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      “Well, that was disappointing,” I heard as I came down the grand staircase of Midnight House, the Bed and Breakfast I had inherited from my great-aunt Odette eight months ago. “We’ve got ghosts, my foot.”

      I sighed. I knew that voice. It was Patsy Pecan from Room Three. Yes, that was her real name, or so she had told me no less than four times in her three day ghost-hunting stay. I think she thought it legitimized her as a quirky yet no-nonsense ghost hunter, but really it just made me wonder if she’d spent her younger years tickling the pole at a gentlemen’s club on Bourbon. If she had, she must have been more fun then, because seventy-something Patsy was most definitely Not Fun.

      “Ready to check out, Ms. Pecan?” I asked as I came into the parlor. Patsy was standing with her trio of best girlfriends, all in their seventies, all crotchety, all very eager to tipple every night at the bar around the corner. Where they were probably more fun, but apparently cheap. I only knew that because my friend Demarcus was the bartender there and he’d texted me to complain that they didn’t tip at all and made him count back their change to the penny.

      And here I thought the penny had been pulled from circulation.

      “Not a minute too soon,” Patsy said. “I’m bored out of my mind. Not so much as a creaking floorboard in this joint.”

      “Well, the spirits are fickle,” I told her, lightly.

      I tried not to let on that I was a little concerned myself that Midnight House seemed to have gone dormant since the decades old murder of Francine Darrow had been solved in October, after one of my modern guests was abducted in the process. We’d been fully booked ever since our podcast about it had aired and now suddenly every ghost in our haunted house had decided to check out of the B&B.

      Even the big grandfather clock in the hallway was ticking away with the correct time, something it hadn’t done since Odette’s death. It wasn’t like I had called a repairman, either.

      “The spirits are f⁠—

      “Hush, Patsy!” another of the women said. “Don’t get your panties in a wad. You know how these things work.”

      “The most interesting thing we saw was right into the bathroom of that man living in the house next door.”

      That made me start. “What? You can see in his bathroom?” I was horrified. Detective Hollis Broussard, very good looking and mostly fed up with me, lived in his own inherited Victorian monstrosity to the left of mine.

      “From room seven,” Patsy confirmed. “Direct shot.” She held up her arm and brought it down like an axe. “That boy is blessed, if you know what I mean.”

      I thought I might, but I wasn’t sure, and I made a mental note to have a very awkward conversation with Hollis as soon as possible. As a warning, not a confirmation of his blessings.

      “But Harper, that’s neither here nor there,” Patsy said. “This was a supernatural let down.”

      “I’m sorry,” I told her. “There’s really no guarantee with these things.”

      “We’re going to the casino now and that’s a bigger gamble than ghost hunting,” the second woman added.

      I decided I liked her best out of the foursome.

      “The house does always win,” a third woman said.

      “Bull hockey. I won a grand last month in Biloxi,” the fourth said.

      And with that, they gathered up their bags and wandered through the front door, arguing about Vegas odds and slots versus blackjack.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and went to close the front door behind them.

      The first week of December had draped New Orleans in its peculiar winter charm. It was cool enough for sweaters, but warm enough that the jasmine still bloomed in defiant patches throughout the Marigny. I glanced over at Hollis’s house and winced.

      For a minute, back in October, I had thought there might be a hint of a spark between me and the stone-faced detective, but it had gone the way of the ghosts. Poof. Disappeared.

      And like the ghosts, I had no idea why, or if maybe I had imagined the whole thing in the first place.

      But no time to worry about what might have been when I was about to be flooded with guests this afternoon for a haunted bachelor/bachelorette weekend. I had to turn over the rooms, order food delivery to stock the communal parlor’s fridge and sideboard, and maybe do the hokey-pokey in an attempt to get the spirits to show themselves.

      “Teddy!” I called, as I turned and started toward the kitchen, mentally running through my to-do list.

      Teddy was my pet skunk. He was descented, looked dashing in a tuxedo, and was known for sniffing out pertinent clues in mystery solving. He was also frequently missing, usually poking his nose where it didn’t belong. Like the time a guest found him curled up on her bathrobe, fast asleep.

      “Teddy, where the heck are you?” I asked, punching open the kitchen swinging door with the palm of my hand. “I have too much to do today.”

      I drew up short in the kitchen. “Jesus! You scared the pants off of me.”

      Hollis Broussard turned with one of my coffee mugs in his hand and glanced down at me. “Looks like you're still wearing your pants to me.”

      A low heat rose in my cheeks and I felt stupidly flustered for no reason whatsoever. Hollis was dressed for work in a blue suit and a gray tie. He stared at me over the coffee mug as he brought it to his lips.

      “Is the coffeemaker at your house broken?” I asked, crossing my arms over my black T-shirt.

      “Harper, you know I don’t make coffee at home.” He leaned casually against my kitchen counter like it was the most normal thing in the world.

      Which it kind of was. He had a tendency to pop in once a week or so and scare the bejesus out of me. I think he thought it was funny.

      I scooted around him like he had the plague and reached for my own mug off of the shelf. “I think the police station has coffee.”

      “It’s not chicory. I like your chicory coffee.”

      I had nothing to say to that.

      As I poured my coffee, he casually asked, “So Abigail Hart gets in today?”

      I slammed the pot back down. Of course that was why he was here. When Abigail had been staying at Midnight House back in October (and oh, right, abducted from her room, yikes) Hollis had expressed a great deal of curiosity about the recent Tulane graduate and very bouncy blonde.

      “You’re too old for her,” I said, because his crush on Abigail annoyed me. I was jealous. There, I said it. Apparently at twenty-eight I had aged out of being a potential date for Hollis, who was thirty-five, so I felt entitled to my irritation.

      Hollis just grinned at me.

      My phone buzzed in my back pocket. Ironically, it was Abigail, who I actually really liked.

      
        
          
            
              
        Made it to Houston! Should be in NOLA on time!!

      

      

      

      

      

      Everything Abigail did was the human equivalent of the exclamation point. She was cheerful, she was intelligent, she worked out, and she was on camera constantly, building her social media empire. She was go-go-go and in spite of the protectiveness surrounding her brand she was a very genuine and very likable person.

      Even after being kidnapped and tied up in an empty room, she harbored no ill feelings toward me. Plus, she’d been helpful in solving the case of whodunit. Or at least who-kidnapped-her. Which led us to pertinent information regarding Francine Darrow’s killer.

      I could see why Hollis liked her because I liked her too.

      “She’s in Houston,” I said, as I typed back a quick response. “She’ll be here this afternoon.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Can’t wait to see you! This is going to be a great weekend!

      

      

      

      

      

      Exclamation points demanded I return the favor and give her the same enthusiasm, even though I had a knot of anxiety in my stomach. Not because of punctuation but because I wanted the weekend to go well for Abigail and her friends. She was putting a lot of trust in me to pull this off.

      “I’ll be home by five if you need help with anything.” Hollis finished his coffee and ran it under the faucet. He picked up my scrub brush and started washing it.

      “You don’t even mean that,” I protested. “You just want to see Abigail.”

      “You are so cynical. Can’t I do both?”

      I had never once thought of myself as cynical. “You’re the king of cynical!”

      He finished washing the mug and set it on the drying mat. “I’m a detective. That’s my job.” He dried his hands and flicked my arm with the tea towel. “What’s your excuse?”

      The towel flicking was so firmly in the friend zone that I heard myself blurt out, “My guests can see you naked.”

      Not the way I’d planned to tell him but it just came out. I took a strong, bracing sip of my coffee.

      “Excuse me?”

      “From room seven. When you don’t close your bathroom blinds they can see you getting in and out of the shower. Naked.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “And you’re just telling me this now?”

      “I just found out this morning. A quartet of seventy-five year old women told me.”

      He didn’t seem overly alarmed. “Huh. Okay. Well, guess I’d better keep the blinds closed. Unless you want a peek.”

      “I don’t stay in Room Seven.”

      “So you do want a peek?” he teased.

      I groaned. “Go away. I have rooms to clean. Get to work and file reports or whatever it is that you do.”

      He waved and took a step toward the back door. “That’s it. Use up all your grumpy on me before your guests get here. House looks good, by the way. I like the Christmas tree in the parlor.”

      “Thanks.”

      As he left, Teddy wandered out from the pantry and looked at me in reproach.

      “Do I need to work on my personality?” I asked my skunk.

      He chittered, which I took as an affirmative.

      “Well, I have about three hours to transform from grumpy to Miss Sunshine. Can you scrub toilets for me? That would help.”

      Teddy just wandered over to his food bowl.

      “That’s a no then. Guess I’m on my own.” I took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling. “Ghosts, work with me here. Rise and rattle some chains, please. I have bills to pay.”

      The house was irritatingly silent.
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      I went into prep mode, tearing through all the rooms at breakneck speed to get them cleaned in time, praying there might come a time when I could hire a housekeeper. I put fresh flowers in the room designated for the bride, Lottie, along with a box of pralines.

      When we’d originally discussed setting up this weekend, Abigail had been very casual about the fact that she had been kidnapped here previously and didn’t seem to think her friends would care either.

      Granted, she’d only been briefly kidnapped and within the confines of Midnight House, so more like “held against her will.”

      If you wanted to get technical.

      But even though I suspected Abigail had downplayed what had happened to her, it had also been on social media, so I felt like her friends had to have some sense of the true scope of the incident. Overall it made me very curious what her friends were like. If my best friend Maggie had been kidnapped I don’t think I’d want to throw a party at the abduction location, but I guess that was just me.

      Around three, I heard a car pull up in the driveway so I smoothed down the front of the dress I’d hurriedly changed into after a three minute shower. I went onto the front porch, pasting a smile on my smile Teddy waddled out beside me, his tail twitching as a white Mercedes SUV pulled up in front of the house.

      "Good behavior today," I warned him. "For both of us. This is a happy occasion. Bachelor/bachelorette party. Lots of celebrating."

      Teddy sneezed.

      The Mercedes doors opened, and chaos spilled out onto the sidewalk.

      "Oh my God, this is it!" A petite blonde in a rose-colored sweater dress practically bounced onto the curb. "Sav, Ainsley, look at the ironwork!"

      Charlotte Rousseau, who went by Lottie, was exactly what I would picture a Lottie being. She was laughing brightly, radiating infectious energy, and was followed by two women. One was tall and elegant with a designer handbag, the other brunette already holding up her phone to film the house's exterior.

      "It's perfect," the tall one said, though she sounded more conciliatory than actually convinced.

      "Is it really haunted?" the second girl asked, still filming. "I’ve seen people on socials saying it’s overhyped."

      I tried not to wince. Somewhat haunted might be the most accurate description, but not a great selling point. It renewed my fear all over again that every ghost in my haunted house had decided to vanish recently—something that had never happened before.

      "This whole block is supposed to be haunted," a sharp voice added. A third woman emerged from the backseat. "Coco Rousseau, Lottie's cousin. We talked on the phone about the drink packages?"

      Right. The big drinker. Coco had very specific demands for the alcohol being served this weekend. Top shelf and lots of it. I didn’t even have “drink packages” prior to talking to Coco but I’d managed to throw together something that almost sounded like I knew what the heck I was doing as an inn proprietor.

      "Of course," I said, coming down the steps. "I’m Harper Bergeron. Welcome to Midnight House."

      Lottie grabbed me in an enthusiastic hug. "Thank you so much for hosting us! Abby said this place was amazing, and she was so right. Where is Abby, anyway?" She turned to the tall friend. “Savannah, text Abby and find out where she is.”

      Savannah held up her phone. "Already did. She’s almost here. She had to pick something up on the way from the airport."

      "Typical. She’s so extra!" Lottie laughed, but it was warm, affectionate. "Come on, let me introduce everyone. You know Coco, that's Savannah, my maid of honor and oldest friend, and Ainsley, who's going to document every second of this weekend whether we like it or not."

      "Content is queen," Ainsley said, not looking up from her phone.

      A black BMW roared up behind the Mercedes, and three men climbed out. The first was tall and movie-star handsome, with a casual grin. He wrapped an arm around Lottie and kissed the top of her head. “Hey, gorgeous.”

      “I missed you,” Lottie said.

      He just nodded to his fianceé before extending a hand to me. "Jack Galliano. The lucky groom-to-be."

      "Congratulations. Thank you all for coming.”

      "Thanks. This place is great." But he was already glancing at his phone, scrolling through something with a slight frown.

      The second man bounded up the steps with easy confidence. "Trent Decker, best man and Jack's much better-looking friend. Don't believe anything he tells you about me."

      "Noted," I said. “Though he’s told me absolutely nothing about you so you’re in the clear.”

      Trent gave a big laugh. “Funny. I like it.”

      Oh, boy. I knew that look. Flirting. I broke eye contact and glanced behind Trent.

      The third man followed more slowly. He was lanky and quiet, with the kind of forgettable face that made me immediately wonder what he was thinking. I also instantly liked him the best.

      "Cal Dolin. I work with Jack."

      "Nice to meet you."

      A silver Audi pulled up, and the final groomsman emerged. He was handsome in an old-money way, with carefully styled hair and a smile that seemed practiced. "Oriole Koblenzer," he said, shaking my hand with a firm grip. "Beautiful property."

      "Thank you. I’m fond of it."

      “Murder House, huh?” Trent asked, looking at me with amusement. “Is that because you have a killer smile?”

      The effort I made to not roll my eyes at the over-the-top comment was probably my life’s greatest achievement. I also didn’t love that he was using my least favorite nickname for Midnight House. After my great-aunt had spent decades making this place a welcoming inn, it was a terrible legacy to be known now for murder instead of great hospitality. “Let’s not talk about death on such a happy occasion,” I said.

      Teddy emerged from behind one of the potted plants on the porch, and Lottie squealed. "Oh my God, is that a skunk?"

      "That's Teddy. He comes with the house." I was one-hundred-percent certain that both Abigail and I had told everyone a skunk was in residence, but I suspected Lottie just wanted an excuse to get Jack’s attention.

      Jack immediately put his phone back in his pocket. “A skunk? Now that’s cool.”

      Lottie crouched down immediately, and Teddy allowed himself to be petted and cooed over. Most of the group clustered around, more charmed than intimidated.

      Teddy was a sweet skunk, what could I say?

      But when Trent stepped closer, Teddy's whole demeanor changed. His tail lifted, his body went rigid, and a low hiss emerged from his throat. Maybe because of the flirting Trent had attempted. Teddy was very protective of me.

      "Whoa, buddy." Trent stepped back, hands raised. "Not a fan, huh?"

      "He's usually friendlier," I said, scooping Teddy up. He remained tense in my arms, eyes fixed on Trent with unmistakable hostility.

      "Must be your cologne," Jack said with a laugh.

      "Or my winning personality," Trent joked, but I noticed he kept his distance from us.

      Fine by me.

      "So what's the ghost situation?" Ainsley asked, still filming. "Are we talking full apparitions? EVP? Cold spots?"

      "The house has a history," I said carefully. "Strange sounds, unexplained phenomena. Flickering lights. Some guests have reported seeing a woman in vintage clothing on the second floor and the scent of gardenias."

      "Yes!" Ainsley pumped her fist. "This is going to be amazing content."

      "You're not going to be one of those people who stays up all night with ghost-hunting equipment, are you?" Coco asked.

      "Obviously."

      “Well, I’ll be up all night drinking tequila,” Coco said. “I can be your drunk sidekick.”

      Ainsley laughed. “Perfect. Your reactions will be exaggerated then.”

      Savannah rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. "Come on, let's get settled. What's the plan for tonight, Lottie?"

      "Dinner at Cochon at seven, then maybe drinks on Frenchmen Street?" Lottie looked at the group. "Unless anyone wants to start with the bourbon tasting?"

      "That's tomorrow afternoon," Jack said, checking his phone. "I made the reservation at Sazerac House."

      "Right, perfect." Lottie tugged on the handle of her suitcase. "Okay, let's get our stuff inside and figure out rooms!"

      I noticed her attempt to move her own suitcase was half-hearted at best and immediately Jack stepped in. “I’ve got this, babe.”

      “Harper, I just love all the holiday touches!” Lottie said.

      “Thank you.” I genuinely appreciated the praise because I’d spent three entire days hauling wreaths, garland galore, and Odette’s nutcracker collection out of storage.

      The next twenty minutes were a whirlwind of luggage, laughter, and the kind of good-natured chaos that came with six people trying to navigate an unfamiliar house. I showed them to their rooms. Lottie and Jack were in Room Four, Savannah and Ainsley sharing Room Three, and Coco in Room Five, since she had insisted she get her own room. Cal and Trent were rooming together in Two, and Oriole was in One.

      “Why do I have to share with Cal?” Trent complained. “I might want some privacy.”

      I studied the floorboards and pretended not to hear.

      “Because Ori is paying for all our rooms, so he gets his own,” Jack told him, cuffing him on the shoulder. “Open your wallet, bro, and you can get your own room too.”

      Trent made a face and glanced at Cal. “You’d better not snore.”

      “You’d better not bring a random girl home,” Cal retorted. “I’m not sleeping in the parlor.”

      I liked that Cal stood up for himself. I headed back downstairs to put out some wine and charcuterie. A ride-share vehicle pulled into the back entrance, and a young woman climbed out slowly, staring up at Midnight House.

      Abigail Hart looked different than she had two months ago. Her blonde hair was shorter, her frame thinner. But she smiled the second I opened the back door.

      “Abigail, hi!!”

      "Hey, Harper. Sorry I'm late." She grabbed her suitcase from the trunk. “Let’s get this party started!”

      Upstairs, someone let out a blood curdling scream.
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      The scream came from Room Four. Which was Lottie and Jack's room.

      I took the stairs two at a time, Teddy scrabbling up behind me with surprising speed for a skunk. Abigail was right on my heels, and by the time I reached the second-floor landing, half the wedding party had spilled into the hallway.

      "What's wrong?" Trent demanded, bursting out of Room Two in nothing but boxer briefs.

      I tactfully averted his eyes but I noticed that Coco was eyeing him with clear interest. Those two would make an interesting pairing.

      Lottie stood in the doorway of Room Four, one hand pressed to her chest, the other pointing inside. "There's something in there."

      Moving past her into the room I noted everything looked exactly as I'd left it an hour ago. Fresh linens, flowers on the dresser, and pralines in their decorative box. Lottie’s luggage was on the rack, open but still neatly packed, as if she’d just flicked it open and gotten spooked.

      "What did you see?" I asked.

      "A shadow. Moving across the wall." Lottie's voice was shaky. "But there's nothing there to cast it."

      Ainsley was already filming, of course. "This is perfect. Do you think it was the gardenia ghost?"

      "There's no such thing as a gardenia ghost," Savannah said firmly, but she looked unsettled. "Lottie, you're probably just tired from the drive. The sun is going to be setting soon and this property has a ton of trees so I’m sure it was that."

      "I know what I saw." Lottie's voice had an edge to it now.

      I noticed Abigail was silent, just hovering in the hallway with her arms crossed over her chest.

      I did a quick inspection of the room, checking windows, light sources, anything that might explain a moving shadow. Teddy sniffed along the baseboards with seemingly professional interest but showed no signs of alarm.

      "Sometimes old houses play tricks on us," I said diplomatically. "Like Savannah said, the angle of the late afternoon sun through the trees can create some interesting effects. But I promise, you're perfectly safe."

      “It’s called the power of suggestion,” Cal said, lounging against the doorframe of his room. “You had the idea conveyed to you that there were ghosts present here and therefore you allowed that idea to become reality. You modified your response to fit the narrative you were given.”

      There was probably some truth to that, although it sounded a bit condescending the way Cal phrased it.

      “Fun sucker,” Ainsley told Cal. “Why do you have to be so practical?”

      Cal shrugged. “I’m a scientist.”

      “You’re a bore,” Coco commented.

      Cal frowned.

      I noticed no one called Coco out for being rude.

      Jack nodded. “Exactly, Cal. Power of suggestion. See?" He wrapped an arm around Lottie's shoulders. "Nothing to worry about. Come on, let's get unpacked. And Trent can put some pants on," he added wryly, gesturing to his friend.

      Lottie finally noticed Trent was just hanging around in his underwear. “Trent, good grief.”

      “I thought you were in danger!” he protested. “Do you want me in pants or saving your life?”

      “Jack can save my life, thank you very much,” she said, going on tiptoes to kiss her fiancé.

      “Out,” Jack said with a grin to everyone. He waved his arm dramatically, shooing everyone toward the door.

      “I need coffee,” Abigail said. “Harper, is there some in the kitchen?”

      “Yes, but it’s old. I can make you a fresh pot. Give me a few minutes.” I’d like a chance to speak to Abigail alone anyway, just to make sure she was okay.

      The group began to disperse, though Ainsley lingered in the hallway, clearly hoping for another supernatural occurrence to capture on camera.

      "Harper?" Lottie called out as I was about to head back downstairs. "Can I talk to you for a second? Alone?"

      That was ironic. I wanted to talk to Abigail solo and now Lottie wanted to speak to me alone.

      Jack looked between us. "I'll go grab my last bag from the car. If whatever Lottie wants is expensive, put it on Oriole’s tab," he joked.

      That made me a little nervous as to what her request might be. Most of my guests to date had been low-maintenance, but this large group was a new experience for me. I could probably produce naughty favors for them to wear on Bourbon Street, but if Lottie wanted a private designer shopping showcase
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