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“DID YOU KNOW THIS PLACE used to be a brothel?”

The stout repairman handed Kora Meredith his business card and beelined inside the door she held open for him. She propped the door open with a brick to let in the warm autumn air and watched curiously as he put his hands on his hips and made a slow circle around the room. His expression was pure wonder and excitement, as if he’d just won a gameshow prize.

Moving to the far wall, he began lightly knocking on the mahogany panels and running his palms over them. He felt around for a minute, then pressed his ear to the wall, finally turning to her with an eager grin.

What in the world was he doing?

“I always wanted to see the inside of Estes Park’s most famous historical sex shop.”

Well, this was weird. Maybe she didn’t need her printer repaired that badly after all.

“O-kay. The printer’s over here.” 

She motioned to the outdated beast of a machine, but Earl, according to the embroidered patch on his ‘We Know Electronics’ striped work shirt, started wandering the space.

“You ever wonder what it looked like in here, you know, back then?” 

He gave a scandalous upward bump of his eyebrows and moved around the mostly empty room as if he could imagine it.

“Not really. So, the printer—”

“Did you know, after its brothel days ended, this place was an orphanage. Yep. And then a religious cult took it over.” 

Pulling a patient breath through her nose, Kora moved behind the ancient metal desk she’d found in one of the rooms when she bought the place, leaned her forearms on it and clasped her hands together. 

She’d been informed this place came with a lot of history when she’d purchased it four months ago. It was on the town roster of historic buildings, and though it had been remodeled many times since its brothel days, the stain of its original purpose could apparently never be fully removed. Everyone who’d stepped foot inside since she began renovations had a story to tell about the building’s history. The locals seemed infatuated with it but curiously, the building had sat empty for nearly a decade before she’d purchased it from an elderly woman whose declining health forced her to liquidate her assets. 

From the moment Kora saw it for sale on the realtor’s website, she knew this was the building that would occupy her time on her self-imposed two-year hiatus. She’d hired a local inspector to check the place out and put in an offer after getting the all-clear, then signed the paperwork and transferred the purchase amount to the realtor without ever stepping foot inside. The internet was a wonderful thing. 

Former brothel or not, it was the perfect spot for her new bookstore. She’d get it up and running, sell it, and head back to L.A. feeling refreshed and renewed.

Well, that was the plan.

Earl started feeling the wall again. “I heard there’s a secret room where they used to perform animal sacrifices.”

He wiggled a piece of trim. When it didn’t move, he tried another piece.

“Thankfully, my new bookstore will most definitely not be sacrificing animals and the secret room is definitely not underneath that nifty trim.”

He glanced at her and she pointed at the printer again. Of course, he wanted to know about the secret room. Everyone wanted to know about the secret room. No way was she telling Earl that the room was real.

With a sheepish grin, he approached the printer and stared at it. 

“This model is ancient.” He grimaced. “Not sure I can fix something this old.”

“I figured, considering there was about two inches of dust on the top when I found it in the storage room.”

Earl slid into a thoughtful expression. “Well, it probably belonged to old man Lacy. His accounting firm was the last business in here. Yep, he dropped dead at his desk right over there in the corner. So I heard, anyway.”

Jesus. Kora hugged herself. She hadn’t been told about that.

“It was pretty awful. He died on a Friday while his wife was out of town, and no one found him until Monday morning. I hear the smell was getting bad in here for about a—”

She cringed. There was a reason she didn’t watch the news and generally stayed away from social media. Stories like this were bad for her stress level.

“So, anyway, the printer stopped printing the other day and won’t do a thing. Just see what you can do. If it’s not fixable, I’ll have to replace it.”

“Roger that. I’ll do my best.” He tapped on the printer. “Been doing this for twenty years now. Yeah, I want to retire but the old lady says I have to put in five more years. She wants to travel, you know. Flights to Europe aren’t cheap.”

Kora responded with a tight but polite smile. Great, Earl was a talker.

“Excuse me a minute,” she said and went into the back room to grab her clipboard.

There were several deliveries being made today. Referencing the schedule on her clipboard, Kora checked off ‘printer repair and talk about a security system’ and noted bookshelf delivery was next on the list. A rep from the local construction company she’d hired to install the shelves and do some interior work was supposed to stop by, as well as an electrician, and someone from the Board of Health to see about getting a license to install a coffee bar.

Earl was still poking around, doing nothing of importance, when she returned.

“It’s a shame this place has sat empty so long. After the cult sold it, it was turned into a shady as hell surgery center and that guy—Dr. Holz? Yeah, he’s something of an Estes Park legend and not in a good way. Used to kill off perfectly healthy patients and pass it off as natural causes, then sell their bodies to medical schools. He made enough dead body money to build the fancy Red Rock Mansion on the edge of town.”

Her eyebrows arched. Dead body money? Christ. He could have kept that to himself. Pulling out her cell phone, she opened her music app and put on the ‘Upbeat Jazz’ channel. 

“Thank you for the history lesson, but I could have gone without knowing about dead bodies.”

To be honest, she was enamored with the history of this place. Of the whole town, really. It helped solidify her decision to come here. Los Angeles had become suffocating and was doing nothing to help the anxiety disorder she developed after an intruder forever changed her life a year and a half ago. Her beach house had become a constant reminder of what she’d gone through. She’d pulled away from her friends, preferring to be at home. Alone. Stress and anxiety clung to her relentlessly and her work as an author had become impossible.

Estes Park, Colorado, offered the opportunity to recover, and she was glad she was here. Mostly. Recovery, whatever that truly meant, was slow. Her anxiety was still high. Her mind, always conjuring the worst possible scenario.

She eyed the open screen door and pondered closing it, but the breeze felt too good, so she’d leave it be. See, she thought. Progress.

Earl pulled the front from the printer and squinted as he looked at her quizzically. 

“What’s wrong, Earl?”

He tapped his lips with a knuckle. “I’m trying to think of what was in here after the doctor got arrested. Hmmm, well, I’m not sure what this building was used for then.”

“It was a morgue.”

Kora looked up at the new voice and instinctively straightened. A wave of warm tingles washed over her scalp and straight down her spine. The newcomer stopped just over the threshold with an envelope between his large hands as he gave the interior a sweeping gaze before approaching the desk. Kora’s brows fell, her chest hitching as her heart fluttered in excitement. 

He was impressively tall and broad, shoulder muscles round and bulging from beneath a blue, long sleeve tee shirt, and as golden haired as a sunny day. She looked over him quickly, trying to take all of him in at once without making it obvious.

His confident, easy expression and the way he walked suggested that he fully owned his presence in this world. There was an undertone of awareness to him, as if he was always watching, always ready for whatever threat might pop out of the shadows. 

He’s larger than life.

Her writer brain went into overdrive, soaking him up inch by inch as it crafted the type of character he would be in one of her books. Realizing she was staring, Kora tucked hair behind her ear and mentally slapped herself. Christ, her body was practically humming.

Earl looked over his shoulder, then made a full turn to face the man. “Hey, hey, look who it is! Desi Mitchell is home. Welcome back, son. I heard you’d gotten out.”

“Thanks, Earl.”

Gotten out? As in, prison? She pinched her lips together and waited to see how this played out.

“How’s it feel to have all this free time on your hands? You know, after being told what to do all the time?”

Desi averted his gaze from the repairman and landed on Kora. Warm, electric shocks raced down her spine. She had the urges to move closer, but also back away. Was there really an ex-con standing in her bookstore right now? Her heart rapped inside her chest. 

One eye narrowed as if he were curious about the expression that was surely on her face. She tried to quickly school it but had no idea if the attempt was successful. Her facial muscles felt like she’d simultaneously sucked on a lemon and inhaled a bug. Shit. 

“Oh, you know I always got an extra pass for good behavior, Earl.”

Earl snickered. “If anyone could sweet talk their way into some extras, it’s you, Des. They cut your time short, huh?”

Desi grinned as if he were enjoying the hell out of this. “Got out a couple of years early.”

Her lungs constricted. Pursing her lips, she inhaled a quiet breath, exhaled, and reminded herself to stay calm. Her mind lurched into the possibilities of things this man had done. Armed robbery, assault, murder—

He approached with an easy, sexy stride. “Ms. Meredith?”

He handed her a folder. She leaned back like it might bite her.

“I’m Master Sergeant Desi Mitchell, United States Marine Corps. Not a felon. Promise. I’m here on behalf of my brother Dax from Mitchell Construction.” 

Oh God. That made so much more sense. The weight left her body and she almost laughed in relief. “Oh, no, no, I didn’t think you were.”

Liar. 

She expected him to call her out. Lifting his chin a bit, his grin widened. He was clearly enjoying this.

“I’m sure that exchange sounded a little suspicious.”

“Oh,” she waved him off. “Not at all.”

His eyes gleamed. “Dax is doing some work for you, huh?”

“Mmm-hmmm,” she nodded again and cleared her throat. “Yes, that’s right.”

He leaned against the counter and glanced around, then circled one strong finger in the air. “You’re really going to turn an old brothel into a kid’s bookstore?”

His voice was totally neutral, but she wondered if he was being judge-y. “Do you have some personal moral complications with that, Mr. Mitchell?”

He arched a brow, eyes twinkling good naturedly. “Moral complications? No, ma’am. I never struggle with my moral compass. Do you?”

No, morality was one thing she didn’t struggle with. Getting out of bed some mornings, remembering to eat, leaving the house with matching shoes . . . now that was another matter.

“I’m the one turning a brothel into a children’s bookstore, so what do you think?”

Good God, were they flirting?

His hair had a military edge. Ah, she should have considered that earlier. It was neat, short, perfectly trimmed, and fractured shades of blonde. A scruff of stubble lined his jaw. Blue eyes gently assessed her. There was a wicked amount of intensity in his gaze. 

Nope, not interested. Not interested. Not interested.

She’d just dumped a worthless man and was not interested in trying her luck again. Besides, she wasn’t here permanently and from what she’d read about Mitchell Construction, they were a family of grizzly shifters deeply tied to this community. Talk about opposites.

“It’s going to be great,” Desi said sincerely. “Just think of what you can do with this place over Halloween. A building with a creepy past, kids in costumes, and a shit ton of candy.”

“Maybe some spiked punch for the grownups?” Earl pipped up hopefully. “And a grand tour of the secret room?”

Kora smiled. “I’ll see what I can do.” 

The possibilities for her bookstore excited her. She’d made her money writing thriller novels, but she was taking a break from that to work on a young adult fantasy filled with warrior princesses, elves, fairies, and wizards. She imagined the book completed, its beautiful cover gracing the display window once it was finished.

She glanced shyly at the hot military shifter. Nope. The book was going well, and she didn’t need any distractions. 

Desi lightly slapped a hand on the counter and pointed amicably at Earl. “Nice to see you. Good to meet you, Ms. Meredith, and good luck with the bookstore.”

Earl put his hands on his hips. “You coming to the gala? Dance starts at eight.”

Kora’s curiosity piqued. Gala?

“You know Mitchell Construction wouldn’t miss it. My dad never passes on an opportunity to get the business in front of the public. I’ll see you then.”

“Hey, before you go, Des.” Earl wagged a hand between them. “Ms. Meredith, weren’t you looking for a security system for the store?”

She’d inquired with We Know Electronics when she’d called to arrange for a repairman to come out. They said he could go over the options with her. 

“I thought that was the other reason you’re here today.” 

Earl shrugged one shoulder, then peered down at the printer as if he was totally confused. “Right, but I figure you might want an actual security expert. Desi here designed systems for the U.S. military. He knows all the high-tech stuff way better than me. What do you think, Des?”

Her body was hyperaware of his presence. She’d been a bit relieved when she thought he was leaving. Her lungs were looking forward to taking a full breath again. This was a hell of a reaction she was having. Then again, every woman in this town probably drooled when he walked by. He turned those blue eyes on her, and her chest squeezed harder.

“Ah, sure, we could discuss it.”

Funny, she’d done a lot of research on home security and mapped out what she’d like to have installed in her house and the bookstore. Her home came with an efficient system, but it was old and needed updating so she added a few extra locks to all her doors and sometimes wedged the back of a chair beneath the front door handle for good measure.

He looked at her, clearly waiting for her answer. 

“Uh, sure. You could drop off some information, like a pamphlet or something?”

“Ok.” He gave the place a sweeping observation. “So, is the rumor about the secret room true?”

His profile was beautifully impressive: strong and masculine. How would she describe him if he were a hero in one of her thrillers? Reincarnated Viking god about summed it up. He had to be at least six foot five. Her head would barely touch the center of his chest. The family resemblance to his brother Dax, who’d been here taking measurements last week, was strong. Both men were cut from the same gorgeous, golden cloth. 

Was it something about bear shifters in particular? Or were the genetics in this family line just extra sexy?

“The existence of the secret room will remain a mystery, I’m afraid.”

One corner of his lips turned up. “Darn.”

Earl stood back and assessed his work, or lack thereof. Desi moved to the printer, shut the top and closed the side. 

“We had one of these on base that never printed like it was supposed to.”

He made a fist and brought it down on top of the control panel. Once. Twice. The plastic creaked, the entire unit trembled from the impact. Earl gasped. Kora’s mouth dropped open. 

The lights on the printer console suddenly lit up. Gears wound up and the printer began to spit out the papers she’d been printing two days ago when it choked. 

Desi patted the printer like it was the top of a dog’s head and shot Kora a look over his shoulder with a playful grin. “I’ll bill you.”

He walked out, taking his huge presence with him. The air seemed somehow smaller after he was gone. His absence did nothing to slow her pulse. 

Kora watched him out the front windows until he disappeared down the street and had the very distinct feeling that if she wasn’t careful, her life might take a route she never saw coming. 
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SOMETHING MOVED IN the ceiling.

It was just her imagination. The sound came and went, like a branch rubbing against the roof, or something lightly banging in the wind. It was almost like someone was clawing their fingernails along the beams—

Stop it, Kora. It’s a tree branch.

She pinched a forefinger and thumb over the bridge of her nose. The past couple of days had kept her super busy in the bookstore and her mind wouldn’t settle at night. She’d only had about five hours of sleep in the past two days, and it was clearly catching up with her. Insomnia was her old enemy and she’d adjusted ridiculously well to being sleep deprived. But sometimes, it was a real bitch. 

Crossing her arms on the desk, she propped her chin on them and observed the store. She’d do better tomorrow, but for right now, she was going to admire what had been accomplished. The bookshelves had been delivered and were waiting to be affixed in their respective places. New overhead lighting had gone up yesterday. The original oak wood floors had been buffed, polished, and resealed. She’d had drywall removed to expose the original brick interior when she first purchased the building. It looked amazing with the updates she’d done so far. A remarkable industrial blend of old and new. By the time she was done, the bookstore would be architecturally stunning, cozy, and a place people wanted to come back to. It was still sparse and messy, but it was so satisfying to see it all coming together. 

Turning to the sideboard she’d hauled in to hold a mini coffee station, she started a pot of strong, dark coffee. She watched it percolate for a few minutes, oddly soothed by the dripping sound. She really should go home for a nap. There were no deliveries coming or services scheduled, and it was almost supper time. It was the perfect time to rest before things got busy in the next few days with Mitchell Construction coming to start work.

Mitchell Construction. 

Desi. The mental image of him popped into her mind as she watched the coffee percolate. The drip, drip, gurgle, drip mesmerized her fatigued brain. She drifted off a bit to the sounds, and the image of him solidified in her mind’s eye. A little shiver went over her. Weird, she could almost feel his presence taking up space beside her. 

So silly. He was a hot former Marine and a bear shifter. Of course, her brain would go there, right? 

She didn’t know much about bear shifters, just that they were a normal part of the population and unless you pissed them off, you didn’t have to think twice about them being different than humans. There was a small pack where she’d lived in California, but she couldn’t recall interacting with any of them in all her years there. Desi wasn’t a city shifter though. No, he was made for the woods.

The fantasy book she was writing centered around the forest where elves lived, and she spent a fair amount of time daydreaming about what it would look like. Desi would know all the magical places around here. What would it be like to wander the forest with him?

Focusing on the coffee dripping into the carafe, her eyes began to lose focus. Her brain skipped down a heavily wooded path with him in front of her. The air was rich with the scent of earth and sweet blossoms, pine, and crushed leaves. Sunlight filtered through boughs, casting warm rays across her face as she ran to keep up with him as he trotted down the path. He laughed and glanced over his shoulder at her. Her breath caught at the beauty of his face, her nipples hardening with a flash flood of desire. Crossing one arm over his front, he effortlessly whipped off his shirt, revealing a heavily muscled back swathed in tanned, supple skin. There was a crescent moon shaped scar over his left shoulder blade, and another on the dip of his waist which curved into the rounded, tightest ass she’d ever—

The coffee pot chimed as the brew cycle was completed. Startling at the sound, Kora glanced around, momentarily confused as to where she was. That was odd. The scent of pine hung heavily in the air. She inhaled, tasting the notes on her palate. 

Phantom scents. Strange noises. 

Deep breath. Deep breath. 

What had just happened? She must have dozed off and had a quick dream. It felt real, so real that her forearms were covered in gooseflesh and her body tingled. The back of her neck prickled with the oddest sensation, almost like he was in the room with her. She swore she could feel him nearby.

Either this place was haunted, or she was about to have an anxiety attack. She’d never had an aura quite like this before an anxiety episode, but sometimes she didn’t get any warning. 

Please be haunted. Please be haunted.

That’s it. She was having her coffee and then going home for a nap. Pouring a cup, she sunk into the chair behind her and lifted a foot onto the desk when a loud bang sounded through the room. Coffee spilled onto her thigh as she lurched forward, scalding her flesh. With a curse, she looked to the front of the store where the sound had come from while brushing a hand over the pained spot on her leg. The door suddenly opened, and a man stepped inside, the screen door catching in the wind and driving back against the frame. He hurried to grab the handle and gently closed the door. 

Damn it. She thought she’d locked the door.

He was tall, thin, and clad in khakis and a blue polo shirt with the buttons done up beneath his chin. His brown hair was carefully styled and perfectly in place. Shoes, gleaming as if they’d just been polished. He had a dark leather satchel over one shoulder . . . and a dozen black roses in his hand. 

“Good afternoon. Ms. Meredith?”

She lifted her chin and eyed him warily as she stood. What the hell was with those flowers?

“Yes?”

He advanced with one hand out. “Jonathon Baker. I’m the president of the Estes Park Small Business Association. We’ve spoken on the phone.”

She remembered. She’d called early in the process of purchasing this building to ask about permits and had been met with his passive-aggressive response. Perhaps she’d caught him on an off day that time because he was all smiles right now. 

“How can I help you?”

He let out an impressed breath as he glanced around. “Wow, this place is really coming along.”

There was a touch of envy in his tone. Curious, Kora moved to the end of the counter and crossed her arms. 

“Have you been in the building before?” It seemed every local she’d met so far knew of the place but had never been inside. Despite rampant curiosity, people seemed to steer clear unless they’d had a cut and dried reason to come in. She hoped that theme didn’t continue once the bookstore was open.

“Oh, yes. Many times.”

His brow fell as he snapped her a look. Then he smiled again. “I must admit that I was a bit surprised when you said you were planning a bookstore here.”

“Why’s that?”

The pleasantness in his expression began to crumble. “Considering the history of this place, and all. Why, it could be on par with the Stanley Hotel as far as the macabre goes, and I’m sure you know the popularity of that place. Perhaps you can offer haunted bookstore tours.”

His polite tone had a razor-sharp edge. How could she make him leave, pronto?

“I’ll consider it.”

He thrust the flowers at her. “I thought these were fitting.”

She hesitated before accepting the bouquet, then set them on the counter. A tickle of unease bloomed inside her belly. 

“Black roses. How thoughtful.”

What was this guy up to? He began to wander through the bookcases. She lost sight of him a few times behind the bookshelves stacked in the center of the room, but then he reemerged, hands in his pockets. He kept looking at the ceiling, as if the newly polished tin tiles were going to reveal a hidden message.

“Have you had any strange experiences since you’ve been here, Ms. Meredith? Or may I call you Kora?” His eyes narrowed. “That is your name, isn’t it? Kora?”

He extended the ‘r’ in her name, as if playing with the sound on his tongue. Squaring her shoulders, she looked at him pointedly.

“If you’ll excuse me Mr. Baker, I was just about to get ready for an appointment.”

He frowned with shoulders slightly hunched, reaching into a satchel and producing a small stack of postcards and other mail. “Your invites for Broke Week.”

Setting them on the counter, he leaned in, his thin lips going into a serious line. “I have a business proposition I’d like to discuss with you.”

The door opened again, making them both spin. 

Desi Mitchell strode purposely in. He paused and immediately zeroed in on Baker. Kora’s heart fluttered as a mix of emotions loped through her. Good timing. Also, bad timing considering she’d just had a daydream about him getting naked in the woods.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Baker. Mr. Mitchell is my next appointment. We’ll have to do this some other time.”

“Please, call me Jonathon.” He swept Desi with an unabashed gaze, then gave her a wan smile. “Welcome to the neighborhood and have a nice day.”

He seemed to make a point of walking past Desi much closer than was necessary on his way out. Desi crossed his arms and watched the man go. 

Kora swallowed and tried to process the interaction. She pointed a finger in the direction Baker had gone. 

“Do you know him?”

Desi shook his head. “Not personally, no. He’s the business association guy, right?”

“He’s very weird and thank you for walking in when you did.”

He moved to the counter and did a double take at the bouquet. “Did he bring you these?”

She nodded.

A hint of anger laced his expression. “I’m not even sure what to say.”

“Yeah, me either.”

Something moved on the petal of one of the roses. A small white insect squirmed from inside the rose head, it’s body in stark contrast to the flower. Kora wrinkled her nose and pulled back. “Is that a maggot?”

Desi curled a lip. He tensed, his neck going thick as a vein protruded there. She did a double take as his fingers curled into his palms. He seemed to zone out for a brief second, and then he relaxed. The transformation in him had been quick, but she’d seen it clear as day. He’d gone from a sunny, relaxed smile to absolute predator when he’d seen the flowers. 

“Did something happen between the two of you prior to today that would prompt him to do this?” Picking up the flowers, he looked them over.

She laughed humorlessly. “I literally just met him. I spoke to him on the phone months ago when I first purchased the building, but that’s it.”

He set the flowers down. “He’s definitely not invited to the Halloween party.”

Though he was more relaxed now, there was a dangerous air about him. Interestingly, she didn’t shy from it. She felt . . . safe. Ridiculous. When is the last time she felt safe?

She quickly turned her gaze away from him and fiddled with the mail on her desk. Pulling herself together, she made a half turn to grab her
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