost and he's going to fire me."

Giselle wrapped her arms around Ry's waist. "The good news
is that I might as well move to Savannah to get a new job. It shouldn't be too
hard to get a job here. I have a lot of talents. I'm pretty good at
investigating. I uncovered a terrorist plot, didn't I?" She slapped him
playfully on the arm. "Hey, maybe I should get a P.I. license myself. We could
be partners."

"Oh Lord no," he said with a shudder.

"I beg your pardon?"

"I didn't mean it that way." He dropped a soothing kiss on
the tip of her nose. "I just meant that after we're finished with the police we
should go get you a ghost."

* * * * *

Getting finished with the police turned out to be easier
said than done. There had been questions upon questions by first this police
agency and then another. The first had been the city's and the second the Feds.
Or was the first the Feds. Oh well, it didn't matter. The same questions had
been asked numerous times. Finally, Ry pleaded fatigue. With Ry promising to
return the next day to give more statements, the police let them go.

Ry backed his Jeep into a parking place on Bull Street and
got out. Giselle followed and soon found herself approaching the antique store.
Hope surged. How could she have forgotten? The antique store ghost. The
monitoring equipment. Perhaps the police hadn't confiscated the videotape.

They reached the door and hope died. The shop was closed on
Mondays. There went her last hope of a ghost.

Wiping her forehead, Giselle put on her sunglasses to guard
against the afternoon sun.

Ry peered intently through the window into the depths of the
store as if he could will it to open its doors. "Do you have a telephone number
for the owner?"

"Just the shop number," she said, and he frowned. "It's all right,"
she said with a small and probably unconvincing smile. "It was sweet of you to
think of this, but finding a ghost in this shop was a long shot anyway."

How would they find a ghost in the daytime? Didn't all
ghosts come out at night? Ry seemed confident. Giselle had no choice but to tag
along after him. It was make or break time. It was Monday afternoon at 2:15
p.m., and if Giselle didn't find a ghost now, it wouldn't do her any good to
find one later.

* * * * *

Ry turned on Oglethorpe and Giselle trotted behind.

"How are we... What are we doing?"

"You'll see." Ry stopped in front of a huge house. Actually,
the house qualified as a mansion. Built in a regency style with a curved
portico and supporting Doric columns, the house had a stucco exterior with a
faint ochre tint. It was a beautiful lady of a house, but the lady needed a
facelift. The house had obviously been closed up long ago from the look of the
rotting wood that barricaded the windows. Giselle noticed the sign warning away
trespassers. Then she saw the number of the house above its door.

"This is the haunted house Lester told us about. The one
you're supposed to go to at midnight," Giselle groused.

"This is the one." Ry nodded, staring up at the front facade
of the building.

"But you pooh-poohed it. You said it wasn't true even when
Ghost Guy confirmed it."

"I know. Just come with me." He took her arm and tugged her
up the six marble stairs to the porch and stood in front of the carved wood
door. A tarnished brass door knocker in the shape of a lion's head with a large
ball as its knocking mechanism still hung on top of the peeling green paint.

"I don't know how to tell you this, so I'll just start," Ry
said in a low serious tone. "I noticed that I was different when I was six, but
my mother likes to brag that I exhibited psychic abilities for the first time
when I was three."

Psychic, what? When Giselle would have spoken, Ry stopped
her.

"Just listen."

Giselle closed her mouth.

"It wasn't very long after my eighth birthday when my mother
made me a regular part of her show. Although my mother and her clients were
very impressed with my talents, other children weren't so kind. I was either a
prodigy or a freak depending on the company I was in and I didn't like either."

He paused for a few thoughtful moments then continued. "A
few years ago I decided to put away my, er, abilities. I stored them away as if
I had put them in a safe, locked the door and threw the combination in a
drawer. I ignored the safe. But then you came to town and now I'm going to try
to open up the safe. It might be a little rusty. I might be a little rusty. But
bear with me."

Giselle just nodded. She couldn't completely take in what
he'd said. Ry turned back to face the door. He stared at it without speaking. A
few silent seconds stretched to a minute and then two.

"Should I do anything?" Giselle started.

"Shhhh," Ry said.

More silence.

"If--"

"Shhh. I'm trying to concentrate."

"But I thought we had to come here at midnight."

"Some people might. I don't. Now just be quiet."

"Okay. Okay. No need to get testy."

After a few hours more of silence, only five minutes in real
time, Ry reached into his pocket and drew out an object. Giselle saw a piece of
chalk. He bent and drew a chalk circle around himself and Giselle.

"What?"

Ry looked up at her and placed is fingers to his lips.
"Shhhhh." Then he stood, took the ball from the lion's mouth and rapped three
times on the door. The sound of each knock could be heard echoing through the
empty building.

Giselle waited, her heart fluttering with nervous
anticipation. She wiped her suddenly sweaty palms on the sides of her legs. If
the door opened, a ghost would be on the other side. What would she do when she
saw one? Would she scream? She hoped not. She didn't want to embarrass Ry. No,
she wouldn't scream. She prided herself on being a professional ghosthunter
after all. Steeling herself, she waited for the door to open.

Nothing.

"It's not wor--" Giselle started, and found herself
interrupted by the sound of footsteps inside. A rush of adrenaline speeded her
heart to breakneck pace. The steps stopped at the door. She heard the lock on
the door turn. Then the door inched open with a loud creak to reveal the dark
cavernous interior of the building and a shadowed figure.

"Ry, ma boy," Giselle heard. "'Bout time ya came to see Ol'
Edward again."

"Edward?" Giselle heard her own voice as if it came from a
distance.

Edward came forward into the light. He smiled and his gold
teeth gleamed.

"Ah, Miss Giselle. I's got a powerful relief those bad men
didna do ya no harm. Come in. Come in," he said, pulling the door wider to
allow them entry.

Ry ushered Giselle through the door and Edward closed it
behind them. The interior of the house looked to be in surprisingly good
condition with many of the original features. As they followed Edward from the
hall into the parlor, Giselle could see that the heart pine floors were intact.
So was the walnut mantle over the fireplace, the crown moldings and the ceiling
medallions. However, every surface in the building appeared to be covered with
dust or cobwebs or both. The place had obviously not been inhabited for years.

Giselle looked on in confusion. Had Ry called Edward to meet
them there? She liked the friendly old man, especially since he had saved her
life. And she definitely owed him a thank-you. But something was strange.
Perhaps the lack of sleep had gotten to her.

"What are you doing here, Edward?" Giselle couldn't help but
ask.

Edward chuckled. "Why, miss, I's been opening the door to
this here house since the Colson family took me on as their butler."

"How many years ago was that, Edward?" Ry asked with a wry
smile in Giselle's direction.

"I don rightly know." Edward scratched his chin
thoughtfully. "But seems like it was right about tha' time ma sista had her
firs chile. That woulda been eighteen seventy-three."

Giselle couldn't believe her ears. Did he say? Na. "Oh, you
mean nineteen seventy-three?"

"Na, miss, it was eighteen seventy-three, I reckon."

Giselle's jaw dropped. Literally. She saw Ry try to hide a
smirk. Good. If he didn't hide it well, she'd smack it off his face. He should
be ashamed, trying to put something over on her like this. But worse than that,
he had convinced Edward to pretend to be a ghost. The nerve.

Sure, Giselle wanted to keep her job, but she wouldn't pass
off a fake to do it. Anyway it wouldn't hurt to play along. See how far the two
of them would go.

"Oh right. Eighteen seventy-three. That is a long time. Why
do you stay?"

"Oh, I's had many a chance ta move on. But I likes it here
in Savannah. Why should I go any?" Then Edward slapped his forehead like he'd
just remembered something. "I bet y'all didna come to see Ol' Edward at all. I
betcha I knows what y'all want to see."

Maybe she'd find a ghost here after all. Maybe Ry meant for
Edward to show them the ghost.

"You do?" she asked.

"'Zactly so," Edward said. "What y'all want is over here."
Edward ambled across the room to the corner. Giselle saw a large cardboard box
there. She noticed something else too. Something odd. She saw no disturbance in
the dust coating the floorboards Edward had walked across.

Ry followed Edward to the box. Giselle saw that Ry's booted
feet made distinct marks.

Ry looked down into the box. "Oh no."

"What is it?" Giselle hurried over and looked down into the
box. Inside were three tiny puppies of indistinct breed. They were fast asleep
and lying curled head to tail on a blanket. "They are so cute." As Giselle
spoke, one of the puppies--a cutie pie with black and white spots and long
fluffy hair--opened its eyes a crack and then wider. It began barking, mewling
really. Giselle just had to pick him up. The puppy's enormous eyes were tinged
with trust and adoration. A small pink tongue flicked out to kiss her
fingertips.

"Awwww. He likes me," she said, looking up. Edward grinned
at her.

Giselle remembered that he'd wanted her to adopt one of his
puppies all along. Well, she wasn't about to be manipulated by someone
pretending to be a ghost.

"Here," she said, thrusting the puppy at him. "You hold him."
She pushed the puppy into his chest. She should have encountered the firmness
of a body, but she didn't. The smile fell off Edward's face and he looked sad
and abashed.

"I can't, miss. That's why I be needin' someone ta adopt
these poor mites. I can never give 'em what they be needin'."

Stunned to silence, an unusual happening, she gripped the
puppy tightly and brought it back to her own arms. The pup nuzzled up her chest
and into the crook of her neck.

"But...but...I thought you sold gold teeth," she said.

"Heavens no, chile. I jes likes ta wear 'em."

Giselle had no idea how that worked. Probably the same way
he wore clothes. She'd have to ask Ry later.

"And I likes ta see other peoples wear 'em so I goes to tha
shop."

She shook her head. Giselle couldn't seem to clear her
confused brain and think. "But you told me you didn't know any ghosts."

"I don," Edward replied with a confused expression.

Leaning toward her, Ry whispered, "He doesn't really
understand what he is."

"I see," she said. Giselle turned to Ry and he regarded her
with a gravely serious expression. Unspoken words passed between them. Giselle
turned back to Edward. "How long have you known Ry, Edward?"

Edward grinned again. "I know'd Ry all his life. Ry's, ma
son."

"What?" Giselle said, startled. Ry nodded.

"He's not but he is, ya see?" Edward said.

Giselle shook her head. She didn't see at all.

"Well, it's powerful hard ta explain. Ya only gotta look
into Ry's eyes and ya can see ma own William look back. William, he passed on
in eighteen ninty-nine, but then he don got hiself born again. So ma boy's
back." Edward smiled broadly as his chest puffed out with pride.

Ry smiled at him in return.

"Does that mean his mother is somehow related to you too?"
Giselle asked tentatively. But not tentative enough. It raised serious hackles.

"It does not. I's got nothing ta do with that woman and
never will have if I got anything ta do wit it. I only spoke to her last night
because you was in trouble, miss. An I ain't wantin' to repeat tha'
experience."

"My mother and Edward don't get along. My mother liked to
have Edward and me perform for her clients when I was a kid. I put a stop to it
when I turned fifteen. I didn't want to be used like that. It was degrading.
And I certainly didn't want to have Edward subjected to it." The memory seemed
to have a powerful effect on Ry's emotions, but he forced himself to choke out
the words. "I'm sorry I ever let her treat you like that, Edward," he said.

"It okay, boy."

"No it's not. If she hadn't done it, you might have been
able to move on to the next life. Instead, she convinced you that you should
stay here to look after me. That's why I've stayed away so long. I wanted you
to be free to go." Ry's head bowed and Giselle could see a tear slip down his
cheek.

"That there's the stupidest thin' I ever did hear," Edward
said angrily. Suddenly the kindly old man took on the mantle of one seriously
enraged father, chastising a misbehaving son. "You got nothing ta do with ma
stayin' here. I don already tol ya. I likes it here. I got no reason to go. And
don' ya dare tell me I's not free ta stay here if'n I want ta?"

"I didn't mean it that way," Ry sputtered.

"Then that there is settled." Edward clapped his hands
together once in a loud crack. "Now y'all go home. You is both fallin' down
with tired." Ry and Giselle nodded. "But don' forget the puppies."

"By the look on Giselle's face, I don't think there's any
chance of that." Ry chuckled.

"An don' you get into any more scrapes, Miss Giselle. Your grandma
don' like it."

"What?" Giselle said, eyes wide.

"Naw. She say it getting too hard on her ta look afta' ya
when ya's always gettin' in trouble."

Giselle glanced around the room, half expecting to see her
dead grandmother there. She didn't. "Are you saying that you've met my
grandmother, Edward?"

"Yessum. She's 'round ya from time ta time. She's here now.
And she's lookin' mighty fine."

"I can't believe this," Giselle said.

"She say she loves ya."

Giselle frowned. "That doesn't sound like my grandma."

"And she say if'n ya'd stop eatin' so many dang cookies yor
behind--'scuse me, miss, I's quotin' here--wouldna be so big."

"That's my grandma."

Edward posed with Ry for photographs with a wide smile on
his face. Even though she knew he didn't have the substance of a corporeal
body, it still surprised Giselle that the image on the digital readout of her
camera merely showed a wisp of fog with vaguely discernable features in the
place where Edward should have been.

It was Monday afternoon at 3:36 p.m. Giselle had her ghost.
But would she be able to write the article in time? She was very tired. Perhaps
if she stopped for some cookies on the way to Ry's house, they would fortify
her. Never mind what Grandma said. Her behind was not too big.




Chapter Twenty

 

It was Monday at 5:30 p.m. Giselle whistled as she strolled
down Broughton Street toward Ry's office. She had love and she had success.
What more could a girl ask for?

The Scooby Doo theme sang out. Giselle didn't even look at
the caller ID. Let it be Willie. What did she care?

"This is Giselle, ghosthunter extraordinaire," she trilled
into the cell, still striding along.

"Giselle? It's me. Mary Ellen." Her friend's voice sounded
strange. Giselle felt a wave of guilt. Wow. Giselle hadn't remembered to call
Mary Ellen to let her know everything had turned out okay...great really. Super
great. Giselle was a bad friend. What was that? Like the fourth time this
weekend?

"Hey, M. I'm so sorry I didn't call."

"I don't care about that."

Giselle realized that her friend was crying. She stopped
cold on the sidewalk. "Oh honey. What's the matter?"

"Mmmllfffwwaaarrr."

"What?"

"My life is overrrrrrr." Mary Ellen gulped. Then she sobbed
out, "Dexter broke up with me this morninggggg. Aaaahhhh." She cried harder
now.

"That creep. Why?"

Her friend hicked a couple of times. "He said it's all
around townnn." More hicking. "Everyone in Savannah is saying I used to be a
mannnnn. That I had a sex change."

Omigod. Dammit.

"They think I was a mannnn. Dexter says he can't love anyone
who used to be a mannnnn." More sobbing. "How could such a rumor get started?"

Giselle thought back to this morning and what she'd said to
Lester. Double Dammit. "Honey, I have no idea." Liar. "But I'm going to
come over in a bit and I'm going to fix everything. Okay?"

"O." Hick. Hick. "Kay." Hick.

Giselle heard, "Oh Dexterrrrrrr," and more sobbing as she
snapped the phone shut. Giselle was a bad, bad, bad, bad friend. No. No.
Somehow she'd fix it later. Crap, somehow she'd have to explain and make all
this up to Mary Ellen. She'd be a good friend from now on.

A few minutes later, Giselle ran up the narrow steps to Ry's
office, knocked once on the door and threw it open. She struck what she hoped
was a sexy pose in the doorway, pulling up the hem of her skirt to show some
upper thigh.

"Hi, big boy," Giselle said.

Ry sat behind his desk with his laptop open in front of him.
Glancing up, he smiled. "Hi there, gorgeous."

"You better not be looking at internet porn." She giggled
and came around the desk, peering down at the monitor. "I would probably track
the skank down and scratch out her eyes."

He turned toward her in the chair. "No porn. You're as much
action as a guy can handle in a twenty-four-hour period." Ry put his hands on
her hips and twisted her around then tugged Giselle down onto his lap.

She straddled his hips, her knees on either side of his
legs. Giselle felt his strong denim-covered thighs against her bare skin as her
flouncy skirt rode up. She wiggled to get closer to him. His arousal nudged at
the bare heart of her. Only the fabric of his pants stood between them since
she'd dispensed with panties, hoping for just this opportunity.

"Oh. You are a big boy." She wiggled again. The chair
lurched dangerously but this time it didn't fall over.

Ry seemed unconcerned about whether the two of them would
topple to the floor again. His wondrous green eyes looked into hers. Giselle
dropped a quick kiss on his lips.

"Your grandmother was so wrong about your butt." Ry pinched
her cheek, but not the one on her face. "I think it's perfect, along with a
couple of other body parts." He ran his hands from her hips up her back and
around to squeeze her breasts.

"These are perfection." One hand moved over her cleavage and
down her shirt to fondle her nipple.

Giselle gasped. She would never get used to how fast this
man could arouse her every nerve ending.

"Nice to know I'm appreciated," she murmured. "I can name at
least one of your body parts I'm pretty darn happy with too." Fumbling between
them, she lowered his zipper, reached inside and caressed his shaft.

"Believe me. I appreciate you." His voice was velvet
huskiness. "And I plan to appreciate you repeatedly."

More fumbling and some twisting in the chair allowed Giselle
and Ry to lower his pants enough for the hard length of his cock to jut out.

"I might as well stop wearing pants at all when I'm around
you," he joked.

Giselle maneuvered into place and sank down onto his
stiffness with a moan of satisfaction as he filled her completely. "That could
possibly get you in trouble with the law...however, perhaps some tearaway pants."

With arms wrapped tightly around each other, the chair
beneath them rocked again as Giselle slowly ground her hips into his. She was
in no hurry to end this love play, wanting to savor every second with Ry.

Ry groaned at her movement. "Tear away?" he said. "You're
brilliant." After unbuttoning her blouse, he pressed a scorching-hot kiss to
the upper swell of her breast at the edge of her pink bra.

"And don't you forget it," she said, continuing the gentle
rocking of her hips.

He tugged the cup down and her breast spilled out. Taking
her flushed and painfully tight nipple into his mouth, Ry ministered to her,
laving and sucking.

Giselle's head fell back as she arched and thrust. The
tingling in her core turned to spikes of electricity at the simultaneous
sucking of her breast and the feel of the broad head of his shaft in her
deepest recesses. The arm of the chairs dug into her outer thighs, but that
small pain only increased her pleasure.

Awareness bloomed inside Giselle. She hadn't thought of a
condom. For the first time she was utterly open to Ry. Unprotected in both
heart and body with him, but...it seemed right.

Suddenly, slow and easy wasn't good enough. Ry thrust his
hips up. Sharp. Repeated. Giselle reached for Ry's head, urging his face to
hers. She devoured his mouth as she increased the pace and ferocity of her
movements to match Ry. Greedy. Desperate.

Releasing his mouth, their open lips continued to touch as
each gasped.

Giselle moaned and cried as her body vibrated and climaxed
with a dragging pull. Her core clenched and pulsed. She felt him come hot and
rushing inside her as he cried out. The last of her release milked at him,
taking everything he had to give. They collapsed against each other, resting
forehead to forehead. Their breaths mingled for long seconds. She didn't want
to move and dislodge him from inside her.

Finally, Giselle raised her head and then drew in a shaky
breath.

Ry's hand had twisted and caught in her hair, and as she
moved, her fiery curls hugged his fingers.

"I love you hair," Ry said. "It's so alive...like you. I
almost expect it to burn me when I touch it."

"What do you mean I'm alive?" Giselle hoped it meant
something about her being beautiful.

The edge of his thumb caressed her cheekbone as he gazed at
her. "I mean zany, funny." He laughed. "You say and do the most unexpected
things."

That didn't sound anything like a compliment to her beauty.

Her expression must have given away her displeasure because
he hurriedly continued. "I'm not explaining very well... You just vibrate an
energy. You're...extraordinary."

She knew she was pouting but she couldn't help it.

"And extraordinarily good in bed," he added.

Just with him...but she wasn't going to say that. Still
nothing about her looks.

"And beautiful," he finally added.

"Thanks for the afterthought."

Taking her by the shoulders, he gave her a little shake.
"You're beautiful and you should know it. But there are plenty of beauties out
there. I have a feeling there's just one Giselle."

"Awwww. Thank you," she said, pressing a quick kiss on his
lips to hide the moistness in her eyes. "Give me your hand," she said.

"That sounds promising. What are you going to do with it?"
Ry waggled his eyebrows suggestively as he held out his hand.

"Not that." Her lips quirked. Reaching around him to her
purse on the desk where it had fallen, Giselle retrieved a thumb drive from
inside and put it into his now-upturned palm.

"What's on this?"

"The article. It's done. But I haven't filed it with the
magazine and I'm not going to." She took a nibble of Ry's neck.

He pulled her upright, a frown etching his face. "After all
we've gone through?"

Giselle framed Ry's face with her hands. "I know how
difficult it was for you to use your psychic abilities and contact Edward
again. I know you did it for me. But if the article is published, it'll all be
so public. You'd hate it."

Ry opened his mouth to speak and Giselle put the fingers of
her right hand to his lips. "Shhh. You know it's true. I just can't do it to
you or to us. I can't exploit what we feel for one another for the sake of a
job. No job is worth that."

Taking Giselle's hand away in his, he kissed the tips of her
fingers one at a time. "Have I told you that you're wonderful?"

"Yes, but you can never say it too many times," she teased.

He turned the two of them in the chair and stuck the thumb
drive into the USB port of the PC. Giselle watched in amazement as Ry uploaded
the story and pictures and sent the package to Willie's email address.

"Why did you do that?"

It took Ry a minute to respond. "I felt like such a freak
when I was a teenager because of all the teasing I took about my talent. Even
as an adult, some of my so-called friends couldn't help but have fun with the
freak sometimes."

His lips compressed into a flat line. "It made me ashamed of
my mother. It made me ashamed of myself. I want you to have the article
published because I'm not going to be ashamed anymore."

Gazing into her eyes again, his bitable lips formed a sexy
smile. "Besides, you deserve to publish that article. You found the ghost. You
wrote the article and you should be able to keep the job."

"Are you saying you still want me to leave Savannah?"

"The opposite. I want you to stay in Savannah and..." He
gulped. "Marry me." He gulped again. "But I want you to have a choice about
staying."

A warm fire began in Giselle's chest at his words, even if
they had been said between gulps. She could barely choke out a response.

"Don't worry. I'm staying in Savannah. I'm not going to let
you get away." Her voice grew stronger. "But I'm not sure about marriage. Aside
from the fact that we haven't even known each other a week, there's the fact
neither of us has ventured to say the L word," she said seriously.

When he would have interrupted, she stopped him. "Besides, I
understand from the best authority that a mother-in-law can make your life
hell. No offense, but it's going to take a lot of convincing on your part for
me to think that marriage is worth the sacrifice."

His arms closed around her hips and he pulled her even
closer. "If that's the case, I'd better start now." His lips covered hers in a
slow, delicious kiss. His tongue licked at her tongue as the kiss deepened. He
hardened and lengthened inside her.

Giselle pulled away from the kiss breathless. "That was a
good start," she said. He really was scrumptious. "Let's see how you finish."




Epilogue

 

A month later Giselle still hadn't agreed to marry Ry. Why
put an end to all that convincing Ry excelled in? And Giselle didn't feel the
need to have a cow for a mother-in-law when she got the bull for free. Besides,
the bull seemed pretty happy with the arrangement too, for now. Giselle
probably would marry Ry...eventually.

She still had her job at Ghosthunter Magazine. Willie
had loved the article. When asked, he would grumble that it was just "okay",
but that meant he loved it. He had even suggested a sequel. Good thing too
because there was no way Giselle would leave Savannah. She could work for the
magazine while based here. In fact, working from Savannah would be an improvement.
Savannah had the reputation for being the most haunted city in America, after
all. She'd be able to find great information for a whole series of articles in
Savannah.

Now that Giselle had her own psychic detective, it didn't
matter that she had no psychic abilities of her own. Who said it wasn't easy
hunting ghosts?
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