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      Secret Springs historical society manager Hank Vargas has two passions: history and hauntings. By day he's a mild-mannered historian. By night he hunts ghosts in old buildings and antique hotels. So when all his friends start pairing off, getting married and having babies, Hank throws himself into podcasts and videos of his paranormal investigations as well as scholarly articles about the history of Secret Springs. Soon enough, though, Hank finds out that being a minor local celebrity can have its drawbacks, and one of those is ghost debunker Elliot Graham.

      Elliot Graham works for a scientific journal, traveling the world and debunking urban legends and ghost stories. A certain Hank Vargas seems like a prime target, especially since the guy appears to think he's an actual historian as well as a spirit chaser. What Elliot doesn't expect from Secret Springs is how charming the place is, and how interesting he finds Hank. In a very personal way.

      When the weather and the ghosts of Secret Springs start giving them more than they bargain for, Hank and Elliot have to put aside their differences and solve a century old mystery. Can they build something lasting together at the same time?
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      Hank Vargas set up the still cameras and the microphones for the investigation of the Grand Springs Hotel. They’d opened a new set of rooms up on the third floor, and there had been some promising activity.

      The owners, Jack and Chase Harlan, had agreed to let him do a nighttime investigation before the wing officially opened. How exciting.

      “You all ready with the EVP recorder, Stone?”

      “I think so. I got the EMF set up too. It’s ready for you to check, anyway.” Stone Bradshaw was relatively new to Secret Springs, and he was still in the odd-jobs stage of relocating. So Hank had hired him to help with the lock-in.

      “Cool.” Hank smiled at him. “I’m sure it’s great. Are you excited?”

      Stone’s chuckle was part nerves, but mostly it sounded like joy. “God yes. I hope we find something tonight. I hope I don’t mess it up.”

      “You’re going to do great. There’s no messing up. The more crazy we get, the better. Video is editable, too, so if we do something truly goofy, we just cut it and save it for the blooper reels.”

      Stone’s laugh smoothed out to something less full of nerves. “Got it.”

      “Okay. So, let me do one last walk-through, and then we’re ready to go.” He knew there were ghosts in the hotel. Everyone knew there was a lady down in the kitchens. The workers had all reported a more masculine presence up here, and one had seen a man and a woman they assumed to be a couple.

      This could be really fun if someone showed up.

      It didn’t happen on demand, but it did happen. Ghosts worked on their own schedule. Some did it just to mess with people. Some were far less aware than others, just going through the motions that were an echo of their life. Others were like Joe at the Merchante building on the other end of town. They knew people. They helped.

      The hotel felt less friendly. In fact, it felt like the ghosts here were more mischievous, more wicked. Not interested in helping.

      Like when the renovations had first started and a ghost led a pregnant Chase to the basement and Chase had broken his ankle. That had sucked so bad. So Chase’s husband Jack had instituted a buddy rule. No one was allowed to be in the hotel alone, even for maintenance or to open up the kitchen in the morning.

      He couldn’t wait to do this run-through. Jack and Chase were here in the hotel tonight in the rooms that were reserved for them, and he had orders to text every hour, or they were coming to get him.

      “Looks good, Stone. I think we’re ready.”

      “Yay.” Stone gave him a thumbs-up. “I’ve got the night-vision.”

      “Let’s do this. You’re going to start the vid, then we’ll live stream at the same time for my patrons. Just remember, we’re together, and it will be fine.”

      “It will.” Stone put his hand on the button, and Hank nodded.

      Click.

      “Hello, faithful fans. This is Hank Vargas, coming to you from the newly open third-floor renovation of the Grand Springs Hotel and Spa. What do you think we’ll see tonight?”
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      Elliot Graham closed his laptop, shutting down the video of ghost hunter extraordinaire Hank Vargas.

      He’d checked into the Grand Springs Hotel just after three p.m., and he had three things to say about the place. The food at the hotel was exceptional. The town was tiny. And as yet, he had no evidence that ghosts actually existed, here in Secret Springs or anywhere else.

      Now he was just killing time until he left to go to the other end of picturesque downtown Secret Springs to attend Vargas’s ghost tour. That would start his debunking of the man in a rather spectacular fashion.

      That was Elliot’s job, after all. He worked for a popular science and technology journal, and while he’d known about Vargas’s podcast for a long while, had read his articles in those glossy magazines that claimed to be about the world’s most haunted places, when Vargas had gotten an article in the Journal of Parapsychology, Elliot had submitted a request to go to Secret Springs and prove the man wrong.

      It would make for a great series, and it could be collected in a book at some point.

      This guy was a total nutjob.

      Elliot decided to go in light tonight with just his phone to record things he needed to, and a little Moleskin tucked into his coat pocket along with a pen. The early October weather in Secret Springs was much colder than it was in Denver, being nearly three thousand feet higher, so he’d bundled up. Two pairs of socks under his boots, longies under his jeans, and his good outdoor sports coat.

      He headed down, and the young lady at the desk smiled as he walked through the lobby. “Have a good time, Mr. Graham. If you need a ride, we do have Uber.”

      Elliot raised an eyebrow. “How many drivers do you have in Secret Springs?”

      “Oh, at least three or four at any given time.” Her merry laugh followed him, and he chuckled, waving at her.

      He could walk.

      This town was like some weird-assed mix between Green Town and Haddonfield, dropped in the mountains. The whole town was festooned in pumpkins and ghosts and bales of hay. It was sort of nauseatingly normal.

      There was an Italian slash pizza place that smelled amazing, a bakery, a little gym where at least three people were running on treadmills, and an antique place called Clinton’s Crapitorium that he would have to visit tomorrow just because the name amused the fuck out of him.

      The meeting spot was just outside the infamous Merchante building, where a place called Fuel Comfort Food was swinging with the early evening crowd, and a tattoo shop called Pens and Needles was just opening up from the looks of the burly guy unlocking the door. He smiled at nodded at Elliot, who nodded back.

      He’d have to look at the guy’s portfolio.

      There was a little stall outside Fuel, and a young man in glasses selling DVDs and magazines and books. The sign read Hank’s Haunts.

      Lord have mercy.

      “Is this where we meet for the ghost tour?” Elliot asked, looking at the merch.

      “Yes, sir. The tour starts in forty-five minutes. You’re welcome to grab a coffee or a bite to eat before we start.”

      “I’ll just wander.” He grinned. Elliot did like to get the lay of the land, but he usually wasn’t so early. This Hank Vargas really got under his skin. He was the worst kind of eager amateur. A historical society man, for God’s sake. He shouldn’t be making scientific claims he couldn’t back up.

      He looked in the Fuel place and saw that they had a peanut butter chocolate pie on the menu. If he could get a table, forty-five minutes was just enough time to do that and a cup of coffee.

      He went to the hostess station, and he was seated right away, and he had to admit, he was impressed—with the service, the coffee, and the pie.

      “You need anything else?” The young woman who was his server topped off his coffee, smiling in what seemed like a genuine way.

      “I think I’m good. I need to head out to the ghost hunt.”

      “Fun! Hank has the best stories, and you get a whole history of the town, too, which is cool. I went ahead and printed your ticket, just in case that was the situation.” She laid it facedown on the table. “If you’re in town, you should come back Friday night. Chef Kingfisher will be making fall comfort food classics. The choices will be French onion soup or polenta fries with homemade sauce, butternut squash lasagna or chicken pot pie with biscuit topping, and mixed berry cobbler or apple spice cake for dessert.”

      “How do I make a reservation?” This investigation would take at least the week he budgeted it, so he would be here, and that menu sounded right up his alley.

      “There’s a QR code on your receipt. You capture it with your phone, and you’ll get the menus, the reservation calendar, everything.”

      “Nice.” He handed her his card, and she ran it for him on a little pocket scanner.

      “Thanks so much. Have fun at Hank’s tour. He’s a hoot.”

      A hoot. When had someone last said that to him? He shook his head, tucking away his receipt for later, when he was back at the hotel.

      There was a smallish group—all laughing and joking—and the scammer himself was there, the little dark-haired man in a dapper jacket, a little pork pie hat. He had a little Van Gogh beard too. Could he be more of a stereotype?

      “How was the coffee?” the young man asked as he took Elliot’s ticket.

      “Amazing, and so was the pie.”

      “Yum. I have a piece of that saved for later.”

      “Is that everyone, Stone?”

      “It is! Have the best time, guys! Stay warm.”

      “Thanks.” A couple of younger women grinned at each other, arm and arm, both with their phones in the other hand.

      “Hello, everyone! My name is Hank Vargas, and I’ll be guiding your Secret Springs ghost tour tonight. We’ll start here and work our way through downtown to the other end, where we’ll wind up at the hotel. Anyone who needs to get back here to their vehicles, we have a van that will be at our disposal.”

      Hank handed out pamphlets, smiling warmly at everyone. “As you may know, I’ve been the curator at the Secret Springs Historical Museum for almost ten years now, and I’ve been interested in paranormal activity since I was a child. I grew up in the Bellac house, which burned down about twenty years ago. Those of you who know their haunted houses will have heard of it.”

      Elliot had heard of it, and honestly, that explained a lot. That kind of story being told to someone over and over again as a kid would make them think ghosts were real.

      “If you haven’t—suffice it to say it was the home the novel A Dark Shadow was based on. But let’s talk about the building we’re standing in front of now. This is the Merchante Building, and it has had a storied life. It started life as a bank building with apartments on the upper floor.”

      Hank led the way to the doorway of Pens and Needles. “This section was a hardware store for years in the twenties through the fifties, and it has amazing built-ins that the current owner has kept. Next door, where Fuel is now, still has a vault from the bank in the back that’s been converted on the inside to a walk-in cooler.”

      “Does this one have a ghost?” one of the girls asked.

      “Joe Underhill was an omega here, when one of the upstairs apartments was kept for…companions. Joe found himself in a family way and his alpha, who was also his boss, was unhappy with him. One day, after he began to show, the alpha murdered him and his unborn baby, stabbing him and then throwing him out that window right up there.” Vargas pointed, and they all dutifully looked up. “Some nights, you can see Joe in the window, looking out as if trying to find some help.”

      He bit back the question he wanted to spit out about the incident Vargas had written about where the ghost had supposedly saved an omega’s life just a handful of years ago. Elliot didn’t want to come in too hot. He needed to ease in and get the lay of the land.

      “There are dozens of stories about Joe helping pregnant omegas, warning them of danger. They’re all over town.”

      And there it was. He fought not to roll his eyes, and dutifully took a picture of the window upstairs. Hear the whole spiel first. Then start debunking it.

      Hank chuckled and pointed into the tattoo parlor. “In fact, Lukas’s husband, who is the town librarian, swears that Joe rescued him when an attacker attempted to kill him and his unborn child, in this very room.”

      He pulled out his little notebook. Lukas. Tattoo place. Husband library. Supposed sighting. Those were people he could easily interview.

      “Are you ever scared when you’re ghost hunting?” a teenage girl asked, and Vargas gave her a warm smile.

      “Spooked, yes, but I’ve never been terrified. Startled, though? Whoa.” Vargas chuckled. “It’s never boring. Now, if you’ll follow me, we’ll head down this way.”

      Elliot followed Hank Vargas all the way through downtown Secret Springs, listening to the story of the miner who haunted the old saloon, which was now a bakery, and to the story of a widow who threw herself off the roof of the three-story Victorian just off the main street.

      Hank was…smooth. Full of historical knowledge. Enthusiastic. Elliot might have liked the guy if he wasn’t so full of shit.

      “Okay, we’re going to head over the new walkway the city put in to cross the river. It makes our tours so much safer, and there are some amazing photo opportunities of the city.”

      He grinned. The historical society was a city-funded job, so he guessed the guy had to plug it a little.

      “This is Foster Park. It was named for a cattle baron who owned one of the biggest ranches in the area. The ranch is now owned by the Harlan family, who married the last Foster heir, Louisa. This park was created to honor her memory, and in the spring, these rose bushes bloom red and yellow and pink. Louisa herself is supposedly sometimes seen tending to them through the summer.”

      “Have you seen her?” someone asked, and to his surprise, Vargas shook his head.

      “I have not, and I have never heard of an adult seeing her. Every sighting that I know of has been from a female child.”

      “Oh, wow.” The girls took pictures of park benches and rose bushes like no tomorrow.

      Elliot smiled, because this was all a shared hallucination waiting to happen.

      “Now we’ll move on to the hot springs and hotel.” Hank was in damn good shape for such an academic-looking tweed wearer.

      “The hot springs have been enjoyed by people since they had inhabitants in this area. Anthropologists have found pottery shards and drawings—they’re on display in the museum and there are a few pieces protected in the hot springs pool.”

      Now, that was cool. Elliot would have to check that out. He did love a hot springs. He could soak for hours, even when the weather was cold.

      “And finally, we have the Grand Springs Hotel. Like any hotel that has been in almost constant use since the 1880s, with a short break from 2001 until last year, this hotel has a lot of stories to tell. That’s a whole other tour, but I can tell you the most famous death that happened.”

      Nice segue into upselling another tour.

      “The most famous death?” a gentleman asked, and Vargas chuckled.

      “It’s a hotel. Hotels have stories. Now, this is no Overlook Hotel or even a Stanley, but there was a cook here in the nineties—the eighteen ones, not the nineteen hundreds—and he poisoned fourteen young ladies before one managed to fight back and bury a butcher knife in his brain before she collapsed and fell down a flight of stairs to her death.”

      “Oh, wow. That’s crazy! Fourteen people died here?” one of the girls asked the question, wide-eyed and pale.

      “Well, I think some of them died off the premises.” Hank winked broadly. “Now, this concludes our Secret Springs ghost tour, and I hope you all enjoyed the history and haunts you found here. Are there any questions?” Hank looked them all in the eye, and he felt a little jolt of awareness when those dark eyes met his.

      There were tons of questions as everyone who wasn’t staying at the hotel waited for the little minivan to take them back across the river. That was a nice touch; it was getting more than a little chilly, and they’d all been given hot chocolate and a chance at a bathroom break… He had to admit, it was a professional show.

      “Did you enjoy the tour?” All of sudden Vargas was standing in front of him, smiling, his dapper little self full of energy.

      He blinked down, finding himself nodding, because he had. It was funny, clever, not too dramatic, not too over the top—a mixture of history and hokum. It had been fun.

      It would have been fun if Vargas stayed in his lane, anyway. Gentle tours were one thing; articles in scientific journals were quite another.

      Entertainers shouldn’t pretend to be scientists. It wasn’t right.

      “Good, good. Are you staying at the hotel?” Vargas handed him a little glossy booklet. “This has some coupons for downtown businesses, a voucher for the hot springs pool, and a discount coupon for a spa treatment.” That smile brightened up a few watts. “And of course, if you want to take the hotel tour, the information is in there. I just did an investigation of the new wing. We had a blast.”

      A blast. Goodie. “When is the hotel tour?”

      “Sunday evening. So, the day after tomorrow. We’ll do a holiday tour as well—that’s much less ghost and more history, but still fun and it comes with cinnamon rolls.”

      “Baked goods are always a fine thing.” He would stay and do the hotel tour. Why not? He could expense it. “You’ll see me then.”

      “Excellent.” Was that a once-over he just got? Subtle, but Vargas totally checked him out. “I hope you enjoy Secret Springs. It’s a great little town.”

      “Thanks. I’ll do my best.” He went for a smile, hoping it didn’t come out sharky.

      “Cool. Have a good night.” Hank got the last of the folks loaded up, then headed back into the hotel, which surprised him. He’d expected Hank to go downtown.

      So Elliot followed Hank inside, not skulking, exactly, but definitely curious and trying to be circumspect. Stealthy.

      Thankfully, he was a guest there, so he had an excuse if he got caught…

      There was a small group of men who waved Hank over.

      “Hank! How did it go?”

      “Hey, guys. The first one in the fall is so big, but it was fun. I love telling everyone the stories.” Vargas sat after getting a few hugs. “I’m starving though. Are we still on for drinks and munchies?”

      “We so are.” One of the men handed Vargas a little printed menu. “Bar snacks menu for tonight, or Bridget says we can still order off the main menu.”

      Looked like omega night out to him. Four of them, not including Hank, and Elliot thought they were a good-looking bunch. He settled at a two top a few tables away, figuring he could have a nightcap and a snack. Eavesdrop.

      “Let’s do munchies. Unless Mr. Perpetually Pregnant has an opinion?” Vargas teased, and this big muscled blond puffed up.

      “Hey! This is only number three!”

      “In four years!”

      The whole table cracked up again, and it was good-natured, warm, happy.

      One of the men—this one lean, tidy, barring the huge tattoos peeking from his shirtsleeves—smiled. “I really appreciate your guys watching mine. Lukas had two appointments scheduled.”

      “At this point, Gwennie and Tony are more help than not, right? So there are really only eight little ones…”

      Elliot’s eyebrows flew up. They were a baby factory, these guys.

      They all looked at the angelic-looking blond who was chuckling. “How do you do it every day, Saul?”

      “I have two assistants now. And Tony and Gwennie and the twins are in school.” The Saul guy gave them all a serene grin.

      “And you’re trying for number four?” Vargas asked, and Saul nodded.

      “We’ve been off birth control for a year, but we’re not stressing it. It’ll happen or it won’t.” Saul sounded like he meant what he said.

      “You’re a braver man than I am.” A lanky fellow with dark hair and eyes patted Saul’s arm. “I think two is good.”

      “Yeah? Well, you do have two that are about seven seconds apart…” Vargas teased.

      “Turkey. You know it just…happened.”

      Vargas shot the guy an innocent look. “Uh-huh. Kynan walked by and fell in.”

      That happy laughter started again.

      Elliot felt a bit of a pang in his chest. He’d never had such easy camaraderie in his life. He’d always been too smart, too aggressive, too dogged.

      These men—omegas—were obviously the best of friends, easy and happy together.

      It made him a little jealous.

      “Sorry about that wait.” A young lady popped up in front of him, way scarier than a ghost. “What can I get for you?”

      “Do you have craft cocktails?”

      “We have a sage and honey bourbon cocktail or a dark and stormy on special this month.”

      “I’ll do the sage bourbon and a plate of the fried pickles and onion rings.”

      “Good choice!” She bounded off, and he grinned.

      “—tour. Is it still fun, now that you’re famous?”

      His ears perked up.

      “Right. Famous. It is neat having the listeners, though. I just did a walk-through of the new wing of the hotel.”

      The big guy leaned forward. “Yeah? How did it go?”

      Vargas shrugged. “It was fun, but not crazy active. Not like the kitchen and basement. I wanted to start Stone off on something easy. He was nervous. Still, we treated it like it was a huge walk-through. It was great practice for him.”

      “Oh, cool. He’s having a ball with you.”

      “He’s a great guy. I’m just tickled to have enough work to hire him on.” Hank grinned. “I bet he was tired of doing the odd job roster.”

      “What? Everyone starts out sorting shit at Mom’s Crapitorium,” the lean one said.

      “Oh, yes. The orphan omega opportunity ladder.”

      They grinned at each other, but then their food came and most of the conversation ceased. Luckily, his drink came, too, and it was exceptional.

      The men were relaxed, easy, and they didn’t look at all like they were part of a scheme to defraud the world. Maybe it was just Vargas, weaving tales about spooks. But one of them had ties to the Merchante building; he’d bet another had ties to this hotel…

      “Chase. Boss.” A redhead dressed in chef’s whites came out to put a hand on the bigger blond’s shoulder. Bingo. “I want you to taste something. Are you up for it, or is your taster in Sprite mode.”

      “I’m past ye olde morning sickness. Let’s do it.” He stood up and headed to the back, the rest watching him.

      Vargas caught Elliot’s gaze, spoke to the others, then waved to him. “Would you like to join us?”

      “Oh, hey, I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

      “Were you on Hank’s tour?” That was neat and tattooed. “I’m Tim. The local librarian. Come on and sit with us.”

      So Elliot grabbed his drink and moved over to their table, feeling a lot like a fox in the chicken coop. “I’m Elliot, pleased to meet you.”

      “This is Saul, Andrew, Tim, Ryan, and Chase headed into the kitchen. I’m still Hank.”

      “Nice you meet y’all.” Elliot smiled all around. “Elliot.” It was doubtful that Hank would recognize him, but he had a number of recent publication credits, so he left his last name out of it.

      “Did you like the tour?” Andrew asked.

      Hank chuckled. “Andrew is our city planner. He always wants to hear I’m representing Secret Springs well.”

      “It was engaging, and full of local color. I liked it enough to stay and take the hotel tour.”

      “Well, there you go. Hank’s always been our ghost hunter. Even in high school. It was so adorable, and now it’s so much more than that.”

      “Yeah? That long, huh?”

      “It’s a passion,” Hank said, clearly warming to the topic. “I love the idea that there’s still energy left over when we go. That we can see it and touch it on occasion.”

      Elliot chuckled. “I like the stories, but I’m pretty sure I’m not a believer.”

      “That’s okay, you don’t have to be,” Saul said.

      “It doesn’t matter. It’s true. I’ve seen Joe. He saved my life.” That was the librarian. “Literally.”

      “I heard about that on the tour.” He leaned on the table. “That he saved your life?”

      Tim nodded easily. “He did. My ex-boss was trying to kill me and my baby. Joe saved me, and tossed Frank around until my friends and the police showed up.”

      Hank nodded. “I was there. He was…he threw Frank. I saw it. It was nuts.”

      “Wow.” Okay, that gave a whole new meaning to projection. “I’ve heard of poltergeists tossing stuff around, but not people.” Elliot was stunned that Vargas had managed to pull his friends in on his…delusions.

      “Chase sees Joe all the time at Fuel,” Andrew said. “I’ve seen him too.”

      “And Ryan too, but Joe’s nice. Chase got hurt.” Tim frowned deep. “That scared us all. Even Hank is on the buddy system in the hotel basement.”

      “In the hotel in general,” Saul said. “Even Bridget can’t come in alone to do prep. She’s the chef.”

      “Speaking of.” The server came to put down his food. “I gave you all three dipping sauces since I forgot to ask.”

      “Thanks so much.” They smelled amazing. “Y’all are welcome to share.”

      “So where are you from?” Hank asked.

      “I live in Denver now, but I’m from Austin originally.”

      “Texas, huh? Do you like it up here? It’s quite a change.” Vargas actually seemed interested.

      “I do. They say all Texans have a mountain heart. I think it might be true.” He was a proud son of Texas, but he’d really never looked back once he was in Colorado.

      “I think we’re all native to Colorado…hell, the four of us were raised here. Chase is from the western slope.” Hank chuckled and shook his head. “I did go to college in Princeton though. And Andrew went to Chicago.”

      “Princeton. Wow.” He would make a note of that. It didn’t pop up in any of Hank’s credentials, and he wondered why. “I was a state college guy myself. University of Colorado.”

      One of the psychology professors there offered a deep dive into parapsychology as part of his course work, and he was a good friend of Elliot’s now.

      “I lucked out. History is my heartbeat.”

      “Not the paranormal?” He had to ask.

      “That’s my passion, but history drives that too. I am curious to know what happened, when it happened, and what the repercussions are.”

      Saul groaned dramatically. “Ah, the intellectuals. I’m going to stay over here in the ‘I like traffic light’ lane.”

      “Saul is our resident hands-on type. He runs our day care,” Tim said. “He went to the school of hard knocks.”

      Elliot offered a grave nod. “I hear that’s the hardest to ace. I have a ton of nieces and nephews, and I have great admiration for what you do, trust me.”

      “Thanks. I’m good at it, and folks have to work so they entrust me with their babies. That’s the highest praise.”

      “Yeah. It really is. These are possibly the best fried pickles I’ve ever had.”

      “And you’re from Texas!” Tim laughed. “I’ll have to tell Bridget.”

      “Tell me what?” The redhead was back, along with the one named Chase, and she carried a basket of what looked like breaded, fried artichoke hearts. “These are spicy, so take that as it comes.”

      “The fried pickles are wonderful,” he told her. This place was too good to be true. Elliot felt like he needed to start looking for the cracks underneath.

      “Thanks, man! I appreciate it. Come back for them anytime.”

      “I might at that.” They all nibbled and sipped, and he got the distinct impression he was kind of blowing the mood, so Elliot ducked out right after they ate and he paid his share of the bill. “Thanks for having me, y’all. Have a good night.”

      “I really hope to see you at the hotel tour,” Hank said, handing him a card, and damn if Hank’s number wasn’t written on it in pen.

      He nodded slowly, a smile curving his lips. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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      By the time the hotel tour came around, Hank was exhausted. It wasn’t a surprise, because after he got done with his job, his Halloween-week ghost tours, and helping everyone shop for cute costumes for their families—he was pooped.

      He was going to do this tour early, and then he was going to go to the trunk or treat on the square and see all the costumes. Then he was going to go home, put his feet up and enjoy a few days off.

      He was dressed as Sherlock Holmes, because, well, he always did. He liked it—it was comfortable, the raincoat was always handy, and it made him feel a little taller than he was.

      Putting on a smile, he went to check with Stone, who had marked down all the tour participants and given them their drink tickets to take to the lobby and get a cocktail or a Coke. “Everyone here?”

      “Yeppers.” Stone was dressed up as a giant daisy, and it was so adorable.

      “Good deal. We have all the equipment set up?” They never recorded the actual tourists, but they did check for EVPs and such after each tour.

      “I do.” Stone grinned. “This is the best Halloween ever.”

      “I hope so.” He grinned back. “It would be great if there was a ghost on the ghost tour.”

      “Has it ever happened?” The pretty, blue-eyed alpha appeared at his elbow. Gracious, the man was handsome. He’d always sort of thought his friends were silly for getting involved with men like this, but Elliot was…wow.

      “No. No, not even once. Not so much as a glimmer, but there’s always hope.”

      “I’ll look forward to it then. Do we see the infamous kitchen and basement?”

      “We do. Did you get your drink?”

      “I did. I had a Coke. I’ll have another of those sage cocktails after.”

      “Oh, you should come to the festival downtown. It’s so fun, and Fuel will have an amazing street food stall.” He couldn’t wait. “I’m going to sit and watch all my godbabies trick or treat. I can’t wait.”

      “That sounds nice.” Something flashed in those blue eyes, something he couldn’t read. Guilt? Wistfulness? It was a weird mix of emotions, Hank thought. “I might come down.”

      “Sure. It’s the most fun. I love seeing the little ones.” He was never going to find the right one. Never.

      “Then I’m sold. Maybe I’ll see your Joe ghost in the window. They say tonight is the best night.”

      Something about the vibe Elliot gave off made Hank pause when he would have put out a flip reply. The tone was teasing, but those laser blue eyes were…dead serious.

      “I hope not. Usually it means an omega is in trouble. It’s possible though.” Okay, that was weird. “We’ll be heading into the older kitchen in about five.”

      “Sounds good.” Elliot smiled and moved to join the other tour guests. He really made Hank feel…off-balance.

      Flitterpated, as his granny would have said. Then again, Gran had talked to the little people in the shrubbery too.

      Maybe it was time to go to Aspen and find himself a friend with benefits for a weekend.

      He grinned at Stone. “Okay. If you’re ready to bring up the rear, we should get going.” No stragglers were allowed on the hotel tour. The basement was just too dangerous.

      “I’m on it, boss. There are four paying customers, plus us.” Stone bounced on his toes. “I’m excited!”

      “I am too. Remember. No one goes off on their own. No one.”

      “I got it. I’ll really keep an eye out.”

      “Good deal.” Hank breathed in, then out, before walking over to the tour folks to welcome them in. “Welcome to the Grand Springs Hotel Ghost Tour everyone! Happy Halloween. I’m Hank, and this is Stone, and we’re here to tell you all about the various ghosts that are said to haunt the hotel. Now, before we start, I want to remind everyone of the form you signed online when you paid for your ticket. We all stay together, we only touch things if we have permission, and we don’t intrude on hotel guests. Ready? Perfect. Follow me!”

      He eased them through the commercial kitchen, waving to Bridget on the way. “This is the new kitchen that the Harlans built. We’re about to enter the original kitchen. Please use your flashlights and watch your steps.”

      His guests all turned on their flashlights, sponsored by his friend Annette’s real estate office, and they trooped into the old kitchen. “So, this kitchen was built in the 1930s to replace the one in the basement, which was to the 1880s construction. Codes were changed that didn’t allow for kitchens in basements due to fire issues. Plus, the potential for leakage from the springs was high.”

      “Is this the kitchen where the fourteen murders happened?” one of the young ladies asked.

      “Yes and no.” He chuckled softly and shook his head, because this was where shit got complicated. “You see, the original kitchen was where the fourteen maids were poisoned, but the murderer, Hiram Grandy, was stabbed to death by Antonia Bella right here at the top of this staircase.”

      There was a little chorus of oooh, and people took pictures.

      “Why did she kill him?” Elliot asked. “Was he trying to poison her?”

      “Well, we’re not entirely sure if he was going to poison her as well, but she stabbed him for trying to rape her.”

      “What a piece of work!”

      “How awful!”

      “Have you seen his ghost?”

      “I haven’t. However, one of the owners of the hotel did hear a woman in the basement and ended up badly hurt, so stay together.”

      “A woman?”

      Hank fielded the questions while also doing his spiel. He hoped Stone was paying attention, because he wanted to turn some of this over to him soon.

      The basement was damn creepy, when you got right down to it, even to him, and it didn’t surprise him really, that the guests quieted.

      They stuck close together on the stairs, and as he was explaining the poisonings Hiram had put girls through, he saw a few of the flashlight beams start moving a little wildly as people heard noises and saw shadows.

      He did love how people reacted to certain stimuli.

      When he finished his spiel and took questions, something seemed to be off. He turned around, frowning. “Stone?”

      “Yes, boss?”

      “Why are there only five lightbulbs?”

      Stone counted. “Oh, no. I was watching, I swear.”

      “Ladies and gents, could you please sound off? It looks like someone’s flashlight has stopped working.” Shit. Please don’t let someone be hurt.

      “Jenny and I are here.”

      “Isaac here.”

      “Denver!”

      “Okay…where’s Elliot?”
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      Elliot crept off as soon as he saw the tripod set up along the wall. Stone was busy helping Jenny to the stairs to go to the bathroom, and he would feel bad, but it wasn’t like they couldn’t turn on the lights and find him.

      He was pretty good in the dark, and the glow from the others’ flashlights helped him along. Elliot would feel guilty, but damn it, was Hank recording them?

      When he got to the wall, though, he found an EVP meter, not a camera.

      “Ridiculous,” he muttered, finding what felt like a door. Oh, what was behind here? There had to be whatever was making it so damn cold in here.

      Maybe it was a walk-in with a bad door seal. He put a hand on it, and damn, that was cold enough to burn, which always sounded stupid, but it was the truth.

      He pushed, the door gave way, and he could see his breath.

      Not a walk-in. Weird. It was obviously an old coal room, and he shined his light around, confident no one behind him would see it.

      “This isn’t your room.”

      He whirled around, flashing his light around to see who was talking. His heart was beating loud in his ears, and that was clever. Really clever.

      Where were the speakers?

      He searched the rock walls, determined to figure this one out. They had to have speakers.

      “This is my room. Get out!”

      Something hit his shoulder, like
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