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  Chapter 1


Let me tell you something about running a haunted inn: the ghosts are the easy part. It's the living guests who'll really test your patience. 
I stood in the freshly renovated lobby of Ravenwood Inn, fluffing pillows for what had to be the ninth time that morning. My hands smelled like lavender furniture polish and anxiety. Today wasn't just any day at my paranormal bed and breakfast. Today, Lena Maddox was checking in.
If you don't follow travel blogs (and until I inherited this place, I certainly didn't), Lena Maddox is basically the Beyoncé of boutique hotel reviewers. Two million followers. A verified checkmark on every social platform. The kind of influencer who can make or break a small business with a single Instagram story.
And she was coming here. To my formerly-cursed, recently-renovated Victorian monstrosity in Haven's Hollow.
"You missed a spot," Eddie drawled from his perch on the reception desk, fedora tilted at its usual rakish angle.
I shot him a look that could have peeled paint. "Very helpful. Why don't you grab a feather duster? Oh wait, you can't, because you're dead."
Eddie clutched his spectral chest in mock offense. "After all we've been through! The nerve, Dollface."
I couldn't help smiling despite myself. Six months had passed since we'd broken the ledger's curse and sent the entity beneath Ravenwood back to wherever it came from. Six months of scrubbing and painting and refinishing and decorating. Six months of turning a house of horrors into a respectable, if deliberately spooky, inn.
And I had to admit, the place looked incredible.
The foyer now gleamed with polished hardwood floors and crisp white wainscoting. I'd chosen a moody teal for the walls above, which made the ornate crown molding pop. The once-grimy reception desk was now a showpiece of restored mahogany, complete with a vintage brass bell and a guestbook bound in leather. The staircase banister no longer wobbled ominously, and the chandelier which once flickered of its own murderous accord now cast a warm glow over everything, thanks to modern wiring and vintage-style Edison bulbs.
"I gotta say," Eddie said, floating down from the desk to circle the room, "you've really classed up the joint. Almost makes me nostalgic for the creepy murder vibe, though."
"Don't worry," I muttered, adjusting a bowl of fresh flowers, "there's still plenty of creepy to go around. We just charge for it now."
It was true. I'd leaned into Ravenwood's haunted reputation, marketing it as "Haven's Hollow's Most Spirited Stay." Each of the thirteen guest rooms was now themed after a different ghost story or local legend. The brochures promised "paranormal charm with luxury comforts."
And those comforts were no joke. I'd splurged on 600-thread-count sheets, hand-poured soy candles, locally-made artisanal soaps, and plush robes embroidered with the Ravenwood logo a raven perched on an ornate "R." The guest bathrooms featured claw-foot tubs deep enough to drown in (perhaps not the best selling point, given our history) and rainfall showers with better water pressure than my old apartment.
In each room, I'd left little baskets with gourmet snacks, a bottle of local wine, and a "ghost-hunting kit" complete with a tongue-in-cheek guidebook to Ravenwood's spectral residents. Eddie found the whole thing hilarious, especially the part where I described him as a "dashing spirit from the Prohibition era with a fondness for fedoras and sarcasm."
The front door swung open, and Marnie burst in with all the subtlety of a tornado in a library. Her fiery red hair was pulled into a messy bun, and she clutched the local newspaper like it contained winning lottery numbers.
"Have you seen this?" she demanded, slapping the paper down on the reception desk.
The headline of the Haven's Hollow Gazette read: "Travel Star Lena Maddox to Review Haunted Hotspot." Below it was a photo of Lena dark-haired, impeccably dressed, with a smile that looked both warm and calculating.
"Only about fifty times," I sighed. "Max Caldwell seems determined to make this the story of the century."
"Well, it kind of is," Marnie said, hopping onto a barstool. "No offense, but Haven's Hollow isn't exactly a tourist destination. We're a tiny town with one haunted inn, a diner that still serves something called 'liver mush,' and a general store that closes at 7 PM sharp."
"You're really selling the place."
"I'm just saying," Marnie continued, "this is big. If Lena Maddox gives Ravenwood a good review? You could be booked solid for years."
The prospect should have thrilled me. Instead, it sent another wave of anxiety cascading through my stomach. What if she hated it? What if she discovered some horrifying detail I'd overlooked? What if 
The front door opened again, and Will stepped in, looking unfairly handsome in his sheriff's uniform. The sight of him still did funny things to my insides, especially when he smiled at me like that.
Will had won the sheriff's election two months ago in a landslide. Turns out being the only candidate who'd actively fought supernatural entities gave him an edge with voters who'd survived Haven’s Hollow's recent paranormal crises. His campaign posters ("Safety You Can Count On" with his serious face looking trustworthy) still hung in a few shop windows around town. 
Since then, we'd fallen into the "too busy to breathe" category of almost-dating. Between his new responsibilities reorganizing the department and my never-ending renovations at Ravenwood, our relationship had been reduced to quick coffees, brief phone calls, and the occasional meaningful glance that promised "someday we'll have an actual conversation." Not exactly the romance of the century, but there was something comforting about knowing he was just a call away even if that call was usually about some new crisis instead of dinner plans.
"Place looks amazing, Della," he said, glancing around with approval. His eyes lingered on me just a beat too long, making my cheeks warm. We'd been in this weird, not-quite-dating dance for months now, neither of us brave enough to define whatever was brewing between us.
"Thanks," I said, trying to sound casual. "Just putting on the finishing touches for Hurricane Lena."
Will's expression shifted, a flicker of concern crossing his face. "About that. I've been doing some research on Ms. Maddox."
"Let me guess," Eddie chimed in. "She's secretly a vampire. Or a werewolf. Ooh, or an IRS agent. That would be truly terrifying."
I suppressed a smile and focused on Will. "What about her?"
Will leaned against the doorframe, lowering his voice. "She has a reputation for digging deeper than most travel writers. Finds the skeletons in the closet, so to speak."
"Technically, we don't have skeletons," I quipped. "Just a few ghosts, a formerly cursed ledger, and some light supernatural trauma."
"I'm serious, Della." Will's voice had that concerned note I'd come to recognize. "Lena Maddox has a knack for uncovering scandals and secrets. Three businesses she reviewed last year ended up shutting down after she exposed health violations, labor issues, or financial fraud."
A chill that had nothing to do with ghostly presence ran down my spine. "Well, lucky for us, we're just a regular haunted inn with nothing to hide, right?" My voice sounded hollow even to my own ears.
Marnie shot me a look. We both knew that Haven's Hollow still had plenty of secrets, despite our efforts to break the curse. The Order of the Hollow Veil might be defunct, but their influence lingered. And somewhere beneath this town, something ancient still slumbered.
"Just be careful," Will said, squeezing my shoulder gently. "Don't let her go poking around Room 13."
"Room 13 is now a linen closet," I said brightly. "Complete with fresh towels and absolutely zero portals to the netherworld."
Will's lips twitched into a reluctant smile. "Just watch yourself, okay?"
Before I could respond, the sound of tires on gravel cut through the air. My heart leapt into my throat as a sleek black car pulled up the driveway.
"She's here," Marnie hissed unnecessarily, jumping off her stool.
"Places, everyone," Eddie announced, floating to the ceiling. "It's showtime."
Will gave my arm one last squeeze before slipping out the back door, leaving me to face the music alone.
Well, not entirely alone. Eddie hovered nearby, and Marnie quickly positioned herself behind the reception desk like she belonged there. Which, given how often she hung around, she sort of did.
The front door swung open, and there she was Lena Maddox in the flesh. She was taller than her photos suggested, with a sleek black bob and eyes so dark they seemed to absorb light. Her smile was dazzling, practiced, and somehow didn't quite connect with those calculating eyes.
"You must be Della Graves," she said, stepping forward with a perfectly manicured hand outstretched. "The woman who tamed the infamous Ravenwood Inn."
I took her hand, noting how cool and dry her skin felt. "That might be overstating it. The inn and I have more of an understanding."
She laughed, a tinkling sound that reminded me of wind chimes. 
"I've heard so much about this place," Lena said, her gaze sweeping the foyer with the precision of a military general surveying a battlefield. "The stories, the history, the incidents."
The way she said "incidents" made my skin crawl. Like she knew exactly what had happened here.
"We've had our share of excitement," I admitted, keeping my tone light. "But these days, we're just your typical haunted bed and breakfast. Can I show you to your room? You're in the Midnight Suite, it's our best accommodation."
"I'd love that," she purred, then gestured to the bellhop who was unloading an alarming number of suitcases from her car. "Simon will bring my things."
As I led her up the grand staircase, I caught Eddie hovering near a wall sconce, his expression uncharacteristically serious. He mouthed something that looked suspiciously like "be careful."
Great. Even the resident ghost was worried.
I showed Lena to the Midnight Suite, with its four-poster bed, private sitting area, and en-suite bathroom bigger than my childhood bedroom. I pointed out all the amenities; the locally-sourced coffee, the complimentary wine, the ghost-hunting kit. She nodded and smiled at all the right moments, asking just the right questions, but something about her felt rehearsed. Like she was following a script only she could see.
"This is simply charming," she said, running a finger along the antique dresser. "I can't wait to explore every inch of this fascinating building."
"Dinner is at seven in the dining room," I said, backing toward the door. "But if you need anything before then, just ring the front desk."
"Oh, I'm sure I'll find everything I need," Lena replied, and the smile she gave me sent ice water trickling down my spine.
After I closed her door, I stood in the hallway for a moment, trying to shake off the unsettling feeling. It was just pre-review jitters, I told myself. Perfectly normal.
But that night, as I lay in my bed in the caretaker's suite, listening to the familiar creaks and groans of Ravenwood settling around me, I couldn't shake the sensation that something was very, very wrong.
Outside my window, a storm was brewing, dark clouds rolling in from the east. The air felt thick with electricity, and not just from the coming weather.
"Eddie?" I whispered into the darkness.
He materialized at the foot of my bed, his ghostly form casting a faint blue glow. "What's up, Dollface?"
"Do you feel that?"
He hesitated, then nodded slowly. "Something's off. Like the house is holding its breath."
A chill ran down my spine. If Eddie felt it too, then it wasn't just my imagination. Ravenwood Inn had survived curses, possessions, and supernatural battles, but something told me Lena Maddox might be the most dangerous visitor we'd had yet.
I rolled over, pulling the blankets tighter around me, and tried to convince myself I was overreacting. Tomorrow would be fine. Just a normal day of hospitality and haunting.
But as thunder rumbled in the distance, like the warning growl of some great beast, I knew in my bones that trouble had just checked into Ravenwood Inn and it wasn't planning a short stay.






  
  Chapter 2


The problem with being a paranormal innkeeper is that the line between "concerning" and "supernatural crisis" gets alarmingly blurry. Take breakfast time, for instance. At a normal B&B, a guest sleeping in might indicate they're enjoying the luxury of vacation. At Ravenwood Inn, it could mean they've been sucked into an interdimensional vortex. 
So when eight o'clock rolled around and Lena Maddox hadn't appeared for the gourmet breakfast I'd spent half the morning preparing, I tried not to jump to conclusions.
"She's probably just sleeping in," I muttered to myself, rearranging the platter of fresh-baked scones for the third time. "Or working. Or doing influencer things."
Eddie lounged in midair near the coffee station, feet crossed at the ankles like he was reclining on an invisible chaise. "Sure, Dollface. Because travel bloggers always miss the chance for free food and photogenic latte art."
He had a point. The dining room looked like it had been plucked from a magazine spread gleaming silver, crystal glasses catching the morning light, fresh flowers in vintage vases. I'd even folded the napkins into those fancy swan shapes I'd practiced for weeks.
"Maybe she's one of those intermittent fasting people," I suggested, though my stomach was already knotting with unease.
By nine-thirty, my professional hospitality was warring with my well-honed paranoia. I'd knocked twice at Lena's door with offers of coffee and breakfast. I'd called the room phone. I'd even sent a politely worded text to the number she'd provided at check-in.
Nothing.
"I'm going up there," I announced to the empty dining room. Well, empty except for Eddie, who was now inspecting his ghostly nails with feigned indifference.
"Want me to go through the wall and take a peek?" he offered. "I promise to close my eyes if she's, you know, indisposed."
I considered it. Eddie phasing through walls was technically an invasion of privacy, but so was me using my master key. And if something supernatural had happened...
"No," I decided. "Let's do this the old-fashioned way first. If she doesn't answer, then you can go ghost detective on me."
When I reached the Midnight Suite, the hallway felt different, colder, somehow, with that static-electricity prickle that usually preceded something strange at Ravenwood. The door looked normal enough, its ornate brass number gleaming in the morning light filtering through the stained-glass window at the end of the corridor.
I knocked again, louder this time. "Ms. Maddox? It's Della Graves. I just wanted to check if everything's alright."
Silence.
I pressed my ear to the wood. Not a sound; no shower running, no television, not even the rustle of movement.
"Lena? I'm a bit concerned. If you could just let me know you're okay, I won't bother you again."
More silence.
Eddie phased partially through the ceiling, just his head and shoulders visible. "I don't like this, Dollface."
"Me neither." I fished my master key from my pocket, hesitating only briefly before sliding it into the lock. "Ms. Maddox, I'm coming in to check on you."
The key turned, but the door didn't budge.
I frowned. "It's locked from the inside." The safety bolt must have been engaged: the kind that can only be secured from within the room.
"That's not great," Eddie muttered, fully materializing beside me.
I pulled out my phone and dialed Will's number, my thumb hovering over the call button. Was I overreacting? What if she was just in the shower and couldn't hear me? Or taking a nap with earplugs in?
But in my gut, I knew. This was Ravenwood, after all. Nothing was ever that simple.
I hit call. Will answered on the second ring.
"Hey, Della," he said, his voice warm in a way that still made my stomach flutter despite the circumstances. "How's the VIP treatment going?"
"That's why I'm calling," I said, keeping my voice low. "Lena Maddox missed breakfast. She's not answering her door, phone, or texts. The door's locked from the inside with the safety bolt, and I've got a bad feeling."
Will didn't hesitate. "I'll be there in five."
True to his word, Will's cruiser crunched up the gravel driveway exactly four minutes and thirty-seven seconds later (not that I was counting while pacing the foyer). He looked good, he always did, but there was something different about him now that he wore the sheriff's badge instead of the deputy star. More confident, maybe. More settled in his own skin.
It had been a couple of weeks since I'd seen him, both of us swept up in our respective businesses. He'd won the special election for sheriff after the previous one retired unexpectedly, and I'd been knee-deep in renovations and reservations.
"Nice suit," he said, eyeing my innkeeper outfit a tailored navy blazer over a crisp white shirt and dark jeans, professional but practical enough to scrub toilets if needed. Which, in this business, it often was.
"Thanks," I said, suddenly self-conscious. "Come on, she's upstairs."
As we climbed the stairs, Will let out a low whistle. "You've really transformed this place. I knew you were renovating, but wow."
"Thanks," I said again, this time with genuine pride. "It's been a labor of well, not love exactly. More like determined spite."
That got a laugh out of him. "Spite makes for good motivation."
"The best."
As we reached the second-floor landing, Will glanced around, his trained eye taking in the details. "How are the, uh, permanent residents? Still around?"
By "permanent residents," he meant Eddie and my spectral great-aunt Gus, who popped in occasionally with cryptic warnings and fashion critiques.
"Eddie's hovering as we speak," I confirmed. "Gus comes and goes. Literally."
Will nodded, a slight furrow between his brows the only indication that discussing ghosts like roommates still unsettled him. He'd seen enough at Ravenwood to believe, but accepting was another matter.
Outside Lena's door, I filled him in on my earlier attempts to reach her.
"And you're sure she didn't go out early?" Will asked, ever the practical lawman.
"The main door has one of those old-school bells that jingles whenever someone comes or goes," I explained. "I've been up since five, and it hasn't rung once. Plus, her car's still out front."
Will's expression grew more serious. "Alright. Let's take a look." He knocked firmly. "Ms. Maddox? Sheriff Grayson. We're concerned for your welfare. Please open the door if you're able."
When silence answered, Will turned to me. "I think we need to go in. Do you have a way to override the safety bolt?"
I grimaced. "Technically, yes. But it's not elegant." I reached into my pocket and pulled out a credit card. "Old buildings have old tricks."
"You learned that from Eddie, didn't you?" Will's lips quirked.
I shrugged innocently. "A girl picks up skills."
It took some finagling, but between Will's strength and my dubiously acquired knowledge of vintage door mechanics, we managed to disengage the safety bolt with a satisfying click.
Will positioned himself slightly in front of me, ever the protector, as I turned the key and pushed the door open.
"Ms. Maddox?" I called, peering into the room.
Sunlight streamed through the windows, illuminating the Midnight Suite in all its refined gothic glory. The four-poster bed was unmade, sheets tangled as if someone had gotten up in a hurry. Lena's laptop sat open on the antique writing desk, screen dark but power light blinking. Her phone charger snaked across the nightstand, but her phone was nowhere in sight.
The bathroom door stood ajar, revealing an empty room, towels neatly hung on their racks.
But no Lena.
"What the..." Will muttered, stepping further into the room, hand instinctively hovering near his hip where his gun was holstered.
I followed, skin prickling with that now-familiar sensation of something not quite right. "She couldn't have gotten out. The bolt was secured from the inside."
"Windows?" Will suggested, moving to check them. All locked from the inside, no signs of tampering. Plus, we were on the second floor, with no convenient trees or trellises for climbing.
I scanned the room, looking for any sign of disturbance. Lena's expensive suitcases were still lined neatly against the wall. Her toiletries were arranged in the bathroom. Her clothes hung in the closet.
"Nothing's missing," I said slowly. "Except Lena herself."
Eddie materialized next to me, his usual smirk replaced with a frown. "Dollface, check this out." He pointed to the floor near the bed.
I moved closer, eyes narrowing at what I'd missed before: a faint, shimmering residue, almost invisible unless the light hit it just right. Like someone had spilled fine glitter, or...
"Will," I said, voice tight. "You should see this."
Will joined me, crouching to examine the strange shimmer. "What is that?"
"I don't know," I admitted. "But it's not normal."
He reached out as if to touch it, then thought better of it. "Any chance this is just, I don't know, some kind of beauty product?"
"Maybe," I said, but we both knew it wasn't. This had the distinct signature of Ravenwood's particular brand of weird.
Will stood, running a hand through his hair. A gesture I recognized as his trying-not-to-freak-out tic. "So we have a woman who disappeared from a locked room with all her belongings left behind, and some kind of supernatural residue on the floor. Great."
"Welcome back to Ravenwood," Eddie quipped from somewhere behind me.
I turned in a slow circle, taking in the scene again. The rumpled bed. The open laptop. The phone charger without a phone. It was like she'd vanished mid-routine.
"I was afraid something like this would happen," I murmured. "I felt it last night. The house was different."
Will's expression softened as he looked at me. "Hey. This isn't your fault."
"Isn't it, though? I'm supposed to be the guardian of this place. I broke the curse, but clearly, something's still not right."
He stepped closer, close enough that I could smell his aftershave, cedar and something citrusy. "Della, listen to me. Whatever this is, we'll figure it out. We've faced worse."
Eddie cleared his throat loudly, making me jump. Will couldn't hear him, of course, but I shot Eddie a glare anyway.
"Sorry to interrupt this touching moment," Eddie drawled, "but you might want to look at this." He was standing by Lena's laptop, pointing at the screen.
I moved to the desk, careful to avoid the shimmering residue on the floor. The laptop had woken from sleep mode, revealing a document Lena had been typing.
RAVENWOOD INN - NOTES FOR ARTICLE 
The first few paragraphs were standard travel blog fare details about the renovation, the themed rooms, the "atmospheric charm" of a haunted hotel. But as I skimmed further, my blood ran cold.
Beneath the surface of Haven's Hollow lies a history darker than the inn's marketing suggests. Sources indicate the town was built on or near what locals refer to as a "thin place" a location where the barrier between worlds is dangerously permeable.
The Ravenwood Inn itself seems to be a focal point for supernatural activity, with multiple disappearances throughout its history (see attached timeline). Current owner Della Graves inherited the property after her great-aunt Augusta vanished under mysterious circumstances.
Most intriguing: rumors of an ancient artifact or relic, possibly still hidden somewhere on the property. Connected to what locals cryptically call "The Order"?
Must investigate: Room 13. Sealed off? Converted? Why?
"Will," I said, my voice hardly more than a whisper. "You need to see this."
He leaned over my shoulder, reading quickly. His body tensed as he reached the end. "How did she know about all this? About Room 13?"
"I don't know," I said, mind racing. "But it explains why she wanted to stay here. She wasn't just reviewing the inn, she was investigating it."
Eddie's expression had gone dark. "And now she's gone. Just like the others."
The implication hung in the air, heavy and undeniable. Lena Maddox hadn't just overslept or stepped out for an early morning walk. She'd disappeared, vanished from a locked room after digging into the very secrets we'd tried to bury.
Ravenwood Inn had claimed another visitor.
And something told me this was just the beginning.






  
  Chapter 3


If there's one thing you can count on in a small town besides scenic views and questionable fashion choices, it's the speed of gossip. Haven's Hollow might not have reliable cell service, but our rumor mill operated with fiber-optic efficiency. 
By noon, everyone knew Lena Maddox had vanished from Ravenwood Inn. By twelve-thirty, three different versions of how it happened were circulating. By one o'clock, I was hiding in a back booth at Dot's Diner, nursing my second cup of coffee and contemplating whether it was too early to upgrade to something stronger.
"You look like you've been rode hard and put away wet," came a gravelly voice as a fresh mug of coffee appeared in front of me.
I looked up to find Dorothy "Dot" Pearson standing there, one hand on her ample hip, the other balancing a coffee pot with the precision of someone who'd been slinging caffeine for decades. At sixty-something (nobody dared ask for specifics), Dot was a Haven's Hollow institution, as much a fixture as the old clock tower. Her silver hair was pulled back in a no-nonsense bun, and her eyes, sharp as tacks behind rhinestone-studded cat-eye glasses, missed nothing.
"Thanks for the ego boost, Dot," I said, reaching for the fresh mug. "Always know how to make a girl feel special."
She snorted, sliding into the booth across from me without invitation. "Honey, if you wanted compliments, you should've gone to the salon. You come to my diner, you get the truth with a side of hash browns."
Despite everything, I smiled. Dot was abrasive as sandpaper but somehow just as necessary for smoothing rough edges.
"So," she said, lowering her voice to what passed for discretion in Dot's world (which meant only half the diner could hear), "what's this about your fancy travel blogger pulling a Houdini?"
I winced. "News travels fast."
"Faster than Marvin Jenkins after he ate my five-alarm chili." She leaned forward, eyes gleaming with curiosity. "So? What happened? She find a ghost in her bathtub? Room service not up to her highfalutin standards?"
"I wish it were that simple," I sighed, cupping my hands around the warm mug. "She just vanished. From a locked room. With all her stuff still there."
Dot's eyebrows shot up so high they nearly disappeared into her hairline. "Well, butter my biscuits. That place of yours is at it again, isn't it?"
"Looks that way," I admitted. "Will's trying to keep it quiet for now, but…"
"But this is Haven's Hollow," Dot finished for me, nodding sagely. "Folks here gossip so much, they could make a soap opera blush."
The bell above the diner's door jingled, and we both glanced over to see Max Caldwell stride in, clutching his ever-present notebook like it might sprout wings and fly away. The editor of the Haven's Hollow Gazette was tall and reedy, with perpetually ink-stained fingers and the wide-eyed look of someone who'd consumed too much coffee and not enough real food. At forty-something, he had the energy of a man half his age and the nosy persistence of a terrier with a bone.
Dot let out a little huff. "Speaking of gossip. Incoming at three o'clock."
Before I could slide further into the booth or make a break for the restroom, Max spotted me. His face lit up like I'd just handed him a Pulitzer.
"Della Graves!" he announced, loud enough for the entire diner to hear. "Just the woman I've been looking for!"
Every head turned in my direction. Fantastic.
Max squeezed into the booth beside me without waiting for an invitation, his bony elbow jabbing my ribs as he settled in. "Is it true? Lena Maddox has disappeared from Ravenwood Inn? Under mysterious circumstances? With supernatural implications?"
"Keep your voice down, Max," I hissed. "And how do you even know about this already?"
He waved my question away like an annoying fly. "I have my sources. The real question is, what happened? Was it a ghost? A curse? Some kind of portal? The people have a right to know!"
"The people have a right to mind their own business," Dot retorted, fixing him with a glare that would have withered a lesser man. "And you, Maxwell Caldwell, have a right to order something or get out of my booth."
Max didn't even blink. "Coffee, black, and whatever pie is freshest." Then, without missing a beat, he turned back to me. "Della, this could be huge for Haven's Hollow. Tourism gold! 'Famous Travel Blogger Vanishes from Haunted Inn.' I can see the headlines now!"
I was about to tell Max exactly what he could do with his headlines when my phone buzzed. A text from Will: Need to talk. Meet at town square in 10?
"Sorry, Max," I said, sliding out of the booth. "I've got to run."
"But " Max sputtered.
"She said she's gotta run," Dot cut in, standing to let me pass. "And your pie will be out in a jiffy. Along with your check."
I flashed her a grateful smile as I headed for the door.
"This isn't over, Della!" Max called after me. "The Gazette will get the exclusive, right?"
I pretended not to hear him as the door swung shut behind me.
The town square of Haven's Hollow was the kind of quaint, picture-perfect space that made city slickers sigh with envy and locals roll their eyes at the upkeep. A neat grassy area surrounded a Victorian-era gazebo, with benches placed strategically beneath ancient oak trees. The historic clock tower loomed at the north end, its face eternally stuck at 3:47 (which legend claimed was the moment the town's founder took his last breath, though Marnie had discovered it was actually when a lightning strike fried the mechanism in 1887).
Will was waiting on a bench, back straight, sheriff's hat beside him. He stood when he saw me approach, that half-smile I couldn't quite decode playing at his lips.
"Any news?" I asked as I reached him.
He nodded, glancing around to make sure we weren't overheard. "Mrs. Chen from the flower shop says she saw Lena last night."
My pulse quickened. "Where?"
"Right here, actually. In the square." Will lowered his voice. "Around midnight. Mrs. Chen was up late preparing arrangements for the Henderson wedding. She saw Lena from her shop window, standing near the gazebo, talking to someone."
I frowned. "Who?"
"That's just it, Mrs. Chen couldn't tell. Said it was too dark, and they were partially obscured by the gazebo. Just a silhouette. But she's certain it was Lena."
"So she left the inn somehow, met someone here, and then...what?" I rubbed my temples, feeling a headache brewing.
"Actually," Will said grimly, "Mrs. Chen said something else weird. She swore she only took her eyes off them for a minute to check on a bouquet, and when she looked back, they were both gone. Like they'd vanished into thin air."
A chill crept up my spine despite the warm afternoon sun. "That's not good."
"No, it's not." Will sighed, his shoulders tensing in that way they did when he was worried but trying not to show it. "I've got deputies checking security cameras from the businesses around the square, but most of them switch to motion-activated mode after hours, and they don't pick up much in the dark."
I looked around the sun-dappled square, trying to imagine it at midnight. Who would Lena have been meeting? And why here, in the open, rather than somewhere private?







