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      For my readers.

      Thank you.
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      When I geocached, I stumbled on a website with descriptions of known missing treasures. The items often included sacks or boxes of money, jewelry, or other valuables buried by the people traveling across the country to keep the treasure safe from bandits. The people who buried the treasure either forgot the exact location or something terrible happened to them that prevented them from coming back.

      Lost treasures in a ghost town inspired this story about a treasure hunter, Mel Harrison. When the hotel clerk puts Mel in the haunted room, Mel cares more about cleaning up after his exhaustive search for Stanley’s treasure than any lurking ghost.
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      Mel Harrison didn’t believe in ghosts, which was why he wasn’t afraid to spend the night in Beaker Inn, a restored hotel in the ghost town Paradise Springs, South Dakota. Beaker Inn was a two-story building carefully restored so guests in modern times could experience the hotel as it would have been in 1908.

      The hotel lobby smelled of old wood and cinnamon. Edison light bulbs hung on wires from the planked, white ceiling and cast a soft glow around the room. The wood floor creaked as Mel stepped up to the hotel counter to ring the brass bell next to an ornate cash register.

      A mirror behind the counter showed Mel his dirt-smudged face, messy blond hair going in all directions, and a dusty black t-shirt. His jeans had gotten torn when he unwisely pushed through a patch of buckthorn on his quest for Stanley’s treasure. Mud caked the tops of his boots. He glanced behind him and saw a trail of clumped mud from the door to the counter from his boot tread.

      Within a minute, a hotel clerk dressed in an authentic costume, which included a brown waistcoat over a white, high-necked shirt, and trousers, appeared. He welcomed Mel to the Beaker Inn, espousing historical details about the place that Mel would’ve found interesting if his eyes hadn’t burned with exhaustion.

      As the clerk swiped Mel’s credit card on the machine hidden from view, he adjusted his wire-rim glasses and asked, “Are you superstitious?”

      Mel rubbed his eyes and bit back all the smart-aleck remarks that came to mind. He was staying in a hotel that people claimed was haunted and filled with ghosts, would he do that if he were superstitious? The belief in ghosts and superstitions often went hand in hand. As a treasure hunter, he had never seen a ghost or had his day ruined by a black cat crossing his path, and he had searched some very, very creepy places. This hotel was quite ordinary in comparison.

      “No,” he said.

      The hotel clerk nodded. “All right, then I’m going to give you room thirteen. It is our most unpopular room.”

      “Gee, thanks. I feel so special,” Mel said, letting his sarcasm come through. He took the skeleton key from the clerk and grabbed his backpack. For a sales pitch on a room, that had to be the most horrible one Mel had ever heard.

      The hotel clerk directed Mel to his room up the creaky, wood stairs, to the left at the end of the hall.

      Room thirteen held a full-sized bed with a brass headboard, a one-foot wide dresser with four drawers, and an empty corner. There wasn’t room for anything else.

      The springs in the mattress groaned as Mel sat on the end of it and untied his boots. The remaining clumps of mud scattered from Mel’s boots as he dropped them to the ground one at a time with a thud. He let his body fall back onto the patchwork quilt, which covered the lumpy mattress, not caring that he really needed a shower. He wasn’t sure the hotel had a shower considering showers weren’t a normal feature in the year 1908. Cleaning himself in a washtub or using a washbasin sounded like too much work, so he closed his eyes and went to sleep.
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      “Oh my, this can’t be happening… Sir, are you awake?” A man’s soft voice said.

      Mel cracked his eyes open and grunted in reply before turning on his side and closing his eyes.

      “Sir? Oh, please, do wake up,” the man’s worried voice said again.

      Mel opened his eyes again. A short, thin man dress in similar attire as the hotel clerk, with the addition of a suit coat and bowler hat, glowed at Mel’s beside. The quilt tangled around Mel’s body as he scrambled out of bed.

      “What the hell?” Mel tossed the quilt to the floor. The men faced each other with the bed between them. All of Mel’s fatigue evaporated to be replaced with confusion.

      The man held up his palm in a stop gesture, his face twisted in disgust. He peered over his wire-rimmed glasses. “Please, do not use that language. It is not becoming of a man of your stature,” he said.

      “Stature? I’m a treasure hunter. I’m not worried about stature.”

      Mel squinted at the man who looked slightly transparent. People weren’t see-through; clearly, Mel in the middle of a very strange dream. He relaxed a little at this realization and decided to play along. Maybe his subconscious was trying to help him find the treasure.

      “Who are you?” Mel asked.

      The man wrung his hands together. “I am Carl Stanley, owner of Paradise Springs Bank.” He adjusted his hat. “Well, more accurately, former owner. I am afraid the place is in a bit of shambles.”
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