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Running a cafe and bookstore in Ebonreach Bay wasn't exactly the dream career I'd mapped out for myself. Especially not the side hustle handling supernatural odd jobs that I mostly kept quiet about. 'The Curious Case' smelled perpetually of old paperbacks, brewing coffee, and the faint, unsettling ozone tang of whatever Cleo had zapped with the espresso machine this morning (she swore it just meant a busy day, I suspected it meant impending doom, or at least a health code violation). 

Our little coastal town looked like something off a postcard – foggy cliffs, salty air, colorful fishing boats – until you noticed the slightly-too-large seagulls, the way the shadows sometimes seemed to detach themselves from alley walls, or the local handyman carving sigils into the lighthouse foundation. Normal, by Ebonreach Bay standards. I liked it that way, mostly. 

Predictable weirdness beat unpredictable weirdness any day. I was just wiping down the counter, debating whether I could justify eating the last blueberry scone before Cleo noticed, when the front door burst open and Mayor Clementine Rusk blew in like a distressed, brightly-colored hurricane.

She clutched a folded copy of the Ebonreach Bay Gazette to her chest like a shield, her usually perfect blonde bob slightly askew, and her eyes wide with a look I recognized instantly: performative civic distress, possibly mixed with genuine shock, and definitely a burning need to be the center of attention.

"Linny! Cleo!" she gasped, as if she'd just run a marathon instead of power-walked from her office down the street. "Have you heard? It's just... it's utterly ghastly!"

She thrust the newspaper forward, trembling hands smoothing the front page. The headline, even upside down from my angle, was stark and immediately grabbed my gut: LOCAL HANDYMAN FOUND DEAD IN BAY: FOUL PLAY NOT SUSPECTED. Below it was a photo of Frankie Jo McCrae's familiar, grinning face.

"Frankie Jo?" My voice came out flat, the scone completely forgotten. "Drowned? That... doesn't make sense."

Cleo, who had been silently polishing the espresso machine with saintly patience, stopped dead, her rag pausing mid-swipe. "Frankie Jo? No, that can't be right. She knows that bay better than anyone. Besides," Cleo squinted at the paper, "the machine was making happy gurgles this morning, not sad ones. This wasn't supposed to happen."

Now, most people would hear the sounds of an espresso machine and think 'steam pressure', 'heating element', or maybe 'wow, I really need a coffee'. Cleo, however, was convinced our temperamental, antique machine had feelings. More than feelings, actually. She believed its various whirs, clanks, and gurgles predicted the emotional tenor of the day, upcoming events, and occasionally, nearby deaths. I remained healthily skeptical – attributing its moods to internal rust and a general disdain for Mondays – but after she accurately predicted a sudden, localized jellyfish bloom based on a series of particularly mournful clanks, I'd learned to just nod and make a note of it. Still, 'happy gurgles' followed by news of Frankie Jo's death felt like a major malfunction in the psychic prediction department.

Clemmie wrung her hands, peering over the top of the newspaper. "The article says... Sheriff Pike is calling it an accident. They found her this morning, near the old fishing pier. Oh, it's just too awful to think about! Poor Frankie Jo, always so lively... always fixing things. Remember when she fixed the town hall flagpole after that... unusual storm?"

I nodded, a flicker of unease starting in my stomach. The "unusual storm" involved localized gale-force winds originating from what Tempy Groat insisted was a disgruntled air elemental, and Frankie Jo hadn't just fixed the flagpole, she'd wrapped its base in braided kelp ropes humming with protective energy. An "accident" felt less likely by the second.

"An accident," I repeated slowly, looking at Frankie Jo's photo. "Frankie Jo McCrae. Who literally carved wards against bad luck into people's doorframes for a living."

"Well, the official report," Clemmie emphasized "official" with a little huff, "says she must have slipped. Or maybe had a dizzy spell. Marshall is quite firm."

Cleo scoffed softly. "Marshall's firm about everything right up until it involves something he can't ticket for loitering."

Clemmie shot Cleo a look that was half-scandalized, half-amused. "Temperance Groat already called me, absolutely beside herself. Says the bay feels... wrong. Stirred up. Like something dragged her down."

That got my full attention. Tempy's dramatic, yes, but she has a nose for genuine supernatural disturbances. If Tempy felt it...

"Did she say anything else?" I asked, leaning forward.

Clemmie lowered the paper slightly, her eyes darting between me and the door. "Just that she felt a... a pull. A negative energy. And that Frankie Jo's wards around her own cottage were vibrating oddly last night. She thinks something followed Frankie Jo home."

The low hum I sometimes felt under the floorboards of the cafe, the one that usually meant a minor spectral disturbance down the street, seemed to intensify slightly at the mention of wards vibrating. My "side hustle" was about to get a lot less quiet.

See, while "The Curious Case" looked and mostly operated like your standard cozy cafe and independent bookstore – complete with slightly questionable seating and the aroma of impending espresso-related chaos – that was just the palatable surface. Beneath the carefully curated stacks of novels and the comforting whir of what might or might not be a psychic espresso machine, I was, for lack of a better term, Ebonreach Bay’s unofficial supernatural detective. Or maybe more accurately, its handler of paranormal odd jobs. When something went bump in the night that Marshall Pike couldn't ticket for loitering, when a heirloom was more haunted than historic, or when the town’s more peculiar phenomena decided to express themselves in ways that disrupted the tourism flow, people eventually found their way to me. Usually through a hushed word from a neighbor, a frantic call after hours, or simply because I was the guy everyone already thought was a little weird anyway. It wasn’t a listed service, and definitely wasn’t covered by small business insurance.

Before I could ask Clemmie any more pointed questions about Tempy's "pull," the front door chimed again. And then again. And then a few more times in quick succession. It seemed Clemmie's dramatic entrance, combined with the inherent efficiency of the Ebonreach Bay grapevine (which I suspected had supernatural roots itself), meant the cafe was about to become the town's unofficial news hub.

Old Mr. Fitzwilliam shuffled in, his face a mask of concerned wrinkles, followed closely by Mrs. Gable, already dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief that looked suspiciously dry. Soon, the usual morning crowd, plus several extras, were milling about, mugs of coffee forgotten, heads bent together in hushed, then not-so-hushed, conversation.

"...found her near the pier, they say..." "...poor Frankie Jo, always so handy..." "...accident, imagine! Fell right in, Sheriff says..." "...but she could swim like a fish!" "...heard she was acting odd lately, jumpy..."

The cafe filled with the low roar of speculation, theories, and well-meaning, if slightly morbid, commentary. Cleo handled the sudden rush at the counter with practiced calm, her expression thoughtful as she listened to snippets of conversation while steaming milk. Even her espresso machine seemed to be whirring with a new, agitated energy.

"Honestly," Clemmie stage-whispered to me, leaning across the counter, "you'd think nobody in this town had ever heard of a tragic accident before. Though I must say," she lowered her voice further, "it is rather... sudden. Frankie Jo was just at town hall yesterday, complaining about a loose floorboard and showing me a rather peculiar diagram she'd carved into a piece of driftwood. Said it was 'just a little something to keep things stable'."

A peculiar diagram. Wards. A sudden drowning ruled an accident. My gut feeling solidified. Predictable weirdness had just taken a sharp left turn into something far more complicated. I was about to suggest to Clemmie that maybe we should discuss this somewhere less... public, when the old rotary phone on the back wall, usually reserved for truly dire emergencies or Tempy forgetting how to use her cell phone, began to ring.

It was a slow, insistent brrrring, cutting through the din of chatter. Cleo reached for it, her movements precise despite the chaos.

"The Curious Case," she answered, her voice calm. Her brow furrowed slightly. "Oh, Delia. Good morning... or, well, as good as it can be, I suppose... Yes, it's dreadful... He's right here."

She held the receiver out to me, her eyes meeting mine with a silent message that conveyed, This is it. The next shoe dropping.

"Linny," I said into the phone, the background noise of the cafe fading as I focused.

"Linwood," Delia Finch's voice, usually as smooth as the worn stones of her inn, was clipped with a tremor of urgency. "Thank heavens. Are you hearing about Frankie Jo?"

"Just got the news," I confirmed, glancing at the photo in the newspaper Clemmie was still clinging to. "Clemmie brought the paper. Marshall's calling it an accident?"

"That's what they're saying," Delia's voice dropped, becoming a low, intense murmur. "But Linwood, since... since they found her... things at the Inn have been... active. More active than usual. The guestbook signed itself this morning. Room 7 keeps smelling strongly of brine and sawdust, even though it's empty. And just ten minutes ago, every single bell on the front desk counter started ringing at once, but there wasn't a soul in the lobby. It feels like... like she's here, Linwood. Or trying to be."

My pulse quickened. Frankie Jo's ghost? Trying to communicate? Just as I suspected.

"Okay, Delia. Stay calm. Don't touch anything weird if you can help it. I'll be right there."

"Please hurry, Linwood," Delia said, her voice tight with controlled fear. "Before whatever this is... decides to check in permanently."

I hung up the phone, the quiet clack feeling strangely loud in the still-buzzing cafe. Clemmie and several other townspeople were staring at me expectantly.

"Everything alright, Linny?" Clemmie asked, her distress momentarily forgotten in the face of potential new information.

"That was Delia from the Salt House Inn," I said, keeping my voice neutral and addressing Clemmie directly, though aware the whole room was listening. "She has something for me to look into." I didn't elaborate, didn't mention disturbances, residual or otherwise. Just a vague need to go there. It was enough to satisfy the initial burst of curiosity without giving away the really weird stuff.

Cleo, who had been listening in from behind the counter, gave me a small, knowing look. Her eyes held a silent understanding. "You go help her, hun," she said softly, picking up her polishing rag again. "I'll take care of things here."

As I walked towards the door, grabbing my beat-up messenger bag that contained some essential "supernatural odd job" gear (a EMF reader, a pouch of salt, and a very sarcastic divining rod named Steve), the chime above the door sounded again.

And this time, the person walking in wasn't a regular.

She had short brown hair that framed a face that seemed entirely too striking for a Tuesday morning in Ebonreach Bay. Her eyes were a vibrant, astonishing green, scanning the busy, loud cafe with an intensity that made me pause. She was wearing jeans and a cute, slightly worn denim jacket, looking practical and ready for... something. For a split second, the chaos of the cafe and the urgency of Delia's call faded, replaced by a simple, involuntary thought: Wow.

She paused just inside the door, looking slightly overwhelmed by the sudden throng of gossiping townspeople, a faint frown of concentration on her face. She looked like she was searching for something. Or someone.

Steeling myself – apparently my ability to form coherent sentences dissolved when faced with newcomers who possessed genuinely captivating eyes – I managed a small, hopefully not-too-awkward step towards her.

"Can I, uh, help you find something?" I asked, probably a little too loudly over the din.

She turned to me, and the green of her eyes was even more striking up close. A small, polite smile touched her lips. "Oh, hello. Yes, maybe you can. I'm looking for the Mayor. Is he here? Mayor Rusk?"

My brain, already juggling dead handymen, psychic espresso machines, and potentially ethereal  hotel guests, tripped over itself. He? Clementine Rusk?

"Uh, the Mayor," I stammered, feeling a blush creep up my neck. "Mayor Rusk. She is. She. She is right over there." I gestured vaguely towards Clemmie, who was now animatedly recounting something to a group by the pastry case. "The one in the... the colorful cardigan. That's her. She."

Her eyes widened slightly, a flicker of embarrassment crossing her face. "Oh! Right. Mayor Clementine Rusk. Of course. Thank you." Her smile tightened just a fraction, clearly mortified. "Sorry, I... I'm new in town."

"No problem," I managed, probably sounding like an absolute imbecile. "Welcome to Ebonreach Bay."

She gave me a quick, grateful nod, adjusted the strap of her satchel, and navigated her way through the crowd towards where Clemmie held court, leaving me standing near the door feeling vaguely flustered and entirely intrigued.

Taking one last look at the intriguing back of her cute jean jacket as she reached Clemmie, I reminded myself I had a poltergeist-infested Inn to get to. This newcomer would have to wait.

For now.
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Stepping out of the Perpetual Gossip Machine (otherwise known as The Curious Case when Clemmie was holding court), the cool, salty Ebonreach Bay air was a welcome change. It did little, however, to clear my head, which was currently a swirling vortex of drowned handymen, paranormal hotel desk bells, and vibrant green eyes framed by short brown hair.

I adjusted the strap of my messenger bag, the contents inside feeling heavier than usual – turns out salt and sarcasm weigh more when you're heading towards a potential haunting tied to a murder. The Salt House Inn wasn't far, perched on the cliffs overlooking the bay, a grand old Victorian that looked perpetually like it was about to sigh dramatically and crumble into the sea. A fitting place for residual disturbances, honestly.

My path took me past "Rita's Seaside Souvenirs and Such," Rita Delmar's aggressively cheerful-looking shop located directly across the street from The Curious Case. Rita, as I'd mentioned, was my rival. Not because I sold competing 'Ebonreach Bay: Where the Weird Things Are!' novelty mugs (though maybe I should look into that), but because she seemed to view any customer entering my cafe without first purchasing one of her shell-encrusted picture frames or slightly-too-small t-shirts as a personal affront.

Today, it seemed I was about to face the wrath of Rita. She was standing just outside her shop door, arms crossed over a truly dazzlingly sequined top that somehow managed to look both festive and deeply menacing in the morning light. Her expression was set in a look of exaggerated pique, aimed squarely at me.

"Well, well," she began, her voice dripping with saccharine disapproval that somehow managed to carry perfectly across the pavement despite the morning breeze. "Leaving so soon, Linny? Didn't stay to enjoy the... ambiance?"

I sighed internally. External sighs only encouraged her. "Morning, Rita. Just heading out to take care of something."

"Oh, I'm sure," she air-quoted 'sure' with venom. "Busy busy. Unlike some of us who actually have to worry about foot traffic. And parking." She gestured dramatically at the small, half-empty parking lot beside her shop. "My customers can barely find a spot, what with all your cafe patrons taking up space! They pop in for a ten-dollar latte and think they own the place, leaving their cars here all day while they... commune with dusty books."

I resisted the urge to point out that her lot was currently mostly empty and that most of my customers walked or biked, given how small Ebonreach Bay was. "My apologies, Rita. I'll put up a sign." I'd been saying that for roughly three years.

"A sign!" she scoffed, tossing her head so her perfectly coiffed blonde hair barely shifted. "What good is a sign when they're already halfway through their pretentious pour-over? Honestly, Linny, you attract a certain type. People who think they're too good to buy a tasteful miniature lighthouse snow globe."

"My patrons appreciate artisanal coffee and curated literary selections," I replied evenly. "Different strokes, I suppose."

"It's called supporting the local economy," she retorted, pointing a finger topped with a meticulously painted nail towards me. "Buying trinkets! Contributing to the tourism that keeps this town afloat! Not... solving whatever nonsense people whisper to you about." She lowered her voice conspiratorially, though still loud enough for a passing seagull to probably hear. "Heard old Mrs. Gable complaining again yesterday about those 'helpful shadows' in her shed. Honestly. Some people need to get a grip."

Ah, yes. The helpful shadows. Turns out they were just... helpful shadows. They organized gardening tools. Ebonreach Bay was weird.

"Some people just need help, Rita," I said, finally starting to walk past her shop towards the street leading up the cliff. "And sometimes that help involves things that aren't exactly... tangible."

"Hmph," she sniffed, but didn't follow. "Well, when your 'intangible' problems start paying for parking lot maintenance, you let me know!"

I gave a little wave over my shoulder without turning back. "Will do, Rita!"

Her exasperated huff followed me up the street. Petty rivalries. Just another layer of normal in Ebonreach Bay. Now, back to the drowned handyman and her potentially vengeful ghost. Much simpler.

Leaving Rita to count her presumably untroubled parking spaces, I made the short, uphill walk towards The Salt House Inn. The air grew cooler as I climbed, carrying the sharper tang of brine and the distant, mournful cry of a foghorn. The Inn loomed ahead, a grand old dame of a building in peeling Victorian lace, all gables and turrets perched precariously on the cliff edge. It looked less like a place guests checked into for a relaxing getaway and more like a place guests checked into and then were never heard from again, possibly because they'd become permanent, ghostly residents. Which, given Delia's call, was looking increasingly likely in Frankie Jo's case.

The heavy oak door creaked open before I even reached it. Delia Finch stood in the doorway, her face paler than usual beneath her sensible bun. Delia was normally the picture of calm efficiency, running the Inn with the quiet competence of someone who knew exactly where everything was, including the skeletons in the town's historical closets. To see her looking genuinely rattled was more unnerving than any creaking floorboard.

"Linwood," she said, her voice hushed, gesturing for me to come in quickly as if worried something might follow me through the door. The lobby, usually welcoming with its worn carpets and antique furniture, felt... watchful. The air felt thick, charged.

"Hey, Delia," I said, stepping inside. The chime above the door seemed to jingle nervously behind me. "You sounded pretty shaken on the phone. What exactly has been happening?"

She wrung her hands, a rare show of anxiety for her. "It's everything, Linwood. Ever since... since they found Frankie Jo. It's like the Inn just decided it wasn't going to behave anymore."

"Start from the top," I prompted, glancing around the lobby. Everything looked normal – polished surfaces, potted ferns, a rack of tourist brochures about whale watching (or, in Ebonreach Bay, maybe what's watching the whales). But the feeling of being observed was potent.

"Alright. Well, first was the guestbook." Delia led me to the mahogany check-in counter. The large, leather-bound guestbook lay open. She pointed a trembling finger at the most recent entry. "This morning. Nobody was here. I was in the back, dealing with a leaky faucet – oh, Frankie Jo was supposed to look at that next week, wasn't she? – anyway, I came back out, and there it was. Signed."

I leaned in. The signature was scrawled and shaky, looking less like elegant script and more like a spider had dipped its leg in ink and tap-danced across the page. It read: F.J. McCrae.

"Frankie Jo?" I murmured. "Okay, that's... less than subtle."

"Less than subtle doesn't even begin to cover it!" Delia whispered, her eyes wide. "Then Room 7. It's been empty since Tuesday. But it started smelling... like the docks. Salty, fishy, and like... like old wood. And sawdust. Frankie Jo always smelled faintly of sawdust."

Room 7. Near the top floor, with a view of the bay. Where Frankie Jo's body was found. Not a coincidence.

"Any noise from Room 7?" I asked, pulling out the EMF reader from my bag. It was a clunky device, prone to buzzing loudly near microwaves, but surprisingly accurate around genuine otherworldy energy.

"Only... muttering," Delia said, wringing her hands again. "Sounds like someone complaining about... about nails. And rust. And someone needing a good tightening."

Complaining about her work? Or maybe... complaining about how her work was undone? Or how she was found? Frankie Jo was nothing if not particular about her repairs.

"And then the bells?" I prompted, referring to her phone call.

"The bells!" Delia exclaimed softly. "Every single one of them," she gestured to the row of small silver bells on the counter, used by guests to summon assistance, "just started ringing. All at once. Not like someone pressed them, more like they vibrated themselves into a frenzy. Lasted about thirty seconds, then stopped. The whole counter was humming."

I turned on the EMF reader. It immediately began to whine softly, the needle flickering. Not spiking wildly, but definitely indicating some sort of energy present in the lobby.

"Definitely something going on," I confirmed, the pragmatic part of my brain kicking in now that I had tangible (well, electro-tangible) data. "Okay, Delia. Show me Room 7. Let's see what Frankie Jo might be trying to fix, or tell us, from the other side."

Delia nodded, though her hands were still trembling slightly. "Right. Follow me, Linwood. And... try not to step on anything invisible."

She led the way towards the grand, slightly creaky staircase, Room 7 awaited, and something told me the complaints about rust and nails were just the beginning.

Delia led the way up the grand staircase. Each step creaked under our weight, the old wood groaning like the Inn itself was complaining about having to carry us. The lobby chatter faded below, replaced by the rhythmic thump of our footsteps and the increasing, unsettling silence of the upper floors. As we approached the corridor where Room 7 was located, a smell began to prickle at the back of my throat – the sharp, unmistakable tang of saltwater, strong and bracing, like standing right on the docks during a high tide.

"You smell that?" I murmured to Delia.

She nodded, her expression grim. "It comes and goes. Strongest near the door."

The smell intensified with every step, like the entire hallway had been doused in brine. It was heavy, damp, and utterly out of place indoors. Delia stopped outside a door marked with a tarnished brass '7'. The saltwater smell was overwhelming here, stinging my nostrils.
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