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Chapter One

Dean
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“Hey there, pardner?”

Dean Carlson turned from peering inside the storefront window and winced against the afternoon glare that greeted him. Tugging down the brim of his Storm River State ball cap, he squinted through the resulting shade to find a teenager glancing back over at him. “Who? Me?”

The teen frowned, glancing left and right around the deserted street beside them as mid-afternoon sunlight turned his pimply cheeks into a road map of adolescent angst. “You see anyone else around here, City Slicker?”

Dean did a little double take, struggling to make sure he’d heard the kid right. City Slicker? City? Slicker? “I...” Dean stammered, peering down at his faded blue jeans, scruffy sneakers and nondescript powder blue t-shirt. He’d dressed so casually for the three-hour road trip down from Southern Tennessee that it made Dean wonder what “city,” exactly, the kid was referring to? “Did you ... just ... call me...”

“Anyway,” said the teen, drifting from inside the hardware store next door and inching onto the cobblestone pavers that lined the quaint little store fronts up and down the aptly named Lonely Street that ran through downtown Pistol Creek, Kentucky. “He ain’t there.”

“Who ain’t there?” Dean blurted, shaking his head after falling so quickly into countrified speak. “I mean, who? Isn’t? There?” he enunciated more formally, turning to face the portly teenager as he drifted closer on big, dime store black sneakers. 

“Sully,” the teen said, wiping his hands on the corner of his bright red Handy Dan’s Hardware work smock. “The fella you’re lookin’ for.”

Dean had known Pistol Creek was deep down in rural Kentucky, but he thought the townies from in and around Storm River, Tennessee had somehow helped him acclimate to their southern accents by now. They’d done little to prepare him for this teenage cracker jack and his slow, lazy, almost indecipherable drawl. 

“You mean the guy who runs Grayson’s Ghost Tours?”

The teenager brightened. Squinting slightly at the crooked nametag on one of his smock straps, Dean saw that his name was, amazingly, “Jason.” Funny, he thought as he stood on the sidewalk squaring up against the slack-jawed storekeep. He looks more like a Jasper or Judd. “That’d be the one.”

“Well, the business hours on his website says he should be open until 5:00, so...” Ridiculously, as if to prove it, Dean tugged on the clearly locked door handle. Not surprisingly, he found that it was still locked. The way it had been ever since he’d first tried tugging on it a solid five minutes earlier. 

“That’s during the summertime,” Jason drawled, literally smacking his broad, pimply forehead with his big, beefy hand, as if to indicate just how much of a “city slicker” Dean was. “Ain’t nobody booking ghost tours in the spring, buddy.”

Dean wasn’t sure if “buddy” was an upgrade from “City Slicker” or not, but somehow it sounded better to his ears. Progress? he wondered. “Well, I am, so ... maybe he’d make an exception in my case?”

Jason looked Dean up and down, swirling a toothpick around his mottled pink lips. When the surly teen took his sweet ass time forming a reply, Dean grunted, “I’m sorry, are you his booking agent or...”

Jason’s face erupted in a vaguely charming burst of laughter, so sincere it helped to shatter the imposing presence he was clearly so eager to cultivate. “His what now, mister?”

“Booking agent,” Dean huffed, slowly and enunciating each syllable, just in case. “You know, for his ghost tours? That apparently only run in the summertime, even though his website says nothing of the sort.”

“More like a concerned citizen,” Jason insisted, nodding at the way Dean’s hand still lingered on the locked door handle. “You know, come to see what all the ruckus was about as you been fiddlin’ with that there door for the last hour or so.”

“Hardly,” Dean huffed, nodding at the faded yellow pickup truck parked crookedly in one of the mostly empty parking spots along Lonely Street. Even with Jason’s swirling toothpick sucking and open mouth breathing, Dean could still hear the engine ticking from his long haul down the interstate to Pistol Creek. “I only just now got into town.”

“And promptly just started yanking on Sully’s door?”

“Sully?”

“Sully Grayson,” Jason explained patiently, as if he was in no hurry to return to Handy Dan’s and mix paint or stock shovels or grab another toothpick. “The fella you’re trying to book a ghost tour from, in the off season, when he’s clearly closed.”

“Okay, fine, yes we’ve established all that but...” Dean caught his breath, standing upright and counting to ten—well, at least seven—before adding in a much softer tone, “Is there any way? You might possibly? Tell me where to find him?”

“Who? Sully?”

Dean bit his tongue almost clean off and nodded, struggling not to let his usually expressive face reveal just how pissed off he was at the moment. “Yes,” he sighed. “Obviously.”

“Well, why didn’t you just say so, pardner?” Jason drawled, nodding toward the corner saloon across the street. “He’ll be in there pouring beers. Obviously.”

Dean noted the subtle tone of sarcasm and smiled in reply. Maybe the kid wasn’t such a thickheaded, slow-witted, knuckle dragging hayseed after all. “What? There?” Dean nodded toward Pappy’s Pub, a low-key, old-school, brick façade, neon beer signs in the window kind of bar.

“Sure, why not?” Jason looked offended, somehow.

“No reason, I just ... does he do that often? Tend bar, I mean?”

“Why wouldn’t he?” Jason asked, distracted by a wheezing red pickup truck gliding into a spot in front of Handy’s. “He owns the joint, don’t he?”

Dean did a double-take, wriggling the still locked door of the ghost tour office. “Owns this joint?” he tried to clarify.

“And that joint,” Jason added, nodding toward the bar across the empty street. 

Dean frowned. “Well, who’s Pappy then?”

“His pappy,” Jason grumbled as an old salt in cowboy boots and overalls slid from the front seat of the antique truck like molasses oozing thick from an old Mason jar. 

“His pappy,” Dean began before doing another grammar double-take. “Sorry, his father owns the bar?”

“Owned the bar,” Jason explained, nodding at the old man straightening his cowboy hat as he stood on the sidewalk in front of the hardware store. “Passed on a few years back and left the place to Sully.”

“The whole ass bar?” Dean was impressed. He’d been expecting some neck-bearded, beatnik, ghost hunter wannabe on the older, heavier side, not some redneck entrepreneur. 

“Half the whole ass town,” Jason snorted, waving the chewed-up end of his toothpick toward the bar, the boot store next to it, then back across the street toward the ghost tour shop and even the hardware store itself. “Hell, Happy’s been paying Pappy as long as I’ve been working here.”

“Speaking of,” said the old man, who’d somehow managed to reach the hardware store door while they’d been discussing poor Sully’s far from poor finances. “Get your ass on in here, boy.”

The voice was gruff, the tone was not, the old man’s eyes winking merrily as he chuckled at his own joke. “Hold your horses, Gramps,” Jason said with the familiar air of a retail worker greeting a regular customer. “The hammers and nails ain’t going nowhere.”

He gave Dean a cute little wink, as if they’d become the best of friends in the ten minutes they’d stood on the sidewalk alongside Lonely Street, airing out their cultural differences for half the town to hear. 

“All right, Pops,” Jason announced, turning abruptly to slip through the door his customer was still holding for him. “What’ll it be today? Ball peen hammer? Phillips head screwdriver? Or did you just come for more of those pickled pigs feet by the cash register?”
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Chapter Two
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Sully

“Help you, City Slicker?”

Sully Grayson nodded at the sexy nerd in the faded college ball cap and clingy blue t-shirt. He stood in the open doorway of the bar, all five feet, four inches of him, the afternoon light gracing him with an almost ethereal glow. The pretty boy’s face fell, almost delicate features pinching into a surly little growl that only managed to make him look even more adorable. 

Probably not the effect he was going for, Sully thought to himself, his chest grown thick with the rich anticipation of what might happen next. 

“Why does everyone around here keep calling me that?” the kid all but grumbled, slinking in the door as if all the air had just been sucked out of him. 

Sully frowned, wiping a glass behind the mostly empty bar. “Call you what now?”

“City slicker?” the newcomer huffed. 

Sully chuckled dryly to himself, the sound as low and taut as the simmering tension just beneath his belt. “Boys?” he asked the three regulars sitting at their usual places at the L-shaped bar. “You wanna take this one?”

“I’ll go first,” said Big Red, thick fingertips still peeling apart the label of his third Lucky Suds of the day. “For one, you smell like soap.”

The newcomer’s eyes widened. “That’s a bad thing?” he balked, inching closer to the bar as he gave his closest armpit a quick little whiff.

Big Red shrugged his broad shoulders, clad in a flannel shirt that had seen better days. “Not a bad thing,” he agreed in his folksy, jowly way. “Just ... a city thing.”

“No soap in Pistol Creek?” the newcomer shot back, making Sully snort. He wasn’t alone. The three regulars also stifled good-natured guffaws, though none would allow the sound to escape their lips. Not in front of the newcomer, naturally.

Laughter was for locals only, everybody in town knew that. Newcomers, especially soap-smelling, soft-handing, pretty boy City Slickers got gruff, no nonsense grunts.

And that’s if they were lucky.

“Plenty of soap,” said Tiny, the jovial fellow in the size XXL overalls on the stool next to Big Red. “We just don’t use it all at once, per se.”

Even the newcomer had to snicker at that one. Still, the pretty boy rolled his eyes, fiddled nervously with the brim of his cap and frowned. “Any other reason?”

“How long you got, kid?” asked Phil, the pencil thin banker on the third and final stool at the bar. 

“I’d hardly call Storm River a thriving metropolis,” the newcomer huffed.

“Tennessee?” Big Red quipped.

“All the way up there?” Tiny teased.

“Might as well be Manhattan, son,” Phil piled on. 

Sully sighed, settling in for the show. Once these three got to riffing, he knew, it could be a while before they ran out of hot air. 

“What’d you do?” Big Red huffed, waving his beer bottle playfully. “Park your private jet out there on Lonely Street?”

“Probably set his helicopter on the roof of the bank,” Tiny said solemnly. 

“Or his jet pack,” Phil said with a straight face, just before Sully’s daily regulars looked at each other, paused, then broke out laughing. 

Sully waved his bar towel in their general direction to quiet them down. “All right, all right,” Sully sighed, wondering anew what the sexy stranger was doing, standing in his bar enduring all the lightly tossed insults for. “What can I do you for, City Slicker?”

His three regulars enjoyed a good old snort while sipping their cheap bottled beers, wiling away the hours until their wives called them home for supper. “Jesus,” the newcomer snorted, nodding at the short row of high-top tables along the far wall, above them a smattering of dusty old pennants from local sports teams and, of course, the obligatory moose head—or two. “A beer, I guess. Is it okay if I sit over there or are they reserved for guests with a valid Pistol Creek birth certificate?”

His regulars chuckled, the highest form of compliment, whether the newcomer appreciated that fact or not. Sully merely frowned. “Have a seat,” he grumbled, setting his well-polished rocks glass down and reaching inside the cooler beneath the bar for another bottle of Lucky Suds. “And have your ID ready.”
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Chapter Three
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Dean

“You were serious?” 

Dean put the photo ID away and slid his wallet back into his back pocket, marveling at the quiet majesty of his waiter-slash-bartender-slash-hopefully ghost tour host. He was tall and trim, wiry and lean in a natural, one might say “cowboy” kind of way. He dressed the part, too—snug blue jeans with a big old belt buckle, clingy Pappy’s Pub work t-shirt and a faded ball cap from Bubba’s Bait Shop, his already statuesque height accentuated by his well-worn cowboy boots. 

“Sure, kid. Didn’t I sound it?” His accent was thick as well, but sexy and warm in a way quite unlike Jason’s, which had been thick and grating and nearly indecipherable. 

“Yeah, I just...” Dean nodded at the three regulars at the bar, most of their butts overflowing the ancient barstools as they canoodled, shoulder to shoulder, muttering in muted tones that created a kind of white noise tapestry beneath the louder layer of old-timey country music playing quietly overhead. “I thought you were just showing off for those three.”

Sully glanced over his shoulder, broad and strapping beneath the faded red t-shirt. “The day I show off for those three, kid,” Sully harumphed, sliding onto the chair across from Dean at the scarred wooden table for two. “Send me straight to the Loony Bin.”

Dean sputtered out a nervous chuckle. He couldn’t help it. He’d been expecting Sully to be some old salt, like one of the harmless, blob-like guys at the bar, a crusty middle-aged man who, in addition to giving ghost tours and pouring happy hour rot gut, probably reenacted old Civil War battles and painted model airplanes in his spare time. What he hadn’t been expecting was some hunky young dude with dreamy green eyes beneath the rounded brim of his Bubba’s Bait Shack cap. 

“Friends of yours?” Dean asked, finally hoisting the cold, brown bottle of Lucky Suds, an off-brand if he’d ever heard one. Sully followed Dean’s curious gaze back to the bar, where the three bar fixtures were currently devouring a wooden bowl of shelled peanuts, husks and splinters flying hither and yon. 

“Those three?” Sully scoffed, rolling his eyes good-naturedly as he turned back to face Dean. “They were Dad’s friends. I inherited them, along with this bar...”

Dean nodded, taking his first sip of beer and savoring its taut, crisp coolness. For a no-name brand Sully probably bought by the pallet full, it wasn’t half-bad. He nodded as Sully took a sip of his own, thick, rouged lips wrapped around the bottle top as if he knew just what Dean was thinking. “That why you can drink at work?”

Sully’s eyes widened slightly before he set the bottle down, grinning, his lips moist now in addition to being kissably full. “Bet your ass, City Slicker!”

Dean started to protest, flared nostrils, little clenched fists and all. Sully held up one big, predictably calloused hand and said, “Relax, kid. I was just kidding.”

“Dean,” he blurted, sitting up straighter as if to match Sully’s towering heights. “My name is Dean.”

Sully wrinkled his nose. “You’re Dean?” he huffed, waving his beer bottle derisively, if that was even such a thing. “You’re the kid who’s been blowing up my website all week.” 

“So you do check your inbox?” Dean clucked, wagging his own beer bottle back. “And all week? Try all month.”

“What for?” Sully asked after a thoughtful sip of beer. 

“What for? Which part?” Dean asked, puzzled.

Sully’s soft green eyes fixed him beneath the light of a neon beer sign above their table. “Why do you want a ghost tour in the off season?”

Dean narrowed his eyes. “Are you gonna give me one if I tell you?”

Sully chuckled, low and thick, a rich sound like honey and barbecue sauce drizzling off his tongue. “Did you drive all the way down here from ... where is it again?”

“Storm River State.”

“Yeah, there,” Sully asked, waving his beer bottle before taking a swig. “Did you drive all the way down from Storm River State because you thought I wouldn’t?”

“I drove all the way down because someone isn’t responding to messages sent to his website and I thought I might make a better impression in person.”

Sully’s slow, breezy laughter did strange things to Dean’s nether regions. “This is you? Making a better impression?”

Dean glanced over at the three regulars, playfully arguing over the last peanut in the bowl, then shifted his gaze back to Sully. “What, like you guys would have even let me in here if I’d been wearing a suit?”

Sully smiled, thick dimples in his hollow cheeks, the soft grin pushing up little laugh lines around his eyes, making Dean realize he must have been older than he looked. “You’re probably right,” he sighed, growing comfortable in his chair as it creaked beneath his long, sinewy body. “But ... you never answered my question.”

Dean’s brow furrowed. With all those hard edges and lean angles to admire, talking to Sully was a lot harder than looking at him. “Which one now?”
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