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      My morning had started with chicory coffee, a busted air conditioner, and a skunk in the linen closet.

      Which made it a regular old Tuesday at Midnight House, the bed and breakfast I had recently inherited from my great aunt.

      The air conditioning in the house and the grandfather clock in the foyer had both rebelliously decided to go on the fritz immediately after my great-aunt Odette’s death, a fact that had raised a few eyebrows among family and friends. While the air conditioning came and went at will, the grandfather clock had been telling the wrong time for six months. It was perpetually 2:13 according to the timepiece, which was approximately the time when Odette had passed. That was unconfirmed though because I was way too chicken to actually check her death certificate.

      It was one thing to tell stories about eighteenth century duels gone wrong and Victorian ladies dying of a broken heart, but it was another thing altogether to think Odette was hanging around scrutinizing how I ran the B&B.

      Which would not be, according to her, The Way Things Were Done. But were more along the lines of The Way Things Had to Be Done For Me To Make Any Sort of Profit.

      I was halfway through my second cup of coffee when I heard the thump-thump-thump of a struggle behind the laundry room door. I set down my ghost-shaped mug and opened the door to find my skunk, Teddy, burrowing into a freshly folded stack of bath towels on the shelf. He looked up with the wide-eyed innocence of someone who absolutely knew he wasn’t supposed to be in there.

      “Teddy,” I said, striving to be stern even though—let’s face it—he was adorable. “Explain yourself.”

      He chirped, leapt free of the towels, and waddled out with the same self-assurance he’d had the day he broke into the mini-fridge in the communal parlor and stole a hunk of Gruyere meant for the afternoon charcuterie board.

      Teddy was a skunk among skunks. A skunk savant, really, who had the instincts of a detective and the attitude of a jazz trumpeter in the French Quarter at midnight—cool, sharp, and just a little unpredictable. He was also descented and recently had become the star of our social media campaign to bring more attention and hopefully guests to the B&B.

      “Don’t give me that look,” I muttered, grabbing the disheveled towels and tossing them into a laundry basket to be rewashed. The guests were generally charmed by Teddy but that probably didn’t extend to drying off with towels he had rolled around in. I shoved the basket to the side, determined to return to my coffee when a faint, sweet aroma made me pause mid-step.

      Gardenias.

      But it was October, and the gardenia bush in the courtyard had long since finished blooming.

      The B&B had been in my family, the Bergerons, for four generations, and I had grown up running through its Victorian hallways, though I had never expected to inherit it. Aunt Odette had always emphatically stated that, and I quote, no Millennial who made a living from her cell phone could ever appreciate Maison de Minuit. Which grossly misstated my career, but I got tired of explaining how podcast advertising worked and left her to her opinions. My family had always assumed she was planning to bequeath the house and its wonky plumbing (seriously, why did every toilet require a ritualistic triple flush?) to the historical society.

      But nope. She’d left it to me six months earlier and I had traded my cramped Magazine Street apartment for fifteen rooms of creaking Victorian splendor. The first thing I had done was shift from the French name of Maison de Minuit to the more tourist-friendly Midnight House. Then I had stopped using terms like "historically atmospheric" and "spiritually enriched" and leaned in hard to the haunted house angle.

      We’ve. Got. Ghosts.

      That was our new official slogan used on everything.

      I had grown up listening to Odette's stories about the house. Tales of Confederate soldiers who checked in but never checked out, of jazz musicians whose melodies still drifted through the walls on humid nights, and of a young woman who'd vanished during Mardi Gras 1984, leaving behind only a room full of gardenias and a half-finished letter.

      Those stories may or may not be accurate but they were our dangling carrot for the paranormal curious.

      The gardenia scent grew stronger as I pushed through the swinging door into the kitchen. If I smelled out of season flowers, skeptic or not, I was going to make a video about it and post it. I pulled my phone out to record but Teddy ran over to the back door and perched on his haunches, his black and white fur gleaming in the morning light. He chittered softly, then turned his attention back to something only he could see.

      "What is it, boy?" I knelt beside him, following his gaze toward the courtyard. If it was rats I was calling an exterminator. I don’t do rodents. The banana trees swayed in the October breeze, their broad leaves casting dancing shadows across the brick pathways. Everything looked business as usual, with no sign of critters or anything out of the ordinary, except for the small pile of gardenias scattered near the base of the old crepe myrtle tree.

      My stomach did a little flip that I refused to acknowledge. I'd lived in New Orleans my entire life, had grown up surrounded by voodoo shops and ghost tours and people who claimed to commune with the dead. I was willing to acknowledge that the city held mysteries I couldn't explain, but practical enough to look for logical explanations first.

      All while profiting off the paranormal.

      Fresh gardenias in October were a little weird. But New Orleans in general was a little weird.

      "Probably just fell off somebody's funeral arrangement and blew over here," I told Teddy, who gave me a look that clearly said he wasn't buying it. "Or maybe Mrs. Patterson from next door was doing some late-night gardening."

      The skunk's expression remained skeptical.

      The old brass bell over the front door jangled and I turned away from the window, casting a longing glance at my now-cold coffee. I wasn’t a total Millennial. I had no use for iced coffee. Give me piping hot java all day long.

      My phone screen read 7:15 AM, which meant whoever was at the door was either very early or very lost. Check-in wasn't until 3 PM, and most tourists didn't venture into the Marigny before double digits on the clock. The Big Easy led to big hangovers.

      "Coming!" I called, straightening my vintage Saints T-shirt and running my fingers through my dark curls. Teddy trotted alongside me as I hurried back through the dining room, past the parlor with its velvet furniture and mysterious cold spots, and into the foyer where the grandfather clock continued its cheerful rebellion.

      A willowy woman stood silhouetted in the foyer’s stained-glass light. She wore a flowing purple dress and enough chunky crystal jewelry to either summon the spirits or open up a boutique. With her silver hair and her combat boots I could easily picture her reading tarot cards in Jackson Square for thirty bucks a pop. Or heck, maybe it was more now. I tended to avoid the Quarter and its throng of tourists these days. But I had walked by enough readings in my lifetime to know the drill.

      I see a romance in your future. You’re about to come into some money. You are lonely.

      They all said the same thing. Optimistic but vague. That was the key. Sort of like what I promised my guests. We. Have. Ghosts. But…they might not take a shine to you and be shy during your stay.

      “Welcome to Midnight House,” I said, stepping forward with my best ‘B&B proprietor who definitely has her life together’ smile. “I’m Harper Bergeron, owner and unofficial ghost wrangler. You must be Ms. DuMont?”

      We only had one guest due to check-in today, which was good, because I was going to have to call the HVAC guy. Again. The neighbors were going to start to think I had a crush on Ralph of Ralph’s Heating and Cooling.

      “Call me Delia,” she said, her voice a high lilt that seemed at odds with her mysterious Bohemian style. It had a hint of Valley Girl to it. California native, maybe? Maybe not so at odds then. “The spirits told me I’d love it here.”

      “The spirits don’t lie,” I said. “Usually. Except for that one time in Room 5, but we don’t talk about that.”

      Delia smiled faintly. As she pulled a purple rolling suitcase behind her she glanced around the foyer. Her eyes lingered on the old grandfather clock, then drifted upward to the chandelier that was swaying gently even though no one had touched it. Not even the air conditioning, which definitely wasn’t doing a dang thing.

      “There’s something here,” she murmured.

      “Most of it’s dust,” I said lightly, though a chill prickled up my spine. “You're here for the Crescent City Paranormal Convention, correct? You're early, but that's perfectly fine. Your room is ready.”

      "Time," Delia said softly, "is more of a suggestion than a rule, don't you think?"

      I had no idea what that even meant. “The IRS doesn’t seem to think April 15 is a suggestion,” I joked.

      Delia gave me a look that reminded me of Aunt Odette when I was six and had run straight through the screen door off the kitchen. Like I wasn’t very bright.

      “I trust all is arranged for tomorrow evening?”

      I nodded. She had booked the parlor for a private event. “Yes, of course. A table, eight chairs, appetizers.”

      “I'm hosting a séance for some colleagues. Nothing theatrical, just a quiet gathering to commune with the spirits of your beautiful home."

      That was news to me. The séance part.

      I felt a flutter of anxiety. I'd inherited the B&B's reputation along with its mortgage, which meant that roughly half my guests expected genuine supernatural experiences. The other half expected me to debunk any ghost stories they encountered. Both groups left reviews, and both groups affected my bottom line.

      It was important to me to control the narrative. If I had known Delia DuMont was hosting a séance I would have arranged for my best friend, Maggie Martin, to be present to film with me. I might be something of a marketing genius—thank you very much—but Maggie knew sound and editing. Together, we’d created the hit true crime podcast, Gumbo and Gris Gris: Crime in the Crescent City.

      "Of course, that's fine," I said, leading Delia toward the front desk. "Though I should mention that while many of our guests report unusual experiences I can't guarantee any particular level of spiritual activity."

      While I would normally want to be present during a séance, something about Delia was enough like my great-aunt to not want to press the issue. “Mind your business,” I could hear Aunt Odette saying in that Southern drawl.

      Delia laughed. "I've been doing this for thirty years. I've learned to bring my own spirits when necessary." She paused, studying me with bright green eyes. "Though I have a feeling that won't be necessary here. Your great-aunt Odette and I were acquainted, you know."

      My hand stilled on the tablet I used for guest check-ins and billing. "You knew Aunt Odette?"

      Aunt Odette had used a big registry book until her death, insisting it kept her mind sharp to write down details, but I believed in the ease of booking software.

      "Oh yes, I knew Odette for years. Fascinating woman. We corresponded about the spiritual history of New Orleans. She mentioned you often. She said you had the gift but were too practical to use it." Delia's smile was knowing.

      Practical? I preferred booking software over a felt-tip pen. So I guess, yep, I was definitely practical. Aunt Odette hadn’t been wrong there. “I don’t have the gift. Not even the gift of gab, though my father might argue otherwise. Or the gift of patience, which is why I will never take up crocheting. I’m not athletic either.”

      And…I was babbling.

      I pressed my lips together and concentrated on generating a door code for Delia. The old iron keys for the rooms had been intricate and cool, but impractical with guests who were out swilling Hurricanes and Hand Grenades in the Quarter all night. I had installed keypads after one too many late night text messages from locked out guests.

      Delia’s eyebrows raised. "She also said you had a pet skunk who could sense things that others couldn't."

      As if summoned by the mention of his talents, Teddy emerged from behind the front desk and approached Delia with his characteristic waddle. The psychic knelt down and extended her hand, palm up. Teddy sniffed carefully, then did something I had never seen him do with a stranger—he climbed directly into Delia's arms and began to purr.

      “Teddy is definitely more psychic than I am. He’s also a great judge of character. He never liked my ex-boyfriend and he was very right there.”

      Delia scratched behind Teddy’s ears. "Animals are excellent judges of character."

      “He obviously likes you. Teddy doesn't usually warm up to people so quickly."

      "They can sense a person's true intentions." She looked up at me, and for just a moment, her confident facade seemed to slip. "I wonder... would it be possible to speak privately later? There's something I need to discuss with you. Something about your aunt, and about why I really came to New Orleans."

      “Of course.” I was both caught off guard and intrigued.

      Then Delia was back on her feet, cradling Teddy like a baby.

      “Let me show you to your room, Delia. Unless you’d like some coffee first.”

      “Thank you, Harper. But if my room is ready I’d rather go up.”

      “You got it.”

      As I led her up the narrow staircase, I couldn't shake the feeling that Delia DuMont's arrival was about to shake things up. The scent of gardenias still lingered in the air, the grandfather clock continued its stubborn rebellion, and somewhere in the walls of Midnight House, I could swear I heard the faint sound of whispering. I paused, briefly, to listen.

      Or maybe that was just mice. I shuddered involuntarily. Rodents. Horrible.

      Delia’s gaze kept darting over her shoulder, like someone—or something—might be following us. Normally, I chalked those kinds of glances up to overactive imaginations. Tourists loved the haunted house vibes, and I leaned in just enough to make it fun without being liable.

      But something about the way Delia clutched that charm necklace around her throat made goosebumps roll up my spine.

      Teddy, still cradled in Delia's arms as if he was relishing the attention, looked at me with an expression that seemed to say, I told you so.

      Room Three was ready with fluffy pillows, artisanal soaps in the bathroom, and the window cracked just enough to let in the smell of rain on the banana trees outside. Delia stepped inside and paused in the doorway, lifting her hand as if sensing a disturbance. She set Teddy down on the patterned rug.

      “Would you mind if I smudged the room?” she asked.

      “Knock yourself out,” I said. “But if you summon anything, please make sure it helps with laundry.”

      She gave a small, dry chuckle, then turned serious again. “Have you ever heard anything? Late at night?”

      I hesitated. My great-aunt Odette had always said the house had a personality. She used to leave a tumbler of bourbon on the staircase landing every night as an offering to whatever lived between the walls. I never took it too seriously but Delia definitely seemed to.

      “Old houses make old noises,” I said carefully. “But if you hear anything specific, let me know.”

      Delia nodded, lips pressed tight. “I will.”

      I left her alone and padded back down the stairs with Teddy under my arm. He looked up at me, his black-and-white tail twitching thoughtfully.

      “Don’t start,” I told him.

      He sneezed.

      Outside, the sky rumbled with a thunderstorm rolling in. The lights flickered briefly but long enough to make me pause. The house seemed to be holding its breath.

      By the end of the week, one of my guests would be dead.

      And Midnight House would be at the center of a mystery no spirit—or skunk—could ignore.
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      That night, the rain came down in slanted sheets, slapping against the windows like a knocking that made you glad you were inside a comfortable, though occasionally leaky, house.

      It was the kind of storm that wrapped my quieter neighborhood of the Marigny in a driving hum and made you feel bad for anyone wearing open-toed shoes in the Quarter. The streets were notorious for taking on several inches of water with every downpour and locals all knew flip flops were either a slip accident or a bacterial infection waiting to happen. Probably both.

      I made Aunt Odette’s jambalaya for the guests, with the right amount of cayenne to clear your sinuses and maybe your past sins too.

      I was currently entertaining a pleasant couple from France on their honeymoon, a man in his fifties who was attending the paranormal convention and had his cell phone strapped to his jeans like he was perpetually on ‘official business’, and a family of three from Houston with a teenage daughter and her best friend, who were both scheduled for a tour of Tulane University. The girls, who were clearly texting each other under the table, looked like they wanted to ditch the parents and run loose in the Quarter. The dad kept jovially referencing wild times he’d had in his past in New Orleans. And the mom looked like she would give her soul to be alone with the glass of Pinot Grigio she was desperately clutching and repeatedly swallowing.

      “So why New Orleans?” Pete, from Houston, asked the honeymooners. “Not sure I would consider New Orleans romantic unless you want to make love to your toilet in the morning.”

      “Pete!” his wife, Jan, said, sounding as horrified as I felt. “They’re newlyweds, not you and your old college buddies.” Jan took another liberal sip of her wine.

      They were staying for three more days. I was going to have to do a run to Rouse’s for more wine. Not that I blamed her, being married to Pete.

      “We’re going all around the US. New York City, Nashville, now New Orleans, then Los Angeles and finally Portland. We’re staying here because of the podcast,” Ava said, looking affectionately at her new husband, Davide. “We just love Murder Maggie.”

      My best friend had earned the nickname very early in her podcast career and it was likely to be attached to her for all time. I would have been honestly forlorn to have a bummer of a nickname like that, but it didn’t bother her at all. Fortunately, my name wasn’t really conducive to shortening or rhyming so thus far, I had remained in the clear for being saddled with a macabre moniker. Or worse, a silly one.

      “Murder is not something to be taken lightly,” Delia chastised.

      There it was again—shades of Aunt Odette.

      “No one said it was,” Pete replied, in a jovial tone that indicated he thought Delia was a little off her rocker.

      “I love Murder Maggie,” one of the teen girls said. “Harper, I think it’s so cool sometimes you jump in.”

      “It’s definitely been an adventure,” I said, lightly, because honestly, I did think it was a cool job but I didn’t want to get stink eye from Delia or Arthur, who was the paranormal convention attendee. He didn’t look thrilled at the casual tone to this conversation either.

      “Pete,” I said, hoping to change the subject. “I hear you have tickets to the Saints game. We sure do love our Saints around here.”

      “I remember when they used to call them the Aints,” he said. “We’re from Pittsburgh originally so we’ve been lucky to root for a dynasty team.”

      I can’t say I cared a whole lot about football, but it did send Arthur sputtering and the girls rolling their eyes and Davide asking American football questions. In the end, they never got back around to murder and Delia was mostly silent.

      Normally, eating dinner with my guests and hearing about their various lives and sightseeing planning was one of the best parts about my new position as B&B owner, but Delia’s presence and the rain were making me tense for a reason I wasn’t entirely sure I understood. My smile was a bit forced but I told myself I was overreacting. Just in a mood, nothing more than that.

      By the time the pot was empty and the dishes were stacked in the sink, the guests had all drifted to their rooms.

      All except one.

      When I went downstairs just before midnight to get myself a cup of tea, Delia DuMont sat alone in the parlor, her dark clothes blending into the plush antique settee.

      I stepped into the room, Teddy waddling up behind me in his pajamas—yes, I put my skunk in pajamas, don't judge me. "Delia? Is everything okay? Is your room too warm? Because I can call Ralph again, though he's getting tired of me."

      "It's not the room." She glanced over her shoulder as if someone might be following her. “Will you join me for the séance?”

      “Sure. But I don’t have the gift,” I warned.

      She shrugged her shoulder. “I just need a seat filler.”

      Well, that was both deflating and insulting.

      “Invite your Murder Maggie friend too.”

      “Sure.”

      "I've been having dreams,” Delia said. “About tomorrow night."

      "Dreams?" I sat across from her, Teddy curling at my feet like a slightly judgmental throw pillow.

      I waited for her to elaborate. She didn’t.

      “You know,” I said carefully, “most people come here because of the B&B’s reputation. You seem like you came in spite of it.”

      “I came because of it.” Her voice was low, barely audible. The rain had started up again about ten minutes earlier. “I needed a place... thin.”

      “Thin?”

      She glanced up at me. Her eyes were dark, not just in color, but stormy, shrouded. “The veil. Between here and there. Some places are thinner than others. Your house is one of them.”

      I gave a half-smile. “That explains the electric bill.”

      Delia didn’t laugh. Instead, she reached into her bag and pulled out a deck of cards. They were worn, well-loved, and bound in a purple silk cloth. Purple was definitely her color. She began to shuffle, slowly, the sound of paper on paper hypnotic.

      “I shouldn’t,” she murmured, almost to herself. “But I have to know.”

      “Know what?”

      She laid three cards face down on the table between us. Her fingers hesitated over the middle one, then flipped it.

      The Tower.

      Lightning striking a crumbling stone structure. People falling. Fire.

      I knew just enough about tarot to recognize it wasn’t exactly a “have a nice day” kind of card.

      “I knew it,” she whispered. “It’s coming.”

      I leaned forward. “What is?”

      Before she could answer, the lights blinked. On, off, on.

      We both looked up. In the hallway, I swore I heard a creak. Then another.

      One of my guests? Probably the teen girls sneaking out to find college boys and cheap beer.

      Teddy raised his head and made a sound low in his throat.

      Delia gathered the cards quickly, hands shaking. “I shouldn’t have come. But I didn’t know where else to go.”

      “What do you mean? You’re safe here,” I said, not entirely sure it was true.

      She shook her head
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