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        Attention Ghost Lovers! Prime opportunity to own this historic bed and breakfast in Pine Hollow, Maine, for a spooky low price. Must be comfortable with the mystical and at home with haunted spirits. (Don’t say we didn’t warn you.) Previous buyers haven’t lasted the night— will you be the one to tame the teeming shadows of this lovely Victorian mansion? Listing agent will be hosting a trial weekend on Halloween for prospective buyers interested in besting the banshees and pacifying the phantoms. Only serious applicants need attend. Must be able to pay cash and commit to running the estate as an inn for a minimum period of ten years. Come find out if you have what it takes to put these spirited souls to rest forever and bring the Pine Hollow Inn back to its former glory.

      

        

      
        Inn Love is an 18k word standalone short story/novella.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          DAVIS

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I noticed wasn’t the house itself, it was the media circus out front. Vans with broadcasting equipment bolted to the roof lined the quaint, tree-lined street leading up to the iron gates. Reporters wandered up and down the sidewalk, interviewing people or capturing video and still photos of the mansion on the hill.

      After finding a parking spot farther down the road, I collected my overnight bag from the backseat of the car and wandered slowly back toward the gates. A slight chilly breeze rattled dry leaves against the trunks of the trees lining the street, and the shadows of three dark birds flapped up into the sky from a nearby branch.

      The exterior of the inn was shabbier than I’d remembered— paint faded and peeling, two or three of the couple dozen shutters falling off or missing slats, and all of the trees and surrounding shrubbery were overgrown and leaning everywhere like a cluster of lazy teenagers too cool to visit a barber shop.

      But, fuck if the house itself wasn’t as stunning as always. The bones of it were strong and elegant with a curved Mansard roof, witches caps atop twin rounded towers on either side of the structure, and arched windows for days. It had intrigued me for years, and if I was being honest, something about the inn had called to me from a very young age. I’d grown up in Pine Hollow— had known the inn my entire life.

      But the inn hadn’t seen guests since those early days of my youth. Something had happened to the family who’d owned it, and the doors had been shuttered overnight. I’d been too young at the time to understand what was going on, so it wasn’t until years later I learned the truth.

      The Maberly sisters had driven the owners mad.

      At least, that was what the owners had claimed at the time. The Privet family had purchased the inn in the early 1950s from a family who’d inherited it thirty years before that from the Maberly estate.

      After running a successful bed and breakfast for over forty years, the Privets suddenly found themselves haunted by the three tortured souls of Abigail, Bettina, and Calamity Maberly. According to Emily and Tony Privet, that was the absolute truth whether people believed them or not.

      They didn’t.

      So the Privets had left— packed up and moved to a retirement community in sunny Florida. But they’d passed away a few years ago, and the Realtors had tried everything to dispose of the asset so they could put the estate to rest.

      Unfortunately, the house had seen many, many rounds of buyer’s remorse which meant the listing agent was desperate to have done with it once and for all. I’d wanted to swoop in and be one of those buyers so badly. Every time the inn had come up for sale, I’d tried my hardest to figure out how to afford it. But it had been impossible.

      Until my grandfather had died four months earlier leaving me money in an inheritance. And now, it was almost happening. If I could just last the weekend in the house and out-stay the other competitors, I could have it at a tiny fraction of what it was actually worth, and I’d have the cash to make it happen.

      No matter how many times I lost the opportunity, I still held out hope. I still wanted it. If I was being honest, I’d wanted it since I was a little boy riding my bike down the old road and fantasizing about all the hidden passages there must be inside of it. I’d been so busy imagining what was inside, I hadn’t seen the giant rock right in front of me.

      My body had gone right over the handlebars, landing me in a tangle of limbs and sharp pricker bushes. The inn had closed down the year before, so I knew I was on my own.

      But I hadn’t been alone.

      The nicest trio of little old ladies had swooped in to help.

      “Oh dear. Cal, gather his bicycle there. Bette, a glass of water maybe. Davis, honey, can you open your eyes for us?”

      I’d blinked at them. “Who are you?”

      I’d lived in Pine Hollow my whole life and knew every single person in town even when I was only ten.

      The woman had glanced worriedly at the lady picking up my bike and setting it against the iron fence.

      “My name is Abby, dear. I live here with my sisters.”

      “No you don’t. This is Mr. and Mrs. Privet’s place,” I’d said in the rude manner only a child could get away with.

      “It most certainly is not!” the woman called Cal had snapped.

      “Sister, settle down,” Abby said, brushing the broken leaves and twigs off my legs and arms.

      Finally, the third woman had returned from wherever she’d gone and brought with her a small glass of water for me. I’d drunk it politely and nodded my thanks.

      “I’m s-sorry I crashed their… your bushes,” I’d stammered, suddenly realizing what a disaster I’d made of the thing and worrying about getting in some kind of trouble.

      “Oh, never you mind about that. It’ll be right as rain in a few years,” Abby had said sweetly.

      A few years? I’d gulped. Mom is going to kill me.

      And I’d been right. As soon as I’d gotten home and had to explain my scrapes and bruises in addition to why I was so late, I’d blurted out the entire story. My punishment?

      I was never allowed to go past the Pine Hollow Inn again.

      But now things were different. I was an adult with a hospitality degree, hotel experience, and the passion to return the inn to its former glory. I knew in my heart the Pine Hollow Inn was meant to be mine.

      I just needed to prove it to Abby, Bette, and Cal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          RYAN

        

      

    

    
      I tried very hard not to roll my eyes at all the lookie-loos out on the street in front of the house. Forget about the media, Ryan. Concentrate on the money.

      Despite the emotion and excitement bubbling in the people around me, I was there for one thing and one thing only— to acquire an asset at low cost and flip it for an enormous profit before turning around and doing the same thing for another property.

      It didn’t matter to me if it was a house, a condo, a broken-down warehouse, or even an old barn. If I could buy low, put in sweat equity and sell high, I was happy.

      The Pine Hollow Inn was just another in a long line of smart decisions I was making to prove to my uncle Mike I was good enough to join the family construction empire. Ever since I’d let him down on a job the previous year, he’d tried convincing me I wasn’t cut out for this industry. Wasn’t focused enough or smart enough maybe. Just wasn’t… enough enough.

      But flipping this inn would get his attention. Surely he wouldn’t be able to ignore my success and follow-through on a project with so much potential for media attention.

      I glanced at all of the trucks and vans out front again, thinking about what a difference it would make to my renovation project if I could blog and YouTube the process. My brain wandered through a list of other online social media stars I knew who’d made a good living broadcasting their process to their fans. The social media and marketing part of it would actually be more fun than the construction work itself.

      “Attention,” a woman called through a bullhorn from atop the steps leading to the front door. “Attention those of you who are here for the historic Pine Hollow Inn’s new owner competition. The local Realtors and I have come together to arrange this contest to help bring some much-needed energy and attention back to the beauty that is Pine Hollow. It is our hope that the lucky purchaser will be able to restore the Pine Hollow Inn to the grande dame she used to be, and help return our lovely town to the tourist destination it once was.”

      The woman did not look convinced something like that was even remotely possible.

      Regardless, she cleared her throat and carried on. “And now, I’d like to take a moment to remind you of the rules.”

      The twenty or so people who’d gathered for a shot at the inn shuffled their feet on the dried grass of the overgrown lawn.

      “As you all know, the twenty of you were selected after a lengthy qualification process. Despite qualifying, however, only one person will finish this competition in possession of the estate. Once you go into the building, your trial stay begins. The last person left in the house will have
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