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  Join the Clues Crew Club


Get the inside scoop on Haven’s Hollow!  Sign up for The Haven’s Hollow Gazette—your monthly dose of mystery, mischief, and maybe even a ghost or two. For exclusive updates, and monthly giveaways that won’t require solving a murder to win! 
SIGN UP HERE
Check out our website for fun Ravenwood Inn merchandise.






  
  Chapter 1


I never expected my fresh start to smell like stale air and moldy carpet. But there I was, standing in front of Ravenwood Inn, a Victorian behemoth so dilapidated it looked like it was holding its breath, waiting for me to cross the threshold and regret every life choice that led here. 
“Alright, Della,” I muttered under my breath, forcing my fingers to tighten around the old-fashioned key. “You’ve survived worse.” Museums with no heating. College internships where coffee-fetching was my main job skill. I could handle a fixer-upper inn in the middle of nowhere.
The porch steps groaned as I climbed them, each squeak echoing across the silent yard. A battered sign half-buried in ivy spelled out Ravenwood Inn in chipped gold letters. If I’d believed in omens (which I didn’t, obviously), I’d say the sign was warning me away.
I jammed the key into the ancient lock, and after some stubborn rattling, it turned with a resounding click. The door eased open, and I stepped into the wide foyer. Dust motes spiraled in the wan light streaming through stained-glass windows. Shadowy corners lurked behind threadbare furniture. A once-grand chandelier hung overhead, flickering in a sad attempt at illumination.
I stood for a moment, taking it all in. My plan was simple: fix this place up, just enough to make it salable, sell, then get back to a normal life. Well, as normal as life can be when you’re an unemployed historian who just inherited an inn from a great-aunt you met once as a kid. But hey, potential profit is potential profit.
A sudden chill whooshed through the hallway, ruffling my hair and sending a shiver down my spine. The chandelier above swayed and blinked off, then sputtered back on.
I planted my hands on my hips. “Faulty wiring,” I decided, ignoring the goosebumps dancing along my arms. “You’re just a creepy old building.”
No response. Obviously. Because it’s not like the inn was alive. Right?
Even so, the silence felt heavy. Like the walls were waiting for me to slip up and reveal I wasn’t half as confident as I sounded. I tried to push the feeling aside, focusing on each detail: the faded wallpaper that might be salvageable, the dusty hardwood floors that could gleam with enough sanding and floor polish. I let out a small sigh of relief, underneath this neglect was real beauty.
I headed down the hallway, passing the door to what must be the caretaker’s quarters. I knew the last caretaker had vanished ten years earlier, and this place had sat empty since then.
On the other side of the corridor, I peeked into what looked like a parlor, high ceilings, cracked plaster, a fireplace framed by chipped tile. My footsteps echoed in the hush. A sweet, dusty smell drifted up, laced with something I couldn’t name. Old perfume? Mildew? Or maybe a whiff of resignation left behind by the last person who tried to manage this place and gave up.
I switched on a lamp, and the bulb crackled ominously before settling into a faint, yellowish glow. The temperature plummeted again, and I caught my reflection in a tall mirror leaning against the wall. I looked uncertain and wide-eyed, determined not to be freaked out by a harmless building.
Before I could dwell on it, the lamp flickered and went out completely, plunging the parlor into shadow. Great. Possibly an electrical short. I just prayed the wiring didn’t catch the house on fire while I slept. 
“Okay, then.” I cleared my throat and forced a smile nobody would see. I pulled my phone from my pocket and told Siri, “Add ‘call electrician’ to my to-do list.”
I returned to the foyer, rummaging through the dust-encrusted reception desk. A battered bell, a few old receipts from decades ago, nothing much. Maybe if I could discover more about the inn’s past, maybe I could spin a historical narrative to entice buyers.
Because that’s what historians do, right? We gather facts, find patterns. We don’t jump at shadows or weird vibes. Facts over feelings, always.
The chandelier fizzled again, brightened, then dimmed to a soft glow. I glanced up. “No more drama, okay? I have enough on my plate,” I told the fixture. It didn’t listen, since it performed the fizzle, brighten, soft glow routine again. So much for being in control.
I went outside to grab my suitcase from the bottom of the porch and lugged it upstairs, each step creaking loudly. At the landing, I stopped and stared into the house at the narrow hallway that branched off to a row of doors. I didn’t think I was ready to tackle the caretaker’s quarters, so I walked down the hall and tried the first door on the left. It had peeling paint and a tarnished doorknob, but I had no desire to look in each bedroom to decide where to stay, so I picked it.
Inside, I set my bag on the dusty antique dresser and eyed the sagging mattress with resignation. “I’ll handle you later,” I said, pinching the bedspread between two fingers. Musty. Possibly older than me by decades. I almost gagged. I should have packed a sleeping bag, not knowing what was in store for me. 
The only images I had of the place were from Google Maps, and old photographs my mom had in a photo album. 
Still, I was here, and a bed was a bed. Tomorrow, I’d drive into town for cleaning supplies and information. Then I’d figure out how to fix everything. The flickering power, the rotting porch, and definitely the caretaker’s quarters. This was just a building, albeit a big, haunted-looking one. But I refused to believe in curses or ghosts, which from an internet search of the Ravenwood Inn supposedly had both.
Yet that cold spot in the foyer still lingered in my mind, making me rub my arms as if I could chase away the chill with logic alone. I looked around the dim bedroom, telling myself I was just tired from the drive. It was probably routine in old houses to have random drafts and moody electrical issues.
Eventually, the silence settled once more. I exhaled and braced myself. “If you want to spook me, Ravenwood,” I announced to the emptiness, “you’ve picked the wrong girl.”
No answer but my own heartbeat. I nodded, satisfied.
Then a whisper of air brushed past me, lifting a few strands of my hair. My pulse kicked up a notch. I glanced around, still no one there. Nothing that could explain the stir in the air.
“Faulty wiring,” I muttered again, turning on my heel. “Must be messing with the HVAC or something.” Even though I hadn’t found a functional heating or AC system yet. I’d get to that. Details.
I moved my bag from the dresser to the bed and unzipped and opened it. I started to unpack, but decided I needed to get cleaning supplies before I removed anything, since there wasn’t a square foot in the room not covered in dust and grime. I couldn’t shake the sensation that the inn was watching, appraising me as much as I was appraising it. And I wasn’t sure which of us would blink first.
Tomorrow, I told myself. Tomorrow, I’d dig in and get to the bottom of this place. For now, I’d just ignore the flickering lights, the cold spots, and the creeping thought that Ravenwood Inn might have plans for me I hadn’t signed on for.
I squared my shoulders, determined not to let the chill in the air rattle me. After all, I was Della Graves, trained historian, rational thinker. If something supernatural was going on, I’d figure it out.
If not, I’d prove to this dusty, isolated pile of wood and bricks that I wasn’t afraid of old ghosts or drafty rooms.
And if the inn wanted to test me, it would need a lot more than a few flickering lights to make me run. With that, I went out to my Jeep and grabbed the blanket and pillow I had in the back. I spread the blanket on the bed, and nearly choked on the dust that raised, then put the pillow on the blanket, added a hoodie and sweatpants to the leggings and tee I wore, and gently climbed onto the bed. I listened to the sound of my breathing, and prayed I wouldn’t wake to an indentation beside me in the morning. 






  
  Chapter 2


I spent my first full day at Ravenwood Inn in a haze of sweeping, curtain-shaking, dusting with a damp cloth, and mopping, all while whispering pep talks to myself. By late afternoon, my arms ached, my nerves were on edge, and my to-do list had grown teeth. The place needed a full electrical overhaul, a plumber, a cleaning crew, and an exorcist, though I wasn’t ready to admit that last one out loud. And I’d only tackled the downstairs foyer, main living area, and my small room. Did I mention the place was a thirteen room mansion with a full basement? 
I decided, before I completely burned out, and packed my bags to leave for good, I should take a break and head into town. If I didn’t get fresh air, I’d forget what normal life smelled like.
Haven’s Hollow turned out to be a single stoplight, a row of quaint shops, and a good number of suspicious folks who stared at me like I’d rolled in on a broomstick. I ducked into the library at the end of the main street, figuring I could maybe unearth old property records or historical tidbits about the inn.
I walked through the door, to the overwhelming aroma of wood polish and books. The inside boasted old wooden shelves and that comforting hush unique to libraries. A tall, bespectacled woman of about forty (I guessed), with auburn hair pulled up in a knot at the top of her head, and dark brown eyes, popped up from behind a cart of books with the energy of someone who’d just discovered a scandalous secret.
“Are you,” she squinted at me, “the new owner of Ravenwood Inn?”
I blinked. “Guilty as charged.”
She extended her hand. “Marnie Bishop, your friendly neighborhood librarian and practicing witch, and part-time conspiracy enthusiast. Welcome to Haven’s Hollow! I heard you were coming.”
Practicing witch? As in she thinks she’s a real witch, or she practices Wicca? I didn’t dare ask. It seemed rude, at least until I got to know her better. 
“How did you know it was me?” I asked. 
“Well, since Ravenwood Inn closed 20 years ago, we don’t have much tourism, and I know just about everyone who walks through these doors. Though the place did have a caretaker after Miss August disappeared, it’s pretty much been closed to the public.”
“That’s, less surprising than it should be,” I murmured, thinking of the way half the town had probably spied on me unloading my suitcase yesterday. “I’m Della Graves.”
“Charmed.” She gave me a once-over and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “And possibly doomed.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?”
Marnie pushed her glasses higher on her nose. “Your inn’s haunted. Everyone knows it. Eerie moans in the night, guests who check in but don’t check out, random cold spots, like, creepier than a south Louisiana swamp.” She paused, eyes gleaming. “No offense. I’m sure you’re a lovely landlord, but I’m not sure how many local guests you’ll have.”
I tried for a confident laugh. It came out about half-hearted. “No offense taken. But haunted or not, I don’t believe in ghosts.”
Her lips pursed like she was mentally writing me off as naive. “Suit yourself. You mind if I ask you a question?”
“Shoot.”
She leaned in, her voice dropping to a near-whisper. “Have you been in Room 13?”
A chill skimmed over my shoulders, probably from the library’s overzealous air conditioning. At least, that was the story I told myself. “I, uh, haven’t been in there. It’s nailed shut.”
Marnie nodded solemnly. “I’ve heard there’s a reason for that.”
She didn’t elaborate. I opened my mouth to press for details, but she walked away. She waved over her shoulder for me to follow as she walked around behind the reception desk.
Shoving a stack of copies of newspaper clippings into my hands, she said, “Here. I pulled these for you last night. You might want to look at them. You know,” she waved a hand, “for purely historical reasons.”
I hesitated, scanning headlines about mysterious vanishings at Ravenwood Inn, “accidents,” and rumors of curses. Great. Exactly the uplifting bedtime reading I needed.
“Thanks,” I said lamely. “I’ll, uh, give these a look. Is there anything else I should be researching, like microfiche?”
“Nope, I pretty much scanned and printed anything related to the inn. Besides, I’ve always been fascinated with the house.” Marnie’s expression softened. “I’m not trying to scare you, truly. But accidents happen in that place. People talk. They say it’s got plans of its own.”
“I plan to fix it up. Then I’m out.” I squared my shoulders, ignoring that tiny voice in the back of my mind whispering maybe Marnie wasn’t completely off-base.
She offered a wry smile. “I’ll be here if you ever need a second opinion.” Her eyes glinted. “Or backup. I love a good ghost hunt. And I’ve never been in the place. Until recently when someone reopened the place, it’s been completely boarded up.”
I forced a smile back, more to be polite than anything. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
I returned to the inn as dusk fell, armed with cleaning supplies, an overripe banana and Greek yogurt for dinner, and a whole new layer of unease. Marnie’s warnings lingered in my head, especially the part about the inn having plans.
I busied myself in the makeshift bedroom, testing out a small lamp I’d found in another room. The light flickered a bit, but at least it worked. Kind of. Then I turned the threadbare mattress over, put on clean sheets from the Dollar Store, and put on a new blanket and comforter. The lamp went out and turned on again.
“Faulty wiring,” I muttered for the millionth time. “Not ghosts.” That would be my mantra.
The wind outside whistled, rattling the windows. I told myself it was normal. Perfectly normal for an old house in the middle of nowhere, right? It’s not like we didn’t have storms where I came from, so the wind and the impending storm shouldn’t have bothered me. This house had obviously weathered its share of storms. 
Then I smelled it: whiskey. A faint, sharp tang in the still air. My chest tightened. I definitely hadn’t brought any liquor with me, though with the day I’d had, I wished I had a bottle handy.
“Hello?” I whispered, heart pounding. Nothing. But the smell grew stronger, swirling around me like an invisible presence. The hair on my arms prickled.
I switched off the lamp, hoping I could see something in the dim hallway. Maybe a spilled bottle? Maybe I’d left a window open?
The hallway was empty. Shadows hunched in corners, lit by a sliver of moonlight. I edged forward carefully, the floorboards groaning underfoot.
Behind me, a soft footstep creaked; just once. I whipped around. “Who’s there?”
No answer. Just silence thick enough to bruise. My pulse skittered, every nerve on high alert.
“Okay, Della,” I breathed, my voice trembling despite my best efforts. “Think. Could be an intruder. Could be,” I swallowed hard, “could be nothing.”
I heard it again, a faint brush of a shoe on wood. The smell of whiskey drifted closer. The temperature seemed to dip as goosebumps flared along my arms.
I took a step back, and the footstep advanced, mirroring me. My throat turned desert dry. The lamp in my bedroom flickered on by itself, throwing a weird, flickering glow down the corridor.
“Is this your idea of a prank?” I demanded, though I had no clue who I was addressing. My adrenaline soared, battling with the logic that no one else was supposed to be here.
Then, just as abruptly as it started, nothing. No more footsteps. The whiskey smell dissipated in a cold breeze that rattled the upstairs windows. The lamp in my room flickered off, leaving me in near darkness.
I stood there, breathing shakily, waiting for, I didn’t even know. Some confirmation that I was losing my mind? Or maybe proof that I wasn’t alone in this house?
But the house settled into silence, as if mocking me. As if daring me to write off the entire experience as faulty wiring, drafty windows, or overactive imagination.”
I let out a nervous laugh that sounded more like a whimper. “So much for no ghosts,” I said, rubbing my arms to warm up.
Turning on my heel, I hurried back to my bedroom, half expecting to see some figure leaning casually against the doorway. But there was only empty air.
Empty, but definitely not unoccupied. If that made any sense at all.
As I slid into bed, fully dressed, heart still pounding, I replayed Marnie’s words about rumored accidents at Ravenwood. Maybe I was overthinking it. Maybe the whiskey smell was some weird leftover from the inn’s history, a stain on the floor or something.
Yeah. Sure.
But as I stared at the dark ceiling, I couldn’t shake the feeling someone, or something, had tried to get my attention tonight. And if I’d learned anything from dusty archives, it’s that some mysteries refuse to stay buried, no matter how hard you try to ignore them.
And since I couldn’t sleep, I figured I’d freak myself out even more. I had put the manila envelope I got from Marnie on the nightstand. I decided to start reading. 
I tossed my phone onto the bedside table, resisting the urge to scroll mindlessly until my brain shut down for the night. Instead, I stared at the stack of scanned newspaper clippings Marnie had handed me earlier, neatly folded inside a manila envelope labeled in her unhinged librarian handwriting: For Della Graves
With a sigh, I pulled the envelope onto my lap and slid the contents out, spreading the pages across the bed. The oldest one, dated 1919, was a small article squeezed between stories about crop prices and a church fundraiser.
MISSING: LOCAL BUSINESSMAN VANISHES FROM RAVENWOOD INN
Rudolph Ellis, a traveling merchant, was last seen checking into Ravenwood Inn on Wednesday evening. His belongings remained untouched in his rented room, but he was nowhere to be found come morning. Town officials speculate he left in the night, though his horse and wagon were discovered abandoned outside the inn’s gates. Deputy Whitmore states there is no foul play suspected at this time.
I snorted. No foul play? The guy’s entire mode of transportation was still outside and y’all just assumed he went for a scenic midnight stroll and forgot to come back?
I moved on to the next one, from 1934.
GUEST DISAPPEARS FROM RAVENWOOD INN, ROOM 13 SEALED
Local tailor Edwin Myers was declared missing after failing to check out of Ravenwood Inn on Monday morning. Similar disappearances have been noted in past years, though no evidence of wrongdoing has ever been found. As a precaution, the owners of Ravenwood Inn have sealed off Room 13 permanently.
I raised an eyebrow. “Ah, there it is.”
That was when Room 13 had been shut for good. Before that, people were vanishing all over the inn, but after 1934? Everything bad seemed to center around that room.
A shiver ran down my spine as I flipped through more clippings, decades of guests vanishing under identical circumstances. No bodies. No explanations. No signs of struggle. Just, gone.
I rubbed my eyes. “Great bedtime reading, Marnie. Real soothing.”
The last article caught my attention, this one circled in red ink, one of Marnie’s notes scrawled in the margin:
THIS IS WHERE IT STARTS TO GO BAD.
It was from 1976.
WOMAN FOUND DEAD AT RAVENWOOD, FOUL PLAY SUSPECTED
Catherine Hale, a 27-year-old schoolteacher from Savannah, was discovered deceased inside Room 13 at Ravenwood Inn. Unlike past disappearances, Hale’s body was recovered, though circumstances surrounding her death remain unclear. Reports state she was found alone, locked inside the room, with no visible injuries. Deputy Clyburn has yet to release an official cause of death.
My stomach twisted. This was different. And when did they reopen Room 13?
Before, people just vanished. But Catherine Hale had been found.
Inside Room 13.
Dead.
No injuries. No cause of death. Just dead. And if the room was sealed, what made them think to look in there for her? So many inconsistencies, or was it just errors in the article writing?
A gust of wind rattled the old windowpanes, making me jump slightly. Ravenwood’s drafty as hell, I reminded myself, but the clippings suddenly felt heavier in my hands.
I exhaled slowly, stacking them together, forcing logic to overrule the unease creeping up my spine.
“This doesn’t prove anything,” I muttered to myself, placing them back in the envelope. “Could be coincidence. Could be bad luck.”
I shut off the bedside lamp, sinking into the covers, willing my brain to turn off. But long after my eyes closed, the words from that last article burned behind my eyelids.
Catherine Hale hadn’t disappeared.
She hadn’t escaped.
She had been found.
And somehow, that felt a whole lot worse.






  
  Chapter 3


I must have been wiped out, since I fell asleep almost before my head hit the pillow. I woke up to the morning sun glaring through the dusty windows like it wanted to pick a fight. My back ached from sleeping on that ancient mattress, but I felt a teensy bit more optimistic. I had a plan: rummage around, see what needed immediate fixing, then start calling contractors. If I could bluff my way through enough repairs, Ravenwood Inn might look slightly less “haunted murder house” and more “historical B&B with quirky charm.” 
Spoiler: That plan crashed and burned by lunchtime.
I was in the process of rummaging through the old reception desk in the front hall, using a feather duster I’d found in a closet that smelled like stale mothballs, when my fingers snagged on something lodged behind the top drawer.
“Huh,” I mumbled, tugging it free. It was a battered, leather-bound ledger, its edges frayed like someone had tried to tear out pages. Actually, scratch that, someone had succeeded. A good chunk of the middle was missing, leaving a jagged gap.
I flipped it open, glancing at the cramped handwriting.
Name and Date, some with checkmarks, some crossed out. A big chunk of it scrawled in red ink.
“How old are you?” I whispered, squinting at the dusty entries. The first few pages dated back to the 1920s. My historian senses tingled. This could be big if it documented the inn’s earliest guests. Another potential selling point for a future buyer.
Except, some names were blotted out entirely, like the pen had pressed so hard it tore the paper. And I spotted an odd note in the margin, half-faded: “Owed? Incomplete”
A chill snaked down my spine. I told myself it was just the foyer’s questionable insulation. “No big deal,” I muttered, stashing the ledger under my arm. Probably just a normal ledger with normal check-in records and normal attempts at petty vandalism.
A loud thump sounded by the coat rack. I spun, adrenaline spiking, only to see,nothing. Nothing except a fedora perched on one of the hooks, the kind a 1920s gangster might wear. I definitely hadn’t seen that hat before. Because I definitely would’ve remembered a handsome old-school fedora just casually hanging around.
I approached it warily. “Hello, random hat,” I whispered, feeling ridiculous. Was this a leftover from a costume party decades ago? I reached out to poke the brim and, whoosh, the light overhead flickered.
I jerked my hand back. “Okay,” I said, voice shaky. “You can stay right there, and I’ll go do literally anything else.”
I’d barely made it halfway across the foyer when an ear-splitting scream tore through the air. My heart practically tried to leap out of my mouth. I bolted toward the sound, shoes skidding on the dusty floor.
The scream led me to the corridor near Room 13, the same door I’d discovered was nailed shut on day one. A woman stood there, eyes huge with terror, pointing at the floor. She wore a threadbare house dress, like my grandma used to wear, and slip-on shoes. She couldn’t be a guest; I wasn’t open for business and the place had been boarded up. 
“Where did you come from?” I blurted, breathless. Not exactly comforting, but the shock had me reeling.
She just gasped, tears in her eyes. “I, I was looking for a place to stay,” she choked out. “The front door was open. Then I saw,” She pointed again, and that’s when my gaze dropped to the figure slumped on the floor.
A dead woman, her limbs at awkward angles, eyes staring sightlessly at the cracks in the ceiling. My stomach flipped, the ledger under my arm slipping from my grasp.
The woman on the floor wore tan trousers, with a freshly pressed white cotton shirt, and animal print slip-on shoes, one of which was no longer on her foot. Was she squatting in my house too? 
“Oh my God,” I whispered, kneeling, though I had no idea what I’d do. Give first aid? She looked like she wasn’t going to wake up. “What happened?” I asked, voice trembling.
“I, I don’t know,” the unexpected guest stammered. “I just came in, and she was already like that.”
But no one should’ve been in the inn except me, so how did two strangers show up at once? And more importantly, how did
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