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  Chapter 1


Running a haunted inn wasn’t in my five-year plan. Then again, neither was inheriting a creaky Victorian mansion in a town that makes Scooby-Doo episodes look like documentaries. Yet there I was, on a foggy Monday morning in May, nervously rearranging a bowl of complimentary mints for the third time, like peppermint could ward off disaster. 
The inn smelled like lavender polish and cautious optimism. I’d scrubbed, vacuumed, and fluffed every square inch of Ravenwood Inn for Paranormal Week, our first full-house event since I’d opened. Thirteen rooms, all booked. All themed. All stuffed with ghost-hunting gear and luxury robes embroidered with tiny ravens that had taken me three months to find, three days to order, and three hours to argue over with the embroidery guy in Baton Rouge.
They say you can’t be everything to everyone, but I was currently attempting to be an innkeeper, event coordinator, amateur exorcist, and one-woman hospitality squad—all before my second cup of coffee.
Paranormal Week had officially begun.
I stood in the center of Ravenwood Inn’s foyer. The chandelier above my head was behaving—for now—but I didn’t trust it. Neither did the tabby cat-shaped saltshaker that kept mysteriously moving from room to room despite my best efforts to pin it down.
In the front hall, I adjusted the “Welcome to Paranormal Week” chalkboard sign for the fifth time. It had a little hand-drawn ghost saying boo, but it looked more like it was screaming. I debated erasing it.
“Your ghost looks like it just found out about property taxes,” Eddie said from behind me.
I didn’t jump—well, not a full jump. Just a tiny startled flinch. Eddie did that. A lot. As far as ghosts go, he wasn’t the worst haunting a girl could have. Though calling it “haunting” was a little unfair. Eddie was more like a very sarcastic roommate who occasionally walked through walls and made the lights flicker when he was bored.
“I thought you were haunting the library this morning,” I said, not turning around. “That couple from New Orleans brought dowsing rods.”
“I was. They kept asking me to knock once for yes and twice for no, but the questions were so dumb I just started knocking at random.” He drifted up beside me, floating half an inch off the floor in his usual gray slacks and suspenders. His fedora was perched jauntily on his dark curls, giving him the air of a jazz musician late to his own gig.
“You’re sabotaging the guests again,” I said, smoothing the velvet table runner on the antique sideboard near the door.
“I’m giving them an authentic paranormal experience.” He raised an eyebrow. “Besides, you look like you’re about to faint into the mint bowl. Relax, Dollface. It’s just one week.”
“It’s not just one week. It’s Paranormal Week,” I said, pointing a trembling finger at the reservation ledger, now with all thirteen rooms filled. “And our famous guest is a TV personality with a very large following and a very low tolerance for shoddy hospitality.”
Eddie leaned over the guestbook. “Jasper Steel. Sounds like the name of a man who sells protein shakes and self-doubt.”
“He’s a famous ghost hunter,” I said, stepping back to look at the whole tableau. I’d set out brochures, tiny flashlights, a map of Haven’s Hollow with supernatural hotspots circled in red, and yes, a small bottle of complimentary holy water. “He’s written six bestsellers, and his last show got three million viewers per episode.”
“Wonderful. He’s going to be absolutely insufferable,” Eddie said. “Should I start hiding the silverware or let him discover it’s already haunted?”
The distant sound of tires crunching on gravel cut through our banter. I inhaled sharply, then exhaled slowly. Showtime.
Outside, the sound of tires on gravel grew steadily louder. My heart fluttered with anticipation, nerves, and caffeine. I’d spent the last six months renovating this place from a house of haunted horrors into a spooky-chic bed-and-breakfast. This week—this one perfect, ghost-infused week—was supposed to prove it had all been worth it.
“Time to impress the masses,” I muttered, straightening the stack of brochures on the entry table for the twelfth time.
“I’d advise against it,” Eddie said. “They look like the kind of masses who wear crystals unironically and ask ghosts about their star signs.”
Eddie looked handsome as ever in his fedora tilted at its usual rakish angle, suspenders as spectral as ever. If irony were a ghost, it would be Eddie. Actually, no—he was more like if sarcasm died during the Jazz Age and got stuck here in a good suit.
“Did you rehearse that line?” I asked.
“I’m always rehearsing.” He hovered beside me, arms crossed. “You know I hate a crowd.”
“Well, prepare yourself. We’re booked solid. Thirteen rooms, thirteen guests, and not a single normal one in the lot.”
“Delightful,” he said, with the enthusiasm of someone asked to organize a PTA bake sale in the afterlife.
The doorbell rang, followed almost immediately by a knock. Because why choose one?
I opened the door to a woman in a black velvet cloak with silver embroidery and a matching crystal headband. She held a suitcase in one hand and a taxidermied ferret in the other.
“Welcome to Ravenwood Inn,” I said, trying not to blink too obviously at the ferret. “You must be”
“Madame Zorana,” she said, sweeping inside in a swirl of perfume that smelled faintly like licorice and mothballs. “Petunia and I are very sensitive to vibrational frequencies. Has this space been recently cleansed?”
I nodded. “With lemon and bleach. If that doesn’t cut it, I have sage. And a Shop-Vac.”
Behind her, a tall man in a Ghost Hunters Anonymous sweatshirt and cargo pants approached with a full paranormal investigator’s toolkit strapped across his chest like a commando. He looked around the foyer with reverence.
“I’ve dreamed of staying here,” he said, eyes wide. “Is it true the linen closet used to eat guests?”
“Only if they were messy,” I said brightly, handing him a room key labeled ‘The Specter Suite.’
More cars rolled in. I lost track after the first three. A pair of TikTok influencers showed up in matching pentagram T-shirts, already livestreaming. A grumpy skeptic lugged two EMF meters and a portable Faraday cage. A psychic medium with dramatic eyeliner and a possibly tax-deductible aura demanded to know where the ley lines intersected.
The inn, for the first time in its modern history, was alive with voices, creaking floorboards, and the distinct rustle of expectations.
Marnie breezed through the door in a cloud of caffeine and conspiracy theories, her librarian bun slightly askew. “Did you know the Daily Hollow called this the ‘most paranormally saturated building east of the Mississippi’?”
“No, but I’m adding it to the brochure,” I said.
She handed me a clipboard. “I brought the updated itinerary and a hand-drawn map of ‘likely psychic rupture points.’ You’re welcome.”
I took it, resisting the urge to hug her and scream at the same time.
Will arrived just as the influencers were filming themselves “accidentally” bumping into a haunted mirror.
He stepped inside, boots crunching softly against the entryway rug, sheriff’s badge catching the afternoon light. I probably stared a second too long. Maybe two.
“Looks like you’ve got a full house,” he said, glancing around. “Is that lady talking to a potted plant?”
“His name is Gregory,” I said. “He’s a sentient ficus. Please don’t question him in front of the guests.”
Will’s eyes followed the woman in question—a psychic named Desiree—who was now demanding a glass of room-temperature mineral water for her “consultation with the unseen.”
“You sure about this?” he asked under his breath, falling into step beside me as I led him toward the check-in desk. “You’ve got more chaos here than the county fair goat pageant.”
“Don’t remind me,” I whispered back. “But if this goes well, we’ll have enough bookings to last the year. And enough weird stories to last a lifetime.”
Eddie reappeared just above the grandfather clock and mock-gasped at Will. “Look who’s finally doing his rounds. Did the coffee shop run out of cinnamon muffins?”
Will gave him the barest of side-eyes. “Nice to see you too, Eddie.”
Will had gotten to a point where he could see and hear my ghostly house guests, and so far they all seemed to get along. 
“Tell that to the chandelier,” Eddie replied. “It’s been twitching since the influencer with the ring light walked in.”
Before Will could respond, a scream came from the upstairs hallway.
Everyone froze.
It wasn’t the panicked kind of scream. It was the delighted kind—the kind that said someone just found money or got proposed to.
A moment later, a woman in a tulle skirt and glittery combat boots bounded down the stairs, clutching her phone.
“I caught an orb on video!” she shrieked, thrusting her screen toward anyone within reach.
“That’s just dust,” the skeptic called from the corner. The skeptic being a 50-something year old man from New Orleans, who thought he knew more than everyone here. Orin Kellerman.
“No, it’s a friendly ghost,” the influencer insisted. “He blinked twice. It’s on TikTok now. #HauntBae.”
Will groaned. “I’m going to need a drink.”
“You and me both,” I muttered, watching another guest unload a spirit box, a candle set, and what I was pretty sure was an Ouija board made of reclaimed barn wood.
I turned back to Will. “I’ve got this under control.”
He arched an eyebrow. “You do?”
“Ish,” I amended. “Maybe.”
He gave me that look—the one halfway between protective concern and what have you dragged me into this time. It was a look I was getting very familiar with.
“I’ll be around,” he said. “Just in case your guests accidentally summon a demon or start a pyramid scheme.”
“I’d prefer a demon,” I muttered. 
He hesitated, then lowered his voice. “Be careful, Della. I know this place is your home now. But it’s still Ravenwood.”
I smiled, trying to look braver than I felt. “It’s just one week.”
He didn’t reply. Just gave me a nod and disappeared through the door, leaving me in a lobby full of wandering guests, whispering ghosts, and a taxidermied ferret.
Outside, thunder rumbled faintly in the distance.
Inside, the chandelier flickered.
And in the shadows at the edge of the hallway, Room 13 groaned softly behind its sealed door.
The calm was over.
Let the chaos begin.






  
  Chapter 2


I was elbow-deep in a tray of lavender scones when the haunted saltshaker moved again. 
One minute, it was on the kitchen counter. The next, it was perched on the windowsill like it was watching the gravel driveway. Which, honestly, would’ve been fine if it hadn’t winked at me last week. Literally winked. I was ninety percent sure Eddie was behind it, but when I confronted him, he just whistled and floated through the pantry wall.
“You’re not getting a name tag,” I muttered at the shaker, sliding it back to the spice rack. “Don’t get comfortable.”
“Talking to the condiments again?” Eddie asked, materializing beside the sink like a smug fog bank. “That’s healthy.”
“I have to talk to someone. The toaster’s been giving me the silent treatment since Tuesday.”
“You burned raisin bread. It’s holding a grudge.”
I sighed, straightened the towel draped over the oven handle, and checked the time. Jasper Steel was due to arrive any minute now. My stomach was doing its usual nervous gymnastics, but with an added twist—like the kind of tumbling you do when you realize you accidentally double-booked a haunted bridal shower and a spiritual cleansing seminar in the same room.
Out the window, I spotted the glint of sunlight on black paint—sleek, expensive, and entirely too shiny for a town where dirt roads were still a thing.
“Batten down the bell tower,” I muttered. “Here he comes.”
I wiped flour from my hands and headed for the front door, just in time to see a luxury SUV roll to a stop in the circular drive. It looked like the kind of car that came with its own PR team. A raven landed on the porch railing as if to witness the moment. Or to place bets on how quickly things would go downhill.
The driver’s door opened, and out stepped Jasper Steel.
He was exactly what I expected. In the same way you expect a magician to wear too many rings or a real estate agent to smile too wide.
Tall, tanned, and immaculately styled, Jasper wore dark jeans, a leather jacket that probably had its own Instagram account, and sunglasses despite the overcast sky. He looked like a man who could sell you a haunted timeshare and then charge extra for ghost insurance.
The driver's door opened as well, revealing a young woman in her late twenties with dark hair pulled back in a severe ponytail. She moved efficiently around the vehicle, retrieving luggage with practiced ease. 
"Thank you, Celia," Jasper said dismissively without looking at her. "Just bring everything to the room." The woman nodded curtly, her jaw tight as she hefted his bags. Something about her expression suggested this wasn't the first time she'd been treated dismissively. 
He removed his sunglasses with theatrical flair and offered me a million-dollar smile.
“Della Graves,” he said, like he was greeting a long-lost cast member from one of his shows. “You look just like your email signature.”
I blinked. “Thanks. You look like you travel with a fan and a lighting crew.”
“That’s actually not far off,” he said, glancing over his shoulder as the passenger door opened. “Simon!”
Out tumbled a slight, nervous-looking man in a black hoodie and cargo pants, balancing three bags, two camera cases, and the expression of someone who just realized his favorite ghost app was crashing.
Simon looked like he hadn’t slept in a week. He was all elbows and anxiety, with hair that hadn’t met a comb recently and the hunched posture of a man who regularly got yelled at for formatting issues.
“I’ve got the thermal cam, the battery rig, and the new EMF mod,” Simon said breathlessly, stumbling around the SUV like a caffeinated pack mule. “Also the backup salt.”
“Great,” Jasper said without looking at him. “Della, this place is atmospheric. It’s got real energy.”
“It’s got a working septic system,” I replied. “That’s the best kind of energy we offer.”
He laughed like I’d just told a charming joke, which was probably a defense mechanism. Or a brand strategy. He stepped up onto the porch, eyeing the carved front door and stained-glass transom like they were relics he could personally monetize.
Eddie appeared just behind me, eyeing Jasper like a cat watching a new vacuum cleaner.
“Please tell me he’s not staying in the Midnight Suite,” Eddie whispered. “That poor room hasn’t seen this much ego since the town council voted to build a yoga studio over the cemetery.”
“Behave,” I whispered back. “We’re being professional.”
“Define ‘professional,’” Eddie said, drifting backward through a potted fern.
I opened the door wide. “Welcome to Ravenwood Inn. Please leave your cynicism in the umbrella stand.”
Jasper stepped inside, and the chandelier flickered. Of course it did.
Simon followed, sweating and jittery, his eyes darting around the entryway like something might jump out and demand a permit.
“This place is amazing,” Jasper said, turning in a slow circle. “Perfect mix of gothic and curated decay.”
“It used to just be regular decay,” I said. “We’ve upgraded.”
I led them through the foyer, gesturing at the gleaming wood floors, the freshly painted wainscoting, the vintage wallpaper I’d agonized over for weeks. Jasper made interested noises, occasionally filming little snippets on his phone with slick confidence. Simon trailed behind, muttering to himself about electromagnetic fields and checking his phone for signal bars.
“And this is the dining room,” I said as we stepped through arched double doors. “Breakfast is served between seven and nine, unless something gets possessed. Then we wing it.”
Jasper chuckled. “I love it. Do you do candlelit dinners?”
“Only if the power goes out or Gus forgets what decade we’re in.”
At the mention of Gus, a cold breeze swept through the room. A teacup on the buffet clinked faintly, as if adjusting itself.
Simon jumped. “Did you feel that?”
I smiled. “Drafty house. Or maybe a poltergeist. It’s a day ending in Y.”
We made our way upstairs to the guest wing, Jasper admiring the banister like it was a sacred artifact. When we reached the top, he stopped at the linen closet—formerly Room 13—and placed a hand on the door.
“This is the one, right? The infamous Room 13?”
“It’s a linen closet,” I said quickly. “Very haunted towels. Extremely vengeful bathmats.”
He laughed again, but didn’t move. “Energy’s strong here.”
Eddie popped through the wall beside him and scowled. “Tell him to stop fondling my old murder portal.”
“I wouldn’t open that door if I were you,” I said lightly. “The last guy who tried had a panic attack and a strong desire to become a goat farmer in New Mexico.”
Jasper turned, amused. “Is that a threat?”
“It’s a weather forecast.”
I showed them into the Midnight Suite; our largest room, complete with a canopied bed, velvet drapes, and the faint aroma of lavender sachets and dramatic foreshadowing.
“This is perfect,” Jasper said, walking the perimeter like a cat inspecting new territory. “Great acoustics. Interesting shadows. Just enough echo to make whispers sound like they’re coming from behind you.”
“That’s specific,” I said.
Simon dropped the bags near the writing desk and immediately plugged in three devices, all of which began to blink and beep.
“Don’t mind him,” Jasper said. “He’s calibrating for spectral frequency shifts.”
“I thought he was checking the Wi-Fi.”
“Same thing, in our line of work.”
I handed over two keys and a welcome kit. “You’ll find your itineraries in the folder. Tonight’s welcome mixer starts at six. Finger foods, ghost trivia, and a short lecture from a woman who claims to channel the ghost of Benjamin Franklin’s second cousin.”
Jasper’s eyes sparkled. “This is going to be fun.”
As I headed back downstairs, Eddie floated beside me, arms folded.
“You know what I don’t like about him?”
“His ego? His hair? The way he films everything like it’s an audition for a supernatural dating show?”
“All of the above,” Eddie said. “And the fact that he smiled at the closet. Nobody smiles at the closet.”
Outside, thunder grumbled low in the distance.
I had a bad feeling.
And this time, it wasn’t just the haunted saltshaker.






  
  Chapter 3


I’d just finished resetting the haunted saltshaker for the fourth time (back to the center of the kitchen counter, thank you very much) when the bell above the front door gave a sharp, unnecessary jingle. 
It didn’t sound like a guest entering. It sounded like someone storming the castle.
I emerged from the kitchen and spotted her instantly. A petite woman in a vintage bomber jacket, combat boots, and a “Ghosts Are Just Dusty Lies” T-shirt standing in the foyer like she owned the place. Her hair was jet black and cut in a severe pixie, her eyes hidden behind enormous round sunglasses that looked like they’d been stolen from a spy movie. She was dragging a leopard-print roller bag and sipping what I strongly suspected was an aggressively customized cold brew.
“I’m here for the story,” she said, loud enough for the whole foyer to hear.
“Hi?” I said, blinking. “I don’t think you’re on the reservation list.”
She pulled down her sunglasses and gave me a once-over that probably could’ve peeled paint. “You’re Della Graves, right? Owner, paranormal hostess, alleged ghost whisperer?”
“That’s more or less correct,” I replied cautiously.
She flashed me a press badge that said Penelope Knox – Ghost Toasted Blog, Founder & Chief Skeptic.
“You’re the one who emailed last week about interviewing Eddie,” I said, finally placing her. “I thought I said we weren’t accepting extra media guests for this event.”
“You did,” she replied cheerfully. “And I said I was coming anyway.”
Eddie appeared on the upstairs landing and took one look at her before sighing deeply. “Great. A debunker. I love being poked at like paranormal roadkill.”
Penelope surveyed the chandelier with mild contempt. “I hope that thing isn’t supposed to flicker ominously. That’s the oldest trick in the spooky playbook.”
“It flickers when it’s annoyed,” I said. “Kind of like me.”
She smiled. “Good. We’ll get along just fine.”
“I wouldn’t bet on it,” Eddie muttered.
“I’m sorry,” I said, turning my attention back to her. “But we’re fully booked, and I really can’t—”
“Relax. I’m not staying here. I’m renting a room at that weird Airbnb with the sunflower wallpaper and the haunted bidet.” She set her suitcase down with a thud. “I just need access. For the truth.”
“Penelope, we’re in the middle of a private event.”
“Which is exactly why I’m here.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “Where there’s a concentrated ghost story, there’s usually a much more boring explanation. Faulty wiring. Mold. Emotional instability. You know. Science.”
I resisted the urge to scream into the nearest doily.
As Penelope settled her briefcase down with a thud, the front door opened. The driver, Celia, entered quietly, car keys in hand. "Uncle Jasper sent me to get his backup camera equipment," she said, her tone carefully neutral. 
Penelope's expression shifted, surprise flickering across her features. "Celia? I didn't know you were working with him again." 
"Personal assistant," Celia replied curtly. "Someone has to keep his chaos organized." 
Behind her, the front door creaked open again, and Simon stepped inside, holding a tablet and looking like he was already having a terrible day.
Penelope’s smile vanished.
“Well, look who it is,” she said flatly. “Still carrying Jasper’s ghost-chasing gear around like a good little unpaid intern?”
Simon froze mid-step. “Penelope. Great. You’re still doing this.”
Celia handed the backup camera equipment to Simon and quietly walked back out of the inn. I had the feeling she was used to being invisible.
“I sure am,” she said brightly. “Still covering the carnival of conmen, one town at a time.”
I blinked. “You two know each other?”
“Unfortunately,” Simon muttered, then turned to me. “Penelope used to be part of Jasper’s team. Years ago. Back before she decided facts were more important than fame.”
“Someone had to call him out for faking ghost footage in Cleveland,” Penelope said. “It just happened to be me. And it just happened to ruin my career.”
“Maybe because you accused him of fraud on a live panel at GhostCon,” Simon snapped. “While wearing a shirt that said ‘Steel is a Scam.’”
“That was a great shirt,” she replied, completely unapologetic.
Eddie floated past me, eyeing Penelope. “This one’s got bite. I like her.”
“You would,” I murmured.
“Don’t worry,” Penelope said, clearly enjoying herself. “I’m not here to stir up trouble. I’m just here to observe. Objectively. Like a good little skeptic.”
“You’re not here as a guest,” I reminded her. “So you don’t get access to guest areas.”
“Fine. I’ll stay out of the rooms. But the common areas? Totally fair game.”
Before I could say no, emphatically, dramatically, perhaps with some light exorcism, she turned and began filming a slow pan of the foyer with her phone.
“This place is adorable,” she said to the camera. “Classic haunted B&B aesthetic. Eccentric wallpaper, flickering light fixture, strategically placed vintage decor. Ten out of ten on production value, two out of ten on actual supernatural legitimacy. Let’s see if that changes.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Do you at least have a press credential?”
She handed me a lanyard with a holographic ghost on it. “Made it myself. I also have a TikTok following and a podcast. That’s the same thing these days.”
Simon edged past her, clearly trying not to make eye contact. “Jasper isn’t going to be happy.”
“Oh, I hope not,” Penelope said sweetly. “He’s due for some accountability. And I’m here to provide it.”
With that, she strolled into the parlor, casually filming as she went, sipping her coffee like she owned the place.
I turned to Eddie. “This is a problem.”
He grinned. “Oh, Dollface. This is going to be fun.”
I had a sudden, terrible vision of Jasper and Penelope in the same room, sparks flying—except not the sexy kind. The kind that ignited property damage and lawsuits.
Somewhere upstairs, the chandelier gave a long, painful creak.
Downstairs, the saltshaker moved again.
And I realized something with bone-deep certainty: Paranormal Week had officially gone off script.






  
  Chapter 4


By the time the welcome mixer kicked off at six, Ravenwood Inn felt like it was vibrating, like the whole house had taken a deep breath and was holding it. 
The dining room had been transformed into what I hoped passed for “elegant, haunted elegance” and not “middle-school Halloween dance with a Pinterest budget.” Candles flickered in mismatched holders along the buffet table. Antique lace tablecloths draped the small round tables. A jazz playlist crooned from a Bluetooth speaker in the corner, giving the ghosts something classy to swing to. Aunt Gus, my aunt who died and left me the inn, had even briefly possessed the phonograph.
Guests filtered in dressed for the occasion. Madame Zorana wore a cape that shimmered like gasoline in candlelight and carried her taxidermy ferret in a sling like it was a Victorian baby. The TikTok Twins had turned up in full glam, all sequins and spectral contouring. Simon hovered near the refreshment table with his laptop open, typing between bites of crostini like the fate of the spirit world depended on perfect punctuation.
And then there was Jasper and Penelope.
I spotted them across the room, standing too close in that way people do when they’re either about to kiss or start a lawsuit. Jasper had a wine glass in one hand and his trademark smile weaponized to its full effect. Penelope was smirking, arms crossed, her eyes behind oversized cat-eye eyeglasses cool and calculating.
I could practically feel the air pressure shift when she spoke.
“So,” she said, her voice carrying just enough to draw attention. “Still faking EMF spikes with hairdryers, or have you upgraded to something classier?”
Jasper’s smile didn’t falter, but I saw the twitch at the corner of his jaw. “Still bitter I didn’t promote your little blog on my show? Let it go, Penny. That ghost ship’s sailed.”
“Don’t call me Penny.” Her voice was sugar-dipped cyanide. “And your ratings tanked after I left, remember? Maybe the ghosts missed me.”
A few nearby guests paused mid-hors d’oeuvre, sensing drama like sharks sensing blood. Simon slunk backward toward the punch bowl, face pale.
“Right,” Jasper said, taking a sip of wine. “I’m sure the viewers really missed your warm, nurturing presence. Remind me, was it before or after you accused me of faking ghost footage on a live stream that your podcast dropped to single digits?”
Penelope shrugged one shoulder. “Single digits are still real followers. Unlike your Instagram bots.”
Jasper chuckled, but it sounded like it hurt his teeth. “So, what’s your angle this week? Planning to debunk my career? Again? Or are you just hoping to finally film a ghost that doesn’t roll its eyes at you?”
Penelope took a slow, deliberate sip from her glass (ginger beer, no alcohol) and smiled like a cat who had just walked off a crime scene. “Oh, I’m not here to debunk you, Jasper. That would require people still believing in you.”
A stunned silence rippled through the group. Even the phonograph stuttered.
I stepped in before someone threw a canapé.
“Everything tasting okay?” I asked brightly, inserting myself between the two of them like a very determined cocktail shrimp.
Jasper leaned toward me. “Fantastic spread, Della. Real attention to detail. Love the theme.”
Penelope adjusted her glasses. “The pickled onions are a little aggressive. But I respect the commitment.”
“Great,” I said, smiling so hard my cheeks hurt. “So glad you’re enjoying yourselves.”
I shooed them in opposite directions: Jasper toward a group of impressed ghost groupies, and Penelope toward a table where Madame Zorana was trying to read Petunia’s aura, then retreated to the kitchen to take a break.
The kitchen was warm and quiet, a stark contrast to the social chaos unfolding ten feet away. I exhaled, leaned against the counter, and stared at the empty tray that once held my homemade brie bites.
“I give them twenty-four hours before one of them tries to exorcise the other,” I muttered.
Eddie phased through the pantry door holding a spectral spoon and a look of utter delight.
“That was better than daytime television,” he said. “Think we can sell tickets to the next round? I’ll pop some ghostcorn.”
“I need this week to go smoothly, Eddie,” I groaned, rubbing my forehead. “No fights. No scandals. No spectral lawsuits.”
“You invited ghost hunters and skeptics to the same party,” he said. “You might as well have nailed a lightning rod to the roof and asked the storm to dance.”
I was about to retort when I heard a faint shuffle behind me. I saw movement where there shouldn’t have been any. I turned quickly and spotted Penelope Knox standing at the edge of the kitchen, phone out, filming. Again.
“What are you doing back here?” I asked, a little sharper than I meant to.
Penelope didn’t even flinch. She finished her shot, then lowered the phone. “Just grabbing a few candid shots. Atmosphere, you know. Real behind-the-scenes flavor.”
“This is the staff area,” I said, trying to keep my tone polite but firm. “And the food isn’t haunted. You’re welcome to film the dining room.”
She wandered further in, glancing at the teapots lined up near the stove. “Are you sure? I swear that scone tray was levitating.”
I didn’t laugh.
Penelope stopped near the large apothecary-style cabinet where we kept loose-leaf teas and herbal blends. Her hand hovered near the labeled tins: black tea, lavender chamomile, lemon balm.
“Mind if I poke around a bit?” she asked, already lifting the lid on one of the canisters. “I do a segment on ‘Spooky Scents and the Power of Suggestion.’”
“I’d prefer you didn’t.”
She held up a tin. “This one smells…off. What is it?”
I stepped forward, gently taking it from her hand. “That’s our house herbal blend. Chamomile, mint, a touch of fennel.”
She raised
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