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Chapter One
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“This is where James Addison’s execution took place,” the college student explained with a hint of boredom, despite the gruesome account. With a practiced flourish of his colonial cape, he turned and pointed at the huge elm tree in the center of Kings Mill, Maryland’s city park. “Rumor has it he was drawn and quartered in public as a traitor to the Crown. The colonial rebellion was on the rise, and King George III was serious about punishing those caught for treason.”

Yawning in boredom, James leaned against a gaslight post. He wasn’t worried that anyone would witness such a breach of etiquette. He was a ghost, after all. The dialogue sounded as practiced and boring as it had every Friday and Saturday since the season began. This was Tony’s second year now giving the tour. From September until the end of November, he’d repeated the same quotes every weekend night, just a bit of information and then he would move on to the next ‘haunted spot’ of Kings Mill.

Dressed in colonial period costume and carrying a tin lantern, Tony tried to look authentic and make the story eerily dramatic for his guests, but to James the tour was just plain tedious. Why, he could give the presentation himself, if he weren’t a ghost. He chuckled to himself.

“Excuse me,” someone from the group piped up, stopping the flow of the tour. “What did James Addison do to be accused of treason? Was he one of the Sons of Liberty, as some of the books claim? As the son of a British earl, I can’t imagine him part of such a group.”

Curious about the identity of the person who knew so much about him, James pushed off the lamppost and strolled toward the group. The people suddenly parted, revealing a tiny figure in leggings and woolens. A tilt of the waif’s head let slip a long, feminine braid of reddish-brown hair.

What did I do to be accused of treason? He’d suffered the same question for over two hundred and thirty years, but until now, he’d never heard anyone ask it aloud. At least not that he knew of. Those damn Sons of Liberty had made life difficult for many loyal to the crown.

They had been the cause of the skirmishes during his last few years of life in the colonies. Why, he remembered Boston losing a shipment of tea, and then another similar catastrophe happened aboard the Peggy Stewart in Annapolis Harbor. Those rascals had deliberately tossed crates of his precious English tea overboard in the name of liberty.

He’d begun to hoard each shipment, in case there was a run on it. But it wasn’t just the tea. The colonists refused to uphold the tax England had put on the stamps to authenticate documentation. He’d heard some of the stamp officers had been run out of town or tarred and feathered just for doing their jobs. It was downright scandalous!

James leaned casually against the hanging elm tree, tilted his tricorne down over his eyes, and settled in to hear what the tour guide had to say for himself.

The lad stopped and, for the first time this season, deviated from his normal, routine script. James could tell he was a little unprepared as he struggled to answer.

“Why was James Addison chosen for execution? A good question.” He cleared his throat nervously, swinging the lantern lightly at his side. “I think it’s because Henry Samuel, the county land commissioner, demanded Addison’s execution. He’d had an affair with Henry Samuel’s wife. ”

So that was why he was murdered? Henry thought he’d had an affair with Catherine? Did the man ever confront him, ask him face to face, and call him out? No—not once! Rot and nonsense! Disgusted, he turned to walk away.

The woman burst forth again. “Was he given a trial?”

James stopped in his tracks, circled around the tree to get a closer peek at the young woman. No one had ever asked whether he’d been given a trial before. Was this woman curious about his innocence? He’d hoped, over the years, someone would give him the answer to why he hadn’t been afforded a trial two hundred and thirty-eight years ago. No one had cared to ask. Until now.

The boy shrugged. “There wasn’t any record of a trial. Maybe Henry Samuel wanted to get rid of his wife’s lover and receive accolades from England. It would make him look good in the king’s eyes if he’d found a traitorous rebel and executed him.” James rolled his eyes and jammed his hands into his pockets. What rubbish!

The young lad waited only a brief amount of time before rounding up his group and herding them off to the next ghost house.

Shuffling along, James managed to kick up a few stones in disgust. Well at least he’d learned something tonight, even though it didn’t help much. Not a damn thing he could do about it in this ethereal form of hell.

James watched sadly as the group drifted further down the street, on to the next haunted spot, the Old Town Tavern. Supposedly, it was haunted by Millie Taylor, who’d been accidentally killed in a brawl. Damn shame, too. She’d been a lusty wench! He fondly remembered a few stolen moments nestled against her ample breasts. And then there was the night he’d bedded her and the other tavern maid to solve a dispute between the two women. It was just one of the stories that now labeled him a rake for his sexual pursuits.

He’d always been considered a ladies’ man and enjoyed the attention it aroused, but hearing about his past and being remembered for nothing but his dalliances had become a bit tiring. Now, he was known as the town character, a joke, a folly. No one seemed to care about his true part in making Kings Mill what it had been.

He was so tired of it all. There had to be some reason he was still here beyond the jokes and his infamous dalliances. The monotony of whatever existence he was in had worn him down. After two-hundred and thirty-eight years, his spirit remained bound to the last place he’d breathed life on earth, unable to move on to the afterlife. He wasn’t sure why he was still here. Maybe he was waiting for someone to care enough and find out the truth behind his death. Listening to the ghost tours over the years, he wondered if maybe his lack of knowledge about his execution might be the key to what was holding him here. All he knew was that Henry Samuel had given the order for his execution. Did he need to find out why before the powers-that-be let him move on? Damn you, Henry! Ranting loudly at the man, he raised his fist to the heavens - though if he really thought about it, the man would be in a much hotter place.

James stopped in his tracks and turned around, sensing he wasn’t alone. One guest remained behind. The young woman dressed in the leggings and woolens, her small, flat hat cocked jauntily over her eyes stood there, smiling at him.

Was she really smiling at him or just in his general direction? The empty spot where his heart should have been, leaped. Could she see him or was she looking at something behind him?

No. Impossible! No one could see him. After all these years of yearning for someone to hear him, he was fooling himself, no doubt.

When she moved on to the tree and looked up into the branches, her braid flopped over her shoulder. He wanted to tug on the glorious rope.

She was rather pretty a pert nose, high, rounded cheeks. When she closed her eyes, long lashes feathered against those rosy cheeks. Her long braid swished from left to right against her shoulder blades as she tilted her head and breathed in the late October air. That same magical smile surfaced again, and she went from pretty to beautiful.

Opening her eyes, she examined the damn tree.

“Did you ever wonder what trees would tell us if they could talk?” She glanced towards him again. “Do you think James Addison was really hanged from these branches?” A hint of melancholy tinged her voice like such an event saddened her.

James looked to the right of him, to the left. No one was there. Who was she talking to, the blasted tree? The wind picked up and tugged a strand of her hair loose from under her cap.

She rooted around in the satchel she carried and dug out a small box-shaped instrument he’d seen so many people use over the years. He’d always wondered what they were for. As he watched curiously, she took aim, pushed down on the button and a flash went off. The tilt of her face as she looked up at the branches exposed the angle of her jaw and gave him a sudden urge to kiss her along the tender line right below her ear. The woman closed her eyes again, breathing in the night once more. Her gloved hand caressed the raspy bark of the tree.

“I wonder why he was never given a trial. Wasn’t the Treason Act of 1695 enacted at the time? James Addison should have been provided a counsel and jury for his crimes.” She turned towards him again. “Was he really executed for treason?”

“Was he really executed for treason?” James said, mimicking her feminine voice with his own British brogue, as he walked toward the odd girl, wanting to shout in her face at the idiocy of her questioning the bloody tree. Didn’t she know how foolish she looked? “No, he wasn’t executed for treason. He was beaten to a bloody pulp and murdered!”

With eyes gone wide, the girl stared up at him, her fixed attention giving him a moment’s pause. And so it should. Nobody had noticed him, much less held him in thrall, for over two centuries.

“Murdered?” she asked back. “Are you sure?”

James stiffened. Dear God in heaven! Was she actually talking to him? He looked behind him to see if she might be addressing someone else. No one was there. Gathering his wits, he studied her closely. Could this girl hear him, see him?

“Yes,” he said curtly, a bit stunned. He waited with bated breath for her reply.

Her gaze never left him. “Yes, you’re sure he was murdered?” she questioned him intently. “Where did you obtain your information?”

James paced from side to side and did a little jig, to see if she could follow his movements. She did. She even laughed at his dance and gave him an odd look. Bloody Hell! She could see and hear him! She was smiling and didn’t seem frightened in the least.

“So what do you think really happened to James Addison?”

With one boot crossed over the other, the young woman leaned saucily against the tree as if settling in for a story. Openly admiring her slender limbs encased in leggings beneath the hem of her woolen coat, James lost his train of thought.

She, on the other hand, didn’t appear shocked at his appearance. But then he supposed he resembled the tour guide, dressed in colonial garb, his tricorn hat and manor coat nothing out of the ordinary.

Wanting to be able to talk with someone again, he moved cautiously towards her. He would do well to remember to play along as a ghost-guide and not give himself away.

“To answer your earlier question, there wasn’t any trial. He was hanged, pure and simple. Neither judge nor jury ever convicted him.

“Addison was kidnapped on his way home from the local tavern, tied and trussed up like a Michaelmas goose. He woke up with a knot on his noggin and shackled in the gaol. No one came to speak on his behalf. The next day he was brought, hooded and bound, before the people at this very tree to be made an ‘example of for treason,’” he relayed with a hint of disgust. Let her take his anger for what it was. He didn’t care. He was finally able to tell someone his side of the story—as he’d lived it.

He looked up at the tree, and his body shuddered, remembering the night of his death. His fists clenched at his sides at the thought of the injustice. There had been no one to voice his side of the story to. No one to listen. She was listening now, though. She could hear him!

And listen she did. Her eyes never left him, her interest fixed on what he said.

A sense of awareness surrounded him for the first time in so long. She gave him a sense of hope. If she could see him and hear him, could she help him find out the truth about his death so he could move on?

“Do you believe my story?” he asked.

She shrugged and tugged the tiny brim of her hat. “Not necessarily. Why should your tale be any more truthful than your co-worker’s? Besides, ghost tours are supposed to be for fun, not fact. You’re meant to scare and intrigue with tales of paranormal activities mixed with local lore and a touch of history to make it seem real.”

James tried hard not to laugh. “So you don’t believe in spirits?” If she only knew, would she be so comfortable standing there talking with him?

“I’m not discounting the possibility of ghosts or even your story. Anything is possible, I suppose.”

Even in the darkness, with the false gaslights and partial moon shining down on them, her eyes twinkled like the stars he enjoyed gazing upon at night. With such a genuine and infectious smile, he couldn’t help but return her grin.

He nodded toward the group who had made their way up the street to the next location of ghostly activity. “You’re missing the rest of the tour over at the Old Town Tavern and a fascinating tale about Millie the tavern maid.”

“Ah, yes, one of James Addison’s regular ‘lady friends.’ I’ve read about his escapades with some of the women of colonial Kings Mill.” She bit her lip. An innocent smile teased her charming face. “Let’s see, if I remember correctly, it had to do with a rather public dispute between Millie and another tavern maid as to whom James Addison preferred in his bed. To settle the cat-fight, James Addison drunkenly proposed a ménage à trois to appease them.”

Sheepishly, James rocked back and forth on his heels. “Yes, that is the tale.”

She looked him over with interest. “One of only a few hundred bawdy stories on the local legend, I’m afraid. There really isn’t much factual information to be found on James Addison. I’m surprised you know as much as you do.” She crossed her arms over her chest, wrenching the coat around her. “Where did you find your knowledge about his past? I’ve never heard the theory of him being murdered or the details you provided about his death.”

James studied her, trying to find out how to proceed without causing her distress or her asking more questions than he was comfortable answering. If she didn’t know he was a ghost, he would have to tread lightly not to scare her off.

“A bit of personal research.” He shrugged. “I’m quite fond of the man.” He accompanied his statement with a lopsided grin.

She nodded. “History has made him out to be a very colorful character. He was an astute businessman, founding father, and ladies’ man.”

He couldn’t help but preen and wondered what she would do if she knew she was talking with the James Addison.

“What do you find so fascinating about him?” he asked.

She looked around, taking in her surroundings. “The mystery behind him, I suppose. There are no real facts about the man. Only history and mystery,” she rhymed teasingly. “Two of the reasons I offer myself to research historical data, to dig up the past, so to speak. I want to right the wrongs of the history books, or at least provide as much truth to them as possible.”

“How do you know so much about a time you never lived?” he asked.

“I studied early American History under Dr. Robert Moreland at the College of William and Mary, one of the foremost colleges specializing in American History,” she explained proudly as she extended her gloved hand. “I’m Dr. April Branford.”

A doctor? She didn’t look like any doctor he’d ever met. He looked warily down at her hand. He couldn’t take hold of it. His hand would shimmer right through hers. He was in no hurry to send the poor girl screaming into the night upon her discovery.

Seeming a bit embarrassed, she slowly lowered her arm, but hid it by focusing her interest on the old courthouse building and aiming the thin, square box at the old structure. James blinked as the quick flash of light illuminated the night.

“I’ve been hired by Kenneth Miles to research as much as I can on James Addison and the Kings Mill gristmill business he started. It’s more of a temporary job while I’m waiting to hear about a few teaching positions I applied to for the spring semester.” She stopped talking, turned back to him, giving him a perplexed stare. “You know, Kenneth Miles, the British billionaire?” She sighed when he still didn’t comment.

He had no idea who she was speaking of, and realized, a bit too late, that maybe he should. “Oh, yes, Kenneth Miles…really?” he said, feigning interest.

“He recently discovered he’s a distant relative of James Addison and has a fascination with the man, too. He’s looking into proving James Addison owned the land and gristmill in which Kings Mill is named for.”

James frowned. “What’s to prove? Everyone knows he was the proprietor.”

“That’s one belief. There are those who say Henry Samuel owned it. But no one has been able to find documentation to prove it one way or the other.” Dr. Branford shrugged. “Mr. Miles hired me to unearth historical documentation proving Addison owned it.”

Of course he owned the mill and the land! He bought the land for 500 British pounds and signed the deed with Henry Samuel, the louse. How the fop had managed to become the land commissioner for the western Maryland colony he had no idea. Even Lord Calvert had thought the man was a bit of a horse’s arse.

But this was a turn of events for him. Here was someone with an actual curiosity about his past. Would she be able to help him find out the truth about his death?

James’s hopes lifted, and then dropped as quickly. Good luck. The mystery of his death was still unsolved. Someone would have surely pieced it together by now if there were any clues to be found.

Dr. April Branford eyed him with a shy grin, biting her lower lip, an innocent yet provocative gesture. How long had she been staring at him? He wasn’t sure, lost as he’d been in his thoughts. But he was intrigued. Nice to know he could still hold the interest of the fairer sex.

Hell’s bells. Unused to having an actual person he could talk to, he’d drifted off. If he wanted answers, he would need to remain focused on her.

“Is something the matter?” he asked.

“We seem to have a common interest in James Addison and Kings Mill’s history. I was wondering if you could show me around. Give me a private tour? You have a much better flair for telling a tale than your co-worker. Perhaps give me your opinions on James Addison, who you think he really was, over a cup of coffee?”

She was a bold minx, asking a man to accompany her, and without a chaperone!

Was the girl being coy with him? Her lashes lowered and she turned her face away momentarily. When she looked back she was grinning shyly, her teeth planted in her luscious bottom lip again.

By George! She was flirting with him! He could almost feel his non-existent heart beating in his hollow chest. He wouldn’t be able to touch her, but the company of the comely lass, after all this time, was definitely something he didn’t want to pass up.

“I would be delighted, Dr. Branford.” He doffed his hat and bowed low over his extended leg in true gentlemanly fashion. This could be the start to something wonderful!

Or perhaps you’ll end up scaring the bloody hell out of the poor girl.


Chapter Two
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April couldn’t believe her good fortune as she walked beside her tour guide. He provided a highly detailed account of the small Maryland town of Kings Mill, formerly known as Kings Land before the arrival of James Addison and his productive gristmill. The mill had produced a great deal of grain and flour for the colonies and England.

He talked briefly of various punitive acts by King George III and, looking properly offended, discussed the radical Sons of Liberty who seemed to pop up everywhere in the colonies. With his yummy British accent, he played the part of a pre-Revolutionary War colonist to the hilt. Honestly, the man was wasted as a tour guide. He should be treading the boards as a thespian.

The fact he was easy on the eyes didn’t hurt either. His angular jaw with a light touch of shadowed scruff gave him a ruggedly handsome appeal. His black hair was tied back in a colonial-style queue. A feminine urge to untie it and run her fingers through its length hit her with amazing force.

While she fought to focus on his words and not the man himself, she soaked up the atmosphere surrounding them, inhaling the essence of the bygone era in the small reminders around her. Replicas of old gaslights illuminating the brick paved sidewalks, Georgian-style townhomes with carriage lights hanging at their door, and single artificial candles placed in multi-paned windows hinted at the cozy warmth of what America had been in its youth. Still, something toyed with her ability to sense the historical aura of the colonial town. What could it be?

Her guide stopped in front of the house where she was staying. The brick colonial home, sat majestically on the street, facing the backside of the courthouse. A plaque by the front door named the manor established in 1760, a Maryland Historical Site.

Despite having been renovated many times over the years, the house still maintained the original décor. April loved the red brick exterior walls with the haze of whitewash owners had applied over time. The black shutters, contrasting against the colonial paned windows, highlighted the glow of the candlelight. Even though it was nearly November, wooden rocking chairs and a small wicker table still resided on the front porch, hinting at summertime when folks sat on their porches and observed their neighbors parading by.

“This house belonged to Henry Samuel, the first land commissioner to Kings Land,” her guide indicated with a condescending snort.

“I know. This is my aunt’s house. Actually, she’s my great-aunt…on my mother’s side. I’m staying here while I’m working on my research,” she rambled.

His brows arched and he tilted his head, looking her over, making her feel the intensity of his eyes from under the shadowed light of his tricorne. He appeared a bit perturbed.

“Interesting. Are you a distant relation to Henry Samuel?”

“No relation. After my uncle passed away six years ago, my aunt bought the house. She wanted to get away to the country after living in Baltimore most of her life.”

“I see.” He stared attentively at her, studying her again with those deep, dark

eyes.

Heat scorched along her neck and up to her cheeks under his intent scrutiny. She

was a historian, for God’s sake, not some tourist with a crush on a historical re-enactor. Perhaps her hormones were finally kicking in. God knows they hadn’t while she’d been focused on her studies!

Whatever her sudden condition, every time she looked into this man’s eyes she lost her place in the conversation and began to perspire. She shivered, averting her glance from his intensity, and turned her attention on anything but her handsome guide.

Perhaps it was her natural gift of psychometry kicking in. It had a tendency to appear when she was in places of historical importance. Her volunteer dig at Jamestown two summers ago had nearly hospitalized her with the intensity. She’d suffered fevers, hallucinations, even allergy-like symptoms, probably because of all the dirt and dust surrounding the artifacts and digging sites.

She’d always known she was different, but it wasn’t until her professor, Dr.

Moreland, had noticed her gift that she had learned to harness her ability and use it in her historical research. He had the ability, too. But it wasn’t as prominent as hers. At times, she had no control. Touching objects alone brought forth empathic images and emotions of previous owners, making her feel like she was a part of them.

Her Aunt Vickie said it was a strong part of her natural aura. It would hit her and she would find herself sensing pieces of time from the past, represented in the objects of a certain time period. Going into museums was a nightmare. Any artifacts not under glass would set off her senses, and she’d lose herself in another time. Her ability made for great details on historical papers and theses, but gave her such a pinch physically.

Kings Mill dated back to 1740, a time prior to the American Revolution. Many of these houses and streets, the very air of the town retained the atoms and molecules making up its history. The lingering energy of the past surrounded her, attaching to her skin, so she’d soaked in the essence of every sensory object she experienced. Scents, sights, but mostly touch affected her power. Possessing the gift of psychometry made her impulsive sometimes. Like now, she wanted to reach out and touch the man’s costume because of its authenticity.

Oh hell, April, who are you kidding? You want to touch the man. She shoved her hands deeper into her coat pockets to keep her itchy fingers at bay.

Her guide had stopped talking and was staring at her. Chagrined, she realized that once again, she had no clue what he’d said. She shook herself, releasing the empathic connection with him.

“Are you well? My apologies for rambling on. I don’t often have the opportunity to converse, or have a captive audience. You must think me a bore. You came for a ghost tour and here I am giving you a lecture.”

“Oh, please.” She batted her hand in the air. “I’m a historian, remember? Lectures and tours of historical pasts is what I live and breathe.” April laughed self-consciously.

He was the first guy in quite a while to impress her with knowledge, not just his looks. “I find it refreshing to hear someone as excited about history as I am. My ex- boyfriend, Jason, was the only one who understood my love of history. One of the things we shared an interest in was a love for the past. We were both history geeks.” She stiffened with embarrassment after relaying such information to a complete stranger.

He doesn’t care about your love life or lack thereof, she berated herself.

But he belied her observation when her colonial guide grinned at her with amused fascination. “Really…history geeks?”

Noticing the familiar sign down the street on the main corner of town, she tilted her head in the direction of the café. Hopefully she could make up for her blundering, social-idiot appearance.

“The coffee shop is still open. Would you care for the cup I promised earlier? We can continue our conversation inside, with a latte or cappuccino.”

An awkward moment of silence followed. The bells in the Episcopal Church tolled quarter to the hour. Her guide went completely still and stared at her with those intense eyes. His lips quirked in an odd half smile again, setting her heart to race. He looked towards the church further down the street.

“I appreciate the offer, but I will have to decline. I cannot stay much longer.”

“Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take up your time. I’m sure you have to report back to the store before heading home.”

She held out her gloved hand again. He didn’t respond and only looked down on her hand with a sense of sadness. What was wrong with this guy? Why didn’t he want to touch her? She didn’t have the mange.

Tucking both hands back into her coat pockets, April blushed.

“You didn’t take up my time, Dr. Branford. I’m delighted to talk with you, but I must take my leave. Perhaps we’ll meet another time.” He touched the brim of his hat in salute and turned, walking away from her.

April wanted to capture his entire look—for historical purposes, of course. “Wait! Can I take a picture of you? I love your authenticity. Not many people can pull it off so well.”

He turned around as he crossed to the other side of the street. “A…picture?”

“Yes.” She looked around, trying to find the perfect setting for him. She caught his shrug of indifference. “Stand over by the lamp post. Do you mind?” She crossed the cobbled road to get a better angle as her subject stood in front of the light she’d pointed to. She quickly shot the picture and looked up at him.

He touched the side of his hat again in salute and sauntered away, his manor coat billowing behind him like a great raven’s wing. Damn, but he was a fine-looking man!

It’s the costume. He’s an ordinary guy, April. You’ve always been attracted to history—he reeks of history, right down to his colonial-style buckled shoes.

Shaking her head with a sigh, she turned off the power to her camera, and dropped it into her hobo bag. Darn, she hadn’t even gotten his name!

***

“So, did you have a good time?” Victoria Snyder asked when April walked in from the grand foyer.

“Hello, Aunt Vickie. I didn’t expect to see you awake.” April hung her purse, coat, hat, and scarf on the coat tree and joined her aunt in the parlor.

“Just doing a Sudoku puzzle and having a cup of tea before Leno.” The woman placed her puzzle book on the small Victorian side table next to her chair. “So, tell me everything!”

A warm fire blazed in the antique hearth, and small bowls of pumpkin-spiced potpourri filled the air with delicious fragrance, lending an air of coziness to the parlor. She loved visiting her aunt. Vickie had a way of adding just the right touch to any atmosphere. Unfortunately, April hadn’t been able to visit her since she’d moved to Kings Mill because of her studies and life in Williamsburg. She had missed the long talks with the woman.

But now she was a bit apprehensive. She could almost sense what Aunt Vickie wanted to converse about—and it wasn’t as simple as a ‘ghost tour.’

April shrugged. “It was a ghost tour.” She would keep the conversation light and simple.

Vickie nodded her head toward the kitchen. “There’s still some hot water for tea on the stove. Get yourself a cup. I want to hear all about it.”

April made herself a cup of tea and reluctantly returned to the front room. No use postponing the inevitable. If she didn’t tell her aunt about the ghost tour tonight, she’d have to do so in the morning.

Her relative leaned forward in her chair, anxious as a schoolgirl to hear juicy details of a friend’s date. “So, did you see anything?”

Bingo! There it was. The family lecture on ghosts and metaphysics. Her aunt had insisted on the tour, going so far as to purchase the ticket when April called to ask if she could stay with her during her research project. Aunt Vickie thought a ghost tour would be a good place to start, for more than practical reasons, April was sure.

“No. I didn’t see anything.” April sighed, knowing it would be useless to stave off the unavoidable interrogation. She leaned against the open archway, letting her aunt know she wasn’t settling in for a long talk. “I wish you and Grams would give up. Maybe I’m not meant to have the gift of paranormal sight the rest of the Wilton women possess. Wouldn’t I have already experienced it by now if I did? Perhaps I’m more like the Branford side and received the more ‘logical’ bones.”

Each woman on her mother’s side of the family was blessed, or cursed, with the ability to intermingle with the paranormal. Aunt Vickie could sense people’s auras, living or dead, and foretold futures based on the workings of fate. Her ability to pick up on psychic energy was pretty amazing, though she only used her gifts when she thought it was necessary—which, if you asked April, was quite often. Her grandmother, Dorothea, could sense ghosts in various realms, and often see them, depending on the realm they were in.

Over the years, Grandma Dottie and Aunt Vickie had studied metaphysics. They were well known among their circle of friends who believed in spirits and hauntings. Ghost hunters and parapsychologists called upon their talents to help rid families of ghosts from their homes or give lectures at workshops.

April didn’t doubt any of their gifts. Parapsychology was a strong art within her family, and with her natural penchant for psychometry, she supposed anything could be possible. She just hadn’t encountered it herself.

“You are a Wilton woman! God is waiting for the right time. You’ll know when it happens. Or is this more about how Jason called you a fraud in front of the crew you were volunteering with at the Jamestown expedition?”

April groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Oh please, I don’t want to discuss this. Jason and I are history—”

“—and good riddance, I say.” She shook her bony finger at April. “I told you when you introduced him to me that your auras and biorhythms were not compatible.” Vickie puffed up her chest proudly. “You need to move away from his negative energies and accept your gift, learn from it, and see where it wants to take you. Our gifts and fate guide us to where we need to be. We Wilton women value the gifts we have; you should too.”

“Except my mother,” April whispered, looking down at her hands. Her mother’s gift had caused her parents’ divorce when she was a young teenager. She didn’t like to bring it up, but this was one of those times. Maybe her mom was right to be afraid of her gift.

Aunt Vickie let out her breath wearily. “Yes, well, your mother hasn’t found how to work with her gift for clairaudience. She can’t control the voices of the ghosts who come to her for help, and they frighten her. And what’s worse, she refuses to even try. That’s why she has those damn headaches.”

“Can we stop talking about this?” April asked.

“Fine.” Her aunt sat back, apparently giving up on badgering her for now. “Tell me all about the tour. I felt a strong presence when I went, especially around the old hanging tree. I believe there is some unresolved, live energy residing there. But truthfully, I think the tour is mostly historical legend and entertainment.”

“Ghost tours are just forms of entertainment for tourists and ghost aficionados,” April agreed. Her thoughts focused on her tour guide and their brief walk, and her lips molded into a smile over the rim of her teacup. “But I did happen to meet a nice re- enactor. He seemed to know quite a bit about Kings Mill’s history and James Addison.”

“You met a nice man? Did you ask him out to dinner?”

Aunt Vickie was her champion when it came to her love life. Yes, she agreed she should have listened to Aunt Vickie about Jason’s lack of a true aura. It would have saved her a lot of heartache.

“Of course I didn’t ask him out to dinner!” She sipped her tea and gave her aunt a cheeky grin. “I did ask him to join me for a cup of coffee, but he refused.” She shrugged as if it didn’t matter.

April put down her cup and saucer on the small Victorian tea table beside her and went for her purse. “He let me take a picture of him, though. I have it here somewhere.” She grinned, thinking about her personal tour guide and what her aunt would think of him when she saw him. They both shared a preference for tall, dark-haired men.

“You sly girl, you!” Aunt Vickie beamed proudly. “I’ll make a Wilton woman out of you yet.”

April’s digital camera came to life, and she switched the setting to playback, scrolling through the photos. She’d taken a bevy of pictures: ones of the hanging tree, some of the colonial storefronts and historical houses, the front and back of the courthouse. She came across the last picture, the one she’d taken right outside, and then it went back to her older photos. Everything was there but the picture of her guide. She gasped and thumbed frantically through the pictures again.

“What’s wrong, April dear?” Her aunt got up from the chair and came over to her, bringing her cup of tea with her.

“It was here…I mean, the picture is here, but he isn’t.” The photo showed part of the brick cobbled street, a corner of the courthouse, and the lamp post she’d had her guide stand in front of. There was a bright, fuzzy ball of light obscuring part of the gaslight. Could it be a reflection off the light and her flash? She’d captured him in the frame, she was positive!

Her aunt looked over her arm at the picture of the street and the courthouse. April didn’t like the knowing smile and twinkle in her aunt’s eye. “Oh, he’s there,” she said, peering up from over her teacup.

“What do you mean?” She was almost afraid to ask.

“You’ve managed to capture what we call residual paranormal energy. See the spot of fuzzy light in the middle of the picture? You’ve captured an image of a paranormal orb. Welcome to the family, April. You’ve seen your first ghost.”


Chapter Three
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The tinkling of old-fashioned cowbells over the gift shop’s door startled April.

Catching her breath, she looked around, hoping no one had seen her jump. The store was quiet. Not many people out and about at eleven o’clock in the morning on a Sunday in downtown Kings Mill. Most were still at church. She had to wait until the store opened, though, to set the record straight from last night.

Despite her family gift, she refused to believe the man she’d spent over an hour with was a ghost. She didn’t discount the possibility of live energy or life after death, but too many variables remained where paranormal activity could be debunked. Abnormal energy levels could cause hallucinations, specks of dust and moisture on a camera lens could be misconstrued as ghostly orbs, and drops in temperature could be low-lying areas of land near a marshy field or a drafty old house. Everything could be explained away, and she would debunk her aunt’s theory for her own peace of mind.

Damn! Now she sounded like Jason. But what happened to her was different. The man she’d talked to had been real, not some shimmering apparition. She’d posed questions and he’d replied. She would find out about her ghost tour guide and finally put to rest the troubling notion that kept her up most of the night.

Admiring the odds and ends in the small, Georgian-styled townhouse-turned store, April thumbed through a few books on the local history of Kings Mill while she waited patiently for the college girl behind the counter to finish her phone call.

She spotted a book about the excavations of the old mill ruins back in the late 1980s, written by the local historian and director of Kings Mill’s Historical Society, Dr. Elizabeth “Beth” Freelane—the woman she would be meeting tomorrow. Dr. Moreland had scheduled an appointment for April to meet with her to get some pointers on James Addison and the mill. The woman had been the foremost authority on the local history since she took over the historical society in 1986.

Thinking it would give her a sense of who the woman was and her take on the history of Kings Mill’s local legend before they actually met face to face, April picked up the book. Maybe it would reveal a bit more about James Addison. Despite the fact that he was such a legend around here, there really was very little information on the man.

Moving towards the counter, where the girl was still talking on the phone, April paused to admire the turn-about display of kitschy magnets. A cartoon figure of a gravedigger reading I Dig Dead People made her laugh. Cute. And then the ever popular Ghosts Are People, Too, and one her Grams or Aunt Vickie might say to her: Just because you can’t see it doesn’t mean it’s not there. But one in particular caught her eye. Believe in Fate. The phrase called to her as if daring her to follow through.

April scoffed. She knew her aunt would argue the point, but fate didn’t make things happen. People made things happen. April picked it up along with the other three. They would make a nice addition to her eclectic magnet collection.

The clerk hung up the phone. Taking her items up to the counter, April noticed the clerk wore a sweatshirt with the Ghosts Are People Too slogan emblazoned across the front.

“Hello. Can I help you?” she asked.

“Yes, I need to know some information about the ghost tour last night.”

“You took the tour? How did you like it?”

“Very informative.” April nodded in what she hoped was an enthusiastic response.

“We’re having another tour on Wednesday night, Halloween, if you’re interested.”

“Thank you. I’ll think about it.” She waited for the girl to finish her promotional speech so she could ask her question.

“Tickets are limited. We only have a few left for our last tour at ten o’clock. We’re actually going into Lilac Grove Cemetery for the tour and taking in Henry Samuel’s grave and some of the local legends buried there,” she gushed in a cute-bubbly voice.

April’s professional and metaphysical interest merged with excitement. One thing she loved was old cemeteries. They were filled with historical wonders, from the weathered tombstones and creative epitaphs to the old architectural family crypts. She’d written her first term paper in college on old cemeteries. She’d found a peculiar hobby of taking etchings of unique engravings.

“Would the tour include James Addison’s grave?”

The clerk shook her head after a thoughtful moment. “He doesn’t have one. Or at least, no one knows its whereabouts. There’s no record of his burial, according to the historical documents.” She rolled her eyes. “Trust me, my boss would have found it and used it in the tour by now.”

A Halloween cemetery tour! What a fun way to spend one of her favorite holidays. “Sure, put me down for a ticket.”

“Just one?”

She thought about her Aunt Vickie. No, she was joining a group of her friends for

Sangrias and Séances to celebrate Samhain. “Yes, just one.”

The girl rang up her order as April looked at the scrapbook of pictures from the ghost tours given in the past. She was hoping to see her guide among the many pictures of the blond guy who’d led their tour, but no such luck.

“You don’t have pictures of the dark-haired tour guide?” April asked.

“Dark-haired tour guide?” The girl shook her head, her brow curled. “We don’t have anyone with dark hair, just Tony. We barely get enough interest for one tour guide, much less any others.”

“Is this Tony?” She pointed to the picture of the guy she started her tour with last night.

The girl behind the counter nodded. “Yeah, he’s my boyfriend. We’ve been dating since senior year in high school,” she explained.

“There were two tour guides last night dressed in almost identical period costumes, so I assumed they were working together.” If Tony was the only one, who had she been with? Her brow furrowed and her heartbeat quickened. No, she wasn’t going to believe—

“This man had dark hair, stood about six foot. I never got his name,” April continued  anxiously, trailing off as the clerk kept shaking her head slowly. She had to make the girl understand. There had been another guide. She’d talked to him.

“Weird.” The girl leaned over the counter. “Are you saying someone else was giving the tour, too?”

“Yes. He was dressed in the same costume.”

She shrugged. “Maybe he was some guy dressed up from a weekend Halloween party. Everyone had a costume party this weekend since the thirty-first falls on a Wednesday this year.” The girl finished processing her order and handed her the bag of items, including the ticket for the Halloween/Cemetery tour.

Taking her purchase with a slight smile, April nodded. “Sure, that’s probably who I saw.” She said good-bye, wishing the young woman a good day and quickly headed out. She felt better now. Of course, Halloween party! Why hadn’t she thought of that?

***

Sitting in the café, lazily stirring the foam into her latte, April mulled over the possibility of truly having seen a ghost. Just because the girl had said they didn’t have any dark-haired tour guides didn’t mean he wasn’t some random guy in a costume. As close as it was to Halloween, he might have been coming back from a weekend party or something.

But according to her aunt, the evidence of his ghostly apparition was there on her camera. She looked warily down at her purse nestled between her feet. She wasn’t going to look at the picture again. She’d gone over it a hundred times last night, one more peek wouldn’t erase the orb from the view finder.

April didn’t want to delete the photo, either. Confused and bothered by the possibility of almost believing the odd form could be a ghost, she put the idea away, back to the farthest reaches of her mind. She was too practical to think a simple speck of dust on her lens could be misconstrued as a ghost. Besides, she had research to do. Since she had some books to work with now, she might find something of interest. A lead of some sort she could report to Kenneth Miles tomorrow when he called for an update.

Settling in with her latte and the book on the excavation of the mill site, April tried to put last night’s events behind her. When her cell phone vibrated in her jeans pocket, she noted the caller ID, and her heart gave a little jolt. Why was Kenneth Miles calling her on a Sunday? She took a deep breath and plastered on her most professional smile.

“Hello, Mr. Miles,” she greeted in her most professional voice.

A voice on the other end crackled with static. “Is this Dr. Branford?”

“Yes, it is. What may I do for you?”

Thank God she was sitting down. This was actually Kenneth Miles, the man she was working for. She could try to deny the fact that he was the most financially influential man in the world and try to look at him as a normal man, but having him on the phone made her palms sweat.

“What’s your progress with the documents? I’m meeting with my shareholders tomorrow and need to be able to give them something positive. This land purchase is my foremost priority. I need to know if James Addison owned the property before he died.”

“As a matter of fact, I’m researching the legend of your ancestor as we speak. I have to say, there’s not much here. I’ll have more information Monday, when I have a chance to go through the records at the Historical Society.” A lull in conversation had April thinking of a moment of calm before the storm.

“Legend! I don’t want bedtime stories, doctor. I need evidence and cold hard facts. No one is going to accept a legend in a business venture.”

April felt her ire rise. She didn’t care if he was one of the richest men in the world, Mr. Miles needed to have some woman pinch him hard.

“I understand your concern, Mr. Miles. I’m doing the best I can with the information available. There aren’t enough hard facts since most of the history connected with James Addison is based on stories and legends. Once we can separate the truth from fiction, I’ll have more to go on.”

“I’m sorry for my loss of temper, doctor, but I don’t like excuses. Robert Moreland insisted I was getting the best person for the job. I want an expert on this case and I’m counting on you to find the documents to James’s claim on the land.” A healthy pause followed. “Money is no object. Do what you must to get the job done,” he barked out.

April wasn’t sure if he was complimenting her or questioning her abilities. Still, if Dr. Moreland had sung her praises, she needed to make her mentor proud. And if she could pull off this investigation by solving the historical equation of the mysterious James Addison and his untimely demise, what a feather it would be in her cap! Such a triumph could clinch her career.

“I want you to keep me abreast of your progress on a daily basis. I will be arriving in Kings Mill for the festivities in a few weeks and hope to have the information and historical record of the deed found by then. As I said, if you find you need anything to move the process along, don’t hesitate to contact me. I want the document, Dr. Branford. Don’t fail me.”

She closed her eyes and let her breath out slowly so he couldn’t hear it over the line. “Of course, sir, I will do everything in my power to get my hands on it.”

“Still, I want daily reports sent to my email. As soon as you find something of importance, I expect immediate details. I look forward to meeting with you in a few weeks, doctor.”

“I look forward to meeting you too, Mr. Miles.” Without so much as saying goodbye, he rang off.

The image of a gruff, balding man came to mind when she thought of Kenneth Miles and all of his billions. He kept out of the media limelight, so no one knew much about him. Paparazzi had tried to get photos of him for years, but the man was as elusive as the Loch Ness Monster. Some tabloids even stated he was as fictitious as Betty Crocker. A label made up by an internationally successful corporation to appease an audience of investors.

But she would be meeting the real man face to face in less than a month for the annual James Addison/Kings Mill Day festivities. Would the press get wind of his appearance and try to take over the town? Having Kenneth here would be great publicity for the small town, but she secretly thought it might diminish the memory of James Addison in all the attention and hoopla. The situation didn’t sit well with her. April didn’t care how wealthy Kenneth Miles was.

***

April tried to settle in to read the hardback book she'd purchased. The excavation of Kings Mill should be fascinating. But twenty minutes of mind-numbing legal crap about procuring excavation rights led her thumbing through the photos in the middle pages instead. They were in black and white, mostly group photos of the digging team and volunteer archeologists. A picture of a silver chatelaine unearthed in the manor house cellar popped up as she rifled through the pages. April sat up and examined the photo.

A chatelaine was a very important implement to a lady of the house, much like a smartphone with all of its apps. It contained everything a woman needed to run a household. Each chain was attached to items such as keys to doors, china hutches and secretary desks. Dainty scissors, needle-holders, and writing tools were also favorite items to be found on one.

This one was a silver brooch in a fleur-de-lis design. Three chains still hung from it, containing two skeleton keys, one larger than the other. What could the priceless artifact reveal to her if she could ever get her hands on it? Something as intimate and personal as a woman’s chatelaine would still contain the owner’s memories and emotional details. Just thinking about it made her fingers itch.

She spied a picture of her aunt’s house as it had been in 1987. Underneath the photo, the caption explained that it had been Henry Samuel’s residence before his death in December 1774. Some historians believed Henry was the owner of the mill instead of James Addison, but no formal deed had ever been found. Besides, this didn’t help her. April needed proof of James Addison owning the mill, not Henry Samuel. A small portrait of the stout, middle-aged man with great jowls wearing a small periwig was on the following page. The picture depicted what she thought a colonial land commissioner would look like. Even his beady little eyes screamed of political power.
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