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Introduction

Well, here we are again. Last time, I explained a little about how Max Porter came into being. This time around, I thought it would be fun to talk about the cover art. See, I love working with artists. They are an amazing group of people, and if you learn how to give them the right information, the results can be stunning.

 

The original three books, the blue series, were done by Duncan Long. During the time I wrote those books and worked with Duncan, I met Jeff Dekal. He did all six of The Malja Chronicles covers and has gone on to be quite well known for doing cover art with Marvel and DC. While doing the Malja covers, I thought it would fun to bring him onboard with Max Porter for the next three covers, the red series. He agreed, and if you take a few moments to check out the covers to these books, you’ll see what an incredible talent he is. In each case, he was able to take a few key elements and compose them into an evocative cover that went well beyond my expectations.

 

Also beyond my expectations were the stories themselves. I had no idea what great bits of history I would stumble upon and these three books, in particular, took me (and consequently, Max, Drummond, and Sandra) to new depths of what this series could become. It’s part of the magic in writing. Sometimes your stories try to go in directions you never planned. It’s up to the writer to ride those changes like a cowboy on a bucking bronco. You hold on, do your best to guide the situation, and in the end, if you do your job right, you’re still standing and the audience is satisfied.

 

From all the fan mail I get, it seems clear that the three novels in this collection satisfy. So, have at it and enjoy!

 

- North Carolina, 2016
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Chapter 1

Max Porter did not like the police. If a cop drove behind him, even if he was innocent of any wrongdoing, his stomach would lurch and his adrenaline would pump hard. Being an unofficial detective for the last few years had not altered his attitude. He knew the police were good to have around when trouble turned against him, but too often the kind of trouble that involved him — ghosts, witches, curses — was the kind of thing that got one arrested and locked up in a padded cell. So when he pulled up to the enormous Baxter House, when he saw the numerous flashing red-and-blues along with yellow police tape blocking off the house, he tried to remain calm and reminded himself that he had done nothing wrong. Not recently, at least.

The house did little to ease his mind. Located in one of the most affluent sections of Winston-Salem, the building sat on a full acre right off Buena Vista Road. Surrounded by million-dollar homes, Baxter House lacked all the charm of its neighbors. Whereas most of the mansions on the street were gleaming white affairs with manicured lawns and a distinctly Southern flair, Baxter House stood like a stark, short castle intended to be situated on a grassy field in the cold rains of Great Britain. The overcast, winter afternoon completed the gloomy atmosphere.

Only thing missing is a bunch of gargoyles, Max thought.

As he approached an officer standing by the yellow tape, a gust of wind cut across the yard. He winced and turned his head away. Winter in North Carolina never had the deep snows that Michigan produced, rarely had any snow at all, but the winds bit sharp and vigorous.

The officer stomped his feet on the ground as he paced along the line of tape. Max wondered how much trouble was barreling down on him. Life had been hard enough lately without dancing a tango with the cops.

The officer lifted a gloved hand, but Max pointed at the house. “I’m Max Porter. I was told to come here by Detective Robson.”

“Rolson. With an ‘L’.” The officer lifted the tape as Max ducked under. “Go on inside.”

Heavy double-doors stood open at the front, but little heat came out. Another officer stood guard, a cup of coffee in his hands. When Max explained why he was there, the officer led him into the house, clearly relieved to be getting inside. The foyer was big enough to be a master bedroom in most homes. Dark woods and a thick, Turkish floor rug pressed in from all sides. A long staircase followed the walls up to the second floor.

The officer went off to the right and weaved his way from one room to the next. They passed through an immaculate kitchen where two more officers leaned against a marble counter and sipped coffee. The officer pointed ahead and then left.

Max went three more steps before an overweight, black man with a hooked nose and a stark white horseshoe of hair running around his head walked straight toward Max.

“You with the Coroner’s Office?” he asked.

Max said, “No. Are you Detective Rolson?”

The man laughed, revealing a discolored yellow tooth. “I’m with the Crime Scene Unit. Rolson’s in there.”

Just ahead, more crime scene techs took photos and bagged evidence. Max entered the main source of activity — the study.

Volumes upon volumes of tomes lined the walls from floor to ceiling. A beautiful mahogany desk occupied the back of the study and a lovely fireplace filled the area behind the desk. Off to the right, a large arched window looked out to the back acreage. If not for the dead body face down on the floor, the study would have been the envy of anybody who loved books and learning.

A stocky man with thin, blond hair and a sharp nose turned to Max. He wore a faded red sweater under his suit coat that made him look more like a befuddled professor rather than a homicide detective.

Smiling, he offered his hand. “Mr. Porter? I’m Detective Eric Rolson. Thank you for coming.”

“Of course. But I have to say, I’m not quite sure why I’m here. I’ve never been to this house before. How can I help you?” This was the real source of his nerves. Being called to a murder scene meant either Max was a suspect or the police needed his unique qualifications to aid them. Since they had never before called upon his ability to see a ghost nor his wife’s ability to see all ghosts, he figured he was a suspect.

Rolson’s smile never wavered. “The victim is Sebastian Freeman.”

“Oh, crap.” Until that moment, Max had not looked too closely at the dead man. He had seen dead people before and found the morbid fascination wore off quickly. But now, he saw that indeed, the man was Sebastian Freeman. A tall, black fellow with a thin but strong body.

“I’ll take it that means you know the man.”

Max’s stomach flipped twice as he nodded. “He was my client. My only client.”

“We found your business card on the victim’s body. That’s why we called you. Figured you might be able to help us with a few details.”

“Sure. Of course.”

“What exactly were you doing for Mr. Freeman?”

“Ancestry. I’m a researcher. He hired me to trace his family back.”

“My wife’s into all that, too. Uses a website for it. Found out my family goes all the way back to a little town in Switzerland called Binn. Fascinating stuff. So, Mr. Freeman hired you for research?”

“That’s right.”

“You do this kind of thing regularly? Ancestry?”

“Not regularly enough.” Max could hear his wife, Sandra, warning him — Careful with the sarcasm. Just answer the man directly.

“I guess it’s hard to get people to pay you for that kind of work. I mean, can’t they all do like my wife and use the Internet?”

“Those sites are great for locating census records, names, dates, that kind of thing. In fact, I use them, too, in order to get the basics. But when you want a more in-depth look into your past, the kind of thing that not only finds names and dates but actual stories, maybe even a lost diary or something like that, well, that’s where I come in.”

“And Mr. Freeman paid you for that kind of in-depth search?”

“Yup. Particularly, he wanted me to search for any ancestors he had that might have been slaves. All his efforts to locate where he came from stopped around the end of the Civil War, so he wanted me to see if I could do anything better, find anyone further back.”

“Did you?”

“Not yet. I’d only been working on it for a couple days.”

“Okay. When was the last time you saw Mr. Freeman?”

“Two days ago, I guess. We spoke on the phone last night, though. He wanted to know how far I had gotten. Really pushy about it, too.”

“Did he sound worried? Did he maybe mention anybody threatening him?”

“No. Just that he wanted the answer as soon as possible.”

Rolson pulled out an old flip notepad and jotted down a few words. It reminded Max of Marshall Drummond — his ghost partner who had been a detective in the 1940s. Where was he, anyway? Ever since the old office had been destroyed, Drummond had become free to go wherever he wanted, but he spent most of his time driving Max crazy. Now, when having a ghost detective would be useful, the guy was nowhere in sight.

Rolson tapped his notepad. “Was Mr. Freeman timely in paying you or did he complain about money problems?”

“He paid a small fee at the start — two hundred dollars — and the rest would come when I finished. I guess I won’t be getting paid.” Max tried not to sour his expression, tried not to sound as crestfallen as he felt, but they sorely needed that money.

“Almost done here. Just a few more questions. Tell me, do you know why Mr. Freeman was here at the Baxter House?”

Max shook his head. “I know nothing about this place. Never seen it before. Heck, I’ve never really had reason to come to this part of town before. Who lives here?”

“Nobody.”

Max gestured to all the books and furniture. “Somebody’s been living here.”

“Baxter House is one of the cities little eccentricities. This place has stayed empty for decades, but it’s kept clean and running anyway.”

“Why?”

Rolson shrugged. “Rich people. They get nutty with their wills. Give all their money to a family pet, make strange requests for their funerals, that kind of thing. When Cal Baxter died, I think it was in the 1920s or 30s, he must’ve had one whopper of a will.”

“Hey,” a deep, muffled voice called out, “what’s going on here?”

It took Max an extra second to realize nobody reacted to the voice, and that meant nobody had heard it but him — and that meant Drummond had finally decided to show up. The dead detective slipped through an outer wall and gave Max a short wave. He wore the classic trench coat he had died in, complete with Fedora, and all the gruff, chiseled features of a man who had lived a rough life. Yet despite his unpleasant encounters with the living and the dead, Marshall Drummond maintained a positive outlook on his existence, one that often girded Max into positive actions for himself.

Rolson continued, “But you’re saying you’ve never been to this house before?”

“Never.”

“This looks bad,” Drummond said, and Max deflated. “Hey, isn’t that dead guy the colored fellow who hired you?”

Max bit back the urge to correct Drummond’s backwards choice of words. Rolson still stood in front of him and would certainly find it strange if Max started talking to empty air.

Rolson asked, “Any idea why Mr. Freeman was here? He ever mention this place?”

“No. He gave me what he knew about his family, which wasn’t much, and asked me to start looking. Didn’t really tell me anything else, and I didn’t ask. I was looking into the past for him, not the present.”

Drummond took a quick tour of the study. “Looks like I missed all the fun. Now that I’m no longer stuck tied to the office, I’m finding there’s an even larger ghost world out there. I mean, I’ve been in the Other — you remember that’s what we call it? — but I had no idea just how big that place is. And the women. Holy mackerel. Let’s just say that when the mortal coil is shuffled off, so are a lot of inhibitions. Don’t get me wrong — it ain’t anything close to as good as when I was alive, but it ain’t half-bad either.”

Trying to focus both Drummond and his own mind, Max looked at Detective Rolson and said, “I’m sorry I can’t help you more. Do you have any idea who killed him?”

Rolson pocketed his notepad. “We just found the body. Give us a little time.”

“Of course. Sorry.”

Drummond hovered over Sebastian’s corpse. “That’s strange. No blood on the floor. No blatantly visible wounds. How was this guy killed?”

The muscles in Max’s neck relaxed a bit as he heard Drummond’s investigative mind take over. Gesturing to the body, he repeated the question to Rolson.

“You are an impatient man.” Rolson made no attempt to hide the growl in his voice. “I already said we just got here. How could I know the cause of death when we haven’t even finished processing the crime scene?”

“I meant no offense. I only asked because I don’t see any blood or wounds or anything.”

“Well, you wouldn’t. He wasn’t shot or stabbed. We’ll probably find evidence of strangulation or maybe he had heart attack and there’s no homicide at all. I won’t know officially until the M.E. gives her report. Unofficially, however ...” Rolson leaned in close to Max and whispered. “... you can shut up and go home.”

Drummond grunted. “Rude little prick.”

Max forced a gentle smile. “I apologize if I overstepped my place in all this. I’ve never stood in a crime scene like this before. It’s all a bit overwhelming.”

Rolson puffed up a little and brushed at his jacket. “Oh, well, of course. This can be a bit exciting for the novice, I guess. But it isn’t like you see on the cop shows. For a case like this, we won’t get answers super-fast. Nobody’s going to put the rush job here.”

“Why? This isn’t like New York City where murders happen probably every day. I can’t imagine you have that many to deal with in Winston-Salem.”

Rolson raised an eyebrow. “More than you’d believe. Too many, as far as I’m concerned.”

Drummond had drifted over to the desk. “Keep him talking. I’m working as fast as I can.”

It took Max a huge effort to keep his eyes on Rolson. He didn’t know what Drummond’s work consisted of, and he didn’t want to know. Putting out his hand for a shake, he said, “Well, Detective, I guess that’s it. I came, I saw, I answered questions. I suppose none of this has anything to do with me anymore.”

“What are you doing?” Drummond soared over next to Rolson. “Your client was murdered. You can’t walk away from that. Besides, you haven’t had an interesting case in ages. This is a murder. That’s big.”

“One second,” Rolson said, holding up his index finger. “I have another question for you. I’ll be right back.” He walked out of the room with a firm clip to his step.

Drummond got right in front of Max. “Listen to me. I know you. You aren’t going to pretend this didn’t happen. You can’t.”

In a harsh whisper, Max said, “Nobody’s paying us to look into this murder, and in case you haven’t noticed, money’s been a bit of a problem. So while I’m sorry for Sebastian, I can’t really help him either. Especially since he’s dead.”

“Have you learned nothing since we’ve met? Do you listen to anything I tell you?”

“I try not to.”

“You better listen this time because your life is probably in danger.” Drummond passed over the corpse. “This man is dead only a short time after hiring you to start digging into his past. That doesn’t strike you as an important sequence of events?”

“There’s no reason to think that the two are connected.”

“Oh, Max, don’t be naive. If I’ve taught you anything, it should be that when it comes to crime, there are no coincidences. Not like this, at least.” Drummond looked in his coat pocket and frowned. Joshua Leed, a highly educated witch hunter, who had been reduced to a ghostly glob which Drummond carried around, still managed to talk with the old detective, though Max could not hear a word — Drummond was the only ghost on Max’s otherworldly radar.

A moment later, Drummond slid over to the desk. “You don’t want to believe me, okay. I’m telling you my gut knows there’s something wrong here and that you might be in danger. Or maybe even Sandra. Leed agrees.”

“Are you really going to go after my wife with this?”

“Stop being a brat, come over here, and grab these papers before the copper comes back.”

Max stomped over to the desk, his eyes blazing. “I’m not going to steal evidence because of your gut-feeling when you don’t even have a gut anymore.”

But even as Max spoke, his fingers brushed the papers. He could deny Drummond for all eternity but that wouldn’t change the nagging in the back of his head — the voice that reminded him how Drummond knew this line of work too well, that he would never suggest stealing like this unless it was important, that Drummond cared deeply for Sandra and maybe even for Max, too. That voice also pointed out that Max’s gut had been sharing Drummond’s uneasy feelings about this crime scene.

With a quick glance at the door, Max grabbed the papers, folded them once, and shoved them into his pocket.

Great, Max thought. Now, I’m a thief.

 


 

 

Chapter 2

During the entire drive home, Max did not utter a word. The stolen papers weighed down his pocket a little and his conscience a lot. When Drummond realized his partner would not be speaking, he settled in the back seat and talked softly with Leed.

Twenty minutes later, Max pulled off Peters Creek Parkway onto a gravel road that led to a rundown trailer park — fourteen trailers lined up in three rows. Next door, the heavy fumes of a Marathon gas station polluted the air. Across the street and a down a little, a McDonald’s did the same.

Max slammed his car door shut and trudged over to his trailer. Ever since the resurrection of Tucker Hull, life for the Porters had become difficult. They lost their home, their business, everything. But Sandra refused to be run off with tail tucked. Much of the time, her strength kept Max going. Even when they learned that Forsyth County mysteriously annexed certain properties from neighboring Davidson County with the end result that Max’s trailer now sat in the higher tax-bracketed Forsyth — even when that happened, and he knew in his heart that the Hull family had engineered the unfortunate turn, seeing Sandra’s jaw jut out and her fists clenched inflated his confidence. She would not let them break her or Max, so Max had to be strong, too.

Except when Max entered their trailer, he had to stop and observe the squalor of their lives — a torn couch, a chipped table for two, rusting appliances, a closet-sized bathroom, stained carpets, and a grimy odor that coated his clothes and skin. Was this really what they fought for? And now Drummond wanted Max to jump into a mess involving a murder. Probably to stave off the old ghost’s boredom. Sure, he said that trouble approached, but so what if it did? They had so little left, they had nearly reached the point of nothing to lose.

Drummond entered through a wall. “I know that look. You’re upset. Let me tell you something.”

“No.” Max pulled the stolen papers from his pocket and tossed them in the trash. “We’ve got one of the wealthiest families in all of North Carolina gunning for us, which is bad enough, but then add to that the fact that this family is led by a man dead since the 1700s and, oh yes, did I mention that they have used witches and magic for centuries? And you think I should be concerned over the murder of some guy I hardly knew who only wanted to find out about his family? Really?”

“Something inside you knows I’m right. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have taken those papers.”

“Thanks for that, too. I’ve committed a serious crime, stealing evidence, so now I can improve my life by going off to jail. I’m sure Sandra would love visiting me, only talking through a phone, seeing me bruised and beaten — you know I’m not tough enough to stand my ground in jail. They’ll rip me apart.”

“Max, please, you’re acting hysterical.”

“I am not going to get involved in this.”

A car pulled up and backfired — Sandra. They had needed a second car but couldn’t afford anything but a used piece of junk that clearly had been in more than one accident. Max watched from the dirty window as she turned off the car and gathered her things together. He dashed the three steps it took to get to the trash and fished out the stolen papers.

“Over here,” Drummond said, indicating a torn piece of carpet near the back wall.

Max shoved the paper under and placed a pillow over the ripped carpet. With a harsh look, he pointed a finger right at Drummond’s face. “Not a word.”

The door opened and in walked Max’s wife. Sandra still could take his heart away. Even in the hard times they suffered through, looking at her shapely figure and bright smile gave him hope.

Max wrapped his arms around her and planted a big kiss on her mouth. She smiled playfully. “Now that’s the kind of welcome home I like.” Hearing her own words, Sandra frowned. “Wait a minute. Why are you home? Shouldn’t you be researching some family history?”

“I have some bad news about that. My client is dead.”

“What?”

“I’m hoping it was an accident or natural causes.”

Drummond stretched his arms over his head and groaned. “That colored boy was murdered and you know it.”

With an impatient sigh, Max said, “He wasn’t a boy and I swear if you use the word colored again, I’m going to end our partnership.”

“What did I do?”

“Don’t act all innocent. You’ve been haunting this world for decades. You know all about the Civil Rights Movement, about the changes in this world, and you know that the way you thought back when you were alive was wrong. So start checking that your mouth is synced up with the times. We’ve got enough problems without having to deal with Southern bigotry.”

“Now you listen here —”

“Gentleman,” Sandra said with an easing tone. “Let’s not argue about prejudices that neither of you have. Drummond, kindly update your vernacular so that you speak less offensively in this modern world. Max, stop taking the bait for a fight simply because you and Drummond are feeling ornery. And one of you, tell me what the hell happened today? Your client was murdered?”

Max slumped into the kitchen chair. Sitting wedged between the sink and their only table, Max explained the events of the day. He never mentioned the papers he stole nor that he had them stashed underneath the carpet, but otherwise, he provided every detail as best as he could recall.

When he finished, Sandra pounded her fist against the counter with one hard strike. “It’s not fair. We can’t even get a break on a simple damn family research job.”

“I’ll get some other work. Don’t worry. It’ll be okay.”

“No, it won’t. How are we going to survive if Hull kills off every client you get?”

“We don’t know it was Hull. We don’t even know if it was murder.”

Sandra dropped her purse on the table. Its stitching had started to unravel, and she flicked the loose, limp strands. “I can’t support us both working part-time at a bakery, and they won’t give me any more hours.”

“It’s not your job to support us. We do it together.”

“Not when you have no clients.”

Drummond tipped his hat and lowered his head. “I think I should be going for a bit of a stroll. See you later.” Max opened his mouth to utter a word of protest, he figured having the ghost’s support might help in this fight, but before he could speak, Drummond floated away.

Max turned toward Sandra. “We’ve been through tough times before, and they say the economy is getting better. I’m sure more clients will come our way.”

“Stop that. You’re always playing the part of Mister Positive when I’m pissed, but I know deep down you’re angry and worried about all of this.”

“Of course. We’ve got plenty to be angry and worried about. That doesn’t mean we have to give up, and we certainly don’t have to fight about it. It’s not like this is my fault.”

Sandra’s eyes flared. “Don’t you start blaming me.”

“I didn’t —”

“Just because I’m the one who had the guts to tell Tucker Hull to go back to the hell he came from, doesn’t mean this is all my fault. Or would you have rather we ran away from North Carolina and simply prayed that a psychopathic zombie with a witch fetish would forget about us? You really think that would’ve worked? The Hulls never forget. Look at all of your big cases down here. Every one of them that involved the Hulls, and that’s almost all of them, involved old scores they were still trying to settle. You really think they’d let us go? After you held them off of us by threatening to expose them? You really think that?”

When Max sensed that she had vented the last of the moment’s anger, he smiled. “When I said it wasn’t my fault, I meant my client’s murder. That’s it.”

Sandra stood next to the refrigerator, suddenly finding great interest in the dent from where the previous owner had kicked it. “Oh,” she said. “Sorry.”

Her bottom lip quivered and as her tears fell, Max swooped her up in his arms and stroked her hair. “I don’t blame you for any of this. When you sent word to the Hulls that we weren’t going to run, I was so proud of you. And I still am.”

Sniffling, she said, “I know. I do. I’m just sick of things not going our way. Ever. It seems like every time we’re so close to building a stable life, some catastrophe happens to knock us back down. I swear all of those catastrophes have the name Hull attached somewhere along the line.”

“Hey, don’t worry so much. We’ve still got each other. And this lovely home.”

With a chuckle, she stepped away and grabbed a tissue. “That we do. When they get this away from us, we can live out of the car.”

“That’s right. The Fall is almost done, but we can drive further South if the ice storms get too bad. Otherwise, the weather here is fine. Who needs a house?”

“I’ll tell you, seriously, it’s hard not to see the Hulls hands in everything bad. Even when I was asking for more hours, the way Cheryl hesitated before saying she couldn’t do it — I swear she needs the help, and all I could think was that Hull got to her, too.”

Max nodded. “I feel it, too. Driving up to the crime scene today, I saw those cops, and I couldn’t really put it into words until now, but yeah — I think I had that same suspicion. I didn’t even know what had happened yet, but on some deep, subconscious level, all I could think was that the Hulls were about to screw up my life again.”

Max thought about the papers under the carpet. He had yet to look at them, and he wondered if the letterhead would be a big blue H with a little door on the one leg.

Sandra hugged Max. “Let’s promise not to talk about the Hulls anymore. At least, not anymore tonight.”

“Okay. Deal.”

“You know, Drummond ran off because we were fighting.”

“Yeah, I saw him go.”

“That means he’s not here to bother us. Not for a while. We’re all alone.”

Max felt his lips curl upward. “Now that is a much better way to spend our time than fighting.”

Sandra pressed her mouth against his, and he wasted no time reaching for her bottom. He felt a bit like a teenager whose parents had stepped out. The kisses between them had that urgency, that strength and desire which accompanied making up as well as the fear of getting caught.

He heard a car pull up outside but did his best to ignore it. He heard the car door shut but dismissed it as a neighbor stopping home early. His hand reached up Sandra, but they both stopped as they heard three sharp knocks on their door.

“Damn,” he muttered.

Sandra kissed the tip of his nose. “Raincheck?”

“You need to ask?”

With a wink, she opened the door. A tall, stark lady dressed in an expensive business suit stepped in. She extended her hand, and with a clipped tone, she said, “Good day. I’m Cecily Hull.”

 


 

 

Chapter 3

If Max had been asked all the numerous ways his day could have gotten worse, he would never have dreamed up this. Cecily Hull stood in their trailer with a disgusted twist to her mouth as she examined the poor conditions. She had short, blonde hair styled with sharp ends and a close buzz in the back — a rather intimidating look when coupled with her pale skin and grim eyes. One might assume she had been dressed for a funeral, except Max’s gut told him this was her standard appearance.

She stood still with her hand out, and Max finally realized Sandra had no intention of being polite. Why should she? A few years ago, Max would have agreed with Sandra’s attitude and probably took a step further. But he knew better now. This woman had a reason for visiting, and there was no point to pissing on the situation before they had learned that reason. He shook her hand as Sandra crossed her arms over her chest.

Cecily kept her eyes locked on Sandra. “My apologies if I’ve intruded, but I need to speak with you about an urgent matter.”

“Come in,” Max said. “Have a seat.”

She glanced at the couch, and her pointed nose wriggled at an offensive odor. “I won’t be long. I think I’ll stand.”

Sandra’s jaw tightened. Max hurried between them. “Okay,” he said. “Why don’t you tell us what Tucker wants and you can be on your way.”

Cecily chuckled — an off-putting, airy sound like a dog’s squeaky toy that could barely squeak. “I’m not here on Tucker’s behalf. Not in the least. I’m here for me and for me alone.”

“Then why don’t you tell us what it is you want.”

“Your help, of course. You are one of the few people in this town, possibly in this entire world, that can actually help me because you are one of the few that has managed to face the Hull family and survive.”

Max gestured to the trailer. “We do survive, but not unscathed.”

Cecily chuckled again. Sandra’s eyes narrowed, and Max wondered if the old cartoon image of steam boiling out of one’s ears could actually happen.

Clearing his throat, he hoped the sound might snap Sandra into a more professional state-of-mind. To Cecily, he said, “Exactly how are you related to the Hulls?”

Her eyes perked up. “Ah, you’re finally asking an intelligent question. That’s good. I was beginning to think the family had overestimated you. Let me save you the trouble of taxing your brain too greatly. I’m the daughter of Terrance Hull. I’m the reason for all of this mess with Tucker.” She raised a hand to stop Max’s questions. “You see, the Hull family is a patriarchy. Except that’s too simplistic. It’s an extreme, orthodox patriarchy. Everything revolves around control of power through the male line.”

“And you’re the only child of Terrance Hull?”

“You are smart. Yes. Father had no other children. Only me. A daughter. He tried for more but Mother suffered complications — her uterus was not healthy enough, I suppose. After me, she couldn’t have another child. Divorce was never an option. We are too religious a family to allow such a blemish. Father asked our witch to cast a spell that would help him gain an heir, but no spell could help Mother. And unfortunately for Father, other than a weak uterus, Mother’s health was excellent. She will probably outlive him, and so, he could not hope to remarry and try with a younger woman.”

“Couldn’t he just get rid of her? Accidents happen in your family.”

“My, my. I had heard that you thought low of us, but I had no idea how low. No, Mr. Porter, we do not murder our own to make life easier.” Over her shoulder, she said to Sandra, “You better watch out for this one. If he doesn’t like what you’re doing, you might find yourself the victim of an accident.”

Max grabbed Sandra’s hand and yanked her close. Her fingers dug into his flesh. Better that than having to pry those fingers off of Cecily Hull’s neck. “So, Terrance had you, and to your twisted family, that’s a bad thing.”

Ignoring the jab, Cecily continued. “It was Father’s idea to bring back Tucker. Then, at least, the family could live under the sure hand of Tucker while waiting for me to produce a boy. That was their plan, anyway.”

“You don’t sound too keen on the whole idea.”

“This is the twenty-first century. I grew up in a family stuck in the nineteenth — at least when it comes to views about women. So, no, I am not keen on the idea. In fact, I want to help my family modernize its views. I want to force the family to accept me as the new head. To do so requires the aid of special people with special skills. You and your little research firm are some of those people.”

Max kept expecting a camera crew to pop through the door and inform him that he had been the target of some prank show. “You want to hire us to help you become the next head of the Hull family?”

“I want to hire you to do something you badly need done — get rid of Tucker Hull.”

“I thought you didn’t murder your own.”

“Tucker’s already dead. He’s also unnatural and in my way.”

“So, exceptions can be made.”

“Always. In return for your assistance, you will receive substantial income, and I can easily throw in a better home. Most importantly, once Tucker Hull is no longer a problem, all of your unfortunate circumstances will go away. He is the reason you suffer. But when I lead the family, I will do away with such petty behavior. You’ll be free to live, work, and prosper anywhere you desire. Nobody will be out to ruin you.”

“Only if we help you, though. I mean, if you managed to take over the family without us, then this petty behavior against us will continue, right?”

“I suppose if you want to stay out of this and simply pray that I succeed, that I won’t hold a grudge against you, and that I’ll be benevolent toward your situation, you are free to do so. But only with your help will you ensure that I succeed, that I won’t hold a grudge against you, and that I’ll be benevolent toward your situation.”

Sandra bumped Max aside. “That’s it. Get out. I don’t care if you’re a Hull, I will not allow you to stand in my home and threaten us.”

“I was not threatening you.”

“Sure sounded like it to me.”

“I assure you —”

“That’s not worth much, is it? You got any references?”

“Excuse me?”

“References — people who can vouch for you.”

Cecily stiffened her back. “I’m a Hull.”

“That’s the problem.”

“I merely meant that —”

“We know exactly what you meant. You Hulls are nothing but a cancer to our life and we won’t have anything to do with you. Go. Play your little family politics with someone else. We are not your pawns anymore.”

Cecily held still and gazed down at Sandra. Max worried he would have to jump in to stop Sandra from throwing a punch, but then Cecily’s lips broke into a snobbish grin. “My, my. You certainly do have spunk. What a shame you won’t work with me.” She leaned over. “You may want to rethink your position, but whatever you choose, I promise you I will become the next leader of the Hulls. So if you refuse to help me, you’d best stay out of my way.”

With a calm gait, Cecily walked out of the trailer. She got into her car, a classic Porshe 911, and she drove away. As the sound of her engine receded, Sandra kicked a new dent into the wall.

“Damn, I wish I could have strangled that woman,” she said. “The nerve of her coming here like she was doing us a favor by trying to force us back into that maze of crap they call a family. Can you believe that?”

Max had been married long enough to know Sandra well — good and bad. He knew she needed to vent off this anger, especially after their own fight, and he knew the best way to help her was to simply agree with her, to let her spout whatever she needed to say, and then later they could talk about this with rational thought. But he made a crucial mistake — he hesitated. Sandra turned toward him, her face a mixture of anger and confusion.

“Are you really thinking about taking her up on this?”

“Of course not.” Max shook his head, but he couldn’t stop his mouth. “But she does make a few good points.”

“Good points? Are you crazy?”

“I only mean that without Tucker Hull our lives would be easier. Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea to take a chance on her. Worst thing that happens is she turns out to be like all the other Hulls.”

“Really? That’s what you think is the worst? How about this — Tucker Hull slams Cecily into the ground and maintains control of the family. He’s really pissed now and who can he look at to blame for this happening? Oh, I don’t know, maybe those Porters who’ve screwed things up for him on several occasions. You think it’s bad now, what happens when Tucker Hull really wants to hurt us? We’d be lucky if he only sends a hitman to murder us. More likely, we’ll end up cursed, living out an eternity in some form of torture.”

“If Hull wanted to curse us, he would have already. We’re just not that important to him.”

Max reached out but she slapped away his arms. “Well, dear Husband, let me ask you a question. Is gaining money and some false sense of security really worth selling your soul to the Hulls?”

“Honey, that’s going a bit far. Maybe you’re not seeing this clearly because it involves the Hulls.”

“I’m prejudiced, now? Is that it?”

“That’s not what I said.”

Sandra stomped down the small aisle leading to the bedroom at the front of the trailer. She whirled around, her eyes blazing, her face tight, and she shook her fist. “Because you are clearly too much of an idiot to know when to support your wife, I’ll make this plain and simple. Don’t talk to me again tonight. You sleep out there. I’d make the point really clear if I had a fucking door to slam shut.” Instead, she threw the sliding curtain closed. Seconds later, classic rock blared from the bedside radio.

Max smacked his forehead and plopped onto the couch. “Stupid, stupid.” he said. “What the heck were you thinking?”

He knew the answer to that. One glance at his surroundings gave him the answer. They were in trouble, soon they would be forced to live off credit cards, and once that debt began, they’d never dig out of it. Like a snake coiling before it struck, the money problems readied for a devastating blow. It didn’t matter that he had a college degree, that he had been employed by a public school, or that he had managed to keep them afloat for several years. Nobody would hire him for a decent job — not if they looked closely into his history. Too many job changes. Too many gaps of unemployment. Bosses won’t care that he had made a stab at self-employment. If anything, they’ll take that as a sign of his desire to always be looking for better pastures. The best he could hope for was to flip burgers.

Sandra would eventually get a full-time job — unless she was right and the Hulls were stopping that from happening. In which case, things were even worse than he wanted to admit. But wasn’t the real problem her inability to admit the situation? He had no love for the idea of working with any Hull, but reality appeared to be pushing them towards that cliff.

And it was a cliff. A sheer drop into a dark abyss that he had climbed out of before and knew each time became more difficult. And each time he resurfaced, life became a little harder, a little worse.

But if he didn’t help Cecily Hull, what would be left for them? Being poor. Except they had been poor before, and back then, when one of the Hulls tried to buy them off, they easily refused. They had also been forced into working for the Hulls later — which proved to be no big deal until the day they came calling about a witch coven. That was when the long climb out of the darkness began.

“We made it, though,” he whispered. Looking around him, Max wondered if it had been worthwhile. Being poor was one thing. Being poor with no real possibility to get out — that was poverty. That was unacceptable.

 

 

A few hours later, Max startled awake to the cold of a ghost drifting into the room. He had no memory of falling asleep. No sound came from the bedroom. He had no memory of Sandra shutting off the music.

His disorientation might have continued, but Drummond floated a few feet away, and upon seeing Max awake, Drummond said, “Finally. I was getting bored waiting for you.”

Max felt a crick in his neck and rubbed it while sitting up. “What do you want? I’ve had a crappy night.”

“No kidding. What stupid thing did you say to get thrown out of the bedroom?”

“Cecily Hull came by. Offered to hire us to help her destroy Tucker. Sandra threw her out.”

Drummond shook his head. “And you thought it might not be such a bad idea.”

“It would solve a lot of our current problems. But I don’t really want to do it any more than Sandra. Only difference is that, from a practical standpoint, I don’t see a better alternative.”

“Well, on this one, I’m taking both sides.”

“You can’t really do that.”

“Sure I can. For one, I agree with your lovely wife that you’d all be incredibly stupid to work for any Hull ever again. But I also think that the timing of Cecily’s appearance is rather strange.”

Max sat forward. “You’re right. The whole day had moved so fast, I never really thought about it. But why would she suddenly pop up on our doorstep the same day our only client is murdered?”

“Exactly. So, if you work the case — which is probably what she wants you to do anyway — you can find a good angle to negotiate with her. Not that you have to negotiate, but you’ve been around the Hull block enough to know now that getting information on something they want is always your best security.”

“Wait, wait. You said you were on both our sides. How is having me investigate a case I’m not hired to investigate being on my side?”

“I never said I was on both your sides. I said I was taking both sides — Sandra’s and mine. Your idea of working for Hull for the money alone is moronic.” Drummond settled in the air above their tiny mini-table. “Look, you can sit around here fighting with your wife and suffering insomnia on this couch ...”

“I was sleeping fine until you woke me up.”

“... or you can dig out those papers you hid and we can see what we found.”

Max rubbed his face before snatching the papers from under the carpet. “The only reason I’m doing this is because I’m wide awake right now.”

Drummond floated over Max’s shoulder and peered at the papers. “Whatever you need to believe, kid. I’m making no judgments.”

There were three papers. The first — a mortgage bill from First Community Bank. The second — a flier for a local boxing series called Midnight Fights. The last — a list of five names, each name with a group of numbers, and two names marked with asterisks.

Drummond clapped his hands together in one sharp sound. “Max, my boy, your luck is changing. This is good news.”

“What? You understand what this list is all about?”

“I do indeed. That flier — when does it say the next fight is?”

Max flipped back one page. “Tomorrow night.”

“That list of names — they’re fighters. The numbers are weight, reach, and odds.”

“This is like a betting form?”

“Better than that.” Drummond dropped down so his eyes met Max’s straight on. “That list is private information about a fix.”

“A fix?”

“The fight is fixed. Those guys with their names marked are going to win the fight they’re in. You can bet on those fights and win a lot of money. Enough to solve your current problems.”

 


 

 

Chapter 4

The next morning, Max said little to Sandra as she thumped a bowl on the counter, slammed cereal in the bowl, splashed on some milk, and clanged out a spoonful. She held the spoon at her mouth, a thought crossing her brow, and seemed about to speak. Instead, she clamped her mouth around the cereal and shoveled the rest in as fast as she could manage. With more clatter, she tossed the dirty bowl and spoon in the sink before going back into the bedroom. Shortly after, she emerged wearing her bakery clothes, grabbed a treat from the cookie jar, and left for work.

“Wow,” Drummond said. “I’ve seen her give you the cold shoulder before but that was an arctic blast.”

“It’s worse than that.” Max walked to the sink and cleaned out the dirty cereal bowl. “She doesn’t have to work until this evening.”

“Days like this one make me glad I never got married. At least, if she’s got to work tonight, it’ll make it easier for you to go the fights.”

“I didn’t say I was going.”

“But the fix is for tonight. You can’t turn down that kind of a sure thing. Come on. You need the money.”

Heading toward the door, Max said, “I’ll think about it.”

“Great. So where are we going?”

“I’m going to the library.”

Drummond’s posture drooped. “The library? Why?”

“You said I should work on the case. Well, that’s what I’m going to do. Sebastian Freeman hired me to find his family roots. I might as well start with that.”

“I suppose that’s a good idea.” Drummond crossed his arms as he floated alone in the living area. “Meet you back here tonight, okay?”

Max held back a laugh. “You aren’t coming with me?”

“Come on. I don’t do the bookworm stuff.”

“See you tonight, then.”

As Max drove toward Wake Forest University, he felt pleased with Drummond’s predictability. If ever he needed to be alone, the library was to one place he knew he could count on. Drummond hated that kind of research. Too quiet, Max guessed.

The Z. Smith Reynolds Library continued to be his favorite in the area. For him, university libraries had always touched on an extra level of importance to the research he had to do. He knew it was a silly idea, but he couldn’t deny it, either. Seeing students hunched over books made up part of it. Also, the types of academic materials found at the University’s library mattered, too. It was purely an aesthetic, though. Max knew that. Still, he loved that library. Stepping inside, inhaling that unique aroma of old paper and listening to that muted hush which enveloped all libraries, Max’s body settled into it all like coming home after a long day of travel.

“Mr. Porter, you’re back,” Leon Moore said as Max walked by the main desk.

Leon was a tall, hefty black man who had worked in the library for the past year. He had a thick beard that created some definition to his round, balding head. A few days back, when Max had asked for some help, Leon took great interest in the work and went far above the call of a librarian’s duty to aid him. Then again, part of the reason Max preferred researching in the library over the Internet was that every librarian he had ever encountered went far above the call of duty.

Max waved hello, and as he set up at a nearby table — one under the open skylights — Leon shuffled over. The man walked with a limp, and he had a slight bend to his back, both of which made him appear far older than the truth — forty-three.

“I was wondering if I’d see you again,” Leon said.

“Why wouldn’t you?”

“I saw on the news this morning all about Sebastian Freeman. Somebody killed him. I figured you wouldn’t be researching for him anymore since he isn’t around anymore. Unless that was some other Sebastian Freeman.”

“Unfortunately, it was him. But I’m still working on the research. I don’t like to let stuff like that go unfinished. Besides, he’s got family. They might appreciate knowing where they came from as much as he wanted to know.”

Clapping his hands together — a near-perfect imitation of Drummond — Leon opened one of Max’s notebooks. “Where are we today?”

“Well, we know that after the Emancipation Proclamation and moreso after the Civil War, a lot of former slaves took on the name Freeman. But following the standard records searches, we got two strong possibilities for Sebastian’s great-great-great grandfather, both of which were plantation slaves in Virginia. The real problem, the one I think he was most interested in, was his mother’s side.”

In general, plantation records kept in the nineteenth century were only as thorough as the record keeper wanted them to be. Some families were meticulous. Some were spotty. Some could not have cared less. There were no computers, no deep data mines, and no need for such things. Add to that the fact that most general records — such as marriages and real estate — only concerned males, and the problem of tracing a mother’s line back through slavery became a massive fishing expedition armed with a hook and no bait.

In the case of Sebastian Freeman, Max only had the first name of his great-great grandmother — Lilla. The name didn’t show up anywhere useful which both disappointed Max and gave him hope. The disappointment came from failure. The hope came from knowing that when he did find the name, it was unusual enough that the odds were much higher that it belonged to Freeman’s relative.

Several hours in, Max had found little that he could work with. Leon came up with a book of photos taken during the Reconstruction, but without Sebastian to look through them, Max merely saw a sea of faces. As dinner approached, he decided to call it a day.

Normally, he would go home and enjoy dinner with Sandra, but that wouldn’t be happening until they got through their fight. Instead, Max drove to the downtown section of the city and walked along the numerous restaurants. He knew many of them to be excellent places to eat, but he couldn’t afford them anymore. With five dollars in his pocket, he decided he could manage half-a-sub at Subway, and as he bit into his meager meal, Drummond appeared across from him.

“You ready for tonight?” he asked.

To hide that Max spoke to an empty chair, he wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. “I’m still not convinced this is a good idea.”

“Nonsense. You know I’m right. I usually am, and this time, I definitely am. The facts are simple. You need money. Stop acting like a fool and be a man.”

“Really? You’re going to try to shame me into submission with a ‘be a man’ taunt?”

“Listen, if I could make the bet for you, I would. But I have this unfortunate condition of being dead. So, let’s get going.”

Max glanced at his watch. “The fight isn’t for hours.”

“You can’t just show up. Are you crazy? We need to check out the place first. Make sure the only thing underhanded going on is the fixed fight. Plus, they often have up-and-comer fights earlier on, so you can go in and appear more natural by watching a few fights before making your bet.”

“I don’t even have any cash.”

“All the more reason to get started now. We go to the bank and get a hundred for the bet.”

Max tried not to choke, but some teen girls threw him an odd look and some giggles. Without another word, he forced down the rest of his meal, tossed the trash, and hurried to his car. At least he could talk freely in there — most people would assume he was on Bluetooth or singing with the radio.

“No way can I bet a hundred dollars. I only ever got two hundred from Freeman, and that’s got to help pay bills. Not to mention that Sandra’s already pissed off. She finds out about this, she’ll kill me.”

“Not with 10-to-1 odds. You’ll bring back a thousand dollars. What’s wrong with that?”

Max wanted to argue more, but he noticed that the car headed toward the bank. Part of him had already decided and there seemed little point in fighting it further.

 


 

 

Chapter 5

By the time Max turned off Old US 52 into the parking lot of a vacant building, his mind had become a mush of conflicting thoughts. Looking at the people getting out of their cars or dismounting their motorcycles, Max knew he didn’t belong. In Winston-Salem, the Southeastern section of the city was predominately Hispanic — most of the signs were in Spanish and much of the conversation Max heard had the flow of Spanish. His aptitude for languages had never gone beyond failing Spanish 2 in high school, so he couldn’t be sure.

Not only was Max out of place, but his intentions were the kind that could get him in a lot of trouble. This was a dangerous place and betting on a fixed fight seemed like a dumb move — like robbing the people running this operation. But Drummond’s words hit the bull’s-eye over and over — they needed the money.

Stepping out of his beat up Honda, the cold air chilled his nose and ears. Not as cold as the silence from Sandra, though — she hadn’t even bothered to call wondering where he was. And beyond her, he had the name Hull floating in his brain.

No. He had to put all those thoughts aside. He had come here for a simple purpose. He should focus on that, get the job done, and leave as fast as possible.

He headed toward the entrance. The building had been a small warehouse or machine shop before. A loading dock large enough for two trucks ran along the front. Off-white paint peeled on all the walls and the rest of the building had a utilitarian, boxy look.

Three elderly Hispanic men walked in, one using a cane, and that sight eased Max’s nerves. How dangerous could the place actually be, if those men entered without fear? It also pleased him that he would not be the oldest man in the building.

As he entered, a table blocked the door leading to the main room — a fight was already in progress and the crowd’s cheers rumbled out to the line of men waiting to get in. Two guys large enough to be nightclub bouncers stood at the table. One collected a twenty dollar entrance fee while the second offered a betting form similar to what one saw at a horse race.

Max paid, took his form, and noticed that the layout of names followed the list he had swiped from Baxter House. He walked into the main room. The noise assaulted his ears as did the thick odor of sweat. This place had been designed to store boxes for shipping, not run a sporting event. Max wondered if this little business operated under the property owner’s nose or if the owner got a cut of the proceeds.

Drummond clapped his hands as he slid alongside Max. “I’m so glad you decided to come here. I haven’t been to a local fight in years. Decades, really. I’m looking forward to this.”

Max found an empty spot along the temporary metal bleachers set up around the ring. The ring itself looked professional enough. Two racks of lights had been mounted on thick poles, and long cables ran off to a generator. A few space heaters warmed those working the judges table and elsewhere, but mostly it was the body heat of the crowd that kept the temperature up. Still, everyone kept their winter coats on, and hot coffee appeared to sell far better than cold beer.

Two sweating middleweights slugged it out while the ref circled the fight. They kept clutching each other and some in the crowd booed. Neither fighter moved with much gusto. Max figured he had come near the end of this particular bout.

“What are you sitting down for?” Drummond asked. “Go make your bet.”

“Relax. That fight isn’t for a while and I want to look around first.” Now that he was there, Max started to wonder about Sebastian, the murder, Baxter House, and the paper that had led him to the Midnight Fights. How did those things connect? And who actually owned that house?

That question smacked Max in the head as hard as the punches being thrown in the ring. He had been so wrapped up in losing his client, his fight with Sandra, and his visit from Cecily Hull, that he never asked some of the most basic questions. It wasn’t Sebastian’s house — the man had made it quite clear how little money he had. It didn’t look lived in, though it was immaculate and clean. Yet books overflowed the shelves of that study and those papers were on the desk. Somebody used that space. Why had the police bothered calling in Max when they had more obvious people to inquire about — like the owner of that house?

“Max, wake up,” Drummond said, snapping his fingers before Max’s face. “You’ll miss an entire fight at this rate. Now, get down there and make your bet.”

“Maybe it’ll be better to watch this time.”

With a sigh that sounded more like a haunted moan, Drummond said, “I understand you’re nervous, but you’re going to win. So, relax. Besides, nobody comes here just to watch. If you don’t bet, people are going to get suspicious, and you’ve already got enough unwanted attention being here. You don’t exactly fit in.”

“I noticed.”

“Then get moving.”

Grumbling that he didn’t even understand this sport, Max walked over to a crowded table where men shouted out names and numbers. He nudged his way into the line and when he reached one of the house bookies, the man at the table spit out words rapid fire. It took Max a second to realize the man spoke in Spanish.

“I want to make a bet,” Max said.

The man smiled and shook his head. “No problem, man. Who you want and how much?”

Max glanced at the betting form, but he already knew the names on the list. “Gonzalez for two hundred.” He half-expected the bookie to throw out a Jeopardy-like answer waiting for the winning question.

“What round?”

“Huh?”

As if talking to an idiot, and Max couldn’t blame him for that, the man said, “You can bet on the round Gonzalez wins or you can bet on a TKO or on a decision at the end.”

“Can’t I just pick the winner?”

“Yeah,” the man said with a bit of disappointment.

When Max got back to his seat, he told Drummond what had happened. Drummond nodded. “Place like this, the payout doubles if you pick the winning round, but if you’re wrong, you lose the whole thing. Since the fight is fixed, they already know you’re gonna win, so by not picking the round, you guaranteed they’ll be losing some money to you tonight.”

“You couldn’t have told me that before I went to make the bet?”

“I thought you knew this kind of thing.”

“What kind of thing? I’ve never been to a boxing match before.” Two men further along the bench glanced at Max before shifted away from him. In a lower voice, he added, “All I know is that two guys get in the ring and beat each other to a pulp.”

“It’s a lot more than that.”

A portly man in a tuxedo stepped into the ring. “Gentleman,” he bellowed, and for the first time, Max noticed that the audience was entirely male. As the man spoke, the first fighter entered wearing a white robe. Two men — his trainer and another — entered with him. “For the next bout, in the right corner, weighing in at 187 pounds with a record of five knockouts, ten wins, and two losses, Hershel Jackson.”

The audience cheered and Jackson walked around the ring with his gloved hands held high. He was a muscular black man with a vicious look in his eyes. Max wondered how much they had to pay the guy to take this dive because he certainly looked like he could win a fight with ease.

“And in the left corner,” the announcer continued as the other fighter approached, “weighing in at 183 pounds with a record of one knockout, four wins, and four losses, Hector Gonzalez.”

Gonzalez bounded into the ring, his handlers ripping off the gold and silver robe, and he pranced around the ring thumping his chest. Some cheered, but the majority booed. Max hoped the upset that was about to happen didn’t cause a riot.

Moments later, the ring cleared, the ref spoke to the fighters, the bell rang, and the fight began. The two men circled each other, jabbing out their arms, but not making any big moves.

“This is it?” Max said. “I thought they were supposed to be pummeling each other.”

“You sure got blood-thirsty fast.” Drummond stared at Max a moment and finally gestured to the ring. “Look, this isn’t some barbaric gladiator kind of thing. Yeah, it’s a fight, but it’s really like a living chess match. Lots of strategy and thought goes into every moment. See, right now, there’s plenty going on. They’re feeling each other out — trying to determine each other’s fighting style. Also, they’re quickly learning their distances — how close can they get without getting hurt. Now, did you see that? Jackson shifted his feet and started circling the other direction.”

“So?”

“Well, Gonzalez did the same. So, Jackson just took control of their movement. That’s important. Whoever controls the ring usually controls the fight. Now, all those little jabs are for more than just distance. Each fighter is trying to force a reaction from the other. If I keep jabbing at you, and I notice that every time you flinch back to right, then when I’m ready, I fake a jab, you flinch right, and my full power punch is waiting for you in that spot I know you’re going for. Get it?”

“They’re trying to set up a real strong punch.”

“Exactly. There’s emotional stuff going on too — intimidation, breaking confidence, things like that.”

Though Max did not catch all of what Drummond had said, he understood enough to see that more went on in the fight than he had realized. He even experienced a little tremble in his chest when he caught that Gonzalez tried to change the direction of the circling but Jackson turned that shift into an assault. The fighters exchanged four hard punches before clenching up. Without Drummond’s explanation, Max saw that while clenched, Jackson threw two more punches to the ribs. They weren’t just hugging each other, buying time — they were inflicting body blows in each clench that would add up over the course of the fight and become crucial later on.

Except this fight is fixed, Max thought. None of it mattered. It was no more real than a reality show on television.

“Wow,” Drummond said. “Jackson’s putting on a heck of a show. He’s a real fighter. It’s got to be burning him bad to take this dive.”

As the fight continued into round after round, Max lost interest. No real point when he knew that no matter how bad Gonzalez looked to be doing, he would soon be making a miraculous comeback. Instead, Max scanned the crowd. He wondered what would happen if all those hard-working men learned that if they had bet on Jackson, they had no way of winning. In such a small place, the outcome would be fatal to a lot of innocent people.

Max froze as his eyes rested on one man in particular — a black man with a stark white horseshoe of hair running around his head. Looking closer, Max saw the same overweight body, the same hooked nose, and — when the man cheered for Jackson — the same discolored yellow tooth.

“Why would he be here?”

Drummond kept his attention on the fight. “What? Who?”

“There’s a guy down there — I swear he was one of the crime scene techs at Baxter House.”

“You think that’s odd? Be glad that’s the worst thing he’s doing. Cops and techs and all the so-called ‘good guys’ have as many vices as the rest of us. Maybe even more since they’re surrounded by it all day long.”

“Yeah, but that seems like too much of a coincidence, and you’ve certainly made it clear that there are no coincidences.”

Drummond finally turned his head to look at the man. “You’re certain it’s the same guy?”

“I think so.” Max dug out his phone. He figured he’d try to take a picture of the man, maybe zoom in, and see if a closer look helped.

“No need for that. You’re right. It’s him.”

“How do you know? You weren’t there yet when I bumped into him.”

“I know because I just saw him glance up here, and now he’s leaving.”

Drummond was right. The large man had sidestepped his way off the bleacher and walked around back.

“Come on,” Max said. “Something’s up.”

“You check it out. I want to see the rest of this fight.”

“You know how it’s going to end.”

“A well-choreographed fix can be every bit as entertaining as a fair fight.”

With a disgruntled huff, Max climbed over the two benches in front of him, walked behind the bleachers, and moved at a brisk pace in the direction of the man. He couldn’t run — too many people crowding the area plus doing so would have drawn too much attention. The heavy coffee aroma did little to mask the foul odors of all these bodies. Max didn’t want to know why his shoes kept sticking to the floor.

He turned the corner in time to see the man open a door and walk through. Maybe he hadn’t seen Max in the bleachers. Maybe he simply needed to use a restroom. But with the building technically vacant, the place had no running water — no restrooms would be working. The men were expected to pee outside. Anything else was expected to wait until they went somewhere else.

The crowd broke out a surprised gasp. Looked like Gonzalez had finally started his comeback. Max opened the door and peered in — a long hall lit by several battery-operated lanterns. No sign of the big man.

At the far end, one door stood ajar and dim light cut into the hall. Max could hear murmured voices. He wanted to call Drummond over, but it would take too much time to get back to his seat, grab the ghost, and return. He certainly couldn’t yell for Drummond.

Ignoring the itch on the back of his neck — the one digging under his skin, crawling up to his brain and shouting Don’t be stupid! — Max entered the hall. The sharp thuds of the landed blows and the deep grunts of the wounded fighters echoed down the hall turning it into a carnival funhouse trick. Max’s pulse quickened and his mouth dried.

He tried the first doors on either side. Both were locked. Laughter from down the hall. Deep-toned laughter — the kind that belonged to big, dangerous men. He thought he could hear guns being loaded. But he shook off the thought — only his imagination. For all he knew, the sound belonged to the click of beer cans against a metal table.

He tried another door. Locked. He needed some place he could hide while attempting to eavesdrop. The big man had been at Baxter House, and he had looked up at Max during the fight, choosing that moment to leave. Maybe he could convince himself that one of these had been coincidence. But all of it? Not likely. Not remotely likely.

About halfway down the hall, Max tried another door, and this time the knob turned. Licking the sweat off his lip, he eased the door open. But as he pushed it quietly in, someone took hold and yanked it from his hand.

Max took one look in the room and his stomach flipped. In the center of the room sat an elderly woman. She had long, curly gray hair and deeply wrinkled skin. Her eyes were clouded over. She wore numerous scarves, shreds of dresses, and bruises where clothes didn’t cover her arms or legs. She looked like a storybook gypsy that had been dragged behind a pickup truck for a few miles.

Her chair had been set in the middle of a large painted circle. Numerous symbols adorned the circle. Seven candles lined the outside of the circle and provided the only light in the room. Though Max didn’t know the specific symbols, he had seen enough spells and curses to know he had stumbled into something no good. This woman was a witch casting a spell.

She raised her hand at Max, and her palm bled from where she had dug another symbol into her skin — a swirling sign similar to a yin-yang but with a river-like path running through the middle. Her dead eyes stared at him, and her mouth moved without sound. Then she screamed.

“Here! Here!” she said.

From down the hall, Max heard voices. “Is that her? You hear that?”

“Crap,” Max said as he darted out of the room.

“Oooo!” The witch’s voice swirled around Max as he rushed down the hall. Nearing the main room where sounds of the fight rushed back at him, the doors opened and two burly men stepped in.

One lifted a cell phone to his mouth. There was a high-pitched beep. “Yeah, we got him.”

Max whirled around and tore off in the other direction. He sped by the witch’s door and heard her crying out. The men behind him approached with caution. Max figured they knew he had no way out and they didn’t want to get hurt if he panicked. Too late for that, he thought as his heart raced fast enough to win a Nascar event.

He tried a door on his left. Locked. He glanced back. The two men blocked the hall with their bulk. He shuffled down to the next door, this one on the right. It opened!

Dashing in, he saw another door on the opposite side of the room. He hurried across, stumbling into a chair, and tried the handle. It opened into another hall.

Max sprinted off to the left, randomly trying doors, hoping to lose the men in this maze. But the more turns he made, the more doors he went through, the more lost he became. When he cut across another room, he entered a hall that looked familiar. They all looked similar, though.

Sweat poured down his sides and his ragged breathing rang in his ears. He had to think. But he could hear the men approaching. He dashed on, turned a corner, and all hope sank. The hallway became a tunnel with only one light sitting halfway down and one door at the end. A sign hung above the door with the word EXIT above. This would have been a welcome sight, if not for the two-hundred pounds of muscle standing in front of the door.

If Max had to be beaten, he figured one beating would be better than two. He walked toward the exit and tried to ignore the footsteps behind him. The huge man blocking the exit crossed his arms but remained in his spot.

One of the men behind Max said, “Hey, man, c’mon. You got nowhere to go.”

Max continued walking.

“Just come with us. Don’t make us hurt you.”

Max pressed on. He knew he should stop. He knew that they had him no matter what he did and that wherever they took him, more pain would follow, so why make the pain start now? But he couldn’t stop his legs even if he tried.

The boulder in front of him appeared to grow larger. He became a mountain blocking Max’s way. The mountain put out its hand, much like the witch had done, only this hand had no bloody symbol carved in the palm — this hand merely said Stop, or you’ll be sorry.

Max cringed as he stepped closer. But the man’s hand started to shiver. His eyes widened and his mouth dropped. The two behind Max stopped, and one of them muttered, “What’s wrong?”

The mountain dropped to his knees. Drummond floated behind with his hand buried into the guard’s back. The ghost screamed out as the guard did so, too.

Hearing Drummond’s pain snapped Max into action. He bolted ahead, leaped over the guard, and slammed through the exit. The two behind him followed, one stopping to help the injured guard.

“Get to your car,” Drummond said, slouching in the hallway. “I’ll catch up in a minute.”

Max darted across the parking lot, heading straight for his Honda. The frozen night air cut into his lungs, but he kept running. His mind could only process one thought — get to the car. So, even as he noticed the wide puddle on the broken asphalt, his mind never warned him that in North Carolina the night air often dropped low enough to freeze water. He hit the ice and his legs went out from under him. His side slammed on the hard ground and he rolled a few feet further.

As he struggled to get back up, a meaty hand grabbed his shoulder. He looked up in time to see a tight fist approaching his face.

 


 

 

Chapter 6

Max’s eyes fluttered open against harsh fluorescent lights. Cold concrete pressed against his back while he smelled old feet from the thin pillow under his head. That poor head — the ache started in the back near his neck, wrapped straight over, and settled on the bruises covering the right side of his face. When his eyes finally adjusted, Max confirmed where he thought he was — jail.

Groaning, he sat up. The cot offered nothing in the way of comfort, but he hadn’t expected much either. Off to his left, through the jail cell’s bars, he saw the tan wall of a hallway.

“So, this is jail,” he muttered. He had never been in a cell before. His calm demeanor surprised him at first. But the more he thought about it, he realized that he remained calm partly because his body hurt too much to worry and partly because he knew he wouldn’t stay in that cell for long. He couldn’t imagine the charges being anything worse than attending an illegal boxing event or disorderly conduct. Whatever the charges, his record didn’t have anything serious before. He might end up with some community service hours, but it wasn’t as if he stared at years behind bars. A few hours, a day at most — he could handle that.

“Well, ain’t this a pickle?” Drummond said as he entered through the concrete wall opposite Max.

Max thought he should revise how long he could endure being in a cell, if Drummond decided to stay. “No need to hang around. I’m sure I’ll be out soon.”

“You could use a few more hours in here. Your face looks horrible.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“They worked you over hard.”

“I had no idea. I thought the pain in my head came from you yapping away all the time.”

“Hey, don’t get all uppity with me. I saved your ass, remember.”

Max scooted to the edge of the cot, leaned over, and cupped his chin. “I know. Thank you. Seriously. Anyway, what did you find out?”

“Huh?”

“Come on. I can see the sunlight down the hall. I know you didn’t spend the whole evening watching over me. Not with all that happened. So, what did you get?”

Drummond grinned as he tipped his hat back. “Good to see you’re really getting the hang of all this. Well, while you slept off that beating, I followed that fat man to his home.”

“Do you have to say it like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like being fat is a bad thing.” Max waved off his complaint when he saw the confusion in Drummond’s face. “Forget it.”

“You people today get so crazy about the names of things. Sheesh.”

“Right. We’re all PC screwed up. Now, get on with it — you followed the heavyset man, the crime scene tech, to his home.”

Drummond peeked down into his coat pocket, listened, and shrugged. “Okay, okay. Leed wants you to know that really it was his idea to follow the guy home.”

“I don’t care who had the idea. It was Leed’s idea. Fine. And?”

“And his name is Luther Boer. He lives on the eastern edge of the city line in a crappy apartment. Married. Didn’t get a good look at the wife. She slept under a ton of covers, trying to save money on heating. No kids. That’s about it for now.”

Max rubbed his temples to stave off the pounding in his head from getting worse. “Thanks. At least that gives us a little something to go on.”

“Little? You got thumped in the head too much if that’s what you think.”

“Maybe I did. What am I missing?”

With an impatient huff, Drummond said, “Add it all up. You’re called to a murder scene in which Luther Boer is one of the crime scene techs. It just so happens that on the desk of the room in which the murder occurred, there are papers with information on a fixed fight. Luther is at that fight. Want to bet which fighter he laid money on? If those things aren’t connected, I’ll quit smoking.”

“You quit smoking the moment you died.”

“Then I’ll figure out how a ghost can smoke, I’ll start smoking, and then quit again. Point is this — if Luther didn’t kill Sebastian directly for those fight fixes, he certainly was involved. In fact, it looks like Sebastian was in on running this fight scam.”

“Damn.” Max clamped his mouth shut, holding back the urge to vomit. “Why do the weird ones always find me?”

“Nothing weird about a fixed fight. They happen all the time.”

“You didn’t see why everybody tried to beat me up.”

“They didn’t try, they succeeded.”

Max touched his swollen cheek. “Yeah, well, the reason was that I stumbled upon a witch casting a spell. I don’t know what she was doing exactly, but I’m guessing it had to do with the fight.”

“That explains what happened after you left. I told you at the fight it looked like Jackson wanted to win. When Gonzalez made his comeback, I thought I was seeing a master actor in Jackson. The expression on his face — he couldn’t believe Gonzalez suddenly fought back. I’ve seen fighters take dives before. They don’t look like that.”

“So, Jackson didn’t take a dive. The people running the fight used a witch to give Gonzalez an edge.”

“More like a sledgehammer, but yup. That’s what happened.”

“Maybe Sebastian was in on this scam. Luther figured it out. Then what? He kills Sebastian?”

“Probably tried blackmail first. They met at Baxter House because it’s vacant. Sebastian refuses to yield to Luther’s demands, Luther loses his temper, takes a swing at Sebastian, they struggle, and he accidentally kills your client.”

It fit together, but Max got the feeling they were pounding those puzzle pieces into place. Something was off. Lack of blood, for one thing. A struggle and accidental murder would have left a wound on the body and blood on the floor — but none had been found at the scene.

“Talking to yourself?” Detective Rolson said as he blustered down the hall toward Max’s cell. “You know, that’s the first sign of insanity from incarceration.”

Max waited as the heavy steps of the man approached. When Rolson finally appeared at the door, he leaned his shoulder on the frame and grinned. His blond hair seemed brighter this time as did his entire demeanor.

“I’d like a lawyer,” Max said.

Drummond said, “That’s right. Never talk to these guys without a lawyer.”

Rolson raised his hands with a fake, staccato laugh. “Easy there. No need for lawyers. You’re not getting charged with anything. In fact, you’ve been processed. I’m here to let you out.”

“Since when do detectives handle this kind of thing?”

“Oh, not usually, I admit. But I wanted to have a little chat with you before you go.” Max edged back in the cell, and Rolson made that same horrible laughing sound. “Now, now, no need to worry. I wasn’t implying anything but a real chat. I’m not going to hurt you.”

Drummond shifted closer to Rolson. “You want me to freeze his brain? I’ll do it gladly.” Max shot Drummond a harsh look. “I was joking. Sheesh. If you want to be like that, then I’ll go wait for you outside.” With that, Drummond left.

Rolson pressed up against the bars, his belly pushing through, and snorted hard as if he might spit into the cell. “I’m a little troubled by what I see. I got a guy whose name comes up in a murder investigation, and only a couple days later, same guy gets hauled in for disorderly conduct at an underground, illegal boxing match. Quite a coincidence. Now, something I’ve learned over my years as a detective is that there are no coincidences. So, you being at these places — this troubles me.”

“Me, too.”

“Don’t be a wiseass. I’m trying to help you here.”

Rolson unlocked the door and slid it open. Even when opening, it made the telltale clanking sound of finality. Max wondered if the companies that made these doors had purposely designed them to make that sound.

Rolson stood firm in his position, forcing Max to sidestep in order to exit the cell. As he passed through, Rolson poked him in the chest several times. “You listen to me. Whatever you’re involved in, get out now. You’re clearly much too frail to run around with people who can make your face look as bad as it does — people who commit murder. You’re not ready for these kinds of people. You don’t know what you’re up against, and from what I’ve seen in this world, you don’t want to know.”

“Thanks for the advice. I’ll consider it.”

“No, you won’t. I’ve seen enough like you in my time. I know how this plays out.” Rolson hefted his pants up and readjusted his shirt. “Well, the advice I’ve given you, that’s the carrot. Here’s the stick — you got connected to my murder case, you got busted at this fight, that’s your two strikes, as far as I’m concerned. You so much as get a speeding ticket, I’m going to find out about it, and I’ll drag your ass in. You understand me?”

Max’s muscles tensed. Part of him wanted to deck Rolson and send him sprawling to the ground. In his younger days, Max might have done just that, but he clenched his teeth and in a low growl said, “Yes, sir, Detective Rolson. I understand you one hundred percent, five-by-five, and crystal clear.”

Not content to let Max have the last word, Rolson gave Max’s shoulder a little shove down the hall. “We’ll see. Perhaps your wife can keep you in line.”

Max looked back. “My wife?”

“Yeah. She’s the one that came to get you.”

Max swallowed against the lump growing in his throat. Of course, Sandra would be the one to pick him up. He shouldn’t have expected otherwise — the only other living person he knew well in this city was Leon at the library. But knowing that Sandra waited for him, knowing how bad things were between them, knowing that he had no other option — he feared this might be the trial that broke their marriage.

As he walked to the end of the holding area and waited for Rolson to unlock the door into the rest of the police station, Max concentrated on keeping the tears from falling down his face. Despite the fights, despite the down times, despite every negative instance in their marriage, Max loved Sandra unquestionably. The mere taste of a possible divorce nauseated him, and his heart cracked under the possibility that he had gone too far.

She stood at a tall counter, filling out some forms, and Max had a moment in which he watched her without her knowing. So beautiful. A simple enough thought, but one that kept repeating in his head, and in its repetition, the words took on deeper layers. Her beauty went far beyond her physical attributes, and his love followed her into her depths.

When she tilted her head towards him, her eyes glistened over. She rushed into his arms. “Are you okay?” She looked as his bruised face, putting out her fingers to touch his skin but holding back for fear of hurting him.

“I’m fine,” he said. “Thanks for getting me out.”

Satisfied that he had not been harmed, she slapped his arm. “What the hell were you thinking?”

Max heard a snicker from behind. No need to look. He knew the sound of Drummond all too well. Besides, he didn’t want to look over and see Rolson’s smugness staring back at him.

They all stayed quiet until they were in the car and on the road home. Only then did Sandra speak, and Max shuddered at the worry in her voice. “Let’s start with the obvious. How much trouble are we in?”

“I don’t know. I’m not even sure what’s going on.”

“Drummond?” she said, glancing in the rearview mirror.

Drummond leaned forward. “He’s telling you fair and square. You got yourself a dead body, a suspicious crime tech, fixed fights, and a witch. I couldn’t tell you what that adds up to for certain.”

“Okay, then,” she said, running a yellow light as she headed out of the city. “With a witch involved, that means the Hulls. And if the Hulls are involved, that means Cecily Hull’s visit was no accident.”

Max leaned his forehead on the cold window. “I’m really sick of them. Part of me wants to help Cecily just to get rid of the rest of them.”

Sandra poked the control console, trying to get the car’s heating to kick in, but only a lukewarm trickle of air came out of the vents. “Let’s focus on things that make sense.”

“Nothing in this makes sense.”

“Then let’s look at it like a new case and go from there.”

Drummond nodded. “You listen to her. She’s still the smartest of you two.”

“Okay,” Max said. “I’ll start fresh on this. Drummond and I will hit it all in the morning.”

“Me, too,” Sandra said.

“Nice of you to offer, but you’ll be at work.”

Sandra turned onto the gravel drive leading into the trailer park. “Oh, didn’t I mention? I quit that job.”

“Are you joking?”

She parked and faced him. “The Hulls are not going to leave us alone. You know that very well. Whatever’s going on here, it involves them, and they’ve got to be dealt with. Working at the bakery won’t help us do that, and if we don’t deal with the Hulls, my part-time job won’t matter. We’ll be lucky if we make it to Christmas alive.”

Drummond swished out of the car and put out his arms. “Looks like Max Porter Research and Investigations is back in action!”

Max cocked an eyebrow at his wife. “Since when is that our name?”

“I think he just coined it. Kind of like it, though.”

As Sandra exited the car, Max let his head loll back. He didn’t deserve her. Knowing that his fears of ending their marriage had vanished only underscored how much he needed her. For a moment, his mind locked on one simple thought, What an incredible woman.

She knocked on the car door and gestured for him to get moving. As usual, she was right. They had a lot to do.

 


 

 

Chapter 7

Max bounded into the library, ready to tackle the research and find a solution. With Sandra’s aid, he knew they could beat the Hulls — they had done so before — and he marveled at his own idiocy for having doubted her in the first place. He glanced at his wrist and considered having the words SHE’S ALWAYS ON YOUR SIDE tattooed to remind him that she was there for him when things got tough.

“You in a car accident?” Leon asked, his face wrinkling at the sight of Max’s bruises.

“Looks worse than it is.” Max smiled until his injured skin complained.

“Need any help today?”

“If you got the time, I’m always grateful for your help.”

With that, Leon and Max went to work. As they navigated their way through online searches and poured over books found in dark corners of the library, Max found his brain falling easily into the rhythms of research. It helped knowing that at the same time, Drummond and Leed searched for Sebastian Freeman’s ghost and Sandra dug up whatever information she could find on Luther Boer.

After a few hours of work, Max had formed a clear picture of North Carolina after the Civil War. It wasn’t pretty. The North had devastated the South. Directly, Northern soldiers raided towns, killed civilians, and ravaged the lands. They behaved like conquerors — which in some ways, they were. Indirectly, the financial toll of running the war and losing much of their industry in the process struck the South hard. The emotional loss hit hardest of all. They needed to rebuild — both physically and mentally.

Problems started immediately. Carpetbaggers popped up before the canon smoke had cleared. These were Northerners or turncoats who now entered North Carolina politics and leveraged the black vote in order to gain office. Many whites saw these men as opportunists who used the black people in ways every bit as awful as slavery.

On the other end were the scalawags — disenfranchised rebels, many of whom fought for the South. What kind of life could they live now that the world they had built lay in ruin? The things they valued no longer were acceptable by the law, yet the land was filled with people who still wanted to fight the war.

It was a confusing, angry time. Every new law that came out of the North seemed designed to punish the Southerners — even as the North publicly said they wouldn’t exact retribution.

“You know,” Leon said, looking up from one dusty volume, “it’s kind of interesting that when Lincoln was assassinated, many in the South cheered. They were thrilled to be rid of him. But I believe that if he had survived, a lot of the problems the South had to deal with wouldn’t have happened. He seemed to understand that losing the war was punishment enough. He would have had a hard fight with Congress, but I think he might have kept the country on a better path.”

Max often talked to his books while doing research. Having Leon around made him feel as if his books were talking back.

“Might never have been a KKK if Lincoln had survived,” Max said.

Leon gave the idea some thought before shaking his head. “Maybe it wouldn’t have become as big and powerful as it did, but too many white people hated black people. Too many more feared what we’d do after being treated so horribly for so long — especially if we got organized. After all, there were more blacks than whites at the time. So, I think the KKK or some group like it was inevitable.”

Max had to agree. They both had uncovered enough newspaper articles depicting the latest lynching to know that fear and hatred flowed like the blood of soldiers on the battlefield. In fact, right after the Civil War had ended, maintaining order became the primary job of most leaders. Some attempted to use local law enforcement as well as political maneuvers. Others called on federal troops to force their way in.

Every night was fraught with violence. Every night ratcheted up the fear. Black people worried the Ku Klux Klan or some other white supremacy group would come after them. White people feared the black men would riot and tear apart the town.

It reached a point so bad that Congress enacted three laws, the last in 1871 known as the Enforcement Act which gave the President the power to suspend habeas corpus when combating the KKK and other groups like it.

Max shut one of the books with a hard thump. “How are we going to find one nearly nameless girl in the middle of this kind of chaos? People were bad enough at record-keeping to begin with, but with nightly raids and constant threats, too many of the black populace were on the move. Leaving for the North, running from the most dangerous towns, getting out as fast as they could. It’s not as if these people were giving the post office a forwarding address.”

Leon scratched the back of his head. “None of my business, so I won’t be offended if you tell me to kiss off, but I got to ask — what’s wrong? I mean, I’ve never seen you this worked up over researching.”

“I’m sure you haven’t.”

“I got to be honest, seeing you all beat up and right after reading about Sebastian Freeman being murdered — should I be worried?”

“Nobody’s coming after you. You’ve got nothing to tell them, anyway.”

“But there is a them?”

“Yeah, there is. If you want to stop helping me, I understand. No reason for you to risk anything.”

“You just said nobody would be coming for me. Now, I’m risking something? Which is it?”

Max paused long enough to give an answer serious thought. Showing impressive patience, Leon waited, his expression never betraying any fear or concern. “I don’t think you’re in any real danger, but the people I’m dealing with are dangerous. They might approach you, might give you a hard time. They’ll want to know what I’ve been researching and how far I got. Stuff like that.”

“Look here, I’m a librarian, not whatever you are. I like history and family and spiritual, respectful, intelligent debate. I’m not a fighter, and I don’t do illegal things.”

“And I wouldn’t ask you to.”

“Okay, then. Long as that’s clear, what do you want me to tell them?”

“The truth, of course — that you helped me search for Sebastian’s family and we never could find anyone on his mother’s side. You only know I wanted this info for Sebastian, that he was my client, and you found it strange that I continued to look into it even after Sebastian’s death.”

“But what if you find out more?”

“I think as far as you remember, nothing else happened. You can decide whether that’s truth or lie by staying here or not. I won’t force you to stay.”

Leon chuckled to himself, smiling and giving a little shake but making no sound. He opened the book Max had closed and tapped the pages. “So, we’re looking for Miss Lilla with no last name and we know she was alive during part of the Reconstruction because she marries the first Freeman that led to Sebastian.”

“Right,” Max said, holding back the urge to hug Leon. “We also know she lived long enough to have at least one child. So, if we assume she was a normal girl and married between fourteen and twenty, at the latest, that means she would have had to be born no later than 1851.”

“Yup. And that means, if she lived a normal life, she would be dying around 1900 at the earliest. That’d give her about a good fifty years.”

“I think it’s a safe bet. If she had died young or outlived most, or if she had died from something unusual, we would know. Stories like that often made the papers, and they last a long time in a family. Especially a black family.”

Leon pulled back. “What the heck’s that supposed to mean?”

Max cocked his head to the side. “Really, Leon? You think I’m suddenly a racist?” Leon didn’t back down. “Fine. The majority of black people in America descend from slaves. The majority of slaves were not permitted to learn reading and writing. Couple that with the oral African traditions most of those slaves originally came with and the American black family became one of oral traditions. Entire family histories were shared through stories, not by writing it all down. Thus, if Miss Lilla had died or lived an unusual life, somebody would have made it part of the family history, and Sebastian would have known more on the subject than he told me.”

Though still ruffled, Leon gave a single nod. “Okay, then. We’ve got a window of time to look into. It’s probably safe to assume she lived in or near Winston-Salem; otherwise, what was the point of hiring you?”

“Maybe I’m really that good.”

“You are good. But I don’t know about that good.”

Max grinned. “Guess I’ll comb through the local papers from that time and see what turns up.”

“We got most of it here on microfilm. Some’s been digitized, too. So you can run a few computer searches first. I want to go through some more of what we’ve got here.”

“Thanks,” Max said and offered his hand. Leon accepted and as they shook, he chuckled. Max laughed. “I know. I’m nuts, but I appreciate you helping me out despite all that.”

After an hour had passed sitting in front of the microfilm viewer, Max’s eyes burned and his neck had a crick in it. When he finally stumbled onto a reference to Miss Lilla, he had to read the article three times before he believed that he had not misread it. Each time through produced the same result — he had found her. He printed the article and rushed to find Leon.

The KKK’s nightly activities had reached a fever pitch. Several papers had taken to writing regular articles about the hangings and burnings, and no matter how bad the state of twenty-four hour news often felt, the papers of the 19th century held little in check. Graphic photos of black bodies hanging from the trees accompanied most articles as well as lists of those who had gone unaccounted for. While reviewing those lists, Max had spotted the name Lilla one column over. He pointed it out to Leon.

With a careful eye, Leon read over the article. Max observed his friend’s eye hover over the photograph. It depicted three bodies dangling from a tree while several white cloaked men stood and watched. One of the bodies looked particularly small.

When Max had seen the photo the first time, he processed it as a bit of research, a moment in history — despicable, grotesque, but no different than any harsh image on a television show. Leon’s hesitation, however, drove the reality deep into Max’s chest. These were real people that had been hung.

They might have been sleeping that night — parents and their child — when the glass windows shattered and the door broke down. Voices shouted at them as men rampaged into their home. Dressed like ghosts, they swarmed the sleeping family, dragged them outside, ignored their cries and pleas, assaulted them with kicks and punches, until the coarse ropes scraped their skin and lifted them into the air.

“Why do you stay here?” Max asked.

“What do you mean?” Leon asked, but they both knew what he had meant. “Where am I to go?”

“North? West? Any place without such a history for hating black people.”

Leon looked up at Max as if catching a man running down the street naked while singing the British national anthem. “White people hate black people all over this country. It’s better than it was back then, but the problem hasn’t gone away. I stay in the South because this is my home, it’s where I’m from. But I’ll tell you something more. I got my degree in library sciences up in Pennsylvania. Beautiful state. Nice people. You know the town of Ephrata? Grand Wizard of the KKK lived there.”

“I didn’t mean to imply there were no bigots anywhere in the North, but I would think —”

“You would, but you’d be wrong. There are the same number of bigots everywhere. Difference here is that in the South, they aren’t afraid to show their true colors. I know exactly who my friends are and who are my enemies down here. Up North, everyone smiles and treats you real nice. Until you leave and they start counting the silverware. So, no thank you. I’m happy to stay here. I know where I stand. I know who my people are.”

Max didn’t know if he bought Leon’s idea as a constant truth, but he certainly could see how it held true for Leon. He simply didn’t know enough black people to judge if all felt the same way. And what’s that say about me? That I don’t know enough black people?

Troubled by his thoughts, Max welcomed a change when Leon tapped the paper and said, “Hmmm. It says here that a family of three was hanged because the Ku Klux said they had attempted escape during the War. ‘Governor Holden has requested the aid of Federal soldiers in calming the nightly agitations. This is good news to most Negroes who have been complaining about ill treatment. Miss Lilla H. was willing to be quoted as saying “We ain’t slaves no more.” This reporter agrees but notes that while Negroes are no longer slaves, that doesn’t give them the mental faculties necessary for voting or participating in our civilized mode of life.’ See that? There’s still too many today who would agree with this paper.”

“Racism issues aside, do you think that’s Miss Lilla?”

Leon read the article again, his distaste for it pulsing off his tense shoulders and set jaw. At length, he nodded. “It could be her. It would explain a lot, too. See they call her ‘Miss Lilla H.’ which suggests that she’s no slave.”

“Civil War’s over by this point. Nobody’s a slave.”

“I mean if she had been a slave, she’d have the Master’s last name, or like Freeman, she would have changed it. Instead, the paper only gives her an initial. It’s possible she was never a slave. That the letter stands for whatever her real last name is, and that the white men running the paper didn’t want to acknowledge that but also wanted to make sure the KKK knew who to target for saying anything at all. Don’t forget, the KKK was made up of all types — ex-soldiers, former slave owners, and plenty of people longing for the ‘good old days’ — so, they use the initial of her last name.”

Max frowned. “That can’t be the big secret. I mean, somebody killed Sebastian. Almost a hundred fifty years later, why would it matter if Lilla was a slave or not? It couldn’t matter enough to kill a man. Could it?”

As Leon shrugged, Max’s cell phone rang — Sandra. “Hi, hon,” he said, enjoying the warm feeling of speaking to her with affection.

Instead of a warm response, Sandra’s filled his ear with excited energy. “I’ve got him. I think I know why Sebastian was murdered.”

 


 

 

Chapter 8

Max met up with Sandra and Drummond at the McDonald’s across the street from their trailer park. They knew they shouldn’t splurge on dinner out — even dinner as cheap as McDonald’s — but none could stand the thought of discussing the case that evening while surrounded by their failure. At least while eating fast food, they could face the other direction and pretend that crappy trailer didn’t await their return. More importantly, the restaurant had much better heating.

As Max and Sandra settled in on the same side of a booth, Max grabbed a fry. “So, tell me everything. Who killed Sebastian?”

Drummond slipped into the seat opposite them. “Hold on, there. Leed and I have spent the whole day in the Other, and I think we have some worthwhile information to provide.”

“Don’t you think knowing who killed Sebastian trumps anything you or I found?”

“First off, it wasn’t just me. You keep forgetting Leed and he doesn’t like it.”

“Sorry,” Max said, hoping the other diners ignored that he and Sandra appeared to be talking to each other yet looking across at an empty side of the booth. “I only forget sometimes because I can’t see him.”

“He says it’s no big deal. What is big, though, is that we couldn’t find Sebastian. I don’t mean that we’re narrowing in on him or that we got a clue. I mean, he isn’t in the Other. I don’t think he’s dead.”

“I saw his body. Heck, you saw his body.”

“We saw a body. But I’m telling you he’s not in the Other.”

Sandra said, “Maybe he moved on. You know, like you were supposed to do.”

“Only problem with that idea is that we know he hired Max to look into his family. Only a few things normally keep a ghost hanging around. Shocking death where the soul isn’t willing to accept that the body is dead — that could easily apply if he had been murdered the way Max and I saw at Baxter House. But then finding him in the Other should have been a snap. Trust me, it’s not hard to locate people who can’t admit they’re dead. They stand out.”

“So, you don’t think he died in a shock. That doesn’t mean he’s still alive.”

“Another reason to stay is when you got unfinished business. Anybody murdered would have loads of unfinished business. I’m talking serious business here, not unpaid bills or something. I’m talking telling a loved one something very important along the lines of ‘Gee, honey, you have a child I never told you about.’ That kind of thing.”

Max said, “Now, he didn’t die or if he did, he’s all good with his personal affairs?”

“Here’s the kicker — a big reason ghosts stay around is when they are deeply disconnected from their lives. Sebastian Freeman hired us to find his relatives. He was searching for that kind of connection and never got it. So, if he were murdered, he most definitely would be haunting the area. I can’t believe he would be allowed to move on with all this hanging over him.”

“Well, he is dead. If he were alive, he would have called me by now.” Max pointed a fry at Drummond. “And don’t tell me he’s faked his own death. I’m not buying that one.”

“Stranger things have happened.”

Sandra put down her burger. “Can we get to what I found?”

“Of course. Sorry, your husband can get so carried away.”

Sandra lifted an eyebrow at Drummond. “I looked into two parts of this and found some very interesting things. First, I checked out Baxter House.” Sandra had once been a Realtor and still had contacts in that world. They often provided her with information that she shouldn’t have access to — her father had always said that it paid to maintain friendships.

“The house dates back to 1912 when a man named Cal Baxter inherited a tremendous sum of money. Several million dollars — which in 1912 was something like a hundred million today. He built the house that same year. Before becoming wealthy, he worked as a clerk for the local papers and his name never turned up in much else. After building the house, though, neighbors complained about strange noises and Baxter’s unsociable behavior.”

“1912?” Max tapped his chin in thought. “Did you find any mention of a woman named Lilla H?”

“No.”

“She would have been quite old by then — especially for those times. Maybe 70.”

Sandra shook her head. “Nobody like that came up, but I was only going through the Realtor’s history, so I can’t tell if he had children or if he was married or anything like that. None of that would show up in business papers from that time period since only men counted back then.”

Max thought about what he had learned earlier that day, things Leon had said. If Lilla had never been a slave, she would have been making a living somehow before the war. And afterwards, all black people needed to find jobs. It was a chaotic time. But she would have had years of work experience under her belt. Getting a job might have been easier, but not necessarily easy — no matter what, she was still a black woman in the late 1860s looking for a job.

“Maybe,” Max said, drawing out the word as he formulated his thoughts, “Lilla’s child worked for Cal Baxter. Lilla would have probably been a highly sought after maid. One of the best in the area. If she wasn’t a slave, she would have been better educated — at least enough to take care of herself and keep employed.”

Drummond agreed. “Over time she builds up a good reputation and then trains her daughter to do the same. Did she have a daughter?”

“Lilla and Walter Freeman had two daughters and three sons. So, it’s possible. By the time Cal Baxter has built his mansion, he hires the Freeman daughter to run the place based on the firm reputation of the mother.”

Sandra pulled out her cell phone and tapped away. Their phones would be one of the last things to give up. Their trailer had no Internet connection, so they relied on their phones to stay connected to the world. “I’m making a note to look further into that. I’ll see what I can find.”

“I still don’t see how all this Cal Baxter stuff tells us who murdered Sebastian.”

“Patience, honey.” Sandra finished her note and put the phone away. “After I found out the Baxter info, I turned my focus toward Luther Boer, and let me tell you this — he’s lucky to still have his job. The Boer’s are heavily in debt. They spent the last few months house hunting but couldn’t secure a loan. I called their landlord and told her I was the bank following up their loan application. She told me they were two months behind on their rent.”

“What a wonderfully sneaky move,” Drummond said.

“I’m learning a lot hanging around you two. I also posed as a Realtor and was able to get access to the rest of their finances.”

“Wait,” Max said, his jaw as wide open as his eyes. “You can do that?”

“Oh, honey, it’s easy. The world pretends we’re all security conscious, but things are as loose as they ever were. Maybe even more than before computers.”

She put her hand over his, and the simple gesture warmed him. “Luther’s broke,” he said. “Worse off than us. And he’s got all sorts of problems because of that. I’m guessing you think he killed Sebastian.”

“Doesn’t it seem likely?”

Max thought for a moment. “We need more information. This is all good stuff, and I feel in my gut that we’re closing in on things, but it’s not there yet.”

Rising in the air, Drummond said, “Okay, pal. What do you want us to do?”

“You and Leed have got to find Sebastian.”

“I told you —”

“He didn’t fake his death, and you know it. So go back to the Other and find him, or find out where he went. While you’re at it, see if you can find Cal Baxter in there. Maybe he’ll tell us if he ever hired Lilla H’s daughter. Sandra, I need you to do the same incredible job you just pulled finding information on Luther Boer, and go find whatever you can on Sebastian Freeman. I’ve been spending all my time looking into his past, but we don’t know anything about his present.”

“You can count on it,” Sandra said. “What about you?”

“I’ve got to take on what might be the most dangerous job of all. I’m going to visit Luther Boer’s wife.”

 


 

 

Chapter 9

The next day, Max drove out east on Route 40 and exited onto Thomasville Road. The Winston-Salem city line ran clear out to the town of Walburg where there were several groups of apartment buildings. Some looked well-maintained and pricey. Others looked as if they had been designed in the 1970s — all brick and utilitarian. Then there were those that made Max thankful for his crappy trailer.

Pulling up to one of these disheveled buildings, Max noted the dented cars and scattered trash in the yards. In warmer weather, he imagined most of the people hung around outside — indoors would be too hot. But winter had arrived early, and the biting chill hit Max every time he got out of his car.

Knocking on the door to Apartment B, Max skipped from foot to foot and blew warm air on his hands. He had waited until Luther left for work, and he knew Luther’s wife, Maria, was still inside. So, he knocked again. “Mrs. Boer? Please answer the door.”

When the door finally opened, Max faced a short but harsh-looking white woman. With a cigarette in hand, scraggly hair tied back with a dirty kerchief, and eyes that didn’t want to be bothered, she glared at him like a petulant teenager. “What do you want?”

“You’re Mrs. Luther Boer?”

“Yeah?”

“I was hoping you could answer a few questions about your husband’s involvement with the police department’s crime scene division.”

Her face lost all of its swagger. Jabbing her cigarette in his direction, she said, “I am not going through all that crap again. You IAD people can talk to him direct. And he ain’t dirty, so there ain’t nothing to talk about anyways.”

Max smiled and decided to play along. “No, no, ma’am, you misunderstand. We’re not investigating your husband for any wrongdoing.”

“You’re not?”

“I promise you, he’s not in any trouble coming from us. But he is involved in a case that has crossed our table regarding another officer, and I hoped by speaking with you, I might be able to get the information I need without causing your husband any embarrassment at headquarters. Those things can stall a career, and frankly, when it comes to IAD asking the questions, other police officers might make poor assumptions.”

Her brow furrowed tight. “You sayin’ that by talking with me, you’re trying to protect him from getting an ass-whooping from the other cops?”

“Yeah, that’s pretty much what I’m saying.”

“Shit, why didn’t you say so? Come on in.” She walked away from him and headed into the kitchen. “Want a beer?”

Max glanced at his watch — 10:14 am. “I can’t. I’m on duty.”

The apartment stank of mold and grease. Max suspected the windows had never been opened, and the grime coating the bottoms of the panes backed up this idea. A torn couch sat against one wall and off to the side was a plastic table with two chairs. Junk mail piled up on the chairs, and the table looked like a dumping ground for pizza boxes and take out. In front of the couch was a stained coffee table with three full ashtrays. A few feet away, a small television perched on a pile of old phone directories. Behind the television, hung on the wall bold and proud, Max saw a large poster of a black fist.

Sauntering over to the couch, Maria took a swig from a beer bottle. “So, Mister IAD who don’t want a beer, what is it you want to ask me?”

“I was interested in Luther’s family history.”

“Huh?”

“You see, the person I’m looking into has a long history in this area going back all the way to the days when the land your home is on was probably a plantation. How far does Luther’s family go back around here?”

With her mouth drawn tight, Maria set her beer on the coffee table. She stared at that beer, nodding to herself, and then stood. “Mister, we’re good people and we don’t deserve you trying to drag us down because of things that got nothing to do with us. We’re down far enough as it is.”

“I’m not trying to cause you trouble.”

“Bullshit. I can hear it in your voice. You ain’t good people. I seen the way you looked at that poster. You think you know everything and you’ve got your nose in the air about my home. Ever since y’all found out about Chicken, you been harassing us. Why you always giving Luther the shit jobs? Huh? Why you always passing over him for promotions? You ever think that maybe we need that money to survive? Pay him so little, work him all hours, and then you dare come here trying to paint us with a brush because ol’ Chicken is in my past. Look around here. You think a top man in the police should be living like this?”

“I apologize, ma’am. I’m not insinuating anything about you or your husband. I really only wanted to ask a few questions.”

“Well, you ain’t asked anything yet, but you sure implying a lot.”

Max closed his mouth. Part of him wanted to ask her what Luther had told her he did for a living or about Luther’s gambling. Part of him thought that was too vindictive and might cause trouble for him down the road. Still another part argued that she had a right to know the truth about her husband. Except, other parts of him pointed out, it wasn’t his place to provide that truth.

Turning to leave, Maria said, “Figures. Y’all are such pansies. Can’t solve a crime without Luther but you want to hang him every time he speaks the truth about racial problems.”

Max halted and turned back. “Your husband spends his days collecting evidence at crime scenes for others to process. It’s not a high level position. And the reason you’re poor isn’t his job. Even the lowest crime tech makes good money. Luther’s just a fool who gambles it all away instead of sharing it with you.” The words were out of his mouth before he could stop himself.

“Get out,” she growled. Then she lunged at Max, pounding his back with her fists. “Get out of here! Don’t you ever come back!”

Driving home, Max thought over all Leon had said about people being more honest and straight-forward down here, and in regards to the subject of prejudice, he had to agree. It was easier in the South to know where people stood.

More importantly for the case, Maria Boer’s lack of filter on her thoughts led to her letting the word Chicken slip. Whatever that referred to, Max knew he wouldn’t end up researching poultry.

The work went fast. Searching the name Chicken with North Carolina and the late-1800s gave him all he needed. By the time he sat across from Sandra and sipped on his instant noodle soup, he had plenty to share.

“Back during the Reconstruction,” Max said, “there was a man named John Walter ‘Chicken’ Stephens. He got the name when he was young because he stole chickens. Anyway, after the war, he was a Republican as well as a lapdog to the Governor — a scalawag who aided the KKK by turning a blind eye to their actions.”

Sandra nibbled on a piece of toast — the other extravagant part of their meal. “I thought the Republicans of that time became the Democrats of today.”

“Sort of. And the Democrats back then were also the Conservative party. It gets confusing. It also doesn’t matter as much because the bigotry ran deep on all sides. Chicken Stephens didn’t care what party he was with as long as it benefited him. Though nobody could outright prove it, he was suspected of burning barns that belonged to black families, and there were even accusations of murder. Oh and most people of the time, including members of the press, took it as a given that Stephens had stolen his seat in the North Carolina Senate.”

“What a lovely man.”

“After meeting the woman Luther Boer married, I have little doubt she’s related. Must’ve been quite a shock when he found out.”

“Probably caused his gambling problem.”

“Anyway, in May of 1870, the Democrats were holding a convention in the Caswell County Courthouse to figure out their plans for the August state elections. Chicken walks right into the Courthouse despite death threats to him and his family. Even his niece stopped him on his way to warn him that trouble was brewing. But he carried three guns whenever he left the house, so he didn’t think he had to worry.”

“Sounds like he should have worried.”

“You know it. He goes into the courthouse which is filled with former Confederate soldiers and politicians. Nearly three hundred. He runs into Frank Wiley, the county sheriff, and asks him to run again but for the Republican Party. Wiley says he’ll decide later, and in a few hours, Chicken gets a note from Wiley saying they should talk. So, Chicken’s probably thinking that things are going great for him. He meets Wiley and they go to a small storeroom out behind the courthouse.”

Sandra snorted. “Because there’s nothing suspicious with that.”

“Don’t forget. Chicken had ignored a bunch of death threats and because of his connection to the governor, he held a lot of power. I think he was so cocky, he never imagined anyone could touch him.”

“But they did, right?”

“Of course. When Wiley and Chicken got in the storeroom, there were three other men waiting. Wiley ducks out and the three men, with the help of a few others, murdered Chicken. Hung and stabbed him.”

“And this guy’s related to Maria Boer?”

Max finished his soup but his stomach still felt empty. “Yeah, but I think there’s a deeper connection to this case. See, in addition to being a prick, Chicken pissed people off because he also worked with the Union League. They were a very private society that organized former slaves to vote together as a political group — specifically for the Republican party. Since that was Lincoln’s party, most black voters sided with the Republicans, anyway, but through the Union League, these former slaves created the backbone for the party in North Carolina. The League also fought back against the KKK, playing out their own violent missions most nights. The war was officially over, but each night the streets were a madhouse of vengeance.”

“I think I see where this is going. Lilla, right?”

“Exactly. Since Chicken Stephen was active with the Union League, there’s a possibility that he came into contact with either Lilla or her husband.”

Sandra leaned forward, her eyes blazing with excitement. “That’s real interesting because it ties in with what I learned today about Baxter House.”

Drummond poked his head through the ceiling. “Sounds like I got here at the right time.”

“Not exactly,” Max said. “You missed me telling all that I found out about Chicken Stephens.”

“Now it really sounds like I got here at the right time.”

Sandra winked at Drummond, and he gave a bashful grin back. “Can I tell about Baxter House now, or do you two still have some bickering to do?”

“The floor is yours,” Drummond said with a bow and he settled near the sink.

“Thank you. Most of what I found on Sebastian was pretty mundane. He was a local, which we knew, and he went to Reynolds high school. Got a liberal arts degree from UNC and seems to have stayed around Winston-Salem ever since. I’m not completely sure, though, because he jumped from address to address — sometimes more than twice in a year — and then not at all. See, once he’s out of college, records of him become rather sparse. No employment records, no W-2s, nothing like that. He didn’t pay his taxes at all. In fact, I can’t even find where he lived in the last few years.”

“Was he one of those ‘off-the-grid’ types?” Max asked.

“Seems that way. Except then about a year ago, he applies for a position cleaning and taking care of Baxter House. I can’t find anything that suggests he looked for any other job. He sought out that specific job and only that job.”

“That’s definitely strange. I don’t know what it means though.”

Drummond said, “It means he had a specific reason for wanting access to that house. He didn’t need the job for money or anything. Just access.”

“But what if he never got the job? What if it went to somebody else?”

“Lots of options — depends on how far he was willing to go. Before the job went elsewhere, he could threaten the other applicants, make them back out. Or, if that didn’t work, he could create a new job opening by killing off the guy with the position he wants. There’s also bribery. Or he could look into his employer’s history, find something damaging, and blackmail his way into the position. That’s just off the top of my head.”

Max wagged a finger at Drummond. “You think in a very twisted way.”

“See how your mind works once you’ve been at this as long as I have.”

Sandra raised her voice. “Boys, stop it and listen.” She let them stare at each other for a few seconds before continuing. “It doesn’t matter how he did it because the fact is that he did it. Sebastian Freeman got that job. So, I looked into Baxter House and found some important things. After Cal Baxter came into his money, he had the place built quickly, paying double what it was worth to make sure it was done fast. He also designed the house himself and kept the number of workers to a minimum. Even weirder — he had large wood fences built around the property until construction was done.”

“So nobody knows what exactly was built except what we see now.”

“Right.”

Drummond clicked his tongue. “That doesn’t bode well for the builders.”

Max nodded. “Sadly, I agree with you.”

“You two.” Sandra shook her head. “The builders were fine. No mysterious deaths or anything like that. They simply were paid a lot of money to stay silent, and they did.”

“See that,” Drummond said. “Bribery. The choice of the non-violent.”

“After Baxter moves in, everything in the neighborhood is quiet. And then he dies. He was a young man, mid-thirties, in good health. No sign of foul play. His maid found him dead in his study.”

Max’s skin prickled. “Just like Sebastian.”

“Baxter had no heirs. Even if he had, the whole estate was a mess. He had come into this money unexpectedly and didn’t know much about managing such a large sum, so he never got around to making a formal will. Baxter House went up for auction, and guess what local family outbid everyone, paying nearly twice the house’s worth at the time.”

“Don’t say it.”

“Sorry, Hon, but you know it’s coming — Hull. And like we all know and love with the Hulls, after purchasing the house, all mention of the house vanishes from that point forward. My opinion on all of this — Cal Baxter had something the Hulls wanted. Whatever it is, it’s still in the house. Sebastian found out about it and took that job so he could search the house over and over.”

Max perked up. “If Sebastian got close to finding it, the Hulls wouldn’t be too happy. They have him killed and make sure Luther Boer is the crime tech on the scene. They use him to corrupt the evidence, making sure the murder doesn’t tie back to them. Luther’s dead broke. As Drummond would happily point out, he needs money and a bribe would be an easy way for the Hulls to clean up the mess.”

Bringing his hands together in one sharp clap, Drummond said, “You both know what this means we’ve got to do, right?”

“No,” Max said, pushing back his chair. “There’s no need to go breaking into that house.”

“Are you serious? There’s every need. If the Hulls murdered Sebastian, then it means he had gotten close to finding out what they’re hiding. If someone else murdered Sebastian, then it means the murderer is getting close. Either way, the Hulls are smart enough to know that Baxter House is no longer a safe place to hide whatever it is they’re hiding. As soon as the police release the house, the Hulls are going to send somebody in there to clean the place out. Frankly, it’s taken us so long to figure this much out, it may be too late already. So, there’s no other way around it. We’ve got to go tonight.”

Max turned to Sandra but she raised her hands. “Don’t look at me. I agree with the dead guy.”

Drummond flicked the front of his hat. “Thanks, Doll.”

“Fine,” Max said with plenty of snap. “Let’s at least wait until midnight or so, and maybe we can actually plan ahead this time. That might be a new and exciting approach for us.”

“No need to get snippy.”

“I swear there better not be a witch sitting there, waiting for us. I’m sick of witches.”

 


 

 

Chapter 10

By the time they put together a plan, got some rest, gathered together the few things they needed, and drove to the ritzy part of town, the next day had begun. Max parked the car a block over from Baxter House and checked the clock — 1:02 am. The street looked like the set of a strange movie where everyone had been quarantined — empty and silent, the cars safely stowed in their driveways, no movement, only a handful of lights on, and the blue flicker of a television.

Both Max and Sandra had dressed in dark clothing, and as she checked their equipment bag, Max had to chuckle. “I swear it looks like we’re cat burglars.”

“We can always consider that to be our back up plan if we end up dead broke.”

Drummond poked his head between them. “With my help, you guys would be great at it. But there’s that whole criminal element problem. Namely, that I’m not a criminal element.”

“Relax,” Sandra said. “We’re just joking.”

Max frowned. “What’s the matter?” he asked Drummond.

Drummond gazed out the window. “Nothing. Got a weird feeling, that’s all. Don’t worry about it. But keep alert. Let’s go.”

As they walked toward Baxter House, the temperature dropped around them. Max’s nose froze up and he chastised himself for not bringing a warmer coat. Thick clouds obscured the moon.

Sandra said, “It’s supposed to ice over tonight.”

Max nodded. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to North Carolina winter. We get maybe two snowfalls that are gone before ten o’clock the next day but plenty of ice storms that screw up the mornings for everyone, knocking down trees, and cutting wires. It’s crazy.”

“Then let’s not take too long with this. I don’t want to be driving back on ice.”

The house loomed ahead — darker against the moonless sky. Their footsteps amplified in their ears as they stepped onto the property. Max paused.

“Why are we always doing this stuff at night?” he asked. “We’re smart. We could’ve come up with some reason to check out the house during the day.”

Drummond said, “You’re not looking too smart with that question. Sneaking around at night goes with the job. Less people to notice you. Less trouble to deal with.”

“Besides,” Sandra said, “we deal with ghosts, and ghosts prefer the cold and the dark of night. Most do, anyway.”

“And it’s more fun this way. So quit complaining and get ready. I’ll go open the door.” Drummond whisked off to the house.

Max opened their bag and pulled out two flashlights. Handing one to Sandra, he said, “It was a rhetorical question.”

“I know.” She kissed him on the cheek. “You’re cute. Now, let’s get inside. It’ll be warmer.”

Drummond unlocked the front door, and they slipped under the yellow police crime scene tape. Max flicked on his flashlight and its beam created stark shadows throughout the foyer. Even in the dark, the night had transformed Baxter House into a sinister looking place, but the constant shifting of shadows caused by the moving flashlights sent chills along Max’s arms.

The plan they had devised consisted of Max and Sandra splitting up to cover the house as fast as possible. With Drummond available between them, a simple shout would bring him in to help — the only reason they were willing to split up at all. They also hoped the search would go quickly because they weren’t going to be looking at any place obvious.

Something hidden as long as this had been would not be sitting in a drawer or behind a safe. Nor would it be in a secret drawer behind a false back or a secret safe behind a painting. Such things would have been discovered by now — especially with Sebastian having had plenty of time to search.

Sandra dug into their bag and pulled out two walkie-talkies. She checked that they had been set to the same channel, then handed one to Max. Watching her climb the foyer stairs to search the second floor, Max crossed his fingers — he hoped they had not made a huge mistake. He then hurried through the door on the left. He entered a sitting room filled with heavy furniture, a fireplace, a small bar, and several portraits on the walls. Playing the flashlight against the walls, he looked for any sign of a false panel. He checked the floor and ceiling as well. Nothing looked out of place.

He moved on down a hall that led to the kitchen. Though he had been in the kitchen before, it looked quite different at night and coming in from an alternate angle. Plus, his previous experience involved loads of police and trepidation. He had plenty of the latter, but without the police the room appeared longer and more spacious.

A creaking sound echoed around him. Max froze — his heart pounding. The creak came again — Sandra walking above. Releasing his held breath, he wiped his forehead.

As with the sitting room, Max checked over the walls, floor, and ceiling. He looked at the depth of the room and made sure it matched up with the hall he had walked through. It matched. Had it come up short, he would have suspected a secret room.

“This is going to take a long time,” he muttered.

Drummond swooped in from the closed study door. “Found it,” he said.

“Already?”

“Not that hard considering how I found it.”

They called Sandra down and entered the study. Max halted in the doorway, his eyes locked on the floor. Sebastian’s body had been moved to the city morgue, but Max could still see him — not his ghost but rather an after image burned in the back of Max’s memory. It clung to the floor and the walls and the desk and even the air. It coated the room with an awful foreboding as if at any moment, flames would burst out and consume them all. Sebastian’s ghost would have been easier to take.

Sandra looked back. “You feel it, too?”

Max managed a slight nod.

“Over here,” Drummond said, standing next to the wall opposite the study desk.

Max took one step into the room, then opted to use his flashlight on the wall rather than walk further in. “Looks like a wall. What am I missing?”

“This,” Drummond said, leaning his body against the wall. “I can’t pass through it here. There’s a room on the other side of this wall. I can pass through the walls all around it, but I can’t get in.”

Sandra reached out and cautiously touched the wall. “I don’t feel anything strange, but clearly there’s a ward on this room to keep out ghosts. Possibly other supernatural things, as well.”

“Right, but there’s still got to be a way to open it up. A book to pull or a button to press. Nobody would make a room without a way in. Would they?”

Intrigued, Max edged further in. “The Hulls might. They certainly are capable of casting this ward that’s got you blocked. If they’re trying to hide something, what better way to do it than have no access to it?”

“Guess we should’ve brought an ax or a sledgehammer.”

They all searched the study for any kind of mechanism to unlock a way in — just in case. Books were tilted outward and furniture moved. Max checked out the desk extensively and found nothing but empty drawers.

“Oh, are we ever stupid,” Sandra said and sat on the edge of the desk.

“Not you,” Drummond said. “Just Max.”

Sandra pulled out her cell phone and tapped away. “We know there’s a room and that there’s a ward on the wall. That tells us a lot. The presence of a ward means the presence of magic. In particular, this all tells us that there won’t be a secret lever that opens a secret door. Max is half-right when he said the Hulls would build a room with no access. See, they built a room with no regular access, but magic access — that’s a different matter entirely.”

“Sounds good.” Max sidled up next to her and peeked at her phone. “What are you looking up?”

“Magic spells. Ever since we started dealing with witches, I’ve been surfing the web for quality sites about magic. It’s taken awhile — there’s a ton of crap out there to sift through.”

“You expected different? It’s the Internet.”

“Except the keyword magic can go to a lot of different subjects. There are all kinds of groups that pretend they know magic. There’s also people who play the card game, Magic. The word also links to people who perform entertainment magic or write about magic or write fiction involving magic. It goes on and on. But I’ve found a handful of sites that I trust.”

Max nudged her shoulder. “Are you going to learn to be a witch now?”

“Maybe.” Not the answer he wanted, but she kept her focus on the cell phone. “I haven’t decided about that yet. But if we keep getting deeper into this kind of thing, it might be helpful if one of us learns a few spells, at the least.” Smiling, she tapped her phone. “Got it.”

Sandra approached the wall with her hand out. She pressed her palm against the wood and checked her phone one more time. After reading through the information, she put the phone in her pocket.

“What can we do to help?” Drummond asked.

“Nothing, thanks.” She licked her finger and drew a circle around the hand on the wall. Another lick, and she drew a symbol above the circle — one Max had seen before. He jumped to his feet, his mouth unable to work properly as he stared at the symbol. He had seen it at the fights — glowing on the hand of an old witch.

“Honey, I don’t think —”

Lightning flashed inside the room, the walls shook with a thunderous explosion, and Sandra flew backward, crashing into the bookshelves. Books tumbled out and fell on her. Max hurried behind the desk to help her up.

“Are you hurt bad? Can you hear me? Honey?”

Sandra sat up, her head weaving as if drunk. “Did it work?” she said, her voice sounding stronger than the way she looked.

Max peered over the desk. He expected to see a burnt out hole in the wall with splintered bits of wood hanging like sickly teeth. Instead, he saw a finely-crafted door — mahogany with white marble inlays and gold hardware. “Did you make that?”

“No. It was there the whole time. My spell simply revealed the door.”

They waited a few minutes until Sandra could stand without help. Then, they approached the door together. Drummond stopped behind them.

“I can’t get any closer,” he said. “It’s like trying to walk through a wall — and that wall spits out little shocks to boot.”

Max put his hand on the doorknob. “Stay there, then. But if you can peek through the doorway, that’d be good.”

“See that — you do like having me here to watch out for you.”

“I just don’t want to have to tell you everything that goes on in there.”

“Sure. I understand.” Drummond crossed his arms, cocked his head to the side, and smiled.

Max opened the door. With Sandra leaning on his shoulder, they walked inside. Fluorescent lights flickered on from above. One buzzed loudly and flickered off.

In what light remained, Max saw a circular room with heavy stone walls like a medieval castle turret. Seven doorways had been carved into the walls, but even from the study, Max could see that the doors would never open — they were merely carvings of doors, not doors themselves. To the left hung a portrait of a stern man with little hair and bushy white eyebrows. He seemed to be staring at the center of the room, which made sense to Max considering the painted circle on the floor complete with numerous magic symbols. A four-foot candlestick stood in the center of the circle and a black, unlit candle perched at the top.

Sandra walked over to the portrait to inspect the metal plate underneath. “Says this is Cal Baxter.”

“Kind of an ugly guy,” Max said as he squatted near the circle. He ran a finger along the paint, curious if it was so old it would flake off or so new his fingers might stick.

Something heavy smacked into his head. He saw splotches of color and his ears rang. He heard huffing like a bull ready to charge. And he saw a creature with ram’s horns and a flat face — its nose and eyes and mouth mere suggestions of flesh slit open.

“Max!”

Sandra’s voice.

His eyes fluttered open. He lay on the floor of the study. “What happened?”

Drummond peered out the window. “You passed out. What do you think happened?”

“Can you stand?” Sandra asked.

“Don’t coddle him. You two have got to get moving. A car pulled up. Somebody’s getting out. Oh, crap, it’s Rolson.”

Sweat beaded on Max’s forehead and his body chilled. He sat up. The motion caused his stomach to constrict, but he managed to avoid throwing up. With Sandra’s help, he struggled to his feet.

“First you dropped, then me. What happens if we both go?” He tried to smile, but all humor fled when he saw Rolson standing in the doorway to the hall.

“Well, bless your heart,” Rolson said in a dead voice. “Y’know, when I heard a call came in from a concerned neighbor that somebody had broken into the Baxter House, I knew it was you. I even told the beat cops I’d handle it — that’s how confident I was that when I walked in here, I’d find you. Didn’t expect you to bring your wife, though.”

Trying to stand straight, Max said, “This isn’t what you think. We’re not trying to steal anything.”

“I didn’t think you were.” Rolson stared straight at Max, the corners of his mouth twitching as if he held back a sadistic grin. “If anything, I figure you wanted to get rid of some evidence we must have missed. Or to show off to the missus the scene of your crime.”

“My crime? You don’t really think I —”

“Let me make this clear to you — as in crystal clear and five-by-five. I warned you not to cross my path again. I told you it would be a bad move. See, I’ve found that there are two types that don’t follow a solid warning like that — idiots and criminals. Which one are you?”

“I’m not a criminal, so I guess you think I’m an idiot.” Max took a breath, ready to launch into a verbal assault regarding his rights and justice and how come he’s the only one looking seriously into Sebastian Freeman’s murder, when he felt Sandra’s hand grip his waist tight. No need to look at her. Max knew the expression in her eyes and the thought in her head — Keep your mouth shut.

Drummond drifted into the room. Max hadn’t realized the ghost had left. “I checked outside. Rolson’s alone. That’s not a good sign.”

Rolson sauntered into the study. He rolled his knuckles on the desk as he looked around. “I can see how it played out in here. You were hired to look into Freeman’s ancestry, right?”

Max nodded. He tried to be aware of whatever danger they were in — Drummond certainly worried — yet part of his thoughts couldn’t help but wander off to another oddity. Why hadn’t Rolson noticed the open door leading to a room with witchcraft on the floor?

“What did you find, Mr. Porter? What little bit of Freeman’s history did you uncover that made him so mad?”

Drummond came in close behind Rolson. “You get what’s happening? This guy’s trying to pin the murder on you. Rich areas like this want their messy crimes cleaned up fast. He’s probably under a lot of pressure to find a murderer, and you’re the only one he’s got.”

“I told you the other day, I hadn’t seen Sebastian. He hired me, and I went to work, but I hadn’t really found anything yet.”

“Oh, I’m not so sure about that.” Rolson winked at Sandra as he walked back to the doorway. “I think you met him here while he worked an honest job, and you threatened to expose whatever you found out. I know you’re not doing well. Plus you lost plenty gambling. Probably lost it that way before. A little blackmail money might’ve been just the thing you two needed to get back on your feet.”

“That’s not true.”

“But Freeman refused to play along. He grew angry. Now, I’m not saying you killed him on purpose. This wasn’t a premeditated thing. No, I’ve seen enough heat-of-the-moment crimes in my time and this one’s a classic.”

Max stepped forward, and Rolson’s hand went underneath his jacket. Max froze. Rolson could have a gun or he could be bluffing. Either way it didn’t matter. Max wasn’t going to take the risk. Not with Sandra close enough to get clipped by accident.

Punctuating his words by pointing at the spot where the body had been found, Max said, “I did not kill Sebastian Freeman.”

Rolson pulled out a silver handgun. “Of course, you did. Raise your hands and turn around. Maxwell Porter, you are under arrest for the murder of Sebastian Freeman.” Sandra rushed to Max’s side, but Rolson raised his gun. “There, there, little lady. Take a few steps back or you’ll be spending time behind bars, too.”

As Max started to turn away, Rolson’s eyes bugged out and his mouth dropped. A second of confusion mixed with pain rushed across his face before he collapsed to the floor.

Drummond hurried over. “It wasn’t me. I swear.”

With his hands still in the air, Max stared at Rolson. “Is he dead? Did he have a heart attack?”

Sandra placed her fingers on Rolson’s neck. “He’s alive. And it didn’t look like a heart attack to me. I thought for sure Drummond had given him a hard chill.”

“Well, I didn’t,” Drummond said. “But I would’ve if things went any further.”

Max lowered his hands and stared at the magic painted on the floor of the secret room. “Let’s get out of here.”

“What about him?” Sandra asked.

“I don’t know. I guess he’ll come after us when he wakes up. But we don’t want to be here, do we?”

“But then aren’t we fugitives?”

Drummond shooed her away from Rolson. “Both of you should go. Don’t worry about him coming after you. I promise you he won’t be knocking on your door in the morning.”

“But —”

“He wants to frame you for this murder, right? You go home and act normal. He can’t claim you were running from the law if you don’t really run. He still has to answer to his superiors, and not only would they wonder why you weren’t actually on the run but acting normal instead, they’ll want Rolson’s evidence in the case, and he’s got none. Here, he has you returning to the crime scene. He arrests you, you run and maybe he takes a shot, he says you confessed — something like that. Out of this house, he’s got nothing. Not yet, at least. So, get out of here and you’ll have bought a little time.”

Sandra looked to Max. “He’s right.”

“I know,” Max said. He saw the fear in her eyes and knew they only reflected his own fear.

 


 

 

Chapter 11

By the time Max and Sandra had returned to their trailer, both were wired and unable to sleep. Every car that drove by sounded like the police. Max kept expecting the flashing lights and the short, sharp bursts of a siren followed by a knock at their door.

But nobody came. No car flashed its lights. They were left alone.

When day arrived with overcast gloom, Max decided to go to the library. “I’ve missed something important. I must have. Somewhere there’s got to be a journal or a diary or a news article — something about Baxter House or Freeman. There’s got to be.”

Sandra agreed. “I’ll help. We can double the chance of finding something.”

“Good idea. You go find what more you can on Sebastian, and I’ll —”

“I meant I’ll go to the library with you.”

Max paused. He knew a marriage minefield when he saw one. Closing his eyes as if praying, he said, “I’d rather you didn’t.”

“Oh?” Sandra said, sounding like the click of a pressure switch.

“You’re right that you’d be a great help, but the library to me is a private place. My place. Drummond doesn’t even bother me there.”

“So I’d be bothering you?”

“Don’t twist what I say. Everybody has their little places of, I don’t know, sanctuary. The library is mine. You don’t need old books to find out what I’m asking of you. A laptop will do just fine. But I need the quiet, the feel, heck, the smell of a library as I’m going through diaries from a hundred-fifty years ago.”

Sandra kissed him. “I know. I’m just giving you hard time. I’ll call you if I find anything.”

As Max drove off for Wake Forest University, he thought about what he had said. He had never put it in such clear words for himself but it rang true. The library was his sanctuary — private and, in a way, holy.

Yet he had allowed Leon to join, to help in the research. Why him and not Sandra?

“I suppose,” Max said to the steering wheel as he drove over the speed bumps at the front of the University’s property, “Leon shares that pure love of research with me.” Could it be that simple? Leon understood a part of him that even his own wife failed to grasp — that research holds a Zen quality over him. It cleared the mind by letting all else drift away in order to focus on one task. At the same time, it reminded him of a puzzle, a mystery that demanded to be solved.

As he entered the library, he found it difficult to shed his uneasiness. The overcast day darkened the skylights and cast the entire library in a gloomy cloud. The rain would come soon, and the longer it waited, the worse it would be. Knowing that loomed over him felt like the growing pressure of knowing that Rolson had to be out there searching for some way to pin Sebastian’s murder on him.

“Then stop moping and get researching,” Max muttered and stomped upstairs to the Special Resources room.

He spent several hours looking through information about Baxter House and Sebastian Freeman, but what he could find (which did not amount to much) provided nothing new or useful. He needed to locate that one nugget which would clear his mind and let him see the situation in a fresh way. But after all the research he had done in the last few days, he knew he had found all that the library and the Internet could produce. An ugly sensation had formed in his gut, one that spelled the end for this job.

“No,” he whispered. That would be fine for a simple research project, but if he failed at this, he might be setting himself up for a jail sentence. “No might about it.”

Stretching his arms over his head, Max decided to start at the top of his resource list and go through each one again. This time, he would pay particular attention to the little details and side notes. He had to have missed something.

Less than twenty minutes later, he found a reference to a short story published in the early 1900s. Nothing odd about that, but since he wanted to focus on the small things he had ignored previously, Max decided to find the story and see what it was about. He wrote down the necessary information and went to the help desk.

“Hi, Max,” Leon said with a smile.

“Leon! I had no idea you were up here today.”

“I’m always here. Just about live here.” He chuckled. “I’m foolin’. Really I’m only filling in for a guy that got sick. This was supposed to be my day off. What can I do for you? You still looking into all that Sebastian Freeman stuff?”

“Yup. Found this, but I don’t know if it’s anything or not.” Max handed over the slip of paper with the book request.

“Well, let’s see what we see.”

Three minutes later, Leon returned empty-handed but smiling. “That story was published in The New York World Sunday Magazine and we don’t keep the originals anymore. But don’t worry, this is a library. We’re getting it all digitized now.”

“So, where can I read it?”

“Follow me.”

Leon brought Max to a computer terminal set up in a cubicle. A few taps at the keyboard, and the story appeared. Before Max sat next to Leon to read the piece, his heart jumped. On the screen he saw:

 

Kings of Dante

by Bill Sydney

for my friend, Cal Baxter

 

“Leon, this is what I’ve been looking for. Now, I’ve just got to find out who Bill Sydney is.”

“That’s easy. I already know. Bill Sydney is a pseudonym used by William Sydney Porter. He was a prolific short story writer and went by a lot of different names.”

“Never heard of him.”

“Sure you have. His most famous pseudonym was O. Henry.”

Max’s world skipped a frame. “Wait, what? William Sydney Porter is O. Henry? The writer? Gift of the Magi. That guy?”

“That’s the one.”

Max stared at the computer screen, the letters burning into his mind. O. Henry had dedicated a story to Cal Baxter. They knew each other.

“Guess I’ve got to go learn about O. Henry,” Max said.

Leon patted him on the shoulder. “I know the perfect book.”

True to his word, Leon provided Max with an excellent biography of O. Henry that went far in-depth into the man’s life. Straight from the opening pages, Max knew this was the right nugget to follow because it turned out that O. Henry came from Greensboro, North Carolina.

Born in 1862 with the real name William Sydney Porter, he lived in Greensboro for much of his youth. Sharing the last name Porter barely registered in Max’s mind. He had learned long ago that certain names, Porter among them, were so common that to get excited about a possible connection meant getting disappointed more often than not.

As William grew older, he spent his early adult years wandering around from job to job trying to find a place to fit in. He worked at his uncle’s drugstore and earned his pharmacist license at nineteen. He sketched portraits of customers, and though the biography did not mention it specifically, Max thought it fairly certain that William tried to sell some of these sketches. Probably ticked off the uncle but not enough to get fired. Still, he ended up traveling down to Texas where he tried his hand working on a sheep ranch, doing everything from shepherding to cooking to entertaining — somewhere along the line he had become a decent guitarist.

Max rolled his neck to relieve a sore spot when he noticed how dark the library had become. He checked his watch — 5:37 pm. Most people had left for the day. Leon had left and Max never even noticed. Later in the evening, students would fill up the space as they worked on papers and projects.

The sky grew darker while he sat there, and he considered packing up the books and going home. But the lure of his research overrode his desire to avoid driving in bad weather.

“When I’m done with the O. Henry book,” he promised.

Sticking his head back into the book, Max worked diligently for two more hours. He might have continued until the library closed, but he heard something that stopped him — silence.

Not the quiet of a library, but a true absence of sound. No buzz of lighting. No hums of electricity. Not one fan blowing or heater pumping. Not a gentle murmur of conversation between the stacks or the soft click-clack of a librarian typing on a computer. Nothing. As if all the sound in the world had ceased.

Max’s body stilled as his eyes searched the darkening library. He couldn’t see far, though, due to the numerous rows of books and a few thick posts. On one post, a fire alarm hung. If he bolted for it right away, he could set it off and force everyone outside. But he didn’t move. He didn’t like the idea of taking such a bold action without knowing what he faced. For all he knew, the Hulls had sent a witch after him, and that person stood right behind the post he would be running for. He needed more information.

Off to his left, the stairwell doors flew open without a sound. The lights in the stairwell flashed sporadically. Max squinted, trying to make who had come. Not who, he saw — but what.

A large beast stepped forward like the Minotaur from the Greek myths. It hulked in the doorway, its massive shoulders covered in hair, long snout dripping with mucus, and thick muscles bulging with strength. Unlike the myths, though, this creature bore two ram’s horns — one on either side of its head. Ram’s horn? Max recalled a flashing image from Baxter House. The creature turned its eyes — dark, cloudy eyes — upon Max.

Max’s cell phone buzzed.

The sudden noise jolted him. He sat at the table, his heart racing, his mouth dry, as the quiet bustle of the library went on around him. He heard a librarian speaking with a student. He saw the well-lit stairs as two young women walked through — one accidentally bumping her large purse against the post that had no fire alarm but rather a taped-flier for the Drama Department’s latest production of “No Exit”.

Max’s head felt stuffy as if he had been asleep. He wanted to accept that as the simple answer — he had dreamed while asleep. But it had felt real. Not the way a dream that feels real feels real but rather the way reality feels real. Because no matter how real a dream may seem, upon waking, the dream faded. Occasionally, the false reality of the dream lasted a short while, but no matter what, the dream faded. Otherwise, there would be people walking around unsure of whether they were asleep or awake. Max guessed there might be a few mentally ill people with that problem, but not him — he knew he had not been asleep.

The phone flashed the receiving of a text message. Max stared at it, knowing that once he moved his body, all sense of whatever had happened would fall apart. The full weight of the real world would crash down and destroy the delicate balance his head walked between real and possible-dream. No, he thought, it couldn’t have been a dream. But it couldn’t have been real either. Ghosts, witches, curses, two-hundred-year-old men, covens, even whatever Leed was — Max could accept all of that. He had experience it all. But a demon Minotaur? No. That went too far.

Max finally picked up the phone. As expected, the tactile sensation hardened reality around him. He had no idea what had happened, but he knew the phone with its message, that was reality. He glanced at the screen — Sandra.

He brought up the message. It read: Found Freeman’s house. Then she gave an address in Greensboro.

 


 

 

Chapter 12

Max drove Route 40 towards Greensboro. From the library, he knew it would be around forty minutes which gave him time. He kept remembering that creature, the way it stared at him, the way it filled in the stairwell, the way it soaked up all sound.

Shaking off the memory, he called Sandra and set his phone on speaker. “Hi, hon. Great work. I’m heading out to Greensboro now,” he said.

“It was nothing.”

Despite his wracked emotions, he grinned. Sandra had worked hard to track down that address — once more proving how indispensable she was to this outfit. As with their marriage, they were a team in this business, and as with their marriage, only when they worked together did things ever turn out right.

“How’d your research go?” she asked.

His grin lifted to a full smile. She understood exactly why he had called. A forty minute drive after tons of research — he needed to put all the pieces into place and she knew he thought best when he thought out loud. She had offered herself as a sounding board.

“What do you know about O. Henry?”

“The writer?”

“He wrote a story dedicated to Cal Baxter. To start with, O. Henry’s real name is William Porter.” Max went through the early years quick and got to the point where William headed down to Texas. “After a few more years bouncing around jobs, he got married and ended up in Austin working at the First National Bank. He was a lousy banker. For starters, he wasn’t very careful with bookkeeping.”

Sandra chuckled. “That seems like a major problem for a banker.”

“Didn’t help that he played rather loose with banking ethics. Not a problem if you’re the CEO of Goldman Sachs.”

“Not at all. You cheat the entire country and we give you a bailout.”

“But when you’re low man on the totem pole, and it’s the 1890s, not so good for you. He was accused of embezzlement and fired. Weird thing though, they never indicted him.”

“You think the bank made him take the fall for something they did?”

“Hold on, this gets messier. At this point, he moves his family to Houston. Some of the weekly dabbling he had done with writing caught the eye of an editor at the Houston Post. He went on to write for them regularly, and famously got a lot of his ideas by hanging out in hotel lobbies and eavesdropping. All seemed to be going fine until the First National Bank of Austin got audited. The Feds found out about the embezzlement and somebody had to take the fall. Now, get this part, this is crazy. His father-in-law posts his bail and a day before his trial, something clicks in him and he runs. Heads to New Orleans and then finds his way to Honduras. At that time, Honduras had no extradition treaty with the US, so he was safe.”

“This is the guy who becomes O. Henry?”

“I know, it’s amazing. All this is happening to him, and he’s writing and getting stories published the whole time. And it might have gone on like that, but his wife was ill. She’d suffered from tuberculosis since before they were married, but now she was dying. So, he came back to Austin to see her and turned himself in. The father-in-law actually posted bail again, just so O. Henry could see his wife. In the end, he was sentenced to five years and shipped off to a prison in Ohio.”

“But that’s not the end for us.”

“No. Because he continued to write stories, and as he had all along, he continued to get them published under numerous pseudonyms, but the O. Henry pseudonym had become the most popular — supposedly the name came from one of his favorite guards. For a handful of years in the early 1900s, he wrote hundreds of stories. It was incredible output. But in 1910, he died. He was a heavy drinker his whole life and it finally took its toll.”

Sandra said, “So, how did he know Cal Baxter?”

“I haven’t a clue.” Max had reached the edge of Guilford County which meant the city of Greensboro would be only a few minutes away. “They could have met anywhere along the line, but Cal never reached the fame that O. Henry did, so there isn’t as much available about the man.”

“Couldn’t the dedication be some other Cal Baxter?”

“Of course. Except how many Cal Baxters were there living close to Greensboro, North Carolina at the right age and time to have known O. Henry. Even if they met in Honduras, they’d have that commonality to befriend each other over. Plus, O. Henry died in 1910 and Cal Baxter inherits all this money in 1912. Doesn’t that seem a little odd?”

“That’s two years apart. Anybody could have died in that time and given money to Cal. I think you might be stretching, hon.”

“That’s because I can feel there’s a connection here, I just can’t find it, yet.”

Reading Max perfectly, Sandra asked, “What can we do to help?”

“First, send Drummond to join me. I don’t want to be checking out a dead man’s house by myself. Not with all that’s going on. Then I want you to check deeper into O. Henry, and particularly his aliases. There’s a connection here, I promise, and maybe a fresh set of eyes will find it.”

“You got it.”

Before she could hang up, Max said, “Oh, and hon.”

“Hmm?”

“I love you.”

He could hear her smile. “Right back at you,” she said, and ended the call.

Max laughed as he got off the highway and started checking street signs for Madison Drive.

 


 

 

Chapter 13

By the time Drummond arrived, Max had already found the place. It sat in the middle of a suburban street complete with house upon house, cars in the driveways, numerous old trees clinging to the last of Autumn’s leaves. It was a great location for a family. Plenty of schools nearby. Access to the highway. Not too far from downtown. And Friendly Shopping Center only a few blocks north — a massive series of strip malls selling most everything a household might need.

“Why the heck would Freeman want to live here?” Drummond asked.

Max kept the answer to himself — Drummond wouldn’t understand. Until recently, this was exactly where Max and Sandra had wanted to live. Not this specific street or city, but this life — the two-story home with a neat yard and a driveway. The neighborhood filled with the hope of children going off to school, playing in the street during the summers, ringing the doorbell on Halloween, and offering to shovel out cars in the winter. Freeman wanted to live here for the same reason Max and Sandra wanted to live here — for the promise of the future, for the blind faith that someday soon they could build that Norman Rockwell world around them, instead of being plagued with the Hulls and all their warped machinations.

Drummond stepped through the walls and Max heard the front door click open. He entered the house — empty. No furniture in the rooms, no paintings on the walls. Max checked the light switch and a ceiling mounted dome lit up.

“Electricity’s still on,” he said. No heat, though.

Max walked further in, his footsteps sounding hollow. He peeked out the front bay window. No For Sale sign in the yard.

“Doesn’t look like anybody knew he was planning on leaving.”

Drummond tipped his hat back as he looked around. “He wasn’t leaving. Not yet. Remember now, he’s jumped addresses several times. Guy like that doesn’t settle into a place. This location was probably to keep up appearances that he was a normal fellow. He didn’t want anybody bothering him, and if Hull looked into him — which would have been done before hiring anybody to take care of Baxter House — then having recently purchased this home would look good and stable.”

They walked deeper into the house. The kitchen cupboards had plenty of instant soup while the freezer had been stocked with microwaveable dinners. Two used coffee mugs waited in the sink.

Upstairs Max found Sebastian’s bedroom — the only room with anything in it. A mattress on the floor, a small television sitting on a milk crate, and stacks of books. It looked like the apartment of a college student.

“Over here,” Drummond said, leaning near one stack of books.

Max saw the title Cabbages and Kings by O. Henry. Also in the stack, he saw The Gift of the Magi and Other Stories as well as a biography of O. Henry. “Guess we’re not the only ones thinking there’s a bigger connection to be found.”

Next to the mattress, Max caught sight of a manila envelope. He swallowed back hard. A moment passed in which he expected to see the handwriting of Mr. Modesto on the outside and orders from the Hulls on the inside.

Instead, Max found photographs — lots of photographs. All different sizes, all black and white, many labeled on the back. Photos of Baxter House, streets of Winston-Salem, streets of Greensboro, an old locomotive roundhouse, the covered bridge leading into Old Salem, and more.

Drummond whistled. “You think he took all those?”

“No,” Max said, flipping a few over. “Some of these are dated from the 1930s.”

One photo depicted a small brick building surrounded by open fields. On the back, somebody had written — NGFS, Upper, before. Max showed it to Drummond but the ghost only shrugged. Another photo showed a railroad bridge and on the back Max found the description — Trollinger’s bridge over Haw River.

“What is all this?” he asked.

Drummond startled and he opened his coat pocket. He nodded at Leed, then shot out the door. Before Max had time to question him, Drummond returned. “We got trouble. Detective Rolson’s here.”

Max wondered how Leed knew about Rolson — assuming that’s what the ghost blob said to Drummond — but that would have to wait for another time. Max gathered up the photos, stuck them in the envelope, and shoved the envelope down the back of his pants. He made sure his coat covered the envelope.

“You planning on talking with him?” Drummond asked, his incredulous tone unmistakable. “You do that, you’ll end up in jail.”

“I’m planning on hiding. I just don’t want him knowing I’ve got the photos if he sees me.”

“Well, he’s going to see you if you don’t move your ass.”

As Rolson opened the front door, Max darted across the hall and into the opposite bedroom. There was only one place to hide — the closet. It had slats in the door, so as Max closed himself in, he could peek through the slats and see a bit of Sebastian’s bedroom.

Drummond stood in front of the door and shook his head. “The closet? Really? Why didn’t you go out the window or up into the attic? You make one little noise and Rolson will find you here with ease.”

Though he wanted to argue, Max knew Drummond’s last statement was right. He had to stay quiet or else Rolson would find him, in which case Drummond’s initial statement would prove to be true — Max would end up in jail.

Rolson climbed the stairs in slow, plodding steps. Max pictured the tubby man laboring his way up, perspiring under a single-color sweater and a blazer. Though not necessary, Rolson clicked on a small penlight and inspected Sebastian’s bedroom.

Drummond glided back toward Max. “You know, I have to hand it to this guy. If he were on the right track thinking you were the killer, he’d be doing a good job being a bug up your rear. He’s been working out what moves you might make — going back to Baxter House, coming out here — and then making sure he’s in those places to piss you off.” Max scowled. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying I’m happy about this guy, but he’s doing a good job.”

Rolson turned his attention to the room across from Sebastian’s — the same room in which Max hid. He played his penlight around the floor, never once bothering with the closet. Stepping near one of the room’s two small windows, he rolled back and forth on his feet until he smacked his lips as if confirming this action tasted right to him. Without pause, he knelt and pulled a switchblade from his pocket. In seconds, he removed one of the floorboards.

“Damn,” Drummond said. “This guy’s the kind of cop I hate. You watching this, Max?”

Max watched. From inside his coat, Rolson removed an envelope filled with cash. He placed the envelope under the floor. Then he opened the plastic evidence bag and removed a few fibers which he let drift to the floor like falling leaves.

“He’s setting you up. He can’t solve the case on his own and you embarrassed him the other night at Baxter House, so he’s bent on making you the killer. What really gets me is that guys like this convince themselves they’re doing the right thing.”

Rolson replaced the floorboard and headed downstairs. Drummond shoved his head through the closet. Max started but managed to keep his mouth shut.

“Look, you’ve got to move fast. Once he’s gone, you have to get rid of that money and those fibers. He may not wait very long before pretending to come back here and find this bullcrap evidence. And wear gloves when you do it. You get your fingerprints on that envelope, and you’re sunk.”

The moment Max heard the front door close, he did as instructed. Putting on his winter gloves, he pulled up the floorboard, removed the envelope, swept the fibers in with the money, and closed the floorboard. As he descended the stairs, he heard Rolson’s car back out of the drive.

“Tell me when he’s gone,” Max said.

“Count to ten or something. I’ve got to go with him. You toss that envelope and catch up with us. We’ve got to find out where he’s going next.” Drummond flew out of the house to follow Rolson.

“Wait.” Max stood alone on the stairs. His head swirled and he found it difficult to breathe. Closing his eyes, he tried to slow his rapid pulse. He counted to ten.

When he opened his eyes, he saw nothing, heard nothing — Rolson had left. Max rushed out of the house toward his car. Halfway across the street he remembered the envelope in his hand and walked fast toward the neighbors trash can. He wanted to run but feared he might cause somebody in a nearby house to look out a window.

At the trash can, he paused. Glancing in the envelope, he only saw hundred dollar bills. There had to be at least two thousand dollars. If he took the money, he and Sandra could pay off a lot of bills and still have enough to keep the heaters running through the winter.

“Don’t be an idiot,” he muttered.

If he got caught with that cash on him, he would be helping Rolson frame him. Even if he didn’t get caught, a sudden increase in his measly bank account would be evidence as well. It hurt, but Max let the envelope fall into the trash can. He stared at it. Even considered reaching in for it. But finally, he let the can close and returned to his car.

Pulling onto the road, Max felt a drag line connecting him back to that money. It tugged at him, stretching him, but he drove on.

Drummond swooped in. “Get on Business 40 West.” Then he swooped out.

Five minutes later, Drummond returned. “Take the Kernersville exit.” And he was gone.

Max followed Drummond’s directions. He drove right by Korner’s Folly and his body shuddered. He could feel the ghosts residing in the attic of that strange house looking at him. We almost had you here with us, they would be saying. It seemed ages ago that he had been sneaking around that place, and now, it was no more than an old house he drove by.

Fifteen minutes passed before Drummond returned and settled on the passenger seat. “Don’t go too fast. There’s a turn coming up. Then you go about five miles and there’s an abandoned gas station on the right. We can park a bit back on the left and get a good view of what’s going on there.”

“Which is what?”

“Looks like Rolson has the same addiction as Luther Boer — up ahead, it’s another Midnight Fight.”

 


 

 

Chapter 14

Max spied on the rundown gas station from far up the road. He watched through binoculars he had bought months earlier at Drummond’s insistence. Thankfully, Drummond had not rubbed it in his face.

“Aren’t you glad I made you buy those?” Drummond said.

At least, he hadn’t rubbed it in right away.

From a rental truck, three men worked hard unloading boxes, folding chairs, tables, a generator, and all the other necessities required to convert the station into an illegal boxing arena. Rolson had parked next to the rental truck. A fourth man, tall and dressed in a fine suit, stepped out from the gas station and approached Rolson. They shook hands, exchanged a few words, and then the tall man ushered Rolson inside.

“Rolson keeps getting dirtier and dirtier,” Drummond said. “Makes me sad.”

“Am I seeing this right? Rolson’s getting paid to look the other way on this boxing thing and maybe to make sure no other cops take notice. That’s why he was the one in charge of me when I got beat up at the fight in Winston-Salem.”

“Looks that way. Otherwise, how would he know this place was out here?”

Max continued to watch through the binoculars though nothing had changed. “You think he works for Hull, too? That witch I saw connects the boxing with the Hulls.”

“I doubt it. You know what Hull’s like. He wouldn’t be messing with a loose gun like Rolson — planting fake evidence, framing you — it’s all rather sloppy for a Hull endeavor.”

“Still. If he’s not with Hull, this is an awfully big coincidence.”

Drummond snickered. “Let me put it a different way. I don’t think Rolson knows he’s working for the Hulls, though he probably is working for them. If they really do run this boxing thing, then it’s their money bribing him. Now that I think about it, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had set up the whole Midnight Fights to lure in gamblers, get them on the hook for a large sum, and use those debts to their advantage. Any big, illegal organization needs leverage against cops to force them into the fold. Despite what it seems like in the media, most cops are hard-working, decent folk. Just not enough corrupt ones out there to use. So, they set ‘em up through gambling debts. That’s probably how they got Luther Boer.”

Rolson stepped out of the building with the old witch at his side. His eyes searched around as if expecting a gang of bandits to attack at any time. When they reached the car, he held the door open for the witch before walking around to the driver’s side.

Drummond sighed. “On second thought — ain’t no way he’s escorting a witch and doesn’t know who his dealing with.”

Rolson’s car backed into the street and turned to face Max. As the car approached, Max scooted low in his seat. Drummond spun around and watched.

“He’s gone. You can get up.”

“We should follow him, right?”

“Absolutely. We’ve got to know where that witch is going.”

As Max started the car, his cell phone rang. He checked the call — Cecily Hull. He turned the car off. Showing the caller ID to Drummond, Max took a deep breath and gathered his thoughts.

When ready, he answered. “Hello.”

“Hello, Mr. Porter. It’s been a few days, and I thought that should be ample time for you to have fully considered my offer.”

“I thought my wife made our opinion fairly clear.”

He swore he could hear her titter — a horrid sound. “Do you really think posturing like that would dissuade me? I’d have never accomplished anything, if that were true. No, Mr. Porter, I’ve been waiting and watching.”

“Watching?”

“Of course. I have my own people who specialize in keeping tabs on those I’m interested in. It seems to me that you are getting close to some big answers.”

Max glanced in the rear view mirror — no sign of Rolson. “That’s funny because I haven’t a clue what the questions are. Let me ask you something though. Detective Rolson — is he on the Hull payroll? How many of the police are working for you?”

“Good going,” Drummond said. “Press her and she might slip up, give us something useful.”

Cecily sniffled as if dealing with Max’s pedestrian questions had fouled her air. “Police? Oh, I don’t know. As a lowly woman in this absurdly patriarchal family, I’m not privy to that information. However, you can rest assured that this isn’t the world of Serpico. In Winston-Salem, we may have a few police officers or detectives or what-have-you who value us and are willing to aid us in our needs, but we don’t go around bribing those in authority. We have no interest. After all, we have far more powerful tools at our disposal.”

“You mean witchcraft.”

“Amongst other things.”

Drummond leaned closer to listen. “She’s dodging. Don’t let up, now.”

Max shooed him off. “What else do you have besides witchcraft?”

“Money, of course.”

“Obviously. What I mean is —”

“Mr. Porter, that’s enough. You are, and have always been, a mere pawn to us. There have been times when you’ve been a powerful pawn, but now is not one of those times. If you wish to understand what your real role in all that’s going on is, then you’ll have to agree to work for me. Otherwise, I see no value in our conversation.”

“I’m sorry to hear that because there’s no way Sandra and I will ever work for a Hull again.”

“Then I’m afraid you’re going to have a very bad day tomorrow.”

Before Max could find out what that threat meant, Cecily ended the call. Max had to laugh, though. Lately, every day had been a very bad day for him.

With a frustrated huff, Drummond lowered his hat over his eyes. “C’mon. Let’s go home.”

Max bit back the sarcastic comments in his head. They had lost Rolson and the witch, and they had pulled little more than a threat from Cecily. He had to agree with Drummond’s frustration.

Closing his eyes, Max exhaled. Time to drive home. He opened his eyes and checked the rear view mirror. The horned-beast stared back at him.

“Shit,” Max yelled, wrenching his body around to see the backseat.

Empty.

“What is it?” Drummond looked all around, ready for action.

“I ... I ... Is there a ghost in the backseat?”

“I don’t see any ghosts anywhere. The area’s empty. You saw another ghost?”

Slouching back in his seat, Max shook his head. “I don’t know what I saw.” He reached down to put the car in Drive when he noticed his fingers tingled — the same fingers that had touched the circle painted on Cal Baxter’s floor.

That can’t be good, he thought and drove off, letting the hypnotism of the road ease his mind.

 


 

 

Chapter 15

“Wake up,” Sandra said, shaking Max’s shoulder. “Money day.”

Max lifted his head only to have gray sweatpants and a black t-shirt thrown in his face. “Good morning to you, too,” he said and quickly dressed.

In order to stay financially afloat, Sandra and Max had decided to strictly limit their spending. Once a week, they walked up to the bank at Oliver’s Crossing, a strip mall situated a short distance north of them, and withdrew all the cash they needed for the next seven days. If they had anything left at the end of the week, they usually saved it. This week, however, they decided to splurge on some frozen yogurt at the TCBY next to the bank. Sandra liked cold treats in the winter, and Max liked making Sandra smile.

As they trudged up the road, passing the gas station and then the fire department, Sandra leaned against Max for warmth. The crisp morning air lay still against their skin — thankfully, the harsh winds that often blew throughout the winter had taken the morning off. Sandra started going over the case, discussing each bit they had learned, trying to see how it all fit together, and Max joined in.

“You know what really bothers me about all this?” he said.

“Besides murder, witchcraft, and the Hulls?”

“Yeah, besides those things. The part that keeps bugging me is why did Sebastian hire us in the first place? What could we have found that he couldn’t get on his own?”

“We found the hidden room in Baxter House.”

Cars whisked by as Oliver’s Crossing neared. Max held Sandra closer. “Given enough time, I think he would’ve found that room on his own. And for all we know, he actually did find it — or at the least, he was closing in on it. I think that’s what got him killed.”

“Except we don’t know for sure why he was murdered. We only think there’s a connection to that room, the House, and that those two things connect to Hull.”

“I’m sick of hearing that name. I swear, when we’re done with this case, I hope we never have to deal with them again.”

They walked into the bank, filled out a withdrawal slip, and handed it to Ms. Birch, the teller. “Good morning, Mr. and Mrs. Porter,” Ms. Birch said. She knew every customer by name and that local touch always thrilled Max. It gave him a sense that communities still existed even as people stretched their worlds further and further apart.

As Ms. Birch clacked away at her keyboard, wrote something down, and clacked some more, Max noticed the stern worry on her face. “Something wrong?” he asked.

She trembled out a smile. “N-No. The computer’s just giving me a little problem. Hold on a moment, please.” She walked from behind the counter, across the lobby, and entered a manager’s office.

“What’s that all about?” Sandra asked.

When Ms. Birch returned, she had Ms. Arnez following along. The tapping of their heels on the floor sounded like nails pounding into a wall. No, Max thought, pounding into our coffin.

Ms. Arnez stopped in front of them. “I apologize for the inconvenience, but apparently there’s been a hold put on your account. I can’t authorize any withdrawals until the hold is removed.”

“A hold?” Sandra’s voice rose. “You mean our account is frozen?”

“That’s right. I suggest you contact a lawyer and check with either the police or the D.A.’s office to find out why this has happened, if you don’t already know.”

“Does it look like we know?”

Shifting on her feet, Ms. Arnez said, “Please, calm down. I know this is disconcerting, but since you didn’t know this was being done, it’s most likely a simple mistake. It’s happened before. The D.A. wants to freeze assets of somebody whose name is close to yours. Porter isn’t that uncommon a name, after all. I’m sure you can get it cleared up quit quickly.”

“What are we supposed to do for money until then?”

“Normally, I’d offer to loan you some emergency funds for the short term, but I’m sorry. We can’t help you. When accounts are frozen due to legal actions, my hands are tied. But I promise you, the moment you clear this up, we’ll be happy to get you cash right away.”

With an uncomfortable smile and a nod, Ms. Arnez walked back to her office.

Max thrust his hands in his coat pockets and led the way outside. “Looks like we’re skipping TCBY today. We need to hold on to that extra cash.”

They headed back to their trailer. Though Max still held Sandra close, the cold air chilled him under his skin. He knew the Hulls were powerful, of course — he understood they had hands in the police and politics and magic — but the idea that they could freeze his assets disturbed his sense of how the world worked. Public corruption was one thing, but manipulating a person’s private life burrowed deep into him and left him questioning whether or not they could stand up to the Hulls anymore.

But another thought struck him, and he laughed. To answer Sandra’s curious look, he said, “In order for us to cause this kind of reaction, we must be getting close to the truth — especially about Sebastian’s murder.”

“Doesn’t feel like much of a Go Team moment.”

“Being close to victory and achieving victory are two different things. But we’re close.”

Sandra wrapped her arms around Max’s waist. “I hope you’re right because being close to victory feels a lot like being close to defeat.”

“Oh, honey, that doesn’t sound like you. You’re usually the one telling me we’ve got to push forward, suffer through it, and it’ll all work out one way or the other.”

“Having our money cut off changes things. How are we going to fight back when we can’t even afford a loaf of bread? Or gas — how are we going to get around this place if we can’t afford to drive our cars?”

Max held the trailer door open for Sandra. “Isn’t that what our cookie jar is for?”

Sandra stepped over to the refrigerator and pulled down the cookie jar from above. She removed a layer of cookies and turned the jar over on the small dinette. Change rattled out and with a few shakes, she dumped the cash out as well. They counted it up in desperate silence.

At length, Sandra sat back. “Not bad. We can get by a few more days on that. A week if we stretch it.”

“Then we stretch it.” He scooped the money back into the cookie jar. “So, where do we begin?”

Drummond cleared his throat. “You could try back here.”

“Get out of our bedroom,” Max said.

“It’s not really a bedroom. More like a bedspace.”

“Then get out of our bedspace. What were you doing in there? Wait. Don’t answer that.”

Sandra smirked. “Do I need to burn the sheets now?”

“Relax, you two.” Drummond drifted towards them. “I was looking over those photos we nabbed at Freeman’s house. If we’re going to figure out what he was after, what the Hulls are hiding that he may have found, then it makes sense to retrace his steps.”

“Good idea,” Max said.

“It’s a pretty standard move. You should pay more attention. I’ve been doing this a long time. You’ll learn a few things.” Drummond waved his hand to stop Max from throwing out a sarcastic response. “Look, I’ll make this simple enough for you. These pictures are all over the area, but several of them involved the railroad. So, that seems the most promising place to start.”

Max walked over to the bed and brought back the photos. Five of them were of the same place — a large roundhouse filled with old locomotives and a few diesel engines. “If we’re going by the logic of what Sebastian had the most pictures of, then this is the place to start.”

“Hey, you are learning.”

“Only problem is we have no idea where this building is.”

Drummond rolled his shoulders which made him look larger. “You have no idea where the building is. Me, on the other hand, I know exactly where it is.”

“You’re going to make me guess?”

“We don’t have time for that kind of fun. This is the North Carolina Transportation Museum.”

“Never heard of it.”

“It’s in Spencer. Small town about a half-hour from here.”

Sandra dug her hand in the cookie jar and pulled out forty dollars. She stared at the cash for a moment, and Max felt the same desire he read on her face — shove the money back in the jar, forget everything, close their eyes, and wish it all away. But their eyes met, and they both knew the only way to deal with the Hulls — push forward.

Max smiled. “Let’s get some gas and hit the road.”

Sandra handed him the money and grabbed the car keys.

 


 

 

Chapter 16

Max accelerated onto Route 85 South toward Spencer. The steady white noise of wheels on the pavement weaved around the tense silence in the car. With no access to money, Max guessed Sandra thought the same things he did — every mile in the car meant cash out of their pocket, every exerted muscle that needed food meant cash out of their pocket, every moment of life meant cash out of their pocket.

On the backseat in a bag next to Drummond sat the lunch Sandra had prepared — two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, tap water in a thermos. Max’s stomach groaned at the mere thought of the meager fare. It seemed crazy that they had to spend more on gasoline to feed the car than they could on the food to feed themselves.

“No, no, no, I’ve got to stay with them,” Drummond said.

Max glanced back to see Drummond talking to his pocket once again. “What’s Leed want?”

With a perturbed grimace, Drummond said, “He’s being a pain because he wants to help and he doesn’t have a body in which to do it. So, he’s asking for me to be his body.”

“You can do that? Let him possess you or something?”

“No, no. Nothing like that. He wants me to leave you all and go to the library with him.” Drummond said the word library as if it had caused a little vomit to rush up his throat. “He wants to do research on the witch, curses, stuff like that. I admit it was his area of expertise and he might be able to help us out, but you guys need me.”

Sandra snorted. “I think we’ll be fine on our own. We’re going to a railroad museum. Unless you once dated an engineer who later became a witch.”

“Oh, very funny. I’ll have you know I dated plenty of women who never turned to magic, witchcraft, or anything arcane.”

Max knew Drummond hated the library. He also knew that Leed would be a good researcher. It would drive Drummond crazy being forced to look up books, turn pages, and do all the labor of research so that Leed could read the texts, but the idea of having expert help hard at work while Max and Sandra did the on-site research appealed to Max. He thought it might also give Leed a sense of purpose.

“It’s a good idea. Drummond, go ahead and help Leed. We’ll be fine with this on our own. See if you two can turn up something.”

“Sure,” Drummond said, the scowl on his face and the growl in his throat not nearly as accommodating. To his pocket, he said, “Enough already, you’re getting your way. I’m going, I’m going.” Seconds later, Drummond disappeared.

At first, neither Max nor Sandra spoke. Less than a minute later, however, they both broke into hysterical laughter. The wonderful release warmed Max.

“Is it wrong that I found that so fun?”

Through rapid giggles, Sandra managed, “Not at all, Honey, not at all.”

Shortly after, they exited the highway and found the entrance to the museum — a road nestled between two grassy mounds with an unlit sign easily missed. Though the small town of Spencer designated the area with homes and a few local businesses, the majority of the land remained for the museum. As Max drove up to the grass and gravel parking area, he understood why.

The “museum” was not a specific building but rather an enormous acreage that had once been an active rail yard with numerous spurs to handle a huge volume of rail traffic. All of Spencer had existed to service the yard. But those days were long gone. Most of the rail spurs had been removed, and all that remained were a few nonstop rail lines, several old buildings (now converted into museum walk-throughs), and the shining jewel of the museum — the roundhouse.

Max got out of the car and took one look at the depot ahead. They were supposed to go in there to pay for tickets, but the idea of giving up more cash twisted his gut hard.

Reading his mind, Sandra said, “Let’s skip that part. Chances are that whatever we’re looking for isn’t part of the routine tour.”

“Yeah. Doesn’t look like they mind if you walk around. Probably won’t be able to get in the buildings though.”

“I hate to say it, but a ghost would be handy right now.”

“Let’s walk. See what we see. If we decide we need to get in any of the buildings, we can either come back here and pay up or send Drummond back later. Unless you happen to see any other ghosts around. They might help.”

Sandra turned her head as she checked out the area. “Looks like we might have a few back there. Probably old railworkers killed on the line. No telling if they’ll be friendly or not.”

Offering his arm, Max said, “We don’t need to worry over that now. Let’s go for a walk.”

They crossed a wide, grassy area with concrete pathways cut in. Max imagined that in the spring and summer this would be a lovely place to come for a picnic or an afternoon stroll. It was a park for the train lovers. With winter pushing in, however, few people came, and those that did hurried their bundled bodies towards the various buildings.

As they passed between two massive structures — long ago used to house machine shops, warehousing, and construction of all sorts — Max felt dwarfed by the sheer power of the trains. A track ran down the middle of the street and snaked off toward the roundhouse ahead. A steam locomotive sat on the track, waiting for an engineer to guide it somewhere.

Of course, Max had seen plenty of large, man-made structures — skyscrapers, jumbo jets, cruise ships, and such. Something about this locomotive, though, impressed him more. It wasn’t simply the thing’s size. No, it was the power inside it. Max could feel the explosive force within this massive hunk of metal straining to be free.

“I know how you feel,” he whispered, and an image of the horned beast flashed in his mind.

Before he could ponder what that meant, Sandra kissed his cheek.

“What was that for?” he asked.

“Do I need a reason?”

He looked at her and leaned in to give her a more passionate kiss. But she put her hand on his chest and pushed back.

With a cute wink, she said, “It was just an ‘I love you’ peck. We’ve still got work to do here.” She pecked his other cheek and they headed on.

The roundhouse took up a large swath of land. With thirty-seven bays housing forty locomotives, it remained one of the largest preserved roundhouses in the country. Each bay of the crescent-shaped building had a track flush with the pavement that shot straight toward the fully-operational turntable — one of the last in existence.

A turntable was a large piece of track bridging a circular pit that could turn a full rotation. Thus, a locomotive could drive onto the track, stop, and be turned around. In the case of the roundhouse, it saved the trouble of having to design thirty-seven complex switches. Instead they have one turntable track that could service each bay of the roundhouse.

While Max found the whole setup ingenious, and part of him wanted to come back under less stressful circumstances so he could look in depth as to how it all worked, he had a job to do. The turntable had his attention because of the deep pit. That could be an excellent place to hide something.

Except they weren’t even sure if what they sought was hidden. He didn’t recall Sebastian having a photograph of the turntable — just the roundhouse. Did that mean the turntable was not important? Or that Sebastian had made a mistake in discounting its value?

“I wish I knew what we were looking for,” he said.

Sandra blew on her hands. “That would make it easier. Especially in this cold.”

Max pointed to a door on the closest side of the roundhouse. “Let’s go inside there. Even if they stop us from going further, we can at least warm up a little.”

They entered a gray lobby, more like a wide hallway, with blown-up black and white photos on the walls. The photos depicted the hard work of railroad men — covered in soot, shoveling coal, reaching into these ferocious machines, praying not to lose an arm while trying to tighten a hard to reach bolt. Further along the hall, large windows allowed a clear view of the first few bays, each holding an old steam locomotive.

Max stopped to look closer. Craning his neck, he could see clearly through gaps in the track. Underneath was another level — one for repairmen to have access to the bellies of the engines. It reminded him of how auto mechanics used to work before they invented the hydraulic lifts found in most garages today. Back then, they had a trench dug into the ground. A car would be driven over it and the mechanic would be in the trench. Same concept here except the grander scale of the roundhouse required a grander trench — an entire sub-floor spanning the entire roundhouse and possibly more.

At the far end of the lobby, an elderly man sat next to a small podium and a glass door. “Y’all have tickets?” he asked.

Sandra smiled over at him. “How much are they?”

The man pointed to a clearly marked sign. “Six dollars for an adult gets you in all the buildings on the premises.”

Max gestured to the sub-floor. “Do we get to go down there?”

“No, sir,” the old man said.

Max looked through the window again. To Sandra, he said, “I doubt the answer’s in a regular tour. If it were that easy to find, this would have been all over long ago.” He turned back to the old man. “Is there a different tour that goes down there?”

The old man’s lips rose in a devilish grin. “No, sir. That’s for the volunteers.”

“Volunteers?”

“Yup. All the people down there working on the restorations and maintenance of these wonderful engines, they are all volunteers. Do it for the love of railroading.”

“What if we were thinking about volunteering and we wanted to check it out down there?”

“Well, then, I’d be happy to show you around. But I think we both know you aren’t really interested in volunteering.”

The old man remained at the podium, that creepy smile on his lips. He didn’t get angry, didn’t ask them to leave, but he wasn’t helping them either.

Sandra cleared up the matter. “You’ll have to excuse my husband. He can be a dolt sometimes. Perhaps a private donation would get a few minutes downstairs?”

“Of course, ma’am. We’re always happy to entertain the rail enthusiasts with special treatment.”

Sandra placed a twenty dollar bill in his hand. When he didn’t budge, she placed another. After the third, he hesitated, but the stern look on her face — one Max knew too well — warned the old man off trying for more.

“Follow me,” he said and led them through a side door.

As they walked behind him, Max leaned close to Sandra and whispered, “You’re right. I can be a bit of a dolt sometimes.”

At the bottom of a metal staircase, the old man opened a door. “Here you go. And if you cause any trouble, you snuck down here while I was off pissing. Got it?”

“Thank you,” Sandra said.

After the old man left, they walked along the back wall. The entire floor resembled a mechanic’s garage. Tools of all sizes and shapes lay about. A radio played Led Zeppelin. Calendars stuck to the walls and tool chests — though instead of nude women, most of these depicted long trains cutting through mountain passes.

Several men and women meandered about — some working, others chatting. They noticed Max and Sandra but none seemed bothered by the intrusion. None of them seemed particularly welcoming either. Max had no idea where to begin until he noticed the young man working under one of the locomotives.

He had his dark hair buzzed close to this head and despite the cold, he wore only an oil-stained t-shirt and jeans. He hung a lamp near where he intended to work and stretched to reach something in the locomotive above. When he did this, Max noticed a tattoo on his forearm — a circle with a swirling yin-yang design. Just like the one he saw on the witch’s hand at the fights.

“That’s our man,” Max said, and waved until he got the young mechanic’s attention.

“You people lost?” the man said as he walked over.

Max put out his hand. “We’re looking to talk to somebody.”

The young man shook Max’s hand. “You’re in luck. I’m somebody. Name’s Pete Venter. You?”

“Max Porter. This is my wife, Sandra.”

Pete took Sandra’s hand gently and gave it a graceful kiss. “So, what is it you want to talk about?”

“I’m not sure,” Max said. He hadn’t thought this far through and now his mind blanked.

Once more, Sandra rescued him. “We’re gathering strange stories for a book on the weirder side of railroads.”

“The weirder side?”

“You know, like haunted railcars and mysterious happenings. A place as old as this has got to have some cool history to it, and we’re looking for the history that doesn’t make it into the usual books.”

Pete scratched his chest with a blush. “I don’t know about hauntings or anything mysterious. I mean we just work on the engines here. You ought to talk with some of the old dudes. They probably know all kinds of stories.”

Max gave Pete a playful bump on the shoulder. “Aw, c’mon. You look like a popular guy around here. I’m sure you know a good story that the others wouldn’t dare share.”

“Well, I know one story, but it ain’t got ghosts or anything like that. I’m not sure it’s what you’re looking for.”

“Try us.”

Pete glanced back at the other volunteers who appeared to be embroiled in a deep discussion of HO-scale versus O-scale for model railroading. “The story I know is about lost gold. You think that might be of interest?”

“Definitely,” Max and Sandra said simultaneously.

“Okay, then, here it is — a long time back there was a town called Company Shops. It’s now part of Burlington, but back then it was basically a place to repair trains as they passed through the state. At the tail end of the Civil War, a shipment containing bales of cotton and kegs of gold was sent to Company Shops. Only problem was nobody had ordered it, and there was no designated person or company to deliver it to. It just got sent. The locals in the area swiped all the cotton but the gold — well, no one knows what happened to it. It vanished. Lot of people still look for it. You go out to Burlington and check the line, old Trollinger’s bridge, anywhere related to the route that train would’ve traveled, you’ll find people looking for the gold. Some come all the way from California with their metal detectors. It’s ridiculous.”

Max said, “Because you don’t think it’s true?”

“Oh, it’s true. It happened. But we’re talking 1865. Nobody’s going to find that money. It’s probably long gone and already spent by now, anyway.”

“Thanks, Pete. You’ve certainly given us a strange story.”

“Not all that strange when you think about it. I mean, the war was lost. Things around here were descending into madness. The Northern soldiers were looting everywhere they went. It was a mess. Can’t say I’m surprised that somebody tried to ship a bunch of gold out of here nor that it got intercepted.”

“Guess you’re right about that. But kegs of gold don’t simply vanish. Not easily anyway. Even in 1865, trails of evidence can be found.”

“Maybe so,” Pete said. “Still, people been trying since it went missing. That’s nearly a hundred and fifty years, and nobody’s found squat.”

They thanked Pete for his time and made their way back to the car. Driving toward Winston-Salem, Max tapped his fingers on the wheel and mumbled to himself.

“You going to let me in on your conversation?” Sandra asked.

“Oh, sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. Just tell me what you’re thinking. Everyone’s after this gold, right?”

“If it’s real. When we get back, I want to go to the library and look into this. Stories of lost gold aren’t the kind of thing that gets forgotten. Somebody will have written about it. But I’m feeling optimistic on this one.”

“A gut feeling? I’ll alert Drummond.”

“While you’re having fun ribbing me, make sure to call Cecily Hull and set up a meeting with her. I think we’ll have a far more interesting conversation now.”

Max focused on the road as his mind went over the details of their talk with Pete Venter. The gold story was only part of it, of course. That symbol tattooed on his arm — that had to be important. Max resolved to research that as well, but he had a strong suspicion he wouldn’t like the answer.

 


 

 

Chapter 17

Max needed to clear his mind before facing Cecily Hull later that evening, so he went to the one place that he knew would help — the library. Before he reached a table and removed his coat, Leon hurried to his side.

“I’m so glad you showed up. I was afraid I’d miss you when my shift ended.”

Max loved the giddy enthusiasm of his friend. “I take it you found something about Sebastian.”

“No. But that O. Henry story you found — I looked into Cal Baxter some more. In particular, I learned that his famous house has had an interesting history.”

Leon launched into a tale that took Max by surprise. In addition to Baxter House’s odd creation and eccentric owner, the place had a dark reputation. Over the decades since Cal Baxter’s death and the Hull family’s purchase of the house, four people had attempted to break into the building.

Leon found no record of what they sought. “Guess they figured anything worth building up in secret has got to be hiding something. Besides which, the whole thing was an unanswered mystery, and some people cannot let that kind of thing go.”

With an excited shake, Leon showed Max several grainy copies of old newspaper articles. There was Samantha Shoemaker, a devout Christian woman, who wanted to free Cal Baxter from haunting the house. Another was Alex Crane, a young man who often got teased for wearing a leather bomber jacket though he had never served. In the 1980s, a young man from Japan traveled to check out the house. Ushiro Takashi looked amusing with his neck garnished in a mass of gold chains and his body proudly wearing a Mr. T sweatshirt. The last page showed Alan Peck — an older man wearing a heavy, dark coat and a hunter’s cap.

“The weirdest part about all of this is the fates of these four people. All of them disappeared. They never came out of the house again. Police were summoned, but when they searched the house, they didn’t find anything. Not even a hint that those people had gone in.”

Max looked over the pictures again. “Thanks. I don’t know how this fits in, but I’m glad for the extra info.”

“I thought you might like it. Good luck with the rest of your search. I got to get home.”

As Leon shuffled off, Max thought about the secret room. He never saw signs that people had been killed in there — assuming these unfortunate mystery-hunters were killed — but then Sebastian’s murder had enough strangeness about it to suggest that these disappearances could have equally strange answers behind them. Perhaps Cal had built another secret room in the house.

He set the pictures aside and dived into more research on finding Lilla. An hour later, with little to show, he packed up and headed home. He didn’t feel that much better, but Leon’s contribution gave him a sense of progress.

That night, Sandra and Max met Cecily Hull at the Tokyo Steakhouse. Cecily offered to pay for dinner, so the Porter’s thought it best to go for something moderately expensive. Plus, they both enjoyed Japanese cuisine and had not been able to afford it for a long time.

Tokyo Steakhouse was the kind of place where the chefs put on a show, cooking the food in front of the diners with plenty of fast-paced and flashy knife-work. Cecily purchased a private room, leaving clear instructions that the chef should simply cook the food and avoid the show. Though this disappointed Max, he considered that the food came free, so he would keep all whining to himself.

“What? No show?” Drummond, naturally, had no problem complaining. “Bad enough I can’t eat any of this food, but I can’t even get the show. What a cheat.”

After the chef prepared their meals and left, Max and Sandra dug in. Cecily’s look of disgust did nothing to prevent their ravenous attack on the shrimp, chicken, and rice. Five minutes later, Max patted his belly.

Cecily forced a smile. “Glad you enjoyed this. Now, I’m assuming we’re meeting tonight so that we can discuss your working for me?”

“No,” Max said, enjoying the shocked look on her face. “We’re meeting so that I can tell you to back off — unfreeze our assets and leave us alone. If you don’t, we’ll find that gold before you or Tucker or any of the others looking for it. We’ll find it first — you know that. That’s why you want us to work for you. So, leave us be or we’ll get the gold and you won’t have anything to fund your fight against Tucker with.”

Cecily stared at Max a moment before breaking into laughter. “Bless your heart, aren’t you adorable, thinking you have something to threaten me with. But, you see, I don’t want the gold.”

Drummond drifted toward the door. “Hope you have a backup plan. If it helps, nobody’s out here watching or anything. She’s all alone.”

Sandra pushed her empty plate aside. “Perhaps you can tell us what it is you do want. And don’t give us your crap about us having to work for you. We know this gold is involved. We’ll get the rest of the story eventually.”

Cecily clicked her tongue. “For such a noteworthy researcher, I’m surprised you haven’t learned everything you need to know already.”

“I see,” Max said. “You don’t think we’re that close. Well, let me share with you what you should already know. And if you don’t know any of this, then consider it a warning as to how good I actually am. The gold goes missing in 1865. This is a pretty well-documented case — newspaper reports, rail yard reports, even a reference in some Union army reports. What isn’t reported at all, because nobody could figure it out, was who the gold was meant to go to.”

Drummond’s head whipped toward them. “You don’t mean — Hull?”

“There’s only one family in all of North Carolina that I can think of who could pull off a carload of gold without any paperwork,” Max said.

Cecily raised an eyebrow. “The Reynolds family could do it, too.”

“Maybe. But they wouldn’t. Your family, however — this is right up their alley. So, somebody with a lot of guts rips off your family’s gold. I’m not sure what happened to this guy, but my guess is that the family employed a witch to curse the thief in an imaginative and tragic way. Unfortunately, for you, whatever spell you used did not result in a confession. So, the Hulls were out their gold.”

“You can’t prove any of this.”

“This isn’t a court of law. I’m merely pulling in the knowledge I have with the threads of information available to me — it’s what I’m good at. I may not be exactly right, but I’m close. I can see it on your face.”

“Don’t think you’re so smart. There’s far more than you know.” Cecily tried to look amused but Max could tell he had unnerved her.

“I have no doubt. In fact, I’m not sure what happened for the next twenty or thirty years — except that the Hulls couldn’t find the gold. But I think I can guess what happened after that. See, in the 1890s, William Porter, better known as the writer O. Henry, was living down in Texas. He spent a lot of his time hanging out in hotel lobbies eavesdropping on all the rich people passing through. It was a great way to get news stories or ideas for fiction. I think one day he was doing his usual thing when he happened to overhear something about the Hulls missing gold.”

“And how would that have happened if the man who stole the gold was silenced by a witch?”

“Nobody steals a trainload of gold by himself. He had an accomplice, maybe more than one. When O. Henry hears them talking, he knows exactly what it’s about. After all, he’s from Greensboro. He would have been told stories about the gold while growing up. Whatever he heard that day, it clued him in to where to search for the gold. But he had his own problems to deal with, problems that required him to leave on the run for Honduras. By the time he returned and served his jail sentence, he had become a famous author and no longer required the gold.”

“This is a very entertaining tale,” Cecily said, but her tone fooled nobody.

“It gets better. See, even though O. Henry didn’t need or want the gold, he wasn’t going to let it go to waste. In 1909, as his life neared its end, he wrote a story and dedicated it to an old friend, Cal Baxter. I believe that story contains a hidden message for Cal that told him what O. Henry knew about the gold.”

“Really, now, Mr. Porter. A secret message in a famous author’s short story? I suppose you’ve cracked the code, too.”

“Not at all. There’s no point. We already know Cal figured it out and found the gold. Which is good news for all of us because the code wasn’t easy. It took Cal three years and he knew O. Henry. How else to explain that massive yet mysterious inheritance he came into in 1912?”

“Perhaps a relative who died and left a fortune to Mr. Baxter.”

With a derisive frown, Sandra said, “That would be the normal explanation. But the problem is that your family bought Baxter House the second it became available. Overpaid for it, too. In our line of work, we call that a coincidence. We don’t like coincidence.”

Drummond snorted in one gleeful burst. “Watch out, Max. I think your wife is getting a stronger taste for this.”

Cecily ignored Sandra as she leaned closer to Max. “If I understand you correctly, you are saying the hidden gold is no longer hidden. That Cal Baxter found it, spent it on his mansion and his life, and it’s all been absorbed into the banking system, investments, and such. Is that right?”

“Not in the least,” Max said. “If all the gold had been transferred into the system, there’d be nothing to search for. The gold would be gone and you would have no way to claim it. But the fact is that you and Tucker and Sebastian Freeman and probably others are still searching for it. Ergo, the gold is still around. Since nobody has found it, it’s still hidden — just not hidden where it had been before.”

Cecily’s body tensed like a lioness ready to pounce. “Should I assume you know where the gold is then?”

“Why, Ms. Hull, didn’t you ever learn not to assume?”

“Then you know nothing more than some history.”

“I know that I’ve found out the full history in a short few days. And where the rest of you have had the same information for years and have been unable to find the gold, I’ve narrowed it down to a few key sites. That’s why I know I’ll get to it first. You know it, too — otherwise, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. You want us to work for you so that you can get that gold.”

Cecily sat back, a calm confidence taking over that worried Max. He had her on the edge and suddenly the whole thing shifted. What had he said wrong?

“Careful, Max,” Drummond said. Max wanted to snap I know, I know, but he had to stay quiet.

Cecily tilted her head, forcing her hair to hang over one eye like a professional model. “You are so arrogant, so sure of what you know, that you don’t listen very well. I do not want the gold. I’m a Hull. I have more money than I could possibly spend in a lifetime — money that neither Tucker nor Terrance nor any other Hull can touch. What I need is the chest that holds the gold. Give me that and you can keep the gold.”

Max, Sandra, and Drummond stared at Cecily. Nobody spoke. Elsewhere in the restaurant, the clanking of chef’s knives and the sizzling of meat formed a distant noise.

At length, Max said, “Did ... did you say we could keep the gold?”

“Oh, are you suddenly interested in what I have to say?”

“Confused might be a better word.”

“Allow me to make it simple enough for you to understand. I agree with your assessment of the history and the current situation. I agree that Cal Baxter did not convert all the gold into other assets. That gold was contained in special chests. I require those chests but not their contents. Therefore, my offer is this — come work for me, for this one case, and the pay will be any gold you find. I will take the chest. That’s it.”

Max looked to Sandra. Her expression read nothing but suspicion. To Cecily, he said, “There’s something wrong here.”

“There’s a lot wrong here,” Drummond said.

“If this was the deal you wanted to offer us, why not tell us that from the start? Why the bullying tactics, freezing our assets? Why not simply offer us the gold?”

Cecily placed her hands on the table. An insignificant gesture most of the time, but with her, it felt calculated and controlled — a way for her to maintain control over the pacing of the next part of the conversation. Max thought of the way a boxer could control the ring by stepping a certain direction, forcing the opponent to either follow or pay the consequences. He hoped his choices would not be so limited.

“First and foremost, I had nothing to do with the freezing of your assets. That was Tucker’s doing. He doesn’t want you around North Carolina and he is not pleased about your refusal to leave.”

Sandra said, “That’s all he’s going to do? Make life uncomfortable for us?”

Max appreciated her bravado, but considering how greedily they had eaten their meal, he doubted Cecily bought into the idea that they were happily poor.

Cecily went on, “Tucker has had much to deal with to keep the peace in our family. This issue of Cal Baxter is but one problem among many. So, forgive him for not crushing you right away.”

“He wouldn’t do that anyway,” Max said. “He likes to make people suffer. Isn’t that right? Hulls are a vindictive bunch. They’d rather curse a man than kill him.”

“Regardless, Tucker is the one that froze your assets. I tried to warn you and to leverage the event in my favor. As to the rest, I didn’t offer the gold at first because I had hoped to avoid the offer. I’d much rather keep the gold, but when I saw your situation and when I realized the depth of your hatred toward my family, it seemed the only lure strong enough to entice you.”

Drummond said, “I’m not buying this. Don’t take this deal. You can’t know how much gold is left, if anything. Some thief could have robbed the gold long ago and nobody knows it yet. You don’t want to end up like Geraldo Rivera opening Capone’s safe.”

Before he could stop himself, Max said, “How do you know about Geraldo?”

“I’m dead. I’m not completely out of touch.”

“Who’s Geraldo?” Cecily’s lost expression clamped Max’s mouth.

“Nobody. Forget it. Just a reminder that we’ve been promised riches before, and look at us now. So, thank you for the dinner, but we’ll not be working with you.”

Cecily’s fingers curled into fists. “In addition to the gold, I will add a daily stipend to ease your financial troubles until the case is over. How about one hundred dollars a day?”

Waving his hands frantically, Drummond said, “No! Don’t do it!”

But Max and Sandra nodded. “You got a deal,” Max said.

“Damn. What good is having a ghost around, if you won’t listen to me? I’m going to wait in the car. You two can ruin your lives for a few dollars without me.”

As Drummond left the room, Cecily brought out her credit card and tapped it on the table. A waiter whisked in and took the card.

“I recommend that you get started right away. While I’m hopeful that you will be as good as you claim in getting the chest of gold, I know Tucker is quite determined. Understand that if he gets control of the chest first, his wrath, the fierce power he has contained for now, will be unleashed. He won’t play around with asset freezes. He’ll abduct you both, torture you for years, then kill you and have his witch curse your remains. So get to work.”

“No need for the threats. The gold is enough to get us working.”

“Maybe, but you see, what happens to you is nothing compared to what he will do to me.”

Max stood and put out his hand. “I understand. Don’t worry. We’ll find that gold.”

Cecily’s mouth turned upward with a Cheshire grin. “Welcome back to the family.”

 


 

 

Chapter 18

Drummond refused to speak. However, he also refused to leave. Max and Sandra wanted to celebrate having cash in their pockets and the promise of a fortune in gold, but Drummond hovered in the back of the trailer glowering at them.

Finally, Sandra faced Drummond with a knife sharp glare. “We’re not idiots. We know better than most what the Hulls are capable of. But for this one case, we can use them against themselves. Worst outcome is that we get the per diem for a week or so and then we’re back to where we started.”

“Are you crazy?” Drummond blurted. “Did you not listen to her? To what would happen if Tucker gets that gold? He’ll raze you to the ground.”

“All the more reason for us to accept Cecily’s help. You don’t really think Tucker would back off simply if we turned Cecily down? You know better.”

Drummond crossed his arms and looked away. His sourness undercut their party but not enough to stop them. Max cracked open a ten-dollar bottle of champagne, and they drank every last drop before kicking Drummond out of their trailer so they could be alone.

When morning arrived, Drummond returned. “Tell me what I can do.” Max noted the lack of enthusiasm in the ghost’s voice, but at least he wanted to help.

“I’ve got something perfect for you,” Max said. “Go find that witch from the fights. See if you can piss her off enough that she might let something slip. Sound fun?”

Drummond fought back at a smile. “I’m sure Leed would prefer more research, but we’ll manage.”

To Sandra, Max said, “Look into this photo for Trollinger Bridge. And this other one marked NGFS — can you find out where that field is and what NGFS even means?”

“I’m on it,” she said and snatched the photos.

“Good. I’m going back to Baxter House, see what we may have missed.”

They all split off to their different tasks. As Max drove up toward the city, his fingers tapped the wheel with an involuntary shiver. After much thought the previous night, he had come to the conclusion that the creature he had been seeing came from having touched the circle at Baxter House. More importantly, he thought the creature must be an image sent from Cal Baxter.

The house had belonged to Cal and had been built in secret to Cal’s specifications — which included the secret room. Drummond had been unable to locate Cal in the Other which suggested that Cal might still be in the house. These visions that kept coming to Max could very well be a message from Cal — and Max wanted to get a better connection.

He worried about what Sandra would say. In fact, he knew she would be furious when she found out — especially when she realized that he had sent her off looking into that bridge and NGFS not only because they needed the information, but mostly so that she wouldn’t be around to stop his plan. He hated keeping her in the dark, but at least he hadn’t lied. He simply omitted his full intentions.

When he reached Baxter House, he parked a block away again. The last thing he wanted was another pesky neighbor calling the police and alerting Detective Rolson. He walked around to the back of the house and went straight for the door Drummond had unlocked. Slipping inside with ease, he had to hand it to his old pal — that ghost knew a lot of useful tricks.

He moved fast, planning on barreling into the secret room and get to work, but when he entered the study, his legs stopped moving. He stood in front of the desk, facing the open wall, seeing the room beyond with its dark candle, cold walls, false doors, and painted circle. One thought repeated in his mind — be careful.

The last time he stood here, Rolson had attempted to arrest him. But all that time, Rolson never noticed the gaping hole in the wall or the secret room. How could he not see it? Could the room be protecting itself somehow?

Another thought entered Max’s head — why hadn’t Hull’s people ripped this house to pieces? They owned the place. For the last bunch of days, they’ve been stuck because of the police, but before Sebastian’s murder, they had free run of the place. With access to their personal witch, they could have easily found the secret room. Best Max could figure — either the Hulls had searched the house and determined the gold was not on the premises or the House employed some type of magic that prevented the Hulls from finding anything. There was clearly a ward preventing Drummond from entering the room, why not others?

It always came back to magic.

And that was why he came back, too.

“Make up your mind, Max,” he said. “Either go in or get out.” He had to assume that Rolson would find out he had broken in again, and that this time, he would be arrested without fail. Time was ticking away.

Max pulled out his phone and texted Sandra: Hey, Hon. Find anything?

A few seconds later, his phone chimed. Nothing yet. Only just started. You?

He typed back: Nothing yet. But that made the decision easy. They needed the case to move forward. Max puffed up his chest, and though his bowels gurgled, he entered the room with the painted circle.

Though the room had not changed from his previous visit, everything about it seemed different. The black candle looked darker. The walls looked colder. The paint looked thicker. Even the barren furnishings looked more barren.

Perhaps the change had resulted from his own anxiety, but Max doubted it. Magic behaved strangely, and he had become accustomed to its unpredictable nature — well, he had learned to live with it, even if accepting it proved more difficult. Mostly, though, Max knew that he didn’t know enough. If given the choice, he would rather deal with ghosts. That, at least, made sense.

“Great,” Max muttered to the empty room. “Now I’m thinking ghosts make sense.”

He walked around the circle, looking for any hint of what he should do. He had seen several magic circles before — mostly drawn by people trying to kill him — but the symbols had never been consistent. He guessed that the different combination of symbols produced different results. The symbols at his feet meant nothing to him, though. The majority, he had never seen.

“Cal?” His voice sounded hollow against the stone walls. He looked at the stern portrait on the wall and waved. “Cal Baxter. My name is Max Porter. I’m the one you keep trying to contact. I’m here in your house. Tell me how I can help.”

Silence.

Max squatted next to the circle. He considered touching the paint again, even dangled his fingers over it, but pulled back. I just don’t know enough about magic. Following a hunch when researching worked fine, but doing so outside of books, in the practical world, often led to undesirable consequences — death being chief among them.

He pulled out his phone and brought up Sandra’s number. She would know the answer. “Or she’d yell at me, tell me to get out of here, and nothing would be accomplished but the start of an ugly fight.” Except he had nobody else to call.

Call? He looked at his phone. He didn’t have to call anybody. Instead, he did a quick search for websites dealing with magic — the real thing. Tapping from one site to the next, he rushed through them until he recognized one of the sites Sandra had used before.

Reading for a few minutes, he found a lot of basic information he already knew. Then he saw the links for Spells, Curses, and Circles. Circles led him to a long scrollable page filled with symbol after symbol after symbol.

He didn’t see how the images had been organized, and part of him thought they hadn’t been organized at all, but at the bottom of the page, he found another link that led to an explanation of how the symbols could be used. Basically, one constructed a sentence around the circle. The key symbols had to be at the key compass positions while the less important symbols filled in the gaps. Materials used in making the circle were important, and what the spellcaster said while standing over the circle was equally important.

“That’s it?” Max closed his phone in frustration. He knew that somewhere on the Internet, maybe even on that specific site, he would find a more detailed and useful explanation, but he lacked the time for such research.

He stared at the circle. It seemed to shimmer — as if it had become a warm pool inviting him in for a dip. Maybe it would work. If he stood in the center and called out for Cal, maybe they would connect. Merely touching the circle had started this; perhaps jumping in fully would complete it.

Max.

That had not been his own thought, yet it echoed in his head. It had a complex voice as if more than one person spoke. A gentle, feminine voice coupled with a harsh, graveled masculine voice.

Come to me.

“Cal?”

Reach down.

Max looked at his feet. Though he had no recollection of moving, he now stood in the center of the circle. His head lolled and he rocked as if he had been drinking for hours. Part of him screamed to get out of the circle, but that scream grew quieter every second until he heard nothing but a steady hum.

He bent down, his hands swaying over the circle like a bad orchestra conductor, and he squinted against the bright shimmering. It never stopped. Back and forth the light played on his eyes, and his body flowed with the rhythm.

Reach down.

The multi-voice spoke over the steady hum and it made sense. He should reach down. He should touch the circle.

So, he did.

With a painful jolt like a kick to the head, Max’s brain ignited with images. He saw the horned-beast hovering a few feet away. As the voice had been more than one voice, the image of the beast comprised other images, too.

He saw a scrawny character, hunched over with a weasel smile, and at the same time, he saw an overweight fellow, full of pride at his wealth. He saw an anklet of a gold cross and a leather bomber jacket. A fuzzy image, out of focus, hung in the back of his sight — a red and black checkered pattern. Separate, these images meant nothing, but together they formed the horned-beast. Yet Max could only see the pieces by turning his head one direction or the other. If he looked straight on, he only saw the intimidating visage of the horned-beast — large, hairy, angry.

Another jolt struck him simultaneously in the head and the gut. Max doubled over, gripping his stomach. He strained for air that didn’t burn while hearing a long wheeze from his lungs.

He looked up. The horned-beast had vanished. For a second, Max’s head cleared. He put a foot firmly in front, ready to launch out of the circle. He knew he was in trouble. But he could do that. He could get clear of the circle. All he had to do was push off —

Images flashed rapidly in his head — each one a bolt of lightning, bright and painful. Gold. Stacks of gold bars. Trains rolling. A man in the tropics scribbling over a piece of paper. A woman carving a circle into the ground — a witch. A battlefield of the Civil War — blue and gray racing toward each other, shouting, firing weapons. Gold, again. The horned-beast.

Max clutched his aching skull. “I don’t know what you want!” He yelled to hear his own voice above the unrelenting hum.

You!

The word vibrated in his bones. He fell to his knees, and his body arched backward. Locked in a steady stream of cramped muscles and fiery jolts, he found it impossible to focus on any one thought.

Even as he heard Sandra’s warnings repeating in his mind, he saw the horned-beast floating before him. Flashes of gold and trains blended with images of Sebastian and magic circles. He felt like he sat in an electric chair at a multiplex playing all its films at once.

The horned-beast lifted a clawed hand and dug into Max’s head. No blood, no sense of tearing skin, but he sure knew the creature peered inside. Max’s right arm flailed backward, smacking the tall candlestick. The black candle banged onto the floor and rolled toward the wall. The horned-beast never paused or even noticed the disruption. It simply continued to dig in Max’s brain.

But it wasn’t ripping up his gray matter. Rather, it seemed to be plugging into Max’s memories. Every time it moved, old memories popped up before Max’s eyes.

He saw his eighth birthday party — a pool party with kids running around at the YMCA, cake in their hands, sugar highs glazing over everyone’s eyes. He saw an afternoon in high school — a bully who had followed him home one day, cornered him behind a church, and pummeled Max in the belly before sauntering off with a mean snicker. He saw his wedding — Sandra radiating love and beauty with every wide smile.

His memories shifted to more recent times — Korner’s Folly, the witch coven, the Hull family, and even the German POW work camps set up in Butner. Then he saw the detective that had changed his life.

“Drummond,” Max whispered. Though he would never admit it, a tear dribbled down the side of his face as he recalled meeting Drummond for the first time and all the difficulties they went through in order to free him from his curse.

The pain disappeared. The horned-beast flew back. Its eyes stared at Max for a moment, and Max swore he saw a hopeful look in that creature’s expression.

It nodded at him, and Max passed out.

 


 

 

Chapter 19

“How dare you,” Sandra said, her face so tight it looked as if it might fold in on itself. “After all we have been through, after all we have seen and done, you want to go off on your own to do such a stupid, reckless thing — dealing with magic like that.”

“I was trying to protect you from —”

“Stop trying to protect me.”

“I’m your husband and I love you. Of course I’m going to try to protect you.”

“That’s an excuse. You knew I would be against you doing this. I’m sure Drummond would be against you doing this. You weren’t trying to protect me as much as you wanted to avoid having me stop you.”

Max had no more to say. After all, she was right.

When he had awoken, his body had been moved from the secret room back into the study. He had gasped for air as if bursting from the ocean after nearly drowning. It took him ten minutes before he had enough control over his body to phone Sandra for help. To her credit, she didn’t question him. She merely drove over and picked him up. But now that they had been home for an hour, now that they were safe, she wanted answers.

Unfortunately, caught up in her rage of the situation and his defense, neither of them gained any ground in finding answers — until Drummond entered the trailer and said, “I don’t mean to pry but I’ve been floating above listening to all this, and I got to ask you, Max — was it worth it? Did you learn anything?”

“Well, there’s definitely a ghost in that house, and I’m guessing it’s Cal Baxter.” With a deep breath, Max unloaded the whole story. He told of looking up the spell on the Internet, the weird voices he heard in his head, the images he saw, and the way it took him over, luring him into the circle. When he finished, he looked to Sandra and said, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done it.”

Sandra held his hand against her chest, her eyes watering. “You are more important to me than anything. Don’t do this again. I can’t have you leaving me.”

Max leaned over and kissed her. “I promise.” He knew things were far from perfect between them, but this simple exchange eased their tensions for the moment. Most married couples he had known had something similar — a gesture, a phrase, something that said We still love each other and we’ll be genuinely nice right now, but later, this argument will have to be finished. Often, when they found the time to finish the fight, one or both of them had figured out a simple, calm solution, and they never had to argue further. Max’s kiss and promise gave them both enough room to turn their attention back on the things threatening them — Hull, Rolson, magic, witches, murder. The usual.

“Okay, okay,” Drummond said. “The important thing here is that Cal Baxter is in that house, and it sounds like he’s been bound.”

Sandra let go of Max’s hand and straightened her posture — all business. “I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think it’s Cal Baxter, or you don’t think he’s bound?”

“Both. First off, we were all in that room, we all saw that circle. That thing did not look like any binding curse I’ve ever seen.”

“No offense, Doll, but there’s more binding curses than probably anybody’s seen.”

“True, but this didn’t share anything with being a binding curse — other than a circle.”

Max said, “Okay. I’ll buy it. But why don’t you think it’s Cal Baxter?”

“Because of the images you saw. If this had been Cal Baxter, why didn’t you see anything that looked like Cal Baxter?”

“I don’t really know what he looks like.”

“I’m pretty sure he doesn’t look like some horned-creature. And if it was Cal Baxter, why wouldn’t he communicate easier with you? We had no problem with Drummond when he was bound, or any other ghosts we’ve seen.”

“So what are you saying?”

Sandra paused, letting the weight of her coming words to press fully on Max and Drummond. “I think it’s a summoned spirit. I think it is a creature that has been pulled into our world unwillingly and is stuck in that circle. When you touched the circle, you connected to it, and it’s been trying to strengthen that connection ever since. I think it was trying, perhaps, to possess you, to take over your body, to somehow get out of the trap it’s in.”

Drummond pursed his lips in thought. “You’re saying this is some kind of summoned spirit, trapped in the Baxter House, and you’re getting all this because Max saw an image of a horned-beast?”

“Admittedly, it’s a lot of speculation, but whatever is in that house, I’m sure it is not the bound ghost of Cal Baxter.”

Max’s face paled. “Is it a demon?”

Sandra shrugged. “I don’t know if there’s a Heaven or Hell, Angels or Demons, or any of that. I only know that these images are from something that doesn’t want to be where it is, and it’s trying desperately to communicate. Perhaps with good intentions, perhaps not.”

“What do we do about it then?”

Drummond’s face brightened as he clapped his hands, but Sandra spoke first. “I’m not sure. I think we should be cautious about going back to Baxter House until we know how that connects with everything else. Now, I looked into this NGFS — turns out it’s a school called New Garden Friends School. A ‘Friends’ school, or ‘Friends’-anything for that matter, belongs to the Quakers. They’re the ones who founded Greensboro.”

Max winked. “You’re starting to sound like me.”

“Just because I’m not yelling at you doesn’t mean I’m not still ticked off. Save the cutesy stuff for another time.”

Crossing his hands in front of his chest as if to deflect an attack, Max tried to charm Sandra with his smile. When she merely stared at him with one eyebrow raised, he nodded his defeat and gestured for her to continue.

She held her look for a bit longer. “NGFS Upper is a private high school and a middle school. The Lower school — K thru sixth — is near Guilford College, but the Upper school is in that field. They built a gymnasium a few years back. Before that, it was a different private school — might have been a special needs school, that wasn’t exactly clear, and I couldn’t get much more information — and before all that, it was a field.”

“The photographs are of a field. Maybe it was an old farm at some point.”

“Probably. Regardless, it doesn’t seem to connect much to anything.”

Drummond clapped his hands louder this time. “If you let me talk, I might have something to share. You know, something important.”

Max said, “Hold on. Sandra, did you finish?”

She feigned a hurt look at Drummond. “I suppose so.”

Max spread his hands in an expansive movement. “The floor is yours, sir.”

Drummond rolled his eyes. “Well, while you were nearly getting yourself killed and the missus was finding empty fields with schools on them, I went ahead and found the witch. You’re not going to believe this one — she’s on our side.”

“You’re right, I don’t believe it.”

“No, really. She’s a captive. Hull has her trapped there. She’s a prisoner. When you saw her at the fights and she reached out for you, she wasn’t giving you up. She was crying out for help. That symbol on her hand — she belongs to a group called the Magi group. They’re an old organization, secret kind of thing, and get this — they are fighting the Hulls.”

Sandra stood. “Are you serious?”

“Sweets, I would never joke about something like this. I’m telling you, this Magi group has been around for over a hundred years. According to the witch, back in the early days of North Carolina, back when Tucker Hull broke away from the Moravians and started delving into magic, a group of people formed to fight back. Over the centuries they ended up with many allies. She claims one of them was O. Henry. I don’t know if I believe that part, but they certainly named themselves after his story.”

Sandra’s face tightened again. “Where the hell have they been the last few years? We could’ve used some help. Now, they want to show up and screw with our lives like everybody else.”

Wagging his finger, Drummond said, “I knew you’d feel that way, so I made sure to ask her. She told me that shortly before you two moved down here, William Hull had struck them a serious blow. It’s taken them this long to recover. The way she looked when she spoke, I got the sense that this blow was more than financial — they lost the lives of people important to them. Anyway, the point in all this is that we’ve now got the best lead we have to anything. We got magic, we got Hull, and we got Rolson all wrapped up with this witch.”

“Rolson?” Max said. “Is he still with the witch?”

“He’s her guard and he’s moved her to the O. Henry Hotel in Greensboro.”

Max looked to Sandra. They both looked to Drummond. Max shook his head. “That can’t be good.”

 


 

 

Chapter 20

Sandra weaved through the highway traffic as she soared down Route 40 heading towards Greensboro. The old car shimmied as she pushed seventy-five miles-per-hour. Max reclined in the passenger seat, his head still swirling from his recent experience with the spirit world. Thankfully, Sandra had the sense to send Drummond ahead to watch the witch and perform a little recon. For Max, it meant less talking, less wisecracks. From the glove compartment, Max pulled out a bottle of acetaminophen and took two of the white pills.

Sandra looked over. “You still feeling really bad?”

“I ain’t feeling good, but I’ll survive.”

The way she set her jaw as she continued to drive around traffic told Max everything — he had not only been wrong; he had hurt her. It bothered him that he kept hurting her in his efforts to treat her well or to protect her. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps unilaterally trying to protect people only leads to their pain.

Max raised his seat and placed his hand on the back of Sandra’s neck, stroking her hair and skin at the same time. “I am so sorry. I never meant to harm you.”

“I know you were trying to solve the case in a way you thought was right, but that doesn’t make it so. You have to realize there are more important things than solving a case or fighting the Hulls or any of this stuff. There’s you and me.”

“I do understand that.”

“Really? Because your behavior often makes me think otherwise.”

“Do you remember our third date?”

Sandra’s face relaxed. “Of course I remember our third date. It was the first time we ever had sex.”

“Yes, but do you remember the date itself? I had planned out what I hoped would be a great evening for us, and though it did turn out to be a great evening, the plan never was. I expected to pick you up at six o’clock and take you to that awesome dive in Lansing — Carl’s Corner. We would sit down and eat until the live band started up. Then I’d take you dancing. Afterwards, I figured we would drive around for a little until I got up the courage to invite you back to my place. Not a complicated date, but one that required a little bit of planning.”

Sandra warmed at the memory. “I can hear you calling me on the phone, telling me that you were going to take me out to dinner and dancing. I was really excited.”

“Well, it didn’t quite turn out that way, did it? I picked you up at seven because I had a flat on the way to your house, then got stuck in a traffic jam. When we got to Carl’s Corner, they were locked up and closed — health inspectors had shut the place down.”

“You looked so ridiculous and cute standing by the door, reading the health notice and shaking your head. I think you figured the whole evening had been screwed over.”

“You remember what happened next?”

“Of course. We went to Wendy’s.”

“We sat there for hours chatting away. No dancing. No music except for whatever crap they pumped through their speakers. Sharing fries, sipping pop, and happy as can be. One of the best dates in my entire life. It was that date that I really fell for you. Not to mention, that all happened before you suggested we go back to my place. And that date was the first time that I learned something which has happened over and over again in our lives together — that together we can take a bad situation and make it work; together we make wonders out of tough times.

“I mean, look at us now. We’re living in a trailer, practically broke. But as tough as it is, as worried as I am, ultimately, as long as we’re together, I know we’ll survive. We’ll be fine. So don’t ever think I’m going to jeopardize that. The risks that I took — I didn’t think they were going to be as serious as they turned out. I would never have done it if I had known what I was stepping into.”

Sandra reached over and patted his knee. “You are so silly.”

“I know. But I’m learning.”

“Well, you better learn this one for good because I’m tired of having to prove it to you. Besides, our life is too dangerous for you not to figure this out. Now lay back, shut up, and get some rest. Things are going to get tough soon.”

Max reclined and closed his eyes. The relaxed sensation washing over his weary muscles told him that he and Sandra had truly made up.

Twenty minutes later, he woke to find them zipping down Bryan Boulevard. Sandra nodded ahead. “We’re almost there. What’s the plan?”

Max stretched his body, feeling far better than he had in the last few days. “You and I are going to cause a big scene. That’s the plan.”

 


 

 

Chapter 21

From the outside, the O. Henry hotel stood like a giant box of brick and granite. Though less than ten stories tall, it looked as if someone had taken a New York City hotel, yanked it from the ground, and plunked it down in the middle of a Greensboro parking lot across from the Friendly Shopping Center (Only a short distance from where Sebastian Freeman bought a house, Max noted). The inside, however, proved to be an entirely different experience.

As they entered, Max immediately fell in love with the place. Dark wood walls, high ceilings, the earthy smell of a fireplace — like an old, dignified library with the atmosphere and aroma of a hunting lodge. To their left, they saw the reception counter. To the right, two brass elevator doors.

Walking ahead, the space opened into a large lobby. Thick, heavy furniture filled the area as classical music flowed around them. The ceiling rose even higher — a full three stories up.

Max and Sandra sat on one of the overstuffed couches and waited. Large windows formed the back wall looking onto open gardens with walking paths weaving through the foliage. The setting sun cast a golden hue across it all like a stylized painting. Max could hear the busy conversation of workers in the restaurant off to the right prepping for dinner.

With a sigh, Max leaned back, his eyes drifting up toward the ceiling. His breath stuck in chest. He couldn’t believe what he saw.

Near the ceiling of the lobby, a huge green banner had been painted across all four walls. Written in golds and browns, Max saw the entire story “The Gift of the Magi” by O. Henry — his most famous work, and the one the witch’s organization had been named after.

Only a few people stood around the lobby — a receptionist and a bellhop. Not a good crowd for causing a scene, but when the time came, Max figured he would do the best he could.

A half hour went by without any sign of the witch. Max shifted on the couch and Sandra patted his leg. He wanted to hurry the whole thing up, yet for the moment, he had no control over the situation. If only he knew what room they had locked her in, but he couldn’t see going up the receptionist and asking for the room with a witch.

At length, Drummond appeared. “Good, you’re here. She’s coming down the elevators now. Rolson’s with her and two ugly-looking thugs.”

Max straightened but not out of anticipation. Rather, his brain asked him a question that shocked him — Why here?

As the elevator neared, Max’s thoughts kicked into high gear. O. Henry had used a complex secret code for Cal Baxter. Without practice, nobody could create a secret code so complicated that it took three years to solve. Perhaps his other stories, perhaps other experiences — somehow O. Henry had learned this skill.

But then why use a secret code at all? Why not simply tell Cal Baxter directly? True, O. Henry was on the run from embezzlement charges, but surely he could have found some way to communicate with Cal Baxter.

Unless, both O. Henry and Cal Baxter were part of this Magi group fighting the Hulls. The witch had told Drummond that they knew O. Henry. Perhaps Cal Baxter was part of that group, too. Perhaps that’s how they knew each other, and keeping their relationship secret might have been important enough to employ a coded message. If that were true, if O. Henry was involved directly with the Magi group, then this hotel might be something more than a place to spend the night.

Max looked up sharply at the Magi story. Could this possibly mean something more?

The elevator dinged its arrival, and Rolson stepped off with the witch in tow. On either side of her stood a burly man, all muscle and mean. Rolson wore a trench coat and fedora unknowingly mimicking Drummond. But whereas Drummond’s outfit suited the man, Rolson’s looked forced like a Halloween costume that didn’t quite come together — particularly with his green sweater underneath. It would have been comical if not for the man’s ruthless eyes.

Max’s nerves awoke. He knew they needed to get the witch, but defying a man with a police force at his disposal did not sit easy. Then again, Max had defied the Hulls on several occasions, and that family had far more power than Rolson.

But I had something over the Hulls. That was a hard truth. He had no problem going up against the powerful when he had leverage. Against the Hulls, he had their journal that detailed many of their unsavory crimes and dalliances with magic. But against Rolson and the police, Max had nothing. In fact, in the seconds that Rolson stepped from the elevator, Max finally saw how the police thought of him — a suspect in a murder investigation, an overnight jailing for disorderly conduct, possible connections to an illegal fighting operation, and if made known, trespassing on a crime scene.

Max might have stood frozen in that lobby and missed his opportunity. Sandra saved him. She walked straight towards the witch with a loud, cheery voice and her arms open wide. “Momma! I’m so excited to see you!”

The employees at the reception desk glanced up at the sudden noise. Max hurried to Sandra’s side. “We’ve been looking so forward to your visit. How was your trip?”

Ignoring Rolson’s scowl, Sandra took the witch’s arm. But one of Rolson’s thugs pushed her back. Rolson thrust his hands in his coat pockets, and with smarmy condescension, he said, “I’ll give a little credit for finding us, but you won’t be taking her away. Look around you. Make all the noise you want. Nobody cares. You know why? Because I’m in control here.”

Max glanced at the reception desk. The two employees had disappeared. No bellhops either. Apparently, everyone had discovered something important to do elsewhere.

“Get it now?” Rolson went on. “These people won’t sacrifice their jobs or this business to help you. They know who I am. They know the family I represent. They understand who’s in charge.”

Instead of swooping in or flying around the scene, Drummond stood by Max’s side. His presence gave Max a bit of strength. “Don’t listen to this bozo. If he really had that kind of power, he wouldn’t have two hired goons with him. He’d have two police officers.”

Though shaking inside, Max turned a firm glare upon Rolson. “I know the family far better than you do. And I know exactly what you are. So, I’ll give you a choice. Hand over the witch and we go our separate ways in peace.”

“That won’t happen,” Rolson said, his cold eyes dropping a few more degrees.

“Then I’ll just have to take her.”

“You’ll be arrested.”

Max peeked at Drummond. “I doubt that very much. Unless you want to explain in your report how you were connected to a woman practicing witchcraft for the benefit of illegal gambling.”

This gave Rolson pause — and that pause gave Sandra a moment to act. She thrust forward, shoulder-checking the nearest thug in the gut. Taken off guard, the big man stumbled back a step. Sandra grabbed the witch and bolted for the closing elevator doors.

In that instant, Max knew she would make it onto the elevator as long as he bought her a few extra seconds. So he punched Rolson in the jaw. As Rolson fell, Drummond flew straight through the remaining thug. The cold and pain of having a ghost pass through caused the thug to yelp in a decidedly unmanly fashion. All of this gave Sandra and the witch the time they needed to slip into safety. The witch looked relieved as the elevator doors closed.

No time to cheer, though. Rolson and his two thugs had gotten back on their feet. Max whirled about and dashed off deeper into the hotel.

He weaved around the lobby’s couches and chairs until he reached the back end of the room. A bright hallway led further down. One side had all glass panels looking out into the gardens. The other side, painted white, had been decorated with ivy and mirrors. After the heavy, dark woods of the lobby, the brightness caused Max to squint as he ran.

At the far end, he saw a glass-paned door. He shoved it open and burst into a private meeting. Men and women in business attire sat around a conference table covered with papers and laptops. They looked at him as if he had spit in their soup.

“Sorry,” he said as he dashed by, looking for an exit. The only door he saw led into the garden. He heard Rolson and his men rushing through the glass hall.

Max darted into the garden, straight across, and threw open the door leading back into the lobby. From the corner of his eye, he saw Rolson stutter to a stop and turn back down the hall. Max couldn’t tell if his little maneuver had helped or hurt him, but he figured as long as they hadn’t caught him, he still had a chance to survive this.

Drummond’s head cut up through the floor, keeping pace with Max’s feet. “Sandra and the witch went downstairs. They’re holing up in one of the meeting rooms.”

Max managed a nod as he gasped for air and sprinted down a hallway to his right. Doors lined both sides. Up ahead a cleaning cart blocked the way. Max barreled onward, hardly slowing down to slink by the cart, and rushed toward the end of the hall.

“Down here,” Rolson called out, his voice followed by the thumping steps of his thugs.

Max’s eyes darted from one side of the hall to the other, checking every door he passed. They all had numbers. One had the word ICE. He kept searching for the one he needed, even as he heard Rolson gaining ground.

Finally, he saw it — STAIRS. Max smashed his shoulder into the door, slamming it open, and stumbled forward. If not for his one hand accidentally banging the metal railing, he would have taken a horrendous spill — one that might have ended his escape. But his hand did hit the railing, and he grabbed it in time to guide the rest of his body onto the staircase with sure footing. He raced downstairs.

“This way,” Drummond said, shooting ahead of Max as he led them to a door. The name Medieval Room had been printed on a simple doorplate.

Max jumped into the room and slammed the door shut — breathing heavy and sweating hard. Sandra and the witch huddled at the end of a long conference table. Medieval decor covered the walls — crossed axes, thick metal banding, even a complete suit of armor standing in the corner.

“What the heck is this place?” Max said.

Drummond said, “You really want to talk decorating right now?”

“Both of you be quiet.” Sandra held the witches hand and leaned close to hear.

Max wanted to know what they were talking about, but that would have to wait. Rolson couldn’t be too far behind. Surveying the room Max noted only the single door. Maybe he should grab one of the axes.

Reading his thoughts, Sandra said, “They’re fakes.”

“Then we’ve got to get out of here.”

The door opened and Rolson stepped in. He brought a phone to his mouth. “I’ve got them. Get an elevator ready. We’re coming up.”

Max fumed. He hated the way Rolson’s voice sounded as if the entire escape had been thwarted by his own hand. He hated the satisfied look on Rolson’s face. Or the way that Rolson rolled on his heels like an enthusiastic Santa Claus bell-ringer — jolly, red faced, and chubby.

Rolson chuckled, and Max pictured him saying Ho Ho Ho. “When they told me you were not to be underestimated, that you had some serious fight in you, they weren’t kidding.”

No need to ask who they were. Max wondered if he would ever be done with the Hulls.

“I have to admit,” Rolson continued, “even with their warning, I didn’t expect you to be so much trouble. But now it’s over.”

“The hell it is,” Max said and leaped onto Rolson.

Both Drummond and Sandra called out, “Max!” Sandra sounded worried, but Drummond’s voice flooded the room with vigor and excitement.

In the instant that Max jumped into action, he had the satisfaction of seeing Rolson’s shock. He wished he could stop things at that moment like a still frame at the end of some movies. But nothing stopped. Max careened forward and knocked the man against the door.

He shoved back, trying to gain a second to reset, but Rolson had some training — he didn’t wait. As Max stepped back, Rolson moved in with a gut punch followed by an uppercut. Little lights sparkled across Max’s vision as he tumbled to the floor. His chin ached and his eyes required a few extra seconds to settle the images around him.

Seconds he didn’t have.

Though Sandra tried to intervene, Rolson shoved her aside with ease before straddling Max and punching him in the face. Those hammy fists slammed into Max’s cheeks twice. As Rolson pulled back for a final, devastating blow, his face took on a horrified, painful twist. Though Max couldn’t see clearly, he knew the answer — Drummond.

Rolson fell to the side giving Max a chance to get back up. Drummond let go, rubbing his hand and wincing, while Max steadied himself. Without hesitation, Max kicked Rolson in the side. Then he kicked again. And again. He only stopped when the door opened and a middle-aged waiter entered the room.

All eyes turned on the waiter. The dignified man stared back with his salt-and-pepper hair lending a sense of propriety to an otherwise chaotic moment. He glanced down at Rolson, stepped close in, and punched hard enough to finish the work Max had started. Rolson was unconscious.

The waiter offered his hand. A small tattoo had been inked between his thumb and forefinger — a circle with a swirling yin-yang symbol. “My name is Samuel. Thank you for helping our Mother.”

“Mother?” Max glanced over at the witch. “Who are you people? What is this all about?”

Samuel patted down Rolson, removed a handgun from the trench coat’s pocket, and said, “In the future, you should know that as long as Mother Hope is here in the hotel, she can come to no harm. That’s why we made sure she was here.”

“Made sure?”

“Max — may I call you Max? — everybody talks to everybody. The moment we knew Rolson had taken Mother Hope, we understood that he did so without the authority of the police. Thus, he could not bring her to jail. He needed a place to house her. We alerted all our friends at every hotel in the area, assuring that none would give him a room. When he finally called the O. Henry Hotel, he happily found a room available — exactly where we wanted him. This hotel is our central hub of control — our headquarters, if you will.”

Max looked to Sandra. “Do you understand any of this?”

“Some,” she said. “I’ll explain in the car. Right now, we’ve got to go.”

“Hold on. Go where?”

“New Garden Friends School. While you distracted Rolson and had him running all over, I’ve been talking with Mother Hope. I know where we need to go, so let’s go.”

Rolson stirred and moaned.

The waiter said, “Please listen to your wife and go. I don’t want him to wake with you or Mother Hope in this room. If that happens, I’ll be forced to kill him, and I don’t want that.”

Drummond descended next to Max. “Come on, Max. These aren’t people to mess with. They clearly know things we don’t, and well, frankly, when you’re given an easy out like this, you should take it — most of the time. Anyway, this is one of those times.”

Max backed toward the door. “What about Mother Hope?”

The door opened and two maids entered the room. With swift, economical motions, they helped Mother Hope to her feet and escorted her out the door. Sandra followed behind until she reached Max. She looped her arm around his and patted his shoulder.

“Trust me,” she said.

“I do.”

“Then we need to hurry. Pretty soon, Rolson will be back on his feet and he’s going to be angry.”

 


 

 

Chapter 22

Max had seen Sandra drive fast before but never like this. Traffic on Bryan Boulevard was heavier than usual, but Sandra weaved in and out with expert skill like she had been born for Nascar. Max sat in the passenger seat feeling worse than he had on the previous drive. His bruised cheeks promised to swell up as his eye blackened.

“Slow down,” Max said.

Sandra pressed harder on the gas. “Rolson’s not out of this yet. He’ll try to come for us, so we’ve got to get to that school first.”

“She’s right,” Drummond said from the back seat. “I take it the witch told you where in this school we’re supposed to be finding the gold.”

“She told me a lot more than that.” Sandra pointed to the folder of Sebastian Freeman’s photographs sitting in the door pocket next to Max. “Look through those. We’ve got to find where on the school property this thing is buried.”

“Wait, you said — so she didn’t tell you where?”

“There was only so much time with Rolson chasing you and all that.”

Max said, “What exactly did she tell you?”

“She told me this Magi group exists not to fight the Hulls specifically but to fight any who try to abuse magic. That they’re a secret society who keep to the shadows, keep quiet — I get the sense they’re more secretive than the Hulls.”

Drummond ignored the photos. “We already know this stuff. I’m the one who found it out the first time.”

“I’m telling you what she told me. I figured hearing her say some of it again was like the way the cops will ask the same questions over and over looking for a slip-up.”

“That works when you’ve got hours to interrogate a person. We need answers fast.”

Max opened the folder and brought some of the photos closer to his face. “Will the two of you stop it? We’ve got enough problems.”

“She started it.”

Together Max and Sandra said, “Shut up.”

Drummond crossed his arms and looked out the window. In a lower tone, Sandra went on, “The witch told me that they’ve let us do a lot of the public work, but they’ve been watching us and they’re happy to use us whenever it suits them.”

Max shook his head. “Great. Another bunch of people willing to use us.”

“This school isn’t that far ahead. We’re not going to have much time.”

“To do what? You don’t really think we’re going to find that gold. It could be buried anywhere on that property.”

Sandra swerved into the left lane and received an angry honk from a rusting pickup truck. “The witch said we could find it and I figured Sebastian knew something about it, too, because he took pictures of the place.”

Max rifled through the remaining pictures until he found a handful marked NGFS. The photos depicted three single-floor brick school buildings. Two of the buildings were up front with a walkway separating them down the middle. In the back, a large building rose above. A small parking lot covered the front, and ball fields had been placed off to the left. A second photo showed empty, untamed grassland.

Drummond pointed to the empty photo. “It’s got to be in there. Why else would Freeman have a picture of that field?”

“It’s a pretty big field. We’re going to be digging all night long.”

As Sandra headed toward an exit marked PTI Airport and Old Oak Ridge Road, she said, “Sometimes, you boys can be so stupid. Pull up the school’s website. Check out the field in there. There has to be a school map or something.”

Max brought out his cell phone. He tapped in the website and started clicking around.

“Hey you mentioned this.”

“What?” Sandra asked.

“Didn’t you say they built a gymnasium a few years back?”

Drummond inched closer but his cold presence caused Max to involuntarily shiver. “You found something?”

Max lifted the photograph. “Where do you think they built it?”

Sandra turned onto Old Oak Ridge Road and drove by many homes and a supermarket. “The witch spoke in very broken phrases. I don’t know if she was all there or not, but she said the words Wood and Three over and over again. Wood-Three. Wood-Three. Maybe that has something to do with this.”

“Sheesh,” Drummond said, thrusting back into his seat. “You think you could have mentioned that a little earlier?”

“Sorry. I’m not used to driving this fast and having to solve a mystery at the same time.”

Max put his hand up between them. “Don’t you two start. We know this thing is probably buried somewhere under that gym, and now we have this information about Wood and Three. It’s a gym — there’s a lot of wood on the floor. I’m guessing it’s over there. We’ll figure out the rest when we get to the school. How much longer until we get there?”

Sandra pointed to an electronic sign on the side of the road that read — WELCOME TO NEW GARDEN FRIENDS SCHOOL.

Max looked at the sign and said, “Oh.”

 


 

 

Chapter 23

The New Garden Friends School had been built off of Pleasant Ridge Road. It was a small private school consisting of three buildings and an open layout like a mini-college where students walked between buildings to get to classes. The newly constructed area sat in the back. Evergreens lined both sides of the school like stolid sentries watching over while creating a protective wall of green.

Sandra parked near the entrance to the building on the right — a large black letter ‘A’ next to the door. The building on the left had the letter ‘B’. She assumed the gymnasium in the back had a ‘C’ somewhere near its entrance.

Though the evening traffic had slimmed, cars passed down Pleasant Ridge Road every so often. Some turned into the housing development across the street, but none slowed down to look at the school. Max guessed that seeing a car parked at the school, even at night, did not arouse suspicions amongst the locals. They would think that a teacher or the principal had worked late, if they thought about it at all.

Max and Sandra started down the concrete path between the buildings and headed toward the gymnasium. The temperature had dropped, and Max felt the inside of his nose freezing up.

“I’ll see if I can get the door open,” Drummond said and flew ahead.

About halfway down the path, a brick overhang formed a square area near a side door into the ‘B’ building. Something large and dark sat in the shadows formed by the back corner of the overhang.

“What’s that?” Max asked, putting his arm out in front of Sandra — a useless but protective gesture.

Sandra pulled out a small penlight and turned it on the shadowed area. Max jumped at the sight of a bear. Only when he heard Sandra’s giggles did he realize that the ferocious animal had not moved nor made a sound. Sandra walked over and knocked on the wooden statue.

“Guess they’re the New Garden Bears, huh? You’re lucky they weren’t the panthers — that would’ve terrified you.”

“It’s dark, and I’ve had a crappy day. Give me a break.”

“Come on. Let’s go to the gym ... scaredy-pants.”

Max kept his retorts to himself as they crossed a small courtyard to the glass doors of the gymnasium. Drummond waited inside, hovering by the door.

“I can’t unlock it,” he said. “The door has bolts in the top and bottom and a key lock flush with the surface. It’s not like a house where I can turn a knob or switch.”

Max looked off to both sides. Another door was at the right end, but he figured they would find the same situation. “What if you freeze the lock?”

“And do what then?” Drummond asked a bit sharply. Max understood — because touching the corporeal world caused a ghost pain, Drummond didn’t want to do so unless he had a good reason. If he could open a lock to help the team, he would do it without question. But in this case, they had no idea what would happen after freezing the lock, and Drummond had no desire to suffer for nothing.

“We could smash the glass,” Sandra said.

Max put his face close to the door. “I can’t tell if the doors are alarmed or not. At the least, they probably have a sound detector that would pick up shattering glass.”

Drummond clapped his hands. “Then we make sure it doesn’t shatter.” He placed his hands on the lower pane. With a nod, he allowed his ghostly hands to become tangible. He kept them on the glass, wincing at the sharp pains, as he focused on the task.

The glass frosted over. The frost whitened and a crack appeared. Then another. The cracks grew, splintering off until they connected and formed a drunken spiderweb.

Drummond removed his hands, visibly relieved, and gestured toward the door pane. “Be my guest.”

Max took the penlight from Sandra, and with the back of it, he poked gently at the cracked, frozen glass. Pieces fell apart like hard candy. The small chunks dropping to the floor made a soft tinkling sound — nothing loud enough to set off an alarm.

“Good job,” Max said.

“I live to serve.”

“You’re dead.”

“Then shut up and get in here. We’ve got some gold to find.”

Crouching down, Max and Sandra stepped through the bottom part of the door. The bits of glass gave off the chill of a ghost cold enough to notice even in the cold, night air. They entered a small lobby, their footsteps echoing off the tile. As a teenager, Max had dreamed of breaking into his high school, but doing it for real lacked the thrill he had expected.

Probably has to do with the fact that my life is being threatened.

To his left — a glass-walled room filled with musical instruments. To his right — a small kitchen with a concession stand window for sporting events. Also on the right, he saw a long hall that led far into the back. Student-made sculptures and paintings lined the walls.

Peeking over Max’s shoulder, Sandra said, “Looks like they use this for more than just sports. Art, music — I wonder what else is down there.”

Drummond said, “Doesn’t really matter what they use the building for. Can we focus on why we’re actually here?”

Max looked ahead at a trophy case on the back wall. Basketball appeared to be one of their big sports. To the left of the trophy case, he saw double doors that led into the gymnasium.

As they entered, the heavy odor of wax assaulted his thawing nostrils. Max had not been in a gym since his high school days, and even the sound of his shoes on the floor rushed the memories back. He could almost hear the steady ringing of a rubber kickball bouncing on the floorboards.

“Let’s spread out and look around.”

By “spread out,” Max meant for Drummond to go off in one direction while he and Sandra went another. They only had the penlight to guide their way, and without that light, they would be standing in total darkness. Drummond, as a ghost, had no need for light. He saw better than a cat.

Moving along the perimeter of the gym, Max whispered, “How are we ever going to find anything? We can barely see a few steps in front of us.”

“We’ll find it,” Sandra said. “Remember the witch said Wood and Three. It’s a good bet the wood has to do with gym — I imagine it’s the only wood in this building. So let’s look for things that come in sets of three.”

“It won’t be basketball hoops. There are six of those.”

Sandra flashed her light up but the weak beam could not reach the nets. They walked by an entrance toward the locker rooms.

Max pointed in. “There’re only two of them.”

“Yes, but the number three is on lockers. Maybe it’s there.”

“I doubt there’s been gold hidden for years in one of the lockers. If there was, then why would Sebastian take photographs of any empty field?”

“Maybe it’s under a locker with the number three on it. You know, under the ground.”

Max poked his head into the locker area. “Concrete floor, hon. Not wood.”

Before Sandra could snap out a sarcastic rebuttal, Drummond’s voice broke through the darkness. “I found it!”

Max and Sandra locked eyes like a sitcom married couple before dashing across the floor. Three quarters of the way, they found Drummond pointing to the floor. “It’s the three-point line.”

Tense from the run, Max said, “Are you kidding? It could be that, but there are plenty of things that have got the number three in it.”

“I already checked underground. There’s a box a few feet down. We’ve got to start digging.”

“Oh,” Max said with dumbfounded eloquence. “I guess I’ll get some tools.”

In a flurry, he rushed back to the car. His heart pounded at the thought that they might be on the verge of huge riches. He popped the trunk and pulled out flashlights, a pickaxe, and two shovels. It no longer bothered him that he carried these things in his car. Working so often with the dead made such tools mandatory. It bothered him now that it didn’t bother him at all.

Careful not to drop anything, he hauled the cumbersome tools back to Sandra and Drummond. All the time, he promised himself that he would add a carrying bag to the equipment in his trunk. Just what he needed — more specialized stuff.

With a loud clatter he dropped the tools on the gymnasium floor. The sound echoed off the walls, and Max cringed. He did not bother looking at Drummond or Sandra — he knew the scowls he would see. Instead, he listened for an alarm to be triggered.

When nothing came, his shoulders lowered and he let out a sigh. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Drummond said. “We’re going to have to make some noise to dig up this place anyway.”

Sandra picked up the flashlights and illuminated the area that Drummond had indicated. Max lifted the pickaxe and wasted no time in breaking open the expensive waxed floor.

“How much gold do you think is there?” Max asked Drummond. “I mean how many chests?”

“I only saw one, and it didn’t look too big. But, hey, one gold bar for free is better than none.”

Max slammed the pickaxe into the floor again, wood splintering up and out. Sandra took a shovel and pried open a larger area.

“One box? Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. Don’t worry, kiddo, whatever’s in there, it’s what we came for.”

As Max continued to dig, his mind weighed out Drummond’s words. With enough money, the problems with the Hulls no longer existed. If the Hulls could buy protection, so could they. They didn’t even need to be as wealthy as the Hulls — only enough to protect themselves. And even less than that would be fine.

Enough to get out of the trailer and into a house, enough to pocket away so that they could continue their work without fear of being unable to put food on the table or pay their bills, the ability to have a decently heated room — any of that would be nice. One gold bar wouldn’t do it. One chestful — that might be enough. It depended on how much gold traded for, and Max had no clue.

Then again, Max reminded himself, whatever they uncovered was found money. Even only ten dollars meant ten more than he had in his bank account. Though his muscles already complained, he quickened his pace.

Max and Sandra had stripped past the wood and reached the concrete slab foundation. Max attacked the slab, lifting his pickaxe into the air and letting gravity slam it down. Within a few strikes, his body broke out into a sweat. A few strikes more and he had soaked through his clothes.

Wiping his brow and panting heavily, Max said, “I can’t imagine having to do this all day.”

He picked up one of the flashlights and shined it on his work — barely a dent. He didn’t need to look at Sandra to know the disappointment she felt. He felt it, too.

Drummond glanced down the hole. “You got anything stronger in your car trunk?”

“No. Haven’t had to dig through concrete before.”

Sandra said, “This is going to take too long.”

They stood around the hole, staring at it like cavemen unable to figure out why their fire went out. Max kept waiting for a solution to flash in his mind, but nothing came. This couldn’t be it. He refused to accept the idea that they were standing atop riches he could not reach.

“Maybe I can do this,” Drummond said, leaning closer to inspect the hole.

Max said, “How? You can freeze concrete?”

“Don’t know until I try.”

Drummond pulled his arms back, ready to thrust them into the concrete, when Max said, “Wait. Isn’t this going to hurt you?”

With an incredulous tone, Drummond said, “Of course, it’s going to hurt me.”

“I mean more than usually. I mean permanently. If you were alive, I’d be worried that it’d kill you.”

“I don’t know what it’s going to do to me. But we can’t just stand around here staring at this thing.”

Sandra took Max by the arm and pulled him all the way to the wall. Drummond remained by the hole, cast in the dim flashlights, looking like a weary cowboy staging a bizarre camp scene in the middle of a darkened forest.

“Wish me luck, Doll.” Drummond’s voice echoed toward them.

Sandra blew him a kiss. “Good luck.”

Max wanted to stop Drummond but knew the ghost would not listen unless a good alternative could be presented. Max had nothing to offer. He watched as Drummond jerked his arms into the concrete and cringed at the sound of his friend screaming.

After a few seconds, the screaming intensified — loud yet trailing off quickly. Max’s mind had a hard time reconciling the dampened sound occurring in a cavernous, echoing gymnasium. Drummond cried out again.

Max stepped forward, but Sandra pulled him back. She hugged him. Her arms were warm, and against her, Max could feel his own body tremble.

She kissed the side of his face, and in his ear, she whispered, “Even if you went over there, you couldn’t do anything. You can’t stop him. And if you touch him, you’ll only make his pain worse.”

Drummond’s screams continued. Max wanted to clutch his ears, to drown out the sound, yet at the same time, he thought it was his duty to listen — to offer that little bit of support when he could do no more.

And then it ended.

Abrupt silence cut through. No tapering off of agonized cries. Just sudden quiet.

Max and Sandra rushed over. They found Drummond floating listlessly nearby. His body slumped over. His arms dangled in the unseen currents of air above.

Max had to drop to his knees in order to see Drummond’s face. “You there? Are you going to be okay?”

Drummond groaned and in a weak voice said, “Never better.”

Max heard harsh scrapping to his left. He looked over and found Sandra shoveling out chunks of iced-over concrete. Max sat back astonished.

“You really did it.”

She scooped up another shovelful. “Yes, he really did. Now get up and help me.”

Smiling, Max grabbed the pickaxe and broke apart the last of the concrete. Soon, they dug into dark soil. Within ten minutes, Sandra’s shovel clanked against something metal.

The excitement of their goal being so near fueled their energy. Max and Sandra dug furiously until she was able to reach down and remove a small, rusting box.

Max knelt before the box while Sandra played her flashlight upon it. Even Drummond perked up at the sight of their success.

The box, no bigger than a fishing tackle box, had a small clasp on the front and no lock. Max flipped it open and pushed back the top. It gave way with a soft whine. They all leaned over to peer in.

No gold.

Max reached in and pulled out a piece of paper folded over several times. Unfolding the paper, it opened into a large blueprint.

Sandra pointed to the paper. “Is that this school?”

“No,” Max said. “This is Baxter House.”

Though weak, Drummond managed to point to the bottom corner. “Might be the original. Look here.”

Checking out where Drummond had indicated, Max saw in the information box that this architect’s blueprints were based upon the specific instructions of Mr. Cal Baxter. 

“This is it. The real thing. And look here. That’s the secret room attached to the study.”

“That’s a lot of floors underneath it.”

“Looks like the secret room had more secrets to give. Want to bet that somewhere down there is the gold? Or at least instructions on where to go to get the gold?”

A familiar voice spoke out of the darkness. “That’d be a good bet.”

Max recognized Rolson’s ugly tone right away. He turned his flashlight onto the man. Rolson stood with his feet wide apart. In one hand, he held a gun with a bright light mounted on top; the other hand, he held out, palm up.

With his light blinding Max, Rolson said, “Take your flashlights off me.”

Max and Sandra complied. It was difficult to argue with a gun.

“Now, fold that blueprint back up and hand it over.”

Max took his time folding the paper, trying hard to memorize what little details he could.

Sandra said, “You know you’re nothing but a pawn to them, right? The Hulls. You get them this gold and they’ll dispose of you. If you’re lucky, they’ll kill you. If you’re unlucky, you’ll end up being a magic experiment for them.”

“We’re all pawns, honey. The Hulls, the Magi, witches, covens — you been here long enough to know that much already.”

“You’re only a pawn if you let them use you like one.”

“Give me the blueprints or I’ll show you what this pawn can do with a bullet.”

Max jumped to his feet. “Everybody calm down. Here’s the map. Go in peace.”

“Peace? You hurt me. Where was the peace in that?” Rolson snatched the paper from Max’s hand and stuffed it in his trench coat pocket. But he didn’t leave. Instead, he paced a wide circle around them, always keeping his gun fixed on them, growing angrier with every word.

“You’ve got the blueprints, now. We’re beaten and tired. We can’t do anything more. So, you win. Go. Get your gold.”

Rolson sneered. “We had peace until you came along. The Hulls, the Magi — sure they’re warring with each other, but it’s a quiet, secret kind of war, it doesn’t flow over into the daily lives of the people of Winston-Salem and Greensboro and the whole Triad. But you come along, and Sebastian Freeman, with your questions and your arrogance, and you disrupt everything. All these years, all I ever had to do for the Hulls was to occasionally bury an arrest or misplace a bit of evidence. Nothing so terrible that I couldn’t sleep at night. Ever since you showed up in Winston-Salem, I’ve had to be on the move. I’ve had to deal directly with witches, falsify reports, and hurt people. I’ve managed to stay in the shadows, keep eyes off of me, but I was there, and now with Freeman and Baxter House and you, this pawn became a much more important piece on the board. So, thank you, you bastard. Thanks for screwing up my life.”

Max squinted at the blinding light in his eyes. “We didn’t come down here to screw anything up. The Hulls brought us here. They screwed things up for you.”

“Shut up. I don’t care who brought you here or why you came. All I know is that the two of you have caused me more headaches than an entire lifetime living here. And now let me tell you something — I want out.”

Max’s head perked up. “The gold — you want it for yourself.”

“That’s right.”

Though speaking with a lethargic drawl, Drummond managed to say, “Careful, Max. I’ve heard men talk like this before. He isn’t stalling for time and this isn’t part of his mission. Speeches like this, this guy, he’s building up the courage to shoot you two.”

Max agreed. The way Sandra clasped his hand tight suggested she had come to the same conclusion.

Rolson whipped his head around in spurts as he spoke, disheveling his hair, while all the time maintaining his circular path. “Why shouldn’t I take this gold? They don’t need it. Heck, they don’t even want it. They only care about the stupid chest it came in.”

“But they’re not going to let you take that gold, and you know it. They’ll hunt you. For the rest of your life, if they have to.”

Rolson stopped, and the corner of his mouth rose slightly. “Oh, I got that all figured out.” He raised his gun. “And it all starts with you two. Right here.”

“Listen. We can work a deal. There’s no need for this.”

Rolson’s face deformed as he tightened all of his muscles. In a low, calm voice, he said, “Burn in Hell.” Then he fired the gun.

Max saw the flash of the muzzle and thought how bright it appeared in the dark gym. Like a camera flash or a bolt of lightning, it lit up the entire cavernous gym for less than a second. By the time the sound of the gunshot reached Max’s ears, he should have been dead. He even had time to notice that he had not died.

And in that rapidly passing second, his brain took note that despite all Drummond had been through, he had thrust his ghostly body in the path of the bullet, that doing so would slow down the bullet but not stop it entirely, and that Max should duck. Max did more — he dropped flat, pressing his face against the cold wood floor. Sandra lay next to him, offering him a smile that said simply — I’m not shot.

Drummond cried out. Not a painful cry but rather a war cry — he attacked Rolson. He tried to, at least. He flew in fast but slammed into an unseen wall.

Rolson stumbled back from the hit. Licking his lips, he pulled out a necklace with a small bag tied to it. “You think I don’t learn my lessons? I may not be able to see you, ghost, but I know you’re there. This here is a ward against you. You won’t be hurting me ever again. You hear me?”

Rubbing his head, Drummond said, “Tell this moron I hear him. Tell him anything, so long as he shuts up.”

But Max had a different move in mind. While Rolson yelled at a ghost he couldn’t see, Max and Sandra scuttled off into the darkness. Holding her hand tight with one hand, he kept the other in front, waving it around in the total darkness.

They moved slowly. Max could hear Rolson cursing Drummond and laughing at the same time. He had never seen a man go insane before, and he hoped never to see it again — at least, not when the man holds a gun. Max’s hand bumped into something solid and wide. A stage. Like many schools, this one had built a stage at one end of the gym.

Speaking soft right into Sandra’s ear, Max said, “Climb up.”

Max crawled up onto the stage and felt Sandra behind. He slid forward until his head bumped a curtain. Finally, something had gone his way. Holding the bottom of the curtain up, he let Sandra crawl under and quickly followed.

The whole thing had lasted only seconds but to Max, it had felt like minutes. He couldn’t understand why Rolson hadn’t searched for them. As he let the curtain down, however, it became clear — despite the pain involved, Drummond had continued to attack Rolson’s ward. He distracted Rolson, playing on the man’s disjointed mind, and thus, giving Max and Sandra plenty of time to escape.

If you could drink, I’d buy you a lot of whiskey, my friend.

Sandra latched on to Max’s hand again, and this time, she led the way off the stage. They bumped into a few chairs, but she found a set of stairs that led them into the far end of the hallway. Straight ahead, they found a door leading outside.

“Where the hell are you?” Rolson bellowed.

“Go,” Max said.

They bolted to the door, slammed it open, and didn’t stop. Max pointed toward the line of evergreens up a short hill. Sandra nodded even as she sprinted ahead. When they reached the trees, they ducked beneath the thick branches and scurried close to the trunk of the nearest one.

Rolson stumbled through the door, his gun lolling to the side. His breath puffed out in the cold air. He looked drunk and confused as he twirled around, searching aimlessly for them. But Max didn’t think the man to be as lost as he appeared. He may have fallen into a bit of insanity, but that only made him unpredictable, not unable to function.

With a sudden shift, Rolson stood firm and stared straight into the trees. Max stared back, refusing to move a muscle, promising himself that the man could not possibly see them. Sandra watched, too, also holding still. Neither of them dared to even breathe.

Throwing his arms out in disgust, Rolson grunted and stormed off to the parking lot. Max heard Sandra exhale and followed suit. They held still until they saw the lights from his car turn onto the main road and disappear.

As they emerged from the trees, Drummond flew out from the gymnasium. Though dead, he looked queasy.

“Stop hurting yourself for us,” Sandra said, shivering in the cold.

Drummond forced a wink. “Who else am I going to hurt myself for?”

“I mean it. I’m going to feel guilty for long enough as it is.”

“Sweet of you to say, but you got nothing to feel guilty about. You’re my friends. Besides, it hurts but at least I get to take a jab at the Hulls — well, one of their little minions, anyway.”

Sandra glanced off into the dark. “That minion is on his way to Baxter House to steal the gold. We’ve got to get going.”

“Hold on,” Max said. “We’re not going to rush into this blind. We’ve done that enough for one day. It’s going to take us forty minutes or so to get to the house, which means it’ll take Rolson that long as well. That gives us some time to come up with a plan. Good thing with that is — I think I have one.”

Sandra grabbed Max and planted a kiss firmly on his lips. “Let’s hear it.”

 


 

 

Chapter 24

Sandra pulled up against the curb a few blocks away from Baxter House. With the details worked out, the last twenty minutes of the drive had been spent in silence. Only now, as they sat in the cold, Max saw that for Sandra the silence had been one of mounting tension. She gripped the wheel white-knuckle tight and her chin quivered as she stared ahead.

“I’ll be fine,” Max said. “This plan is a good one.”

Sandra shifted her body in order to face Max head on. She reached over and took his hand. Her skin felt warm despite the freezing cold surrounding them. “Why are we doing this? Rolson has got to be there already. He probably has the gold. We’ve lost.”

“Even if he has the gold, it doesn’t matter. We have to go in there. We’ve got to stop him from getting away with it. And we’ve got to get that chest for Cecily Hull.”

Sandra’s thumb rubbed circles on the back of Max’s hand. “This doesn’t feel like other times. I’m worried.”

“If we all do what we planned, I’ll be fine. You’ll be fine. It’ll work. Besides, Drummond’s already off doing his part. We can’t leave him hanging alone.”

Sandra looked down at their hands and said nothing. In the dark silence, Max felt her thumb moving over his skin. In response, his fingers danced along her hand. He could feel her fears and desperation all through that sliver of contact between them.

They had held hands many times in their life together, but this felt different. This tiny connection felt stronger than any other physical contact they had ever shared. It focused all they were about to face, all their thoughts and concerns, all their history and future — all of it wrapped up into one small touch. In the same way that a stubbed toe could be more painful than a broken bone, or that a brush of the lips could be more erotic than a deep kiss, Sandra and Max’s clasped hands brought them closest to each other’s heart.

Though her body had not moved, Max could tell that tears fell from her eyes. “What is it? What’s wrong? Is it really this plan?”

“It’s not the plan.”

“Are you that scared of Rolson? We’ve dealt with tougher.”

“I know. It’s not that.”

“Then what? Why are you so upset?”

With a sniffle, she said, “I want to tell you something that I’ve never shared before.”

“Really? I thought you’d told me everything.”

“Don’t be like that now. I have an entire lifetime of things that I probably haven’t told you. I’m sure you do, too.” Sandra paused, her brow tight as she prepared herself. “This is about when we got engaged.”

Sandra exhaled a slow breath. The longer it took for her to speak, the more questions Max’s mind spun off. He couldn’t help it — the thoughts simply popped in his head.

Had she cheated on him before they were married? Had she gotten pregnant and had an abortion without telling him? Was there some back room deal she made with the Hulls in an attempt to protect him? What could be so terrible, and what did it have to do with now? Was she clearing her conscience because she thought he might die this time?

Sandra brought her other hand over and held Max’s between her own as if praying through his hand. “After our engagement, when I told my mother the good news, she begged me to break it off. She didn’t like you. No, that’s not true. She hated you. She said she didn’t trust you and that you were no good for me and that you would only bring me pain. Of course, I told her what she could do with her opinions. But then, she said it was more than opinion.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“That night my mother told me something I had never known about her. She confessed that like me, she had gifts. She was clairvoyant.”

“Wait a minute. Are you serious? She can see into the future?”

“Something like that. She never would explain too clearly how it all worked. But she told me that she could see things for us and that what she saw was filled with struggle and sadness and pain.”

“Well, we’ve certainly had our ups and downs. We’ve definitely had our share of those things. But I don’t regret it. Do you? Is that what you’re saying?”

Sandra’s hands pressed tighter against his. “No. Never. I love you, and I don’t ever want you to think that I would give up what we’ve had.”

“Then why are you saying all this? What is this about?”

“When she told me all of this, there was a look in her eyes — a sadness unlike anything I had ever seen. I used to think she saw my death earlier than it should have been. But in the last minutes as we neared this house, it hit me strong — a feeling that matched how I felt when I saw her that night. I think her vision, her seeing into the future, I think she saw what we are about to do tonight. I think she knew the outcome would not be good. That’s why I don’t want you to go in there.”

With his free hand, Max brushed away the tears from Sandra’s cheek. “That was quite a story. Now let me share something with you about that same time. While your mother was talking with you, while she was planting these seeds of horror in you, your sweet father paid me a little visit.”

“He did? Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Because I didn’t want to change the way you saw him, and because I didn’t want to start off our marriage with what I’m going to say. See, he took me to a bar, sat me at the end of the counter, and got us beers. All very manly — just like your dad did everything. All designed to intimidate under the guise of camaraderie. I half-expected him to pull out a hunting rifle and set it between us. Anyway, he told me that he and your mother didn’t want us getting married. He didn’t like me, and he knew you could do better. So, he offered to pay me a lot of money to walk away.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“You know I’m not. In fact, he said that if I wanted more, they’d even put a second mortgage on their house. Whatever it took to get me to walk away. Up until a minute ago, I had always believed that the offer had been made as a test. That he wanted to see how much I truly loved you or if I was really the kind of scumbag that would take such an offer. And now, I think he was serious. I think he would’ve paid me to leave. And I think your mother was every bit as desperate. They coordinated their efforts trying to get us to break up.”

“You think she lied? That she wasn’t clairvoyant?”

Max shrugged. “I’m saying that even if she was clairvoyant, she may have misrepresented the things she saw in our future.” Max pulled Sandra’s hands to his chest. “I hear you, honey. I understand your fears. I have them, too. But let me ask you this — what else can we do? Let’s say I agree and we go home right now. Drummond will still be doing our plan. He’ll be lucky if he’s not caught by the Hulls and cursed again. And even if we somehow knew he would be okay, Rolson then gets the gold, gets the chest, and escapes. We still have to deal with the Hulls. I don’t see any way for us to get out of this mess without me going down there and doing everything as we planned. If you have a better idea, please tell me, and we’ll leave right now, we’ll try to find a way to stop Drummond. But if not, then we need to set our fears aside.”

“I know. I don’t like being this way, but what my mother said way back then, it’s just —”

“We don’t know what it was. I do know that you’re stronger than this. You’ve always been there for me, pushing me, telling me to be stronger for myself. Now, you need to listen to your own words. Take a breath. Shove these doubts aside. Be the woman I know you are.”

Swallowing hard, Sandra nodded. “Don’t worry. I know what I have to do here. You can count on me. I’ll get it done.”

“I know.”

Max lifted Sandra’s hands to his mouth and brushed his lips across her skin. They looked into each other’s eyes for a moment longer, and then he stepped out of the car. She drove away.

As Max walked toward the Baxter House, he tried to take his own advice. He worked to clear his thoughts and to focus on the task at hand. He had only seen a glimpse of those blueprints, but it had been enough to tell him that the rest of this night would not be a pleasant one.

Max clapped his hands once and rubbed them together. “Okay. Here I go.”

 


 

 

Chapter 25

Max had no trouble entering Baxter House — the front door stood wide open. Switching on the flashlight, he made his way toward the study in the back. Though he hadn’t seen the House plans for long, he had seen enough. All those floors running straight below the secret room like a tower going in the wrong direction — Rolson had to be there.

The house seemed darker now, but that had to be a trick of lighting. Knowing this did little to ease Max’s tension. He could feel walls of dark closing in around the flashlight’s beam, crowding out any spill from the light, making sure Max could only see what lay in the beam’s path and no more.

Walking deeper into the house, Max wondered if he should have brought a weapon. He knew Rolson would be armed, and there was that old saying about bringing a knife to a gunfight. What did it mean when he only had a flashlight?

Except that Max knew his level of skill with guns. He had meant to spend more time at the gun range, but practicing had never been his strong suit. Better that he didn’t have a gun — he would probably end up shooting himself. Besides, Sebastian Freeman died in that study without a mark on his body, without any sign of cardiac arrest or illness or anything remotely connected to a normal, mundane way to die — evidence of magic. And with magic involved, guns rarely offered any help.

Max walked into the study to find the room illuminated by the black candle in the adjacent secret room. That lone candle provided enough light that he could turn off his flashlight, but Max kept it on anyway. He heard Sandra’s warning echo in his head — better to be extra cautious, he decided. Besides, the last time he had been in this room, he knocked the candle over.

The candle gave off a musky aroma like a barn full of animals as its flame flickered off smoke. Rolson had been here. But even if the candle had not been reset and lit, Max would have known that Rolson had indeed come through because one of the seven painted doors had turned out to be real. Across from Max, a section of the stone wall stood ajar.

“Well,” Max said, “at least you did the work for me.”

He poked his flashlight into the dark recess of the open wall section. A narrow staircase spiraled downward like the stone stairs of a medieval castle leading to a dungeon. The walls looked cold and wet, and the dull odor of mold crept up from below.

Max looked back at the study. An odd sensation hit him as if he had been cast at sea and the study floated within reach — an island that guaranteed his safety. Or he could dive downward, cross his fingers, and hope that whatever lurked below would not kill him. All logic pointed to the safe island.

“But I’m dealing with magic, not logic,” he said, allowing his voice to echo back into his ears.

He had to trust Drummond and Sandra. No matter what he found down there, he had to trust that they would do their part in time to keep him alive. He knew they would try, but that did not mean they would succeed.

Max swallowed hard and remembered the arguments he had given Sandra back in the car — he had to do this. If for no other reason, then to get them free of Cecily Hull. Crossing his fingers for real, he closed his eyes, and thought of Sandra. When he opened his eyes, he glared down the stairs with determination set in his heart.

And he climbed down.

With his flashlight held shaking in one hand, his other hand trailing the wall, he wished for a handrail and shoes with better treads. The entire way, which only comprised fifteen steps, felt like a treacherous journey along the side of a cliff. At the bottom, he entered a room shaped identical to the one above — including the circle painted on the floor. Unlike the other room, this one had no doors. He had no clue where Rolson had gone.

Max approached the circle, his heart hammering, his feet sluggish. He had no way of knowing if this circle held the same kind of power as the one above, but he also had no other ideas of how to move forth.

Three steps away from the circle, a gust of wind smacked him sideways. The air felt cold as if the gust came from aboveground, and as fast as it arrived, it disappeared. Max popped back to his feet only to get hit in the back with another huge blast of wind.

He spun around and headed back for the stairwell. The winds kept blowing from one direction, then another, with no perceivable pattern. They hit so hard, he could not make any forward progress.

The decision came fast — if he couldn’t go forward fighting it, he’d have to go with the wind instead.

When the next gust came, this time from his left, he simply walked with it, letting it push against his back. It rushed on even heavier, lifting him up and hurling him against the far wall. There, he saw one source of the storm — vents had been built into the wall, flush with the surface, and painted to blend in.

Before the vent in front of him could shove him to the ground, Max grabbed a small lever at the side and pulled it down, shutting the vent closed. He saw the winds blow dirt by him this time, but none ushered out of the vent, none thrust him off his feet.

Staying close to the wall, Max walked around, shutting every vent one by one. When he finished closing the last vent, a door to another stairwell opened with a loud creak.

These stairs leading down to the next floor harbored all the cold, damp stone that the first set of stairs had, but these had a darker, more ominous aura about them. The walls seemed to suck in the light that Max shone down. And even noises sounded dampened and unwelcoming.

Halfway down the stairs, he heard the door above close and the winds started to blow again. A foul odor assaulted Max like a punch to the nose. Every step, the odor grew more pungent as if he closed in on a giant vat of excrement.

At the doorway, Max stopped. The room looked to be about twice as large as the ones above. An icy slush covered the floor — the source of the putrid stench. Another painted circle peaked out from beneath the odorous goo. Three wall sconces kept the room dimly lit. Running the perimeter of the room, Max noticed a narrow, stone rim that poked out. It led to a door on the opposite side. At one point, slush stained the rim in a splash pattern — it looked as if Rolson had slipped.

Max stepped out onto the ledge. He tried not to think of what horrible, disease-ridden foulness could create such a disgusting smell. With his back to the wall and his toes hanging beyond the edge of the rim, he inched his way along toward the door.

He took shallow breaths — only through his mouth. He kept his eyes focused on the door. As he stepped under one of the sconces, he heard the buzz of a fluorescent light. He stopped and peeked to his left — he had reached the spot where Rolson had fallen in.

He didn’t want to chance stepping in the same place and meeting a similar outcome. No way would he be exposed to whatever concoction of ills formed that foul slush. Lifting his shaking foot, he stepped across and risked being unbalanced for a short time. Quickly he brought up his other foot and exhaled with relief as he slid along toward the door.

Standing in the doorway at the top of another spiraling staircase, Max paused to catch his breath. The smell kept him from taking too long, but his climb downward went slower this time. Despite the cold, sweat dripped off his chin.

At the bottom of the stairs, he found the entrance to the next floor blocked by a large rock. He turned his flashlight beam onto the rock’s edges, tracing their path around the entrance. Near the top, Max noticed a chip in the stone. The closer he looked, the more he saw the white, chalkiness around the chip.

That’s not solid stone.

Max set his feet in a wide stance, lowered his body, and shoved the large rock. It moved so fast, Max lost his balance and tumbled over. His shoulder banged into the wall, whirling him around and into the room. He tripped and tumbled face first into the stone floor.

Stars split across his vision. Blood dripped beneath his cheek, and his tongue could wiggle his left incisor back and forth. When his eyesight returned, he discovered that he had come to rest only two feet away from a corpse.

He rolled away from it, letting loose a girlish yelp, and did not stop until he reached the wall. Despite the aches in his face, he managed to sit up and glance back. The corpse had been there a long time — dust covered the clothing that covered the skeleton. Looking toward the doorway, Max saw what had tripped him up — the skeleton’s foot. And around the ankle, he saw a gold cross. He glanced back at the arms — a Bible clutched tight against the ribs.

“Samantha Shoemaker,” he whispered.

Back on his feet, Max inspected the room. Much like the previous rooms, this one had a magic circle painted on the floor. Large stones like the one he had moved dotted the edges. The only weird part — well, weirder than everything else he had experienced so far — shimmied under his feet. The floor.

It didn’t want to stay in place as if the whole thing were floating atop a small sea. Based on what he had already seen, this didn’t seem too far-fetched. He looked back at the open doorway, and an idea formed — one he thought quite bizarre.

He walked along the perimeter of the room, checking each stone for chips or cracks that resembled the one he had moved. None stood out, but he noticed that a thin crevice existed where the floor met the wall — or didn’t meet. His idea solidified. He had to be right.

As he had done before, he set his feet firmly on the floor, put his hands on the wall, and pushed. The entire room moved like a giant merry-go-round. He held back pushing too hard, so the room moved slowly. He saw the doorway he had entered from disappear behind a wall of rock. Off to his right, another doorway revealed itself.

He shot out his hands and pushed in the direction opposite the room’s movement. The stone wall concealed half of the doorway before Max’s efforts stopped the room. He had enough space to slip through.

At the top of another set of stairs — Max shook his head and sat on the cold stone. He needed to rest. He needed to sleep for a week or two, but a few minutes would have to suffice.

Exhaustion made up part of it, but if he wanted to be honest, seeing that skeleton had spooked him. Not simply the unsettling sensation that often comes when confronted by such a thing, but it had reached deeper within, churning his guts with a primal force. He had felt that way as a child when he saw his first dead animal.

It was in the summer at a friend’s birthday pool party. Robbie Horner — Max couldn’t believe he remembered that name. At the party, Max and two other boys had been horsing around in the water when they finally heard the call for cake. Dripping wet with pruned fingers and shivering under their towels, the three of them headed around the house toward the front door to get inside. They could have easily gone through the back sliding door, but in their heads, this would be funny — and funny ruled over everything.

As they turned the corner, they found Mr. Horner standing next to a rose bush. Under the bush was a dead rabbit. Maggots squirmed all over its body — everywhere but its eyes. Those black beads stared out at nothing, had no life, but they bore into Max just the same. A breeze blew across and for the first time, Max smelled death. Before he knew it, he had run back around the house and puked in the pool.

Sitting at the top of a stairwell in the middle of a twisted mind’s architectural nightmare, Max wanted to run off and find a pool to puke in again. What awaited him below now carried the weight of death in a way that had only seemed hypothetical before. Now, after seeing that skeleton, Max felt in his bones the reality of his situation.

He stood and shined his flashlight down. If Sandra and Drummond weren’t busy with their part in all of this, Max might have turned around. But they were out there, and just as he counted on them, they expected him to do his best.

He opened his mouth, ready to yell down at Rolson in defiance, but he held back. This wasn’t a movie or some stupid television show. Yelling out his position would only help Rolson prepare.

Instead, Max made a fist and knocked on the wall. It wasn’t wood, but it was the best he had available for good luck. Then he moved on.

Two more skeletons littered the next floor. One stretched out across the painted circle. The remnants of a leather bomber jacket clung to the bones. The other draped over a series of holes dug into the stone — numerous necklaces fell beneath the rib cage. From these little bits that remained, Max felt sure he had stumbled upon Alex Crane and Ushiro Takashi.

Water spotted the stone, and near the doorway leading to the next level, Max saw puddles of blood with trails running off to a darker section of the room. Turning his flashlight into the shadows, he saw a third corpse — a large German Shepard.

Max tried to picture what kind of elaborate set-up Cal Baxter had envisioned for this floor, but all he could see was that Rolson faced off with a dog, won, and opened the next door — saving Max the struggle. Figuring the room might change and lock him in, Max rushed across the floor and onto the next set of stairs.

As he climbed down, he tried to recall how many floors there were. Cal had to have been insane to create this. Considering all the magic involved, every subsequent floor furthered Max’s fears. If its purpose went beyond what he thought, then the true villainy below might kill him.

When he reached the next doorway, all doubt left him. Cal had been a bona-fide nutcase. The floor had been cut away, leaving behind a narrow, winding path across like a stone hedge maze in reverse. The gaps formed the magic circle, and Max thought if he fell down, he would find the bottom covered in painted symbols. But the truly insane part came a moment later. Flames shot up from below. They came in little bursts at seemingly random locations. Each time, the flames heated Max’s skin no matter how far across the room.

If Cal really had been part of this Magi group, then they were probably crazy as well. He would have to be extra cautious dealing with them.

“You’ve got to survive this first.” His voice bounced back at him, louder and more powerful — and he could hear his nerves.

 


 

 

Chapter 26

Max started along the pathway and fast found that it narrowed after only a few feet. With his arms spread out like a high-wire act, he tried to keep his eyes looking ahead. That was what people said to do — find a spot in the distance and use that to keep balanced. The biggest thing, the most important thing, he knew well — everyone knew it. Don’t look down.

Little explosions of fire popped behind him and another off to the right. He kept his eyes on the doorway and thought of the next step, the next step. He pushed out all other thoughts — and there were many — so that only his balance, only his next step, mattered.

It worked. He had gone about halfway, and by focusing ahead, he had stayed upright. Even his nerves had lessened because he had kept his mind clear on the present task. He grinned.

And that tiny lapse in thought sent him reeling.

He flapped his arms, tilted to the left, shifted his body hard the right but overcompensated, and once he went over, he couldn’t stop gravity. He looked in the direction of his fall. Two other narrow paths crossed like the parallel grating on an outdoor grill. Turning his body over, he thrust his arms and legs out forming a wide X in hopes of catching as much of the paths as possible.

When he hit the ground, his hand found one bit of stone to cling too — as did his foot and torso. A laugh erupted from his gut unbidden. He had survived. But as he pulled up onto the nearest pathway, a burst of flames rose beneath him.

For such a short duration, the ball of fire ate the air around him and forced his nervous sweat to evaporate. He stood and looked around. The heat continued to increase as did the strong smell of burning.

No pain. Just heat. My jacket!

Trying not to lose his balance again, he wriggled out of his burning jacket. A dark hole had formed on the back, its edges glowing as it smoldered a larger hole. Max tossed it aside.

“Damn you, Cal, I liked that jacket.”

He remained on that path without moving for a full two minutes. Only when he felt calm enough to attempt the rest of the walk did he put out his arms, focus on the doorway, and begin again. When he reached the safety of yet another stairwell, Max leaned over and threw up.

At least going down the dark, stone stairways brought him one floor closer to being done. If not for that simple thought, his brain would have tried to talk him out of continuing. But surely he had gone more than halfway. To stop now meant returning — a longer trip than pushing onward. Besides, he and Sandra had made it through all their troubles by pushing onward.

When he entered the next floor, he questioned such an approach. Where the other floors had paint marking out the circle and symbols surrounding it, this floor had deep grooves. That would have been fine, but these grooves had been filled with a dark, crimson liquid. The smell of death hung in the air. Worse than a rotting rabbit at a birthday party, this death smelled stale, old, and full of pain.

Blood. The liquid had to be blood.

More disturbing — Max saw nothing else in the room but burning torches to light the way. No danger of any kind. And the doorway on the opposite side stood open and inviting.

Motionless, he observed the room. Nothing changed. He heard no threatening sounds, saw no threatening movement.

Cautiously, he put one foot into the room. Careful not to make any loud noises, he stepped ahead. Little by little he moved across the floor, avoiding the blood-filled grooves of the magic circle. When he reached the other side, he continued down the stairs at the same pace. Only when he could no longer see the light of the floor above did he resume a normal pace — and even then, he kept an ear open for any sudden change.

He should have kept an eye open. After having climbed down so many stairs, he took the rest of the stairwell for granted — but a sudden drop revealed three missing steps. Max tumbled downward, hit the next stair with his shoulder, flipped over, and rolled into the room.

He saw nothing. At first, he thought he had gotten turned around so hard that he couldn’t focus but soon understood that the room lacked any light source. Reaching around for his flashlight, his fingers slipped into a slick wetness.

“Crap,” he muttered.

Clenching his jaw, he tried to swallow back the urge to throw up again. He continued to feel around. There! His hand found a metal tube — the flashlight. Pulling it close like a parent protecting a baby, he whispered Thank you before flicking it on. Then he decided such thanks might have been premature. Sitting in the beam of light, he discovered the source of the slick wetness. His fingers had found a corpse wearing a torn hunter’s cap — Alan Peck.

Whatever horror Cal Baxter had constructed for this room, Max decided not to find out. He shined his flashlight on the exit and discovered a clear path ahead. Crawling on the floor — partially due to the pain from his latest fall, partially to avoid any possible Cal-created surprises higher up — Max made his way across.

At the next set of stairs, he sighed relief. He knew right away this led to the final floor. Bright light cut through from below, and he heard Rolson grunting hard in time with rhythmic strikes of something heavy against the floor.

As he neared the bottom, the temperature dropped. An unnatural drop that Max had felt many times before — the presence of a ghost.

He entered to find a room identical to the one on the first floor — a simple, elegant room lined with doors and bearing a painted circle on the floor. A candlestick with a black candle stood in the center. The only differences — the floor had been made of wood and a thin layer of ice covered everything.

Rolson had taken a position putting the circle between them. He held a sledgehammer and sweat soaked his pasty brow. He winked at Max, raised the sledgehammer, and yelled as he slammed it down on the wood slats within the circle. The sledgehammer bounced but the wood remained intact.

Rolson laughed. “All we put each other through and this damn thing is sealed with magic. The ghost of Cal Baxter won’t ever let go of his gold.”

Max opened his mouth but did not speak. He couldn’t. Behind Rolson, one of the doors had opened. A hard-looking man with close-cut hair, a pointed nose, and beady eyes entered. He wore a fine suit and appeared disgusted to stand in such a place. Max felt confident he knew the man, but all doubt went away when another man followed in close behind — Mr. Modesto.

“Mr. Porter. Detective Rolson. I believe you both know of Tucker Hull.” Modesto gave a slight bow and gestured to his employer.

 


 

 

Chapter 27

Rolson dropped to the floor, prostrating like a zealot before his prophet. “Mr. Hull, I swear I’m trying with all the strength I have, but I can’t break open the floor.”

Modesto stood regal and snobby as usual. He stepped over Rolson as one might step over a rotting animal — careful and with disgust. Though his hair looked grayer than before and a few more lines marred his face, Modesto still carried the weight of his office in every over-pronounced syllable he spoke. 

Max turned his attention to Tucker Hull. “Why the new body? Didn’t like the one you stole when you destroyed my office?”

Modesto tilted his head back so he could look down upon Max. “Of all people, Mr. Porter, I would have thought you would take the time to do a little research on Mr. Hull. Had you done so, you would not bother with such a foolish question.”

“Well, you know me — always the fool.”

“Indeed. The process of maintaining Mr. Hull in this world requires fresh bodies from time to time. Nothing the Hull family’s sizable resources cannot accommodate.”

“And by process you mean spell.”

“Of course.”

“And by sizable resources you mean all this gold you plan to steal.”

Tucker Hull’s eyes narrowed so sharp that Max felt a stab of pain in his chest. Those eyes traveled up and down Max, appraising him like an art dealer. Then Tucker walked forward — slow and strong. His voice matched. “I cannot steal what has always been mine. You are the thief here. But as the Lord would have it, perhaps one of His grand jests, I happen to require your unique thieving skills. Open the floor. Now.”

Max pointed at Rolson’s sledgehammer. “How can I possibly open this floor up when your own man can’t do it with that thing?”

“Give me another chance,” Rolson said. “I’m sure I can do it.”

With an impatient fluttering of his hands, Modesto said, “Mr. Hull demands this of you, Mr. Porter. Refuse and he will be forced to send people out to harm your wife.”

“I’m not refusing. Okay? Everybody just calm down. All I’m saying is that I don’t know what you expect me to do that Rolson hasn’t done.”

Tucker moved closer to Max, but he approached in a slight curving pattern. Trying to avoid the circle, Max thought. Tucker stared straight into Max — the power behind those beady eyes burning through in an instant.

All at once Max was a child gazing up at a disappointed father, a dog fearful of its master, a young girl afraid she had misunderstood the glance of a boy, and a woman afraid she had understood the glance of a man. His head spun. Every cell in his body wanted both to run in fear and stay within Tucker’s stare as long as possible. Intimidation and seduction — hand in hand — Max had never before experienced a person holding such power.

When Tucker spoke, however, the mesmerizing spell of his eyes broke. “Stop stalling. I do not expect you to use such a crude method as a sledgehammer. You are one of the few in the world that have seen, accepted, and appreciate the greater planes of existence around us — the places of magic and the supernatural.”

“Hard to deny when I’m staring at you.”

Tucker grinned. Max thought the man’s teeth had been sharpened into points but Tucker’s lips closed too fast to be sure.

“Clearly this is a problem of magic,” Tucker said, “I expect you to find a magic solution.”

Max turned to the circle, trying to control his shaking limbs. In all the possible outcomes they had planned for, he and Sandra and Drummond had always expected Rolson to have already dug up the gold by the time Max arrived. Looking at the flickering black candle, Max wondered if this miscalculation would cost his life. Or, if Modesto’s threats were to be believed — Sandra’s life.

Rubbing his hands, Max said, “Okay. Let me think this through.”

The floor couldn’t be forced open because of a magic seal of some type — or a magic something. Tucker expected Max to open it. Why me, though? Tucker had access to the best witches in all of North Carolina — probably in all of the country, if not the world. Why not bring one of them down to break the spell?

Only one reason made sense to Max — Tucker couldn’t. Not that Tucker couldn’t get hold of the best witches, but rather that he knew they couldn’t break the spell. Something unique about Max gave him, and only him, the ability. Otherwise, the Hulls would have opened the floor and taken the gold long ago.

But that posed a different problem. The Hulls had owned Baxter House for over a century. Even if they had not found the secret rooms until recently, they had to have been looking. They had to have been aware of the magical possibilities to protect the gold. All of which pre-dated Max’s birth by decades. So, whatever was unique about Max had to have been able to exist before him.

That meant that it had to be something Max had learned or acquired or — Max’s skin prickled as it clicked in his head. The magic circle. He had become connected to it. He would have figured it out sooner but, between threats from Hull and having faced the dangerous floors of Baxter House, his brain had suffered a bit of fatigue.

Crouching by the circle, he hovered his fingers over the paint. He had no desire to see that horned-creature again. But what choice did he have? He could only stall so long, and even if the rest of the plan worked, they still needed the gold.

Modesto stepped up behind Max. “My employer does not have a lot of patience this evening. I strongly advise you to open this floor at once.”

Closing his eyes, Max touched the circle. And nothing happened. He pressed his palm on the paint. Still nothing.

Straightening, Max winced at the idea forming in his head. He put out a hand toward Rolson. “Give me the sledgehammer.”

Rolson lifted his head. “If you think you’re stronger than me, you’re crazier than I ever thought.”

“Do as he says,” Tucker snapped and Rolson moved fast enough to create a breeze.

Holding the sledgehammer, Max entered the circle. Again, nothing happened. Max frowned. He had expected something big — flashes of magical energy or bolts of lightning or a loud, ghostly thumping. But he recalled the way Tucker had avoided the circle. Perhaps simply standing inside unharmed proved enough of the connection.

Then his entire body seized. His muscles constricted, spit flew from his mouth, and his limbs shook. Instead of crying out, he could only manage a weak gurgle.

His head arched back. Floating on the ceiling, he saw the horned-beast. It pushed off and soared toward him. Max wanted to duck, but he had no control over his shaking body.

Except the beast did not touch him. It circled around him. The connection between them returned. Max’s thoughts flooded with images — some his own, some from elsewhere. He saw birthday parties and children running in a field. He saw Sandra’s joy as she held an engagement ring. He saw an ugly face lurking from a bedroom door and children throwing rocks at windows. He saw a train car full of gold.

Each image hit like a fist to the head. Yet Max endured — he had to make use of this moment. He had to stay focused. There seemed to be a pause between images, and when he felt the next pause arrive, Max did his best to form his own image — a message for the beast.

When his mind cleared, Max’s control over his own body returned. He couldn’t be sure that the spirit understood what he intended to do, but he hoped it wouldn’t be angry with him. Only one way to really prove anything, though. Max raised the sledgehammer and brought it down on the wood inside the circle. It smashed through with ease.

Rolson cheered while Modesto offered a slight lifting of the lips. Tucker watched without expression.

Twice more Max brought the sledgehammer down. Twice more the floor gave way, sending splinters of wood flying off. Max peered down, reached through the hole, and pulled out a gold bar.

Dropping the sledgehammer in order to use both hands, he carried the bar outside the circle and placed it on the floor with a heavy thud. Tucker moved in close to the gold. “Get the rest.”

Over the next fifteen minutes, Max brought out bar after bar. Forty bars in all. When he reached down and found nothing, he said, “That’s it.”

“The chest,” Tucker said. “Where’s the chest?”

Max pressed his face to the floor and peered in. “Nothing else down here. Sorry.”

“Damn!” Tucker stomped over to Rolson and kicked him in the side. To Modesto, he said, “Get moving.”

Modesto pressed his palm against a stone in the wall and a door slid aside. He rolled out a flatbed dolly and loaded it with the gold. As Modesto worked, Tucker glared at Max. Once the last gold bar clinked onto the pile, Modesto exerted all his strength to push the dolly through the door. He did not return.

“Hold on here,” Max said, staring at the door in disbelief. “We could’ve all come in through there?”

With a mocking sneer, Tucker said, “You don’t think I’d be stupid enough to go through Baxter’s sick little maze, do you? You don’t think Baxter would go through it, for that matter? Didn’t you look at the blueprints?”

“I didn’t have much time.” Max shot a nasty look at Rolson. “What’s your excuse?”

Tucker clutched his hands behind his back. “Don’t feel bad. It was really a small note added to indicate the existence of a safe passage — not something drawn in. Most of the construction crew probably had little knowledge of it.” He walked in front of Rolson. “Now, you have one last task, and after that, you may go wherever you wish, do whatever you wish, continue working for us or not. You will be a free man.”

Rolson popped to his feet. “Anything. What do you want?”

“Kill Mr. Porter, of course.”

Rolson raised his weapon and pointed it at Max. “On your knees. Slowly, now. No sudden movements.”

Max lowered to his knees. “Come on. Be smart about this.”

“Shut up. You’ve been a pain in my ass since I met you. Turn around. This has to look like a professional hit.”

Looking straight at Rolson, Max said, “Have you been listening to any of this? There’s a door that bypassed all those damn floors. They knew about it all along. They knew how to get down here but didn’t tell you. You could have died on your way down, but they didn’t tell you. Doesn’t that show what they think of you? How can you trust them to set you free? How do you know they won’t simply kill you next?’

Rolson lowered the gun a little. Max could see the doubts entering the old detective’s brain.

Tucker snickered. “Mr. Modesto warned me how you think. Always accusing my family of the worst intentions. You think we murder people with ease. We do not. The fact that you’ve lived this long is proof. Rolson and those loyal like him are rewarded for their help, not punished. You, however, have not been loyal. You’ve tried to hurt us many times. And while we do not murder with ease, that doesn’t mean we won’t when necessary. All I see with you is one mounting trouble after another. This way is much better. Kill him. Do it now and you will walk away here owing nothing to Hull family.”

 Rolson raised the gun again — firmer, more determined. Max tried to find something to say that would stall the moment. Anything that might create a little time. But his mind went blank. He could only think of the dark hole at the end of the handgun — that soon he would see a flash of fire, and long before he heard a sound, he would feel his head crack back, and he would be no more.

His heart raced, and he put his hand to his chest. Chest? “Don’t shoot. I know where the chest is.”

Tucker leaped forward and shoved Rolson’s gun out of the way. A bullet shot off digging into the stone wall. Warning off Rolson with a look, Tucker pointed to Max. “If you are lying to stay alive, you’ll wish I had let Rolson shoot you. I can make you suffer greatly — and for far longer than is possible in the natural world.”

“I have no doubt about that.” Max paled with honest fear. Especially because while not technically lying, he hadn’t really told the truth, either. He had an idea of where the chest might be, but he didn’t know for sure.

“Speak quickly or your pain will begin right here.”

Tears welled in Max’s eyes. He knew he shouldn’t say anything. To give Tucker Hull access to powerful magic was unthinkable. No better than handing an automatic handgun to a sadistic ten-year-old. Worse than that — Tucker would feel no remorse afterwards. The Hulls were masters of self-justification — and they all had learned it from the ancient, screwed-up mind of Tucker.

But if he didn’t offer up something, he would be tortured — and eventually, he would spill what he thought he knew. The tears dribbled down his cheeks. This wasn’t how they had planned things. Where the hell was —

“Drummond!”

The head of his dead friend dropped through the ceiling. As he descended, Tucker looked over and scowled. “You must be the detective that my children have complained about.”

“Kids love to complain,” Drummond said.

Rolson spun around. “Who the hell are you talking to? What’s going on?”

Tucker slapped Rolson hard. “Do what I told you.”

“They’re going to kill me,” Max said.

Drummond took one look at Max and said, “No, sir.” He zipped across the room and body-checked Rolson in the back. Drummond shouted at the pain while Rolson shouted in surprise. The gun skittered across the floor.

Before Tucker could reach the weapon, Drummond moved in on him. Tucker stepped away and backhanded Drummond in the face. Both Max and Drummond stared in shock.

“You can touch me?” Drummond’s hand brushed his cheek.

“Oh, you sad little ghost. I’m a soul brought back from the dead. I exist in both the living and dead worlds. I can touch it all. And I can make you hurt.”

Tucker charged Drummond. As they grappled, Drummond screamed at the pain he suffered from the contact. But that didn’t stop him. He punched Tucker in the jaw, sending the Hull patriarch flailing backward.

As the fight continued, Max saw Rolson inching toward the gun. “Fuck that,” Max said and jumped on him.

Rolson had far more experience fighting, but Max had far more to lose. Desperation fueled him as he punched wildly into Rolson’s body. After landing several strong hits, Rolson gave up reaching for the gun and rolled Max off of him.

Brushing off his shoulders, Rolson got to his feet. Blood dripped from his nose. He put up his fists and circled Max like a trained boxer.

Drummond and Tucker continued to grapple. They shoved each other against the wall and wrestled to the floor. Max watched as Drummond continued to fight despite the agony he wore on his face.

Rolson took full advantage of Max’s momentary distraction. He came in at an angle with a haymaker to the head. At the last second, Max brought up his arms — not enough to block the blow, but he deflected a full-on hit to the temple. His head still took a nasty strike, shaking his brain, and causing spots to pop before his eyes.

While dazed, Rolson came in again. This time he kicked Max. Max fell over and clutched his shins. He felt the cool stone of the wall and realized he had no escape. A second later, Tucker threw Drummond right next to him.

All four men panted heavily. Tucker crossed his arms and said, “I think I’ll forgo the torture and kill you both right now.”

“I’m already dead,” Drummond said with a slight groan to his words.

“Oh, there are plenty of deaths a ghost can go through.”

Drummond got to his feet and Max followed. He looked down at Max with a questioning raise of his eyebrow.

Max wanted to smack the ghost himself. “I don’t know. I’ve been down here this whole time. You tell me. Was that enough?”

Snatching the gun from the floor, Rolson said, “I’m so sick of you. What the hell are you talking about now?”

Max held onto the wall in order to stay upright. “Neither of you seem to have put it together. And here I thought at least one of you might have some brains.” He gestured toward Drummond. “Didn’t you notice that he’s here? This ghost.”

Tucker gazed upward. “You got the old Magi witch to break the seal against ghosts. So what?”

“Oh, she’s doing more than that. She’s up there with my wife, and together they’ve been breaking the seal on the circle itself. From the confused look on your face, I’m guessing Rolson here didn’t bother telling you how he killed Sebastian Freeman.”

Tucker’s eyes leveled on Rolson.

“You said you didn’t want evidence.” Rolson squirmed.

“What did you do?”

Max tried to straighten more but the pain in his side prevented it — another broken rib. “He thought he summoned the spirit of Cal Baxter. He thought he sealed the spirit in this crazy place. All those magic circles line up like a telescope, each one making the one above stronger. But it didn’t work.”

“It did, too,” Rolson said. “Baxter came and killed Freeman. You saw the dead body.”

“Except that wasn’t Baxter. Cal Baxter moved on when he died. Drummond had looked for him but couldn’t find him because he’s gone. You can’t get to him.”

“But I saw him. I saw him kill Freeman.”

Tucker slapped Rolson on the back of the head. “Idiot. Cal Baxter designed these circles to be a strong prison to protect the gold from my family.”

“Starting to see it now?” Max said.

Rolson looked confused and frightened. “I swear I saw him. He looked like a demon.”

“That you definitely saw — but that wasn’t Cal Baxter. That was Charlie McShay — the thief who stole the gold in the first place. How else do you think Cal found the gold? It took him a long time to realize that the message sent to him was simply Charlie’s name. Cal had to learn the ways of magic on his own. Took him about three years until he felt confident enough to summon Charlie and force the spirit to help him get the gold. Once he had his riches, Cal built this place and locked Charlie up. That old spirit’s been here for a long time. And he’s angry.”

“He’s lying,” Rolson said.

Tucker did not appear to agree. “He’s connected to the spirit. That’s why he could rip open the floor. That’s why he knows all of this.”

Max added, “We also couldn’t find the ghost of Sebastian Freeman. My best guess is that McShay has kept him locked in this house with him. By now my wife and the witch have broken the seal and both ghost and spirit are going to be mighty angry. I think you ought to run.”

Rolson pointed his gun at Max’s head. “Bullshit.” He pulled the trigger.

Nothing happened.

At first, Max thought Drummond had intervened again, but seeing the horned-beast — Charlie McShay — rise behind Rolson explained things. With a roar, McShay thrust a clawed fist into Rolson and lifted the man off the ground.

Rolson dropped the gun and shrieked. It lasted only a few seconds. He died fast.

Ignoring the beast, Tucker stomped over to the circle and grabbed the black candle. He muttered words over its light and his left hand began to glow ghostly pale. “You want to hurt my family? Is that what motivates you?”

McShay spread his muscular arms and bellowed loud enough to frighten a grizzly. Tucker raised his glowing hand and shouted back. The two locked eyes for an instant before charging each other like jousting knights.

When they smashed together, a blast of energy brightened the room. The air whooshed out through the door. Sebastian Freeman appeared on the ceiling and Drummond dissipated, thrown into the Other — or so Max hoped. It was Max’s last thought before falling unconscious.

 


 

 

Chapter 28

Max parked the old, beaten car next to the old, beaten trailer. He sat still, going over in his head how he wanted to handle the upcoming meeting. He couldn’t afford to mess it up. Everything depended on success — possibly even their lives.

No, not possibly. Certainly.

When he had woken at the bottom of Baxter House, he found no sign of Tucker Hull. On the wall, however, he saw what remained of McShay — a silhouette of the horned beast burned into the stone. No sign of Sebastian Freeman, though.

Max clambered up the exit path, a winding ramp that took several minutes to reach the top. The door at the end led to the living room off to the side of the foyer. Sandra waited for him, ready to take him home.

Dawn arrived as they reached the trailer. By the time they had prepared eggs, toast, and coffee, they found a way forward. And they needed a plan. Tucker Hull was out there, livid at Max, and clearly capable of destroying a summoned spirit.

“This’ll work,” he said to the empty car before getting out.

Inside, Sandra had begun packing their things into boxes. She looked at Max with urgency. “You got it?”

He nodded.

“Good,” she said. “I don’t want to be unpacking this stuff right back into this trailer.”

“We’ll be fine. You heard from Drummond yet?”

“No.”

When they first came home, Drummond had appeared and explained that the force of Tucker and McShay fighting had shoved him into the Other. When he found his way back, the fight had ended and Max lay unconscious on the floor. He flew up to Sandra, told her to wait, and then went back to the Other to heal up after all of the abuse he had endured. He still needed a good week off, but he had enough rest in the few hours away that he could still help them out.

After he had left for the Other, Sandra helped Sebastian find his way to move on. It was simple — he merely had to go to the Other and call out for Lilla. Together, they drifted away.

A knock at the door.

Max frowned. “Drummond’s supposed to be watching Cecily Hull to warn us when she arrived. Where the hell is he?”

“Maybe that’s not Cecily Hull.”

Dread gripped Max’s chest as he approached the door. What if Tucker had decided to finish off all the loose ends? Max might open the door and be gunned down by a hired goon. Or perhaps Tucker would do the job himself — far slower and more painful.

The knock came again.

Max opened the door a crack and peeked out. Mother Hope looked back at him. Not good. Not with a Hull on the way.

“What do you want?” he asked.

An arm reached around Mother Hope, and as Max opened the door a bit wider, he saw Leon Moore. “Merely to talk. It’s cold out here. Please let us in.”

With a gasp, Max opened the door and stepped back. Leon assisted Mother Hope up into the trailer and they settled by small table.

“To begin with,” Leon said, “we wanted to thank you for your help in stopping Tucker Hull from acquiring any pieces of the chest. Items imbued with magic are dangerous in any hands, but in a Hull’s hands — especially Tucker Hull — the results are not to be desired.”

“We didn’t do it for you.”

“Regardless, thank you.”

“Is that all?”

Leon bristled. “I know you might feel a little upset at my part in all this, but I never lied to you. I love research, and I am a librarian. My help was genuine. Now, considering you would be dead if Mother Hope had not aided your wife in breaking those seals, you’re being awfully rude.”

“I do appreciate what you did, but I don’t think for a second that you did it for me. The only reason we even know your group exists is because we stumbled upon this old lady. And for that matter, you should thank us for saving her.”

“We had her quite safe. In fact, there is no safer place than the O. Henry Hotel.”

“Maybe so, but I’m still calling it even between us. You people — you’re no better than the Hulls. You play games with our lives, hiding from us, popping up to mess with us, and I’m sick of it.”

Mother Hope lowered her head. Leon said, “We are sorry to hear you feel this way. We had come here to invite you to join us.” He looked at Sandra. “You both have great talents that we could use well. But clearly, you are not interested.”

Sandra crossed her arms. “Clearly.”

“In that case, we only ask that you do not interfere with us. If you can agree to stay out of our way, I don’t see why we can’t be peaceful towards each other.”

Max gripped the kitchen counter while forcing a smile. “We’ve never wanted to be in the middle of any of this anyway. We simply want to run our little business, and live a decent life. It’s you and the Hulls that keep dragging us into your mess.”

Leon stood and tugged his shirt down. “Well, then, it’s all very simple. Don’t deal with the Hulls and all will be fine with us. I might even be able to help you out a the library from time to time.” 

Drummond burst into the trailer. He saw the witch and his ghostly face paled. “What’s she doing here?” He took in the whole scene. “Oh, they’ve come to make a deal.”

Mother Hope pointed at the ghost and Leon frowned. “Do we have a visitor?”

“No,” Max said. “We have a partner.”

Drummond smiled. “Thanks, Max.” Then he leaned close and whispered, “Cecily Hull is almost here. You got five minutes, maybe ten if you’re lucky.”

Max offered his hand. “Stay out of our business, and we’ll stay out of yours. That’s the deal, right? Shouldn’t be a problem. We’ll stick to the Winston-Salem area, and you stay in Greensboro.”

Leon looked to Mother Hope before shaking Max’s hand. “You’ll find the cities are closer than you think, but I suspect you understand quite well the trouble you will bring if you go against us. We are not afraid of the Hulls, so we are certainly not afraid of you.”

Without another word, Leon helped Mother Hope to her feet and escorted her out of the trailer.

Max watched as they drove off and wondered what they would say if they knew that Cecily Hull would be arriving any moment. He didn’t like the idea of making enemies out of these people, but they were not going to risk much to save Max and Sandra from the Hulls. Cecily, however, would have reasons to do so — at least, Max hoped to convince her that was true.

Less than a minute later, Cecily Hull arrived. She walked in without a word and took a seat, snapping out a cigarette and lighting up. As she blew out smoke, she looked at Max and waited.

“Hello to you, too,” Max said. Cecily did not acknowledge his sarcasm. “Okay, then. I guess you’d prefer I be direct.”

“And succinct. I don’t like to deal with people who’ve turned me down once before. Makes them hard to trust.”

Sandra and Drummond stood in the kitchen and watched the events unfold. Max would have preferred having Sandra by his side — heck, he would have preferred having Sandra run the whole thing — but Sandra said that Cecily would be more amenable with her appearing less important.

Max cleared his throat. “I suppose I should be glad you bothered to come at all.”

“Really, Mr. Porter? You think I don’t know what went on at Baxter House? Do you honestly believe I wouldn’t find out that Tucker failed to get the chest and that you claimed to have located it? That is the only reason I came here. So, do you have it or don’t you? Because unless you possess the chest right now, I have no use for you.”

“Four hundred thousand dollars — that’s my price.” Max tried not to shake when he said the number, but he heard a tiny tremble anyway.

“Aren’t you a greedy one?”

“Not at all. My partners want me to get a full million.”

Drummond said, “You got that right.”

Cecily looked over at Sandra, and Max wondered if she could see Drummond. “Why the discount? I doubt you are simply being nice to me.”

Max said, “Four hundred thousand buys us a new house, a new car, and plenty left over to save so we don’t have to be under a Hull thumb ever again. But we want more than that. We want your word that you will cease all targeting of me, Sandra, and Drummond — and if you succeed in taking over the Hull family, you will continue to make sure that the three of us are not bothered by you or your people.”

Cecily dragged long on her cigarette before giving Max one curt nod.

With that, Max stepped outside to retrieve a sports bag from the trunk of his car. He returned and placed the bag at Cecily’s feet. He unzipped it and showed that it was filled with splintered pieces of wood.

“And what is this?” she asked, a dark tone growling beneath her calm voice.

“This is what’s left of the chest. After my breakfast, I went back to Baxter House to get it. When Cal Baxter hid the remaining gold under the floorboards of the bottom-most room, he drew a magic circle on the floor. The boards within that circle were made with wood from the chest. That’s one reason the circle was so darn powerful and did such a good job of holding McShay against his will.”

“He bound McShay to this wood.”

“Exactly. And now that Tucker has destroyed McShay, this wood is no longer cursed by a binding spell. But it still holds plenty of magic.”

Cecily zipped the bag closed and picked it up. “You have my word. You, your wife, and your ghost will be free from the Hulls. You will hear from my people in a few days to arrange the payment of your funds.”

Drummond flew close in. “Don’t let her leave with that bag. We’ll never get the money.”

Max blocked the doorway. “I want to be perfectly clear. You are welcome to take the bag today because I have no doubts that you will pay up. If you don’t, the ghost of Marshall Drummond will come after you.”

Drummond passed through Cecily. The chill within her body registered on her face, and Max knew she got the message.

“No need for threats,” she said. “You’ll be paid.”

She motioned to leave, but Max did not move out of her way. “One last thing,” he said.

“I’m losing my patience.”

“I need you to promise that you will destroy Tucker Hull. All your money, your word — our deal means nothing if I spend the rest of my life worrying that Tucker is going to exact revenge on me at any moment. I’ve given you this chest so that you can do as you said you wanted to do — destroy him and take over the family.”

Cecily dropped her cigarette on the floor. She stepped on it, pressing it in deep. “That is exactly what I will do.”

As she left, no one said another word. Max stood by the door long after her car had vanished from sight. He knew he had made a frightening deal — but it was better than no deal at all.

Clapping his hands together in one sharp hit, he turned around, picked up an empty box and started packing. Sandra kissed his cheek and joined in.

 


 

 

Afterword

 

Thanks for reading Southern Gothic. I hope you enjoyed it as much as, if not more than, the previous books in the series.

 

One of my great pleasures in writing the Max Porter books is finding all the little odd bits of history to incorporate into the story. This book had quite a few. Among the big ones — the missing shipment of Civil War gold actually happened. People still go along the tracks where Company Shops once existed, hoping to find a coin or two that nobody else has scampered away with. The murder of Chicken Stephens is also true. If you want to know more about him and the chaos of the Reconstruction, check out Murder in the Courthouse by Jim Wise. Finally, and biggest of all, the life of O. Henry was as colorful as depicted here — more so, probably. He did live an aimless life, he was indicted for embezzlement, he did run off to Honduras, and he did return for his wife, resulting in his incarceration.

 

Many of the locations and buildings are real such as the O. Henry hotel, the New Garden Friends School, and the big roundhouse in Spencer. Cal Baxter and Baxter House, however, are entirely my creations, as is the short story O. Henry dedicated to Cal.
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Chapter 1

 

DAY ONE

 

Max Porter waited for his name to be called so he could have the honor of overpaying for coffee and bagels. Not long ago, he would have seriously considered it an honor. He and Sandra had been living in a trailer, unsure of when they would be dead broke. But after successfully handling a job for Cecily Hull, the Porters had more money than ever — enough to have bought a new home in the upper-middle-class housing developments surrounding Wake Forest University, and enough to rent a second floor office in the less posh section of downtown Winston-Salem.

The little coffee shop on the corner of Liberty and 6th smelled comfortable, and every morning that Max strolled in for a quick breakfast reminded him that such comfort could not be enjoyed by everyone. Losing almost everything certainly filled him with greater appreciation for what he had. And that even included Drummond.

“Morning, Max. Getting your usual crap, I see.” Marshall Drummond, the ghost of a 1940s detective and the only ghost Max could see, had a personality that required patience and subtle appreciation. He floated next to the barista and snarled at each coffee concoction handed out. “A cup o’ joe should be a cup o’ joe. A little sugar or cream, if you have to, but this is ridiculous.” The man always appeared as he had when he died — classic 1940s detective, with a beaten Fedora, a long coat, and plenty of attitude. Despite decades of observation, he accepted little of the changing ways of the world. Still, Max valued him greatly.

Heck, I’d probably be dead if not for the old, dead guy.

“How’s Sandra?” Drummond asked, lowering his voice as if those around him could actually hear a word he said.

“The same,” Max said under his breath. After the initial weeks of having money again, of not worrying if they wanted to eat ice cream, see a movie, or buy overpriced coffee, the euphoria had worn off. Then they bought the house and rented the office and another joyous wave splashed over them. But as the months crept onward, Sandra had become distant — not just to Max; Drummond had noticed, too.

“Maxine Poster,” the barista called out.

In one hand, Max balanced the cardboard carrier with two coffees and three bagels and paid with his other hand. Once outside, he headed across 6th, away from the bus station, police department, and courthouse. His office was just up from the coffee shop on Liberty, but Drummond said nothing. Max had been taking this detour for a few weeks now.

“Look,” Drummond said, “I don’t mean to be a nag, but you’ve got to do something. Sandra’s got a problem.”

Max shook his head. “You’ve never really understood marriage. We’re just in a down swing, that’s all. Every marriage goes through it. There are ups and downs. Times you’re really close and times you hardly speak. Nothing has to be wrong for it to happen. It’s like a natural cycle.”

“More like a rollercoaster.”

“You can’t press these things. If there’s a problem, she’ll tell me when she’s ready. Until then, I’ve got to trust that whatever it is, if there’s anything at all, it isn’t going to harm us. We’ve gotten past the idea of keeping secrets to protect each other.”

“You better be right. I can’t abide anything happening to that sweet gal.”

“You and me both. Go check on her, if it’ll make you feel better. Let her know I’ll be right up with breakfast.”

“Sure thing. You’re going to see the kid, right?”

“Yeah. If he’s still around.”

As Max turned the corner, Drummond disappeared. Max pressed on, crossing the parking lot behind the Liberty Street buildings and heading north. Soon, the parking lots ended and a long stretch of dilapidated buildings took over for a few blocks. Max had no idea what they had been — Sandra had told him she saw several ghosts dressed like warehouse laborers in the area — but he knew if it ever mattered, he could find out with ease. Years of researching Winston-Salem had its benefits. What did matter, however, was the kid living under a tarp stretched off the remains of a brick wall.

The kid went by PB. He wouldn’t say what it stood for, so Max called him Peanut Butter, but Drummond continued to call him Kid. He looked about fourteen, kept his hair buzzed short, and often had the long distance stare of a combat veteran. Max had first met him when PB was begging for change outside the coffee shop. Something about this young man struck Max, and he followed PB to this squat. Since then, every few days, Max brought him a bagel or some other food.

“Hey, Ghostman,” PB said as Max approached. He had once caught Max talking with Drummond, and when Max said he spoke with a ghost, PB laughed and gave him the name.

Max handed over one of the bagels. As PB stretched out from under the tarp, Max noticed a bruise darkening the boy’s eye. “You got trouble?”

“I’m living on the streets. I always got trouble. How about you? You getting laid yet?”

“Excuse me? I get laid plenty.”

“Sure you do. Every married couple going through a fight always keeps having sex.”

Max looked in the boy’s bruised eyes, trying to figure out why PB tried to pick a fight. Only problem — he wasn’t wrong. Max and Sandra hadn’t slept together in three weeks. Sex and money — the two deadliest issues in any marriage. Whenever things went downhill, sex disappeared first. If they start fighting about money, Max knew they had hit rock bottom.

“We’re not going to talk about my sex life.”

“Whatever,” PB said around a chunk of bagel.

“That shiner looks fresh. You need any help?”

“From you? What are you gonna do, huh? Call your pet ghost to fight?”

From behind, a sleazy voice call out. “Well, well. Is this the famous Ghostman?”

PB’s eyes bugged out as he stashed the half-eaten bagel in his shirt. Three men sauntered up. They were an odd bunch — tough, clearly, but dressed like slime from the 70s. The leader stood in the middle with a brown, leather jacket draped over one shoulder and a toothpick jutting from the corner of his mouth. His two muscular buddies each sported aviator shades.

The leader set one foot atop a pile of rubble and leaned his elbow on his knee. “Is that you, man? You the guy Punching Bag here says can see ghosts?”

Punching Bag? PB? Max glanced down and PB shied back. To the leader, Max said, “Who’re you?”

“I’m the one in charge of these blocks. Nothing goes on around here without my saying it does. I see everything and I protect this turf. That’s why I’m called the Wolf.”

Max chuckled. “The Wolf of Winston-Salem.”

“That’s right,” the leader said, as his two men spread out in opposite directions. “And you better show some respect or we’ll turn you into a punching bag, too.”

A few years ago, Max would have been confused by the situation. He would have still seen the danger, but he would have missed the subtler aspects of Wolf’s behavior — the darting eyes, the constant chewing of the toothpick, the excess bravado in his body posture. Years of hard-earned experience informed Max that this guy did not own the block as he claimed. More likely, Wolf had been making a play to take over the area. That’s why he was beating up the runaways like PB. He started on the bottom and hoped to either gain the notice of those higher up, or he would simply have to take it all by force.

Max had no clue who those higher ups were or what they valued in this particular block, but his mind leaned toward the most obvious — drugs. That seemed to fit. Wolf was a low-level drug dealer who wanted to expand his territory and gain some power. Unless the other possibility proved true.

“Amateurs,” Max muttered.

“What now? Ghostman’s got something stupid to say?”

“I’ve always got something to say. Stupid or otherwise. I was just trying to figure out why you think beating me up would help you at all. I’m not a druggie and I don’t come around here other than to give PB a hand once-in-a-while. Beating me up won’t send a message to anybody because I’m not connected with anyone you want to send a message to.”

Wolf’s lips pulled back to show a gold tooth. “Who said anything about sending a message? Maybe I just want to beat on some rich prick.”

That was the other possibility. Wolf led a gang of three that were as lost and hopeless as PB. They simply scrounged around the area to survive and took out their aggressions on the nearest target.

Hard to believe that only a block over, the civilized world existed.

“Only one thing can save you, Ghostman. You know that, right?”

“What’s that?”

“Ain’t it obvious? We want to see some ghosts. PB told us all about it, so we want to see you in action.”

Max didn’t need to look at PB to know shame blushed across the boy’s face. “I don’t know why you’d believe such a thing. I can’t summon a ghost. I only —”

“That’s not good for you. Or PB. I don’t like being lied to.”

Max set his coffee carrier down. “Let’s get something clear here. You don’t give a crap about me or ghosts or anything like that. You want an excuse to fight.”

“Oh, I see. We got a smart guy here.”

“Problem for you is that you’re a weakling.”

“What did you say?”

“You heard me. That’s why you got these two muscleheads with you. You’re afraid to fight on your own.” Max made sure to lock eyes with each of Wolf’s wingmen. “You do know that he’s using you, right? I mean, I hope at some point, he’s really shown you that he’s tough enough. Otherwise, either one of you could beat him to a pulp and take over. Though I don’t know why you’d want this crappy block, but that’s your business.”

Wolf must have seen the doubt creeping into his men. He jutted a finger at Max. “You shut up. You can’t talk yourself out of this. And I don’t need these guys to destroy you.”

As Wolf tossed his jacket aside, Max stepped forward. He figured he wouldn’t be getting out of this with ease, so at least this way, he only had to fight one guy. He had a chance.

Wolf jumped toward Max with a fist pulled back. Max cinched up his shoulder, deflecting the punch from his face. With Wolf standing over him, he had the perfect position to throw an elbow to the gut. He followed with two kicks to the shins and a crack on the side of the head.

“Whoa, there, Max.” Drummond appeared behind PB. “What’re you pounding on some kids for?”

“Look around you,” Max spat out.

PB’s eyes widened. “He’s doing it. He’s talking to a ghost.”

Wolf’s men started at the accusation. Despite their shades, Max could tell they were looking in every direction as if a ghost would suddenly appear.

“Little gang thing going here,” Drummond said. “Need any help?”

Max shook his head. He picked up the coffee carrier and headed toward the street. One of the muscleheads stepped toward Max, but Drummond passed a chilling hand across the guy’s back. That stopped him. Instead of pursuing Max, he rushed to Wolf’s aid, and the three hurried off. Max looked for PB, but he had slipped away.

Probably for the best.

Drummond floated up beside Max. “Boy, I leave you alone for a few minutes and you start taking on the whole city.”

“I don’t know what that was all about. Maybe just punks fighting for their little bit, but I don’t know.”

“Maybe you should give PB a little distance for now.”

“Maybe.”

“Well then, I got the perfect thing for you.”

Max arched an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“That’s why I came to fetch you. We got new clients waiting in the office. Looks like a ghost is trying to hurt a woman’s baby.”

“Oh.”

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

For Max, tales of ghosts, witches, and curses no longer held the same sense of fear, foreboding, or intrigue they once held. He had heard more than he cared to consider and had experienced more than he dared to remember. Besides, if he really wanted to get in touch with the supernatural, he simply had to talk with Drummond. If that wasn’t enough, he could ask his wife to list all the dead people hanging around. Sandra saw ghosts with ease.

So, Max did not relish the prospect of sitting through another tear-filled telling of frightening loud noises or terrifying spectral images. At the same time, he knew he would listen. If he couldn’t help PB, then maybe he could do some good for somebody.

As Max and Drummond entered the office, he saw Sandra sitting behind his wide desk with a white man and a black woman waiting. The office was a wonderful mix of the old and the new. The building itself dated back to the 1960s — closer to Drummond’s world than any other space they had considered — with a long bank of windows, generous ceilings, and old moldings around the doors. The interior, however, was completely modern — still smelling of new carpeting and new computers.

Before Max could open his mouth, the man approached with his hand extended. “Hi, I’m Wayne Darian. This is my wife Shawnee.” Shawnee remained seated with her hands folded atop her pregnant belly. “Thank you so much for taking our case.”

“Hold on, there,” Max said. “I haven’t even heard what you want, yet.”

“Right. Of course. Well, then, thank you for taking the time to listen.”

Max glanced at Sandra. She shot back a look that said I don’t know what they want either. He pulled up a chair next to his wife. “Let’s start at the beginning.”

Wayne nodded, rubbing his hands against his legs as he settled back down. “Sure, the beginning.”

Drummond floated across the room toward the far wall — the one with the built-in bookshelf. It had been the deciding feature. Drummond had spent so many decades living in the bookshelf of their old office that Max thought it might be easier to transition to a new office with a familiar setting. Also, Max made sure to place a few false books filled with whiskey bottles inside. Drummond couldn’t drink them but liked having them around.

“Did they say anything before we got back?” Drummond asked.

Max did his best to blot out Drummond’s voice — a talent he had increased every day. “Please, Mr. Darian, what’s this all about?”

Shawnee placed a tissue to her eyes and sniffled. “It’s about our baby. Something’s trying to get our baby.”

“Something?”

“Please,” Wayne said. “We know you two are involved with the supernatural.” His face screwed up as if the word tasted bitter in his mouth.

Sandra put her hand out to Shawnee. “I know you’re both upset. I can see that. If we can help, then we will. You’ve been calm and fine while we waited for Max. He’s here now. Let’s all stay calm and find out what’s going on. Okay?”

Shawnee nodded. “Sorry, but this is all very foreign for us.” She spoke with a Deep South drawl. Max had learned that the Southern drawl had many distinct variations depending on the area the speaker came from. He didn’t know the differences well enough yet to pinpoint locations, but he knew enough to say that Shawnee was not from the Carolinas nor anywhere north.

Max put on a smile. “Why don’t we start with you two? How did you meet? What brought you to Winston-Salem?”

Wayne and Shawnee held hands as they eased into a better memory. Wayne said, “I’m from Philly. Born and raised. Did my undergrad at Temple and went across to Princeton for my Masters. Library sciences. I work over in High Point. Not a bad commute from here.”

“Librarians are some of my favorite people — considering all the research I do.” To Shawnee, Max added, “And what about you?”

“Oh, I come from Alabama. Raised on the straight and narrow. I met Wayne at Princeton while I was in Med School. We moved here because of me. I got work at Wake Forest Baptist Hospital. It’s just up the road from our house.” Her voice cracked on the word house.

“Something wrong with the house?”

Wayne took over. “We were fine for the first year or so. Things only began happening in the last few months. It started when Shawnee began having these vivid, horrible dreams.”

“I kept dreaming of my baby,” Shawnee said. “I’d see it born on the kitchen table and there’d be all these creatures hanging over me, laughing, and biting the air around me, and they would grab for the baby. I’d scream but no sound would come out.”

“She’d wake up in a cold sweat, and it would take hours for her to come down from the fear. At first, we thought it was just the hormones and worry of being pregnant. You know, like a reaction.”

“But then I started seeing shadows moving out of the corner of my eye. Too many to be dismissed. I’ve heard noises, too. Old music and laughter and moaning. Whatever is in that house doesn’t bother Wayne. Only me. That’s why I think it wants my baby. I mean, isn’t that what ghosts want? A young life.”

Max pulled out his notepad and jotted a few keywords. “If your house is haunted and threatening your unborn child, why are you staying there?”

Wayne let go of Shawnee’s hand and leaned forward. “We can’t afford to move. Malpractice insurance and school bills alone are like a second mortgage. Plus we used what we had on the down payment for this house. I mean, I’m not crazy. If we can’t fix this, we’ll leave. But if there’s a way to solve our problem without forcing us into even worse debt, we’ll take that option. We like it here. We like our house — other than the obvious.”

Sandra said, “Please, tell my husband about the other team you hired.”

“Other team?” Max didn’t like the sound of that.

Wayne bit at his thumbnail. “Like we said, this started a few months ago. I’m not going to be some movie husband that ignores his wife until the walls start bleeding. Once Shawnee’s dreams went beyond just dreams, once she started seeing things in the house, we started looking for paranormal investigators.”

“And these paranormal investigators didn’t help?”

“They’ve done plenty. They said that our house has definitely got something inside it — a ghost, I guess. But the head of the team, Libby Broward, she said that she needed help, that whatever is after us goes beyond her team’s capabilities.”

“I see. So, she suggested you hire us.”

“No. She’s never heard of you. In fact, she wants to check you out before we agree to hire you.”

Drummond leaned toward his coat pocket and whispered. Max often forgot that the damaged soul of a former ghost hunter, Leed, resided in Drummond’s pocket. In fact, Max only noticed when he would catch Drummond talking with Leed. Something about that little blob of soul unsettled Max — far more than ghosts, witches, and curses ever had.

Drummond gave Max a quick nod. “You know this sounds fishy, right? I mean, Leed says this Broward lady is probably legit — if she were running a scam, she wouldn’t suggest getting outside help — but the fact that she never heard of us seems wrong.”

“That’s okay,” Max said to Wayne. “We’re not the most visible group in this field.”

“That may be,” Drummond said, “but I still think it’s fishy.”

Sandra gestured toward Wayne — a subtle enough motion to quiet Drummond down. “Perhaps you could explain how you found out about us?”

“Oh, that came from a fellow librarian — Leon Moore.”

Max bristled. Leon worked at the Z. Smith Reynolds Library at Wake Forest University — Max’s favorite place to do research. Leon had spent many hours spying on Max for the Magi Group, an organization devoted to fighting the Hulls and anybody else who abused magic. Though Max was happy to have others fighting the Hulls alongside him, his experience with the Magi Group left a bitter taste. He didn’t trust them. If for no other reason than the fact that they used magic, too.

“Ditch this case,” Drummond said. “It’s got nothing good surrounding it. And these two are really holding back. I don’t like that.”

Max had to agree. He felt bad for Shawnee. Nobody wanted to face a ghost attack, especially pregnant, but this all felt a little off like a painting slightly askew. Leon Moore’s involvement, even tangential involvement, meant that this could be trouble.

Placing his fingertips on his desk, Max said, “Mr. and Mrs. Darian, I think this case —”

“— is perfect for us,” Sandra said. “We’ll take it.”

Shawnee released a tense sigh. “Really?” She looked at her belly. “Thank you.”

Max shot Sandra a sharp look but she kept her eyes on Shawnee. Wayne cleared his throat with a bashful face. “Ms. Broward still wants to meet you before this goes any further. We don’t mean to offend you. It’s just that, well, as she said it, there are a lot of frauds in this line of work, and because our problem is real, she doesn’t want us getting hurt.”

“We understand perfectly,” Sandra said. “Let’s meet her as soon as possible and then see the house.”

“How about later today?”

“Great. Have her call us.”

“Oh, thank you.” Wayne hesitated. “Um, what about your fee?”

“Let’s see what we’re dealing with first. Then we can give you a fair estimate.”

Wayne and Shawnee offered more thanks as they left the office. When Sandra closed the door behind them, she faced Max and Drummond staring at her. She put a defiant hand on her hip and set her jaw. “What?”

Neither said a word in response.

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

Max knew better than to pick a fight with Sandra. She obviously wanted this case. Besides, he had made unilateral decisions for them before, so he had no ground to stand on.

They spent the rest of the morning quietly going through the paperwork of running a small business. It amazed Max how many forms they had to fill out and papers they had to file. Even with computers, the busywork never seemed to lessen. Having to be creative in their descriptions and explanations only slowed the process more. Each case had to be reclassified in order to be palatable to those in government who would balk at the idea of dealing with the supernatural as a business expense. By the time lunch arrived, Max was anxious to meet Liberty Broward just so he could get away from filling out government forms.

They met at Mr. Barbecue on Peters Creek Parkway, not too far south of the city. Max had to give Ms. Broward points for choosing a Lexington BBQ place. Max, Sandra, and Drummond entered the restaurant which was adorned with a long counter right at the front. Seating was off to either side.

A tall Japanese woman wearing a blue business outfit waved at them from the back corner. Seated with her was a chubby man with a thick beard and thicker glasses. Max and Sandra waved back, ordered their food, and walked over.

“Liberty Broward?” Max asked.

“Call me Libby,” the woman said, offering her hand. “This is Jack Deere, my audio man.”

Jack did a half-wave, half-salute without getting up.

Drummond crossed his arms. “Well, ain’t they a piece of work.”

“Please,” Libby said, “have a seat. I have a few questions for you before I offer up any of the case. I’m sure you understand.”

“Shouldn’t we wait for Wayne and Shawnee?” Max asked.

“They won’t be joining us. This is not something they need to be bothered with. I think we can all agree they have enough to contend with.”

Drummond gestured toward Libby, and Max needed nothing more. He could tell on his own that Libby forced her friendly attitude because her clients had forced her into this situation. Sandra noticed, too, but she seemed unwilling to react to it.

Libby had a pile of papers and folders which she neatly placed to the side. Clasping her hands together so that her bracelets jingled against the table, she pursed her lips and nodded. “As I understand things, the Darians have requested your aid, but they are willing to let me make the final decision on whether or not to include you.”

Max wanted to bite into his sandwich, but instead he forced a smile of his own. “Look, we’re not trying to steal your business. They came to us, and we want to help. That’s all.”

“I hope so. Let’s start with a simple test. I want you to prove to me that you really do see ghosts.”

“I thought you didn’t know anything about us?”

Drummond clapped his hands once and pointed at Libby. “See. I told you not to trust her.”

Libby gave her bracelets a single shake. “I do my research, too. When the Darians first mentioned you, I didn’t know your names. But you’ve helped out a few people with their ghost problems, and that kind of thing gets noticed in certain circles. It wasn’t too hard to find out a little about you. Unfortunately, what I have learned isn’t enough to prove whether you’re frauds or not.”

“Frauds?”

Sandra put a hand on Max’s arm. “She’s just being cautious.”

Libby went on, “My client is my top concern — not your egos. There is a serious problem going on at that house and it threatens that family. I won’t let just anybody who claims they can see ghosts to jump in and start mucking about. This has to be handled professionally.”

“Of course,” Sandra said. “How do you want to test us?”

Libby held Sandra’s gaze for a moment before frowning. She turned to Max. “I was told you were the one who sees ghosts, but your wife seems to be the one ready for the challenge.”

“I only see one ghost,” Max said. “But he’ll tell me whatever you want to know.”

Drummond chuckled. “Only if you’re nice to me.”

Libby returned her attention to Sandra. “There is a ghost in here that I want you to identify.”

Sandra didn’t bother to move her head. “There are many ghosts in here. Public places often have quite a few.”

“Yes, but this one is connected to me.”

With a slight shift, Sandra let her eyes roam across the dining area. “There’s only one Japanese ghost in here. Would that be who you are looking for?”

“Any fraud would take one look at me and guess that the ghost should be Japanese. You’ll have to do better.”

“He’s wearing slacks and a straw hat — like a porkpie — and when we entered he was swirling around the kitchen. Since then, he’s taken notice of you and comes back every so often to watch you.”

Max could tell Sandra had passed the test with her details, but he wanted Libby to know that he wasn’t a fraud either — not because of ego, but because they needed to establish some trust in order to work together. “Drummond, do me a favor and ask this Japanese gentleman for his name.”

“You got it,” Drummond said.

A moment later, Max told Libby the ghost was her Uncle Yosh. Libby dashed a tear from her eye. “That’s him. He loved the food here — not just this restaurant but all Southern food. Okay, you both are legit. Let’s get started on the case.”

Her audio man nudged the stuffed folder back in front of her. She opened it, turned a few pages, flipped a few photos, and stopped on a typed paper with the clear heading CASE REPORT.

“The client came to us three weeks ago complaining of unusual experiences in their house. Dreams that often repeated. Shadows moving just out of sight. And noises. Music playing where it couldn’t be.” Libby went on to cover their interviews with the Darians which matched the information Max and Sandra had received.

“We already know this,” Max said.

Libby gripped her files tight and held her mouth even tighter. “Continuing on, I have a detailed list of questions we prepared for the presence in the house based on our hypothesis.”

“Excuse me,” Max said. Sandra put a hand on his arm, but he bolstered on. “What exactly is your hypothesis?”

Libby glared at Max. “I’m not about to give you everything we’ve worked hard to achieve. You are here to help us, not the other way around.”

“Well, if you think we’re going to be filling out reports for your file, you’re crazy.”

“I wouldn’t dream of asking for you to behave professionally.”

“Hey, we’re plenty professional. But we’re not ghost hunters playing at finding out about the supernatural and hoping to get picked up for some reality TV show. This world goes so far beyond ghosts, you have no idea.”

“We care about our clients. We’re not trying to get a TV deal or anything like that.”

“You’re poking a stick at a lion and you think all this paperwork and professionalism is going to shield you, but you’re wrong. So, instead of testing us, maybe you should take the backseat and let us lead.”

Sandra waved her hand between them. “That’s enough.”

“Aw,” Drummond said. “Don’t stop them. That was fun to watch.”

“Max, it doesn’t matter who is in charge. We’ve been hired to come in and use our unique skills to save a pregnant woman, and that’s what we will do.” Sandra lowered her voice and spoke in a sharp, deliberate pace. “You, too, Libby — the Darians hired us to come in and use our unique skills to help them, and that’s what we will do. Understand?”

Libby bristled as she packed away her papers. “Fine. But you should know that I take this very seriously. If you do the slightest thing to jeopardize what we have accomplished to this point, I won’t hesitate to do all I can to pull you off this case.”

“Fair enough.”

With a sheepish grin, Jack Deere flicked some earbuds across the table. “Man, you guys are so intense; you’re going to go nuts over this. Check out what we recorded last night.”

Max and Sandra tentatively picked up the earbuds and listened in. Jack tapped on his smartphone for a moment. “What you’re about to hear was an EVP recorded around two-in-the-morning.”

“EVP?”

Libby subtly rolled her eyes. “Electronic Voice Phenomenon. The best is Class A which requires no editing or enhancement.”

“Very rare,” Jack said growing more excited as he spoke. “Class B has some enhancements and might include discrepancies that are open to interpretation. Class C means heavier editing and thus, more discrepancy.”

“Anything beyond that is too questionable for our standards.”

“This recording we made last night needed only one gentle filter pass to take out some of the extraneous noise. This is Class B bordering on Class A. It’s freaking incredible.”

Max felt a nervous edge cross his skin as he covered his ears in order to hear better. He had fought witches — both dead and alive — knew a ghost and had dealt with magic on numerous occasions. Yet eavesdropping on the dead triggered an uneasiness in his stomach.

It was as if he was a kid watching a horror movie late at night, and somehow he both knew and was oblivious to the approaching steps of his mother. If she dared to utter a sound, he would hit the ceiling with a churlish scream. But she wouldn’t. This existed in his head, and she would forever be approaching.

Finally, Jack pressed his phone’s screen, and Max could hear the sound of Libby’s recorded voice.

LIBBY (tired): What is it?

JACK: Camera 2 is picking up something.

LIBBY: Carl? You got anything?”

CARL: Nothing.

JACK:Shh. Everybody shut up.

 

The group became still. Max could hear soft breathing. He pressed his ears tighter. He thought he heard a ticking clock.

The music that blared full-volume caused him to jump out of his seat. Sandra startled, too. A roaring blast of trumpets and trombones. A rowdy, big number that screamed of the 1920s. As Max’s heart settled back down his throat, he could practically hear the flappers doing the Charleston.

The song lasted no more than ten seconds. After that, silence.

Stunned, Max and Sandra removed their earbuds. Libby flicked back her hair with a bit of triumph. “You see? This is serious.”

Wide-eyed, Jack continued, “We’ve never recorded something like that before. I mean we have voices, but they’re barely audible. This — man, you would’ve thought the band was right in that room.”

“And that means that whatever is attacking Mrs. Darian, it is strong and determined. A moment ago, Mr. Porter, you asked for my hypothesis. I’ve changed my mind. I will tell you because I want you to grasp how dangerous this situation is.”

Max did his best to hold back any sarcasm from his voice. “Please do.”

“I think a woman died in that house during a party in the 1920s. I think that woman was pregnant. And I think she’s angered and confused by Shawnee Darian’s pregnancy. If we can get this ghost to realize she’s dead and that it’s okay for Shawnee to have a baby in the house, we might be able to get the dead woman to move on and stop haunting our client.”

“We understand,” Sandra said.

“I don’t think you really do. A case like this could take quite some time to finish. That’s the final part of the commitment I’m looking for from you two. I don’t want you promising Shawnee your help, dropping in the house, talking with the spirits for a little, and then leave declaring everything fixed. None of this will be done until Shawnee’s baby is born. Even after that, we might need to do regular follow-ups to make sure nothing starts up again. Are you prepared to help the Darians through this whole ordeal? Until the very end of it?”

“You have my word,” Sandra said.

Drummond shrugged. “Why not? I ain’t going anywhere.”

Libby looked to Jack for a moment. If they communicated anything in that look, Max couldn’t tell. But then Libby turned back. “Okay. The house is close by. Elizabeth Street — just up the road and off Academy. You can follow us. Carl, our videographer on the team, he’s already there.” From beneath the table, she pulled out a briefcase and stuffed her files inside. “We’ll show you everything. Let’s go.”

 


 

 

Chapter 4

 

When Max had turned ten years old, he learned to roll with whatever the day brought. His special day began with the death of the family collie, Blondie, followed up with three hours caught in traffic, and ended with him being a half-hour late to his own party. As miserable as he felt at that moment, all his friends were waiting, and the party was a blast. Particularly because it ended with his first kiss — Sarah Wain.

The current day had started bad and only grew worse by the minute. He would push on, though. Perhaps the day would end on a better note. As they drove along Elizabeth Street, however, Max didn’t feel so confident.

It was a quiet neighborhood lined with old houses pressed in close. The road traveled up and down short, steep hills, and the pavement needed work. Old maples stretched their branches overhead.

Everything about the area pointed to a lovely place to settle down. It chilled Max’s skin to think about what really went on behind the closed doors. He had seen enough of the city’s underbelly — the witches alone could cause nightmares. But here he would have to deal with a haunting. Despite how nonchalant he had felt when the Darians presented themselves at the office, approaching the house awakened his nerves.

Max saw Libby’s car pull into the drive of an aqua-blue home with white trim and an American flag posted from the porch. He parked across the street. They were near the bottom of a downward slope which staggered the homes on a series of landings like steps. Cracks lined the concrete sidewalks.

Drummond stood by the car and stared at the house. “This is the big, scary house? We’ve seen far worse.”

“Yeah,” Max said. “Maybe that’s what bothers me.”

Libby and Jack met them on the porch and ushered them in. The door opened to a living room with stairs on the left leading to the second floor. The walls were baby blue. A tattered sofa had been parked beneath the window and faced a large, wall-mounted flatscreen. A chipped coffee table sat between them, covered in newspapers as well as a shoebox. The air smelled of dog.

“Charming,” Drummond said as if could still smell.

In one corner, a video camera sat on a tripod. Behind the camera, a man waved. Jack lifted his chin in acknowledgment as he cruised by on his way to the kitchen.

Libby placed a hand on her hip. “Carl. I didn’t notice any holes outside. Did you bury the stones like I asked?”

Carl stepped from behind the camera. Max saw right away that Carl was a man at odds with himself. His thick, bottom lip protruded in a permanent pout and his clothing — ratty jeans and an orange t-shirt half-tucked-in — made him seem like a petulant fool. However, his face and hair were groomed with impeccable care. He spoke with a thick, wet voice that sounded dull-witted, yet his eyes sparkled with intelligence.

“Sorry, Ms. Broward. I haven’t got to it yet.” Carl did not look sorry at all. “I figured it was more important that I maintain the equipment. Right? What’s the point, if we fail to capture any evidence because the cameras don’t work properly when we need them to?”

“Your main focus is the cameras, but your job is to help us in our investigations. That means in every way.” Libby clamped down any further words before throwing her briefcase on the sofa. “Fine. I’ll take care of the stones. You come meet Max and Sandra Porter. They’re consultants. Give them a tour of the house.”

“Be happy to do so.” Carl smiled broadly.

Libby picked up the box on the coffee table and checked its contents. Max gave a quizzical look. With an annoyed huff, she showed him the box. “Four stones. Rose Quartz attracts loving things. Black Tourmaline fights off negative energy. Hematite acts like a shield and citrine clears the negative and attracts the positive. I’m not a big proponent of stones, but I’m also not taking chances in this case.”

“You bury these?”

“One in each corner of the property. If there’s any truth to it all, the stones will help protect the house.”

Max frowned. “I thought we were protecting the Darians.”

Sandra slapped his shoulder hard. “I apologize for my husband. Sometimes his mouth gets the better of him. Go take care of the stones; we’ll be fine in here. We’ll take the tour with Carl.”

Libby shot holes into Max with her glare as she walked outside.

“I’m gonna like you,” Carl said. “Follow me.”

He led the way through a small, modern kitchen and down a narrow staircase to a dusty basement. Wooden shelves lined the tiled floor as well as the walls. Moldy cardboard boxes filled every shelf. Old clothes and empty bottles and rusting cans filled with rustier screws crammed every available space. A new washer and dryer sat on bricks in the back with a hose running to an open drain in the floor.

Scratching his nose, Carl gestured with his elbow. “Here’s the basement, if you couldn’t guess. Any spookiness going on down here?”

Sandra ignored Carl as she walked up and down the two aisles. Drummond swept through the area and shook his head at Max.

“Y’know, I thought this job was going to be a bit more interesting,” Carl went on. “Not that I believe in any of this, but I mean, come on. You’d think there’d be a creaking door or a thump or something.”

Max blew the dust off an old album — Chubby Checker. “Why take this job if you don’t believe in any of it? I can’t imagine the money is any good.”

“The money sucks. I could make a ton more filming weddings and birthdays. But then I’d be stuck filming weddings and birthdays.”

They went back upstairs through the kitchen and living room and up to the second floor. All the while, Carl drolled on about the doldrums of filming things people wanted to pay him for. “I mean, why should I spend my days filming corporate training crap just to make a few bucks?”

“You’re more of an artist.”

“Nah. I don’t do all that fru-fru stuff.”

The second floor consisted of a straight hallway with three doors — one bathroom and two bedrooms.

Max paused at the top to let Sandra and Drummond poke about. To Carl, he said, “Then what is it you want?”

“Me? TV deal, man. That’s where it’s at. If this gig can land me a deal on some ghost-chasing reality show, I can use that to leverage my way into a real gig — The Bachelor or The Real Housewives or best of all, Survivor.”

“Reality TV. I would never have guessed.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s the life. Get paid to film crazy people doing crazy things all over the world. No script to worry about, no shots to spend all day setting up. Just point the camera and get paid.”

“I guess that would be cool.” Max doubted any of it would be so easy. From what he knew, all that make-believe reality required a tremendous amount of work.

Before Carl could start talking again, Max walked down the carpeted hall. He found Sandra in the smaller of the two bedrooms. It had been decorated as a nursery with an animal-themed crib and animal-themed wallpaper. A glider/rocker, changing table, dresser, and little bookshelf completed the room.

Sandra held a stuffed elephant. She looked odd as Max entered.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I haven’t seen anything. Not a single ghost.”

Drummond floated in. “Me neither. This place is empty.”

Max glanced back toward the stairs and Carl. “We heard that recording. You think they would’ve faked that?”

“I think people have always liked to play this game.” Drummond peeked in the crib and thrust his head through the closet door. “Even in my time, there were always charlatans trying to convince anyone willing to pay up that they could talk with the dead and see the spirits and such.”

“Hey, what about us?”

“Obviously, there are some people who are the real deal. All I’m saying is that people like you and Sandra are the exceptions. I don’t know what’s happened here to get the Darians all frazzled, but this place is empty.”

“You’re thinking this is a hoax, then? Libby and Jack and Carl are just trying to get on television?”

“That’s my guess.”

Sandra carefully placed the stuffed elephant back in the crib. “Then why did the Magi group send them to us? You think Mother Hope gives a crap about charlatans?”

Drummond leaned closer to his pocket and listened with care. “There ain’t anything here,” he said to his pocket. “What good would that do?” He dug into his pocket, and when he pulled back out, he cupped his hand as if carrying something delicate. “Okay, okay.”

Though Max couldn’t see Leed, he imagined the little globule of soul as a glowing drop of light in Drummond’s palm.

“What’s he want?” Sandra asked — she could see Leed, just as she saw all the dead, but only Drummond could hear the soul.

Drummond narrowed his eyes on the wall with the closet door. “He wants me to put him against the wall. Says he can sense something there.”

“Well, you and I can’t see anything. Might as well let the little guy give it a try.”

Drummond inched toward the wall as if he expected the wood to burst out into flames. When he finally placed Leed up close, a burst arrived but not flames. Drummond and Sandra both grasped their ears and fell to the floor. Sandra cried out, her eyes shut like vices, and she curled into a ball. Drummond bellowed, his eyes bulged out, and his chest spasmed.

Max turned in a circle, searching for the cause. Though clearly his wife and partner suffered, he did not hear a thing. With no other way to help, he wrapped his arms around his wife and held her tight. Even as he whispered to her that he loved her, he wished for something more meaningful to do. From the hall, he heard footsteps stomping, and in rushed Libby and Jack.

The second they crossed the threshold, Sandra and Drummond stopped yelling. Sandra looked up at Max and lowered her hands. Breathing hard while tears dried on her cheeks, she hugged Max.

“What happened?” Libby asked while Jack pointed some type of sensor wand around the room.

Drummond thrust Leed back in his pocket. “I’ll tell you what happened — this house attacked us.”

As Sandra regained her composure, Max looked around the room again. He still saw nothing out of place — except, no Carl. When did that guy leave?

“Anything?” Libby asked Jack.

“I don’t know what to make of this. No sounds or anything but there’s an electrical pulse in the air. The kind of thing I’d expect if this was an office filled with computers and phones and all kinds of electronics.”

“Get it all in the records.”

Max shot to his feet. “The records? My wife was attacked by this house and you’re worried about the records?”

“Honey, it’s okay,” Sandra said, getting to her feet with his help.

“No, it’s not. You said there were no ghosts in this house. You saw nothing, yet somehow you get attacked by some super-sound. That doesn’t make any sense. That sounds like a trick to me.”

Libby reared back. “A trick? Are you accusing us —”

“Fraud? You bet. I don’t know how you did it, but I find it interesting that the moment we get here you go off to plant magic rocks while Jack, the sound guy, disappears from sight and Carl takes the long way round so that we don’t end up in this room until last. Then we’re left alone and having seen not a single speck or sign of ghosts, suddenly my wife and my partner are attacked by some special frequency audio thing. This reeks of a set up.”

“I will not have my integrity slandered.” Libby’s eyes burned as she snapped her fingers in Max’s face. “Get the hell out of this house.”

“Gladly.”

Libby stood at the top of the staircase. “I better never see you again at any house. You don’t come into my work and call me a fraud. I’ll see that nobody wants to hire you.”

Max escorted Sandra back to the car. She resisted a bit, but the attack had left her too weak to argue. Drummond floated in the back seat before Max had turned the engine over.

As they drove away, he could still hear Libby shouting.

 


 

 

Chapter 5

 

Max turned onto Silas Creek Parkway and wound his way around the city toward Wake Forest University. They had bought a beautiful home in the wealthier neighborhoods nearby, and Max wanted to get Sandra into bed for some rest. Both she and Drummond had their heads arched back and their eyes closed. Sweat beaded on her brow.

After only a few minutes, Sandra’s attention perked up. “Where are you going?”

“Home. You can take it easy for the rest of the day.”

She groaned as she shook her head. “Turn around. Go back to the office.”

“Why? We’re off the case.”

“Like hell we are.”

Sandra’s harsh tone snapped against Drummond. He popped forward and said, “I’ve got no intention of listening to you two bicker. It’s worse than getting a lecture from an old schoolmarm. I’ll be at my bookshelf, if you need me.”

Before Max could utter a response, Drummond dissipated. 

“I mean it,” Sandra went on. “Turn around. We are not dropping this case.”

Max pulled into the Parkway Presbyterian Church lot and stopped the car. He flexed his fingers against the steering wheel. “I didn’t want to take this case from the beginning, and I’m pretty sure Drummond didn’t want it, either. You accepted it before we even had a chance to talk as a group.”

“I’m sorry about that. But we did accept the case, and we can’t back away simply because it became difficult.”

“That’s not it at all. I don’t trust this Libby Broward and her friends. The whole thing stinks.”

“That attack was not a hoax. Something is in that house.”

“I believe you, but that doesn’t mean Broward is legit. Besides, don’t you think haunted houses are a bit pedestrian for us?”

“You think we should sit around and wait for the next Hull calamity to strike?”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“It’s exactly what you mean. It really bothers you that Cecily Hull is out there plotting the takeover of her family and the demise of Tucker Hull, and you’re not a part of it.” Max tried to protest, but Sandra shut him down by raising her index finger. “You’ve been fighting them for several years now. It’s hard to let that go. But Cecily doesn’t trust us any more than we trust her. She paid us for our work and thankfully, we haven’t heard from her since. As long as the Hulls are fighting each other, we should be thrilled to stay out of it.”

Max peered outside. “I know. I really do. And I have no death wish. I’m not waiting around hoping for the Hulls to need us. But there is a weird thing about them — a draw to the danger, maybe.”

“Forget about them. We have a chance right now to help a couple of decent people survive the dangers they’re living inside of daily — danger that isn’t the result of some nasty plan gone awry or anything else a Hull might have conceived. We can help the little guy.”

Max grew silent. Cars zipped along the parkway and he remained still. Maybe Sandra was right. Maybe, if he could be honest about it, maybe the danger of dealing with the Hulls brought with it so much adrenaline, so much suspense, so much excitement, that he had become addicted to it.

Sandra rubbed the side of her head. “Be careful, honey. You’re changing.”

“What are you talking about? How?”

“I mean, the Max Porter I fell in love with would never hesitate to take the side of the little guy. Anything to thumb his nose at the one percent.”

“Getting older and having responsibilities changed both of us.”

“Not like this. I think it’s the money that got you.”

“What money? You mean what we earned from Cecily?”

Sandra nodded. “We’ve never had so much in our life. Look at us. New house, new office, new car. But I can see your wheels turning every time we spend anything. You’re not worried about helping the little guy anymore. You’re starting to worry about holding on to all that money.”

“You want to be poor again? Go back to living in a trailer?”

“I don’t want to sell out ourselves for a flatscreen and good air conditioning.” She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Besides, doesn’t it make more sense to make a little money now, instead of waiting around for a big case that might never come?”

Max’s hand touched the keys but then pulled back. “What’s this really about? You’ve been strange lately. Withdrawn. Then suddenly you want this case, and now you want it so bad, you’re not even worried that we’re being conned. Something’s going on with you.”

“It’s nothing. No need to be concerned.”

“I’m your husband. I love you. Of course, I’m going to be concerned.”

“Look at it this way — if Libby Broward is pulling off a hoax, then the Darians don’t know it. You saw the fear when they visited us. That wasn’t fake. Shouldn’t we debunk Broward to protect the Darians from being exploited? But if this is not a hoax, the Darians are in serious danger and Broward has already admitted she can’t handle it alone. The Darians need us. Either way, hoax or not, we’ve got to stay on the case for them.”

Max turned the ignition, the keys rattling an unmistakable anger. Despite his frustrations, he drove back to the city and their office. He could feel Sandra suppressing a victorious smile. No — she never would gloat other than as a jest. Yet he had a wriggling sense of it that he couldn’t pinpoint down like a shifting movement in his peripheral vision — there but not there.

By the time they reached the office, he had looped and wound and twisted his thoughts into a spaghetti of suspicions — none of which added up to anything useful. Their tactic when faced with such a confusing situation had often consisted of shoving their way forward. But he didn’t know what path could be called forward — work for Broward, work against Broward, help the Darians at all costs, question if the Darians are in on it, if there was an it to be in on.

When they entered the office, Drummond swept out of the bookshelf with a cautious but expectant enthusiasm. “You two kids work everything out?”

“Of course, we did,” Sandra said. “We’re all still working on the Darian case. But we’re keeping our eyes open for any irregularities, anything that might suggest Libby Broward is running a con on these people.”

“You got it. What’s our plan?”

Max slumped behind his desk. “Nothing for you, right now, unless you want to help with doing the research.”

“Think I’ll pass on that one.”

Sandra brought her hand to her cheek with a ridiculously overacted move. “Oh, dear, I completely forgot. I’m sorry, hon, but you’ll have to start the research alone. I’ve got an appointment.”

“For what?”

“Just an appointment. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

Max watched her pull together her things, grab her keys, and walk out. He faced Drummond. “I’m not crazy, right? She’s acting strange.”

Drummond crossed his arms. “She’s definitely not being herself.”

“You don’t think —”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Drummond scowled. “Don’t you dare start thinking ill thoughts of that gal. She’s the most loyal person I’ve ever met.”

“I know, I know. It’s just ... well, things at home have been rather cold lately.”

“What in the world makes you think I want to know about that?”

“Because we’re worried about her and I think you should know that her behavior has been different at home, too. And frankly, it’s been my experience that when things start slagging off in the bedroom, it’s a sure sign that you got problems elsewhere.”

“Yeah? It’s been my experience that a husband shouldn’t be talking about his wife’s bedroom habits with anybody but his wife.”

Max smacked his desk causing the pens to rattle. “Stop being a prude and pay attention. I’m telling you things aren’t right with her. I’m not saying she’s cheating on me. Lord knows that better not be it. But something is off. So, do me a favor, please. Go follow her. Find out what this secret appointment is all about.”

Drummond acted as if warding off an attack. “That’s a really bad idea. Remember, I spent many years as a PI before I was murdered. I’ve been hired by countless jealous husbands, and I’m telling you for a fact, no good will come to your marriage by following her.”

“But I’m worried —”

“So am I. Following her like a criminal is not the answer. If she’s doing something she shouldn’t, you probably don’t really want to know. And if it’s all innocent, then you’ll feel guilty for doubting her. Regardless of the answer, if she catches on, you’re screwed. In all the times I’ve done work of this kind, I promise you, not once did it end well — no matter what the truth was.”

Max shook his head like a teacher losing his patience. “I’ve heard you. Now, please, go find out what she’s doing. Don’t get seen. As long as it’s nothing that threatens my marriage or her life, as long as you think it’s best I don’t know, then come back and tell me it’s all fine. I promise I won’t push it any further. I won’t have to know anything more. Is that okay? Does that jive with your marriage counseling?”

“Jive?”

“You know what I mean.”

Drummond mulled over the idea before tipping his hat. “You got it. I’ll report in as soon as I can.”

Once the ghost had left, Max released a long sigh. Not even two o’clock on the first day of the case, and the whole world had flipped on him. He should never have left his bed that morning.

At least, for the rest of the day, he could submerge in the depths of research. Life always felt better between the pages of books. Certainly safer than chasing ghosts. Though, research often meant the same thing — but the ghosts in history didn’t attack him from the books. Not yet, anyway.

Max opened his laptop but did not turn it on. He had no desire to stare at a computer screen for the next few hours. He needed to clear his head, to get lost in tactile research, to put aside all these things he could not control.

Snatching his keys, he donned his coat and stopped at Sandra’s desk. He jotted a quick note: Gone to the library. As he left the office, he discovered a lightness in his step. The library awaited him, and that would be the best way to turn his day around.

He hoped.

 


 

 

Chapter 6

 

The Z. Smith Reynolds Library at Wake Forest University consisted of two old buildings with the wide alley between converted into a study area complete with desks, chairs, computers, and an atrium ceiling that washed the students in sunlight. Max loved it. Even more than the beautiful repurposing of the buildings, Max enjoyed the numerous hidden nooks.

He found one such hideaway on the third floor. Not so much hidden as simply seldom used. He settled in with his laptop and a few volumes by local authors.

But he came up empty.

At least, empty of anything big. He did learn that the house dated back to the early 1920s, and for a short time, he thought he had a significant lead. The ghost music Jack had recorded had sounded like something from that era. Maybe a band had been slaughtered in the attic.

Except it ended there. Max searched the newspapers and databases, but nothing came up for that address. The house had endured an uneventful existence.

His researching instincts took over, and he turned his focus on North Carolina as a whole in the 1920s. This turned up a few interesting dates — particularly around the subject of Prohibition. In 1919, the United States passed the 18th Amendment outlawing alcohol and the law went into use at the start of 1920. By that time, however, North Carolina had been a dry state for almost twenty years.

In the early 1900s, North Carolina had been consumed by the problems of alcoholism, much of it blamed on the Civil War. Those that had fought were in their sixties, and many suffered from PTSD without any mental professionals in existence to help. The majority of those men self-medicated and did so quite hard. Incidents of public drunkenness and spousal abuse related to alcohol rose sharply.

In response, the temperance movement gained steam. They protested the behavior and saw alcohol as the evil that caused it all. It took several years, but with the help of Governor Thomas Jarvis in 1906, North Carolina became an official dry state. Unofficially, of course, the booze continued to flow, and if the country had been paying attention, they would have seen that going dry would only lead to organized crime.

While Max found all of this fascinating, he had to admit that none of it helped in regards to the case. No murders, no tragedies, no kind of unexplained horrors could be linked to the Darians’ house. He rubbed his eyes and closed the book on Prohibition he had been reading.

“Getting anywhere?” a voice asked.

Max clenched his teeth. He knew the voice — Leon Moore. “What do you want?”

The old, black librarian offered a placating smile as he approached. Tall and bald, he walked with a limp and a slight bend to his back, but that didn’t fool Max. Old Leon worked with Mother Hope — leader of the Magi group — and that gave him access to serious magic.

Leon put out his hand. “I wanted to thank you for helping my friends.”

“Don’t. I’m only doing this because Sandra said we would. The second I found out it was all connected to your little Magi group, I wanted nothing to do with it.”

“The Magi group isn’t connected. I know Wayne Darian through librarian circles. I happened to overhear him discussing his problems, and I offered to assist. That’s all. Honestly.”

“Your track record with honesty isn’t too good.”

Leon’s face wrinkled as his brow tightened. “Here’s a little honesty for you. You are one of the most difficult people I’ve ever met.”

“Coming from you, that’s a compliment.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way. I only wanted to thank you and offer whatever help I can give, but you clearly don’t want it. I’ll leave you be.” He turned away, paused, and whirled back. “I don’t understand you. The Magi group exists to fight the Hulls, the very people who have spun your life in a tornado ever since you stepped foot in North Carolina. Why would you think we’re the enemy?”

Max leaned his chair back. “Maybe it has something to do with the fact that you watched the Hulls do all that to me and my wife and never helped us until you had no choice. Yeah, you think that might be it?”

“You stupid fool. Do you really believe we did nothing all that time? Just because you don’t know about something, doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. You’re worse than a fool. You think you fought the Hulls and won all on your own — not once, but over and over.”

“So now you’re claiming to have saved my ass all along? Yet your sweet leader has gone out of her way to threaten me to stay away.”

“For your own safety. You know the history of that family better than anyone. And you tell me — in all their centuries of existence, has there ever been anybody who has a record like yours against them?”

Max paused. Leon had a point. If anybody managed to best the Hulls more than once, they usually ended up disappearing. “Perhaps you’ve been an aid once or twice. But we never asked for your help, and I feel no obligation towards you.”

“Nor would I ever expect such a thing from you. Which is why I came over here to thank you for helping the Darians instead of demanding your help.”

“Fine. You’re welcome. Please leave.”

Disgusted, Leon shuffled off. A moment later, however, he returned. “I’m trying to understand something about you. Why do you do this? Whether you like us or not, the Magi group exists to help protect the world from people like the Hulls. That’s the good side of magic — helping people. But you act like it’s a burden to help others. Why do you do it then, if not to help?”

Max pushed the book on Prohibition towards Leon. “Those people were just trying to help. That didn’t turn out so good. As for me and Sandra — we’ve been trying to survive. That’s all. Fighting the Hulls, helping those we’ve helped — none of that was for any other reason than survival. But now we have enough money that we don’t worry if there’ll be food on the table. So, we don’t have to take every case that comes to us. We don’t have to fight every battle that falls before us. Understand? We’ve fought it out already. We won. Can’t you people let us breathe in peace for a little?”

“I see,” Leon said, and Max swore the man had aged since his arrival. “Let me say this before I leave you to your peace. Please do not bring any of this case to the Magi group. They truly do not know about it, and I do not wish to burden Mother Hope with more than she already must deal with. It would only aid our mutual enemies.”

“Why would I ever bring anything to her? The only hope I have concerning her is that I hope never to see her again.”

“Then I guess that’s it. Goodbye.”

The old man limped away, leaving this final plea hanging in the air. Max doubted Leon cared about Mother Hope’s burden. Rather it seemed more likely that Leon was working outside the confines of the Magi group. But the idea that Leon had gone rogue didn’t ring true. Maybe, quite simply, he really did want to help this family.

And what does it say about me that I keep trying to get out of it? That thought sent uncomfortable chills through Max.

His entire argument about not really wanting to help people but merely survive rang more false than anything Leon had said. Sandra would have called him out on it right away. Helping people had been the whole point — maybe not with their first case, but certainly ever since facing the Hulls. They didn’t want anybody to suffer because of such powerful families or because of ghosts or curses or any of the things they had come into personal contact with. That was the truth, but Max tried to shake it off. Protecting Sandra had to come first.

Drummond appeared through the ceiling. Max barely moved — I’ve gotten far too comfortable with that. However, he wasn’t comfortable with Drummond’s expression.

“What’s wrong?”

“Hurry,” Drummond said, circling his hand to get Max packing up. “Your wife’s in trouble.”

 


 

 

Chapter 7

 

As they drove, Max peppered Drummond with questions, but the ghost refused to answer. He kept his eyes forward and his jaw held tight. When Max launched another barrage of questions, Drummond pushed back his hat with an exasperated huff.

“Look,” Drummond said, “I’m not trying to be mysterious or coy or anything. You’ll see when we get there. I don’t know what it all means, and if I tell you what I saw, you’ll just ask me more things I don’t know the answer to. But I do know enough to say that it ain’t good and that if we don’t do something about it, she’ll be in serious trouble sooner or later.”

“Was that supposed to ease my mind?”

“That was supposed to get you to shut up.”

Max snapped his mouth closed. He pulled onto Knollwood Street and turned into a large strip mall. On the near end, the ground dropped low enough to create a bottom floor for a few stores. A Hanes outlet provided a cheap dumping ground for Hanes products that couldn’t sell elsewhere. Next door was where they would find Sandra. The restaurant was now called Ham’s — a sports bar with bright red, yellow, and black trim. The place had televisions mounted everywhere, including one mounted on the wall to entertain those dining outside. But Max knew it under its former name — the Fox & Hound.

“See?” Drummond said as they got out of the car. “Things have changed here. I followed Sandra straight from the office, and she took one look at the new ownership and her whole demeanor changed.”

No. Max knew it had nothing to do with the ownership. Drummond knew it too, but the old ghost hadn’t been there that night. He knew what had happened, but he didn’t go through it.

Drummond nodded toward the back of the building. “After a while, she kind of stumbled that way toward the alley. That’s where she should be now, not in the restaurant but in the alley.”

Max nodded. That’s where it had all happened — a year ago, the ghost of Patricia Welling, a witch who once loved Drummond, had possessed Sandra and attempted to seduce Max. When he saw through the ruse, she cried out for help and a bunch of young college boys, thinking they were saving the lady, beat Max to a pulp.

Drummond pulled up his coat collar as if it were a cold, rainy night instead of a warm dusk. “I don’t like to admit this, but sometimes the fairer sex is a bit of a mystery to me. I suspect that’s true of all men. I mean, do you really understand all the things your wife does?”

Max stopped under a red awning with HAM’S written across the top. “No. I don’t think I do.”

“That’s my point.”

“But I keep trying.” A sly grin lifted on his lips. “That’s one of those things that separate the men from the boys.”

Max turned the corner to find Sandra standing in the alley near the dumpsters. She stared at the brick wall where her possessed-self had moved on him not so long ago. She rubbed her arms as if fighting off a chill while her focus never wavered.

Perhaps she relived the incident. Max didn’t know all the symptoms of PTSD, but it made sense that she might be suffering. Except she never seemed to have a problem with all the things they had been through before, and they had endured a few more traumatic cases since Patricia Welling and the witch coven. Could PTSD delay in a person until something triggered it off? She certainly had been behaving strangely in the last few weeks.

“I couldn’t do anything,” she said, her voice breaking the quiet like shattering glass. “I was inside my head and I saw what was happening out here, but I couldn’t do anything to stop it.”

Max approached her and gently laid a hand on her shoulder. “You didn’t have to. I saw through her disguise. I knew she wasn’t you.”

“Not at first. Not until the last moment, really. In fact, if you hadn’t caught on when you did, you would have had sex with her thinking it was me.”

“But that didn’t happen.”

Sandra stepped away from Max’s hand. “Ever since that case, I’ve thought about this moment, about what could have happened. It wouldn’t have bothered me — the sex, I mean. If it had happened, you would have been thinking you were with me. It’s not like you would have been knowingly cheating on me or anything.”

“It still would have felt like cheating. Heck, I feel bad about kissing her or you or however you want to think about it. I can see why it spins your head a bit. But why dwell on it? I did figure it out before anything bad happened. It all turned out okay.”

Her fingers traced the bricks where her possessed body had braced herself that night, ready for Max to take her. “What would have happened if you had done it here that night? What if I had become pregnant?”

“Sheesh, honey, why would you want to think such a dark thing?”

She whirled back on him, her eyes blazing. “Because it almost happened. Even if it didn’t this time, that doesn’t mean it can’t or won’t ever happen. And if we could come so close to that kind of a twisted tragedy, then what about those who aren’t in touch with the truth of the supernatural? What of people like Shawnee Darian? What might those forces be doing to her unborn child?”

“Ah,” Max said, all the dots lining up. “I think I see. This case isn’t about Libby or the house or any of that. It’s really about Shawnee Darian and her baby.”

“I thought I’ve been quite clear on that point.”

“You probably have. I don’t think I could see quite beyond Libby. I’m sorry.”

Sandra wrapped her arms around Max’s waist and rested her head on his chest. “I’m not the one you really need to apologize to.”

Max winced. “Do I really have to?”

“Do you really need to ask?”

“Okay, okay. I’ll make nice with Libby.”

“Good, because I called her earlier and set up a meeting tonight in the Darian house. She said we’d have a better chance of spotting activity at night.”

“I swear this has been the longest day ever. Coffee and bagels feels like it was a year ago.”

Sandra leaned back and looked down the alley. “Drummond? You can come out now.”

Drummond sauntered around the corner and approached as if nothing unusual had occurred. “Y’all having a good time back here?”

“The best. I should get possessed more often.”

Max forced a smile though none of them liked the joke. “We’re going back to the Darian house for the night. See what happens.”

Drummond hesitated. “Did you get hit in the head? You forget what happened to Sandra and me? That hurt.”

“Don’t worry,” Sandra said. “You’re not coming along. I think your time would be better spent searching the Other for any ghosts that were associated with the house. Surely somebody out there knows what happened here.”

“You got it. I’ll find something.” To Max, he added, “You watch out for her. That house ain’t right. It’s another lesson you both need to keep learning — just because we’ve survived some pretty tough spots, doesn’t make us invincible. You’ve got to be careful.”

As Drummond left, Max and Sandra walked back to the car. Max agreed with the warning — especially for Sandra. She had become so focused on Shawnee and the baby that she didn’t appear to take seriously the dangers of what she had experienced. Or maybe that was his own fears talking. Either way, he figured it would be better to stand by her side and back her up than be outside the house, unable to help her should the need arise.

Still, one thing bothered him. “Why did you hide all this stuff from me? You could have opened up to me about it.”

“I wasn’t hiding anything. I was waiting. I was dealing with it until I could tell you. When it all started, I couldn’t really explain what I was feeling, and I knew if I had said anything, you’d bombard me with questions that I couldn’t answer. So, I waited.”

“I see,” Max said, and though her explanation made sense, a shiver in her voice suggested that she still hid the full story.

“Being here, I thought, would help me articulate it all, get it clear in my head. And it did. Had you not shown up when you did, I would’ve gone back to the office and told you everything. How did you find me here, anyway?”

Max got in the car. “I was just coming to grab a bite when Drummond noticed you.”

“At Ham’s?”

“Thought I’d give it a try. Not really hungry anymore, though.” Max thought about glass houses and stones. “Besides, I’ve got some apologizing to do.”

They drove off to the Darian house, both remaining quiet and uncomfortable the entire ride.

 


 

 

Chapter 8

 

Upon entering the Darian home, Sandra hugged Libby like they were old friends. Max fidgeted in the doorway, keenly aware of the unwelcoming eyes upon him. Carl glared from the back corner as he wired a new camera while Jack plunked down the stairs and bumped Max’s shoulder on his way to the kitchen.

“Ms. Broward,” Max said, clearing his throat, “do you have a minute?”

Libby walked straight towards him. “We have a lot of important work to do tonight, and I really don’t want to fight. Thank you for bringing your wife by. I promise we’ll take good care of her.”

“There’s been some confusion. I’m not leaving her here.”

“But I thought she was going to help us.”

“She is, and I will, too. Look, I know I can get loud and vocal and all that when I feel passionate about something. It doesn’t mean I’m angry.”

Libby stepped out of Carl’s way as he strung cables into the kitchen. “You shouted at me and called me a fraud. Let’s not pretend you weren’t angry.”

“That’s not what I’m trying to say. I simply mean that I can overreact at times.”

Libby waited, but when Max said no more, she shook her head like a disappointed teacher. “That’s it? You came out here to tell me that you overreact? I already knew that. I saw it firsthand.”

“I’m trying to apologize.”

“Maybe you should have started with actually apologizing.”

Max held a breath before letting it out slow. “I’m sorry. I truly am. Something about this case has really set me off-balance, and I took it out on you. But we’re supposed to be here to help the Darians, and that’s what Sandra and I want to do.”

“Okay. I suppose that’s the best I can expect to get from you. Let’s get to work.” Libby turned to the kitchen and raised one finger, ticking off her point. “I want to be clear — I don’t have the time or the patience to have all my decisions called into question. You are here to help our investigation. We are not here to serve you. Understand?”

“You got it.”

“Then welcome to GWC — Ghost Watching Central.”

The kitchen had been transformed into an electronic ghost surveillance room. Four monitors spied on all the rooms and halls in the house. Each monitor held a view for several seconds before switching to another camera. A fifth monitor displayed in infrared. Three laptops ran numerous programs — some audio, some visual, some Max couldn’t be sure about. Thick cables snaked from the setup into the rest of the house.

Jack crossed his feet on the table in the only clear spot available. On his lap rested a wireless keyboard that appeared to control everything. He sipped a mug of coffee and nodded at Max.

“Help yourself,” Jack said, indicating the three coffee makers on the kitchen counter.

Max grabbed a mug from a hanging rack under the cabinets. “You guys really like coffee.”

“Only way I’m going to make it through the night, man. Whatever is happening in this house usually likes making itself known after about one in the morning.”

Libby slid out a chair and sat next to Jack. Behind her, on the floor, Max noticed a pile of pillows and blankets. “Might as well settle in,” she said. “We’ll try to make contact throughout the night, but so far, there’s been no response until after one. That’s when Jack recorded the music you heard.”

Sandra said, “You don’t call what happened to me this afternoon a response?”

“I don’t know what that was. But that’s one reason we’ll try throughout the night. It seems you may be able to draw it out earlier. Whatever it is.”

Max offered a mug to Sandra but she waved it off. She looked uncomfortable — not that Max thought anything at the moment should feel comfortable. “You okay?”

Sandra trembled out a smile. “Just anxious, I guess.” To Libby, she said, “I want to see the baby’s room, again.”

Max gestured toward the monitors. “You’ll be able to watch everything that happens to us up there, right?”

“That’s the idea,” Jack said.

Sandra placed a hand on Max’s arm, and he knew what she would say. He closed his eyes, hoping he’d be wrong.

“Hon,” she said, and her tone confirmed his fears. “I don’t want you up there. Libby will come with me.” Before he could utter a protest, she went on, “You can watch me from in here, but I need to focus while I’m in that room. I need to be on my guard in case that attack happens again, and it’ll be harder for me with you there. Part of me will be concerned about you, about your safety. I can’t have my mind split on two different concerns while I’m in that space.”

With his lips locked tight, Max backed against the counter to allow Libby enough room to pass. Sandra pecked his cheek and the two women left the room. Max plopped in Libby’s chair and set his coffee mug on the table with a loud thunk.

When the women started on the stairs, Jack said, “Dude, that was cold.”

“She didn’t mean it in a bad way.”

“Oh, I know, but still.”

Max held back his comments. What this man thought of Sandra and their relationship meant nothing. He finally settled on, “I understand her. It’s fine.”

Jack leaned over the arm of his chair, peeking around the doorway. He zipped back to Max and reached into his coat pocket. Offering a pitiful grin as he pulled out a hip flask, he said in a conspiratorial whisper, “If we’ve got to be stuck down here all night, might as well have a little fun. Am I right?” He tipped the flasks contents into his coffee before holding it above Max’s mug.

Max placed a hand over the steaming coffee. “No, thanks.”

“Sure?”

“I need the coffee to keep awake all night. Booze is only going to make that harder. By the smell of that, it would probably knock me out.”

Jack chuckled. “It is strong.”

On the grainy monitors, Max watched as Sandra and Libby approached the baby’s room. They paused at the door before entering. Once inside, they spoke softly for a moment before sitting in the center of the floor.

Clacking on the keyboard, Jack turned up the volume on the monitors. He then adjusted the mix on the microphones recording in the baby’s room.

Libby shrugged and in full voice said, “Will the spirit inside this house please make itself known?”

All remained silent.

“Spirit of this house, we want to speak with you. We are here to help.”

Nothing.

Libby and Sandra leaned back against the crib and waited. Jack sipped from his spiked mug. “See that? It’s going to be a very long night.”

Max nodded. “It’s entirely possible nothing will happen, right?”

“Oh, sure. Plenty of times — heck most of the times — nothing ever happens. But when it does, oh, man does it ever happen. I’ve seen some crazy, crazy shit. Stuff moving by itself. Flickering lights and closing doors where there ain’t anybody around.”

“Sounds frightening.”

Jack pointed at Max. “Oh, I must sound like an idiot. I mean I only really ever hear them and see stuff on the monitors. Most of the time what I get to hear ain’t all that clear. But you actually see them, don’t you?”

“Just one.”

“Is he in here?”

“No. We’re alone.”

Jack sipped more of his coffee as his eyes roved about the kitchen. “That’s real creepy.”

“Why would that be creepy to you? Don’t you do this all the time?”

“Yeah, but it’s different knowing you can see one, see it all pale and stuck in the time it died.”

Max looked away from the monitor. “How do you know what they look like?”

Jack paused, then chuckled with a guilty smile. “I must’ve drunk a little too fast. I wanted to say that ghosts are supposed to look like that, but I couldn’t get it out. Truth is I’ve seen one once. Not on a case. Long time ago. That’s what got me doing this.”

As Jack continued talking, Max focused back on the monitor. He watched Sandra’s image, trying to will away anything evil.

“See, it was back when I was in college,” Jack said. “I had some friends who lived in this old, renovated house, and on Halloween they’d throw this wicked party. Do the whole place up in skeletons and stuff. Real big blast.”

Max thought about the things Sandra had said in the alley. It had been hanging between them for years now, and he hadn’t even known. Except this wasn’t like the secrets they had kept from each other in the past. They had learned from those mistakes. They had done well at keeping things honest.

“So, one time at this Halloween party — I think it was my junior year — I got really plastered. I mean I’d never been that drunk before and certainly never since. I remember this cute girl just fell into my lap and we laughed and talked and she invited me back to her place. I remember she went to get her coat. And you know what happened after that?” Jack snorted. “I ain’t got a clue.”

Max tried to understand Sandra’s view. The remnants of being possessed by a dead witch clung to her. They were strands of marionette string hung into the air but held by nobody. They left Sandra in a weird predicament — feeling like she wasn’t completely her own.

“When I finally woke up, I was in the attic of that house. It was so dark. I had reached that stage where everything spun, and I totally blew chunks. Felt a little better, so I tried sitting up. And that’s when I saw her. This pale figure floating a good foot in the air. She wore this ratty dress, looked like something from the 1800s. And she stared at me. Freaked me out. I ran downstairs and out of that house screaming. I can still hear my friends laughing. So, I thought the whole thing was a joke.”

This case, this chance to help Shawnee, must have hit Sandra hard. Max could see it now. This case was about coping with trauma.

“But my buddy denied any kind of set up. Next night, I went and did a bunch of research, and I found her. Died in 1872 when an oil lamp hung on the attic beam fell on her head. Lit her up fast, but with all those layers of clothes they wore back then, it took her a while to die. Well, after that I started hanging with the paranormal people and that led a long, winding road to me sitting right here with you.”

Max thought back over Sandra’s recent behavior. Sleepless nights, strange mood swings, and her odd, undefined excursions — all added up to her struggling to make sense of what had happened. And I have to be here for her. That was one of many changes Max had tried to make of late. He didn’t have to fix her problems, but he did have to be there for her when she needed him. Even if that meant nothing more than sitting in the kitchen watching her on the monitors.

“Dude,” Jack said, refilling Max’s mug with coffee. “You better drink up if you’re going to be that intense. I’m not kidding when I say these nights can go real long.”

 

DAY TWO

 

The hours drifted by. Despite the coffee, both Max and Jack nodded off a few times. Never for long, but guilt coursed through Max each time.

While awake, he glued himself to the monitors. Libby paced the baby’s room, then stared out the window, then checked out the crib, then poked around the closet, then sat, then stood, then started all over again. Sandra hardly moved. Max had never known her to meditate, but she appeared to be an expert at it — sitting still, eyes closed, breathing deep, hyper-aware yet calm.

Jack passed gas as he typed on his keyboard. “Excuse me,” he muttered.

The noise snapped Max’s attention off of Sandra. “Didn’t know you were awake.”

“When I’m on the job, I’m always awake. Even when I’m asleep, I’m awake.”

Max glanced at the clock — 2:32 a.m. “Is there a cut-off point? A time when you guys call it quits for the night?”

“Yup. It’s called sunrise.”

As his eyes roved across all the monitors, Max froze. “Where’s Carl?”

“I don’t know. I think he went out to find some hot food. Not much of anything open at this hour. Just a few diners, but he always manages to come back with something good for everybody.”

“In that case, I hope he brings —”

Whomp!

The sudden blow to the house came from all sides. One solid hit that shook the walls and floors and rattled the windows. It carried a dark sound like tombstones falling on a wooden platform.

Jack shot forward, his fingers furious on the keyboard. Max watched the monitors. He saw Sandra and Libby standing in the baby’s room, their heads slowly moving as they scanned the room.

“I can’t hear anything from there,” Max said.

“Hold on.” Jack flipped switches and typed more on the keyboard. “Whatever that was popped a few mics. It’s not like they’re the highest end, y’know.”

Max jumped to his feet, leaning closer to the monitor. “We’ve got to be able to hear in there. We’ve got to know what’s going on.”

“Relax. There’s a reason I’m good at what I do.” He tapped two more keys and the sound ignited around them. “I always put in backups.”

Libby had her hands clutched against her chest. After a few moments passed without the noise returning, she gave a thumbs-up sign to the camera.

Max looked to Jack. “What’s that about? What’s so good?”

“She’s feeling a presence. She’s going to try to make contact.”

Sandra stood firm next to Libby, but Max caught the tremors in her hands. “I should go up there,” he said. “My wife is —”

“You should stay here. You go in there and you’ll interrupt whatever is going on. Breaking in on an established moment like this, it’s like cockroaches running when the lights are flicked on. Get me?”

Libby closed her eyes, and Max swore she was offering a prayer. Then she looked up at the ceiling and said, “Who are you?”

No answer.

“Why are you here?”

No answer.

“Can you make a noise for me?”

Jack frowned. “Huh.”

“What?” Max snapped.

“Those are all standard questions — the kind of thing that any ghost hunting group would ask.”

“So?”

“Not Libby’s style. She prefers the methods of John Sabol — to ask questions based on the history of the house, the land, the people involved, anything that’s more personal and specific to the entity. But she’s starting out with the basic stuff. That’s not usual.”

“And? What about it?”

Jack shrugged. “If I had to guess, I’d say she was a little scared and was reverting back to the basics as a way to regain her composure.”

“Wait — you’re saying that the woman who is up there to protect my wife is freaking out?”

“What I’m saying is —”

Whomp! Whomp!

Max grabbed the edge of the wooden table, a splinter digging into his palm. Dust fell from the hanging ceiling lamp and two glasses toppled over in the sink.

Libby said, “We heard the music you played. The music from the twenties. Is that when you’re from? Did you die in the twenties?”

The banging grew louder and continued to shake the house. On the monitor, Max watched as a lamp next to the crib shattered. Sandra leaped out of the way as Libby yelped.

Jack typed furiously, his eyes wide and lips quivering. “This is off the charts. I’ve never seen anything remotely close.”

The shaking eased back. Max steadied his legs as he strode toward the stairs.

Looking up from his work, Jack said, “Hey, what are you doing?”

“You’re nuts if you think I’m staying here while my wife is being threatened.”

Max hopped up the stairs and rushed down the hall. As he burst into the baby’s room, he saw Sandra kneeling on the floor while Libby raised her arms toward the ceiling.

“Please,” Libby said. “We’re here to listen. Tell us what you want.”

The house thumped like a massive heart pulsing around them. Cracks traveled up the walls and across the ceiling. All the lights flicked on and off. The floor lurched to the right. A loud creaking filled the air like the whine of tearing metal as a boat sinks beneath the ocean.

But the house did not sink. In fact, Max caught a glimpse of two people passing on the sidewalk outside — neither appeared to take notice of the house. Could this all be some sort of illusion? A hallucination?

“We’re not here to harm you,” Libby shouted above the constant banging. “We offer help. We offer peace.”

Max stumbled across and took hold of Sandra. She buried her face in the crook of his arm. He could feel her shivering. He had never heard the previous attack, and that one had hurt her badly. How much worse would this be since he could hear it all now?

A surge of electricity snaked from the wall outlets up to the ceiling, breaking apart drywall as it moved. The room brightened in stark light and the banging reached a fevered rhythm.

Then all went dark.

An odd clunk hit near the door.

Max kissed the back of Sandra’s head. They were both covered in drywall dust and breathing hard. A new thumping — Jack coming up the stairs.

“Everyone okay?” he called.

“We’re fine,” Libby said. “You get all that?”

“I hope so. As far as I can tell, everything’s recording perfectly. Y’all just stay still. I’ll go downstairs and reset the circuit breakers.”

“Thank you. And thanks for recording it all.” Max could hear Libby’s smile. “This may turn out to be the greatest documented case ever.”

A few minutes went by, and soon the hall lights clicked back on. Sitting in the doorway, Max saw a blue bottle. As Libby moved closer towards it, Max straightened. A second later, Sandra stood by his side.

Libby lifted the bottle — about the size of a wine bottle and clear blue all around. “Is this what made that last sound?”

Max put out his hand. “May I?”

She held out the bottle but was slow to let go. Max examined it. “Looks like your ghost has a sense of humor.”

“Oh?”

He pointed to the name printed into the blue glass — CASPER.


 

 

Chapter 9

 

The morning sun still had to wait a few hours as Max pulled into the driveway of their new home. Neither he nor Sandra had ever owned a newly constructed home before — one that no other person had ever slept in, ate in, lived in. The all-brick house stood on a third of an acre like a castle nestled amongst numerous other castles in a neighborhood where all the street names were related to Robin Hood (Sherwood Drive, Nottingham Road, and the most obvious, Robin Hood Road). Clicking the remote to open the garage, Max took a moment to marvel at the idea that this all belonged to him.

His bones crackled as he climbed out of the car. He cradled the blue bottle marked CASPER like a delicate newborn. Libby had put up a fuss when he took it, and only backed off when Sandra promised they would return it while also emphasizing Max’s excellent researching skills. Libby acquiesced but not without scowling and grumbling.

Sandra had slept the entire drive home and now stirred from her slumber like a drunken co-ed paying for a long night out. Only, in Sandra’s case, she didn’t get to have any fun. She poured out of the passenger side and uttered a non-committal sound as she headed toward Max.

As the garage door rumbled down, he stared at the alarm keypad by the kitchen entrance. Ten seconds clicked by before he could recall the code. Sandra pressed her head against his back while she waited.

When they finally stepped inside the kitchen, Sandra mumbled a few indecipherable words and staggered upstairs to bed. Max threw his coat on the marble counter, set the blue bottle down, and threw on a pot of coffee. As tired as he felt, he knew he had gone past the point of falling asleep. Wired on adrenaline and caffeine, he figured he would focus on the case until he either discovered something important or passed out.

He grabbed the bottle, walked across the kitchen, stepped into a sunken living room, and through a door that opened into his study. A study. The idea that he lived in a house big enough to furnish a study still prickled his skin. The Darians had no such luxuries, despite both holding excellent jobs, and all they wanted was a place that wasn’t trying to kill them or possess their baby.

“Okay, Casper, time to find out about you.”

Max inspected the bottle with care. Cobalt blue with a fluted neck, the bottle had distinct ribbing that traveled from the mouth down to the shoulders. The name CASPER, curving to follow part of a circle, could be read with ease, but the rest of the engraving had been worn away.

Googling blue casper bottle returned instant hits. Max clicked on the images tab and saw dozens of bottles similar to the one sitting on his desk. Along with the blue bottles, the search results included several brown and tan whiskey jugs. The stamped labels on those jugs were easy to read.

 

FROM THE CASPER CO.

WINSTON-SALEM, NC

LOWEST PRICE WHISKEY HOUSE

SEND FOR CONFIDENTIAL PRICE LIST

 

From there, the searching went even easier. In no time, Max waded through article after article detailing the life of the Casper family and their involvement in the whiskey trade.

It all began in 1861 when the grandfather of John L. Casper set up a couple of stills in North Carolina. They were used for the family — mostly — and served to keep everyone happy through hard times. John L.’s father, John C. Casper, joined the unofficial company in 1865 after serving four years in the Confederate Army. He turned the private stills into a local business, expanding the distillery and selling throughout the Winston-Salem area. Soon after, he took over full operations of the business.

But things really changed when John L. Casper came into the picture. Once old enough, he began an apprenticeship under his father. John L. displayed a real knack for business, in particular, for understanding the power and methodology of advertising.

Max could feel John L.’s anxious desire to run things bleed through every article he read. “Don’t do anything stupid, and you’ll get the kingdom soon enough.”

Luckily for John L., he had the patience to wait. No nefarious or mysterious accidents befell his father, and in the late-1890s, he finally gained control. Moving fast, he put together an investment brochure with the aim of taking the company in a new and profitable direction — mail order liquor.

Max chuckled. “Ambitious little guy.”

Ambitious and successful. Investment came in, and with the aid of a few friends and his own finances, John incorporated and for the first time, officially, created The Casper Company. He became president and chief operating officer, and quite quickly, he grew the company by acquiring twenty-one other distilleries in nearby Yadkin and Davie Counties.

While accomplishing all of this, he set up a massive advertising campaign across the nation’s newspapers and magazines. He pronounced The Casper Company as the lowest-priced whiskey distributor to be found and the largest mail order business in the entire South. A typical Casper ad touted: “All the North Carolina whiskey we sell is good — there’s no bad. People here wouldn’t adulterate if they knew how — they are too honest! Most whiskey sellers are noted for mixing, blending and watering. We sell more genuine old whiskey and less water than any known competitor.”

As Max scrolled down an article, he knew the man’s gambit would succeed. “You push that hard in a world that isn’t used to it, and you’ll either shine bright or flame out.”

John L. shined. By 1905, his company had a net worth of over $250,000. John used the profits to build what he claimed to be “the largest building in the world devoted to the mail order whiskey trade.” Max didn’t know if that were true, but the building certainly looked huge. It took up an entire city block in Winston-Salem. Not only did they handle their own whiskey mail order business, but the building also became the local outlet for Milwaukee’s Pabst Beer.

Max stepped away from his desk to stretch his back and roll his neck. Dawn would be coming soon enough, and he considered tumbling into bed for a little bit before reading the rest of Casper’s life. However, the thought of ascending a flight of stairs that at the moment rivaled Mount Everest kept him from moving.

Instead, he shuffled through the kitchen and entered the half-bath off to the side. Throughout the long night, he hadn’t been paying attention to the needs of his body. All the coffee he had swallowed, all the shock he had absorbed, all the nerve-wracking events he had experienced finally added up. He stood at the toilet, listening to his steady stream, unable to do anything more than sigh in relief.

Until he saw the trash can.

Through bleary, dry eyes, he swore he could see a plastic stick poking up through the used tissues — a plastic stick quite similar to a pregnancy test. Despite an entire evening of adrenaline rushing through his body over and again like high tide on a stormy night, he still managed to pump enough of the stuff through his system that he perked up, wide awake, his eyes locked open and staring at the trash. Stone still. Heart racing. Hardly a breath.

Am I going to be a father?

Max flushed the toilet and washed up in the sink. He moved slow and deliberate, trying not to snatch glances at the stick in the trash while also avoiding eye contact with his reflection in the bathroom mirror.

Years ago, they had stopped talking seriously about children. It was always something in the far future, and as time went on, it became something that they both knew would never be. He was okay with that. He knew his mother wanted grandchildren, but his life had never been conducive to child-rearing. Especially after moving to the South and encountering Drummond, the Hulls, and the real world as opposed to the one people think to be real.

Yet right behind him, an alternative life sat atop a nest of tissues. He merely had to pick up that stick and read it.

His hands shook. He stared at them, marveling at the idea that a little piece of plastic could cause such a reaction. Except he couldn’t be sure whether he feared looking at the stick or not looking at it.

“Here we go,” he whispered. “Count to three and then just check it out. 1 ... 2 ... 3 ...”

In case his body or mind might balk, he moved fast. He whirled around, bent over the trash, and snatched up the plastic stick. Not giving himself any time, he spun the stick until he found the marked window and saw the line — negative. Not pregnant.

Dropping the stick back in the trash, Max let loose a long sigh and collapsed onto the toilet seat. He hadn’t felt that kind of a scare since college — nor that kind of intense relief. An involuntary smile crossed his lips. Everything would remain normal.

Except Sandra had been acting strange lately. Could this be what’s been behind her behavior?

Their entire conversation in the alley sounded quite different under this new light as did her insistence regarding the Darian case. Of the two of them, she had always been the one who wanted kids more. How long had she been sitting on the news that she might be pregnant? All the hoping and dreaming and planning that whipped through her head like a hurricane of never-ending thoughts must have been exhausting. And then to have it all dashed away by a line on a stick.

Max wanted to rush upstairs and hold his wife. He wanted to kiss her, let her know that he loved more than ever, and that he was there for her. Instead, he walked back to his study. If he did go upstairs, if he did say those things, the conversation would have turned toward a question — Would it have been so bad? And once that Pandora’s Box was opened, they would soon end up discussing purposefully getting pregnant.

“No,” Max said to his desk. They had closed those doors already. To open them again would only bring hurt.

As Max delved back into the life of John L. Casper, part of him kept picturing the pregnancy test. Another part of him saw Sandra. And another part chastised him for staying quiet. Risking pain was a necessary part of a good, eventful life. Besides, ignoring this information would only build up walls between him and Sandra, walls they had worked hard to tear down.

He decided to let her sleep. The more rested she was, the better chance they had of getting through this discussion without a fight. She would probably awake in an hour or so. He would talk with her then.

 


 

 

Chapter 10

 

The remaining time until sunrise crept by. Each second clicked upon the wall clock like the ticking bomb in a thriller — Max would count out five seconds passing, but the clock only showed two. When amber light finally slipped into his office, Max had to stop himself from bounding upstairs to question his wife.

Another tense half-hour meandered by before he heard Sandra plodding around. He could tell by the slow thumps of her footsteps that she needed more sleep. She was exhausted, but her body woke every morning at 6:30 no matter what.

When she finally made it downstairs, she poured some coffee and peeked in the study. “Morning, hon,” she said, her voice low and cracked. “Had any breakfast yet?”

Max figured the sensitive conversation would go smoother if he waited until she was properly fed and caffeinated. “I’ll take care of it. Eggs?”

She smiled and sipped her coffee. Max kissed her as he went to the stove. He fried up four organic eggs, made a few slices of whole wheat toast, and set out artisanal strawberry jam — a simple breakfast they could never have afforded a year ago.

Sandra dug in with vigor. “I feel like I haven’t eaten in days.”

Nibbling at a piece of toast, Max nodded. He knew he was staring at her, but he couldn’t look away. He tried to place his discovery into the context of the woman in front of him, but it all felt foreign.

“Did you find anything out?” she asked, her attention stuck on her food.

Max wanted to burst out laughing. Did I find anything out? He imagined her reaction when he threw the pregnancy test onto the table like Zeus hurling a lightning bolt. Then he saw himself sidling next to her and putting his arm around her shoulder. Their heads would touch, and he would mention what he saw in the trash. A third image came to mind — him simply reaching across the table, touching her chin, and giving her a look that said, I know.

“Hon? You there?” Sandra said, snapping him back to the moment.

“Sorry. I haven’t slept at all. I’m a little out of it.”

“Maybe we should both go back to bed. Sleep in for a few hours. Or is something bothering you?”

He opened his mouth, paused, and then told her all he had learned about the blue bottle. Sandra listened intently as he detailed the rise of The Casper Company. Each part of that family’s story made it easier to move on to the next and further away from the heavy thoughts weighing his mind.

When he reached the point that Casper built up a whole block of the city, he had managed to clear his head of all but the case. “Things were going great,” he said, “and John Casper saw a bright future ahead.”

“From the sound of that, I’m guessing things went sour.”

“Yup. It started quietly in 1901 with a simple bill passed here in North Carolina requiring all distilleries to be in incorporated towns. Not a big deal, really. More of a nuisance since it forced Casper to relocate some of his operations. The real problem was that Governor Robert Glenn had begun to stir up the anti-alcohol sentiments in people — some say it was for his own political means, but it looks like he really believed in the evils of alcohol. Other laws came out, each one making it more and more difficult for Casper to run his business. Until finally, in 1906, North Carolina became the first state to go completely dry.”

“I thought Prohibition was in the 20s.”

“Started in 1920. But North Carolina was way ahead of the curve on this one. Casper couldn’t fight the state — well, he could’ve, but it would have been a waste. Too many people were riled up about alcohol and that made the politicians scared. But Casper wasn’t going to just roll over, either.”

“Of course not. The guy’s making serious money, especially for back then. We’ve both seen enough to know that for people like that, making that much money, it’s like a fire burning in their brains.”

“Yeah, well, Casper took that idea a bit further. He razed his company to the ground.”

“Literally?”

“Almost. He moved the entire business. Every last bit of it. Anything he couldn’t take with him, he sold off. The footprint of The Casper Company in Winston-Salem was erased.”

“Moved his family, too?”

Max hesitated, the word family floating before him, the letters formed from plastic, pregnancy test sticks. Shaking off the image, he said, “Casper never married, never had kids. When he moved, it was just him. He took the company to Roanoke. It’s only a few hours north of here, but it’s Virginia. Different state, different laws.”

“All good until Prohibition.”

“Not even that long. Things started out great. Money rolled in and he built on a fourteen acre property. But then it all soured. Not sure why. I suspect the cost of moving everything out of North Carolina and building anew caught up with him. Whatever the case, and here’s the first really weird part that I’ve found, in 1911, he pops up in Florida working with the Atlantic Coast Distillery Company.”

“That doesn’t sound so weird. What’s so special?”“

“At the same time, he was also on record living over a thousand miles away, running the Uncle Sam Distilling Company in Arkansas.”

“Okay, that’s a bit weird.”

“Just a bit. How does a guy who loses everything suddenly have the capital to fund two new companies that are a huge distance apart? It’s strange. But then in 1913, the whole thing grinds to a halt. Congress passed the Webb-Kenyon Act, actually overrode a Presidential veto to do it, and that made it illegal to transport alcohol into dry states.”

“And that means the post office can’t deliver whiskey anymore.”

“Exactly. The mail order alcohol business was over. By the time Prohibition became the law everywhere, Casper’s life had gone way off-track. In the end, he died somewhere in Mexico, unknown by all but at least living in a country that allowed him to drink.”

Sandra cleared their plates and loaded the dishwasher. “That’s a wild story. But I’m not sure it really helps us. You said that Casper left Winston-Salem in 1906.”

“Right, when the state went dry.”

“The Darians’ house wasn’t built until the 1920s. By that point, Casper’s life had crumbled apart. He might even have been heading to Mexico by that time. So what could Casper possibly have to do with the house?”

“I don’t know. But if you’re some otherworldly spirit and have only one opportunity to send a message to the living, you don’t send a blue bottle unless it means something.”

Sandra shuddered. “That thing is not right. Even with it all the way in your study, I can feel energy coming off it.”

“You mean like magic?”

“Probably. I’m not sure.”

Max gazed across the kitchen and into his study. “Maybe you can take the bottle and identify whatever magic’s on it.”

Sandra closed the dishwasher with a bit too much force. “I’m not a practiced witch. I see ghosts and I understand that world a bit, but you seem to think I can do anything with magic.”

“You can do more than me. If we had a witch on payroll, I wouldn’t bother you, but that’s not the case. So, whatever you can do is better than nothing.”

“Other than tell you I can feel energy coming off it, I don’t know what I can do.”

“But I thought you had gotten interested in the subject. You follow the blogs and websites. You were the one who helped out at Baxter House with the spells.”

“Just because I’ve dabbled, doesn’t mean I’m capable of dealing with whatever I’m feeling from that bottle. You want a witch on retainer; you’d be better off finding a new witch. Maybe before she died, Connor had a student.”

Max raised an eyebrow. “Would you trust any witch that studied under Connor? She tried to kill us way too many times. Not that one time is okay, but you get my point.”

“And that’s my point. I’m no witch, and we can’t trust a witch. So, be satisfied knowing that the bottle has something going on.”

“Hold on.” Much like Drummond, Max tapped his chin and pursed his lips as he thought. “We do know a witch — one that’s on our side. Sort of. Mother Hope.”

“Are you crazy? Those Magi people may not be our enemies, but I wouldn’t trust them. And neither would you.”

“Who said anything about trust? All I’m saying is that we can use them.” Max checked his watch. “We can clean up and be in Greensboro before the morning rush really hits.”

“It’s a bad idea, and you know it.”

“Of course, it’s a bad idea. But who else can we go to?”

Sandra brushed by Max on her way toward the stairs. “You can go, but I’ve got an appointment.” Before Max could say a word, she added, “A real appointment. Doctor’s appointment.”

Though he tried to keep his eyes on Sandra, he snatched a glance at the bathroom trash. “Something wrong?”

She forced a smile. “I’m fine.”

 


 

 

Chapter 11

 

Before traversing Route 40 to Greensboro and Mother Hope, Max stopped by his office. He went straight to the little corner shop and bought a bagel and a bottle of water. Setting a rapid pace, he walked down the block and into the rundown section of the city. He headed straight for PB’s place.

As crazy as the last day had been, PB rumbled in the back of Max’s head all the while. Sometimes it was little more than a feeling; sometimes PB’s bruised image flashed in his mind. Yet even though he knew he should focus on the Darians, that he should focus on research, that he should focus on Sandra and her pregnancy test, he could not purge the kid from his mind. PB had become a subconscious flicker, a subliminal message flashing during a movie, yet that kid probably thought of Max only when his stomach grumbled in the morning.

As Max navigated around the piles of rubble and trash, he found PB lounging in the shade of a brick wall. “Brought you some breakfast.”

PB never bothered looking at Max, but instead, he scrunched his face as if smelling something distasteful. Max set the meager meal across two bricks. He surveyed the area.

“I’m sorry if I caused you any trouble yesterday. I don’t see any sign of that guy, Wolf, around.”

Hunger beat out pride. PB snatched the bagel and water and turned away, facing the wall. Max’s heart dropped. One bad morning and this kid had reverted to an animalistic state.

“C’mon, PB. Who are you going to talk with, if not me?”

“The rats are good company. At least, they’re upfront about what they want.”

“I don’t want anything. I’m only trying to help you out.”

Shifting back around, PB guzzled the water and belched. “You want to ease your guilt — for being rich or white or whatever. I don’t really care. Every guy like you is guilty about something, and you think by passing a little food my way, you’re such a big help. Really making a difference. But you’re always going to leave, and I’m always going to be stuck here.”

“Doesn’t have to be that way.”

“Oh, what now? You going to bring me into your home? Is that it? You want me to call you papa and give you lots of hugs?”

“No,” Max said, and before he could think, he added, “But you could work for me.” He felt the same shock he saw on PB’s face. The words hung in the air and neither knew what to do with them.

Finally, PB threw the plastic water bottle at Max’s feet. “Get the hell out of here. You ain’t going to give me a job. What am I going to do, huh? Answer phones? I’m sure your clients would love to see somebody like me at the desk when they come in.”

“What are complaining about? It’s better than this, and it’ll pay you cash. Besides, you don’t even know what I do.”

“You look like a cheap lawyer. Ambulance chaser type.”

“Really? You think a lawyer can scrap it up like I did yesterday?”

“Don’t care. You ain’t seriously hiring me and I ain’t doing no job. I got all I need, and what I don’t got, I can get. You want to keep showing up with breakfast, that’s fine. I’m no fool. I’ll take your free food. You want to force me into labor, the hell with that.”

Though none of this conversation had gone the way Max intended, he had to admit that he felt better overall. He gave a little wave and walked away.

“Hey! Where you going?”

Max paused. “I got a job to do. Got to earn my living.”

He walked a few more steps before PB said, “If I want to check out your so-called job, if I want to see if you’re legit, where do I find you?”

“A block over.”

“What building?”

“Kind of work I do, you should be able to figure that out yourself.”

Max left, suppressing a smile. He had a good feeling the next time he saw PB, the young man would be asking for employment. Now, all Max had to do was figure out how they could possibly afford to hire him and what he could possibly do.

About twenty minutes later, Max drove to a gas station and filled up for the trip to Greensboro. Modern country played over the loudspeakers — an ode to drinking hard and falling in love. His mind played ping-pong between his upcoming discussion with Mother Hope and his previous discussion with Sandra.

“You think any harder and smoke’s going to come out your ears.” Drummond appeared on the opposite side of the car.

Max checked if anybody around could catch him talking to thin air. The only other car sat two pumps over, and the driver had gone inside only moments before. “Did you find anything in the Other?”

“I’ve searched all over there, put out a few feelers, and nothing. Can’t find anybody who died in the house or built the house or anything.”

“How’s that possible? Those people can’t all still be alive. Even someone who built the place at a real young age would be over a hundred by now.”

“The Other doesn’t house all the dead. It’s not as if George Washington is hanging out with Lauren Bacall. It’s a place for the ghosts — an alternate plane for those of us who are still here.”

“I know. But none of the people who should be connected to the house are there? That’s crazy. Somebody should be around.”

“They’ve probably all moved on to whatever comes after. It’s possible that one or two are in the Other and hiding, but I can’t imagine why that would be. No, my gut tells me that they’ve all moved on.”

Max topped off the gas and recapped the tank. “That doesn’t leave us much.”

“Just whatever you found out last night at the Darians’ house.”

Indicating the blue Casper bottle on the passenger seat, Max said, “There’s that. The house made a big show of noise and lights and then it left us that.”

“Wow, I haven’t seen a Casper Blue in a long time.”

“You know about that bottle?”

Drummond stuck his face through the side of the car and right up next to the bottle. Though he couldn’t smell it, he inhaled anyway. “My father’s favorite whiskey. Whenever he could afford it, he’d announce, ‘I’m getting me some Casper Blue.’ That’s what he liked to call it. I don’t know if that was a real brand name or anything, but I do recall that it was expensive stuff.”

“The ads I found all claimed to be the lowest-priced whiskey around.”

“Back when the company was running, sure. By the time my old man was a full-fledged alcoholic, the Casper Company hadn’t been around for some time. Finding an unopened blue bottle was a delight, and since each one meant one less in the world, they were expensive.”

“Was it worth it?”

Drummond’s wistful eyes looked over the bottle once more. “Never had it. My father wasn’t about to give his kid a shot of whiskey — especially the expensive stuff. When I got older and gained an appreciation for whiskey, I never found a bottle that I could try. According to my father, though, ol’ Casper could sure make a hell of a good drink.”

“That’s a good idea,” Max said, his focus drifting off as his thoughts raced around his head.

“What is?”

“I want you to go back into the Other.”

“I told you already, I didn’t find anybody. And my sources will let me know if someone’s hiding.”

“No, no, forget about all that. I want you to look for John L. Casper.”

“Casper?”

“He died somewhere in Mexico and nobody really knows what happened to him. Considering how big The Casper Company became during its heyday, and if you add in the fact that they dealt in whiskey, I’m thinking there’s a good chance Casper didn’t move on with ease. Right? He could be in the Other.”

Drummond brought his hands together in one strong clap. “This is why I like working with you. That brain of yours comes up with some clever ideas now and then.”

Max started the car and pulled into traffic. “Let me know as soon as you find anything out.”

“You got it. So, what about you? Where are you going?”

“Me?” The seatbelt rubbed against Max’s neck. He readjusted it but still felt as if it dug into him.

Drummond pointed a finger at him. “You going to answer me or are you going to keep fidgeting like the guiltiest criminal ever to sit in an interrogation room?”

With his face heating up, Max said, “Sorry. I just don’t think you’re going to like this.”

“I already don’t like it. So, out with it.”

Max explained how Sandra could feel energy pulsing off the bottle, how they didn’t have a witch they could use, and that the only option was to take the bottle to Mother Hope.

Drummond flicked the rim of his hat. “That woman is not going to bring you anything but trouble.”

“You got a better idea? I don’t see another option.”

“Unfortunately, you might be right. She’ll still cause you trouble, but I don’t know how else you’ll get the answers. I’d think maybe Leed could help, but he’s been pretty quiet since being at the Darians’ house. He’s still with me, but he’s not the same.”

Max eased along the Route 40 on-ramp. “I’ll be in Greensboro in about twenty-thirty minutes. You come up with something better before then, please tell me. Otherwise, go find Casper.”

Drummond faced Max with a grave look. Usually, his ghostly temperature didn’t bother Max or even register, but this time, Max could feel the air in the car chilling around him. “You be real careful,” Drummond said, each word dropping the temperature faster. “Never forget that she’s a witch. The Magi group may be on our side — at least, most of the time — but no matter what Mother Hope says, she’s still a witch.”

“I know. Don’t worry.”

“And above all else, don’t you dare promise her anything. You understand? Don’t make any promises.”

“All I want is for her to check out this bottle. That’s it. I’m not going to let our conversation go down any other avenue. And if she won’t help me out, then so be it. I’ll thank her for her time, get back on the road, and come home. It’ll —”

Drummond snapped out a finger and pointed at Max’s face. “Don’t you dare say it’ll be easy.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

Of course, Max had lied.

 


 

 

Chapter 12

 

Standing in the shadow of the brick and granite O. Henry Hotel, Max tried to shuck off the sense of dread driving down his shoulders. Hard to do when the last time he had stepped foot in this place, he nearly lost his life.

“You sure there isn’t another witch?” Max muttered to the parking lot. When no answer came, he trudged up to the lobby.

The place had not changed. The dark wood walls, high ceilings, and overwhelming smell of a fireplace gave the hotel a dignified and stuffy aura as if at any moment, British gentlemen from the 19th century would enter smoking cigars and swirling cognac. The brass elevators on his right and the classy reception desk on his left broke the illusion but not by much.

A short walk ahead, the wide lobby opened into a large sitting room. Thick, heavy furniture created a miniature labyrinth and classical music swept around the area, floating up to the ceiling two stories above. And, of course, the most important part of the hotel rested near that ceiling — O. Henry’s famous short story, The Gift of the Magi, had been painstakingly painted in one long spiraling path covering all four walls. It looked like an artistic homage of the hotel to its namesake, but Max knew better. Those words acted as runes to a spell that formed a protective barrier around the building. Not protecting Max, of course, but rather the witch he intended to see.

Since nobody bothered to greet him, Max approached the reception desk. A man and a woman worked at the desk. The woman busied herself with her computer while the man picked up a phone and spoke in a low tone. Neither smiled at him or welcomed him or even offered to help him. The suspicious way they eyed him suggested all he needed to know.

Instead of talking with them, Max turned toward the lounge area and plunked down on an overstuffed couch. And he waited. His eyes felt heavy. He had been up for over twenty-four hours, and the idea of a quick rest pushed him deeper into the couch.

He knew they watched him. Even with his eyes closed, he could feel it. But even if that detective’s sense for danger hadn’t been improving, simple logic told him that the Magi group would never allow their leader and witch to be anywhere that wasn’t under surveillance. Only a short time later, he heard footsteps approaching. He forced his eyes open and saw two broad-chested men wearing ill-fitting suits.

With a low groan, Max got to his feet. “If you two aren’t the muscle around here, I’ll have to go buy a hat just so I can eat it.”

One of the men had a pencil-thin goatee. His square head blocked out his partner. “Is there something we can help you with?”

“I’m here to see Mother Hope.”

“Concerning what?”

“That’s for Mother Hope.”

Square-head grinned as if Max’s stubbornness would make his day. “Nobody gets to see her without declaring their intentions.”

“My intentions? Gentlemen, I’m not interested in marrying the woman. I simply have a question for her. I’m sure if you let her know that Max Porter is here, she’ll see me.”

To his partner, Square-head said, “Everybody thinks they’re special.” The partner snickered.

“I’m not saying I’m special. It’s simply that Mother Hope and I have had some past dealings. She knows who I am and will, at least, hear me out.”

Square-head’s voice turned grim. “About what?”

“About none of your damn business. Now, I understand you’ve got a job to do, but you need to understand that your boss deals with sensitive information and I’m not about to tell just anyone —”

Square-head grabbed Max’s hand and twisted it in such a way that Max spun around. His wrist burned and his elbow locked. Square-head’s partner chuckled as Square-head continued to speak in a calm but menacing tone. “We understand our jobs perfectly. You want to see her? Then come with us.”

With a push of the arm, Max had no choice but to stumble forward. Trying to stand his ground would only result in breaking his arm. “I’m moving. Let me go and I’ll keep moving.”

Square-head maintained his control of Max’s arm. He turned Max down a hall and into a private elevator. If anybody witnessed this assault, they chose not to offer help. At least, Square-head released Max’s arm once the elevator started to descend.

To avoid making eye contact with either thug, Max watched the display above the door. When the elevator eased to a stop, the display read B4. On the floor selection panel, there were buttons for the Lobby (L) and the floor below (B1), but none other after that. No B2 or B3, and certainly no B4.

The elevator doors slid open, revealing a dismal hall with a wood-slat door on each side — one close to the elevator, the second about halfway down the corridor — and one metal door at the end. They stopped at the second wood-slat door. Square-head shoved Max inside.

Max had expected the sparse room to have a two-way mirror much like a police interrogation room, and the Magi group did not disappoint. However, he did not expect the absence of a table and chairs. Most certainly, he had no inkling that the wall opposite the mirror would bear two thick, metal rings — the kind used for prisoners in medieval dungeons.

“Perhaps we’ve got off on the wrong foot,” Max said.

As he broke for the door, his gut met with Square-head’s solid fist. The air rushed out of Max’s lungs as his stomach slammed up against its neighboring organs. With his legs weakening, Max groped for the wall to keep from falling over. Square-head’s friend, the one who kept chuckling, rushed in and smashed his shoulder against Max’s.

“Don’t break his bones,” Square-head said.

Chuckles hocked up in his mouth and spit on the floor. “You gotta let me do more than that. C’mon. I been waiting for this.”

“Tie him up for now.”

Chuckles knotted one meaty hand in Max’s shirt and thrust him against the wall. “I’d love for me a reason to pound your skull, so give me a hard time. Please.”

Max opted to put his energy into standing. As his legs regained their strength — at least, a modicum of strength — he noticed Square-head locking the door. Chuckles continued to earn his name as he used coarse rope to tie Max’s wrists to the iron rings in the wall.

“What’s that?” Square-head stepped across the room to where Max had fallen. From the floor, he lifted the blue bottle. He pressed the bottle against Max’s cheek. “What’s with this? You got poison in here or something?”

“Poison? There’s no top on the bottle.” Max knew Chuckles would punch him for being snide, but he couldn’t stop himself.

“Answer my partner,” Chuckles said and did as expected.

Max clamped down his jaw, hoping to avoid throwing up. Not only would that signal weakness to his captors, but he feared what they might do should he accidentally hit them with his vomit.

Square-head pushed the bottle harder into Max’s face. “Not poison. Perhaps a spell, then?”

Seeing Chuckles ready to punch again, Max’s body dropped in defeat. No point in going on when these two would clearly keep beating him for nothing. “Rein in your dog.”

“He talking about me?” Chuckles said.

“Easy. I think he’s ready. That right? You going to tell me what this bottle is about?”

“I don’t know. Really. I came here to show that bottle to Mother Hope. I think there’s a spell around it or connected to it or something, and I want her help to discover what’s so special about it. That’s it. That’s why I’m here.”

Square-head hesitated. Max could see the dismay on the man’s face. He may have been counting on a more serious threat to Mother Hope. Perhaps saving her life from a sneaky assassin would have garnered him great praise or a promotion. But Max’s words must have sounded true — not only because they were true but because Max’s emphatic tones suggested the real panic that threatened to set in. Max was scared and Square-head knew it.

To Chuckles, he said, “Come on. Let’s check this out.”

Square-head left with the bottle in hand. Chuckles glanced back. “Stay here,” he said, snickering as he walked out.

Max didn’t bother straining against his bonds. He already knew they were tight. Instead, he flexed his fingers, hoping to keep some circulation going through.

When the door opened, he braced for another beating. Leon entered and closed the door with a soft touch. The dim lighting of the room made it hard to see all of Leon’s features, but Max could see enough — pity mixed with worry. Neither emotion appeared to be on Max’s behalf.

Standing with his back to the mirror, Leon said, “I told you not to come here, that you would only cause trouble.”

“I thought you people looked into me. Don’t you know I’m always causing trouble?”

“There’s nothing for you to gain here. When they come back, apologize and get the hell out of here.”

Max clicked his tongue. “I think I’ll stay.”

“They might hurt you more.”

“Been my experience that when the beatings start, I’m usually on the right track.”

“Usually is the operative word. This time, you’re wrong.”

Something in Max’s side dug hard. He hoped they hadn’t broken one of his ribs. “Look, I’m not trying to screw you over. If I had an alternative, I wouldn’t have come here. Untie me, and I’m sure we can work this out.”

“You think I’m here to help you? I was helping you when I told you not to come.”

“Bullshit,” Max said — if Leon wouldn’t help him, at least the guy would be stuck with a guilty conscience. “You said that for yourself. You pawned this case off on me, cut out the only witch who I’d dare to ask for help, and now you don’t want to be held responsible.”

Leon stormed to the door and stopped with his hand on the knob. “I’m going to tell you what to do. You listen and do what I say, and you’ll get out of here alive — bruised but breathing, and definitely not cursed. You ignore me, and I won’t be responsible. Not for any of it.”

“Whatever makes you sleep at night.”

Leon glowered at Max. He gripped the knob tighter as if strangling Max instead of a piece of metal. “Mother Hope will agree to see you. When she does, you ask her only what you really came here for. Don’t let the conversation wander off. She’ll try. You keep things focused. Get your answer and get out as fast as possible. Whatever you do, do not promise her anything.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s enough. Do what I said and you’ll be fine.”

“Piece of advice in return — you shouldn’t be involved with people you’re this scared of.”

“Mother Hope does good work. We’re fighting the Hulls and that’s worth a bit of fear on my part. Besides, I know how to handle myself with her. My being scared — that’s for you.”

Leon left. Alone and feeling the bite of rope against his wrists, Max swore the room darkened and grew colder. His brave face peeled away. A tremble worked its way up from his legs.

He waited.

For how long, he had no idea. Could have been fifteen minutes. Could have been an hour or two. He only knew that, despite his efforts, his hands had gone numb, and his back ached from being stuck in the same position. Only that pain kept him awake.

When the door finally opened again, Chuckles entered with a hunting knife — any bigger and the thing would have been a machete. The lug moved in, licking his lips as he waved the knife under Max’s throat.

Max had hoped to keep a stoic face — give nothing to this brute. But the way Chuckles laughed told Max he had failed. Then he felt his jaw quivering.

“Don’t wet yourself,” Chuckles said. “I ain’t gonna kill you. I’d like to, but Mother Hope wants to see you.” With the knife, he cut the ropes binding Max’s hands. “You do anything stupid, and maybe afterwards I’ll get a chance.”

With a rough hand, Chuckles gripped Max by the upper arm and pushed him out of the room. Square-head waited in the hall.

Max knew to keep quiet, but his mouth opened anyway. “Told you she’d want to see me.”

Square-head ignored Max’s cocky look and gestured toward the elevators. Chuckles, however, smacked the back of Max’s head. “Shut up and walk.”

Max obeyed.

The elevator rode all the way to the top floor. Only the fifth floor, but the penthouse suite nonetheless. The entire trip up, Chuckles squeezed tighter. Max knew he’d have finger-shaped bruises on his arm for the next week. Hopefully, it wouldn’t get any worse.

Growing up, Max had learned not to make too many assumptions about people. His time with Drummond had taught him that often a detective had to make assumptions. As they entered the suite, Max drew some pretty quick assumptions that he had to gamble would be correct.

First, he decided this suite did not belong to Mother Hope. Everything about the place spoke to a modern, stylish flair. Black marble floors with white, sparse furniture. Huge flatscreen on one wall and Japanese prints on the opposite. The only color burst from a lavish floral arrangement sitting in the middle of a black block coffee table. Nothing about this place agreed with Mother Hope.

She was an old woman who dressed like an older gypsy and carried with her none of the light, airy feel of the suite. An aura of dark surrounded her, brought on by the strange, cursed things she had seen and experienced over her lifetime. At least, for the moment, she used her abilities as a witch to fight against the magic of people like the Hull family. But Max would not count on that.

Square-head stopped at the doorway. Chuckles thrust Max forward and then took up position next to his partner.

“Please, Mr. Porter, sit and be welcome.”

In the corner to Max’s left, Mother Hope rested in a white armchair. The blue Casper bottle stood on a black cylinder meant to be a side table. Max lowered to the edge of the couch.

“You want me to tell you about this bottle.” Mother Hope’s inflection had no question in it.

“I already know about the bottle. I want you to tell me about the spell or whatever magic is on the bottle.”

She grinned and the wrinkles in her face flattened. “Is this for one of your cases?”

“That’s not really important.” Max remembered everything Leon had said. He had to keep the conversation focused on the answers he sought. Nothing else. Besides, Max had no intention of betraying Leon, so the less said the better.

“Perhaps you’ll tell me where or how you came into possession of the bottle.”

“Again, not important. I only want to know about the magic.”

Mother Hope folded her arms and peeked at the bottle. “You are not being too helpful. More insulting, you are not being too observant. Either that or you’re simply rude.”

“I don’t know what I missed, but I guarantee I have no desire to be rude.”

“Surely, one who claims to be a detective would notice that I am not the same decrepit old woman he had met before.”

The moment she said the words, Max saw it. She looked several years younger, more vibrant, less wrinkled, perhaps even stronger. But he had to put that out of his thoughts. Stay focused.

“I guess you’ve got some powerful mojo,” he said. “I’d be grateful if you’d use some of it on the bottle now.”

“Mojo? How quaint. The ability to cast off years is not some mere trickery. It is among the most difficult of spells. Do you want to know how I achieved it?”

“I want you to look at the bottle.”

“I succeeded because of that bottle.”

Max paused. “Excuse me?”

“In order to gain even a few years of youth, a witch must siphon off energy from an item already imbued with magic. Most items that have been cursed or favored don’t have enough energy, and so the spell fails. But this bottle is overflowing. A spell that should have taken a full hour, I pulled off in fifteen minutes. And look at the results.”

“Yes, you don’t look a day over sixty-five.”

A scowl flashed across Mother Hope’s face and disappeared. “Not bad for a woman nearing triple digits.”

“I suppose. But so far, all you’ve told me is that the bottle has a lot of magic on it. I already knew that. I want to know what that magic is, why the bottle appeared —”

“It appeared?” Mother Hope’s hand shot to the arms of her chair as if bracing for an assault.

Max locked his mouth shut. Stupid. After a slow breath, he said, “I’ve already spent too much time here, and I can’t say I was happy about the welcome I received.”

“I won’t apologize. My men may be rough, but they protect me from constant threats.”

“I want to know if you’ll tell me about the magic on the bottle. Yes or no?”

“Well, now, that depends.”

“On what?”

“If you’re willing to make me a small promise.”

There it was. Even if he hadn’t been warned, the lust on her lips would have been enough to ring the alarms in his brain. She observed every motion he made, her eyes darting between his hands, his mouth, his legs, his mouth, his eyes, his mouth. Yearning for him to speak the words she needed.

“Sure,” he said. “What do you want?” In his head, Max could hear Drummond cursing and screaming.

“A simple matter. All I ask is for you to promise me that you do not go back to the house where you found this bottle. If it’s part of a case, then you’ll have to recuse yourself. For that, I will take the time to investigate your bottle, and I will report to you what I learn within the week. Sooner, most likely.”

Max popped to his feet. “You already know, don’t you?”

“The magic? No. Though I have my suspicions.”

“You know something about this. It’s been right on your face this whole time.”

“Oh, bless your heart, you think you can outwit me. Dear, I’m an old, old woman. I’ve been living here for a long time. Of course I know a lot about a lot that goes on around here. Why should that be a surprise? But information is valuable, and I haven’t survived this long by giving it away freely.”

“Now what do you want?”

She licked her index finger and made a mark in the air. “I already have you for one promise. That’s enough. Leave. I’ll contact you when I understand what has been done to this bottle.”

Square-head and Chuckles moved forward, but Max put out his hands. “Easy, fellas. I can walk out on my own.”

Though they followed him all the way out of the O. Henry Hotel’s lobby, neither one placed another hand on him. He got in his car and started back to Winston-Salem and the Darians’ house. He had made a promise to help them. He had made that same promise to his wife. In his book, those superseded anything he said to an old witch.

Besides, how would she know what he did unless she had him followed? He checked his rearview mirror. Clear. Over the next minute, he checked it ten more times.

 


 

 

Chapter 13

 

Route 40 drifted by, a constant blur of trees, cars, and construction. The last day had become a blur, too. Too many decisions hung above him, waiting for him to place his neck in their noose.

He had to make that promise; otherwise, Mother Hope would have refused to help. It was that simple. But he knew nobody would accept his logic — especially Drummond. Considering how little sleep he’d had, perhaps Drummond was right.

Max’s cell phone chirped. He answered it before bothering to look at the caller ID. “Hello?”

“Max? I’m so glad I caught you.” His mother. Great — from one mother to the next. “How are you doing?”

“I’m fine, Mom.”

“Uh-oh. You don’t sound so fine. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing to be worried about. Just the day to day stuff.”

“Come on, now. You’re talking with your mother. I’ve been learning to hear your tones since you were born and could only cry when you needed your diaper changed. Now, what’s the matter?”

Usually, Max could deflect her with ease. Of course, this would be the time his mother decides to dig in. But what could he say? He didn’t want to lie to her, but she would never believe that he had troubles brewing with a witch, a ghost, an unknown spell, and a haunted house. In fact, if Max said any of that, his mother would probably take the first flight to North Carolina and have him committed.

His mouth solved the problem by blurting out the first thing he thought of that she could understand and accept. “Well, I found a pregnancy test and —”

“You’re having a baby?” Max could practically hear the fireworks bursting out of her.

“No, Mom. The test was negative. But Sandra’s been acting a bit odd lately.”

With a knowing laugh, Max’s mother said, “This is what you’re confused about? Men. You all are so thick sometimes. Your father was one of the worst. I could write him a note that I wanted to travel for my birthday, and he’d buy me a diamond, saying he had no idea what to get me.”

“At least, we know where I get it from. You want to clue me in to why she’s upset?”

“It’s obvious, dear. She wants a baby.”

Max shook his head. “I know you want her to want to have a baby, but I’m not so sure. Last time we talked about it, she seemed scared of being pregnant.”

“Of course, she’s scared. It’s frightening enough the first time around but think about her age. She’s no young, little thing. That can cause complications. I’m sure it’s got to be quite conflicting in her head. She wants to have a baby but fears losing it because her womb is getting old, yet she’s running out of time to have children.”

“Maybe, but —”

“Listen to me. I know these things. She may have spent many years crowing about how she never wanted kids, but all women have the desire for children. It’s in our blood. Just takes some a bit longer to recognize it.”
Max tried to ignore this last jibe and focused on the overall idea. Sandra had been so vehement about the Darian case — particularly about protecting Shawnee Darian’s unborn child. Maybe his mother was right. Maybe Sandra felt her biological clock winding down and this case had brought it all crashing to the forefront. It would explain most of her behavior lately.

“Oh, this is going to be wonderful,” his mother said. “You let me know when the timing’s right, and I’ll make sure to help you outfit this baby proper. You’ll need a crib and a changing table. And diapers! You’ll need lots of those.”

“Mom, calm down. Sandra’s not even pregnant yet.”

“But she will be. And that’ll make me a Grandma. What do you think I should be called? Grandma, Nanna, or Granny? No, not Granny.”

Max had to endure for several more minutes before he could extricate himself from the phone call. Once he set aside his cell, he conjured a clear image of Sandra with a full belly of baby sticking out far. She beamed bright as she rubbed her stomach. Pregnancy would certainly look good on her.

And me? he wondered. How am I going to handle all of this?

After a moment of thought, and with the naive confidence every first time parent experiences before the baby actually arrives, he decided he could do it, no problem. He could be a father. He could handle that. It might require a few changes in their lives, but so what? If Sandra needed to have a child, he would be on board with the decision.

He smirked as a new thought hit him — their child would have a unique upbringing. Uncle Drummond would be a part of the experience. No way would a child born from him and Sandra not be able to see ghosts. That would bring some challenges in dealing with other children, but Sandra had been through it herself. Surely, she would have a better idea of what to say and how to handle it all.

Max shivered. Like his mother, he was planning for things that were far off — especially because Sandra was not pregnant. Not yet.

She seemed to want to be, and Max now wanted it, too. As he exited the highway and navigated the few roads to the Darians’ house, he decided he would broach the subject the first time they were alone. Sandra needed to know she had his support.

Parking the car, he felt some of his stress lifting away. Until he saw Wayne Darian pacing on the front lawn, muttering to himself, and twisting his bottom lip. The blood had drained from his face, and his eyes were wide and darting around.

When he finally spied Max, he called out, “Please, you’ve got to help us.”

 


 

 

Chapter 14

 

Max sauntered across the street and onto the front lawn, knowing he had to deal with Wayne Darian and fed up with the day already. Wayne’s head flew to attention as he heard Max approach. He looked like a blind date who thought he had been stood up but suddenly saw a beautiful woman arrive.

And I’m the woman, Max thought. Sheesh.

“You okay there, Wayne?”

A sheen of sweat covered Wayne’s body. “You’ve got to help me.”

“That’s what we’re trying to do. You look a little agitated. Something happen?”

With his middle finger, Wayne pointed back at his house with his arm extended so tight, the muscles vibrated. “That Libby woman came back and she’s inside there right now interviewing my Shawnee.”

“That’s to be expected.”

“Shawnee’s already been interviewed. How many more times does Libby have to ask the same questions? This isn’t a police interrogation for crying out loud. You people are supposed to be here to help us.”

“I know it’s tough. But you understand why that happens? With the police, I mean. Do you understand why they ask the same thing over and over?”

“Because they’re trying to trip you up. Catch you in a lie. But we’re not lying.”

Max made sure to speak slow and calm. Anything to temper Wayne’s frazzled mind. “That’s true when they interrogate a suspect. But sometimes they’re asking questions of a witness, of somebody who saw a crime happen. And when they do that, if given the chance, they’ll ask the same questions over and over because when you experience something intense, it can take several times before you really can recall everything. Libby’s in there hoping to get some new piece of information that Shawnee had previously not remembered. That’s all.”

“Well, maybe. But I’m telling you, for all the talking you people do, nothing’s getting better around this place.”

“I know. I wish we could clear this all up much faster.”

Wayne’s chin quaked. “It’s not fair. All we’re trying to do is have a good life down here. We didn’t ask for any of this.”

Max wondered how long Wayne could hold onto his denial, how long he could pretend the threats to his family had reasonable explanations. Up until this point, Max saw in Wayne’s eyes and the way the man spoke that he had not fully accepted his new reality. Part of him must have dismissed it as his wife’s imagination. He probably figured he would play along, hire the paranormal investigators, and chalk it all up to some weird experience they could laugh about years later. But now reality crashed upon his head.

Max remembered when he first met Drummond. It had been a terrifying moment in his life. At the time, he had nobody to confide in. Until he learned of Sandra’s gifts, he thought himself alone. If nothing else, he could be there for Wayne.

“Look, why don’t you join me. I’m going to walk through the house again.”

“What good will that do?”

“I’m hoping to find anything I missed before. Nothing to worry about. You come with me, and then you can see the things I see. Maybe you’ll even find something important. You’ll be helping to fight this thing.”

Like a defeated foe, Wayne bowed his head. “Yeah, okay. But what’re you looking for?”

“Anything to connect this house with a dead person. While Libby’s in there trying to get more details from your wife as to the exact experience she’s been going through, I’m here to look into the history of this place. Find out more about it. Find out what specific event happened in the past that is causing this problem today.”

“How do you know it has anything to do with the past?”

“I’ve never heard of a haunting that didn’t involve a dead person. And dead people, by definition, come from the past.”

Wayne snorted out a short laugh. “I suppose so.”

Max led the way through the living room and into Ghost Watching Central aka the kitchen. Libby and Shawnee sat at the equipment cluttered table. Libby clacked away at a laptop as Shawnee answered her questions. They both tossed inquisitive looks at Max and Wayne.

“Don’t mind us,” Max said. “Just passing through.”

With Wayne following, he brought them downstairs to the basement. His previous tour through the house had glossed over this spot, but with all that had happened, Max thought it deserved a more thorough investigation.

Under the sparse brown lighting, Max meandered up and down the wood-shelved aisles. The mold and dust had increased since the previous visit, and a new odor had been added. Five rusting cans with dried paint dribbled down the sides — white, aqua, brown, black, and mustard. One can lacked a top, and a quick peek at the separated oil and pigment showed Max what had produced the strong odor.

From the bottom of the stairs, Wayne said, “Do you really think whatever you’re looking for is down here?”

“Would be a good bet. A bunch of this stuff came with the house, right?”

“Everything but the washer and dryer. We brought those in.”

Max halted. “None of this is yours?”

“I don’t think so.”

Max stomped up the aisle flailing his arms at various objects. “How could none of this be yours? I get the paint or the rusting screws, but you’re saying none of it. Not that birdhouse or maybe those warped LPs. None of that stuff belongs to you?”

“No. None of it.”

“Only the washer and dryer? What about that stack of clothes on the floor next to the dryer?”

Wayne edged away from the stairs, his face paling with each step. “How did that get here?”

Max followed Wayne’s gaze. On top of the clothes pile, a blanket had been partially spread out. The hair on Max’s arms stood up. He didn’t like the shape the blanket formed — too much like a child underneath. He didn’t like the bits of red yarn poking out the back — too much like a doll’s hair.

“Do you know what’s under that blanket?”

Wayne moved his head from side to side.

Max approached the pile.

Please don’t be a clown. Please don’t be a clown.

He never had a fear of clowns, but he had seen enough horror movies to know how terrifying a possessed child’s toy could be. And none could be more twisted and psychotic looking than the forced happiness on a clown’s face.

“That’s not right,” Wayne said. “That shouldn’t be here.”

“What’s under the blanket?”

But Wayne’s jaw moved without any sound.

Max reached out but froze before touching the blanket. If it turned out to be a clown doll, he could handle it. He wouldn’t like it, but he could handle it. He’d be waking with night terrors for the next several years, but he would manage. If the thing moved, however, if its eyes looked up at him, or its twisted smile grew, Max would be scrambling for the stairs, screaming nonsense.

He wished Drummond were here. Drummond would know right away what lay under the blanket.

But Drummond’s smart enough not to be here. Man, I’m such an idiot.

Wayne would be of no help. Max couldn’t ask for Shawnee’s help, either. Even if she wasn’t pregnant, clearly whatever caused all this trouble had put its focus upon her. That left Libby. No way would Max ask for her help. Her smug satisfaction outweighed his fears. Like pulling off an old bandage, he thrust his hand out and yanked off the blanket.

A pillow.

Just a throw pillow with red fringe.

Hearing both relief and anger in his own voice, Max said, “Damn, that got the better of me.”

Wayne had silently come right behind Max and dropped to his knees. The man’s hands groped for the blanket.

Pressing the blanket against his nose, Wayne engulfed the scent. “It still smells the same.”

“This? This blanket is the big deal?”

Wayne raised his head as tears trailed down his cheeks. “This belonged to my sister.”

“Your sister?”

“Charlotte.”

Based on Wayne’s reaction, Max held little doubt that Charlotte had left the world of the living. “What happened?”

As Wayne continued to stare up at Max, his fingers pilled the edge of the blanket. “I was eight when my mother got pregnant. She and Dad had always planned on it being just me. But she seemed really happy. She’d call me in every night and let me put my ear to her belly so I could listen to the baby grow. And once she found out she was having a little girl, they named her Charlotte and they bought this blanket.

“Every night, I’d go in there and I’d listen and I’d feel her stomach growing. Once the baby started to kick and I could see those strange motions on my mom’s skin as the baby’s hands and feet pushed out, that was when they brought out the blanket. My mom would wrap it around her stomach at night and she’d tell me it would be like the baby held the blanket. Soon, she promised, the blanket would smell like the baby. When it was time for me to go to bed, she would hand me the blanket and I’d spend my nights with that thing on my pillow, smelling the baby that would soon by my sister.

“I think my mom did all that to help me accept this new life. It wasn’t like I was three years old and gaining a sibling that I would grow up with. I was eight. An eight year difference is huge, and I was used to being an only child. I think she really feared I’d have a lot of trouble. But she was wrong.

“I loved the idea of having a sister. I loved the idea of being a big brother and protecting her. The way my mom let me participate in the growth of this baby only strengthened my resolve. I remember one night thinking Lord, help the sucker who tries to get in my sister’s pants when she’s a teen. I’ll knock his block off.

“I think it would have been wonderful. But then, my dad started to change. He’d been a good guy all my life up until then. Real father-of-the-year kind of material. But with Charlotte on the way, things changed. Now, I can look back and see that he thought that Charlotte wasn’t his. I don’t know why, but that’s what he thought. And it soured him.

“It all grew out of little things — picking on the noise I made on my plate while eating or forgetting to take out the garbage or not helping my mom pick up a box. Anything. Any little thing he could snap at me about, he did. And if he wasn’t snapping at me, he was getting on my mom’s case.

“I remember several nights listening to Charlotte grow while Mom made excuses for Dad. She’d tell me that he was anxious about the baby, stressed out about work, about finding the money to pay for this new addition — that sort of thing.

“I believed it at first. At least, I think I did. But then the bruises started showing up. On her face and her arms. At that point, I suspected the truth, but I was too young to really know what was going on. Until that morning ... I wanted to watch Saturday morning cartoons with a bowl of cereal and a glass of orange juice. I remember carrying it to the television. The bowl balanced in one hand, the glass in the other, but I filled the bowl too high with milk. I lost my balance. I tried to save the bowl but that meant letting go of the glass. Everything dropped and shattered.

“My father thundered downstairs. He saw the mess and he lost it. He hit me so hard, I had a swollen lip, a black eye, and bruises along my side. That’s when I knew what he had become.”

Max withheld his comments. Wayne did not appear aware of his surroundings anyway. He probably would not have heard a word Max said.

“My mom had been a large woman to begin with, and the baby only ballooned her up more. Somewhere around the sixth or seventh month, Dad started in about her weight. Threatening her, telling her she had to lose it all once the baby came or she’d be hearing it from him. I could see the fear in her eyes when she tried to hide it from me.

“But every night, when she’d call me in and it was just the two of us — oh, the love we shared for Charlotte. Holding this blanket against Mom’s belly and talking about all the cute things babies do and getting more excited by the day.

“Then one night, he came home — angry, maybe a bit drunk. The fight started before the front door closed — yelling, screaming. I was upstairs. I knew the sounds. I knew what it meant. But something felt different, sounded harsher, crueler.”

Wayne’s hard stare filled with tears that formed a constant river down his face, dripping off his chin and onto the blanket.

“I was eight. I didn’t know what to do. I ran into their bedroom and I grabbed Charlotte’s blanket and I ran back to my room and hid in the closet. I sat under that blanket all night long. I heard them yelling through the walls. I could hear the punches, too. All night long. And all I could do was sit there and cry, surrounded by the smell of this blanket.”

Wayne grew quiet. He sniffled and rubbed at his eyes. At length, in a soft whisper as if talking to a baby, he added, “Next morning, it was over. No more Charlotte.”

Once more, he lifted the blanket to his face and inhaled. But with abrupt force, he threw the blanket down. “What the hell is this? This isn’t Charlotte’s.”

Max saw that the blanket was no blanket at all. Rather, a large oily rag lay lumped on the basement floor. He closed his eyes. Damn. He hated these kinds of tricks.

Nudging Wayne with his knee, Max said, “Come on. Let’s go upstairs. Get out of this place.”

Even as Wayne kept his eyes locked on the rag, he nodded and struggled to his feet. Max clasped Wayne’s elbow, assisting him up the stairs. Libby and Shawnee had left the kitchen, and for that, Max was thankful. He didn’t want to explain to either of them why Wayne looked so distraught.

He planned to take Wayne outside for fresh air, but Wayne backed up at the front door. “Let’s go upstairs. You need to see the rest of the house, don’t you?”

“I can do that later,” Max said, using Wayne’s elbow to direct him toward the front door.

“No. This thing has to stop. My wife can’t wait for you all to feel better — or me, for that matter. Let’s go upstairs and find whatever you need.”

As Wayne ascended the staircase, Max considered calling him back. Outside, they would have a chance to recompose. Max had dealt with enough of magic and the otherworldly to know when the situation had turned for the worse. The thing haunting this house lacked all subtlety and had attacked too many times to be thought of as anything less than hostile.

Attacking Wayne through his memories, assaulting Drummond and Sandra with a sonic blast, shaking the house to its core — all signs of a spirit suffering far beyond simple anger. This enraged thing needed fear and negativity surrounding it. Its actions showed it would do everything it could manage to foster those feelings.

The bottle — Max looked at his phone. Mother Hope might be in danger if that bottle was infused with something evil.

“You coming?” Wayne called from upstairs.

Mother Hope could handle herself. Max needed to watch out for Wayne. Besides, the only way he could help this family was to find something to connect this house to a significant death.

As he clumped up the stairs, he whispered, “Only way is through.”

When Max reached the top, Wayne called from a room. “I’m in here. Where all the action takes place.”

Max didn’t like the sound of Wayne’s voice. It had a smarmy quality that didn’t belong in the man’s mouth. Walking down the hall, Max peeked in the baby’s room, but it was empty. Further down, he reached the master bedroom. He found Wayne sitting on the corner of a king-sized bed.

Wayne looked surprisingly chipper, as if nothing had occurred in the basement. With his bright smile, he waved Max in and patted a spot on the bed next to him. “Have a seat, pal.”

“Hard to look around if I’m sitting.”

Wayne wagged his finger. “Oh, you’re a clever one.” He gave the bed a short bounce. “I’m telling you, if this bed could talk — oh boy, the stories it would tell. Just me and my wife, but man, that woman’s a tiger. I guess when she’s old, she’ll be a cougar.”

Max cracked an obligatory grin.

“What about your wife? Sandra? She’s a hottie. What’s she like in bed?”

Having been through the possession of his own wife, Max’s first thoughts led him along a similar path. Perhaps the attack in the basement had done more than rattle Wayne. Perhaps it had opened him up, made him vulnerable to whatever entity they faced in this house.

Except, Wayne did not behave anything like Sandra had during her possession. Obviously, his drastic change in behavior was odd, but it could have been a defensive reaction to his memories. Overcompensating with bawdy joy in an effort to tamp down his dark thoughts. When he got a chance, Max would have to ask Sandra and Drummond to take a closer look at Wayne.

Throwing his arms about, Wayne said, “You going to look around or not?”

Max poked around the room and checked the closets. “I think I’m more interested in the baby’s room.”

Upon hearing the word baby, Wayne’s eyes clouded and his mouth dropped. In a monotone, he said, “Sure. Let’s go check the baby’s room.”

Max returned up the hall, not happy having Wayne behind him. Once inside the baby’s room, he did his best to blot out Wayne’s behavior. He had to focus on searching with care. On hands and knees, he inspected the baseboards, looking for anything he could consider a clue. When he checked the closet, he spied an access panel in the ceiling.

“You have an attic?”

Wayne shrugged. “I think it’s a crawl space. I don’t know. Never went up there.”

“Get me a chair or a step-stool or something.”

Wayne left, and Max watched the access panel for any movement. When Wayne returned with a chair, Max got up, popped the access panel, and hauled himself into the windowless attic. “Why can’t somebody ever haunt a bright, cheery room?” To Wayne, he added, “Is there a light switch down there for this?”

A moment later, a single bare bulb flicked on. Wayne’s hands gripped the sides of the entrance and he pulled himself up.

The attic rivaled the basement in clutter. Mounds of old newspapers and magazines rose from floor to angled ceiling like ancient chimneys. Several paintings had been stacked at one side. Max saw mirrors and drawers and other pieces of incomplete furniture. Three wooden boxes had been stacked to the right. Dust covered every object. Shadows covered more.

Wayne drew a smiley face in the dust. “Man, a person could drown in the stuff the previous owners left behind. They must’ve been real hoarders.”

Max got to work. Coughing as he sifted through one dusty bin after another, he found objects from various decades. Newspapers mostly had dates from the 1940s. Several books in one crate were copies of Dickens, 1930s editions. He even found a woman’s lace gloves. Based on the slim, childlike size, he knew it dated to the 1920s.

As Max continued his search, Wayne sneezed three times. “I’m telling you. This place is nothing but a big mistake. Shawnee and I ought to sell it, move on, and be done.”

“I wouldn’t blame you for wanting to get out of this. But you can’t just go selling it.”

“What do you mean? Why not?”

“Well, it’s not like there’s a state law against it, but there’s a moral law that you shouldn’t do it. Or it’d be like selling poisoned food at a restaurant. You know whoever moves in here next will have problems too.”

“I don’t know anything of the kind. I don’t even know what’s really happening here.”

Max held his tongue and continued his search. He tried to stay focused on the present task, but a thought struck him and he couldn’t hold it back. “You know, we found nothing to connect this entity to the house.”

“So?”

“If you move, it might just follow you.”

“It can do that?”

“The world of ghosts is a lot more complex than a bunch of bedtime stories.”

Wayne’s eyes lowered, and his lips tightened into a mean, heartless line. “Then you better hurry up and fix this.” He said nothing more as he left Max in the attic, alone.

In mock prayer, Max lifted his eyes upward and froze. His pulse increased. His fingers tapped against his thighs. 

The attic ceiling had been built from old wooden slats. Max moved in close. Dark marks ran across several of the boards. Letters, parts of words, a name — ILL UNGER’S G — and beneath that — EST 19 — the rest illegible. If these slats had been reclaimed from old buildings, then perhaps Max had found his clue.

As fast as his hands could move, Max whipped out a small notebook and wrote down the letters exactly as they appeared. This meant something, he knew it. He could feel it. Every researching bone in his body shivered with excitement.

He dropped down into the baby’s room and hurried outside. Unger was clearly a name and ill could be Bill or Will or even Jill or possibly a longer, odd first name like Winthill. The G left open a myriad of possibilities, and he would have to calmly think it over — something his brain could not achieve at that moment. With his keys jangling, he fumbled open the lock to his car.

Before he could open the door, Libby Broward approached.

“We may have a serious problem.”

 


 

 

Chapter 15

 

Libby crossed her arms over her chest as they walked uphill away from the house. Max waited for her to speak. Mostly, he concentrated on not throwing out a sarcastic comment.

Across the street, homes of brick sat on narrow man-made hills. To his right, they walked by a charming white house with gray-blue painted bricks along the bottom. On the right side of the house, an overhang protected a new, silver BMW convertible.

These were homes of average people living their average lives. Some well off, some struggling. A normal neighborhood. 

Max had spent plenty of time dealing with ghosts and witches. But most of those homes had been tucked away; most of the horrors had been underground or hiding in the shadows. He glanced back at the Darians’ house. It stood amongst the others but wore its charm like a mask.

Libby cleared her throat. “Tell me your opinion of Wayne.”

“Now you care about my opinion?”

“I’m not trying to fight with you. I’m asking because we’re on the same side. We’re both trying to help Wayne and Shawnee.”

“Easy there,” Max said, for his benefit as much as hers.

Libby’s arms tightened around her. “Forgive me for not being in a joking mood. Now tell me what you think of him.”

Max thought of the strangeness he had seen in Wayne. “He’s definitely troubled.”

“I’m afraid of the effect the stress might be having on this couple. That’s often how a malicious spirit works — divide and conquer. I’ve seen the behavior changes in Wayne. I think whatever’s attacking them is starting to focus on him more.”

“Isn’t this thing going after Shawnee’s baby? Isn’t that what we’ve all been worried about?”

“There’s more than one way to get at something. Right now, Shawnee’s on alert. She’s actively trying to protect her baby which makes it harder for any kind of malevolence to succeed.”

“You think it’s going after Wayne now?”

Libby stopped and turned Max by the shoulder to face her. “Not just Wayne. We’re all at risk.” She scanned up and down the street as if afraid someone might be eavesdropping. “Not that long ago, I made the mistake of dating one of my co-workers. Not any of these guys here. A man named Keith. We were on a case, and maybe it was the pressure or some survival instinct or I-don’t-know-what, but we ended up together. There was a full-blown poltergeist in that house, and it came after us bad.”

“What do you mean? It physically assaulted you?”

“No. It wormed its way into Keith’s head. Confused him until he saw me as the monster. He started accusing me of sleeping around, he grew paranoid — afraid I might try to kill him — and he became overbearing on a daily basis. None of these characteristics were typical of him. Eventually, well ...” Her hand drifted up to her cheek. “He hit me. Right in front of Carl. Which turned out to be a good thing because Carl tackled him. We tried to get him to see what was happening, to get him to leave the case, but he refused. So, we fired him and ultimately, we had to put a restraining order out on him. Being forced away from the house eventually broke the control the poltergeist had on him, but the damage was done. I’ve never seen him since. The point is that these things can come after us, try to create more strife between us and use that strife to destroy us. I know this is a personal thing to ask, but is everything good between you and your wife?”

Max leveled his best poker face at Libby. “We’re fine. We’ve faced plenty of this kind of thing together. Don’t worry about us.”

He walked back towards his car, leaving Libby alone. As he thumped into the driver’s seat, he glanced in the rearview mirror and saw her walking further up the neighborhood street.

Driving home, Max’s mind flooded with the serious dangers they faced. He could no longer postpone dealing with the pregnancy test he had found in their house. Part of him had hoped to wait until this case had ended. Part of him hoped never to have to deal with anything. But he knew Libby had nailed the head of the problem. If there was any discord between him and Sandra, whatever lived in that house would find it and use it against them.

 

 

Later that evening, when Sandra returned home, Max had a candlelit dinner of Wendy’s combo meals waiting for her — one hamburger, one chicken sandwich, and one beaming smile. She giggled at the sight, but he sensed the caution hiding behind her eyes.

Dumb move, Max. He had used the candlelit fast food dinner before and this may have been a case of going to the well one-too-many times. Sandra knew something was up.

Still, she played along. “What a thoughtful surprise. I’m famished.” She sat at the table and tucked into her French fries.

Max took the chair opposite her feeling like a player in a chess tournament about to face a dreaded opponent. He hated that such a feeling could be attributed to any interaction with his wife but saw no better way to deal with their current problems. He reminded himself there was no need for nerves. This would be a joyful conversation because he would be opening to her that he was ready to do the thing she wanted — to create a baby.

“I hoped we could have a little talk —”

Sandra clicked her nails on the table before washing down a bit of hamburger. “Before we start that, tell me how the case went today. Did you go to the Darians’ house? And what happened with Mother Hope?”

Max allowed himself to be deflected into this different conversation. He laid out his meeting with Mother Hope, skillfully glossing over the more treacherous details and skipping entirely the promise he had made. He also neglected the phone call with his mother and jumped straight to the Darians’ house. That part of the story he left completely intact.

“So this name, Unger, it was on the wood?”

“Yup. Couldn’t have been clearer.”

“What’s it from? What does it mean?”

“I don’t know, but we’ll find out. For now, I want to talk about —”

Sandra’s body tensed. “Maybe we should put conversations about us on hold until we’re finished with this case. This Unger seems like something we need to focus on.”

Max watched her eyes, wondering what she could be so scared to talk about. “We have to talk about this — for the case. Whatever is attacking the Darians will try to come between us. It’ll sense this unresolved talk, and it’ll exploit it.”

Sandra lowered her gaze, and her hand rested on her stomach. With a shuddering sigh, she said, “Okay. I’ve not been trying to hide things from you. I simply needed to be ready first. And you’re right. In order to help Shawnee and Wayne, we have to clear things up between us.”

“So, there is something between us?”

“Not like that. You know I would tell you any problem I had like that. We’ve come too far to hold secrets from each other.”

“Then what’s this all about? I mean, I think I know, and I have an answer that’ll make you happy. So why are we both so nervous?”

Reaching across the table, Sandra held Max’s hand. She gave him a slight squeeze. “Nothing to fear. I went to the doctor today, so that I could schedule —”

“Max? Sandra?” Drummond’s voice blared from down the hall. Max only had enough time to share a look of disappointment with Sandra; however, he swore she looked relieved. Drummond soared in. He circled the ceiling before dropping into the table, settling himself between them.

“I tell you guys, you would never be able to solve a case without me. It’s crazy. You’re always relying on me finding these people, and I have done it again. I have found a connection. Without me, you’d still be digging through your books, I’m sure.”

Max thumped his back against the chair. “Are you going to keep boasting or are you going to actually tell us something?”

“You wanted a connection, I give you Floyd Johnson.”

 


 

 

Chapter 16

 

Drummond held still after his triumphant declaration. His eyes fell upon the food and the candlelight and the perturbed gazes directed at him. “Am I interrupting one of your married date things?”

“Yes,” Max said, tossing his napkin on the table.

“Sorry about that. I can come back.”

Sandra wiped her mouth. “Don’t be silly. We can date anytime. This case is much more pressing. So, tell us, who’s Floyd Johnson and when do we meet him?”

Drummond bit his bottom lip and rubbed the back of his neck. “I may have misspoken. I don’t exactly have Floyd Johnson in hand, but I know he’s the man we want.”

Pushing back his chair, Max said, “At least, tell us how you know that.”

“Floyd Johnson was a former employee of the Casper Company. And though he didn’t die tragically at the Darian house, he did die tragically.”

“Tragically? What happened?”

“I don’t know exactly. We can ask him when I find him.”

“You don’t have the guy, but somehow you know all about him. Except you don’t know the key details of what you do know. How does that happen?”

Drummond kicked the back of Max’s chair — a reminder that he could still touch the corporeal world. “Just because I’m dead, doesn’t mean I don’t know my job. I’m a good detective. Part of that means developing a network of contacts and informants. People on the inside and outside of every situation to help me out. You got yourself a network together yet?”

“Well —”

“Exactly. You still got a lot to learn, and it’s important you start to do that learning. Get yourself a network of people here in the real world. I’ve been doing my end of it in the Other, and it’s those contacts that have provided us with the information we needed. That’s how I found out about Floyd Johnson.”

Sandra offered a warm smile. “You’ve done well, and we appreciate it.”

“Doesn’t always feel that way.”

“I certainly appreciate it.”

Max hurried to add, “And I do, too. Wasn’t trying to question your abilities.”

Mollified, Drummond continued, “Well, all we’ve got to do is find him now, and we’ll get all the details that we can. I’ll go back to the Other and see what’s what.”

Sandra blew him a kiss. “I wish I could give you a hug, too.”

As much as a ghost could, Drummond blushed. “For you, Doll, this is hardly trouble. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Drummond left.

In the silence that ensued, Max’s mouth twitched from side to side. Sandra got up and disposed of the fast food bags and cartons.

“I’m sorry our date got interrupted,” she said.

Max shook his head — not because he didn’t believe her, though he had seen her relief. Rather, he shook his head at his own thoughts. “None of this is adding up.”

“You mean the case?”

“What do we have? A haunted house that we can’t find the ghost haunting it. A house built in the 1920s, yet everything about it, like the bottle, comes from decades earlier. Even this Floyd Johnson is a former Casper employee, so how can he possibly be connected to a house that wasn’t even built until the guy was very old or, more likely, dead. And now, we have this piece of wood with the name Unger on it, and that could be any number of things.”

“I know how frustrated you feel. I feel it, too. But we’re going to have to —” Sandra’s cell phone rang. Glancing at it, she frowned. “It’s Libby.”

Max listened to her end of the conversation — the concern in her voice, the subtle gasp, and the dreaded question What happened? When she ended the call, Max said, “Shawnee got attacked again, didn’t she?”

“Worst one yet.”

Sandra tapped on her phone a moment and then handed it to Max. Libby had sent over a photo of Shawnee that made her look like a domestic abuse victim. Blood glistened on her forehead from a gash leading into her hairline. Her nose had swelled and blood dribbled down to her mouth.

Scratching his head, Max stretched his back. “Guess the day’s not over. Let’s get going.”

He paused a moment as he watched the last of their fast food date swept into the trashcan. He knew the pregnancy issue had been swept away as well, but even though they wouldn’t get a chance to talk about it all now, he could still be the man Sandra needed. For the moment, that meant helping the Darians. Soon, it would mean being a father — the best he could be.

Sandra’s fingers snapped in front of his face. “You there?”

Max grabbed his coat and keys and headed for the car. “Come on. Let’s go help the Darians.”

 


 

 

Chapter 17

 

Max tramped across the Darians’ front lawn and into the house. The drive over had been filled with tense silence. His thoughts had been consumed with the failed conversation over Wendy’s dinner as well as his frustration towards Libby and the Darians. He understood that Wayne and Shawnee couldn’t move away, that they had to deal with the problems of this house, but that didn’t mean they had to stay there and keep getting attacked. They could try to sleep in a hotel, at least.

Max chided himself. Angry thinking wouldn’t help the situation. Besides, he had been the one to tell Wayne that they couldn’t run from this.

Stepping into the living room, Max’s thoughts only strengthened — the Darians should try to run away. The place looked ransacked. Every piece of furniture had been upended. Several pillows lay in shredded bundles. Their stuffing covered the torn carpet like snow. Shattered picture frames and a broken lamp littered one corner of the room. A jagged crack marred the flatscreen. Parts of the sensitive and expensive filming equipment breached the far wall like a sculpture intruding upon the room.

“Carl’s going to be pissed when he sees that,” Max said.

From the kitchen, Libby called out, “We’re in here.”

Sandra hurried ahead while Max yanked the camera tripod out of the wall. When he joined the rest in the kitchen, he found Shawnee sitting with her head tilted back and holding ice against her face. Libby hovered over her like a stage mother.

Stroking Shawnee’s hair, Libby said, “The spirit attacked her while she slept on the couch.”

Max said, “Did you call for an ambulance?”

“Are you crazy? That would be the stupidest call. Yes, 911, a mysterious ghost-thing tried to kill my friend.”

“Not about the spirit world, but for her and the baby, surely the paramedics could do something.”

Shawnee dismissed them with her hand. “I’m fine.” But her hand swayed like a walking drunk.

Kneeling before Shawnee, Sandra touched the woman’s belly. “Son of a bitch,” she said and stormed out of the room.

Max followed in her wake. He had to make sure she didn’t act in a rage. Strong emotion was always food for these kinds of things.

Sandra charged up the stairs. Before hitting the top, a forced ripped her backwards. Max had only reached the third step when she came crashing down. He caught her, and they tumbled to the floor, his head banging into the front door.

“Sandra?” Libby called from the kitchen. “You okay?”

“We’re fine. Thanks for asking,” Max said as they untangled. “Well, it wouldn’t be a proper case, if I didn’t get beat up a little.”

When she didn’t react with even a slight chuckle, he worried she might have been seriously injured. Looking upon her, though, he saw nothing physically wrong. However, she stared up the stairwell, face pale, her bottom lip trembling.

He reached out for her but held back. He didn’t want to startle her. “What’s there? What do you see?”

She shook her head. “Nothing. I still see nothing.”

A terrible chill slithered across his skin. He knew that feeling. It happened whenever a ghost touched him. “I can feel it. Can’t you?”

Sandra nodded.

“If you can’t see it, then what the heck is it?”

She jumped to her feet and dashed for the kitchen. Max followed but he could hear her yelling long before reaching her side.

“Why are you still here?” she cried out. “Pack up your stuff and get out of this house.”

As Libby spoke, she pulled out some glasses and filled them with peach schnapps. “I know how frightening it can be in here, but understand that first, nothing else has happened here, not like this, until you and Max showed up. Also, I wanted to make sure Shawnee was safe before attempting to move her. But then I realized that without knowing what we’re facing here, how can we know anywhere else would be safe?”

“So your answer is what? For all of us to get drunk and try to forget about it?”

“I just wanted to calm things down.”

“Calm is not what is called for here. You need a healthy panic. You need to leave this house.”

Libby threw back her glass and winced as the alcohol burned its way down her throat. “Have you found anything in your research to suggest that this house has attacked other people? That there’s any history in this house?”

Though Sandra knew the answer, she still looked at Max. He could see the wish in her eyes that his answer would be different. He offered the best he could, “Not yet.”

“Then it’s possible, maybe even likely, that whatever is attacking Shawnee is not connected to the house but to her. Move her and it will follow.”

Hearing his own words echoed, Max thought they sounded hollow. They could try, couldn’t they? Take Wayne and Shawnee to a hotel and see if they get through the night. They were certainly not safer in the house.

Libby went on, “At least here we have some information and some sense of where it resides strongest — the baby’s room. If we go to a different house, an office, anywhere else, we’ll be starting over at square one. Do you think Shawnee wants to start over at square one?”

Sandra slammed her hand on the table, and Shawnee jumped. “I think she would prefer to live and have her baby be safe. It doesn’t matter what square we’re standing on. Maybe if you knew how to do your job better, this wouldn’t be happening.”

As Libby’s face reddened and her mouth tightened, Max stepped in. “Both of you, stop. Remember discord feeds these kinds of things. You two have got to make nice. For Shawnee’s sake.”

Shawnee stood and removed the ice from her face. Max knew how bad it must have hurt. He had been punched in the face enough. The bruising would swell more and it would be awhile before she could chew without sharp throbs in her jaw and cheek.

Shawnee clasped Libby’s shoulder and Sandra’s. “It’s my baby, and I say we all go. If this thing follows us, we’ll deal with it. But I can’t even sleep in here.”

Before anyone could argue, Max said, “Great idea. Let’s go.”

“There’s only one thing I need — my back-pillow. It’s in my bedroom, and I have to have it.”

“Can’t we go buy you a new one? Or if we put you in a hotel, I’m sure there will be plenty of pillows.”

“Have you ever been pregnant? Anybody in here? Because I can tell you, none of you know what it’s like. It hurts, and that pillow is one of the few saving graces I can cling to.”

Sandra tried to hide the painful look at Shawnee’s words, but Max saw it. Sandra said, “Honey, go get the pillow.”

Max did not argue. He wanted to, but he wanted to get out of that house more. Arguing would only delay them, and he would still end up getting the pillow.

Sandra wore her determined, purposeful look. “Now, Honey.”

With that, Max found himself climbing the staircase. His nerves jangled as he expected to be rifled back down at any moment. His temples thrummed with the heavy beat of his heart. Each step seemed to add more stairs as he went. He climbed and climbed, wondering if he would be assaulted or shoved or sent into a dark memory, but soon he reached the top and found that only his mind had plagued him.

The hall stretched out before him. All the doors were closed save one — the baby’s room. He would have to walk by that open door to reach the master bedroom. His legs refused to move.

“Come on, Max,” he whispered. “Get down that hall, grab the pillow, get out of this house.”

The way he saw it, he had only two viable options — walk soft and slow, hoping not to disturb anything that might be waiting, or sprint like a madman and get it over with. He deliberated for all of two seconds before pouring every bit of energy into flying down the hall.

He slammed the door open, lost his footing, and met the floor with his face. He rolled to his back and watched as the door shut itself. No — when rolling over, he had kicked it by accident. Get control of yourself.

Max crawled up the side of the bed. Once standing, he scanned over the bedroom. No pillow. His eyes fell upon the closed, closet door.

“Why does it always have to be closed?”

With two hesitant steps, he neared the door. Then he recognized his stupid mistake. He had looked everywhere but the bed.

Glancing back, he saw the long pillow designed for a pregnant woman. Relief rushed through his body. A shaking laugh fell from his lips. He reached forward. The pillow felt inviting, and as he thrust it over his shoulder, the room lost its sense of foreboding. He marveled at how powerful the human imagination could be.

That’s when he heard the screams from below.

Max’s throat constricted as he leaped over the bed. His foot caught the edge of the mattress and he tripped to the floor. Without pause, he popped back to his feet. Wrenching the door open, he heard another scream.

He tore through the hallway, pivoted around the banister, and raced down the stairs, taking them two and three at a time. Momentum bounced him against the front door. Shawnee’s long pillow took the brunt of the hit, but Max still experienced a sharp pain in his shoulder.

“Stop it!” Libby said from the kitchen.

Max entered the room, huffing as he took in the scene. Sandra and Libby stood against the kitchen counter, trying to meld even further back while Shawnee sat at the table, flinching with every sharp movement by the man at the center — Wayne. He burned fury — red-faced, spit flying, eyes pinpoints of rage.

“You’re all a bunch of hypocrites,” he bellowed. “Tell me you’re here to help but you do nothing. You make it worse. Look at my wife.”

He screeched the last word and Shawnee jumped back, keeping her eyes down.

Though her jaw quavered, Libby tried to speak in a soft voice. “Please, Wayne, I know this has been stressful and upsetting —”

“You don’t know shit! You promised to fix all this and instead, my wife is being beaten up by what? Ghosts? I’m supposed to believe in ghosts, for crying out loud.” Wayne caught sight of Max and refocused his wrath. “You. We brought you in because you were the experts. Well? What the hell do you have to show me?”

Max exhaled slowly, trying to calm the situation by being relaxed. Inside, his stomach spun circles around itself. “We’re narrowing it all down. A little more patience and we’ll have —”

“Nothing. You’ve got nothing and you’ll have nothing. And all the time my wife is a punching bag for an invisible bogeyman.” Wayne grabbed a handful of wires connecting up the monitors. “All your fancy equipment and you can’t do shit.” He yanked hard. The wires ripped out with a spark.

Shawnee yelped. “Honey, no! We need these people.”

“Lot of good they did you.” He pushed a monitor onto the floor and the screen cracked. “I want you all out of my house. Take all this crap with you.”

Shawnee clutched Wayne’s arm but he shoved her aside. “Please, don’t do this. I want them to stay. I want them to help.”

“I wanted them to help, too. But they’re doing nothing but using us. They just want to get it all on film so they can land a deal on tv and become famous. They don’t give a crap about us.”

Sandra’s jaw set firm and Max knew that look too well — she’d had enough of this. With a determined step, she walked towards Max. Wayne put out an arm to block her, but she slapped him in the face. “You ignorant, stupid, little man. Your wife is in trouble here and so is your baby, and you’re going to throw a fit because we can’t fix it all as fast as you want. Selfish. See how well you do without us. You and your family will be dead before the week is out.”

Wayne stared at her and for a second, Max thought his wife had gotten through to the man. But then Wayne’s face turned a heavier shade of red. “Get out of my house! Get out before I kill you all!”

He pulled back his hand as if to slap her. He never got the chance. Max plowed his sore shoulder into Wayne’s back. The man careened forward, his head narrowly missing the edge of Shawnee’s chair.

Shawnee screamed as tears soaked her face. She crouched by her husband, afraid to touch him and equally afraid to abandon him. With her cheeks puffed up both from crying and from the injuries of her earlier attack, she gazed up at Libby. “Go,” she said, the words choking on her tears.

Libby shook her head. “I can’t leave you here.”

“Please. We’ll be okay. Just go.”

“But —”

“Go!”

Libby blanched but still did not move. Sandra had to take Libby by the arm and tug her to get the shocked woman moving. As they left the kitchen, Max glared one last time at Shawnee. “This won’t end here. Whatever’s after you won’t go away.”

“Then don’t give up on us.” She stroked the back of Wayne’s head. He didn’t appear to be unconscious, but he had not stirred either. As quiet settled in the room, she whispered her final word. “Please.”

Outside, Max joined Sandra and Libby by his car. Libby stared at the house. She shuddered and sniffled, but she had managed to get a better hold over herself than when inside the kitchen.

“We can’t walk away,” she said. “At least, I can’t.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Sandra said. “We’re not going anywhere.”

“The rotten thing is Wayne’s right. What good are we doing? We’re failing here. We don’t even know what’s causing this, let alone how to deal with it.”

Sandra rested her eyes upon Max. “Don’t worry. See my husband — he’s a super-researcher, and he’s only had a short time on this so far. You give him a little more time and he’s going to find out what this is all about. I promise.”

Max didn’t like a promise made for him to fulfill when he wasn’t the one doing the promising, but Libby looked at him with such hope that he stayed silent.

“Trust me,” Sandra went on. “Research is Max’s superpower. He’ll beat this thing.”

They talked for a few more minutes before they saw Wayne peeking out of the window. Not wanting to cause Shawnee any further trouble, Libby walked off to her car. Max and Sandra glared back at Wayne, but they left, too.

As Max drove off, Sandra kissed his cheek. “You do this for me, okay?”

“You have any doubt?”

She smiled. “No.”

“Besides, apparently I made a promise.”

 


 

 

Chapter 18

Max and Sandra collapsed on their couch. Exhausted bodies and frazzled nerves had taken their tolls. He wanted to put his arm around Sandra’s shoulder, but even with his arms at his sides, he could smell his reek. He needed a shower.

Such a pleasure would not be coming anytime soon. Before Sandra could start snoring, he gave her a soft poke in the side. She mumbled.

“Go upstairs and get in bed,” he said.

“You’re not coming?”

“I’ve got a superpower to use, remember?”

With her eyes closed, she said, “Then I’ll stay up, too. I can help.”

“Thanks, but no. One of us needs to be thinking clearly tomorrow and it ain’t going to be me.”

Sandra required no further cajoling, though she did need a hand to rise from the couch. Once she stumbled upstairs, Max trudged to his study. The thought I have a study flashed through his weary mind and he giggled.

“Okay, time to research.”

He decided to start over with the basics, but this time, he would focus on an earlier period. Since nothing useful came from when the house had been built, perhaps he could find something during the time of the Casper Company. That blue bottle was their best clue so far — really, the only solid clue they had.

The other worthwhile find was the name Unger, but with nothing more to narrow the search, the Internet would spew out millions of answers for Max to sift through. That would be pointless. No, Max’s instincts said following the Casper Company made the most sense.

After a while, Max had typed up several notes from his searches. Some of his discoveries were odd, such as the man who, in 1908, sued his father-in-law for stealing his wife. There were also two strange fires at the YMCA — one on January 19, 1908 and the next on January 30, 1908. In February 1888, a widely respected man named William Thaw donated a large sum to Yadkin College. Twenty years later, his son committed murder. Apparently, 1908 was a violent year for Winston-Salem.

Violent, but not connected to the Casper Company.

Earlier, in 1902, Winston’s reservoir collapsed, sending nearly one million gallons of water rushing across the city. And in 1915, three notorious blind tigers were arrested.

That piqued Max’s interest. Blind tiger was another term for speakeasy. It came from the practice of saloon owners charging customers to see some type of attraction — such as a blind tiger (most likely a large, old cat in a cage). Then, the customers would be served a “complimentary” alcoholic drink. Because Prohibition made the sale, not the consumption, of alcohol illegal, this game circumvented the law. As time went on, the term became synonymous with anybody dealing in alcohol, legal or otherwise, and for Max, it held the most promise to connect with Casper.

However, after a lot of searching, he had to let the lead go. There were simply too many people using the term back then, and even more people used it now. Bars, bands, and old time bandits all adopted the name, and all of them popped up in even the narrowest search.

He came across a series of photos from the 1920s featuring police officers holding bottles of confiscated alcohol and taking axes to wooden kegs. One photo featured a young officer proudly holding a dark bottle over his head. The bottle’s distinct design jumped out at once — a Casper bottle. Unfortunately, further research turned up nothing regarding the officer, Jack Robertson.

Scratching his stubble, Max cleared his search bar and started over. Again. He decided to review the history of the Casper Company, hoping to locate some nugget that he had missed. He started with the name Floyd Johnson, but that turned up nothing useful. He’d have to leave that one to Drummond.

 

DAY THREE

 

Sandra tapped the top of his head. Max jolted awake. He could feel the imprint of the keyboard on his cheek.

“Morning,” she said. “I’ve got coffee brewing.”

“My angel.”

“How late were you up?”

“I don’t even remember falling asleep.”

“Any luck with the research?”

“No. Do I still get coffee?”

“Of course.”

“Good, because I’m going out to the library to tackle this some more.” He kissed Sandra’s hand. “We will get somewhere with this. Don’t worry.”

After downing a mug of coffee, Max shucked off his clothes and threw on fresh ones. Twisting his arm through his neck hole, he slathered on some deodorant. He pecked Sandra’s cheek and headed out. Fifteen minutes passed before he slapped his forehead.

“I’m such an idiot,” he said. His wonderful wife had made him coffee, gently woke him, and quietly helped him get ready. She asked a few questions but mostly stood nearby in silence.

She was waiting for him to bring up the talk that had been interrupted. She finally was ready to open up. And he had blown it.

 

 

The sun had set long before Max returned home. His eyes stung and rubbing them only made it worse. He needed a shower, a meal that didn’t contain anything deep-fried, and a long sleep. None of those things would be coming his way, however. Not before he told Sandra what he had learned.

He burst into his study, calling for Sandra to join him. As tired as he felt, his mind swirled with excitement. “I did it,” he said as Sandra entered. “I found something important.”

“I knew you could do it. Tell me.”

Max couldn’t sit still. He paced around the room, punctuating his words with each step. “Well, I couldn’t find anything about that house and what I learned about the time period didn’t really help. But then I decided to check out the area — not Winston-Salem in general, but the specific area. Elizabeth Street.”

“Don’t make me guess. What did you find out?”

“I found out that just two houses up the street, 1824 Elizabeth, there was a huge scandal in 1925. It all started in September when a woman named Grace Renner went on trial for stealing a hat.”

“A hat?”

“Yup. Everything I’m going to tell you came to light because of a stupid hat. Now, during the trial, Renner’s sister, Mrs. Charles Johnson, is on the stand and refers to complaints regarding dancing and liquor parties being held in her home. This little remark isn’t so terrible in itself, but the editor of the Winston-Salem Journal at that time was Santford Martin. This guy was a devout prohibitionist and he takes a major shine to this story. He smells blood.”

“But wasn’t everybody having little private parties?”

“Yeah, but this one was admitted to in open court. Plus, Mrs. Johnson made reference to ‘riding’ in a car with two Winston-Salem police officers.”

“I take it riding is a euphemism.”

“You take it correctly. Martin jumps on this story and fast learns that the sisters, Renner and Johnson, are running a brothel out of their house — one that apparently is servicing the police as well. He prints the story on September 20th and the whole storm begins to roll in. It moves fast. On the second day, Sergeant W. M. Cofer is suspended but the Mayor and the Police Chief decline to comment. On Day Three, Cofer is fired, the sisters leave town, and the brothel’s address is published. The entire neighborhood is being tarnished and this is in a time when local reputations meant a lot more than they do today.”

“I’m guessing the neighbors did something bad.”

“Not bad, but they did act. The women of the neighborhood got together and started pressuring former Mayor James Hanes to get involved. He had always been a good man to them, and they figured he was their best chance for justice since the current Mayor and Police Chief were clearly playing a game of damage control.”

“This is like an old version of Heidi Fleiss.”

“Exactly. And I think the top dogs were wetting themselves, afraid that one of the sisters kept a little black book. Making it worse for them, the editor, Martin, was milking the story for everything he could. Not only because it sold newspapers, but because it fed his zealotry about prohibition.”

Max’s enthusiasm had washed away all his tiredness. He could see his energy infecting Sandra as well.

“So what did Hanes do?” she asked.

“Not much he could do. Especially because the case kept bulldozing along. On the fourth day, Martin published a story in which Sergeant Cofer called himself a scapegoat. He states that his visits to the sister’s house were all official business. He was there responding to rumors of illegal dances taking place, but he never found evidence of any wrongdoing.”

“Did anybody buy that?”

“Doubtful. Meanwhile, the police searched for the AWOL sisters. By Day Five, rumors start flying that upward of eight police officers would be suspended and many city officials might be involved. And here’s where things really get interesting — I’m pretty sure Martin had nothing on Day Five. These rumors might simply have been his own desire or some glory-hound feeding him what he wanted to hear. But, on the sixth day, all the high officials close ranks and hush up. Nobody’s talking. So, even if Martin had nothing before, he certainly hit a nerve.”

“How many of them were going to this whorehouse?”

Max shrugged. “Maybe all of them. I don’t know. But the next day, an ex-cop revealed that the police were protecting hidden booze and the day after that, the eighth day, two detectives are fired. By this point, ministers and other prohibitionists are putting pressure on the city using their pulpits as weapons. Day Ten comes along and the police arrest a man named Ogilvie who had the hidden liquor stored at the Westover Golf Club. He’s acquitted for lack of evidence. Don’t ask — it was a legal maze that stunk of payoffs and corrupt authority. In the end, twelve days after the start of this whole thing, it all fizzles apart. The officials tighten up and many of the quotes that Martin had published could not be substantiated.”

“Wait. You mean they got away with it?”

“Other than those who got fired during the scandal, nobody else had to pay.”

With the story out, Max flopped in his desk chair and swiveled around as he let Sandra absorb all he had said.

“I’m missing something,” she said. “I mean, that was a fascinating story, but what does it have to do with the Darian case.”

Summoning all his remaining energy, he confidently knocked his fist on his desk as he said, “I don’t know. But it happened two doors up from their house in the exact time period we’ve been focusing on.”

“That’s awful thin.”

“There’s one more thing — Freddie Robertson. He’s the son of Jack Robertson. And Jack was one of the police officers involved in this case. I even found a photo of him holding up a bottle of Casper whiskey.”

“What makes Freddie so important?”

“Because, hon, he’s still alive. We’re going to go talk with him tomorrow, and all my researching instincts are telling me that he’s going to bring everything together for us.”

“I hope you’re right,” she said, but she looked doubtful. Her furrowed brow did not ease as the conversation ended. If anything, Max thought the wrinkles deepened.

“Something happen today?” he asked.

“Nothing bad. I got a call from Libby. She said things have quieted down. Shawnee called her and said there haven’t been any more incidents yet. Wayne still refuses to let Libby back in the house, but so far, so good.”

“That’s a relief. For now, at least.”

Sandra did not appear relieved. Her hands clenched as she seemed to be mounting her strength for something. Max’s tired brain finally clicked in — this was it. The conversation they had been dancing around finally had no place to escape.

He could make it easier for her, though. At least, easier to get started. “I found your pregnancy test in the trash.”

Sandra gazed at him, her eyes searching for his reaction to this news. “Are you upset?”

“That you hid it from me or that it’s negative?”

“I didn’t hide it from you. I just wasn’t going to talk about it unless there was something to talk about. But it was negative, so what was the point?”

“The point is that you want to get pregnant and that’s a big deal for both of us. The point is that just because you’ve got the womb doesn’t mean I’m superfluous in all of this.”

Sandra sat back, her frown no longer one of worry. Rather, she looked confused. “What makes you think I want a baby?”

Now, Max looked confused. “I thought ... well, my mother said ...”

“Your mother?”

“You don’t want a baby?”

“You talked with your mother about this?”

“I’m not close friends with a lot of people who have had babies. You don’t want a baby?”

“No. Not at all.”

“But the way you’ve been acting lately —”

“I’m terrified of getting pregnant. I mean I’m not scared of being pregnant or being a mother or anything like that. My fears are about the kind of person I am, we are, and what that means. Ever since we faced the witch Welling and she possessed me, I’ve been worried. I refuse to let my body, especially my pregnant body, go through that again. You see what’s happening with the Darians. No way will I allow that to happen to me. To us. My body belongs to me and only me.”

“But what about the doctor visits? Are you ill or something?”

Sandra rubbed her face. “Oh, honey, I’m fine. I’m sorry I worried you so much.”

“Still worried over here. What’s with the doctor?”

“I was looking into getting my tubes tied. If you’re okay with it, I want to make it you and me forever. No kids. Just us, fighting the ghosts and holding on to each other.”

Max walked around the desk and stood before his wife. His thoughts jumbled with his spinning emotions like a ship flipping in the water as it fell into a whirlpool. He would sort through it all later. For now, his wife needed his assurance that they were fine. And they were. He had his answers, and while part of him had warmed to the idea of fatherhood, his love for Sandra far outweighed any feelings toward a non-existent child.

He sat on Sandra’s lap. She let out an oof but laughed. “Mrs. Porter, if I weren’t so dead tired, I’d take you to the bedroom right now.”

“Well, Mr. Porter, you are dead tired. And you smell worse than a wet dog. So, go shower and get some rest.”

They kissed. Max pressed his forehead against hers, looked into her eyes with warmth, and then stood. But before he could reach the door, Marshall Drummond appeared behind the desk.

“Great news,” the ghost said and whisked straight through the desk. “I know where we can find Floyd Johnson.”

Max perked up. “You’ve got him?”

“I found him. See, this is where a network of contacts comes in handy. They all came back empty-handed.”

Sandra chuckled. “That sure is handy.”

“Doll, let me tell you, no news can be very significant. Without a single ghost in the Other finding any hint of Floyd Johnson, that told me he wasn’t in the Other. But based on the information I had about him having a tragic death, I thought it wasn’t likely he moved on. That and the fact that several of my contacts reported having seen Johnson in the Other previously.”

Exhaustion took the better part of Max’s patience. “Get to the point.”

Drummond dismissed Max’s tone as he turned toward Sandra. “Floyd Johnson must have found out someone was looking for him. He’s hiding.”

Understanding crossed Sandra’s face. “He’s a ghost that hasn’t moved on and doesn’t want to go to the Other. He’ll be near his grave.”

“Exactly,” Drummond said and floated backwards with pride.

Max tipped an imaginary hat. “Good work. Now, I’m going to sleep.”

“What? We should go out and talk with him.”

“Not tonight. I need rest. Plus, I have no desire to face a ghost in the middle of the night. Especially a ghost that’s trying to avoid us. And we have an important lead with a guy named Freddie Robertson. Sandra can fill you in, if she wants to stay up. I’ll talk with Robertson first thing in the morning and then visit your ghost.”

Drummond swished across the room to block the door. “I’m coming with you.”

“Sorry. Only Sandra gets to share my bed.”

“Cranky-tired and still a smart ass.”

“I try.”

“I’m coming with you tomorrow.”

Before Max could say a word, Sandra interjected, “That’s a good idea. I’ve got a follow up with my doctor, so you should have Drummond along. Don’t want you to face any of this alone.”

“Yeah, listen to your wife. Besides, how are you going to talk with Floyd Johnson when I’m the only ghost you connect with?”

“Relax,” Max said. “I was going to say it was a good idea. Drummond should come along.”

A brief pause. Then Drummond said, “Oh. Okay, then. See you in the morning.”

 


 

 

Chapter 19

 

DAY FOUR

 

The following morning, Max contacted Freddie Robertson. He found the man quite agreeable to a meeting.

“At my age, any company is welcome,” Robertson said over the phone.

He suggested they meet at the Geeksboro Cafe, a little place off Battleground Avenue in Greensboro. It was a colorful coffee shop with a massive projector and screen showing old black-and-white movies. Secondhand sofas and reading chairs lined the walls while long tables occupied the main floor space. Several people sat at them and played various board games — most of which Max had never seen before.

“What kind of place is this?” Drummond said as he spied over the shoulder of one player.

“It is called Geeksboro Cafe. I’m guessing these are the games geeks like to play.” Max glanced at one wall filled with shelves of board games. Titles like Catan, Carcasonne, and Resistance drew his attention.

“This is nuts.”

“No nuttier than sports fans that cover themselves in team colors and know every statistic down to the shoe size of every player. These are just people who really like ... whatever these games are. Besides, we’re not here to play. We’re here to interview a guy.”

A voice called from the back. “Max Porter?”

Drummond clicked his tongue. “Guess we found him.”

Short and bald, Robertson had the heft of a man who had regularly worked out in his younger years, but now all that muscle had turned against him — drinking a six-pack or two each day probably sped up matters. Still, for a man in his nineties, Freddie Robertson looked remarkable fit.

He waved them over to a small room in the back. Painted blue, it had game tables as well and another sofa. With the lunch rush not yet in swing — Max had no idea if this place even had a lunch rush — the back room was empty. Perfect for their conversation.

“You have any trouble finding the place?” Robertson asked.

“Not at all.”

“Why don’t you go get yourself something to drink? I’ll wait.”

“No, thank you. I’m here to talk with you.”

“Well, I need something to drink. I’ll be right back.”

Robertson walked out, and Drummond uttered a curse. “I feared we might be running into one of these types.”

“One of what types?”

“This guy — he might have something tell us, he might not, but I guarantee he’s going to string it out as long as possible. He’s lonely, and he’ll do anything to have this conversation fill up his day.”

“He’s said two words to us. How do you know this already?”

“What he said, the way he said it, and the fact that he went to go get a drink when, if you look at the table right there, he’s got a half-cup of whatever that orange stuff is.”

Max glanced at the table and saw the cup. This was one reason Max needed Drummond. The dead detective saw the things that Max’s untrained eyes often missed.

“Well, we’re here and we need to get something out of this guy. We’ll just have to try to make it as fast and direct as possible.”

Drummond chuckled. “Good luck.”

Max’s interrogation techniques, his observation skills, all the things he needed to be a good detective, had improved much since he had met Drummond, but he had hoped the ghost would offer more than Good luck when the time came.

Robertson returned, sat, and sipped his coffee a moment. Then before Max could launch his first question, Robertson smiled and said, “So, tell me Mr. Porter, you married?”

“Yes.”

“Any children?”

Max knew he paused before saying No and he wondered if Drummond or Robertson had noticed.

“Well, if you ever do have children, you make sure to raise them right. Make sure that they’re not going to abandon you when you get old. I can tell you, I never thought it to be true. Never bothered much to check out my old man when he was in his last years. Here I am and my kids don’t want to have anything to do with me. I feel sad about it. I’m not mad at them. I caused it. But there you have it. Be good to your kids, give them love and support, all that kind of crap.”

Max saw an opening and took it. “It’s actually your father that we wanted talk with you about.”

Robertson’s scalp wrinkled as he raised his eyes. “What’s my old man got to do with anything?”

“I’m writing an article about a house in Winston-Salem and your father’s name came up. Not many people are still alive from that time period, and I thought you might remember something, might be able to help me out.”

“Is this about that brothel?”

“How’d you know that?”

Drummond moved in. “Careful, Max. Don’t tip your hand.”

Robertson sipped his coffee and said, “There ain’t that much else that my father’s name would’ve shown up on. He was a good cop, but he never really got involved in any big cases that made the newspapers — except that one.”

“I see. Well, yes, I am interested in that house and that story. Not trying to cause any trouble for anybody, mind you.”

Robertson’s mouth broadened into a smile. “Why would it be any trouble? Unless you think my father was guilty of something.”

Max could not read Robertson’s tone. It seemed pleasant enough, but the words had a bite that troubled him. For Drummond’s part, the ghost stared hard at Robertson but offered no solutions.

Inspiration struck. “I’m sorry, Mr. Robertson, clearly this was the wrong subject to bring up. I’ll be on my way.”

As Max stood, Drummond snickered. “Smart move. You keep learning more and more from me.”

Sure enough, before Max had fully risen, Robertson said, “No, no, stay. It’s no problem. I’d be happy to share the stories.”

Max settled back. “What do you remember of that time? Anything about your father?”

“Oh, I didn’t see my father much. I was a little kid, and in those days, my father had no time for little kids. He walked his beat, got his paycheck, took care of his family — I’m pretty sure he got plastered every weeknight. But he never hit me. Least not unless I’d done something to deserve it. But I was a pretty good kid, so he didn’t have cause to wallop me. He didn’t beat my mother, either. So, we did pretty good for that time.”

“Did your father ever talk about the incident when you were older?”

“I told you, I never spent much time with the old man. That kind of stuff never really came up.”

Max hesitated, flummoxed by Robertson’s inability to provide useful information.

“He knows something,” Drummond said. “Listen to the way he’s answering your questions. He’s giving very specific answers, very narrow, and not expounding. He’s trying to avoid lying but he’s omitting things.”

Max reviewed the conversation so far. Robertson seemed content to sit in silence and sip his coffee. Finally, Max said, “You said you had stories to share. If you don’t know anything about your father, then what would those stories be about?”

Robertson set down his coffee. “Did I say that?”

“You did. Perhaps they’re about your mother. Did she work at the brothel?”

“Do not go insulting a man’s mother.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean that kind of work. Maybe she was a maid and cleaned the rooms.”

“My mother was an angel and would never set foot in such a place.”

Drummond nodded. “I’ve seen many a Southern man defend his mother, and I can tell you that this man is speaking the truth.”

“Then what?” Max asked. “I can’t sit here all day.”

Robertson watched his twiddling thumbs as he spoke. “Well now, hold on. I do have something that might be of interest to you.”

When Robertson failed to talk further, Max prodded, “I’m listening.”

The elderly man continued to focus his interest on his fingers. However, Max could see that this time, Robertson wasn’t stalling. Rather, his memories flooded over him, and he searched for a way to express whatever caused his mouth to tremble.

At length, he said, “First thing you should understand — back then things were tight for us. The Great Depression hadn’t happened yet, but we struggled. Every kid did his or her part to help the family. So, even though I was just a tyke, I had my responsibilities. I joined a group of older boys who mowed lawns, trimmed hedges, stuff like that.”

“I take it you did the landscaping for this brothel?”

Robertson scowled. “No, I did not. You need to have some patience, young man. Let me tell the story.” To emphasize his point, he took a leisurely sip of his coffee. He set it back down with a soft clink.

Drummond slid in close to Robertson. “Give him time. You can see it on his face. He really wants to tell this story.”

Max did as instructed. He exuded serenity as he waited. Drummond was right. Robertson was eager to tell his story.

“Now, there I was, a little kid, mowing lawns, weeding, and such. And it comes that our group got hired to do some homes that were on Elizabeth — same road as this brothel. As boys are wont to do, we got a lot of talking going on. One of the boys, his name was Nico — big Italian fellow — he ran the whole business. There was a home about two doors down from the brothel. The missus, she clearly had an eye for Nico, and whenever we mowed that lawn, she always found reasons to call him inside.”

“Sorry to interrupt, but that house — was it a blue house?”

A flicker of something shot across Robertson’s face, but it vanished before he spoke again. “Yup. The blue house. Anyway, this woman, she’d take Nico in and do their thing. I was too young, of course, to know what was going on, but he would come out and tell stories and we all learned about the birds and the bees from those tales.

“Here’s where the story’s going to take a turn that you might be interested in. You see, Nico bragged that this woman, while her husband was away, would take him down into the basement and they’d have their fun in a tunnel. He called it the Tunnel of Love.”

“A tunnel?”

“Yup. He said we wouldn’t believe what we’d see there because the tunnel led to the brothel.”

“Why is there a tunnel from a stranger’s house to the brothel?”

Robertson shook his head and shoulders at the same time. “You ain’t too smart.”

Drummond nodded. “I’ve got to second that one.”

“You see, young man, Prohibition was going on at the time. If you’re going to run an illegal operation like a brothel — a place full of music, dancing, and parties going on — then that means lots of alcohol. And you’ve got to get the alcohol in. Even if there were a bunch of police on the take, you can’t just be hauling bathtubs of hooch through the front door. A corrupt cop can only turn a blind eye to so much. Not to mention that, considering all the high-level members of society that were rumored to frequent this particular establishment, those people would need a way to get in and out without being seen. I don’t know if you’ve been around that area, but the houses are awful close together.”

Max smirked. “So, they had a deal with the people in the blue house. With all the booze coming in and the people who had to protect their image sneaking through the tunnel, presumably, the owners of the blue house got a payoff. Is that about right?”

“Now you’re understanding. Anyway, Nico really wanted to show off all that was going on. Especially after some of the boys started ribbing him and doubting him. So he said next time the lady of the house called him in, he would take her upstairs to the bedroom. Then we would be able to sneak on in, go downstairs to the basement, and check out the Tunnel of Love for ourselves. Who knows? Maybe we’d even get to see what goes on in that brothel. Well, for a bunch of young boys, there was no question we were going. Next week came around, she called Nico in, and we gave him about five minutes before we all tiptoed down to the basement.

“There it was. This low tunnel leading off into the dark with stairs running down. One of the fellows with us, Jimmy, he got cold feet. So, we posted him on the stairs to warn us if Nico and the lady got finished before we were ready. Then me, Felix, and Coco all went down the tunnel. It was a dank place, not well lit, and all brick. On one side, there were shelves full of liquor. All different kinds. I’d never seen so much booze in my life. When we got to the end, we saw a big, metal door with a sliding peephole up top. We had no doubt that on the other side of that door, we’d find a guard. If we didn’t know the password, we’d not be getting any further. Had to be careful back in those days when it came to such things.

“Before you ask, we didn’t knock, we didn’t know any secret word, and I ain’t ever been in that brothel. But even with those walls and doors being thick, we could hear enough. We sat there and listened to somebody partaking in the brothel’s services.” Robertson gazed at the ceiling, his wrinkled mouth twisting as if he had tasted a foul meal. “I had never heard sex before. Based on the performance that woman gave, I had a misconception about what to expect when my first time came around quite a few years later. We did swipe a taste of all the booze. Nasty stuff, but we had a hell of great time getting drunk. Lots of fun. Until Jimmy yelled for us to get out. We ran back outside and tried our best to mow the lawn without throwing up.

“That’s really all I got to tell you. Hope that helps you out, answers your questions, and gives you whatever you’re looking for. Now, if you’ll excuse me, a friend of mine is coming out here to meet me in a few minutes so that we can play some Magic and talk over happier times.” He put out his hand and waited for Max to shake it.

 

 

As Max rode along the highway back towards Winston-Salem, Drummond floated above the passenger seat and stared. “Something on my face?” Max said. “What do you want?”

“You don’t seem satisfied by what we learned.”

“You’re the big detective. You didn’t really buy that whole thing. Didn’t it seem like some made-up, little fantasy?”

“In my experience, never underestimate the will of a man trying to get whores and alcohol. Especially a young man.”

“Maybe. But something didn’t feel right. Besides, Robertson couldn’t have been more than eight at the time. Hardly an age to be seeking out whores.”

“Depends. Some of us are more masculine than others. I had urges from when I was six.”

“Stop right there. I don’t want to know about your urges.”

“Look, I told you Robertson might be holding back something. But as far as I could tell, he seemed like a nice, old man. I didn’t get a sense that he killed anybody or anything like that.”

“I’m not saying anything that extreme. I just think there’s more to the story.”

“There always is. But if you think he’s lying, I can go out to this brothel and pass right through the ground. If there’s a tunnel, I’ll find it.”

“No. I’m pretty sure it does exist. Your confirmation of it is important, but we’ve got something more important to do right now. Your friend Floyd Johnson’s waiting for us. We need to talk with him. Maybe what he says will clear things up, save us all a lot of trouble. And I can’t have you checking out this tunnel when I need you in order to talk to Floyd Johnson.”

“Your wife can talk to Floyd Johnson for you.”

Max struggled to keep his face stoic. “Sandra has a few things to take care of today. She’ll be with us later, but right now, I need you. You’re the experienced detective.”

Drummond made no attempt to hide his smile. “That I am. Glad you’re finally learning to appreciate me. Let’s go.”

 


 

 

Chapter 20

 

Drummond directed Max to the Skinner Warehousing Company — an old brick and steel complex situated on the northern side of Winston-Salem. It sat on a hill with a concrete drive wide enough to handle three trucks. Aside from the main building, two more were connected by a rusting, tin overhead walkway. Weeds poked through cracks in the concrete. Bits of the brick walls had been chipped off. Yet fresh paint covered several docking bay doors as well as doors on the fire escape — all painted a garish purple.

As Max pulled up the drive, he saw an open field in his rear view mirror. It looked to be several acres before the city continued on with more warehouses and other industrial buildings.

Max shut off the car but did not get out. He watched the warehouse. “I thought we were going to a cemetery.”

“This is where Floyd Johnson was buried. He never got a real grave. He died in the early 1900s. Back then, this was mostly fields. Over time, the city built up and on top of him.”

“Please tell me Floyd isn’t Native American. This isn’t something like an Indian burial ground.”

Drummond snickered. “No. Back in those days, lots of people got buried out in the woods or where there weren’t many homes. Cheaper than a cemetery.”

“You said he died tragically. What happened to him out here?”

“My informants said he died tragically, but nobody could tell me how.”

“Then how can they know it was tragic?”

“Because he won’t move on, yet he’s hiding in the middle of this warehouse. Something bad had to have happened to him.”

“Yeah. I suppose. You know, this place looks like it’s actively being used. You have a plan for how we’re going to get in there and talk to Floyd?”

“We sneak in, of course. I’ll go through the wall, unlock a door for you, we go on in. He should be hanging out in the middle of warehouse B, which is filled with boxes, crates, that kind of thing. Long as we keep it mostly quiet, nobody’s going to know we’re there.”

“You’ve already checked the place out?”

“I’m good at what I do.”

“So you keep telling me. Okay, since you’ve done the reconnaissance, do we have to worry about surveillance cameras or anything like that?”

“As long as the doors are opened from the inside, they don’t trip the alarm. If you open them from the outside, you’ve got about thirty seconds to punch in a code. But I’ll be opening the door for you, so there won’t be any problem. You’re going to be fine.”

“Somehow you don’t instill me with great confidence.”

While Drummond flew through the building, Max scurried up the drive. Cars rolled by on the main road behind him. Though none of the cars stopped, though nobody jumped out and yelled Hey, what are you doing? Max still felt as if a giant, neon sign flashed an arrow over him with the word CRIMINAL emblazoned upon its side. He wished he had waited until the night for this excursion, but had he done that, he would have been facing a ghost in the dark. Perhaps this way was better.

Up ahead a side door opened outward. Max’s blood paused until he saw Drummond step forward. The ghost held the door and gestured Max in.

“Anytime now,” Drummond grunted.

Other than the strain in Drummond’s voice, Max saw no sign of the pain the ghost endured. Touching the corporeal world always brought with it burning agony. Max jogged ahead and slid in past the ghost.

When the door closed, only sunlight illuminated the warehouse; however, stacked crates blocked most of the windows, cutting the light further. Dust clouded the little light that managed to break through.

“Stay close so you don’t get lost.” Drummond floated ahead. Though his pale skin glowed in the darkness, he shed no light on the surroundings. As Max followed his partner deeper into the warehouse, the limited light dimmed even more. Glancing down some pathways, all Max saw was darkness. Without warning, Drummond halted, and Max nearly walked through the ghost.

Drummond put a finger to his lips. “He’s right up ahead.”

Of course, Max saw nothing. But long ago, he had decided that seeing one ghost was more than enough. Drummond flew over a section of the boxed-in corridor. He dropped down with fists on hips, facing Max. “Floyd Johnson, I get the feeling you’re trying to avoid me.” Drummond’s smarmy face dropped. “He’s running Max. Stop him!”

Before Max could point out the idiocy of Drummond’s command, he felt ice pass straight through his body, prickling his skin and numbing his teeth — Floyd Johnson had just zipped by. Drummond dashed through a wall of crates. From a distance, Max heard, “This way, Max. Follow me. Follow my voice. I need your help.”

Max tore off into the darkness, following every time Drummond cried out his name. He had no clue what he could do to help, but for the moment, he simply followed in a bizarre version of Marco Polo.

“This way, Max, this way! Come on, Floyd. Stop making this so hard. We just want to talk. Max, over here!”

Max sprinted down one corridor and up another — and twice found himself facing a dead end. All the time, Drummond continued to shout his name and that of Floyd Johnson. Max raced back and opted on a different direction, hoping to meet up with Drummond fast. Up ahead, he caught sight of an open crate with a crowbar leaning against it and a black Sharpie balanced on the top edge. The crowbar wouldn’t help fighting a ghost. But a Sharpie — that gave Max an idea.

With marker in hand, he ran harder, cutting down one direction than another, until he finally reached Drummond. His partner hovered at the opposite end of a small clearing with a worktable set to the side. From Drummond’s pose, Max had a pretty good idea that Floyd Johnson stood in the middle — between them all.

“Come on, pal. We only want to talk,” Drummond said.

Max uncapped the marker. He drew a circle on the side of the nearest crate and filled it in with gibberish symbols. “Floyd, that there’s a holding sigil. You can ask Drummond how nasty that can be. You can get near this, now, without it causing a lot of pain. But if I have to, I’ll put the final mark on it, and you’ll be sorry.” 

Drummond nodded. “You don’t want to mess with Max. He’s very talented with magic.” Drummond’s smile disappeared into a cold, hard expression. “Floyd says you may be strong with magic, but you ain’t as strong as the Hulls.”

Max’s throat tightened. He moved a few steps closer. “Let us help you. We promise we’ll protect you from the Hulls.”

“That’s right,” Drummond said. “You can trust us. Whatever they got to do with this, we can handle it.” Drummond listened for a moment, then continued, “No, no. You can believe me. That there is Max Porter. Now, look at me, Floyd. The Hulls cursed me, but I’m free thanks to that guy. He’s not afraid of them. He’s stood up to them many times before. But we can’t help you if you clam up. We’ve got to know your side of this, what your involvement is.”

Max waited in the ghostly silence as Floyd responded. After a while, Drummond looked straight at Max. “You are not going to believe this.”

 


 

 

Chapter 21

 

On June 3, 1898, Floyd Johnson considered himself to be one of the luckiest black men alive — he had been hired by The Casper Company to work in their warehouses, helping ship crates of whiskey. Besides being better than any job Floyd had ever had, it got him away from the back-breaking labor of the tobacco fields. For a man whose parents had been plantation slaves, this job meant a promotion to a better life for him, potential to provide for a wife, and possibly even enough money for a child.

Not two months in, he met Milton Hull. (Max raised an eyebrow. “Another Hull?” Drummond shrugged. “It’s Winston-Salem. You’ll always hit into the Hulls.”) Milton was a sharp-looking man with slicked hair and a pencil-thin mustache. He moved with confidence like a movie star who knew everyone watched him and wanted to be like him. At the same time, there was a weakness just behind that mustache. A trembling child within him. Whenever he let a glimpse of that truth slip through, he lost all of his swagger for a few seconds.

Floyd had always been a quick-witted fellow, and Milton liked that. He also liked that Floyd would do most of the heavy lifting in the warehouse.

At lunchtime, the two would often share beers on the rooftop. The entire time, Floyd would be nervous and uncomfortable. White people never treated a man like Floyd this way, and if anyone else in the city found out, it could be dangerous — even deadly. However, this particular white man had the name Hull, and that changed a lot in the equation. Floyd knew that the Hulls were good friends to have. Obviously, Milton was learning from the ground up so that he could be involved in management in the years to come. Though Floyd never saw another Hull, he figured Casper must have struck a deal, either for money or influence, and Milton’s employment was part of the deal.

As their lunches became more frequent, Milton opened up more of his life. He revealed that his connection to the Hull family came via a cousin to those in power. No Hulls controlled The Casper Company. Milton had applied for the job on his own. He planned to learn the whiskey business so that he could start his own company sometime down the road.

“See here, Floyd,” Milton said, smoothing down his mustache. “The Hull family, they like the male bloodline. And I’m a cousin through my mother. You understand? My last name — it ain’t even really Hull. It’s Smalls. So, the main family probably ain’t too happy with me using their name. I say screw ‘em. I’m learning the whiskey trade fast, and when I can, I’m going to break away from this joint and start my own whiskey trade. And I want you to come with me.”

It wasn’t until 1900 that Milton found his opportunity. All during those two years, he worked on Floyd and when the time came, he had convinced Floyd to join. For Floyd, the decision was monumental. Giving up a job that had provided him much — only three months earlier, he had married Priscilla Kumsar, and they hoped to have a baby soon. Not that that made for the best time to leave, but Milton promised great success and a higher position — running the entire warehouse. That was more than Floyd ever imagined achieving in his life, so he grabbed the opportunity.

Milton never revealed his full plan until they both had quit — an unpleasant affair but with the result that The Casper Company promised they would never work in the whiskey business again. That first night, as they operated their still in the woods north of downtown Winston-Salem, Milton produced a crate full of empty, blue Casper bottles. He then explained that magic — witchcraft — was a real thing. The Hull family had access to witches, and though Milton’s low standing in the family prevented him from directly using these magical women, he had certainly learned a lot from them over the years. He knew a spell or two.

Using witch’s magic, he planned to infuse the Casper bottles with a spell that would make their backwoods swill taste better than all others. They would call it the Casper Special to piggyback sales right off those jerks who had tried to screw him over.

Floyd’s parents had raised him with a strong religious background. Talks of magic spells and witchcraft scared him worse than the threat of white-hooded men burning down his house in the middle of the night. (“It was right then, I knew I was working for the Devil,” Floyd told Max and Drummond.) He thought about backing out, leaving Milton and his scheme, but where could he go?

He had a wife and soon a child. The only skill he had was working in the whiskey trade which the Casper folk promised he would never do again. The only other option that remained involved long, hot sweaty days in a backbreaking tobacco field. Not wanting even to contemplate that life, he stayed with Milton Hull, convincing himself that he could maintain the balancing act between keeping a job and keeping his distance from the Devil.

For two years, they succeeded in their endeavor. Casper Special sold well and the Casper Company never found out. Mostly because Prohibition made it easy to keep such things secret. Only select blind tigers knew about Floyd and Milton’s company, and they knew only to deal with Floyd. Besides, everybody made so much money off this magic booze, they didn’t want to cause problems. (Max pointed out Prohibition was still a few years away in North Carolina, but Floyd explained that while the laws had not changed things yet, the dry chill of the Prohibitionists had already entered the state. The blind tigers wouldn’t get their moniker for years still, but that’s how Floyd thought of them.)

As the year progressed, Floyd noticed that these spells Milton cast did more than simply alter the harsh taste of their whiskey. Milton tried to use magic to manipulate people — everybody from women to bartenders to distributors — but he lacked the skill of a trained witch. Some who drank from the bottles went insane and killed themselves. Some attacked others. In fact, Milton died trying to cast magic on the bottles.

 


 

 

Chapter 22

 

Floyd’s demeanor darkened. “That’s all I’ve got to say. Now, let me go.”

Max checked with Drummond, and upon receiving an affirmative nod, he scribbled over his fake sigil. Floyd wasted no time. He vanished.

Drummond patted his chest. “Didn’t I tell you I’d get you somewhere with this case?”

“I’ll hand it to you. You came through. Now, how about you help me find my way out of this place?”

 

 

Twenty minutes later, Max sat behind his office desk while Drummond floated near the bookshelves. Sandra had returned and lay on the couch. Max relayed all they had learned.

“And that,” Drummond said, “is why you folks need a guy like me. We detectives know how to get the real scoop.”

“Okay, Mr. Brilliant Detective,” Max said, “how do you solve the glaring gap in all of this?”

“What gap? Floyd Johnson gave up everything you need.”

Sandra rested her arm across her forehead. “Uh-oh. Looks like Mr. Brilliant Detective may have missed something.”

Drummond squinted at them — a threat that amused Max. “No fair with the two of you ganging up on me. Tell me what this gap is all about.”

“Okay, okay. Max and I are going to have to buy you some panties, so you can twist them.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

Max tapped a pen against his chin as he spoke, “When you two are done playing, here’s the problem. With your worthy addition of Floyd Johnson’s information, we now know all about the Casper Company and its illegal offshoot created by Hull and Johnson.”

“And we also know,” Sandra said, “about this house of scandal two doors up from the Darian home. That place is supposedly connected by a secret tunnel.”

“The problem is that there’s a good twenty year gap between the two. The house didn’t exist when Hull’s magic whiskey was being made. So how do they connect?”

Drummond clapped his hands once. “That’s easy. The blue bottle.”

“Yes and no. First off, the bottle we recovered could be any Casper bottle, not necessarily one that came from Milton Hull.”

“Not true. Sandra said she could feel magic coming off that thing.”

“Yeah, but could a little bottle have enough magic to cause what we’ve been seeing at the Darians’ house? Magic that’s designed simply to make people want to drink more?”

“Don’t forget Floyd said it was causing people to go crazy.” Drummond held up a finger to pause Max’s next comment. He leaned his ear towards his pocket. As he conferred with Leed, Max looked to Sandra, hoping she might be able to hear what was being said. She threw her hands up and shrugged.

“Okay, I got it,” Drummond said to his pocket. To Sandra and Max, he went on, “Leed here says that we should stop looking for a haunting. None of what we’ve been talking about would birth a ghost angry enough to cause what’s happening.”

Max tossed his pen onto the table. “Isn’t that what I just said?”

“You’re missing the final point. All these things don’t add up, ergo, there is no ghost.”

“Ergo?”

“It’s Leed’s word.”

Sandra shot to her feet. “What if Milton Hull infused himself into the bottle?”

Max agreed. “Then he would be the ghost that we’re looking for.”

Drummond listened to Leed again, then shook his head. “Leed says that’s a nice hypothesis, but remember the bottle was not in the house when Shawnee Darian was most recently attacked. The question Leed has — and frankly, I got it, too — is that if it’s not a ghost or spirit or such in the bottle, then what’s in there? What’s causing all this to happen to the house?”

Sandra slumped back into the couch. “Then we’re back at the beginning. We don’t know anything.”

“Maybe not,” Max said. He closed his eyes and tried to hear his recent conversations. “Floyd Johnson mentioned people going insane from the bottle.”

Drummond drifted in closer with Max’s shift in tone. “Yeah, I already said he said that.”

“And we met Freddie Robertson, the cop’s son, who also talked about that bottle. In fact, we have a picture of Robertson’s father holding one of those blue bottles.”

“That’s right. And when we interviewed Freddie Robertson, I got the definite sense that he was holding back.”

“Perhaps he knows what’s in that gap in time.”

“You might be right about that. But even if you’re not, my gut tells me that fellow knows a lot more than he’s told us.”

“Then it looks like we need to have another chat with Freddie.”

Max and Drummond headed toward the door as Sandra stood. “I’m coming, too,” she said.

The corner of Max’s mouth rose. “Glad to hear it.” He put his arm around her shoulder as they opened the office door.

They didn’t get far.

Mother Hope and Leon Moore stood in the doorway. Neither looked welcoming. Leon stepped forward, using his bulk to push Max and Sandra back. Mother Hope entered. Though old and small, she commanded the room through strength of will.

Pointing one crooked finger at Max, she said, “You broke your promise.”

 


 

 

Chapter 23

 

Whenever forced to visit his grandmother, Max knew fear absent reason. She had been a shriveled relic, always. Even early photos of her depicted a stark, small, dusty thing. Her voice creaked. Her bad eye had a milky cloud inside, and her good eye sparkled with glints of light he could not find. When Max’s mother read him bedtime stories involving evil witches, he always pictured his grandmother. She terrified him.

Mother Hope made Max’s grandmother a charming, demure lady.

Without realizing it, Max had stepped deeper into the office. He saw that old witch transform before his eyes. Her glares burned through the air. He kept expecting the walls to ignite.

Drummond watched from the ceiling. “Tell me she’s lying. You didn’t really promise this witch anything, did you?”

When Max failed to answer, Sandra slapped his cheek. “Answer him. Did you really promise this woman something?”

“He most certainly did,” Mother Hope said.

Over her shoulder, Sandra said, “I’m not talking to you.”

Max’s throat constricted, but he managed a weak sound. “I-I’m sorry.” To Mother Hope he added, “I made a promise to the Darians, to help them, and that came first.”

“Doesn’t work like that. We don’t get in line on promises.” Mother Hope snapped her fingers and Leon moved in close.

“Sorry about this,” Leon said. “But you shouldn’t have broken your word.”

Though he still had a limp, though he still had a bend in his back, the man hauled back and swung his fist into Max’s jaw with serious force. Sandra tried to get between them, but Leon clocked her once in the gut. She fell to the floor as he wrapped his hand around Max’s neck and tossed him against the big desk.

Over Leon’s shoulder, Max saw Drummond racing down to help. He wanted to crack a smile, but the pain in his jaw kept his mouth closed. It wouldn’t have lasted long anyway. As Drummond swooped in, Mother Hope put out her hand and mumbled some words. Though she could not see Drummond, at least Max thought she couldn’t, she knew the ghost had to be close by. She clenched her hand, and Drummond slammed into an unseen field.

“She’s got a protecting ward around you guys,” he said.

Back on her feet, Sandra charged Leon and popped him in the chest. He absorbed the hit and shoved her back to the floor. “Please,” he said, “don’t make me hurt you.”

Leon pivoted back to Max and his fist chopped in again. Max ducked and knocked forward with an uppercut. He clipped Leon, but not enough to cause real damage. Another blow from the man landed in Max’s stomach. And another. He had always seen Leon as a meek, old librarian and an aid to Mother Hope. Never as muscle.

But Leon’s muscles were plenty strong. Regardless of whether his strength came naturally or if he had assistance from Mother Hope’s magic, each blow landed firm. Max dropped to the floor, covering his head. Thankfully, Mother Hope only allowed a few more strikes. Then she grunted a word and Leon backed away.

From the floor, Max watched as a younger woman entered the office. She wore high-heels strapped up her legs. Her firm gait created a distinctive click-clack sound.

“Take care of this,” Mother Hope said.

The high-heels click-clacked to Sandra’s desk. Max listened to something — a hammer? — smashing Sandra’s laptop. The high-heels then approached Max’s desk and the sound of a destroyed computer returned.

“Stop it.” Max attempted to rise. Halfway up, he could see Leon moving in.

“Stay down, kid,” Drummond said. “They got the upper-hand here. Just let them make their point and leave.”

Max raised his hands and settled into a seated position. Sandra had done the same. The woman with the high-heels left before Max could get a look at her, but he guessed that didn’t really matter. She had served her purpose and would probably not cross their path again.

Mother Hope’s gaze roved around the office. “You’ve elevated yourself quite well. Last time I was forced to come to you, I recall you occupied an awful-smelling trailer in an equally awful-smelling trailer park. This office must have cost quite a bit, and I imagine you no longer live in squalor. Makes me wonder where all that money came from.”

Max had a few sarcastic comments queued up, but a stern look from Sandra kept him quiet.

Sifting through the wrecked computer, Mother Hope said, “The money, the bottle, the case — all things you should have stayed away from. All dangerous. Still, you persist. You’re nothing more than a child playing with Papa’s loaded gun.”

Oh, Max had a good comeback for that, but Drummond’s warning glare stopped him.

“Don’t you tire of being the Hull’s pawn? Yet here you go again — caught up in their lives and meddling with their magic. Don’t you ever stop to wonder why they let you do these things?”

Max wanted to say, well, nothing. This time he kept his mouth shut all by himself.

“The bottle you asked me to look into is covered in magic poorly created. The Magi group’s archives are quite extensive, particularly regarding the Hull family, so it took little effort to link the bottle with Milton Hull. Your lack of reaction tells me you already know that part. What you most likely do not know is that Milton Hull’s weak magical skills did not stop his ambitions. Rarely have I ever seen an object infused with so much dark magic. And because Milton did not cast his spells properly, that bottle is not capable of containing the magic within it. The bottle is worse than a cursed item because its behavior is uncontrolled.”

Mother Hope lifted an eyebrow towards Max. When he remained quiet, she looked impressed. “Glad to see you’re learning. After I understood the nature of the bottle, I decided to do something a bit risky but worthwhile. I summoned Milton Hull in my office. That’s when I saw how terrible the situation truly is. You see, he failed to appear.”

“Oh, crap,” Sandra said.

“What?” Max asked. “I don’t understand. What’s that mean?”

Mother Hope squatted in front of Max. “It means that Milton Hull is not entirely dead. Our records suggest that he drowned, but of course, the Hulls keep such matters from public reports. Even his body is buried in the Hull’s private cemetery.”

“But he’s not dead?”

“Three nights from now, my people will sneak onto the property and dig up Milton Hull’s casket. They’ll salt and burn the body. Then we’ll know for sure.”

“Why three nights? Why not do it tonight?”

“Because unlike you, I think things through. I won’t simply have my people charge in and get caught by the Hulls. In three nights, I’ll have all the necessary ingredients to cast a spell that will protect my people from discovery. It’s ironic, though, that the only way I could really pull this off is by siphoning the magic from the bottle you provided. Not too much, mind you. I still intend to use the rest for my personal advantage.”

She put out her hand, and Leon helped her stand. “Mr. Porter, I made you a promise to provide information about the bottle, and I have fulfilled that promise. You made me a promise that you would not return to the Darian house. You failed to uphold that promise. I have several courses which I could follow. I could curse you. However, that would be a curse upon your wife, as well, and she is blameless in this matter. I could force you out of the state, but again, I would be punishing your wife. In fact, most of what I would like to do to you ends up hurting your wife. Except one thing — I can use you.”

Leon bristled but kept his eyes forward.

Mother Hope winked at Max. “Not everybody agrees with my choice.” She walked toward the doorway. “Pay attention, Mr. Porter. This is the last warning you’ll ever receive. The Darians are a lost cause, now. When the connection to the Hull family was uncovered, the Hulls became the only worthy target. This is no longer your concern. We’ve got the bottle, we’ve got the information, and we’ll take care of Milton Hull and strike a small blow against the Hull family.”

Leon held the door until Mother Hope exited. As he backed out of the office, he offered Sandra a humbling bow. “My sincere apologies for this unpleasantness.”

“Wait,” Max said. “How is any of this using me?”

Mother Hope chuckled. “Oh, I didn’t say I’d use you now, for this. But I will call upon you someday.”

Leon closed the door.

Nobody moved as the tension settled. At length, Max hauled himself up and offered his wife a hand.

“I ought to smack you again,” she said. “You should know better than to promise a witch anything.”

Rubbing his sore jaw, Max said, “Sometimes I think that old crone is worse than the Hulls.”

“Lower your voice,” Drummond said, finally able to come in close now that Mother Hope had left the office. “They’re still in the building.”

“So? You worried she’s fooled herself that we actually like her?”

With a dismayed sigh, Sandra swept the pieces of her laptop into the trash. “Doesn’t really matter. I mean, we’re still going ahead, right?”

Max wanted to plant a big kiss on his wife. “You’re damn right. But we’ll have to be a little more cautious in the future.”

“A little?”

“Okay, a lot. Still, we’re going to have to move fast. She said she was going on the offensive in three days. I don’t really care what she does to the Hulls, might even help us in the long run, but none of her plans involve saving the Darians.”

“Yeah,” Drummond said. “If the Magi group attacks the Hulls, the Darians will suffer for it. That bottle of Milton Hull’s is going to connect them into this whole mess.”

Sandra said, “So, we’ve got to work harder.”

Drummond brought the brim of his hat down, but Max could still see the smile crawling off his lips. “Okay, you two. If we’re going through with this, then we better get to Freddie Robertson before Mother Hope makes him disappear.”

“You think she’d do that?”

“He’s the only person even remotely connected to any of this that’s still alive.”

Max grabbed his coat. He didn’t have to wait for Sandra and Drummond. They were right behind.

 


 

 

Chapter 24

 

Max pressed down on the accelerator, zipping along Route 40, weaving through the traffic as he raced towards Greensboro. “Keep an eye out for cops. I’m going as fast as I can.”

“How am I going to do that and find Freddie’s address at the same time?” Sandra hunched over her cell phone and tapped away. While the name Fred Robertson was common enough in North Carolina, there wouldn’t be that many who were also ninety-some years old and living in Greensboro.

“I was talking to Drummond.”

Drummond floated in the backseat. “Don’t hold back. Go faster.”

“I am.”

“You can go faster than this. Mother Hope’s got her whole organization based in Greensboro. With a phone call, she could have somebody after Robertson before we get halfway there.”

Max cut off an eighteen-wheeler in the right lane and received a blaring horn in response. “We’re almost halfway to Greensboro, now. Can’t you go ahead and check that everything is okay?”

“Of course, I can. Once we’ve got the address. Plus, I wanted to make sure you both were okay and doing the right thing.”

“Got it,” Sandra said, showing Drummond the address. “He lives on Lawrence Street. Just off Randleman Road on the south side.”

“Thanks, Doll. I’ll go take care of that. Be back soon.” Drummond disappeared.

Five minutes later, he snapped back into the car. Both Sandra and Max jolted.

Sandra whipped her head back. “Do you have to do it like that?”

“Time is of the essence. I’ll be subtle when we’re not trying to save a life.”

“Save a life? Did they get to him already?”

“Not yet. I didn’t see them anywhere nearby. It’s possible Mother Hope is keeping the whole thing quiet — even from her own people. I don’t know why, though.”

As they neared the edge of Greensboro, Max said, “I suspect she doesn’t want them knowing she’s been siphoning magic off that Casper bottle.”

“Whatever it is, it’s buying us time. But not much. Ol’ Freddie is looking in bad shape.”

Max exited onto Randleman Road, drove a few minutes until he reached Lawrence Street, and pulled in. Sandra pointed out the house, and Max screeched to a halt. It was a small, starter home, peeling yellow paint and a half-dead yard. They hustled up to his door and banged loud three times on the wood. “Freddie, open up.” To Drummond, Max added, “Would you go in and unlock the door for us?”

Drummond thrust his head through the door. “He’s got a dresser barricading it, but I unlocked the door. Good luck.”

Max backed up a few steps, ready to charge forward. He’d only done this a few times before, and each time resulted in a sore arm. But as Drummond had pointed out, they didn’t have time for subtlety.

He shot forward and slammed into the door. The door slammed back.

Max stumbled to the ground. As Sandra helped him up, he saw that the door had poked slightly ajar — enough to get a foot in. Pressing his face against the opening, he said, “Freddie, come on. Open the door. Don’t do anything stupid. We’re here to help.”

A small voice responded, “There is no helping me.”

Max backed up again and charged the door. He launched all his weight into the air. The dresser knocked back far enough that when he returned to his feet and rubbed his sore arm, they could slip into the house.

“Over here,” Drummond said, waving them down a hall.

They entered a small bedroom with family photos on the walls and a cobwebbed ceiling fan hanging askew from above. Old boxes had been dumped on the floor amongst piles of old newspapers, article clippings, and photos — all the memorabilia of a lifetime. Freddie Robertson sat cross-legged on the bed. His head hung low. In front of him, he had placed a .38 Special, a noose, and a bottle of pills.

“Can’t decide how to do it,” he said. “The gun’s heavy in my old hands, and I’m shaking a bit. I might not be able to hold it in the right place and still pull the trigger. A noose — well, I suppose it’d snap my brittle neck well-enough. Except I’ve always feared drowning, and I think asphyxiating while hanging from a rope seems about as bad. The pills — I don’t know if I like the idea of going to sleep and not waking up. I’ve worried about that happening every night for years. Why should I make my final moments the same?”

Drummond swished in close to Max. “We cannot let this guy off himself.”

Max wanted to level his most sarcastic Really? I’m so thankful to have you here to tell me these things, but he didn’t want to confuse Freddie. Instead, as Sandra bent down to look through one of the boxes, Max moved further in the bedroom and said, “Clearly, you’re upset. Let’s talk about it.”

Freddie wiped the mucous dripping off the tip of his nose, but he never lifted his eyes from his weapons of choice. “Talked enough. It was your talking that brought it all back. Your talking ruined everything.”

“I don’t understand. Tell me, what was so terrible about our conversation? I can see that it was a scary memory for you, but you didn’t mention anything that would warrant killing yourself.”

“Get out of here. Leave me alone and never come back. Stop meddling in my life.”

Drummond flew behind Freddie. “What you’re doing isn’t working. We’ve got to try something a little different. You should threaten to kill him.” Drummond raised a hand to hold of Max’s reaction. “I’m talking about reverse psychology. The guy says he wants to die, but he hasn’t done it because part of him wants to live. So, threaten to kill him, threaten to help him along with suicide, and he’ll blubber out everything he knows.”

Max did not like that idea. But he had no way to argue with Drummond in front of Freddie — especially an unstable Freddie. He also worried Drummond might try a hard chill on the old guy. It would help saving the guy from suicide, but it would also knock him unconscious, making him useless for information. Mother Hope would gain time, too, to make her move. Plus, at Freddie’s age, Max wasn’t so sure the guy’s body could handle the pain of a ghost’s touch.

Sandra rescued them. She gently pushed Max aside and sat on the edge of the bed. “Freddie? Is that your name? I’m Sandra.”

“Hi. You’re a lovely lady. What’re you doing in all this?”

“I’m Max’s wife. We’re partners in this.” She spoke calm and soft. Her tone brought Freddie’s eyes up to face her.

“Then I’m sorry, Ma’am, because I can’t help you.”

“It’s not me we’re trying to help. There’s a woman, a pregnant woman, and her life is in danger. That means her unborn child’s life is in danger, too. You understand? We’re here not to cause you pain, but because we believe you didn’t tell us the whole story you knew. We think that story could help us save her life.”

Freddie sniffled loud and rubbed his wet eyes. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. You’re choosing not to.”

“I just want to end my pain. That’s all.”

“Tell me something — have you ever murdered anybody?”

Freddie’s mouth dropped open. “Of course not. I’m no monster. I just saw something.”

“What did you see?” But Freddie shook his head. Sandra went on, “If you won’t talk to us, and you kill yourself, then you will be responsible for the deaths of this woman and her child. And that will make you a murderer. So, you’re not only taking your life, you’re taking the lives of two others.”

“That’s not true.”

“I know it sucks, but that’s the truth. I can’t stop you from suicide, but I can offer you this — if you talk with us now, tell us what we need to know, you might save their lives. Isn’t that better than taking them?”

Freddie’s head swayed to the left and right. Finally, his chin moved up and down in a weak but steady nod. At first his jaw opened, but no sound followed. When he finally spoke, each word seemed to shrink him right before Max’s eyes.

“Everything I told you was true up until we were in that tunnel. Me and Coco listened to that closed door, all that moaning, and that’s when Felix looked up and found a symbol on the wall.”

Max settled next to his wife. “A symbol?”

“You never learn to shut up, do you? You’ve got to keep your mouth clamped, if you want to hear my story.”

Drummond barked out a laugh. “You tell him, Bub.” Max startled but if Freddie had noticed, he must have assumed it was in reaction to his own voice.

“I didn’t know nothing about symbols back then. But Felix, he knew. He pointed at it and told me it was a witch’s symbol. Didn’t know what it was for, but he knew that — and it scared him. I think his parents were Romanian or something like that. Guess that’s how he knew.”

Max wanted to make a comment about racism but held back. At ninety-something years old, Freddie wasn’t going to change.

To Sandra, Freddie said, “I’m sorry, ma’am, but if you intend to hear this, you should know that it will get rather impolite.”

Sandra warmly rubbed the old man’s shoulder. “I think I can handle it.”

“I suppose you already know the tunnel led to the brothel. While I sat there looking at this witch’s symbol, the sounds of sex got louder. Really loud. It was like it was all around us. My friends, they got scared. Jimmy, the one on the stairs, he panicked and called for us to run. Felix and Coco took off with him, but I stayed. In order for you to understand, I have to say some very indelicate things. See, I stayed because I liked those sounds. Of course, I did. I was a young man and what young man wouldn’t want to hear those things. But I especially liked it. I became aroused.”

Max said, “So? Why is that so horrible?”

“You see these weapons in front of me? You keep interrupting, and I’ll use them. I’m old, but I still know how to fire a pistol — aim may not be that good, but that don’t matter when the job gets done.” Freddie stared at the weapon, his words filtering back through him. His fingers inched forward. But Max didn’t have to lunge across to stop the old man. Freddie stopped himself. He turned up a pathetic grin and said, “Where was I?”

“We were talking about —”

“You stay quiet.”

Max made a motion of zipping his lips.

“Understand that back then I had never heard sex before. I was too young. But years later, when I lost my virginity, I got to hear sex again. It was completely different. Nothing was the same. I was not stupid enough to think that every woman would sound exactly alike, but surely the sounds should have been close. There should have been some resemblance. But this was completely wrong. It confused me.

“So, I decided to write down what I remembered from that day in the tunnel. Over and over, I would write the same story. Because each time I went through it, I would recall different details. I was only fifteen at the time I started this; otherwise, I would’ve figured it out. I’m sure you already have. Anyway, it took me time. Going through that day, writing it down, forcing myself to remember. And finally, I saw it all.

“It was the day after we had been in that tunnel. That night my father came home, and he looked shaken. That’s not something he often showed. He would hide an emotion like that. But he was blatantly shaken. From the stairs, I listened as he told my mother about a horrible murder. It was in that house. That’s what I had heard. Not sex, but murder. And I had gotten off on it.”

Freddie paused. When he spoke again, his pitch lowered, and his countenance darkened. “I’ve never told anybody that. I’ve kept it buried all this time. But the past, it always returns. You can’t outrun it. You can’t out-age it. No matter what, it’s there. And it knows. It knows me. Every night, it gets into me. Pounding in my head. Telling me what I already know deep in my bones. That I’m a monster.”

Tears welled in Freddie’s eyes as his hands caressed the noose. Max walked around the room, trying to give the man some space but also inspecting the boxes spread around the floor.

Sniffling, Freddie said, “Yes, I think the noose is the way to go. Least chance of something going wrong at my age.”

Max heard Sandra trying to talk Freddie out of suicide, trying to comfort him from his dark memories, but their voices drifted away. His attention had locked in on one particular box. A stack of notebooks had been placed neatly in the box. The one on top had been labeled in clear, precise print — CASPER BLUE.

He picked up the top notebook. “Did you write this?”

Sandra and Freddie stared at Max as if he had walked in on them in a compromising position.

“Way to go, kid,” Drummond said. “Here I thought your wife was going to talk that guy out of killing himself.”

Once Sandra read the label on the notebook, her expression softened. She asked Freddie, “Did you write that?”

“Oh, yes,” Freddie said. “That picture of my father holding up that bottle became famous in my household. Here was his proud moment until the whole scandal. And I wanted to understand because I feared that maybe it was something I had done that night. That somehow, my sin in that tunnel had tarnished my family, and that bottle in his hand was the result. I suppose it was a young boy’s mind trying to pull reason out of insanity, but it never quite left me. I became a bit obsessive about it. I’m practically the perfect historian on the subject of The Casper Company.”

Max could feel it inside — all the pieces were finding their places. It formed an intuitive leap within him — a sensation he trusted to follow and accept the thoughts that erupted in his head, even if he couldn’t grasp his own reasoning. “This is really important. Please let me know — does the name Unger mean anything?”

Freddie nodded. “Sure. Unger General Store. Tragic story, really. What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

 


 

 

Chapter 25

 

DAY FIVE

 

Max awoke in his office chair with a kink in his neck, a book in his hand, and an article on his laptop about Unger’s General Store. It had been a long night. When they had returned from Greensboro, Max immediately hit the research books. Sandra had planned to help, but a phone call from Libby changed all that.

Shawnee Darian sat in Libby’s apartment, crying and shaken. Unable to deal with the stress of her house, she had left. She hoped Wayne would have joined along, but instead, he pulled a knife on her.

“Something in him, though, stopped it from going further, and I got out of there,” she had said.

Sandra could hear Shawnee making excuses between sobs. She left for Libby’s place straight away. Max knew that whatever help she could offer, she would. He promised he would find out what Unger’s General Store was all about. Drummond even agreed to hit the books with Leed, so Max sent them off with a highly specific research task.

Hours later, as he pored through his original notes, he discovered that he had been sitting on the answer from early on. It had been staring at him the whole time, but he missed it. “Well, I got you now,” he said to his notebook.

As the morning light freshened the office — stale coffee being only one of many stale odors in need of freshening — Max stretched his aching body and organized his thoughts. He had the puzzle together now. The story behind the Darians’ home led to the story behind Unger’s General Store which led to the story behind Floyd Johnson and, to some extent, Milton Hull.

As with all Hull references, the Hull family had done a remarkable job removing their name from every article, entry, book, or paper that he could find. Their thoroughness never ceased to astound. But despite their efforts, Max had managed to piece together the tale. That was why they had hired him years ago — he was one of the best.

Max scratched the coarse stubble on his cheek. That would have to wait a day. He had a plan now — most of a plan — and he would need help. Before he could enact anything, however, he had an important step to take. Shrugging on his coat, Max left the office and went to the corner store for a bagel and coffee.

He walked over a block and up the street. He searched for the young boy — PB, Peanut Butter, Punching Bag, aka the Kid. As he neared their usual spot, his heart sank.

The tarp PB had used for protection from the elements fluttered in tatters. The few possessions PB had kept along the back bricks had been tossed about like the trash scattered about the area. Max’s eyes roved for signs of struggle. Thankfully, he saw no blood, but that was small comfort.

He placed the bagel and coffee next to where PB often slept. He stared at it, hoping that his assessment could be wrong, but he knew better — the thugs he had fought with had come back and took their displeasure out on the Kid.

“And I’m responsible.”

He should have done more. He could have helped. Only a short while before, he and Sandra had been on the verge of homelessness. Yet all he had done was bring a cheap cup of coffee and a bagel. Not a piece of fruit or a chicken sandwich or juice or anything that might keep a body strong. No, he had opted for the cheap and easy route. With his thoughts clouded, he meandered back to the office.

He stopped at the bank of mail slots. His hands shook badly, and he had to try three times before he could get the key in. Images of PB being beaten to death swirled in his head. He grabbed his mail, slapped shut the little door, and trudged back to his office.

“Man, I had no idea you had such a cushy pad,” PB said.

Max stood in his office doorway, his jaw gaping wide open as the Kid spun circles in Max’s chair.

“I was just at your place. I thought something had happened to you. I felt terrible. You’ve been here the whole time?”

“No, man. I was hiding nearby. Watched you and everything. Very nice tears, by the way. I really thought you felt sad for me.” PB gestured across to a young, black boy sitting on the couch. “That’s my friend. He wants a job, too.”

“What?”

“You said if I could find your office, you’d give me a job. What do you think I was hiding for? I didn’t know your name, so I couldn’t 411 you on the library Internet. So, I waited for you to show up and I followed you here. You bumbled around enough at the mailboxes that I got plenty of time to pick the lock and settle in.” He flicked a business card on the table. “Got your name now, too — Max Porter.”

Though still in shock, Max smiled. “Oh, you’re going to fit in fine here.”

“Now, hold on a minute. I ain’t heard terms yet. I got to know what we’re being paid and what you want us to do. Jammer J here, he ain’t even met you until now.”

Max arched an eyebrow. “Jammer J?”

“We call him Jam.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me — PB and J?”

Jam answered in a thick, Southern accent. “Hey, are we all gonna sit around and shoot names, or are we gonna talk money?”

“No problem,” Max said. “I’ll pay you each one hundred and fifty dollars, but you have to do a very specific task, today, exactly as I tell you.”

Both boys snapped to attention. PB wiped at his mouth. “Did you say a hundred fifty?”

“Yup. That is if you don’t mind breaking a few laws.”

The boys grinned.

Max gave them money to buy a cell phone and then told them what he needed. Once PB and J had left the office — Max decided he would call them the Sandwich Boys — he called out for Drummond. It took a few tries, but eventually the ghost appeared. He asked Drummond to get Sandra, Libby, Shawnee, and the others together, and to have them meet at Little Richard’s BBQ for lunch.

Drummond frowned. “What about the thing you had Leed and me looking into?”

“Did you find it?”

“No. Looks like somebody took those blueprints a long time ago. But Leed wants to keep trying.”

Max paused to think it over. “Forget that. Please, do what I’m asking. Get everyone together. I’ve got a different tactic to try, and I’ll finish it by lunch. I’ll meet you all there, and I’ll explain everything.”

“I like the look in your eye. Don’t you worry, I’ll get everybody together. Leed won’t be happy about it, but I got no problem stopping — if I had to look at one more registry, I’d have lost it. So, what are you going to do?”

“I’m going to visit a brothel.”

 

 

Max paced the sidewalk, snatching glances up at the brothel house. It was a white building on a short incline with a gray stone retaining wall and similar stone stairs leading up. To the right, an overhang covered the concrete drive, and a BMW had been parked underneath — Max stared at that overhang. He had noticed it before, when walking this street with Libby.

Of course, I saw it. It’s only two houses up from the Darians.

But still it struck Max as odd that this particular house had garnered his attention during that walk while others had been ignored. Down the street, the Darians’ blue house appeared unoccupied. But Max knew Wayne was in there. He could practically feel the man staring out, watching him like a sniper choosing targets.

“Careful. Don’t let your imagination get you.”

Wasting the morning on the sidewalk would help no one. Max climbed the stairs and rang the brothel’s doorbell.

A woman with a healthy countenance cracked the door open. “May I help you?”

Max attempted his most-easing smile. “Hi. My name’s Max, and I’m writing a book on famous homes in the South. Are you aware of the unique history of this place?”

Her cautious stare relaxed. “You mean the brothel?”

“You know?”

“There was an article written recently on it. Would you like to come in and see?” She held the door open wider, and Max entered. He couldn’t believe it had been so easy, that the cautious face had become so trusting, which oddly made him feel more cautious. “I’m Denise Williamson. Feel free to look around.”

“Thank you, Ms. Williamson.”

“Most of the woodwork and moldings are original. Do you know much about the place, yet?”

“Some.” On the right, he saw a wooden staircase with a black banister. The risers had been painted white with finished wood on top. It led to a second-floor landing. To the left of the staircase, a hall led to the back, and further left, Max saw a wide open room. It appeared the woman used it as a living room with its large windows and a rather open plan by today’s standards — nine foot ceilings, old moldings around every door, a beautiful airy place.

Ms. Williamson stepped into the living room. “I think this was originally the sitting area. Maybe where the girls were put on display.”

Max pulled out his phone. “Mind if I take pictures?”

“Be my guest.”

As he walked through the house, he felt a strange dichotomy developing between the old and new. In each room, he could feel the nearly-hundred year old occurrences. He could hear the jazz music. He could smell the cigar smoke and flowing whiskey. The pleasurable moans and boisterous laughter — it echoed around him. Yet he also saw modern furniture and decorations, the latest magazines, an ereader, a cell phone, a laptop, a flatscreen, a dishwasher, and a microwave.

As they moved upstairs, he asked the woman about her life. She remained tight-lipped, though she did say that like many in the neighborhood, she worked up the road at the hospital. The upstairs consisted of a narrow hall with rooms attached along the way. Like below, the floors were all polished hardwood. A slight curve near the end led to the master bedroom on the left.

On a king-sized bed, Max noticed an open suitcase and neatly ordered piles of clothing next to it. He paused to stare at the bedroom’s ceiling lamp with its ornately-designed molding connecting it all together. “This is a beautiful home.”

“Thank you.”

Walking back, he glanced through a window into the backyard. It stretched out a small ways with a wooden fence traveling the perimeter. She had a little garden off to the side and a large shed in the back.

“Is that shed original, too?” Max asked.

“I don’t think so. If you go in, it certainly doesn’t look like it’s from the twenties. More like the fifties or sixties, if I had to guess. But I could be wrong.”

“Do you mind if I take a look?”

“I’m sorry. I am a bit pressed for time, and I’d have to fish out the key and all.”

“It’s okay. I don’t want to trouble you.”

When they reached the front door, she added, “I hope you saw enough. Got what you needed to.”

“There is one more thing. If it’s okay, I’d like to check out the basement.”

“The basement?”

“Yes, if that’s okay.”

Her cautious eyes returned. At that moment, it might have been dawning upon her that she had admitted a complete stranger into her home based on nothing more than his word. Yet, she led the way to the entrance underneath the stairs. Flicking on a switch, she let him go down the creaking wood stairs. The stairs were simplistic with a single strip of one-by used for a handrail. She did not follow.

Even before he had gone halfway down, the smell of wet earth crept into the air. As he suspected, he found an unfinished basement in the truest sense — dirt floor with an old brick foundation and a low ceiling. It was a narrow, dank, rather creepy place. Duct work hung below, as did loose wires, while pipes went off in different directions. An old wash basin stood in the middle next to a modern water heater, both perched on a brick slab. The basement was lit by a single, bare bulb and two half-covered windows. Black tarps had been used to cover a large number of objects — presumably the things Ms. Williamson wanted to keep dry in this dank section of the house.

Max walked the length of the narrow basement, taking pictures every few steps — far more pictures than he had taken while pretending to be an author upstairs. No matter where he looked, he did not see anything that resembled a door to a tunnel. But there had to be one. If not, if Freddie Robertson had been lying or if he had remembered a different house from somewhere else, then all of this would fail.

“You almost done down there?”

Max took one last picture before returning upstairs. “Sorry if I was taking too long.”

Ms. Williamson opened the front door. “Not trying to be rude, but I have a trip ahead of me. I need to finish packing, if I’m going to catch my flight. If you want to come by next week, I’d be happy to let you take your time and really get a good look around. I’ll even fish out the key to the shed.”

“That would be wonderful.”

As he walked down the stone stairs toward his car, Max could feel her eyes on his back — every bit as dark and penetrating as those he felt upon him from the Darian house. He had to drive a full block before he could shake the feeling and think clearly.

He needed that tunnel for the plan to work — no other safe way into the house with Wayne guarding it — and he had already set the Sandwich Boys on their task. The plan was in motion. He had to check himself — was it only his desire, his need, for the tunnel to be there that made him think it was there? No. It had to be there. His gut knew it. Besides, for Sandra and him, the only way ever was through.

As he pulled out of the neighborhood and drove toward the highway, he crossed his fingers. Never before had he relied on his gut with so much riding on that decision. But Drummond believed in such intuitions, and though he would never let the ghost hear it, he had come to respect his partner on such matters.

“Then my gut it is. We’ll find that tunnel.”

 


 

 

Chapter 26

 

Max delved into his big, chopped sandwich, closed his eyes, and let his tongue enjoy the delicate flavor of the vinegar-based barbecue sauce as it blended with coleslaw and pulled pork to form an exquisite bite. Sandra and Drummond sat next to him. On the opposite side of the table, Libby, Carl, and Jack poked at their lunch.

Little Richard’s was busy, as usual, but Max’s group managed to push together a few tables and run them parallel to the windows. They left enough room for the waitresses and the other customers to get by, but not by much. The 1950s décor and the constant bustle warmed Max like a comforter in the winter. This place was a good place, and he needed that at the moment.

Max indulged in another mouthful. He knew everybody waited to hear why he had brought them together, but his plan would be dangerous — possibly life-threatening. If he was going to die before another day arrived, he wanted his last meal to be his favorite. As he savored each bite, Sandra explained that Shawnee had left that morning.

“We couldn’t keep her,” Sandra told Max. “She seemed fine for a few hours, but shortly after sunrise, she said that she had to go back. She had to try to convince Wayne to leave the house with her.”

Libby offered vigorous agreement. “Don’t think we were going to let her go by herself. We insisted that we tag along to protect her, and she said that would be fine. But then she went into the bathroom, and while we waited, she slipped out the window. We were going to follow her — we assume she went back to the house — but Sandra said we’d only make the situation worse. Wayne doesn’t like us very much.”

Carl wiped ketchup off his mouth. “It’s a good thing you didn’t go after her. You ladies would have gotten yourselves killed.”

Sandra turned a cold eye upon him. “I think I’ve faced far worse things than you’ve ever peed your pants about.”

Like a casino dealer ending bets at roulette, Jack waved his hands over the table. “Hey, guys, can we just chill? Stop all this arguing.”

“Oh, there’s a voice of authority,” Drummond said with a snort.

Max cleaned his fingers on a paper napkin and sipped his soda. He sighed with the mixed pleasure and disappointment of swallowing the final bite. “It’s okay, everybody. First, we know where Shawnee went. We’ll get her back.”

Libby snapped her fingers at him. “You don’t know that.”

“I do. I think I know everything about this case now.”

“Well, are you going to enlighten us or would you rather order more food and keep packing it away like there’s no tomorrow?”

“That is my fear.”

Libby clamped her mouth shut as her ears digested his words.

Max hoped they heard a voice as tough and confident as he tried to sound. Despite his bravado, he found the last bits of his barbecue sandwich binding up in his stomach. He winked at Sandra. In a flash, he saw that she knew the truth. Her hand went onto his knee with a slight squeeze, and her eyes glistened even as she forced on a brave face.

“How bad is this?” she asked.

“At the moment, I’m having fond memories of Dr. Connor.”

“That bad?”

Libby blurted in, “Will someone tell us what’s going on?”

Drummond said, “Yeah, if you’re going to make me sit here and look at all this wonderful food that I can’t eat, you better have something to show for it.”

Max slid aside his basket of fries before lacing his fingers on the table. He knew how he must have looked, but he wasn’t trying to be overly dramatic. Nor was he trying to keep them out of the loop. Rather, he knew once he spoke, once he told them the whole story, everything would move fast. The longer he took to speak, the longer he could cling to this simple, pleasurable moment of having lunch with his wife, his partner, and some fine people who simply wanted to help others. But even as he thought about it, he knew the moment had gone.

“In the late 1800s, Jeremiah Unger opened up a general store here in Winston-Salem. It was on Trade, north of 12th Street, not far from our office. An all-wood building that serviced the entire community in that area. The northern section of the city was not flush with money. In fact, the majority of the populace there were former slaves or the first generation of former slaves struggling to survive in a new world that did not welcome them. But Unger’s store did well, and survived for close to a decade.

“This next part, I discovered in my notes from early on but never knew its importance. Turns out, this is the key to everything. On November 2, 1902 at 5:20 in the morning, Winston’s reservoir collapsed. Over one million gallons of water thrust down upon that northern section of Winston. Shoddily-made, one-story rental homes of black families were wiped clean from the ground in the flood. Nine people were confirmed dead, but many reports suggested that number had to be a lot higher — the white police officers didn’t feel it necessary to count all the black bodies.

“Unger lived above his store along with his wife and two daughters. At first, they must have thought they would survive the flood by holing up on the second story. It could have worked out that way, too, had the surrounding buildings also been multi-story. There might have been enough material blocking the rushing waters to lessen their impact. But Unger’s was alone in this way. Couple that with cheap construction and they didn’t stand a chance.”

With a hand on her chest, Libby said, “So, they drowned?”

“Some. We can hope that’s the case. But according to various reports and eyewitness accounts, it appears that the building shattered into pieces. As it washed away, much of Unger’s General Store got clogged up against other homes and debris. Unfortunately, screams could be heard for a long time. For some of them, it was a slow, agonizing death.”

Max’s words hung in the air until Sandra said, “This building, this wood, it was used to build the Darians’ house.”

Max nodded. “I think the Unger family haunts that wood.”

Libby, Carl, and Jack exchanged glances. “That’s good news,” she said. “That means we know exactly who we’re dealing with, and we can help them get to rest.”

Max’s chair groaned as he shifted. “There’s more to this. See, the flood also killed Floyd Johnson and Milton Hull while they were in those woods making whiskey.”

“Let me guess,” Drummond said. “Their stills were located exactly where Skinner Warehousing now sits.”

“It’s possible their stills were where we found Floyd’s ghost. Or maybe the flood washed him to that location to die. Either way, he has no grave today because nobody found a body — that is, nobody identified his body. Now, this next part I have no proof of, but I suspect that Milton Hull was in the process of making his bottles when he died.”

Sandra’s face lit up as she connected the dots. “Milton Hull put magic on those bottles to make his horrible whiskey taste better. What if as a last ditch effort to survive, or more likely as a result of his poor magic skills — what if he transferred himself into the bottle? His soul?”

“That’s what I’m thinking. And these two events, the Unger’s tragic horror being imprinted onto the wood of their building and Milton Hull either willfully or accidentally transferring himself into a bottle, combined in one location — the Darian house. The wood was used to build the house, and Hull’s bottles, which by the 1920s were highly sought after, were stored in the tunnel that connected to the brothel. So, the house itself became like a ghost.”

Drummond tipped his hat to Max. “I like that. It explains why Sandra and I couldn’t find a ghost because it was the house.”

Jack appeared to like the idea as well. “The arrival of a baby must have awoken the house.”

Libby sat forward. “No. It’s worse. The coming baby awoke Milton Hull. That’s why the house revealed the bottle.” Her eyes widened as she rose to her feet. “The house is trying to protect the Darians because Milton Hull’s spirit wants a body. The baby.”

Max said, “That’s my fear. Wayne is succumbing to Milton Hull’s influence. The Hull magic has driven away Wayne’s own sanity, but I don’t see why Milton doesn’t just take over Wayne.”

“It’s harder. Taking over an adult brain is difficult. The adult will fight back.”

Max recalled when a witch had taken over Sandra. In many ways, it was Sandra’s fighting spirit that had saved her life. “Then he’s after the baby because a baby won’t fight back.”

“A baby’s brain is still developing, and its spirit is completely innocent. Much easier for Milton to step in and take over.”

Max gestured for Libby to sit back down. “This is all in line with my thinking, and that’s why I have a plan.”

Drummond moved around the table, his excitement daring to create warmth around his dead soul. “Max, I like what you’ve done here. Not only did you put all the pieces together, but you’ve come with a plan. That’s the kind of partner I want. You’re making me happy.”

Max suppressed a grin. “I think we can defeat this somewhat the same way we would break a binding curse. Except instead of cutting through a circle to break the curse, this curse is in the wood itself. Once the spirits have been let loose from the wood, they can move on and will no longer empower the house.”

Carl cleared his throat. “I thought the house was keeping Hull at bay. If you release those spirits, won’t he have free reign to do what he wants?”

“Not exactly. He’s connected to the bottle that we removed from the house. Now, I gave that bottle to an associate.” Max didn’t dare call Mother Hope a friend. “That means whatever is still Milton Hull in that house, the part that’s attacking Wayne is not complete. I think that as much as the Ungers were using their energy to help the Darians, Milton is able to use that same energy. That’s why he was able to attack my wife and Shawnee on different occasions — shaking the house, creating those sounds, and doing all the frightening things he did. There’s a battle going on in the foundations of that house between the Ungers and Milton. But Milton is weaker because that bottle is no longer there. Once we have released the Ungers, most of the house’s energy will be gone. We can then go to my associate and destroy the bottle. It’ll all be over.”

Libby smiled. “I don’t know if this sounds good or not, but it certainly sounds the best I’ve heard in a long time. How exactly are we going to let the Unger spirits free?”

“We’re going to have to destroy the wood. And since this is magic we’re dealing with, we’ve got to do it in a pure way.”

“Purify wood? That’s usually done with fire.”

“Exactly. We’re going to burn the house to the ground.”

 


 

 

Chapter 27

 

Max didn’t like the plan. That it was his plan only made him feel worse. Throughout the remainder of the afternoon, as they discussed the details, he couldn’t help but wonder if he had missed something — some small step in this complex affair that would end up getting people hurt. Everybody had a crucial role, and that meant that everybody was vulnerable.

They waited until Ms. Williamson had left her home and night arrived. With the darkness came the danger.

Max had driven down Elizabeth Street several times over the last few hours, watching the homes until he saw that the majority of people had gone to bed. As midnight approached, the streets emptied out. He parked a few doors up from the brothel house.

“You ready?” he asked Sandra.

She pecked him on the cheek. “For luck.”

“Don’t I get one?” Drummond said from the backseat.

Max forced a chuckle — it sounded as empty as it felt. As they got out of the car, Libby approached from further up. She looked as pale as Drummond. Good, Max thought. Healthy fear might be exactly what she needs.

Sandra gave Max one more kiss before shifting down the street. She would stand at the Darians’ house and wait for his signal. Meanwhile, he and Libby climbed the stone stairs to the front door of the famous brothel.

“I’ve never done anything like this before,” Libby said. “Never broken into somebody’s home.”

“If it makes you feel any better, we won’t be breaking anything. We’ve got an ace up our sleeve.” The door unlocked and Max gently opened it. “It sure helps when you have a ghost on your side.”

Libby’s eyes roved around, perhaps hoping to see Drummond in some spectral form, but if she spotted anything, she did not react.

“Will you look at this place?” Drummond floated around the brothel, taking in every detail of the ceiling and flooring. “I haven’t been in a place like this since I was a young man.”

Max’s mind filled with a hundred questions, none of which pertained to their current situation. “Please focus,” he said. “We’ve got to find that tunnel.”

“Relax. I got this.”

But Max couldn’t relax. Everything rode on finding that tunnel. If they failed to find the tunnel, or if his instincts were mistaken and there simply was no tunnel, then the whole operation would be a bust — and the two homeless kids he had hired would get the shaft.

Drummond disappeared through the floor. Seconds later, he returned, rubbing his head. “The tunnel is definitely here. I can’t get in close. Feels like it’s covered in wards. Really hurts.”

Though they had now succeeded with step one, Max could hardly be relieved. “No worries. You did your job. We know it’s there for real. Libby and I will find a way in.”

“I don’t mind looking around here some more.”

“You can go on a nostalgia trip another time. I need you to talk with Floyd Johnson. He’s our insurance policy.”

“I know, I know. I’ll take care of it.” With that, Drummond left the house.

Libby’s uneasy laugh echoed in the dark halls. “It’s really strange seeing you talk to emptiness. Makes you look a little crazy.”

“Maybe I am crazy. Let’s get this done.” Max checked his watch — ten after midnight.

 

DAY SIX

 

They didn’t have much time left before the Sandwich Boys carried out their assignment. If they didn’t find the tunnel by that point, everything would fall apart. Maybe he should have let Drummond stay and help. Except convincing Floyd to aid them would be difficult. Max had to give Drummond as much time as possible for that task. “You take the upstairs. I’ll look down here.”

Libby gave a short salute, her humor more to ease her nerves than be sarcastic. As Max poked in the rooms, checked doors, knocked on walls, and looked for hidden entrances, part of his mind noted how odd everything sounded. Libby’s footfalls upstairs, his own knocks — every sound became hollow and distant in the dark of Ms. Williamson’s home.

He had been illegally in places before, but they had been crime scenes or abandoned buildings or businesses. Rarely had he broken into the private residence of an innocent — certainly, not as innocent as Ms. Williamson. This was just some woman’s home. Everywhere he looked, he saw the furniture, the photos, the pieces of life that he trespassed. If all went well, she would never know, but that was no comfort. Her touch lay within everything, and he did not relish intruding upon it.

He pushed on, reminding himself of all the people counting on him — especially Shawnee’s unborn child.

He entered the kitchen, a narrow but functional room, and caught sight of the green digital display on the stove — 12:15. Only five minutes left. He checked under the sink and in the lower drawers. He removed all the pots and pans to gain access to the back walls but found nothing. His heart quickened even as his stomach sank.

Three more minutes gone and still nothing.

He heard Libby call from upstairs, “I think I found it!”

Max raced up the stairs, two-at-a-time, and bolted around the landing. Libby’s shocked face filled his view. Pushing off the wall, he escaped colliding with her.

She stood in front of a thin, door. “Is that what we’re looking for?” She opened the door and shined her flashlight on the back wall of the broom closet.

Max followed the beam. A dim, door-shaped outline about chest-high peeked through the painted wall. Max walked right up and kicked hard against the drywall. It crumbled. Cold, dank air puffed out. With his own flashlight, he saw a stone stairwell with an old pipe handrail going down. Above the handrail, painted in white, Max saw a circle with several symbols surrounding it.

“Yeah, this is definitely it.”

Sirens rang out. He checked his watch — 12:20. The boys had started their work. The fire department was on its way across town.

Max kicked at the wall. “Shit. We’re out of time.”

 


 

 

Chapter 28

 

Max flew down the stairs. Gripping the metal handrail tight, he negotiated the twisting, steep descent until he reached a brick and concrete floor. The researcher in him wanted to stop and examine every detail — the low, arched ceiling made of brick, the wooden shelves stocked with old, half-filled bottles, the rusty lanterns hung from the ceiling, and the repeated wards painted on the walls. But he had no time for such an indulgence. He pulled out his cell and speed-dialed Sandra.

When she answered, he spoke one simple word. “Go.”

With Libby safely down, the two stepped through an open metal door and proceeded along the tunnel. About halfway down, they found a metal ladder suspended from the ceiling like the exit out of a sewer. Max aimed his flashlight upward but saw only darkness. “We must be under the house in between. Looks like it’s been built over, but I’ll bet you, years ago they must have had access to several houses on this block. Makes sense. If your main routes got compromised, you’d still need a way to bring in all the alcohol and VIPs who didn’t want to be seen.”

Rats squeaked from the darkness. Ignoring the noise, and not wanting to indulge the idea of beady-eyed rodents scurrying around their feet, they pressed onward. At the end of the tunnel, they found a staircase leading up and at the top, a metal door — only waist high and completely flat other than a sliding peephole. And no doorknob. 

Max glanced back at Libby. “Okay, this is it.”

Though he had seen the fear in her eyes and the slight shake in her knees, her voice sounded firm and in control. “You got it.” She hurried back the way they had come.

Max traced the seams of the door. Years of dust caked it like shriveled paint. The cool metal had a slight vibration as if from something mechanical on the other side. Freddie Robertson had never mentioned any of this. But then Max didn’t expect a ninety-five-year-old man to remember exactly something from when he was a child — even if he did write about it obsessively. He only remembered the details that mattered to him. Like the sounds.

Max placed his ear against the metal. It was difficult, but he thought he heard a woman’s cries. He shook it off, hoping it to be nothing more than his imagination. When he stepped back, the cries continued. They were real — Shawnee.

With renewed urgency, Max’s fingers retraced the surface of the door. There had to be a way in. Along the top — nothing. Around the peephole — nothing. Along the right side — nothing.

But on the left side, close to his knee, Max discovered a sliding-panel flush in the door. He pushed it back, reached in, and encountered a small hand-grip. He grabbed and yanked back, receiving the satisfying sound of a metal clank.

Max put his shoulder to the door, ignoring the pain from his earlier bruises, and shoved as hard as he could manage. It budged a little but not enough.

Great. Here we go again.

Max moved down two steps. He didn’t know if he could generate enough force coming at the door from this angle, but he didn’t see any alternative. He shot up and forward, banging into the metal surface. It jerked inward with ease. As he stumbled forward, he found that the door had been hidden behind mounds of clothing next to the washer and dryer. The mechanical vibrations came from the spinning dryer.

Why would Wayne be doing laundry?

Max opened the dryer. His mind yelled at him to leave it alone, but he crouched down and turned his flashlight into the machine. What he found made sense yet turned his stomach at the same time — baby clothes. Wayne was getting ready.

Libby ducked in carrying two canisters of gasoline. Max grabbed them and sent her back for more. From above, he clearly heard Wayne yelling at Sandra.

“I will call the police if you continue to harass me.”

Max could not make out Sandra’s reply, but he knew she would be calling the man on his bluff.

Wayne’s footsteps stomped around for a moment, then even louder, he yelled, “You can’t do this.”

Max stared at the ceiling and muttered, “Don’t push him too hard, hon.”

Libby returned with two more gas canisters. After setting them down, she scurried back into the tunnel, and a moment later, she appeared with a crate full of blue Casper bottles. They clanked at different pitches — some were empty; others were filled to varying degrees.

To Max’s quizzical look, she said, “They were in the tunnel. I’d hate to see them destroyed. We can use them to prove to the world that magic and ghosts exist.”

“You know there’s no way I’m taking those out of here.”

“Relax. I’m joking,” Libby said, but she didn’t look too amused. “If I really wanted to take them, I would’ve gone the other way. I’m giving them to you, so they can go up in the fire with everything else.”

Max didn’t know whether to believe her or not, but there was no time to argue. He lifted the crate of bottles. While Libby doused the wooden shelves and clothes piles in gasoline, he set the bottles at the top of the stairs.

He could hear Wayne and Sandra arguing, as well as periodic cries that were, no doubt, Shawnee. Max dropped back several stairs and looked at Libby. “Can you handle the rest of this?”

“I’ve got it. You go do your part.”

“When you finish, you make sure to close the tunnel door as well as the one at the brothel. I don’t want any of this fire going back up in the other houses.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Be safe.”

Normally, Max would take a moment for a deep breath, to clear his mind, and possibly count to ten before jumping into any potentially life-threatening situation. But as another fire engine shrieked down a road in the distance, he could not afford such luxuries. He opened the door and stepped into the kitchen.

Little had changed since his previous visit. Wayne had not disposed of the equipment, though much of it remained in disarray from the last scuffle. To Max’s left, at the end of the counter, a door led out to the backyard. Max unlocked it, and in came Carl and Jack. All three men stayed quiet as they tiptoed towards the living room.

“You are not coming in here. You are not seeing Shawnee. And you are not welcome — even on my stoop,” Wayne bellowed.

“Well, I’m not leaving. You want to threaten about calling the police, again? No? Then all you have to do is let me in. Let me see Shawnee and make sure she’s okay.”

“I’m her husband, and I’m telling you, she’s okay.”

“It’s after midnight, Wayne. How long you think it’ll be until your neighbors call the police for me?”

Max poked his head around the corner. On the opposite side of the room, he saw Wayne filling up the doorway. Max allowed himself a second to marvel at Sandra’s strength. That she would stand in front of this bear and continue to find reasons to keep him there, arguing over and over, knowing that at any moment he might snap and attack her — it all made Max love her more.

Other than Carl’s equipment, the living room had not been cleaned up from Milton Hull’s attack. Along the back wall, Max spied Shawnee. She lay on the couch, sweat soaking her sundress, her legs apart, her face a tight grimace. Another labor pain struck and she moaned while holding her swollen belly. Crap. Shawnee delivering her baby now was not part of the plan.

With a wave of his hand, Max motioned to Carl and Jack. Like soldiers on the battlefield, they crouched as they approached Shawnee. She saw them, and Max gestured to keep up the sounds of labor or else she might give them away. Her face trembled out a smile even as her eyes widened with another labor pain wracking her body.

Carl and Jack helped her get up and escorted her towards the back door. Max positioned several feet behind Wayne. He could see Sandra easing back a few steps, giving him room to dash forward and tackle Wayne straight out the door. It would save them both. Once out, the fire would be lit, and they could watch the house burn. All the fires the Sandwich Boys had set would keep the fire department too busy to save this house. It all came together at that moment.

Except Carl’s elbow bumped a glass off the kitchen counter. As the shattering sound cut through the air, Wayne whirled around. Though his mouth did not move, the word, NO! reverberated throughout the house. The front door shut. Max heard the back door slam shut as well. The blinds screamed down and folded over. Carl, Jack, and Max had one second to exchange looks before each of them lifted off the ground and slammed into the walls. Shawnee screamed out, and Max strained to reach her, to aid her.

The force that held him three feet off the floor smashed his head back into the wall. He felt the drywall give way. And as darkness formed around his eyes, he saw Shawnee rise into the air and float toward Wayne.

 


 

 

Chapter 29

 

Max awoke wishing he had a hangover — that would have felt much better than his current state. He gingerly touched a growing lump on the back of his head. Though it hurt, he touched it again.

When he finally opened his eyes, he discovered his body had been thrown into the middle of the living room. No sign of Shawnee. Wayne lay unconscious a few feet away. Carl sat against one wall with his eyes open, though he looked to be in a stupor.

He followed Carl’s dead gaze into the kitchen and understood — Jack dangled from above. Shifting slightly, Max saw that Jack’s head had gone right through the ceiling — right up to his shoulders. Blood covered his body and pooled a red outline beneath him.

Ignoring the fuzzy waves breaking within his head, Max struggled to his feet. “Carl?” He snapped his fingers. “Carl. You there?”

Carl’s breathing turned ragged. “It’s real. I mean it’s really real. I’d seen stuff before, I’d heard the noises, but nothing like this. This isn’t an old house settling. This is a real monster.” He cocked his head towards the kitchen. His voice cracked. “Look what it did to Jack.”

Max walked over to Wayne while talking. “That’s right. This is real. And if you don’t want to end up like Jack, you need to get control of yourself.” He gave Wayne’s shoulder a sharp shove. No reaction.

“Jack was a friend,” Carl said, his voice rising in pitch. “I mean we didn’t like each other, he was weird and all, but he didn’t deserve that.”

“None of us deserve that. Now, get up, or we’re all going to end up soaking in our own blood. I need your help.”

Max tried slapping Wayne’s cheek. Still, no response.

His cell phone chirped. Before it finished, Max had answered it. “Sandra.”

“Thank goodness you’re okay.”

“I don’t know if okay is the word for it, but I’m alive — which is more than I can say for Jack.”

“Damn. What happened in there?”

“I’m guessing Milton Hull’s a little ticked off.”

“Is Shawnee okay? And the others?”

“They’re fine, but not in any shape to help. It’s just me.”

“Okay. What can we do for you?”

“You can try to get in, but I suspect the doors won’t open. Maybe you and Libby can come through the tunnels. I doubt it’ll work, though. Milton’s got the place on ghost lockdown.”

“We’ll try anyway.”

“If that’s no good, the best thing you can do is —” The connection broke. Max looked at the phone — five bars. “Really, Milton, not even a phone call?”

Carl coughed as he rolled onto all fours. “W-Why are you talking with Milton? You working with him?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. That bastard is going to pay for all this. And we’re going to be fine, Carl.”

Carl maneuvered to Wayne. “I’m sure he thought he was going to be fine, but he can’t even wake up. And Jack ... Jack ...” He lowered his head to the floor and wept.

A voice, strained tight with pain, wailed from upstairs — Shawnee.

“It’s going to be okay.” Max didn’t know if he offered this to comfort Carl or himself. No comfort came.

He gazed up the stairs. That baby was coming. Premature, but it was coming. And Max had no doubt that Milton caused it all to happen. He needed a body, so he would force one out.

“Not gonna happen.” Max stomped up the stairs. Each footfall gaining him strength as his jaw set and his anger flared.

He never saw the punch coming — how could he? — but he felt it. Milton belted Max in the jaw, sending him tumbling down the stairs. The punch hit hard enough, but the stairs did the real damage. The goose egg on the back of his head split open. Blood dribbled down his neck.

Max clambered to his feet and put up his fists. A gut punch came next, strong enough to force him into the middle of the living room. Sputtering air and spit, he avoided stepping on Wayne and Carl as he searched for his opponent.

Nothing.

Finally, Max swung high then low, upper cut, right cross — but he swiped at emptiness.

Something wrapped around Max’s ankle and lifted upward. He flipped over before hitting the floor, smashing his face into the wood.

Carl screamed and scampered to the wall. “I want out of here. Get me out of here. Get this to stop. Make it stop.”

Max winced as he pushed his body back up. Carl’s losing it, and I’m plain losing. He patted the back of his head and examined his hand. Not as bad as he thought, but still bleeding. His lip swelled, too, and none of his bones felt firm.

Like a mad genius having a Eureka moment, Carl’s crazed glaze sparked with life. “Burn it. That’s what we said we should do. We’ve got to burn it down.”

Max tried to respond, but his entire body blasted straight up and banged into the ceiling. He spun like a fan turned on high. Vomit burned up his throat. The power that kept him stuck to the ceiling released. He crashed to the floor.

 He rolled onto his back. Everything spun like a drunkard’s final moments before unconsciousness. Darkness clouded the edges of his vision.

Except he did not black out. And the darkness had a presence. Mean and ugly and malicious — Milton Hull.

The paint on the ceiling rippled until a pale tendril snaked down to the floor. The thought hit Max that he should move, but the ceiling snake moved first. It sprang forth and wrapped around Max’s ankle.

An icy touch slipped over Max’s feet and crept up his legs. Like sinking into a winter lake, his legs numbed. When the cold hit his knees, he cried out, his voice only matched by Shawnee’s labor cries from upstairs. He tried to sit up but lacked the strength. What little movement he managed received a blow to the chest that thrust him back down. His head lolled to the right.

Carl stared at the snake, whimpering. “We’ve got to burn it all. That’s what we’re here to do. Burn it.”

With the numbing sensations creeping towards Max’s thighs, with his mind numbing as well, the single thought repeated that Milton would kill him as a snake of ceiling paint. Then he heard a gruff and most welcome voice. With the sound, the icy grip released. 

“Insurance has arrived.” Drummond stood near the front door with one hand in his coat and the other scratching the back of his neck. “Milton, I think you know my friend here, Floyd. He’s got a few choice words for you.”

Milton recoiled into the ceiling. Max permitted himself two breaths of relief before pushing back onto his feet. The plan had been for Drummond to return with Floyd so that he could talk some sense into Milton — or at least delay Milton long enough for Drummond to apprehend the bastard.

“Easy there, Floyd.” Drummond grabbed the air in front of him and wrenched back. “We need this to remain civil. Now, Milty, you’ve suddenly taken on a bit of a shape there. I’m guessing you’re close to transforming into whatever you hope to become. Before you get all upset, why don’t the two of you have a calm chat? That would be — oh, crap.”

Though Max could not see anything but Drummond, he had no trouble understanding that Floyd and Milton wrestled each other. A lamp shattered. Books flew across the room. A hole appeared in the wall above Carl’s head. Carl screamed.

Drummond slid his hat back. “You two couldn’t make this easy.” He sauntered forward, his fingers curling into fists, and he threw a punch into the air. The wall behind his punch thudded as he hulked in closer. “I can see enough of you now, and I’m going to end this.”

Drummond doubled over and soared backwards as Milton tackled him. Drummond blocked an invisible attack with one arm while punching an invisible foe with the other. Max knew his partner could hold his own, but how long was another matter.

Snapping his fingers at Carl, Max said, “We’re going to be fine. Get Wayne to safety.”

Carl crawled over, but instead of helping Wayne, he shook his head. “We’ve got a mission.” From his pocket, he pulled out a lighter. Mesmerized, he stood and entered the kitchen. He didn’t even stop for Jack, but merely stepped around his hanged friend.

Ignoring his pain, Max rushed in to follow. Carl stood at the cellar door with a roll of paper towels in his hand. He lit the roll like a torch.

“Carl, don’t.”

But Carl tossed the burning roll into the cellar. A loud whoosh scored up into the kitchen along with a bright orange flickering glow. He stared at it for a moment, hypnotized by the dance of flames. Max thought the man might hurl himself into the fire, but instead, Carl turned around and tried to open the backyard door. It wouldn’t open. He jammed his elbow into the window. It did not break.

He looked at the growing fire, then at Max. He barreled by Max into the living room. Launching himself into the air, he attempted to cannonball through the front window. An arm of paint snapped out of the wall and swatted him back.

Carl’s head drooped. “It won’t let us out. We’re going to die.” He curled into a ball and shuddered.

Drummond appeared to fare better. He had Milton in a headlock (though to Max it looked as if Drummond had his arm looped around air). He bashed Milton’s head into the kitchen doorjamb. Before he could utter a smug comment, his head jerked back — Milton must have hit him in the chin. Drummond flailed back.

As he shook off the hit and charged Milton again, Max got out of the way. If Floyd Johnson remained in the area, he wasn’t helping. Drummond was on his own. The dead detective lunged into the wall and disappeared.

Max checked the kitchen. Smoke belched out of the cellar door and rolled along the ceiling. Flames clung to the cabinets.

Panic rose up his throat. Instead of crumbling into a ball like Carl, Max slapped himself in the face. “Clear your head, Max. You still have a plan in action.”

A pained roar cracked the air in the house, reverberating through the walls. When Max reached the front of the house, he pivoted and scurried up the stairs, staying low in case Milton managed to strike him. Thankfully, Drummond continued to do a good job of keeping Milton’s focus.

Max stepped onto the second floor and went straight for the baby’s room. Shawnee would be in there, of course, but he had no idea what else he would find. Part of him hesitated. The rest of him fought on. When he opened the door, however, he froze.

Shawnee floated in the middle of the room, surrounded by a bright, bluish hue. Her legs had been propped up as if in invisible stirrups. Her head and arms hung low. She spun slowly as if laying upon a rotating showroom floor.

She saw him and reached out. “Help me.” Her voice barely a whisper yet overflowing with desperation. The sound shot straight through to his bones.

He leaped forward to grab her, but when he came into contact with the bluish hue, electricity arced between it and him. The charge jolted into his skull and reverberated down to his knees. It knocked him off his feet.

He smelled the burning below. Swallowing against his panic, he scanned the room, trying to find the wards that protected Shawnee. But it couldn’t be a ward — he was a man, not a ghost. A ward wouldn’t stop him from touching her. This had to be some other form of magic.

“Please, help me.” Another agonizing labor pain choked off her words.

Max watched her, wanting to help, but his mind went blank. He stood there, staring at Shawnee like a fool watching television. Tears welled in his eyes, and a dark thought invaded his brain — Carl’s right. We’re going to die here.

 


 

 

Chapter 30

 

Shawnee stared back at him. The plea in her eyes breaking his heart. Except the more she stared, the more Max thought she wasn’t looking at him. Rather she looked through him. He turned around yet saw nothing in the hallway. That’s when Floyd Johnson thrust his ghostly hand into Max’s head.

It had been years since Max had suffered such pain. Only once before had a ghost done this to him. And while the worst migraine would have been a delight compared to having a ghost’s hand plunged into his skull, it did allow him to see another world.

Floyd stood before him — tall, dark-skinned, strong jaw, and a hint of facial hair, an impressive man cut down at a youthful age. “Bottles,” Floyd said.

Max jumped at the sound of the voice and cried out at the extra pain his movement had caused. He couldn’t help it. The last time a ghost did this to him, it did not speak.

“Destroy the bottles. Release his hold over this house.”

Max dared not move. He stared and endured the pain.

Floyd yelled, “Go.” The ghost then withdrew his hand in one fast motion.

Max collapsed, gasping for air. He stumbled forward, getting to his feet as he moved, knowing that any time he had left ran out faster than he could maneuver.

Like a drugged-out teen, he bounced his way down the stairs, rebounding off the handrail and the walls. The single thought — destroy the bottles — consumed his aching head.

He entered the living room and immediately dropped to the floor. A thick, gray and black cloud covered the ceiling. Carl had passed out. Max didn’t see Drummond anywhere, but he and Milton had to still be fighting. If not, Milton would have killed Max by now. Another roar like thunder rattled the windows and shook the floors — definitely still fighting.

Max crawled on the floor like a new recruit under fire, until he reached Wayne. The coppery taste of blood filled his mouth. He listened to Wayne’s chest — heart still beating. He looked across at Carl. Carl’s shoulders rose and fell — still breathing.

Max coughed hard. Every time he tried to inhale, he coughed more. The temperature rose steadily. He tried to think, but his mind moved as sluggishly as his body.

He dug his hands underneath Wayne and grunted. He rolled the big man forward. He repeated the actions two more times until Wayne lay next to Carl. Max then crawled towards the couch.

Flames snapped out through the walls and into the living room. Lifting a blanket off of the couch, Max covered his head and breathed in as much air as he could handle. He blitzed into the kitchen.

The heat blasted upon him — a furnace roaring like he imagined the fire and brimstone preachers dreamed of. He knew it would cook his body. Leaping over a burning chair, he reached the top of the cellar stairs. No bottles. They were gone.

The stairs were gone, too. All he could see of the cellar was an inferno as if looking down into Hell itself. Max turned back. Covering his hand with the blanket, he turned on the faucet. Water sizzled out. He soaked the blanket in the sink for as long as he could endure the heat. Not long at all. Mere seconds. He grabbed the wet blanket and dove back into the living room.

With the blanket, he covered Wayne and Carl. It wouldn’t be much, but he hoped it would help.

The bottles. They had to be somewhere. A part of him hoped that the flames had already destroyed them. But Milton still had power, Shawnee was still trapped upstairs, and the doors to the house would still not open. If Milton had lost his power, those things would have gone away, and Drummond would have been able to come in and calmly announce that Milton was no more.

No, the bottles were still in play. Milton had to have removed them at some point, knowing that his vulnerability could be exploited. But where?

Another contraction forced Shawnee’s screams. Max glanced up at the ceiling. Milton would put those bottles in the last place to be burned, and the most important room to him at the moment.

Back up the stairs. Only this time, flames consumed the right wall. Smoke fogged the air. Max kept to his belly as he worked his way up.

A loud ringing cut through the crackle of burning wood. He finally recognized it — a fire alarm. It had been going for a long time, but with all the confusion, his mind had never registered it.

When he reached the landing, he watched Drummond pass through a wall into the hallway. Another form followed — Milton. Black smoke curled around his ghostly visage, massive and powerful, as he punched Drummond in the head. He jumped onto Drummond, attempted to strangle him, and shoved him down further. Against such a huge adversary, Max couldn’t be sure how much longer his partner would be able to hold out.

Even as Milton held Drummond down, he had the strength to look away, to look at Max. He hissed and thrust out a smoking fist. The swirling black cloud stretched down the hall with all the speed of a jab thrown by a well-trained street fighter. He caught Max on the cheek. A glancing blow off to the side, but it still packed enough power to force Max back a few steps. As Milton wound up for another strike, Drummond reached over and grabbed Milton’s neck.

The distraction was enough for an escape. Max sped into the baby’s room, but he had to pause a moment. The room was substantially cooler. No smoke. No fire. Whatever magic Milton held, he used a lot of it to protect this newborn he wanted as his vessel. If not for that, Max suspected Milton would have already slaughtered them all. Max inhaled deeply and spewed out black phlegm. Shawnee screamed at him, her pain and fear making her words unintelligible.

“Hang on. I got an idea.” He skirted around the blue field and entered the closet.

Pressing his back against the door jamb and his feet on the opposite side, he shimmied upward towards the ceiling. Once high enough, he reached out and shoved open the attic access panel. All of his muscles scolded him as he tried to gain purchase to pull himself further up.

His fingers slipped. He slammed into the floor.

He took a second to wipe blood off his eye before standing again. Though a fiery pain ran along his side, he tried again — shimmied back up, reached out, grabbed the lip of the access hole. This time his fingers caught the lip. He swung over and up, pulling himself into the attic.

The crate of blue Casper bottles sat in the middle of the floor. Max hurried over, snatched one, and smashed it on the wood floor — the same wood that had formed Unger’s General Store decades ago.

A howl erupted throughout the house. Louder than the raging flames, louder than the piercing alarms, or the screams of Shawnee’s pain. The howl ripped through, shaking the foundations of the building.

From a distance, Max could hear Drummond’s voice. “That’s it, Max! Do more of whatever you did.”

Max grabbed another bottle and shattered it. Another howl. Only this one weaker.

He reached for the whole crate, but the wood floor around it splintered open. Milton’s smoke hand poured out. Max stepped back, looking everywhere for a weapon, but dusty boxes of old memorabilia wouldn’t stop a pissed-off spirit. The smoke-hand darted at him, snagged his shirt, and yanked him to the side.

It shoved him upward, banging his head into the slanted wood of the roof. Max wondered how many times it had taken for Jack’s head to break through the kitchen ceiling. Each blow dazed him, and soon he knew he would learn the answer.

The cold smoke-hand slithered up and around Max’s throat. Max tried to shove it away but his hands slipped through the smoke. His head throbbed as if he wore a helmet of bruises beneath his skin. He saw the crate, out of reach, and smelled the charring house drifting into the attic. He thought of Sandra and closed his eyes.

“Quit sleeping on the job,” Drummond said, startling Max awake. Drummond crashed through the attic floor. He grabbed Milton’s arm and bent it backwards.

Max dropped forward. Coughing and gasping, he went straight for the crate of blue bottles. He picked up the entire crate and tossed it down the access panel onto the baby’s closet floor.

The quake that struck felt like a giant had grabbed the house and rocked it from side to side. Max tried to steady himself but he couldn’t hold his balance. He toppled over, tumbling into the closet, and onto the blue glass below. He felt shards dig into his back.

Heat and smoke poured into the baby’s room. Quivering on the floor, Shawnee held her stomach.

“You did it, Max! You did it!” Drummond hovered overhead, beaming. “Wish you could see this — all of the Unger ghosts are flying away. I can see them. They’re saying Thank you and man, they look relieved.”

Max closed his eyes. He smiled, but he knew it was too late. He had no more strength, he had lost too much blood, his bones were broken — no way could he get out of the house.

“Don’t give up on me, Max. I’m telling you. You’re going to be okay. The Ungers — they’re coming back.”

Through a half-closed eye, Max watched as the flames entered the baby’s room — Milton Hull’s magic no longer protected them. Smoke haloed around the fire. The burning building moved in on Shawnee, but suddenly stopped.

She lifted into the air, only this time there was no fear, no threat — the Ungers were helping. Max lifted up, too. He felt as if he floated on a blow-up cushion in a swimming pool. With Shawnee by his side, the two glided downstairs while the flames formed an orange tunnel. Plenty of air reached their lungs and despite the proximity of the fire, Max felt no heat.

Straight outside, they went. As they were set gently on the grass, Max saw Libby and Sandra helping Wayne and Carl to safety.

With a roar, half the house collapsed in a sparking, fiery blaze. The Fire Department would arrive soon. They would have endless questions.

No matter. The job was done.

 


 

 

Chapter 31

 

By the time Max received permission to join Sandra, Drummond, and Libby in the maternity ward waiting room, he had endured hours of doctors prodding, stitching, and wrapping him up followed by the police asking him questions. A story had been agreed upon ahead of time, and Max stuck to it. He told the officers that they were having a small gathering of friends at the Darian home when the fire broke out. Nice and simple.

The officer pressed a little because of Jack’s death, but the body had been burned so severely that Max had no fear of the inquiry turning into a homicide investigation. A nosy detective could certainly discover the numerous oddities, but nobody had a reason to bother. No evidence had survived, and the police had their hands full with a serial arsonist who had set fires all over the city. It became evident that the real concern was dotting i’s and crossing t’s for the insurance company.

Soft jazz played in the Forsyth Medical maternity waiting room while newborns cried their first tears down the hall. Every few minutes, Sandra patted Max’s knee, assuring herself that he had survived their ordeal. Every few minutes, Drummond crossed through the walls to check on Shawnee’s progress and would return with a simple, “Not born yet.”

Libby paced the room. Though anxious for the baby, she periodically asked at the desk if they would check on Carl. The nurse patiently explained that Carl had suffered numerous burns and other injuries and would be in surgery for hours more.

To Max’s surprise, Wayne had emerged from the fire unscathed — at least, physically.

Around three in the morning, Max’s cell phone chirped — Peanut Butter. “Hey, Ghostman. How’d it all turn out?”

Max kept his face neutral — most expressions aggravated his wounds. “You guys did great. You actually saved people’s lives last night.”

“By setting fires? You crazy?”

“You really care if I’m crazy or not?”

“Long as you keep paying, we’ll keep working.”

“You know I can help you — set you up in an apartment or something.”

“No, sir. We’ll earn our pay and take it from there.”

Max had to admire the kid’s pluck. Even his pride. “Welcome aboard. Now go get some sleep.”

Sleep sounded nice. It would be awhile, though, before they would be home and in bed. And he would want a long shower, too — the smell of burnt wood permeated his skin. Max stretched his legs and opted for a short walk.

He followed Libby down the hall. She turned back and offered a slight smile. “Guess we should count this as a win.”

“A big win,” Max said.

“Losing Jack doesn’t sound like such a great deal. And I doubt Carl’s going to want to continue doing this. Looks like I have no team anymore.”

“Why don’t you join us?” The words had left Max’s mouth before he could stop them. Not that he objected, but he knew this was different than the Sandwich Boys. They were guys he would pay from time to time to do odd jobs for him. Somebody like Libby would expect to be an integral part of each case, and for that, he should have given it more thought and discussed it with Sandra.

Libby saved him the trouble. “No, thank you. I like the work, I do, but seeing it go this far — this isn’t for me. If I can ever help you in some small ways, I will. You feel free to call me. But I could never do something like this again.” She returned to the waiting room, a constant shake in her shoulders. Max wondered if that would ever go away for her.

He walked in the opposite direction and stopped at a soda machine. As he fumbled with a dollar bill, trying to get it crisp enough to be accepted by the machine, he heard a sound that chilled his skin. A distinctive click-clack of high-heels.

He looked behind and saw her. More than the heels, he now saw the entire woman — petite, blond, walking away from him. By her coat and the deference given by the nurses, and by her swagger, Max pegged her as a doctor. He followed her. Keeping far enough back to go unnoticed, he watched her turn the corner. As he came around, she headed for the elevators. One set of doors opened at her approach, and she stepped right in.

Max had to decide — get on the elevator with her or let her go and watch what floor she stopped at. Why was this doctor part of the Magi group? Why had she destroyed his computers? Maybe he was wrong. Maybe this was some other high-heeled woman. But that click-clack pattern could be no other.

Without realizing it, he had stopped feet away from the elevator. The woman lifted her head and locked eyes with Max. Her lips formed a malicious grin. The doors closed. 

Max walked away. He didn’t want to be paranoid, but clearly Mother Hope had people all over. Maybe they were worse than the Hulls. Maybe it didn’t matter. Hulls, the Magi group — they were all a cancer for everyday people.

Thinking ill of them didn’t change matters, though. He had broken his promise to her, and he had destroyed Milton Hull before she could enact her attack on Tucker and the rest of the Hull family. Seeing Ms. High Heels made him think that Mother Hope wouldn’t forget about any of it. He would have to be careful.

When he sat next to Sandra in the waiting room, she raised a concerned look. “What’s the matter?”

“I’ll tell you later. Nothing to do about it now, anyway.”

Drummond soared in laughing. “It’s done! It’s done! Admittedly, premature and the little squirt’s got to be taken care of by the doctors and watched carefully, but Shawnee had her baby. Healthy and all is well.”

Sandra said, “Well, is it a boy or a girl?”

“No, no. I’m no spoiler. Besides, that’s a father’s honor. Wayne’s coming down the hall now, so you just wait.”

Indeed, moments later, Wayne entered the waiting room. Max found it difficult to connect the man he saw with the man who, only hours earlier, had been controlled by an evil force. Now, all that stood before Max and Sandra was a proud father.

“It’s a boy,” Wayne said.

Everyone rose to their feet to congratulate him and smile and laugh. None of it felt forced. The room filled with genuine care.

Wayne continued, “He’s good and healthy. Little but they said he’ll be fine. Probably be stuck in here for another month or so, but he’ll be okay.”

“That’s wonderful,” Max said. “Does he have name?”

With an odd, sheepish look, Wayne said, “Is your ghost in here?”

Sandra said, “You mean Drummond? Yes, he’s here.”

“Well, if it’s okay with you all, Shawnee and I would like to name our boy Maxwell Drummond Darian.”

Drummond’s joyful eruption trumped the exultations from the rest of the room.

“I guess that’s a yes,” Wayne said.

Because the baby was premature, Max and Sandra understood they would not get to see him right away. They congratulated Wayne once more and walked to their car. Drummond couldn’t be stopped by the staff, so he floated through the walls and spent much of the next day cooing over little Maxwell Drummond.

As Max and Sandra neared their car, he put his arm around her. “We don’t always get to win this big. We better savor this one.”

Sandra agreed. “I have to ask, though, is this enough for you? Having a baby with your name? It might be the closest you ever get to having a son.”

Max took her chin in his hand and gently kissed her lips. “This is all I need or want.”

“You sure?”

“Tell you what — let’s go home and not make a baby.”

They stood in the parking lot, holding each other and gazing into each other’s eyes.

 


 

 

Afterword

 

When I started this series, I thought these Afterword sections would be a chance to jot down a few historical facts about the book and leave it at that. I suspected there would a few readers who found these tidbits interesting and so I kept the whole short and sweet. Well, it turns out that a lot of you folks really like this part. It’s one of the top comments I get in fan mail. So, while I still believe in keep an Afterword short, I will endeavor to give you guys a little more this time around.

To start with, let me hit the big points. The brothel on Elizabeth Street and the scandal surrounding it are both real. The Winston-Salem Journal editor who went at this story hard and perhaps fabricated a few details which turned out to scare the higher-ups in this city was a real man. In fact, all the historical details of the scandal are true. Including that the entire thing started because Grace Renner decided to shoplift a hat instead of paying for it, something she should have had no trouble doing when one considers the lucrative business she and her sister ran. However, to the best of my knowledge, there is no tunnel beneath the houses on Elizabeth Street. There is a blue house two doors down, but that’s the only real detail about the Darian’s home.

Also true is the entire history of the Casper Company, including the way Prohibition destroyed the company. John L. Casper’s mysterious behavior toward the end of his life and his eventually demise in Mexico is also true. For those of you who want an even clearer picture of what the blue bottles, google Casper Whiskey Bottles Images and you should find plenty of Casper Blue bottles to gaze upon.

Finally, the tragedy of the Winston reservoir cracking open and flooding the northern section of the city is also true. There are some startling pictures of the aftermath which show in stark black and white the devastation all that water caused.

Floyd Johnson, Freddie Robertson, and Milton Hull are all fictions of my imagination.


 

Southern Curses

 


 

 

Chapter 1

Max had a bad feeling about the party before they ever arrived. Less than five minutes inside, and he knew it would be worse.

“Come on,” Sandra had said with her playful cajoling voice. Max had tried to back out of the night, but she wouldn’t have it. However, rather than spit out venomous words that would only make him dig in harder, Max’s sweet wife knew how to handle him. “It’s been ages since we’ve been to a party.”

“The fact that I hate parties might have something to do with that.”

She pushed his shoulder. “You do not hate parties.”

“I’ve never liked going out into a big crowd of drunken people.”

“What about college? I’ve heard stories.”

“Most of which have been exaggerated. Besides, that was college. I did a lot of stupid stuff back then. I’m more refined now.”

Sandra laughed. “More refined than what? A grizzly bear with gas?”

Max pinched his waist line. “I may not be in perfect shape, but I’m no bear.”

“You’re my bear — a teddy bear.”

He wrapped his arms around her. “All right. I know where this is all going. I’ve already lost this argument before it started, didn’t I?”

“Yup.” She pecked his cheek. “Try to have some fun tonight. Maria is a good person and it was kind of her to invite us.”

They drove up into Mount Tabor, a wealthy suburban area far enough from downtown Winston-Salem to protect it from being urbanized, close enough to go in for a ballgame or a street fair, if the mood struck. Max tried to hide his distaste but wriggled in his suit and tie.

Maria Cortez-Kane lived in a modest house — modest by Mount Tabor standards. Sitting on the top of a manicured hill, the brick house boasted a four-column entryway like a bank. Four bedrooms, three full bathrooms, and a lavish kitchen — all meticulously appointed to impress. In the backyard, an in-ground swimming pool glistened under the moonlight.

Max leaned in a doorway with a glass of wine in his hand. He gazed around the high-ceilinged living room, hoping to catch a glimpse of his wife but seeing more sparkling diamonds and flashy gold watches than anything else. Strange, he thought. We have money and a beautiful house and everything these people have — not to the same degree, but we have it — yet somehow I still don’t feel part of this world. Not that Max wanted to be a part of such a world, but rather, he found it odd that money alone wasn’t enough to gain access to the rich.

With the way business was going, though, he might not have to worry about such things for long. Over the last six months, a total of three clients had walked through their doors, none of whom produced much in the way of income or interest. Having a bunch of money was nice, but Max spent a lot of time calculating how many years before it all dried up. No way would it last the rest of their lives. Maybe not even ten years unless they started getting some real income.

He wished Marshall Drummond would stop by. His partner, a ghost from the 1940s and a top-notch detective, would make the party interesting or, at least, distract him from his worries. But Sandra made Max promise to leave the ghost at home. Not that Max could have forced Drummond to come. That ghost did whatever he wanted to do and the heck with everybody else.

“It’s Max, right?” a joyful voice said. “Pleasure to meet you. I’m Brian Dorsett.”

Brian thrust out a meaty hand and gripped Max in a vice handshake. The man looked to be in his forties, a bit overweight, and rosy with drink. His suit fit right in with the house — meticulous and expensive.

“Nice to meet you.” Though Max wanted to go home, he knew how to be polite. “How is it you know me?”

Brian sipped vodka from a short glass. “I don’t, really. Just your name and what you look like. Part of the deal, y’know. I’ve got to keep up with who all is doing what all and where all.”

“The deal?”

“Sorry. I sometimes get ahead of a conversation. I’m already in Mexico and you haven’t even hit the border yet.” He laughed and placed a hand on Max’s shoulder. “No need to look so confused. I work for one of the big families.”

“Oh?” Three families ruled over Winston-Salem. The Reynolds family had made its name in tobacco. The Hanes family built its empire through underwear, socks, and such. Max knew little about these two. The third family, the Hull family, Max knew too much about. The Hull fortune came about through dark magic, evil curses, and worse. “Is this some kind of threat? Tucker Hull send you?”

Brian’s mouth soured as he glared at Max. “We’re watching you.” Then he burst into laughter. “No, no, I work for the Reynolds family. Handle insurance issues and such for the estate. That’s why I got to stay on top of what goes on and who goes on in this town. You really thought I worked for Hull? I’d never go near a Hull. Those folks are freaky.” He slapped Max on the back and handed over his business card. “Boy, I had you shaking.”

In a near-monotone, Max said, “Yeah, you got me good.”

“Never heard of Tucker Hull, though. I thought the young one ran the family now, um, Terrance Hull.”

“Oh, is that his name? Terrance?” Max hoped Brian was too drunk to remember any of this in the morning. Terrance had given up power to the family when the original patriarch, Tucker, was summoned back from the grave. Max shook off his thoughts — he had no need for the Hull family to be in his head during a party.

“Will you look at that?” Brian said, lifting his pinky from his vodka glass to point across the room at their host.

Maria Cortez-Kane stood amongst several women, Sandra included, with a bright smile and gracious charm. Based on the little he knew from Sandra, Max found Maria to be a fascinating balance of opposites. On one hand, she was the demure wife of Norman Kane, a successful contracts attorney. On the other hand, she was a New Age nut who flowed like a river with no banks — wherever life took her.

Brian appeared more interested in Maria’s ample cleavage. “I’m telling you, that woman has it all. If I were her baby, I’d breast feed until I was a teen. I mean, that mama could rock me to sleep any night.”

Max tried to hold his face still. He had no such luck with his mouth. “That’s the most disturbing thing I’ve heard all year.”

“Oh, don’t be such a prude. Look at that body. Besides, I heard she’s into all sorts of weird, kinky stuff. She’d be right at home with your Hull friends.”

Not wanting to embarrass Sandra, Max looked for a polite getaway. He found his solution in Brian’s near-empty glass. “How about a toast?”

“Excellent idea.” Brian raised his glass. “To women. May they always accept a man like me into their beds.” He tipped the last of his vodka back and missed the fact that Max did not share the toast.

“Looks like you’ve gone dry.”

Brian puckered his lips as he contemplated the empty glass. “That I have.” With another slap on Max’s back, he chuckled. “I suppose I’ll have to remedy this situation. Can I get you anything?”

“No, thanks. I’m all set.”

As Brian weaved toward the bar, Max broke off in the opposite direction. He worked his way down a crowded hall and around a corner, hoping to find a quiet area to sit out the rest of the evening. Instead, he entered a room with an enormous flatscreen television and a dozen rowdy men watching a football game — a rerun from the 1970s. The man holding court in the center of an extra-long couch was Norman Kane. When he grew silent to watch the next play, the men around him followed suit. As the play unfolded, the men raised their voices until reaching a crescendo of excitement.

No way would Max stay there. He spied a staircase off to the right and made his escape before anybody decided to be friendly enough to invite him over. He strolled down a perfect hallway with waxed, hardwood floors and just enough photos to be warm but not cluttered.

A door on his left stood ajar. He peeked in and saw a desk and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Flicking on the ceiling lamp — a colorful, domed piece that brought the room a rich sense of depth — Max perused the shelves.

Several held nothing but thick, legal reference books. These played opposite well-endowed fertility statues and a golden Buddha. Max smirked. That was the Cortez-Kane family in a nutshell.

Sitting on one shelf, directly in front of him, Max saw a framed black-and-white photograph. It was a portrait of a young woman in formal dress. She looked sternly at the camera with eyes so dark they might have been inked in.

Max picked up the frame and tilted it, trying to see if the impression of pen could be found on the smooth surface of the photo. Nothing. That suggested the woman’s eyes really were that dark. Strange.

Cocking his head to the side to read the titles on the lower shelves, Max’s heart chilled. The Lore of Witchcraft. Winston-Salem Witch. The Basic Grimoire. Covens. Then on the next shelf over — Spells for Summer. Binding Spell Primer. Light Magik.

Max straightened and scanned the rest of the room. Candles, chalk, salt, and other witchcraft paraphernalia had been neatly organized on the desk. A double-ringed circle had been painted on the floor. With that circle, a person could write a spell with chalk, cast it, and later, clear the floor for a new spell.

Max hurried downstairs and sought Sandra. He found her in the kitchen gawking over an eight-burner stove. “We have to go now,” he said.

She looked up at him, her scowl disappearing as she took in his appearance. “What happened?”

“I’ll tell you in the car.”

Sandra pushed through the crowd to give Maria a hug and an apology. From the sympathetic pout Maria made, Max guessed his wife claimed he wasn’t feeling well — or that he was being an ass and these were the crosses a wife must bear. Either way, when she finished, she grabbed her coat and stormed by Max on her way out.

Once they were on the road, Max told her everything he had seen.

“That’s it?” Sandra said. “That’s why we had to leave?”

“Did you hear me? Maria’s a witch.”

“I knew that already.”

“Huh? You did?”

“Yes, honey. I’ve been to that house before. I’ve seen her books and stuff. Oh, and I’m not an idiot.”

“I never said that. Don’t start picking a fight where there isn’t one.”

“Then don’t treat me like a child.”

Max opened his mouth; then wisely shut it. He thought he had been saving his wife from danger. How had it all become a blunder that was his fault? “Should we go back?”

“After I lied to her that you were ill?”

“I’m sorry,” he said, wondering how things turned around that he was apologizing.

Though Sandra’s jaw tensed, her eyes softened. “I know you didn’t mean it like that, but you should know better. Don’t you trust me? Trust my judgment?”

“Of course, I do. But you never said anything before about her being a witch, so I figured you didn’t know. When I saw all of that spell casting stuff, I thought we were in danger.”

“From Maria? She’d never hurt me. She’d never hurt anybody. Look, honey, she’s my friend. We’ve been living here for years now, and I hardly know anybody. She’s the first person that’s not you who I can call a friend.”

“What about Drummond?”

“Fine. She’s the first living person. And tonight meant a lot to me. She invited us to that party. All we had to do was have a good time.”

“And I ruined it.”

Sandra lowered her head into her hands and rubbed her temples. “It wasn’t you. I mean, not directly. It’s all this Hull business. Ever since we moved to North Carolina, we’ve had to live under their shadow. That’s why Maria is so special. She’s not part of any of that.”

“She’s a witch. That kind of means Hull, at the least, knows about her.”

“I doubt it. She’s not a powerful player or anything like that. Most of the spells she’s ever tried to cast have fizzled out. She even told me her mentor is considering dropping her as a student.”

Max glanced in his rearview mirror. A car had pulled out behind them and sped up. “Crap,” he said. “I think I’m about to get a ticket.” The car continued to accelerate. Its high-beams popped on, blinding Max. “This is ridiculous. Is he going to pull me over or not?”

Sandra leaned back to look out the rear window. “I don’t think that’s a cop.”

The car gunned its engine and rammed them. Max gripped the steering wheel as the car behind them hit again. With his brain rattling around his skull, he tried to focus on the road. He pressed hard on the gas, but their attacker matched him, then sped up and smashed them a third time.

They were on local roads with forests and fields, homes and churches lining the way. He pressed on, hoping he’d reach the on-ramp for US-40 — a major highway that would allow him to floor the gas without hurting anybody. He never got the chance.

The car behind pulled into the oncoming lane and zoomed up beside him. Max looked over and saw the driver looking back. A pale-skinned man with a deep scar running from the corner of his eye down to his jaw. He grinned at Max, revealing a silver incisor, before he wrenched the wheel over.

The man’s car slammed into Max’s. Max had been so distracted by the man’s appearance that he lost control of the car. Sandra screamed as they busted through a guard rail and over the side. They bounced down, straight for a tree. Max had time enough to spin the car to the right, protecting Sandra’s side from the main impact.

He heard the crumpling door. He heard the shattering glass. He saw nothing.

It all went dark.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

Before he opened his eyes, Max heard the quiet murmurs, the low television sounds, and the steady beeps that clued him in to his location — a hospital. He could smell it, too — that off-putting, antiseptic odor, a concoction of disinfectants and illness. Peeking through one eye confirmed his suspicion. Yeah, I’m in a hospital.

He sat up, surprised that his head did not ring nor did his muscles complain, and swung his legs off the bed. No broken bones. If he had managed to escape serious injury, then Sandra must be okay, too. With a sigh, he got to his feet and crossed the room to look out the window.

Hanes Mall spread out before him along with numerous restaurants and box stores as well as plenty of traffic. “Guess I’m at Forsyth Medical.” The other major hospital in the area was Wake Forest Baptist, but his view would have been of homes and trees as well as plenty of traffic.

“You’re finally up,” Marshall Drummond said as he floated next to Max. He wore the same clothes he had died in — an everyday suit with a long coat and a Fedora. That constant attire now covered Max with a bit of comfort. Drummond gave Max an awkward wink. “Enjoying the view?”

“Sure. I love to look out at a shopping Mecca. Or did you mean your fine self?”

Drummond chuckled — which was odd because he didn’t return with a jibe. “How are you feeling?”

“Okay, I guess.”

“Really? Completely normal?”

“Anxious to get out of here. Sandra’s okay, right?”

“She’s perfectly fine.”

“Then will you go tell her I’m awake and ... what’s with that look?”

Drummond tilted his Fedora over his eyes. “I ain’t got any kind of look. You sure you don’t feel any different or anything?”

Max went to slap the window but halted when he heard a gasp from behind. Sandra stood in the doorway. She had dropped a cup of coffee and it had formed a brown puddle in front of her. Her eyes glistened, but there was no joy in her face. Instead, her chin quivered as she gazed at the hospital bed.

Max followed her eyes. He was still in the bed. That is, his body was in the bed.

Reality spun out with a chill across his heart. He looked to Drummond, but the ghost averted his eyes. “Am I? I mean, did I ...”

Sandra covered her mouth as she rushed to the bedside. “Max? Can you hear me?”

“You know I can. I’m right here.”

She glowered at him before turning back to the body. “Max. Wake up.”

“What is this?” Max asked Drummond. “Am I dead?”

Drummond reached out and clasped Max by the shoulder. His ghostly hands didn’t go through Max nor did Max feel the usual cold whenever accidentally passing through a ghost. Drummond’s hands simply rested on Max’s shoulders — solid and without cold or pain. “I’m sorry, pal.”

“No,” Max said, wriggling away from Drummond. “Sandra, come on. This isn’t right. I’m not dead. I can’t be dead. It was a stupid car wreck. We didn’t flip or anything. We didn’t explode. We just hit a tree. I can’t be dead from that.”

Sandra kissed the forehead of the Max in the hospital bed. Then she looked at Max’s ghost. “Honey,” she said. “I love you. But you need to accept what has happened. It’s important, so that you can move on. Otherwise, you’ll be stuck here.”

“This doesn’t make sense. We hit a tree. Not even a big one. We weren’t going that fast.”

“Please, Max. You’ve got to pay attention. If you don’t move on, you’ll be here all the time. You understand? You’ll be stuck. And, honey, you’ll be haunting me. Is that what you want? To haunt your wife?”

“I’m not dead. I don’t feel dead.”

Drummond said, “How’s that supposed to feel? Listen to your wife. She’s right. I can touch you without hurting you or myself. You know what that means.”

Pointing to Drummond’s pocket, Max said, “Is Leed in there?” When alive, Leed had been a witch hunter and an expert in the occult. His horrible death resulted in his soul becoming a glowing blob, and Drummond let Leed reside in his pocket — at least, that was all Max had ever seen of the man.

“Leed’s always with me.”

“Well, if I’m dead how come I can’t hear him or see him?”

“You can’t hear him because he ain’t talkin’ right now. He’s not like a full ghost. It takes a lot for him to partake in the mortal world. More and more lately. He hasn’t talked in a few days, even to me. But you want to see him? Sure.”

Drummond scooped his hand into his pocket, pulled it out, and opened his palm up.

Max grinned. “I don’t see anything. He’s not there.”

“That’s odd. You should be able to see him.”

Max stomped around the room. “Get a doctor in here. Get somebody to examine me.” He stopped short and looked across the bed while avoiding looking at himself. “There. That machine is beeping. Isn’t that my heart?”

Sandra looked at the heart monitor. Wiping her eyes, she nodded. “That’s strange. I mean, you’ve been in a coma for three days. When I saw you as a ghost, I assumed you had died while I was getting coffee. I didn’t even notice.” A smile crept onto her lips. “Honey, it’s beeping. Your heart is still beeping.”

She dropped to the bed and hugged him. Max stepped beside her. “I know that’s my body and all, but I’m really over here.”

“I can’t hug you that way.” Her smile drifted into a frown. “Why are you that way? You shouldn’t be a ghost unless you died.”

“I don’t know. Drummond?”

The detective shrugged. “Never seen anything like this.”

Max lifted his hand, noticing for the first time that he could see through it. It felt real. He waved it around and he could feel the air shift along his skin. Yet it had to be some kind of illusion like a phantom leg. Except I’m the phantom.

Drummond floated toward the ceiling as he thought. Max wondered if he, too, could float but decided against trying just yet. Sandra would not appreciate the image. Drummond snapped his fingers. “Maybe something happened to you during the accident.”

That brought Max’s thoughts back into focus. “That wasn’t an accident.”

Sandra said, “I know that guy rammed us, but it seemed more like road rage than anything deliberate.”

“I saw him when he pulled up next to us. I saw his face. I’m telling you, we were targeted.”

“Honey, don’t start looking for trouble.”

“I’m not, but it’s coming for us.”

“Everything’s been quiet. We’re not even on a case.”

“Just because things have been quiet lately doesn’t mean our enemies have given up. Tucker Hull is out there, and you know he wants to hurt us.”

Drummond said, “I’m afraid he’s right, doll. You both know how serious the Hull family can be. I suspect this was meant to be a warning shot over the bow, but it went a bit further than they had planned. Now that you’re awake, you should expect to be hearing from Hull soon. Probably through our old pal, Mr. Modesto.”

Sandra wrinkled her nose. “I’d be fine with never seeing that man again. Ever.”

“It’s strange, though,” Max said. “Why a warning shot at all? We’ve been at odds with them for a few years, now. There’s no need to warn us. We know Tucker wants us gone.”

Drummond said, “Then what? You think he really tried to kill you in such a clumsy way? I don’t believe that. When he actually wants to kill you both, he’ll do it with magic.”

“I don’t know. But since we don’t have a case, at least this is the only thing we’ll have to focus on.”

The room door opened. “Perhaps I can help,” an elderly woman said as she entered. Max felt a lump sink into his gut. He knew this woman, this witch, and all the problems she brought with her — Mother Hope.

Drummond shook his head at Max. “You had to say something.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

Mother Hope walked to one of two chairs set under the flatscreen television. She wore enough scarves and jangling jewelry to fill a costume shop or play the part of cliché gypsy #2 in a bad horror movie. She moved her small, hunched body in short steps, each motion implying frailty and weakness. All of it was a lie. Max knew this woman had great power within her — not just her abilities with spells, but also as the leader of the Magi Group, a secret organization devoted to combating families like the Hulls from abusing magic.

Behind her, a large black man stood with a slight bend. Leon Moore. Though he worked as a librarian at Wake Forest University, his position in the Magi Group had caused Max plenty of trouble — usually under the guise of attempting to help.

Mother Hope made a vague hand gesture. “Wait out in the hall. Us ladies need to chat.”

Leon bowed his head a fraction before walking out. As Mother Hope settled in a chair, Max pointed at her and said, “I’ve got no use for you. Get the hell out of here.”

Mother Hope did not react. Drummond said, “You’re a ghost now. She can’t hear or see you.”

“My wife can. Hon, translate for me.”

Sandra crossed her arms and leveled a stern look at Mother Hope. “In case you’re planning on something violent, you should know that we’re not alone in here.”

The old woman glanced around the room. “Oh, I know that. Is Marshall Drummond here as well?”

“He is.”

“Good. Then you all can hear what I have to say.”

Sandra raised a hand to stop Max and Drummond from talking. “Make it fast. I doubt they have much patience at the moment. I know I don’t.”

“Mrs. Porter, you and I have not had many chances to talk. Most of my dealings have been with your husband. So, I will assume you are unaware of how to behave around me, and that is the reason for your unacceptable attitude.” Before Sandra could snap off a quick-witted rebuttal, Mother Hope said, “I arranged for your car accident as well as your husband’s current predicament. If you continue to be rude and unmannerly towards me, you’ll find that I can end Max’s life as easily as I have suspended it.”

Though her jaw remained clenched, Sandra forced a smile and sat in the other chair. “In that case, I imagine there’s a reason behind all this, and that you are here for more than gloating.”

“Much more.”

Max paced the room. “Don’t trust a thing she says.”

Drummond settled back against the wall and snickered. “Do you honestly think your wife needs advice from you on how to handle Mother Hope? I mean look at the evidence — you’re the one who’s dead.”

As she spoke, Mother Hope shuffled over to Max’s body. “I do hope you weren’t hurt in the accident.”

“No,” Sandra said. “My husband saw to that. He loves me very much.”

“Damn right I do,” Max said, still pacing.

Mother Hope raised an eyebrow. “We arranged for your accident so that Max would be put in a hospital. I needed access to his body, and I didn’t think that would happen without him being unconscious.”

“What did you do to him?” Sandra asked.

“Of course, we could have grabbed him off the street or broke into your home and took him, but those actions would have most likely brought the police into the situation. Having them poking about a criminal investigation was unacceptable. The Hull family has too many connections there. More than us. This way, it was an unfortunate accident. The police filled out a few reports, and that was that.”

“Answer me — what did you do to my husband?”

“I cursed him, of course.” Mother Hope pulled back Max’s hospital gown. When she passed her hand over the right side of his chest, a faint circle with small markings glowed red like a brand.

As the mark grew brighter, Max felt a sting in his chest that quickly become a harsh burn.

“Stop it,” Sandra said, her eyes on Max as he clutched his ghostly chest.

Mother Hope covered the body back up and returned to her chair. “This is your fault — all of you. Your little trio has been meddling in the Hull situation for too long. It’s hastened events that we thought we had taken care of and forced us to act faster than we intended.” Squinting at Sandra, she went on, “The situation is coming to a head, and if the world is ever to be rid of the Hull family, now is the time to strike.”

“I’ll show you a strike,” Max said and charged forward. He pulled back a fist and punched at Mother Hope’s chest. Two feet ahead of her, his fist slammed into a hard wall of pain. Electricity jangled up his arm and forced his mouth shut, his teeth gnashing into each other. He flailed backward into Drummond’s arms.

“Easy there,” Drummond said, setting Max back on his feet. “You’ll never be able to hit her like that.”

Mother Hope tapped one of the amulets around her neck. “Well, well. It feels as if your husband now knows what it’s like to come in contact with a protection ward.”

“You okay, hon?” Sandra asked.

Max rubbed his sore hand. “No. None of this is okay.”

Sandra turned back to Mother Hope. “You are wasting our time and annoying us. You’ve cursed my husband. Why? What does it do?”

“If we are to defeat the Hulls, not just set them back but defeat them, then we have no choice but to go for the head. We were planning on taking out Terrance Hull once he truly took over the business, but you three started helping them acquire the necessary items to resurrect Tucker Hull.”

Mother Hope paused. After a few seconds, Sandra said, “If you’re waiting for me to apologize, I won’t. We were trying to survive our own troubles. Finding those objects for the Hulls meant we continued to live.”

“Maybe so. Maybe you would have lived a better life had you not cooperated with that family. Still, here we are. Thanks to you, Tucker has returned. But Tucker cannot be defeated in any conventional manner. He is a being both dead and alive. He exists in both realms, and thus must be defeated in both realms in order to truly be destroyed.”

“You cursed Max, so he would fight Tucker in the afterlife?”

Mother Hope snarled. “I cursed Max because he deserved it.” Sandra jumped at the woman’s fierceness. Then, in a calmer voice, Mother Hope said, “I do not need nor do I want your husband to fight Tucker Hull. Even if he was willing, he would be no match. But he does need to serve a purpose.

“After many months of searching, I have uncovered a rare spell that I believe will solve our Tucker Hull problem. The spell requires casting by powerful witches in both realms — the living and the dead. Both witches must also be connected in some way with the target. The stronger the connection the better.

“Now, the living realm is an easy matter. I have a strong connection of hatred towards all the Hulls, and I am a powerful witch. But I need a witch on the other side as well. One who is capable of casting the spell and has an equal hatred for Tucker that she would be willing to do it. There’s only one who fits that description.”

Max halted his pacing. His arms dropped. “You have got to be kidding.”

“Your husband will use his great skill in uncovering people and information, and he will find the Hull family’s former witch-on-retainer, Dr. Ashley Connor.”

“No. Absolutely not.” Max looked to Drummond. “This is nuts.”

Drummond pursed his lips, then shook his head. “What can you do? You’re cursed, right?”

Sandra nodded. “This curse — you’ll remove it after he finds Dr. Connor?”

“Of course, dear,” Mother Hope said. “The curse keeps him in this state of living and dead. The rest of his body, other than a few bruises, appears to be healthy and fine. Once the curse is removed, he’ll wake from his coma and you both can go about your lives knowing that the Hulls will never be a problem for you again.”

“But why Dr. Connor? Surely, the Magi Group has plenty of powerful witches that are dead and available.”

“Not so. We move on when we die.”

Drummond said, “And Dr. Connor was murdered by the Hulls. An angry, murdered witch won’t be moving on anytime soon. She’ll be around here somewhere.”

“To be perfectly clear, though,” Mother Hope continued, “your husband has defied me and caused me many problems. If not for the fact that his goals aligned with mine, I would have seen him hurt long ago. As it stands, consider this a punishment. And what better punishment than to force him to work with a witch he abhors?”

Max clenched his fists. “Hon, please slap that old woman for me.”

Sandra suppressed a smile. “I don’t think Max is feeling too cooperative at the moment.”

Again, the fierce side of Mother Hope erupted. “Well, he better change his mind. Because when I remove the curse, I can just as easily send him to the realm of death as I can the living. And nobody will believe he was murdered by magic. In fact, considering the usual outcome for coma patients, nobody will bother to look into it at all. Just another unfortunate tragedy due to drunk driving. You were returning from a party the night of your accident, right?”

Max saw Sandra’s fingers tense, and he thought she really would slap the old witch. Instead, she put out her hand. “I think we understand the situation quite well. You can trust we’ll do everything possible to find Dr. Connor for you.”

Mother Hope took Sandra’s hand and gave it a light motion. “I have no doubts.”

“We’d like some privacy now. We’ll report the moment we learn of anything.”

“No need.” Mother Hope stood and brushed her backside while her numerous bracelets clanged against each other. She then walked to the door and gave it a single knock. “I have my own people for that purpose.”

Before the door had fully opened, Max heard the click-clack of sharp, high heels. A petite, blond doctor entered. Her hair had been pulled back into a bun so tight it stretched her skin. Max would never forget the sound of that woman’s heels when she had demolished his office computers while Mother Hope watched and warned. Though small like Mother Hope, the high-heeled woman was equally dangerous.

Mother Hope pushed the door closed. “I believe you know Dr. Fremont.”

“Yes,” Sandra growled.

“I’ve seen to it that she has been assigned to this floor of the hospital. Max will be one of her patients. She’s a well-respected and capable doctor, and as long as you do what you are supposed to do, she will take good care of Max.”

“But should we do anything you don’t like, you’ll kill him.”

Mother Hope winced at Sandra’s words. “Murder is not an easy thing, and death is not a judgment I will easily pass upon another. Even Tucker Hull’s second death, which I pray will be soon, is not something we take lightly. It would be with a heavy heart that I would have to fulfill any threat to Max. But then, all leaders must learn to live with a heavy heart. So, yes, comply with my plans, and you’ll not only save your husband’s life, but you will also destroy your enemy.” To Dr. Fremont, Mother Hope said, “Take care of these people, and report everything they say and do to me.”

Gazing once across the room, Mother Hope made an odd noise in her throat like a creaking ship before leaving. Dr. Fremont followed her out.

The moment the door closed, Sandra rushed over to Max’s body and checked his chest. No sign of the cursed mark could be seen. “Are you okay? Do you feel strange or anything?”

Despite his anger, Max laughed. “You mean other than being a ghost?”

Sandra’s shoulders drooped. “Yeah, other than that.” She pressed the palm of her hand against her eyes. “What are we going to do? This is nuts.”

“No more than usual.”

Drummond adjusted his hat and slid closer. “I’ve got to side with Max on this one, doll. We can handle this just fine. We’ve been through this kind of thing before.”

“No,” Sandra said. “We’ve never been through something like this. Witches, ghosts, curses — sure. That’s nothing new. But Max being cursed into this half-alive, half-dead state. That is not business as usual.”

“I know, hon.” Max reached out to comfort her, but she pulled away.

“I don’t think the deep-bone chill of a ghost touch is what I need right now.”

Drummond brought his hands together in one loud clap. “Before you two work yourselves into a fight or something worse like a bunch of mushy love talk, we’ve got a witch to go find.”

“Yeah,” said Max. “And considering that she hates us, it won’t be easy.”

 


 

 

Chapter 4

Max, Sandra, and Drummond spent an hour discussing the situation. Most of their talk resulted in grumbling and sharp barbs of wit tossed in the direction of Mother Hope. But eventually, they settled onto a clear path — Drummond was to find Dr. Connor by searching the Other, the ghost-only plane of existence that resided between the corporeal realm and that of those who had moved on; Sandra was to dig up all she could find on Max’s curse and the possible ways to free him that did not result in his death. Max also asked if Sandra had notified his mother of what had happened.

“No,” she said. “I know I should, but when I do tell her, she’s going to hop on the first flight over. I don’t want to have to deal with her. Not right now. I figured if you die, I could deal with her then, and if you live, there’d be nothing to tell.”

“She’s my mother.”

“What do you want me to say? ‘Oh, hi Mrs. Porter. Thought I’d call because your son’s been cursed by a psychotic do-gooder witch.’ You think that’s a good idea?”

“Maybe not those exact words.”

By the time they agreed to call Max’s mother only if he died and then broke off for their separate assignments, noon had come and gone. They still had hours to make some progress, though. Max had no doubt that both Sandra and Drummond shared the urgency he felt. However, no matter how greatly they could empathize, they weren’t the one with the curse. Drummond had been cursed before, he knew exactly what Max was going through, yet even so, Max still wondered if a ghost could truly understand. Except he was a ghost now, too. If he could spend his time moping about feeling alone, then another ghost should also be able to have emotions.

He tried to shove away these thoughts. He was simply frustrated, and it made his mind wander into ridiculous hypotheticals and manufactured concerns. He needed to do something. Unfortunately, his options were limited.

Because he wasn’t really dead, he could not access the Other with Drummond. Though even if he could manage that feat, he discovered quite fast and painfully that his ghostly form was tethered to his cursed body. It appeared he could go anywhere within the boundaries of the hospital. However, if he tried to leave the building, he felt a vice grip seize his head and start to pull. The further he went beyond the hospital, the worse the pain. Thus, he stayed behind while Sandra and Drummond did all the leg work.

Standing alone in his hospital room, Max stared at his body. He could have roamed the halls, but after attempting it once, he decided that had been enough. The halls of the hospital were stuffed with dead people. Seeing them wormed under his skin. Worse, he thought if he spent too much time with them, he might lose that sensation. He might get comfortable with the dead. While he had no proof, he thought that the closer he came to the realm of the dead, the harder it might be to bring him back to the living.

“Look at you,” he said to his body. “Another fine mess you’ve gotten us into.” He did not laugh. Didn’t even crack a morbid smile.

He had already adjusted to the sensations of being a ghost. Passing through objects caused him no feeling at all. If he wanted to actually touch something, it merely required a small amount of concentration. However, the pain of coming into contact with the solid world shocked him.

He knew from working with Drummond that touching things caused pain, had seen it on the old ghost’s face, but he had no idea what the experience was like until he attempted to press his hand against the wall. His fingers burned as if he had placed them against a hot stove. Shooting bolts of pain strafed up his spine right into the back of his head. If he had a stomach, he would have thrown up.

All the times Drummond had touched the corporeal world in order to protect or help or outright save Sandra and Max, he had endured this kind of pain. Max wished he could buy the man a drink — a double-shot of whiskey. Drummond would appreciate the gesture even if he couldn’t partake in the drinking.

The other aspect of being a ghost that came as a surprise was the loneliness. Max had only been in this state for a few hours, and he already wanted to tear down the walls. Drummond had endured decades before Max freed him from his curse. No wonder most ghosts are haunting people. They’re bored out of their minds.

Stuck in the hospital was bad enough for regular patients. Stuck in the hospital as a ghost, especially when there were important things to be done outside of the building, that was sheer torture. Probably part of the reason Mother Hope set things up that way.

An hour later, when his door opened, Max had to hold back from rushing across the room and hugging his visitor. When Peanut Butter entered the room, Max’s heart swelled and he zoomed into the corner so as not to accidentally bump the boy. He didn’t want PB running off scared.

Not that the boy would. Before Max had hired him to do odd jobs and general help, PB lived on the streets of Winston-Salem. The kid was tough. Still, he was a boy. Perhaps that’s why Max always thought of him and his partner, Jammer J, as the Sandwich Boys. Not simply because of the obvious PB and J of their names, but because they were so young.

PB glanced in the hall a moment before pulling a chair beside Max’s slumbering body. His thin fingers fidgeted with his shirt before reaching out and patting Max’s arm. Two quick pats and PB slipped his hand away.

He cleared his throat. “Hey, Ghostman.” PB knew that Max could see Drummond — at least, he knew Max believed that.

“Hey, kid,” Max said, though the boy could not hear him.

“Crappy what happened to you. Sorry about it all. Don’t you worry though. I’m gonna make sure Ms. Sandra is taken care of. Me and J, we’ll do whatever we can to help her out. You got my word.”

“That’s kind of you.”

“I mean, you been real good to me. I don’t forget that stuff. Not just the little things you did, neither. The coffee and bagels when I was alone and all, well, that was cool, but you took a chance on me. Give me this job with real pay and everything. Jammer J and I, you know, we don’t waste that money. We been saving it. Got a bank account and everything. We even went in together and got an apartment.”

PB looked around before leaning in closer. In a soft voice, he said, “Don’t tell nobody. I won’t be any use to you, telling you what’s going on the street and all, if they think I’m suddenly a rich man. I mean, don’t get the wrong idea or nothing. This place ain’t nice at all. It’s a real hole. But we can afford it, and I don’t care if it’s got cockroaches and mice. It’s a roof over my head when it rains. And when it’s cold outside, I got some warmth, too. Anyway, I owe that to you and I wanted to thank you.”

“No need to thank me,” Max said, his mouth open in a wide grin. “You earn your pay all the time.”

“I don’t want you thinking I’m getting all sappy and stuff, but for an old guy, you’re pretty cool. I think if one of my parents had been like you, I wouldn’t have ended up like I did.”

PB lowered his head and closed his eyes. He said nothing for several minutes. In the quiet, Max watched and held still. He wanted to speak — really, he wanted PB to hear him — to let PB know that his words did not fall away into nothingness. But as he stood there watching, he suspected that PB preferred his words to be lost.

“You know what?” PB said, his voice breaking through like a sudden disturbance in an empty church. “I’ve done some bad things. I mean I’m sure you think you know what a guy like me has got to do to survive the streets, but that ain’t what I’m talking about. I’m talking before the streets, back when I had a home and a mom and a dad and all that crap. I did a real bad thing back then. Maybe if you had been around back then, none of it would’ve happened. But I want you to know about it. I really do. I want you to know because you put your trust in me. That whole thing with that haunted house — if Jammer J and I hadn’t done our part, you could’ve been killed. That’s serious trust.”

He peeked at the door and took a shivering breath. “So, you ought to know the kind of person I am — good and bad and all. Especially since I think some of that past is on its way after me.”

“Whatever it is, kid, you’re part of the business now. That’s our family. We’ll help you out.”

A knock at the door jolted PB to his feet. The door swung open and a stern woman walked in. She had blond hair closely buzzed in the back with sharp, pointed ends on the cropped sides. Her grim, dark eyes stood out from her pale skin. Max knew the woman right away, but PB had no clue, and Max had no way to warn him. Cecily Hull had come to visit.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

PB straightened and his chin lifted. “I’m a friend of Max. Who the hell are you?”

“Where’s Sandra? I know her too well to think she’d abandon her husband.”

PB shrugged. “Haven’t seen her.”

“Can you go find her for me?”

“No.”

Cecily pulled back. “What does that mean? You can’t or you won’t?”

“Look, lady, you act like a rich, stuck-up ass, so I ain’t helping you with nothing.”

Max suppressed a laugh until he remembered that nobody could hear him. Then he let it roar out.

Cecily dug into her purse and pulled out a hundred dollar bill. “If I give you this, will you deliver a message for me?”

“I don’t want your money. This room’s for friends and family. You obviously ain’t either.”

She never faltered. She simply slid the money back into her purse. “You are fortunate that today I have serious matters to deal with. Otherwise, I think I’d enjoy seeing you suffer the consequences of your rudeness.” Her cold delivery had the desired effect upon PB. “You tell Sandra Porter that Cecily Hull wants to speak with her on an important matter. She knows how to contact me.” Cecily turned toward the door, paused, and added, “And she better.”

As Cecily walked out, Max started to follow. At the door, however, he stopped. He looked at PB. The boy had something important to unload, something he had been building up to. But Cecily had interrupted and the momentum had disappeared. Would he try again?

Following Cecily was important, too — it could not have been a coincidence that she arrived on the same day that Mother Hope had visited. Drummond taught Max a long time ago the likelihood of such things truly being coincidences. “Never happens,” the detective had said.

Cecily, then. If PB truly wanted to share something with Max, he would do so when Max was conscious. For that matter, Max had to admit that he felt a bit slimy eavesdropping on PB’s private words. The boy had no reason to think Max was listening.

Stepping into the hall, Max braced himself for the claustrophobic crowd of ghosts. Men and women of all ages filled the hall like transparent statues. They loitered in the halls, paying particular attention to the living, and watched life trickle by.

Weaving through the throngs, Max followed Cecily to the elevators. He kept bumping into the other ghosts but managed to avoid passing through more than a few humans. When Cecily boarded the elevator, Max joined her. But when the doors closed and the elevator descended, Max passed through the ceiling and remained floating in the elevator shaft.

His head spun as his instincts told him he would plummet to his death. He paddled his arms and legs about as if drowning. When nothing happened — neither moving toward the walls nor tumbling toward the bottom — he started to laugh and continued until his rapid pulse eased. How do I have a pulse? he wondered.

By paying closer attention to his heartbeat, he remembered that he was still alive — in a curse-induced coma, but alive. So, he did have a heart beating in his chest, and that apparently connected with his ghost version. Max’s thoughts leaped around from the metaphysical idea of astroprojection to his experiences with Drummond’s limits to wondering if different planes of existence had different physics.

He chuckled at this last thought. I’m floating in an elevator shaft. Of course, physics is different. Which meant that he could behave differently as well. He needed to sit down with Drummond and learn the basics, but since his ghost partner was unavailable at the moment, Max decided the best thing to do would be to experiment.

Since motions with his arms and legs had already failed, he tried to use force of willpower. He thought about moving toward the doors. Still nothing.

Well, how did I get here? I walked. Max wondered if it could be that simple. He had walked the halls without a thought. Why should he think about it? He’d been walking since he was one year old. Perhaps, if he trusted his ghost body and his natural instincts, the rest would follow.

Max closed his eyes, took a breath, and then simply walked back onto the floor. No problem. He then pictured how Drummond could float around the room and pass through walls.

Putting his arms in front like a flying superhero, he pushed off the ground. And he floated. Not high, not far, but he did not touch the floor, and he did not fall. If he had to be a prisoner of this hospital, at least he got to have this bit of fun.

Except Cecily Hull was nothing fun. He lowered back to the floor and attempted to continue lowering through the floor. His body dropped down without any resistance. He did not move fast, but he did move.

By the time he reached the main level, he expected Cecily to be long gone. However, he found her sitting in a sunlit hall connecting the main entrance with the visitor parking garage. Darker wood panels made a curved wall with large windows. Inside was a conference hall. At the far end, just before the sliding doors to the garage, stood a Starbucks kiosk.

As the barista served coffee and sweets to a line of waiting customers, Max noticed that he could not smell the enticing aromas. Drummond had often complained about being unable to enjoy the smell and taste of food. It was like watching a movie instead of actually being right there. It put a distance between Max and the solid world around him.

He hunched his shoulders and looked away. I really am a ghost. Not that he had doubted it before, but the reality of his situation plowed into him.

Before he could spiral into a series of depressing thoughts, he saw Cecily Hull pull out a cell phone and make a call. Though he could not smell coffee, he could hear people speak, and right then, Max figured no conversation could have been more important to listen to. He drifted towards her, ignoring the watchful glares of three women who, by their dress, died sometime in the 1960s.

“Well?” she said as a form of greeting.

Max leaned in to hear the voice on the other end, but Cecily kept her phone pressed tight against her ear.

“That’s not good enough.” She crossed her legs as if swatting off flies with her feet. “I need more than accusations ... I know it’s true but I need proof, and the only one who could provide that is Devan.” Her lips twisted down as she listened to the response. “I don’t care ... Then you tell him that either he finds Devan or he finds the fastest route out of North Carolina, and that goes for you, too ... Look here, Mr. Pescatore, I have been pleased with the work you have done so far. I know your ambitions and you know mine. If you want to be positioned to benefit from my rise, then you must be willing to get involved in all aspects of my work. Sometimes that gets messy. You understand? This family has been mired in dark swamps of sin for a long time. If I am to bring us into the twenty-first century, it means that none of us can afford to act as if we’re above the stench. Not yet, at least.” Her lips twitched upward but the rest of her face remained stoic. “That’s a much better response. Go to work now. I look forward to hearing of your success.”

As she placed the phone into her purse, Max heard Sandra’s voice. “What are you doing down here?”

She had spoken to Max, but Cecily answered, “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Sandra glanced down at Cecily. “Ms. Hull? What’s going on here?”

Max went over to give Sandra a kiss, almost touched her, before he remembered he was a ghost and contact would only cause her pain. “This shouldn’t surprise you. I’m cursed and the Hull family shows up.”

“Please, Mrs. Porter, I come on urgent business.”

“No,” Sandra said. “My husband is in a coma. I have no interest in hearing about your problems.”

“You know better than that. From the very start, your husband’s actions tied our families together. He threatened to expose some of our darker secrets should anything happened to him.”

“That was years ago, and since Tucker’s return, it seems the journal is of no value now.”

“Let’s not verbally gamble when we both know I hold the stronger hand. The journal always has value. And as such, if the Hulls have a problem, then so do the Porters. We are tied together. So, may I come up to the room with you, so we can talk?”

Though her muscles stiffened, Sandra said, “You can go wherever you want.” She thought for a second. “What is it you do want anyway?”

“I thought that was obvious. I want to hire you.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

Rising through ceiling after ceiling, Max had time to worry. He wanted to zip back to his room, but flying upward took more effort than dropping down. By the time he joined Sandra and Cecily, the two women had seated near his comatose body, steady glares firing between them. Max wanted to ask Sandra what had happened, but he knew to stay quiet. Drummond had taught him long ago that listening often produced better answers.

Cecily tugged on her silk blouse and straightened her shoulders. “I shouldn’t have expected more cordial behavior. After all, money does not give one manners.”

“That explains you a whole lot better.”

“Careful, Mrs. Porter. I’m willing to trade barbs because I want your services. But don’t think you are irreplaceable. Continue to be this rude to me, and I will make sure you regret it.”

Max floated behind Cecily, but before he could open his mouth, Sandra threw a venom-filled look at him. He ran his fingers across his lips, zipping them up, and then mimed tossing away the key.

To Cecily, Sandra said, “You’ll have to forgive me, but our dealings with the Hull family have never gone smoothly, and on top of that, my husband is right here in bad shape.”

“Apology accepted. I, too, am under a great strain, so if I’m a little curt, you’ll understand why.”

“Jeez,” Max said. “If that’s true, she’s been under a strain since the day we met her.” Max waved off Sandra’s glare and made another lip-zipping motion.

Sandra said, “Please, Ms. Hull, tell me what you want to hire our little firm to do.”

Cecily rubbed her palm against her side. Her fingers looked bony and sharp. Though she could not see Max, she appeared to react to him anyway, snapping her hand back to her lap, then lacing her fingers tight to keep her hands still.

“The Magi Group,” she said with a bitter snarl. “They are moving against Tucker. I want you to help me stop them.”

“You want to stop the Magi from taking down Tucker Hull — the man you are actively trying to take down. Why? You could have them do all the work for you.”

“And what happens then? The Magi Group is every bit as twisted and corrupt as Tucker has made the Hull family business. Right now, the two organizations keep each other in a balanced state. With the Magi Group striking at the Hulls, you’re about to see the equivalent of a gang war. There won’t be drive-by shootings, but there will be plenty of bodies — many of them cursed into eternities of hellish suffering. But I won’t insult you by pretending to care about people. The fact remains that if the Magi Group succeeds, they’ll be too powerful for me to fight, and we’ll all be living under the thumb of Mother Hope.”

Max tried to hold his tongue, but he blurted out, “It’s worse than that for her. If Mother Hope wins, she’ll have decimated the Hulls, leaving nothing worth having for Cecily.”

Sandra kept her eyes on Cecily. “Of course, if Tucker Hull fights off the Magi Group, then you have an even stronger foe in him. In order for you to win in any of this, you have to get them to find a balance again, if not a temporary peace.”

“Tucker is steeped in using dark magic, and Mother Hope is a witch. I, however, am neither. Which is why I need your help, and I can see that you have always been the real brains of your operation.”

“Flattery, now?”

“Not at all. I’m merely acknowledging the state of your business.”

Max stepped between the two women. “Get rid of her. We’re already screwed up enough with Mother Hope. You cannot seriously be thinking about whatever she’s going to ask of you. Not to mention, she’s a Hull.”

Sandra leaned back. “Are you comfortable enough here? We could always finish this conversation at a diner or something?”

“Okay, okay,” Max said. “I’ll shut up.”

Crossing her arms, Cecily gazed off to the side. “I hardly think a diner would be appropriate. Besides, I should hope we are nearly done.”

“Fine,” Sandra said, also crossing her arms. “Perhaps you could tell me how I’m going to help you stop a war between the Magi Group and the Hull family.”

“Research, of course. That’s what you people are good at, right? I would have preferred your husband for this, but you’ll do.”

“Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“This whole thing has been brewing for a long time. I had hoped it would blow over and tensions would settle, but Tucker keeps trying to gain more and more power — mostly of the magic variety. Yet despite all he’s acquired, he has not done anything with it. Small things, sure, but nothing significant. He’s even allowed you to remain. I think the Magi Group smells the weakness. Or perhaps they feared if they didn’t act now, he might strike harder than they were prepared for. Whatever the case, over the last few months, I knew things had taken an ugly turn. So, I employed a woman who knew her way with computers and had her access the Hull family archives.”

“You hired a hacker to hack your own family?”

“They hate me. I’m not even allowed in the main house.”

Max huffed. “I hate her, too.”

With a sharp sniff, Cecily continued, “We were able to pull up Mother Hope’s file. Yes, we have files on everybody we deal with — including you. Unfortunately, the Hull computers are well maintained when it comes to security. Before we could download the files, a countermeasure destroyed our computers — I believe my employee said we had been fried. I did, however, get a glimpse of the file and I wrote down a code — ZSRLH. I think it’s important.”

Sandra bit the inside of her cheek. “Those letters could be nothing more than a filing notation. There’s no reason to think it’s tied to anything of value.”

“I thought so, too. But when I started inquiring for further information, I was shut down. Everybody I contacted about that code stalled or disappeared or, in one case, outright refused to answer. Family that talks to me, employees who have been working for us for years, anybody connected with our archives — not a single person was willing to discuss this with me. Those letters mean something. And they’re the only thing I have.”

“Okay,” Sandra said, typing the letters into her phone. “I’ll look into it.”

“Thank you. Naturally, this must become your highest priority. I don’t know how long we have until Mother Hope or Tucker Hull makes a big move.”

“My fee will have to be higher, considering the time constraints.”

“Of course.”

Cecily offered her hand. Sandra gave a firm shake and watched Cecily walk out. Over her shoulder, Cecily said, “You best get to work right away. Oh, and sorry about your husband.”

Max followed Cecily into the hall. As she walked toward the elevators, he caught sight of Dr. Fremont — the high-heeled spy. Fremont pretended to be studying a medical chart until Cecily left the floor. Then she pulled out her cell and made a call.

Returning to his room, Max found Sandra sitting on the bed and holding his body’s hand. Then she turned to the ghost-Max. “She’s lucky I didn’t strangle her.”

Max ran his fingers along the back of his neck. “Why are you agreeing to work with her in the first place? Especially when you know the situation I’m in. If Mother Hope finds out, I’m screwed.”

Sandra straightened the blanket on Max’s body and tucked him in tight. “Your faith in me is overwhelming.”

“I’m not trying to doubt you.”

“But you do anyway. After all we’ve been through.”

“Please don’t pick a fight. Not now. I am on your side. I believe in you.”

“You don’t show it. Even before all this — at the party. Maybe even before that. What’s going on? We’re supposed to be open with each other.”

Max struggled for the words. He thought about the money troubles looming on the horizon or the way a marriage ebbs and flows or how risking the lives of those he loves had become normal. “I think it’s the lack of control. Not that I have to be in charge of everything, but right now — especially right now — I have zero control over my life.”

Sandra offered a sympathetic grin. “You’re a very silly man. Don’t you know why our marriage works? It’s because life always flies out of control, but we’re there for each other. Right now, I’m here to pick up the pieces for you. As long as you need me to, I’m here. You’d do the same for me.”

“Okay,” Max said. He always felt better when they talked out a problem — even if they didn’t arrive at a solution.

Sandra kissed Max’s forehead before looking at the ghost version. “You better calm down. Just because you’re not fully dead doesn’t mean you’re immune to the properties of being a ghost.”

Max recalled the time Drummond’s high emotional stress had nearly turned him into the kind of ghost that haunts and destroys. “Can that really happen to me?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never dealt with one like you before.”

“You do see us all, don’t you?” He thought of the hospital hallway. “How can you stand to be in this place?”

“My husband is lying here in a coma. Where else am I going to be?”

“But, honey —”

“I’ll be fine. Let’s just get you back in the land of the living.”

His chest swelled. “You’re incredible.”

“Don’t start getting all romantic. You’re a ghost and that’s only cool if you’re Demi Moore.” She blushed anyway.

Max did his best Drummond clap. “Okay, then. Let me in on why we agreed to be hired by both sides of this fight?”

“First off, we didn’t. We agreed to work for Cecily Hull, not the Hull family. And we never agreed to work for the Magi Group. We were coerced into that.”

“Isn’t that semantics?”

“Maybe. But if we don’t keep this clear, it’s going to get confusing. The whole point is for us to have the clearest picture — better than the Magi Group, better the Cecily, and most certainly, better than Tucker Hull.”

Max nodded. “And what better way to see the big picture than to have Cecily and Mother Hope feeding us information.”

“Exactly. We play on both of these teams until we can see the true situation. Then we decide how it all ends.”

“Like I said before — you’re incredible. Playing both sides against each other.”

“Let’s just hope we don’t get crushed in the middle.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 6

The digital clock on his heart monitor read 2:37 am. Max stared at it until it changed to 2:38. The television flickered images of one enthusiastic salesman after another, each getting their allotted time to infomercial their way to riches. Sandra had fallen asleep in her chair with a book on witches open in her lap. She heard none of it.

Not so for Max. No need for sleep turned out to be one of the side effects of being a ghost. His mind didn’t understand, though. He saw the night sky, heard the quiet tones, and his mind told him it was time to go to bed. His ghost form, however, felt nothing — no tired bones or muscles, no heavy eyelids, no weariness of any kind. He was wide awake.

No wonder so many ghosts act the way they do. They’re bored out of their minds.

Earlier, he had wearied his brain, thumbing over the code Cecily had provided: ZSRLH. He tried simple substitution which brought no sensible results. He considered it as a jumble, but it lacked vowels. He wracked his brain for some historical event that the letters might stand for or some long forgotten acronym. Nothing made sense.

2:39 am. He considered tackling the code again, but codes were not his strength. That belonged to the puzzle-fiend he had married. Still, there were only five letters. How complicated could a code be with only five letters?

The clock changed over another minute. Max turned away. He drifted through the door and into the hall. Might as well haunt the hospital with everyone else.

With the living all comfy and asleep, the hallways were much easier to negotiate. Though still crowded with ghosts, their presence did not crowd Max’s sense of space in the same way.

“Or maybe I’m just getting used to it,” he said.

He dropped through the floor a few times until he saw the ghost of a young man staring out a window. The man wore a tuxedo with a top hat as though he starred in some old Hollywood musical. At any moment, Fred Astaire would come tap dancing across the tiled floor.

Max slid up next to the young man. He tipped his hat towards Max.

“How long you been dead?” Max asked.

The ghost remained silent.

“Sorry. Is that a bad thing to ask? I’m new to all this.”

The ghost stared at him but said nothing.

“You got a name or anything?”

The ghost’s brow pulled in tight.

It reminded Max of how frustrated Drummond had been when they first met. Back then, Drummond had been bound to his old office by a curse. He tried to communicate with the ghosts that came near, but few would acknowledge him and fewer would talk. Conversations were difficult.

And now I’m cursed. Max wondered if perhaps the dead had trouble hearing him. Probably. Not only was Max cursed, but he still had a foot in the living. However, Max knew that it was more than difficulty with communications. It was the curse. Ghosts did not like to deal with cursed ghosts. They feared they would be caught under the spell as well.

“Thanks for your time,” Max said with a slight bow. The young man bowed and tipped his hat again, slowly returning to his vigil at the window.

As Max walked away, he thought more about Drummond. Particularly, he wondered why Drummond had yet to return. He was simply going to put out a few feelers, try to get the groundwork laid to find Dr. Connor. Max needed his old friend back. He had a thousand questions about a being a ghost and Drummond was his one surefire source.

Probably why he’s taking a long time.

Dropping a few more floors, Max worked his way to the cafeteria. It was a nice set up — bright and clean with hardwood floors and plenty of open space. Even with all the ghosts, the area felt uncluttered. Four cash registers had been set up like little islands while all the food stations were along the perimeter like a mall food court. This late at night, a single cashier sat at the ready while half the food stations were closed.

On one wall was a freezer with HERSHEY’S ICE CREAM pasted on the side. Max looked down through the freezer’s glass top. It had been years since he had tasted a chocolate eclair or a strawberry shortcake bar. If only he could reach in and scoop up some of those ice cream treats.

“You can’t do that,” the cashier said.

Max jerked to the side and looked over at the cashier. “You can see me?”

But she wasn’t looking at him. Her eyes were on the man walking in through the side door clearly marked EXIT — a pale-skinned man with a long scar from the corner of his eye down to his jaw. The pale man grinned at the cashier, a grin Max had seen right before being run off the road and into a tree. Though he knew it was all in his mind, Max thought he felt his mouth go dry.

As the pale man walked by her, the cashier took a sudden interest in cleaning her station. He never took his eyes away, as if daring her to look up. When he finally headed down the hall, she shook her head and said to a busboy, “They don’t pay me enough to have to worry about people breaking in here through that stupid door.”

“Yeah,” said the busboy. “How long have we been asking them to fix that? And still nothing.”

She went on listing her complaints, but Max no longer listened. The possibility that the pale man had come to the hospital to visit a friend was not a possibility at all. The only reason he could have come, especially at almost three in the morning, was to finish the job.

Sandra was in trouble.

Max jumped into the air and continued upward. As he passed up through floor after floor, he stretched his neck and arms ahead, trying to quicken his ascent. The pale man had avoided the main lobby because he was avoiding being seen by too many people and cameras.

That’s good, Max thought. It meant that there was a strong chance the pale man would opt for the stairwell instead of the elevator.

Another floor drifted by. Two more to go.

“One of you ghosts, go wake my wife!” Max had no belief any of the ghosts would hear him or comply, but it felt good to shout. Maybe Sandra would hear.

When he finally reached his floor, an elevator dinged. Max watched the metallic doors slide open, holding his breath the entire time. A nurse stepped off and quietly headed to the main desk. No pale man. That was a good sign. He must have taken the stairs — unless he was already in the room.

Max zipped through the hall, bumping aside ghosts, and burst in the room. Sandra sat in the same chair, her eyes closed, a soft snore escaping her lips.

“Wake up!”

She startled and her book flopped off her lap. She launched across the room to Max’s body. “What is it? What’s wrong?” she said as she looked over him and checked the heart monitor and IV.

“My body’s fine. But the guy who ran us off the road is here — the Pale Man.” As fast as possible, Max explained what he had seen. “You’ve got to get out of here.”

“What about you?”

“I’m a ghost. He can’t even see me.”

“I mean your body. What if he’s come to finish you?”

“Why would Mother Hope go to the trouble of cursing me and talking to us about finding Dr. Connor and all of that, if she was just going to send somebody to kill me?”

“But maybe she —”

“No time for this. He’ll be here any moment.”

“I can’t leave you vulnerable.”

“Come on,” Max said, wishing he could slam his hand on a table or a wall. “Across the hall. That room’s empty. Go in there now. I’ll stay here, and if there’s a problem for my body, I’ll yell for you.”

Sandra hesitated but finally nodded and dashed across the hall. Max watched her until the door closed. Then he stood by his body.

Moments later, the Pale Man entered the room. His head turned slowly as he scanned across the bed, the chairs, and to the bathroom. He pulled out a large hunting knife.

“Mrs. Porter,” he whispered. “You in there?”

He ducked his head into the bathroom and pulled back fast. When nothing jumped him, he flicked the light on and pulled back the shower curtain. He returned, moving faster now, and crossed over to the window. He leaned his head against his arm and his arm against the glass.

Max shot over to Sandra. “He’s here for you. He knows you’re not in there and he did nothing to my body. You’ve got to move now.”

“Okay,” she said, nodding her head over and over. “Okay.”

“It’ll be fine. Just hold on.” Max stuck his head through the wall to look up and down the hall. “All clear. Go for the elevators.”

Sandra closed her eyes, breathed in, and counted to three. She opened the door and walked the hall. Max followed. She pressed the call button and kept her body facing the elevator doors. Her fingers tapped against her leg.

As the doors slid open, Max saw the Pale Man leave his room. “Go, go. Hurry.”

Sandra jumped into the elevator, pressed ‘L’, and thumbed the Close Door button over and over. The Pale Man hustled toward her. As the doors slid closed, he turned for the stairs. But a second elevator opened and a doctor exited. The Pale Man rushed in and headed down.

Max dropped through the floors. He tried to slow his short, quick breaths, tried to focus on descending faster, but he had a long way to go before he had mastered moving as a ghost. By the time he reached the bottom, the Pale Man already stood in a corner of the lobby, looking all around.

Max liked that — the Pale Man was still afraid to be too public. That might help Sandra. Max floated right by and toward the visitor’s garage. He found Sandra near the Starbucks kiosk (closed for the night). She had stopped at a wall that turned toward the sliding glass doors leading into the garage.

Spotting Max, she said, “Two men are down there.”

Max nodded and flew into the garage. One glance and he knew the two men were trouble. They wore dark clothing, and both had hunting knives strapped to their sides.

“Can’t go that way,” he said to Sandra when he returned.

“Where then?”

He went back toward the lobby but drifted across the glass wall of the convention hall. He came up to the door and noticed it had a push bar. Sandra stood on the other side.

Wincing as he reached forward, he pushed against the bar. But his hand slipped right through. He tried again.

“Max,” Sandra said, the worry in her voice palpable. She looked toward the lobby, and Max didn’t have to see to know — the Pale Man was coming.

He stared at the push bar and tried again. He slipped through once more. Stop trying so hard, he reminded himself. Floating, going through walls, all the movement he had done so far had been easy enough when he simply did it without thinking. The harder he attempted to do something, the harder it became to do.

He glanced up at Sandra. She looked back, her eyes unblinking. I just want to let my wife join me. That’s all. She’s on the other side of a door, and I just have to open it.

He pushed the bar, and it depressed. A smile rose on his mouth for a fraction of a second. Then his hand started to burn as if touching a hot stove. He pulled back and the pain disappeared. But he had opened the door enough.

Sandra yanked to door fully open, dashed in, and brought it closed behind her. As she bolted blindly down the convention hall lobby, Max saw the Pale Man rattling the door. It wouldn’t stop him for long.

The lobby had a few upholstered chairs on a carpeted side and a long stretch of stone tiles on the other side. On the tiled side, the title VOLUNTEER HALL hung above wood double doors. At the far end, Sandra whipped open a door that led to an off-white hall of offices. She rushed on down with Max close behind. She turned right at one corner, left at another.

Max noticed an open door with a keypad up ahead. “There,” he said.

They jumped in, pulling the door shut behind. Sandra bent over with her hands on her knees and coughed. As she caught her breath, Max checked out where they were — part of a kitchen, apparently.

Two enormous walk-in freezers took up one wall. Standard industrial kitchen shelving was everywhere, gleaming metal and stacked with coffee urns, serving trays, plates and bowls, and lots of flatware.

“You gotta keep moving,” Max said.

“Go check.”

Max passed through the wall and back up the way they had come. The Pale Man had managed to break into the convention area and was wandering the office halls. Max shot back to Sandra.

“He’s coming.”

She nodded and started deeper into the kitchen. They went out a back door which led to a long stretch of loading docks — all closed for the night. Thick pipes travelled overhead while empty wooden pallets had been stacked in neat piles on a smooth, concrete floor. At one point, they found an upright piano against a wall. Max stopped to look at it, confused by its appearance.

Sandra kept walking. Over her shoulder, she said, “Yeah, honey, it’s weird. Let’s stay focused.”

Max came up beside her. From the loading docks, they entered another off-white hall. A sign read ENVIRONMENTAL SERVICES. “What’s that mean?”

“I think it’s janitors and such.”

Down one hall, up another, right turns, left turns. The underbelly of the hospital proved to be a confusing maze. As they entered a section which turned out to be the real kitchen — the previous kitchen proved to be more of staging area for the conventions — Max wondered how anybody got fed at all. Those serving food to patients could take a wrong turn and never been seen again.

Room after room of the kitchen looked like an industrial shop — thin walls with notice boards, brown-tiled floors, massive ovens, and metal refrigerators everywhere. Rooms storing boxes of food from floor to ceiling matched rooms filled with rolling carts for tray upon tray of meals. As Sandra hurried steadily along, she saw nobody working — it was three in the morning, after all.

A commotion from behind echoed toward them. “Keep going,” Max said as he zipped back toward the noise. The Pale Man worked his way towards them, stopping to check every door and peer around each corner. Moving through the kitchen, Max spotted only two staff working. Somebody in charge would be coming along any moment, but the Pale Man showed no fear of that.

He paused as something caught his attention. A voice — “You ain’t supposed to be back here. You lost?” Somebody talking to Sandra. As the Pale Man pulled out his hunting knife and jogged towards the voice, Max soared back to his wife.

“Hide,” he said.

Sandra dashed off, moving faster through the endless kitchen.

“Hey!” The kitchen worker shook his head as he went to a phone. “I’m calling security on you.”

Max knew Sandra wanted to run, but speeding through a kitchen with hot food and wet floors was asking for a twisted ankle or a broken bone or worse. Max flew through walls, checking out every side room. Lots of storage for produce and canned goods, but each of these rooms had no escape route, and with the Pale Man closing in and, presumably, security on its way soon, she had to find an escape.

Turning a corner, she passed four large vats for soup. Steam came out of two of them, but one was cold and empty.

“In there,” Max said.

Sandra hesitated.

“Everywhere I look is a dead end or too open to hide.”

The sound of running feet changed her mind. With her jaw shivering from a cocktail equal parts adrenaline and fear, she winced as she swung a leg over the lip of the vat. She lowered down and closed the top.

“Don’t worry,” Max said — not for Sandra’s sake, but his own.

The Pale Man entered the soup room. He jogged right by into the next section. Seconds later he returned. Holding his knife at the ready, he scanned the room. He crouched low and searched for signs of Sandra hiding behind a counter.

“He’s here,” Max told Sandra. “Keep still.”

The Pale Man narrowed his eyes upon the soup vats. He glanced at the two hot vats first as he walked toward the cold ones. The one Sandra had not jumped in still had its top open. Max swore — he should have thought about that.

Wetting his lips, the Pale Man leaned over the closed vat. With the hilt of his knife, he banged on the top. “Mrs. Porter,” he said with a gentle Carolina accent, “I know you’re in there. Come on out, now. I just have a few questions is all. Nothing to be so scared about.”

Nothing. Not a sound.

The Pale Man put his ear to the vat. “Mrs. Porter? You in there?”

Max suspected what Sandra planned and he knew exactly how to help. “Now, honey!”

Sandra shoved the lid open, smashing the Pale Man’s jaw and cheek while throwing him backward. As she climbed out of the vat, the man tried to stand firm, but he stumbled and fell to one knee. Blood dribbled down his cheek.

“That wasn’t very nice,” he said. Groaning, he dug his fingers into his mouth and yanked out a tooth. “Not nice at all.”

He stood in Sandra’s way. Max cheered as she punched the Pale Man and dashed by him. But despite his injuries, the man moved quickly.

His hand snapped out and grabbed Sandra’s arm. He spun her in and pressed his knife against her throat. “Now, you’re going to answer me one simple question. You answer honestly, you live. Stall or lie or anything, and I slit your throat. Understand?”

Sandra nodded, though her eyes were on Max. He tried to comprehend her look — more than simple fear, she seemed to be trying to communicate something to him.

“Good,” the Pale Man said. “My employer simply wants to know if Max Porter is a ghost. I’m assuming you understand whatever that means. Doesn’t really matter to me. But that’s the question I want answered — is Max Porter a ghost?”

“He is,” she said. “And he can do all the things a ghost can do.”

“What’s that mean?”

Max understood. He flew in close and thrust his hand into the Pale Man’s head. The pain of touching a living being hit as if Max’s skin were made of glass and somebody had thrown a rock right through, shattering him into pieces. He screamed right along with the Pale Man.

Sandra had no trouble extricating herself from the man’s shivering body. “I’m free,” she said, and Max released his victim. The Pale Man crumpled to the floor, panting hard and convulsing in short bursts.

“In here,” the kitchen worker called out from nearby.

Sandra turned to Max. “I’ve got to get moving. Meet me in your room.” She paused long enough to give Max a shudder — he knew her looks so well, and to see the one he loved most, the one that said they were always for each other, thrilled him.

“Go,” he said, holding his hand close to his chest. “I’ll be up once the pain stops blinding me.”

Sandra looked as if she might try to kiss him, but the jangle of a police belt woke her back to her situation. She walked off in the opposite direction. Moments later, a security officer entered the room with one of the kitchen staff leading the way. The officer moved quickly to disarm the Pale Man — not too difficult considering the rough shape he was in — and slapped cuffs on him before the man could utter a sound.

Max waited a few minutes until he knew for sure that the Pale Man wouldn’t get loose and come after Sandra. Once two other security officers entered the kitchen and talked of how long they’d have to wait until the police showed up, Max thought he could safely leave. He floated up through the floors and down the halls until he reached his room.

When he entered, he found Sandra sitting next to the bed, clutching his body’s hand. Across the room sat a man dressed in a white-and-gray striped suit and holding a porkpie hat in his hand. Seeing Max, he jumped to his feet and walked over with his hand extended.

“Ah, Mr. Porter, delighted to meet you.”

Max shook the ghost’s hand even as he looked at Sandra for some explanation. She shrugged, and the strain of the night played out in her trembling shoulders.

“Who are you?” Max asked.

“Oh, yes, forgive me. My name is Corenlius Pendingworth. I’m an attorney for Mr. Tucker Hull.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 7

“Well, Mr. Pendingworth, we’ve had a long, difficult day and an even longer, more difficult night. There’s nothing you have to say that can’t wait a few hours. So, you best leave right now and allow my wife some rest.”

Mr. Pendingworth rolled his fingers along the rim of his hat. “I’m sorry, truly am, but I cannot do that. Mr. Hull left specific instructions, and well, I know you both are well aware of what it is like to deal with the Hull family and their instructions.”

Though her fingers shook, Sandra gestured to the chair. “Get it over with, please.”

“Yes. Certainly. Well, you see, Mr. Hull wants me to inform you that it has come to his attention that you are possibly working for a woman who goes by the name of Mother Hope. Now, while it is true that you are no longer under the employment of the Hull family, it is equally true that Mr. Hull would not want you being employed by a group sworn to undermine anything he attempts to accomplish. So, with that laid out and in mind, my client wants you to cease and desist all actions taken on the part of the Magi Group and/or Mother Hope. Failure to comply will be met with swift justice.”

Max rubbed the bridge of his nose. “When are you from?”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re not an idiot. When are you from?”

Mr. Pendingworth glanced about the room as if searching for a hidden film crew. “I was born in 1802 and died in 1827.”

“How’d you die?”

“That’s rather personal.”

“Fine. Then go tell Mr. Hull that I don’t take you seriously.”

“Of course you do. I can see on your face that you are frightened of my every word. I, on the other hand, am utterly calm.”

Drummond appeared standing next to the attorney. “Perhaps I can change that.”

The attorney’s face fell. “Oh. Mr. Drummond. I didn’t realize you were, well, that is to say, I was uninformed regarding the relationship these individuals had with you, and —”

“Just answer his question. How’d you die?”

“Something spooked my horse. It threw me off, and before I knew what had happened it stomped me. Broke a few ribs. I thought that was all, but in the end, the bones had done far worse damage inside my body. I died slowly and in a lot of pain.”

“And?”

“And what?”

Drummond grabbed the ghost and threw him against the wall. “And you best finish the story and get the hell out of here. I’ve had long day and a longer night, and I’m sick of dealing with ghosts that won’t talk with me.”

Max smiled at Drummond’s choice of words. Mr. Pendingworth sputtered. “Well, I simply meant to say that later, after my death, I found I was unable to move on. My death was no accident. Mr. Hull wanted to have representation in the ghost realm, so he had my demise arranged. Shall I go now?”

“Don’t come back.”

“Good evening, gentlemen.” Mr. Pendingworth scuttled off through a wall.

Max chuckled. “Thanks.”

Drummond took off his hat. “We’re partners. We look out for each other.”

“Could’ve used your help a little bit ago,” Sandra said. Her voice sounded sturdy and the tremors in her hands had gone. She quickly told Drummond about her unintended exploration of the hospital kitchens.

“That doesn’t make much sense. Why would Mother Hope send this guy after you twice? Especially when she succeeded in her goal the first time. She got Max vulnerable enough to curse. So why come after you?”

“Haven’t a clue.”

Max said, “Hon, I wasn’t lying when I told that lawyer you needed to sleep. Shove my body aside and get some rest. This was only the first full day of this case.”

“Not really a case,” Drummond said.

“Whatever it is, it’s been an exhausting day for us. If I wasn’t a ghost, I’d be half asleep already.”

“There aren’t many benefits to being dead, but I suppose that’s one of them.”

“Yeah. I tried that touching humans thing. Not a benefit by far.”

Drummond’s eyebrows lifted high. “I’m impressed. That’s a tough thing to endure.”

“Didn’t really have a choice.” Max stopped. A soft snoring rustled the air as Sandra’s head had drooped over Max’s body. “That doesn’t look comfortable.”

“I’m sure you can wake her, and she’ll shift over to something better.”

“Let her sleep. She’s had enough interruptions. Besides, both of us can stand guard. Don’t have to worry about another hitman coming in.”

Drummond scratched his chin and set his hat back on at an angle. “You sure that was a hitman?”

“You don’t think so?”

“If we accept Mother Hope’s version of it, then she hired this man to send you to the hospital, not the morgue. In fact, it sounded to me like she was a bit miffed about the job he did. She seemed to think he went too far. He nearly did kill you, after all.”

Max gazed upon his slumbering body. “Then they send the same guy again?”

“That’s my point. If this guy was good at his job — I mean good for a group like the Magi — then he wouldn’t dream of doing anything but exactly what he was ordered to do. Everything I’m hearing about him suggests he’s a freelancer. So, either Mother Hope is lying — and in this case, I don’t see the advantage for her to do that — or somebody else hired him.”

Max folded his arms. “It was Tucker.”

“Don’t go assuming. We know Tucker sent the lawyer, but —”

“It was Tucker. I didn’t think about it before, but at one point the hitman said my employer. Just like Mr. Modesto.”

“Except why would Tucker Hull send a hitman after Sandra to ask if you were a ghost when he’s got a ghost lawyer who can affirm that fact right now?”

“Well, who else could it be? Who needs to know if I’m part-ghost?”

“I’m not sure, but I don’t like it.”

Max checked the clock — 5:21 am. He hoped Sandra would be allowed to sleep until noon because the more he learned, the more he thought things were going to get much worse. She would need to be in top form as soon as possible.

“We’ve got a lot of time to wait here, and I don’t think we’ll find an answer to the hitman question soon,” Max said, positioning himself so that he had a clear view of the door. “So, what did you find out in the Other? Any leads on Dr. Connor?”

“Oh, I found her.”

Max jolted upright. “What? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Ease back, pal. Your hitman situation took priority.”

“Like hell. I can’t get out of this mess without Dr. Connor.”

“Which is why you won’t like what I have to say. So, trust your partner and relax. There’s nothing to do this very second.”

“But where is she? I don’t see her.”

“She’s not here. I got Leed watching her.”

“Leed? What can a blob of light do?”

“Do you want to hear this or should I go for a walk?”

Rolling his head back, Max dropped his arms. “Just tell me what happened.”

“Thank you. Now, when I started out, I thought it was going to be a tough grind, but I’ve taught you the importance of building a network of contacts and informants. Turns out, they had the answers for me right away. Apparently, Dr. Connor is something of a celebrity, a real sight-seeing stop for ghosts.”

“For my own sanity, I’ll ignore the idea of ghosts on vacation, but why is she a celebrity?”

Drummond pointed at Max and winked. “You keep getting better and better at the detective racket. You’re really starting to zero in on the key questions.”

“Thanks. What’s the answer?”

“I’m coming to that, and brace yourself because you are not going to like this.”

“I already don’t like it.”

“Good, then you’ll be prepared. Dr. Connor has a rare and unique curse on her.”

“You’re joking.”

“Nope. Looks like there’s a lot of it going around.”

Max checked his body, then the door. “So, what is it? Can’t be what they did to me. We saw her body. She was definitely dead.”

“First, she is dead. Don’t worry about that. Second, we don’t know who cursed her. Might’ve been Mother Hope, but a witch like Dr. Connor made a lot of enemies in her life — many that would have had the knowledge and capability to pull off this kind of a curse.”

“Which is what? What’s her curse?”

Drummond leaned back and inspected his shoes. “She’s been muted by an iron gag. Didn’t even run when she saw me. She’s in the worst shape I’ve ever seen. Even worse than when she was a drunkard who thought everything was lost.”

Putting a hand up, Max said, “Hold on. What’s an iron gag curse?”

“It’s an old way witches were dealt with back in the 1600s. When a village caught a person they thought was a witch, they padlocked a gag made of iron around the mouth — really just a big metal slab crudely shaped to cover the mouth and chin. The idea was that this would stop the witch from uttering a spell before they could sentence her. Then they’d cut her to pieces with a sword.”

Max’s ghost stomach twisted. “She didn’t have an iron gag over her mouth when we found her dead, so you’re saying that somebody dug her up and cursed her.”

“Exactly. And now she can’t speak until the curse is lifted.”

“Then she can’t work with Mother Hope.”

“I think that’s the idea. Leed thinks it, too. He’ll watch over her, and if something happens, he can pop right into my pocket from the Other and warn us.”

Max slashed his hand through the wall. “It’s got to be Tucker. All of this.”

Over the next hour, the two ghosts debated the idea. Max thought the Pale Man’s usage of my employer was damning enough, but the muting of Dr. Connor meant that Tucker suspected Mother Hope’s plan. If Tucker was finally willing to come after Max and Sandra, then it made sense for him to mute the one witch who could mess things up. Drummond pointed out that they had no real proof of that, but Max countered that argument by saying that if all these clues indicating Tucker were wrong, then the whole thing was one gigantic coincidence.

“And I know what you think of coincidences,” Max said.

Drummond did not give in, leaving Max to wonder if his partner was frightened. And that frightened Max more.

 

 

As noon arrived, Sandra finally woke. She wasted no time with stretching or rubbing her eyes or even straightening her hair. Instead, she turned to Drummond and said, “Tell me everything.”

Drummond told her all that he knew about Dr. Connor, and Max interrupted more times than was required to expound on his ideas and concerns. When their verbal dance finished, Sandra pulled out her cell phone and made a call.

“Leon? This is Sandra Porter. Please inform your boss that we have found Dr. Connor ... That’s right. And tell her to come over to the hospital at once ... Well, I don’t really care how you phrase it. I just want to make sure she gets over here.”

After ending the call, Sandra dropped back into her chair. Max crouched before her. “I don’t think you quite heard Drummond,” he said.

“I heard him just fine.”

“Well, what are you doing then?”

“Hopefully, putting an end to this nonsense. Now, I need to freshen up before they get here.” She shuffled off to the bathroom and closed the door. “Don’t poke your head in here, either. Just because you’re now a ghost doesn’t mean I don’t get any privacy.”

Max looked to Drummond for support, but his partner shrugged. Fifteen minutes later, Sandra returned looking brighter. Her hair no longer shot off at odd directions and the sleepiness in her face had disappeared.

She walked over to Max’s body and took his hand. Leaning close, she kissed his cheek. Her lips quivered but she managed to smile.

When she rolled her shoulders back and looked to the door, Max saw her strength return. The thin line she balanced upon had begun to take its toll, but she still has some fight left — probably a lot.

“I’m getting coffee,” she said and walked out.

Max gave her a five count to make sure she didn’t come back for something. Then he said, “Listen, I was wondering if you could give me a few pointers on this whole ghost business. It took me long enough to figure out how to move, and I can only go up and down floors slowly. You fly around like a jet compared to me.”

Drummond pushed his chin toward the door. “Tough dames like that are one in a million.”

“Sandra? Don’t I know it.”

“Also a million times the trouble.”

“It’s worth it.”

Drummond slapped Max in the face. “Then stop asking me crap questions and start working this case. I don’t like seeing that look in her eyes. Every single time she even peeks at you lying in that bed, she’s picturing you as a corpse. We’ve got to get you back in that body, not get you comfortable being a ghost.”

“Ow. That hurt.”

“Good. Slap some sense into you.”

Max shoved Drummond back. “I don’t want to be ghost. I just figured if I’m stuck this way right now, I should be able to get around.”

Drummond made a fist. “You could fool me. Send me looking for Dr. Connor, send your wife reading books, what have you done?”

“What can I do?” Max put up his fists, just in case.

“You can think, can’t you? You’ve got a good brain. Start using it. Because I’m telling you now, if you die, I’m going to kill you. No way will I sit around and watch that woman fall apart after you’re gone and haunting. I’ll rip your ghost-self to shreds.”

Sandra entered the room and froze. “What’s going on here?”

Both Drummond and Max backed away from each other. “Nothing,” Drummond said.

Max put his hands behind his back. “Just discussing the case, and we got a little heated about it.”

Setting her coffee aside, Sandra said, “You are both terrible liars. Whatever your problem, put it away right now. There’s a window by the vending machines, and I spotted Leon and Mother Hope walking along. They’ll be here any minute.”

“No problem. Drummond and I both agree that getting this worked out is vital.”

“Damn right,” she said. “I can’t be married to you like this.” Max’s shocked face brought a smile to her lips. “Really, honey? You think I’m serious?”

Drummond chuckled. “Heck, even I knew she was making a joke.”

A minute later, the door opened and Mother Hope entered while Leon stood guard outside. Her eyes had sunken since her last visit, and dark circles had formed beneath them. She wore a plain, gray frock that made her appear smaller and older. Despite this, when she took a seat, placed her palms on her knees, and cocked her head towards Sandra, everybody in the room knew the old woman still had plenty of power.

Sandra took a sip of coffee, set the cup back down, and crossed her arms casually. She remained standing as she stared back at Mother Hope.

Neither spoke.

Only the steady beeping of Max’s heart monitor filled the air.

Mother Hope looked around the room, and Max smiled. It was a slight win in this battle of wills, but the war wouldn’t end until one of them talked first. Nothing stopped Max or Drummond from talking, though both stayed quiet as well.

“I don’t have time for games,” Mother Hope finally said. “I’m here. Report to me.”

The corner of Sandra’s mouth turned up a sliver. “No reporting going on. I don’t work for you.”

“You most certainly do.”

“Coercion is a different matter than employment. You are not my boss.”

“But I do hold your husband’s life in my hands. So, can we stop with this power struggle and accept the way things are?”

Sandra pulled over a chair and sat. “Of course. Let’s accept the way things are. We have found Dr. Connor, and we can connect you to her. Our end of this is done. Release my husband from this curse. Bring him back to me.”

“Well, bless your heart. You think I just fell of the truck? I am not going to simply accept your word for it all. I will free your husband once Dr. Connor has fulfilled her end of the spell.”

“There’s the problem. Dr. Connor has been cursed as well — an iron gag. We need to locate her corpse and break her from her curse before she can help you. But I can’t do that alone. This calls on the research skills Max has always excelled at, and he can’t do anything like that in his current state.”

Drummond said, “Doll, you never cease to amaze me. Great going!”

“You’ve got her on the ropes,” Max said.

But Mother Hope grinned enough to show her teeth. “This is not a good play for you.”

“Oh? Seems like the play is in your hands, not mine. You have a choice to make. If you want to defeat Tucker Hull, you’ll need Max to release that witch. You’ll have to let him go. Or you can keep him, and Tucker Hull will destroy you.”

“No, dear. I’ve got plenty of qualified people at my disposal. They can find Dr. Connor’s gagged corpse. They can break her curse. I don’t need your husband for that.”

“We’ve heard that before. Lots of people bet they can beat Max at finding something. He always wins.”

“Not this time.”

Sandra held her face still, but Max saw the tiny twinge in her cheek. “You’re wrong. Regardless, though, the deal was for us to find Dr. Connor, and —”

“Deal? There’s no deal here. There is only what I want.”

“Look, if you —”

Mother Hope hopped to her feet. “You have wasted my time, and I don’t have enough of that right now. You want your husband? You know what has to be done. Don’t call me here again unless you have success.” She whipped her finger at Sandra. “Waste my time again, and I’ll curse you far worse than you’ve ever seen.”

After Mother Hope left, nobody spoke. Had he not been a ghost, Max would have put his arm around his wife, but had he not been a ghost, none of this conversation would have happened.

Drummond tilted his hat back. “Well, doll, you sure know how to piss off a witch.”

Sandra spun to face him. “I am not laughing.”

“Honey,” Max said, “he’s only trying to —”

“I’ve had it. All of it. Mother Hope, this curse, every Hull that ever lived and those that are dead, too. I’ve had it with the witches and the hitman and all the Mr. Modestos and Leons. I’ve had it with Winston-Salem and North Carolina.” She kicked the leg of one chair, tumbling it onto its back.

Drummond went to say something, but Max waved him down. Anything that ghost could say would only be a bellows to the flame.

Max waited until he saw Sandra’s fists unclench and her shoulders lower slightly. “You okay?”

“No,” she said calmly. She went to Max’s body and brushed back his hair. “I can’t lose you.”

“You’re not going to.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know us. I know we won’t stop fighting. My life is hanging in our hands, and if it’s going to be that way, then I’m better off here instead of anywhere else.”

She sniffled and cracked a smile. “That almost makes sense.”

“Then let’s work our way through this. We can access the library online from here. You can be my fingers and type what I need, and together we’ll get the research going until we can find out what happened to Dr. Connor’s corpse.”

Sandra perked up. “No,” she said. “That’s playing right along with what Mother Hope wants us to do. We won’t do that.”

“We won’t?”

Drummond snapped his fingers. “Oh, I like where you’re heading.”

Max’s head turned back and forth between Sandra and Drummond. “What’s going on?”

“Your wife is getting back on her feet is what’s going on.”

As if to illustrate the point, Sandra stood straight and planted her feet down firm. “We do need to find Dr. Connor, but we all know we need Max back here in the flesh in order to succeed. We also know that keeping you as a ghost is Mother Hope’s leverage. So, we’re going to fix all of that in one strong move.” She looked right at Max’s ghost. “We’ll pull in every favor if we have to, call on everybody we know to help, whatever it takes — we’re bringing you back.”

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 8

Max kept thinking about the bottle of whiskey hiding in the bookshelf at the office. The day had moved so slowly that he had wound himself up tight, and a stiff drink would have been relaxing. A little bit, at least.

Sandra and Drummond had left to prepare. Max had asked for details of the plan, but Sandra refused to share. “We’re being spied on, hon. They’re being obvious about Dr. Fremont watching us. Of course, they’ll have other, less obvious surveillance as well.”

So, Max had nothing to do but think over all the possible ways the night could derail a plan he knew almost nothing about. He had to remind himself that Sandra was in charge. This was her plan, her preparation, her execution, and while he believed she would do a great job, he did not like being in the dark — especially with his life in the balance and nothing to do but float around the hospital.

After hovering over the nurses as they gave his body a sponge bath and checked his monitors, he knew the excitement of the day had ended. The nurses only came in three times a day — the morning routine, this early afternoon check, and once more in the evening. The day drifted onward.

With nothing to occupy him, Max took another stab at Cecily Hull’s code — ZSRLH. Perhaps, instead of a secret code, it was more of an identification code — like a library call number. But what kind of library used five letters like that? He considered that it might be a password to some protected files or a clandestine website, but if that had been true, Tucker Hull would never have written the password down in such an obvious place. Which brought up the possibility that Cecily finding the code was no accident. Perhaps it had been planted for her to find. Except Cecily claimed that she didn’t know what the letters meant. Why plant a code for an enemy to find if the enemy couldn’t decipher the code?

Long after sunset, after the nurses performed their final duties for the night, he had resigned to another loop of the “aisles of the dead” as he had come to think of his ghostmates in the halls when Sandra entered the room. She set a box down on one chair and pulled out a large container of salt, some chalk, a small mixing bowl, and three candles — two blue, one black.

“No offense,” Max said, “but this isn’t the kind of magic you can break with a spell learned on a witchcraft website.”

Sandra pulled the box apart to reveal a series of symbols drawn on the inside. “Shut up and trust me.” She slid the flattened box underneath Max’s bed.

Drummond walked in via the outer wall. “All set on my end.”

“You’re sure about this?” Sandra asked pulling out a piece of paper covered with writing.

“I went over it all twice. Dr. Connor said it’s good.”

Max grabbed Drummond’s arm. “Dr. Connor? She’s speaking? What’s she doing with this?”

Shrugging free, Drummond said, “She can’t talk. But she can write. She gave us this spell. Wrote it down despite the pain, and then I read it back to her. Twice.”

“But we can’t trust her. She hates me with a passion. A serious burn-me-in-Hell kind of passion.”

Sandra said, “We know that, honey.”

“Then why —”

“You have got to calm down and remember who you’re talking with. I’m not an idiot.”

“I’m not trying to second guess you, but —”

“Yes, you are. And I understand that you’re worried, that it’s your life we’re dealing with, that this situation has taken away all choices for you. I also understand something you may not see — that you’re not thinking clearly. It’s okay. We are. All you have to do is remember this — I love you. Your life is every bit as precious to me, too. And I’m bringing you back.”

As Sandra consulted her instructions for the proper placement of the candles — two blues on the floor near the bed’s footboard, one black centered underneath the headboard — Drummond took Max aside. “Listen to her. She’s giving everything she can for you. We all are. After you’re done realizing what a bonehead you’re being, start thinking. Obviously, we know the kind of person Dr. Connor is. So why would we trust her even a little bit?”

Max closed his eyes. He tried to wipe away the worry and focus on Dr. Connor. “Because she needs me.”

“That’s right. For the moment, she’s stuck, and she can’t get uncursed unless that iron gag is removed.”

“She knows we’re her best chance.”

“Particularly, if we have you at full capacity. So, she helps us. For now.”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Max sighed and approached Sandra. “I’m sorry. I know it doesn’t look like it by my behavior, but I do trust you. There’s nobody I trust more.”

“What else?” Sandra said.

“What do you mean?”

She put her hand on her hip. “What else?”

“I love you.”

“Damn right. And you’re a dolt, too. Let me hear that.”

“And I’m a dolt.”

“Okay, sweetheart. On account of extreme stress and being an unwilling ghost, I forgive you.”

Drummond flew out through the door and returned a minute later. “The Sandwich Boys are here and in place.”

Max grinned. “PB and J are here? What exactly is this plan?”

“Nothing too complicated. In fact, I got this one from you,” Sandra said, fishing out her cell phone. “Okay. I think we’re about ready to do this.”

“Do what? What’s going to happen?”

Flexing her fingers, Sandra said, “I told you already. We’re getting you back to the living.” She typed a text message and sent it off. “Drummond, be a dear and let me know when the Sandwich Boys have started.”

“Sure thing. Though I suspect you’ll hear it long before I have to tell you.”

“Probably, but check anyway.”

After Drummond dashed through the wall, Sandra gave the room one final inspection. She checked Dr. Connor’s instructions and tapped on the paper as she went through. With a blush, she rushed over to the window and closed the curtains.

From down the hall, Max heard a commotion break out. Jammer J let out a loud whoop as two security guards and a few nurses yelled at him. Thundering boots stomped by the door as either PB or J sprinted by, security in close pursuit.

Drummond returned. “Those boys love it when we tell them to cause a distraction.”

“What about Dr. Fremont?”

“Jammer J snatched files right from her hands. She’s chasing him harder than security. And she’s in high heels, too.”

With a nod, Sandra turned away and tapped a few times on her cell phone. “Maria? We’re ready.”

Minutes later, Maria Cortez-Kane entered the room. She wore robes in various blues and greens like a flowing river, and a headband that matched both in color and flow. She looked like a musical version of a gypsy. Max had only seen her once before at the party she hosted — the same one that ended with him in a coma.

“Her?” Max said, unable to stop himself.

“She’s a real witch,” Sandra said. “And she’s been showing me all about that world. Unless you know of another witch that we can call upon, Maria’s our best shot.”

Maria waved a hand over Max’s body. “I take it the ghost is a bit unsure of me.”

“Don’t worry about him. He likes to complain. Especially when things are out of his hands.”

“Men. Even when they’re ghosts, they act the same.”

Max smacked his forehead. “I’m right here.”

“Ladies,” Drummond said, “you don’t have a whole lot of time.”

Sandra picked up the salt container. “The other ghost wanted to remind us that we are short on time.”

“We’ll be fine. Let me look over the spell once more.”

Sandra handed over Dr. Connor’s paper and poured a line of salt across the entranceway. Maria checked over the list, counted candles, inspected Sandra’s work on the flattened box, and nodded. She picked up a piece of white chalk and drew a large isosceles triangle that connected the three candles with the two blues at the base and the black candle at the apex.

“Shouldn’t that be a circle?” Max said.

Sandra’s eyes bulged and her teeth ground tight. Raising his hands, he said, “Okay, I’ll shut up. I’ve just never seen a spell done with a triangle before.”

Drummond said, “That’s because this isn’t a typical spell. Those gals are dealing with a darker level of magic. Circles are used to represent unity and the oneness of the universe and the connection of everything, but triangles are sharp, direct spells. It’s the sturdiest geometric shape there is, so it is used to lend power and stability to a difficult spell.”

“Look at you. When did you learn so much?”

“Did you already forget our case with the witch coven?”

“Right,” Max said, not wanting to dwell on the time Sandra had been possessed by Drummond’s ex-girlfriend. “I try to forget that as much as possible.”

“Well, you pick up a few things from a relationship like that.”

Maria lifted the small mixing bowl that Sandra had brought and carefully walked it over to the side of the bed. “We need to draw his blood.”

Drummond smirked. “Told ya. Magic that uses blood and triangles — this is serious stuff.”

Despite the growing urge to yell his frustration, Max kept quiet. His experiences with magic told him that this was more than serious — it was deadly. He could urge Sandra not to risk her life, but he knew it would be a waste of their time and energy. She was determined to follow through. After all, that was how they had survived this long. Since he knew he would never convince her to change, the best he could do was stay quiet so that these brave women could focus.

With the sure motions of a trained nurse, Maria pulled the distal port from the IV in Max’s arm and placed it in the bowl at his side. She then opened the port, and instead of collecting Max’s blood with a syringe, she let it dribble into the bowl. Over her shoulder, she asked Sandra for sterile gauze from the cabinet with all the basic supplies. Once the bottom of the bowl had been painted in a thin layer of thick crimson, Maria wiped the port clean with the gauze and reset Max’s IV as if nothing had happened.

“This is it,” she said.

Sandra turned to Drummond. “You need to leave.”

“Not on your life,” Drummond said. “I know I give Max a hard time, but there’s no way I’m going to ditch him now.”

“I appreciate that. We all do. But Maria has made it clear to me that this spell is unwieldy. I’m not sure how specific we can be in grabbing a ghost. I don’t want it grabbing you and putting you into Max’s body by accident.”

“Ah. That’s why you salted the door. Don’t want any other ghosts coming in.”

“Exactly. So, be the sweet, wonderful ghost I know you are, and please leave. Go help PB and J. I’m sure a few well-timed obstacles will extend their diversion by the few minutes we still need.”

“You got it.”

“You know where to meet up?”

“Of course. Don’t you worry. I’ll keep those boys safe.” Drummond put his hand out towards Max. “I want to say something. Just in case.”

Max smirked. “No need. If something goes wrong, you’ll be stuck with me as a ghost forever.”

“No. You’ll move on. Even if I have to kick you ahead. So, shake my hand.” Drummond waited until they shook. Then, he removed his hat and picked at the smooth interior. “You’re a good man. You’ve done right by me more than once. There’s no other I’d want at my side when trouble comes.” A smile rose on his lips. “Except maybe your wife.”

Max tapped Drummond’s arm with a fist. “Don’t worry. I’m in good hands. Go help the boys.”

Placing his hat gently on his head, Drummond dropped through the floor. Sandra returned to Maria. “All clear.”

“Turn off the lights,” Maria said.

As Sandra hit the wall switch, Maria took a match to the three candles. The flickering wicks created strange shadows that crept out from under the bed and stretched up the walls. Maria directed Sandra to the right side while she stood on the left.

“Have your husband float above his body.”

Max did as instructed. “I love you,” he whispered to Sandra.

She lifted her head. “No good-byes. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

Maria launched into a chant of moans and odd phrases in odder languages. She read straight from Dr. Connor’s page, holding it close due to the dim lighting. As she chanted, she handed the bowl of blood to Sandra and indicated for Sandra to hold it between Max’s body and his ghost.

The chanting continued, shifting into a steady four-note pattern. Maria took Dr. Connor’s paper and held it over a candle. Then she placed the burning page into the bowl. With both hands, she held the bowl, as did Sandra, and together they lifted it higher into the air. Sandra joined Maria in the four-note chant.

Max stared at the small flame in the bowl. It burned steady and clear. Even when the paper had become ash and all that remained was blood, the fire burned. The blood rippled underneath the flame like tiny pebbles being tossed in at odd intervals. Each time, Max felt his skin contract with an involuntary muscle spasm.

His stomach gurgled. He smelled the burning blood. It was sharp and acrid and — Max’s eyes widened. He could smell the burning.

As if a giant vacuum cleaner had suddenly been switched on, Max heard a loud whine and felt his head pull towards the bowl. The chanting grew louder. Max’s skin tightened even as it stretched downwards. He tried to move with the pull. He tried to go against it. Anything. But his ghost body no longer responded.

The small flame ignited into a blaze. It blinded Max with a bright flash turning everything white and gold.

All faded into darkness.

 

 

Max’s eyes snapped open. Sandra’s bright face floated above him. A tear dropped from her eye onto his cheek. He took a breath and felt air rushing through his nose into his lungs. He forgot how a simple breath could feel so refreshing.

“You did it,” he whispered.

Sandra dropped down, snaking her arms around him, and kissed him hard. “Don’t ever do that again to me. Understand? No dying.”

“I’ll do my best.”

He heard a short sniffle. Maria stood nearby, dabbing at her eyes with one of her flowing sleeves. “And people say witchcraft is a bad thing. We brought you back together. For love.”

Sandra rolled her eyes as she got up. “You’re such a softy.”

After blowing her nose, Maria said, “Enough reunion. I don’t mind things being mushy, but I do mind getting caught here. Let’s go. You’re welcome to come back to my house. Norman’s out of town on business. I’ve got plenty of room.”

Sandra rolled off of Max, putting him and his bed between her and Maria. “I am so sorry. I thought you understood.”

With an odd squint, Maria said, “Understood what?”

“You can’t go back home. Not yet.”

She pulled the flattened box from under the bed and reassembled it. “Oh, please. I hardly think your little boys’ escapade is going to cause me any trouble. I mean, it’s been fun and all sneaking around, but hardly necessary. My husband has given donations to many medical charities. The hospital would never really do much to me.”

Max sat up, surprised that his head didn’t ache. “It’s not the hospital you have to worry about.”

Sandra brought his clothes over. “The people who did this to him are going to be furious when they find out. What did you think happened here?”

“I really didn’t consider it,” Maria said, still forcing a plastic, hopeful smile as if all of this was a misunderstanding that a few proper phone calls should clear up. “You’re a friend, and you asked me to help with a difficult spell. Frankly, I thought it was a fun challenge. I didn’t even know if it would work.”

“We don’t have time for debate. Come with us. We’ll explain everything.”

“I can’t. I have to go home.”

As Max slipped on his pants, Sandra walked over and cupped Maria’s face. “The people who did this will kill you. Or worse.”

Maria’s smile faltered.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 9

Because his actual injuries from the car accident were minor and the source of his coma had been the curse, Max discovered his body felt pretty good — weak from lack of motion for too many days, but good. He had little trouble dressing, and as long as Sandra stood nearby, he thought he could manage a sturdy enough walk that they would avoid notice when leaving the hospital.

Maria no longer spoke more than a few words. Once they were ready to go, she disconnected all of the equipment hooked up to Max and turned it off. At best, nobody would notice for a short time. At worst, alarms would buzz and they would have to improvise a fast escape. The Sandwich Boys saved them.

As Sandra assisted Max out of the room, the alarms at the nurses’ station were beeping. However, PB and J’s antics (which included toppling several vending machines and turning up the volume on every television they had passed) had caused enough commotion that for a few moments, nobody was paying attention. By the time the nurses rushed into Max’s room, Sandra was belting him into the passenger seat of her car.

From Forsyth Medical, they only had a short drive into the city. The night’s traffic was light — Max later learned that it was Wednesday night — and they reached Trade Street quickly. Instead of turning towards their office, however, Sandra drove east for a few blocks and parked near an empty lot.

She checked some notes on her cell phone. “PB said to go down this hill to the fence.”

With Maria’s assistance, Max exited the car, and they all walked across the lot. Tall grass and thorny weeds brushed against them. Max enjoyed each tiny scratch. Simply being able to feel the real world around him and smell the stale beer cans littering the empty lot curved his mouth upward.

Sandra flicked on a flashlight and led them toward a chain-link fence with barbed wire running along the top. A small section had been cut and bent from repeated use. She held the cut fence back to allow Max and Maria in.

Max turned around and held the other end of fence for Sandra. Then he gazed across the wide expanse leading to an old RJ Reynolds tobacco warehouse. Weeds broke through the faded pavement. Graffiti marred the walls and concrete posts. Many of the windows had been shattered. Two brick smokestacks loomed long shadows over the lot.

Sandra headed toward the nearest building which had an enormous door on one side with train tracks leading up to it. “PB said security rarely bothers with this area. They sweep for vagrants now and then, but he said we’ll be fine to hide out here for a few days.”

“Days?” Maria said. “I can’t be gone for days.”

“You’d rather be dead?”

“What about Norman? He’ll file a missing person’s report. What about that?”

They neared a green door. Max looked up at the huge brick building. “You said he was out of town. If we’re still here by the time he gets back, we’ll get word to your husband,” he said, and he felt Sandra’s hand grip his tight. A team again.

Playing the flashlight on the door, Sandra saw a hole that had been carved beneath the lock. She reached in and seconds later the door clicked open. “Come on,” she said, waving them inside. As Max walked in, she added, “We should give PB a raise.”

They all stood at the entrance and took in the massive sight — a warehouse large enough for a locomotive to pass through. An enormous empty space that reminded Max of airport hangers for jumbo jets. Sandra walked ahead, her footsteps echoing like tiny pebbles rattling on a gymnasium floor.

Plywood walls to the left formed a small office. Phallic graffiti decorated the outside. The large window pane used for a foreman to observe his workers had been shattered long ago, but a metal desk and a fan from the 1970s remained.

Making a rusty screech, Sandra spun an office chair around. “Have a seat.”

Max settled in, and his muscles immediately thanked him. I might not be as unharmed as I thought.

“Now, we wait a little,” Sandra said. “The boys and Drummond should meet us here soon.”

Soon turned out to be two hours. Time mostly filled with Maria sitting on the floor sobbing and Sandra assuring her that this was all temporary and that her life would return to normal fast. Max watched the woman’s repeated breakdowns and build-ups and wondered what she had expected dealing with witchcraft. The history of witches was not one filled with Utopian bliss.

When the Sandwich Boys arrived, Sandra gave them each a motherly hug. Jammer J squeezed out of his, but PB simply endured. Max thought he caught PB closing his eyes and hugging back, but it only lasted an instant.

Max shook the boys’ hands. “Thank you for helping us. I owe you both.”

“Big time,” PB said.

Sandra stood behind Max and put her hands on his shoulders. “We won’t ever forget.”

“I get the feeling they won’t ever let us forget,” Max said. “I am curious about something, though. How’d you two get back here?”

PB shrugged. “We walked.”

“No, I mean how did you escape the hospital? You both were causing enough mayhem to bring in the police.”

The boys shared a look. Jammer J said, “Magicians don’t give up their secrets.” Glancing over at Maria, he added, “She going to be okay?”

Sandra said, “This has been more than she expected. We’ll get her back to her life soon, though.”

Drummond floated into the office with a loud clap of his hands. “Those two boys are amazing. I got to hand it to them. They had those security guards tied up in a tizzy. I mean they never really needed my help anyway.” Drummond froze as his eyes fell upon Max. “It’s damn good to see you alive again.”

“Thanks, partner,” Max said.

PB shook his head. “You’re doing it again. Talking to ghosts, right?”

With a shake he tried to hide, Jammer J said, “Man, that’s screwed up. You were talkin’ to the wall.”

As PB and J imitated Max for each other’s amusement, Max kissed Sandra’s hand and said, “I think it’s time for us to get working.”

“You’re too weak.” She kissed his cheek before stepping in front of the group. “Let’s all get some rest. We could use a recharge. Then we can —”

“Stop,” Max said. All eyes turned onto him. “I know you’re tired, and I sure know what I’ve been through. But getting me back was only a first step. Tucker Hull and Mother Hope have been at war with each other for decades. Maybe even longer. All that time, they’ve let their war simmer with small strikes against each other. But it’s reached a boiling point.”

“All the more reason for us to rest and be ready.”

“I wish we could. This war is a big chess game. Right now, we’re only a few pieces but we’re important, valuable pieces — as long as we keep making moves. If we stop and rest, our enemies will have more time to study the board, and chances are, we’ll become pawns again.”

Maria stood. Dark mascara stained her cheeks, but her eyes were dry. “The sooner we end this, the sooner I go home, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Until then, I’m in danger. We all are. Right?”

“Life-threatening.”

“Then I’m ready. Let’s get this over with.”

Sandra placed an arm around Maria, and the two women gently touched their heads together. When they looked at Max, he knew the time had come to lay out his plan. Except he didn’t have one.

“Well,” he said, “what have we got to deal with? Some heavy-duty curses and an underground war that’s about to go public.”

“And that code from Cecily Hull,” Sandra said.

“Okay, then. We attack the same way we always do. We research the crap out of this until we find an angle that gives us the advantage. Except this time around, our work has to be done quietly. No personal computers, no phones, nothing traceable. We have to assume that both the Hull family and the Magi Group are using all of their resources. It’s an all-out war for them. No time to hold back.”

Drummond frowned. “If we’ve got to cut out the usual methods, how do we find Dr. Connor’s corpse?”

“We don’t. As long as Dr. Connor continues to be cursed, she’s out of commission as far as they’re all concerned. But they also know that she can become a substantial problem if caught by the other side.”

Sandra nodded. “They’ll keep trying to find her.”

“Yup. That means dividing their forces fighting each other, looking for us, and looking for Dr. Connor’s remains. It weakens and slows them both.”

Maria said, “What if they find her?”

A look of cold confidence filled Max’s eyes. “That won’t happen. One thing I’ve learned since moving down here — these people are terrible at research. I beat them every time.” He let his gaze fall on each member of the group. And then he had it — a plan. “Here’s what we’ll do. First, we stay in teams. Nobody goes off on their own. Sandra and Maria — you two need to research these curses. We need to know what Dr. Connor’s curse is and how to break it, what happened to me, and especially, what spell or curse Mother Hope needs Dr. Connor for and how it is supposed to work against Tucker Hull.”

Sandra grabbed her keys. “Is that all? You want us to discover the secret to eternal life while we’re out?”

“I didn’t say any of this would be easy. It’s just what we’ve got to do.”

She bent over and kissed him. “No problem. We’ll come through for you.”

“You already have.”

She grinned and kissed him again. Max never wanted the kisses to stop.

“Okay, you two,” Drummond said. “I thought we were under some pressure here.”

Max chuckled. He pointed to PB and J. “You boys are to follow our enemies — particularly Mother Hope and Cecily Hull. I want to know everything they’re up to. Where they go, who they talk to, everything you can. The more we know about them, the better prepared we’ll be. And that all rests on you two.”

The boys swelled up. “You got it, Ghostman,” PB said.

“Drummond and I are going to the library.”

Jammer J’s eyes widened. To PB, he whispered quite loudly, “Is Drummond the ghost?”

“Yeah,” PB said, putting his finger to his mouth.

Max continued, “We can’t go to the library at Wake Forest. I’m a regular there and would be noticed. More importantly, Mother Hope’s guard, Leon Moore, works there. So, we’ll go to Thomasville.”

Drummond asked, “Why Thomasville?”

“They’ve got a small public library. It’s not a library I usually use, but they should have public access computers, so it’ll be perfect to do the research I need without prying eyes upon us. I know you hate libraries, but you’ll have to suck it up and deal with it this time.”

“I can handle being bored. What is it we’re looking into?”

“The letters Cecily Hull gave — ZSR ...” Max’s brain froze.

Sandra touched Max’s knees lightly. “LH. The code is ZSRLH. This all sounds good, but I think you’re forgetting that I’m really better at cracking codes than you. Remember, I’ve done it before for us. Shouldn’t I be the one working on Cecily’s code?”

Max’s mouth was open wide. “Not this time.”

“Why not? You look strange. What is it?”

“Because it’s not a code at all.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 10

Before he could hit the books, Max had to wait. First, he had to wait for the night to pass. No library was going to be open at three in the morning. Everybody found a corner of the warehouse to curl up and sleep. The nights were cool in the spring, but comfortably so. Max put his arm around Sandra and kissed the top of her head as she nuzzled his chest.

Once daylight arrived, he had to wait again. He needed a car. His was still at a body shop, and they had no way to pick it up without being noticed.

PB solved this dilemma by stealing a car — a 2012 Honda Accord. One of the most common cars in the United States. “Don’t worry about driving around or passing cops or anything. I put different plates on her.”

Max raised an eyebrow, and PB responded, “You didn’t think I survived on the streets being a choir boy, did you?”

With Sandra and Maria off doing their research, PB and J left to follow their marks, and Max drove to the Thomasville Public Library. Drummond took the passenger seat the whole way, and Max wondered if the ghost did so just to annoy him. Especially because as compliant as Drummond was being about a trip to the library, Max knew that deep down, the ghost wanted to shout complaints the entire drive.

The library was located next to a mortuary and across from a church. Not a promising omen. Inside, the building was open and airy, particularly for such a small library.

I’ve been spoiled, Max thought. The library at Wake Forest University was enormous, but this one would suffice. The building had three main sections and the entrance was attached to the center section. Two islands — one at the front and one in the middle — provided the librarians with stations to do their work. The rest of the center section was composed of desks with computers or empty tables to work on. The section to the right housed the stacks. The section to the left had meeting rooms and an area devoted to children.

Max plunked down at one of the last desks with computers. He spread out his notebook, pens, and coat so that nobody else would try to share the desk. On the computer, he brought up the search tools and typed a message to Drummond: THIS WILL TAKE TIME.

“I know,” Drummond said, a bit more grumpy than Max had expected.

WILL YOU KEEP AN EYE OUT FOR TROUBLE?

“Are you serious? First off, I’m always vigilant about that kind of thing. Second off, you do realize you’re asking me to patrol like I’m being punished with guard duty.”

THERE ARE PEOPLE TRYING TO KILL US!

“No need to get dramatic. I’m simply putting the situation in its proper perspective.”

PLEASE.

“I said I would, didn’t I?”

I DON’T THINK SO.

“Well, I did. Implied it, at least. So get to work already. I don’t want to spend all day here, if I don’t have to.”

With that, Drummond floated around the room, passing though pillars and walls as well as taking a few laps around the perimeter of the building. Max cleared the search bar and typed Z. Smith Reynolds.

He hated that it had taken so long for him to glean the answer, but at least, he found it. After all, the Wake library was the Z. Smith Reynolds Library. ZSR. He encountered that letter combination at least once every week.

Quite quickly, he found entries that filled in the other letters — LH. Turned out to be a famous singer, Libby Holman. Reading further down, Max knew he had guessed right about the letters. Libby Holman had been married to Z. Smith. She also was accused of murdering him.

“Sounds about right for the way my cases go,” Max said to the computer screen. He often talked to his research, especially when he was deep inside it, and had learned long ago not to stop. The process helped him think.

ZSRLH — Zachary Smith Reynolds and Libby Holman. Two famous people caught up in a murder. Max didn’t want to jinx himself, but he couldn’t help thinking that this should be easy.

He spent a short time looking into Z. Smith Reynolds. Short because there was little to find. Most of the websites spoke of him in terms of the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation — a charity organization set up after his early and unexpected demise.

For Max, the lack of information was not surprising. His time with the Hull family had taught him how secretive the ultra-rich can be. The Reynolds family most likely thought they were controlling the information flow and protecting their name. But scandals and truths have a way of always coming to light. Eventually. That was what the Hull family never wanted to accept. They could erase all traces of family members from books and articles, but in the end, something always slipped through.

In the case of Z. Smith Reynolds, the truth came out through his wife because while Smith lived a short life, Libby Holman lived a long and thrilling life. One strange and exciting enough to garner two biographies by respected journalists and numerous entries and articles on the Internet — plus, recordings of her music on YouTube and plenty of photographs all throughout the digital world.

The more Max read, the more he became convinced that the Hulls had written ZSRLH on that file to focus on Libby. She had been living in New York City in the 1920s, doing all she could to break into show business. Singing was her main gift. She had a deep, raspy voice that seduced listeners and earned her a place on both the radio and Broadway. Her version of “Am I Blue” charted into the top ten and her song “Moanin’ Low” became a huge hit. Doors opened and she stepped into a lavish, unconventional life.

Her antics behind-the-scenes became legendary. She slept with men and women like a modern-day rock star, and her beauty never seemed to fade — even after a long night of illegal drinking. Even the fact that she was Jewish did not seem to darken her star, despite it being the 1920s.

As often as the spotlight found her, however, nothing could prepare the young starlet for the attention that would turn her way when she caught the eye of Z. Smith Reynolds. The youngest of four children to RJ Reynolds, Smith struggled to find his place in life.

“Must’ve been hard,” Max said to his research. “The older kids all made Papa proud. But not you.”

Many expected for Smith to be a trust fund baby — aimless and content to live off the financial teat of the Reynolds family business. But he wasn’t aimless at all. He fell in love with flying. Aviation was still new, and for a brief time, aviators grew to legendary status. Smith gained quite a bit of fame for his abilities in the cockpit. While his feats landed him in the newspapers, little of it impressed his father.

One night, while in New York City for fun, Smith stumbled into a night club and heard Libby Holman sing. She was older than him by several years, but that meant nothing to him. He was smitten.

As for Libby, she wasn’t interested.

But Smith persisted, and over time, he won her love. The family, however, did not share his enthusiasm. They never embraced her — her heritage may have contributed to that — but at least she was financially independent. They could never legitimately claim that she sought the family fortune because she made more money than Smith.

Love led to marriage. Marriage to Libby, especially surrounded by a huge fortune, led to wild parties and embarrassing newspaper articles. Yet despite their cavalier behavior while most suffered through the Great Depression, the public loved the couple.

“Until it all changed,” Max said.

It happened after the July 4th party of 1932. Reynolda House — the large Reynolds estate that bordered Wake Forest University — had been the scene of a raucous evening. Smith and Libby had a gaggle of friends over to drink and celebrate. Alcohol flowed, people danced, and many found excuses to walk off together into the woods.

But during the party, Smith acted rather morose. He showed little interest in the festivities and spent much of the time avoiding most of the people. For a while, he wandered about searching for Libby. Nobody knew where she had gone.

Staying at the house with Smith and Libby were Albert Walker, Smith’s childhood friend who worked for him as a personal assistant, and also Blanche Yurka, a lovely actress from New York City. Finally, there was W. E. Fulcher, the groundskeeper and sometimes night watchmen. That night, after the revelers had all left and the houseguests had gone to sleep, Fulcher walked around the building and saw the shameful way the house had been left.

Empty bottles of alcohol, trash, food, broken glasses — one could easily mistake the scene for the remnants of an end-of-the-year frat party. Libby and Smith seemed to think somebody else would come along and clean it all up. Fulcher knew they were right. As he roamed the property, he heard the gunshot snap, and the world slipped from under him.

Libby and Albert came thumping downstairs, crying out that Z. Smith Reynolds had shot himself. Along with Ms. Yurka, they carried Smith outside and placed him in the back of a car. Careening through the streets, Albert drove to the hospital as fast as possible for a car in 1932.

With everyone covered in blood and acting hysterical, the hospital staff had a hard time piecing together what had happened. Over the hours, however, the story developed that Smith was drunk and angry. He argued with Libby, claiming she had taken up an affair with Albert — he swore they went into the woods together — and he would not live like a cuckolded fool. Libby tried to reason with him, but Smith put the gun to his head and fired.

“Except it won’t be so cut and dry,” Max said as he wrote down the main points of the story.

Indeed, the tale Libby presented began falling apart quite rapidly. At the hospital, Albert had stated that he heard a gunshot and came running into the porch bedroom; however, Libby said that she met Albert in the hallway. Ms. Yurka seemed to agree with both accounts.

Things became stranger when the oddly named Sheriff Transou Scott attempted to investigate the crime scene. All inquiries into the shooting met stiff resistance from Reynolda company men. When Sheriff Scott asked to see Libby or Ms. Yurka for questioning, he was told they had both been heavily sedated and were unable to come downstairs.

This caused Scott to push harder. He wanted to search the porch bedroom for the murder weapon. The Reynolda men refused to let him up. Eventually, they had no choice since their lawyers could only obstruct for so long. Yet when Sheriff Scott finally made it upstairs to the bedroom, it had been cleaned up.

Three times, the room was searched for the gun allegedly used by Z. Smith. Three times, they came up empty. Later, however, the Reynolda men convinced Scott to look once more. This fourth time, the gun was found sitting in plain sight.

Max wrote furiously, his hands trying to keep up with the thoughts in his head. Clearly, the Reynolda men covered up whatever had happened, but Max suspected they didn’t know themselves. They only knew that the boss’s son was dead and the wife was in a bad position — all of which had to be kept as quiet as possible. Of course, they knew this would hit the papers, but ideally, it would be a sensational story for a few days that would then wrap up as a tragic suicide. Even back then, some people understood the importance of controlling the narrative.

Except that pain-in-the-ass Sheriff Scott refused to accept their version of events. One of the big problems was that, even in 1932, the medical examiner was able to determine that the gun had not been pressed against Smith’s temple as described for his suicide. Instead, the weapon had been held at a distance and angle which suggested someone else had pulled the trigger.

Adding to the circus, the coroner, Mr. Dalton, held a secret inquest at Reynolda House in which all the “evidence” was presented. A judge and all the requisite authorities were invited and partook in the proceedings — all except Sheriff Scott. When Scott learned of this, he blew up. But the excuse given was that only in this way could they respectfully handle the case without turning the Reynolds family into a gawker’s paradise.

In the end, the inquest determined that Z. Smith Reynolds did not commit suicide but rather classified his death as a homicide. Thus, the inquest had the opposite result of what the Reynolda men had hoped. Perhaps. Because while a homicide kept the family tragedy hot in the news, it also pointed the finger directly at Libby Holman.

Max suspected the situation was more complex and less nefarious. Reynolds was both a family and a massive company. With so many people and so many jobs that could be made or destroyed by shifts of power in the family, there were plenty of competing angles. More than any single person probably knew.

While Libby was brought into court, the charges never stuck. All the evidence available could barely be called circumstantial, and all the evidence that could have been useful had been swept away under the careful control of the company men.

As strange and harrowing as that entire experience had been for Libby, things did not calm in the years after. Her life would continue to be filled with odd tragedies. Max scribbled faster — noting dates and key events. The picture of her Shakespearian history formed in his head as he wrote.

Drummond interrupted his work with a single, terrible word. “Trouble.”

A police officer had entered the library. He had a muscular, fit look with buzzed hair and slim sunglasses worn backwards as if he had eyes on the back of his head. Leaning on the checkout counter, he spoke confidentially to a librarian — a mousy gal who seemed troubled by what the officer had said. Both of them paused to scan the library.

Max ducked his head behind the computer monitor on the desk. “How could cops have found me already?”

“They didn’t,” Drummond said. “Not you specifically. But maybe this guy stumbled on your stolen car.”

“Great. Now what?”

“Don’t get frazzled. You’ve been in jams before. You can handle this.”

“Easy for you. You can pass through a wall. If they jail me, I’m not going anywhere.”

The librarian walked into an enclosed section while the cop continued to search the floor with his eyes. Drummond said, “At least, this guy’s not moving. That suggests he’s not looking for you directly. But he might be trying to find anybody acting suspicious.”

“You mean like a guy hiding behind a computer talking to an invisible ghost?”

“Yeah, like that.”

Max closed his notebook. He could not get back to work — too risky if they were wrong and the police officer was targeting him — but he could not stay hidden behind a computer monitor either. He tucked the notebook under his arm and walked amongst the stacks.

Using the tall shelves of endless books as cover, he worked his way toward the front of the library. He would not be able to get out this way — the stacks were on the opposite side of the exit. If he tried to leave through the entranceway, he would have to walk right by the officer. However, he could remain hidden by the books and observe.

Buying time is better than being a sitting duck.

The librarian returned, leaned far over the counter, and whispered something to the cop. As she pulled back, Max swore he saw a devilish smile on her face. Then she walked away. She went to the far side of the floor and through a door that appeared to lead to offices. Less than thirty seconds later, the cop followed the same path.

Drummond snickered. “Looks like the cop’s here for something other than you.”

“Let’s go. We don’t know how long they’ll be.”

“Good thinking. He might be a quick performer.”

Max’s stomach clenched as he stepped away from the cover of the stacks. He walked around the checkout island and toward the exit, giving a nod and smile to another librarian. As he pushed the exit door open, Drummond turned back.

“You go ahead,” he said. “I’ll delay the cop if he gets done early or is called on duty or something.”

Max wanted to stop and yell at the ghost. They were partners, a team, and Drummond was going to ditch him for a peepshow. But he knew if he said any of that, the cop would have come out to see the disturbance, and if he was lucky, Max would only be carted off to a mental institution for observation. If he was unlucky, the cop worked for Hull or Mother Hope.

Picking up the pace, Max hurried around the corner to the parking lot. He continually peered over his shoulder, half-expecting the cop to come sprinting out with his pants unbuckled and his shirt askew. But the cop never arrived. Instead, when Max looked toward his car, he discovered the real threat — a man in a suit and tie leaning against the car, his arms folded across his chest and a toothpick in his mouth.

“Max,” the man said as if they were old chums. “I’d like to borrow that notebook of yours.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 11

Max clutched the notebook against his side. He could try to run, but he did not trust his legs. Though his strength had returned quickly from being immobile for so long, his muscles still complained. Adrenaline would provide some needed boost, but it wouldn’t last long enough — not against a guy like this. He was young and fit. No, running was not an option.

“Who sent you?” he asked, not moving closer to the car nor heading back to the library.

The man opened his hands. “Does it really matter?”

“Actually, it does. There are a lot of players in this thing. You should know what side you’re on.”

“I don’t take sides. I’m freelance. Wherever the money is, that’s the side I’m on.”

“Any chance you can be bought off to change sides?”

The man tapped his forehead. “Not too smart. If I do that, word gets out and I lose all my business. Might even lose my life, depending on who I cross.”

Sweat dampened Max’s arms. His only way out was for the cop to finish up so that Drummond would float outside, but Max Porter’s unlucky star shined brightly above him — looked like the cop would be taking his sweet time. “My notes won’t help anybody else. It’s not like I wrote down some big secret and underlined it.”

“Not my problem. I was told to get your notebook. That’s what I’m going to do. Now, I can see that you’re an intelligent man and that you already understand this situation quite clearly. So, if you simply hand over the notebook, I’ll leave. Won’t even have to touch you.”

“You’re not going to kill me?”

The man laughed. “Not for what they’re paying.”

“What if we struck a bargain?”

The man pushed off the car and strolled over. Max inched back a few steps. When the man reached out and touched the notebook, a volcano of rage erupted within Max.

He shoved the man hard. The surprise move tripped the man and he fell on the pavement. Max leaped over and raced to his car. His fingers fumbled for his keys.

“Shouldn’t have done that,” the man said.

As Max found the right key, the man clamped down on Max’s hand. He twisted the hand, and the keys hit the ground with a jangle. Three fast punches followed — two to the gut, doubling Max over, and one to the back of the head.

The man grabbed hold of the notebook, but Max refused to let go. For a second, they locked in a tug-of-war. But then the man kicked Max in the side. The air whooshed out of Max’s lungs and he tumbled over. Cradling his stomach and his side, he rocked on the ground, desperate for enough air to stand but knowing it was too late.

By the time he could breathe, the man was gone and so was the notebook.

 

 

Max drove back to the empty tobacco warehouse and curled on the desk. He had several hours to wait until the others arrived. All through the drive back, he thought of what he would say to Drummond, but now that he had time to cool off, he decided to say nothing directly. He knew the ghost too well. Once Drummond learned what had happened and what they had lost, the old ghost would beat himself up plenty. A more productive use of Max’s time was to go over the Libby Holman story as much as possible, to keep it fresh in his head.

When evening arrived and the team converged on Max, he told them everything about Libby. From her early days to her marriage to the murder, he left nothing out. Then, he had to admit to losing his notebook. Sandra jumped to his side and lifted his shirt to inspect his bruises.

Drummond’s face dropped all sense of warmth. “I’m sorry, Max. I should have been there.”

“You’re damn right,” Sandra said. “We’re all in danger. What were you thinking leaving Max alone? Especially when he’s still recovering.”

Max pushed down his shirt. “It’s okay. I’m okay. There was a cop in the library. Drummond was making sure I got into my stolen car without getting noticed.” Though Drummond gave Max a thankful nod, he clearly agreed with Sandra — he had failed his partner. Before Sandra could weigh in on the excuse given, Max went on, “There’s more to the Libby Holman story.”

“More?” Drummond perked up.

“I wish I had my notes. I wrote it down as fast as I could, figuring I’d be able to check it all later. Guess that plan didn’t work out, did it? Still, even if I get the details wrong, the basic idea is right.”

PB and J had been listening like two kids in the 1930s sitting next to the family radio. Living on the streets had taught them a lot — including life without television or the Internet. They wiggled in their seats, eager for more story. Even Maria inched closer to hear the rest.

“They never could pin anything on Libby, but she wasn’t truly free either. One of the big problems through the whole thing was that Libby was pregnant. She and Smith supposedly had been trying to have a child but he was unable. Some speculation came about that she was pregnant with Albert’s child, that Smith found out, which led to an altercation resulting in his death. That may have been true, but nobody could prove if that death was intentional or accidental. Nobody could prove anything.”

Max leaned forward as the story unfolded in his mind. The Reynolds family fought a little regarding the will, but not much. The death of Smith was enough of a blow. They didn’t want any more publicity of that kind. Libby was gracious. She accepted a payout and the bulk of the estate went to a trust for her son, Christopher.

“Several years later,” Max said, “she married an actor named Holmes. This was 1939, I think. She met the guy after dating his older brother. The next year, both brothers joined the Canadian Air Force and the older one died in a collision. I don’t think it was a battle — this was during World War II — but perhaps a training exercise. I didn’t have time to look into those details.

“Anyway, Libby’s husband comes home at the end of the war, and like many couples dealing with being apart for so many years, they found they no longer knew each other. They separated and before the year was out, Holmes overdosed on barbiturates.”

Maria covered her mouth. “She lost two husbands? That’s horrible.”

“It gets worse. Five years later, in 1950, her son wanted to go mountain climbing with a buddy. She gave her permission, and the two headed up Mount Whitney, the highest peak in California. Neither boy knew enough to attempt such a climb, and they paid for it with their lives. This devastated Libby. She never forgave herself.

“Over the years to come, she buried her grief in work. Got involved in the Civil Rights movement and became close friends with Martin Luther King and his wife, Coretta. She helped finance the defense of the famous pediatrician, Dr. Spock, after he was arrested for antiwar demonstrations.

“She even married a third time — Louis something — Shecker, Shaker — no, it was Schanker. Louis Schanker. They married in 1960 or so. But as the 60s went on, she suffered severe depression. The deaths of the Kennedys, of Martin Luther King, the Vietnam War, her own son’s death, and in 1966, the loss of her one-time lover Montgomery Clift — it all was too much for her. She tried to commit suicide several times. In June 1971, she succeeded. Used her Rolls Royce and a closed garage.”

Max took a few deep breaths. He felt like he had been running a sprint. “That’s it. That’s all I can remember.”

“That’s a lot,” Sandra said.

“Except it doesn’t mean anything. She had a wild, tragic life that touched one of the Winston-Salem big families, and that’s it. I didn’t find any connection to the Hulls or to the Magi Group.”

“If there’s a connection to be found, we’ll find it.”

“Maybe. If I had my notes to look over, I’m sure I’d find something in there. All the details are on those pages.”

Drummond said, “That’s why they stole the notebook.”

“Except they won’t get anything out of it. We’ve gone up against Hull’s researchers before. They’re not smart enough to find the needle in the haystack of my notes.”

“So, why worry about it?” Sandra asked. “You gave us a lot of information to work with.”

“I just have the gnawing feeling that if I had more time with my notes, I’d see it — whatever it is.”

“Um,” Maria said, “why don’t you go to another library? Finish your research there?”

“I might have to. But they found me this time which means they’re following me.”

Sandra gestured to the Sandwich Boys. “We all have things to report. Maybe something we say will line up the dots for you and save you the trouble. What did you two find?”

PB lifted his chin and made sure all were paying attention before he spoke. “Well, let me tell you. The whole thing was very strange. I stole a red hatchback so that I could follow Mother Hope wherever she went. I started with that Leon guy at the University. I figured Mother Hope would be pissed off about Max getting out of the hospital, and I was right. She showed up and talked outside with Leon. She spoke real worried-like. She had big muscle with her, too. He drove their car. I followed them all the way to Greensboro — went right by two speed traps and the cops didn’t even look at me.”

“Let me guess,” Max said. “She went to the O. Henry Hotel.”

“That’s right. Holed up there and never came out.”

“That’s home plate for the Magi Group. What about you, Jammer? How did it go following Cecily Hull around?”

Jammer J straightened into a decent impression of PB. “She went downtown and stopped at a few apartment buildings. She’d be in there for maybe twenty minutes or so and then go on to the next one. Then she drove out of town. But I only got a bike. Worked fine following her around city streets, but once she got on Business 40, I couldn’t follow her.”

“That’s okay. You did what you could.”

“I did better than that. I ain’t some fool who just gives up. I figured if I couldn’t follow her, I could follow what she’d already done. I went back and checked those buildings. There were four apartments she visited. Two were unmarked, but two of them were businesses. You’ll love this. They were both fortune tellers.”

PB gave J a high-five. “Great job! What’s that mean? She’s nuts?”

Max said, “I don’t know what it means. But if you think going to a fortune teller makes her crazy, you must think I should be committed. I talk to ghosts.”

“Only one ghost.”

With a soft chuckle, Sandra said, “Don’t dismiss her even if we find out she is crazy. Sane or not, she’s dangerous.”

Max shifted to face his wife. “How did you do? Find anything about the curses?”

Sandra pointed to Maria. Maria stood like a schoolgirl from the 1950s about to give a report. “We didn’t find much, but then I didn’t expect us to. These curses are old. Ancient, really. And everything we could turn up pointed to texts that I don’t have.”

Jolting at her words, Max said, “You went to your house?”

“Where were we supposed to go? The library doesn’t carry these kinds of books. Besides, I had to call my husband. It was one thing for me to be out for a night. But if he didn’t hear from me soon, he’d know something was wrong.”

“You didn’t tell him where we are, did you?”

“I’m not an idiot.”

Max looked at Sandra. “You let her do this?”

Sandra smacked Max’s chest with the back of her hand. “Don’t you dare start that again. I made a judgment call, and if you’d shut up and listen to her, you’d find out what we did learn.”

Perhaps sensing that she should step in before a marital spat ignited further, Maria said, “These books aren’t the normal ones on curses. Only a few witches, really old witches or those in old families, would have them. If anybody in North Carolina qualifies, it is Madame Vansandt. She’s been my mentor ever since I became a witch. She taught me everything I know.”

“And she’ll help us?” Max asked, his tone dropping back.

“Hopefully. She’s ninety-seven, so she can be a bit ornery.”

Drummond said, “There’s also the problem that she’s a witch. Contacting this old broad means contacting the world of witches in a much more serious way than we have already with this case. That’s not going to be good for us. I don’t like it.”

Max agreed. “Anybody got other suggestions?”

Nobody said a word.

“That kind of settles it, then. Most important thing is that we’ve got to keep making moves. Even if they aren’t the best ones — because with the forces we’re up against, anything is a better move than standing still. Dealing with witches can get tricky, but right now, that’s all we’ve got.” He looked over his team. Despite being tired and stressed, they all appeared eager. “Okay. Let’s go see the witch.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 12

After a night with little rest, the group’s collective stomachs growled. Nobody had eaten in over twenty-four hours. Neither had they bathed.

“I’ll get the food,” Jammer J said.

As he walked out, PB stretched his arms behind his head. “Don’t worry. He’s really good at getting food without getting caught.”

“There’s a bathroom in our office,” Sandra said. “It’s only a few blocks from here. Maybe we should risk it.”

Max sniffed his armpit. “We are rather ripe. But we can’t go to the office. They found me all the way out in Thomasville. They definitely have our office staked out.”

“Then what?”

Like a king satisfied with his own brain, he said, “We’ve got a couple cars. Let’s drive out on Route 40, west toward the mountains. We can use one of those stops that cater truckers. They have showers, and if we’re careful — take different routes, take multiple detours — we can make sure nobody follows us.”

Twenty minutes later, Jammer J returned with five bananas and a loaf of bread. Everybody downed a banana sandwich — PB ate two — before loading up in the cars and heading out of town. They couldn’t do much about their clothes, but at least they wouldn’t be visiting Madame Vansandt smelling like refuse.

By noon, they were back in Winston-Salem. Max sent the Sandwich Boys off to trail Mother Hope and Cecily Hull while the rest of the team visited Madame Vansandt. The old witch lived in an apartment building several blocks north of the baseball stadium on a revitalized section of Broad Street.

As they parked in a small off-street lot, Maria said, “She used to live further up, but her old place got condemned and then they built these apartments a few years ago.”

Maria had a new bounce in her walk. She confessed that she had not been Madame Vansandt’s pupil for several years and was both excited and nervous to see the witch once again.

Drummond did not share her enthusiasm. “Nobody should be that happy to see a witch.”

Sandra scowled at him but said nothing.

They climbed a stairwell to the third floor of the seven-story building. A sign with the word OPEN hung from the apartment door. Maria walked straight inside, never breaking her gait. The others followed.

The apartment proved to be every bit of a witch’s home. Filled with dusty volumes and dim lights, the furnishings made the new building seem old and small. Heavy tapestries hung on the walls next to astrological charts and a poster of the human nervous system with acupuncture points marked. At least, Max hoped they were acupuncture points. On a small table with fringe cloth hanging over the edges, Max noticed a tiny bell and a stack of business cards.

 

MADAME VANSANDT

SPELLS, POTIONS, AND MORE

MEDIUM SERVICES AVAILABLE UPON REQUEST

 

“My oh my,” a creaking voice with a thick North Carolina accent said. From a hall in the back, Madame Vansandt appeared. She was taller than Max had imagined and had long, bony fingers that wrapped lightly around the handles of her walker. Though the room was dark, she wore sunglasses that formed a black block across her eyes and shaded the sides as well. Her vibrant smile glinted with life as she inspected each new face. Though heavily wrinkled, her skin clung to a dignified beauty that must have been stunning in her prime.

“Madame,” Maria said as she rushed over to embrace her mentor.

“Maria Cortez-Kane. I am delighted to see you. Truly, I am. It warms my heart to know that we can talk one last time.”

“What do you mean one last time?”

Madame Vansandt brushed her fingers along Maria’s cheek. “Child, my brain works fine. I know how old I am. Every morning I wake up is a blessing. Every night I close my eyes, I wonder if I will have the pleasure of opening them again.”

“Don’t talk like that.”

“Why not? It’s the truth.” She wheeled her walker over to a plush, high-backed chair. “Be a dear, and help me sit down.”

As Maria rushed over, Drummond read the titles of the books on one shelf. “I’m starting to like this gal. She’s still got spunk. I never got to live that long, but I always thought I’d either end up a bitter, old fool or I’d be like her.”

Sandra walked closer to Madame Vansandt. “Maria suggested we come here to meet you.”

“Oh?” Madame Vansandt said. “What do you want with an old crow like me?”

“We need some advice about a few curses.”

“Nasty business. I don’t deal with that kind of thing anymore.”

Drummond clicked his tongue. “For a witch that doesn’t deal with that stuff, she’s sure got a lot of books on the subject.”

“Please,” Max said. “We only need you to answer a few questions.”

Maria clasped Madame Vansandt’s hand between hers. “Things have changed out beyond your doors. It’s not like it was. There’s a war brewing.”

“Bless your heart.” The old witch patted Maria’s hands. “You really think I don’t know what happens in my backyard? The war, dear child, has gone on for a long time. Well over a century. Not always with the same players or the same pieces, but I assure you, this is nothing new. You are right about one thing, though. There is something brewing. But it is the end, not the beginning, that sits on our horizon.”

Maria bowed her head and kissed Madame Vansandt’s knuckles. “These people here, they’re all caught up in this mess, and they’ve dragged me into it, too. If you can help them with their curse, then I can be done with them and get back to my life.”

Madame Vansandt pulled her fingers free. “That won’t happen.”

“Please.”

“You misunderstand, but then you always did. Always jumping ahead of me before I finished a sentence.”

“I’m not trying to jump ahead. It’s just that my life’s been hijacked, and —”

Covering Maria’s mouth and jaw with her whole hand, Madame Vansandt said, “Shh. Begging won’t change the fact that there is no returning to your old life. Once you set onto the road of being a witch, once you’ve pulled back the gauze and exposed your open heart to the real world of magic, once you had cast your first spell, your former life disappeared. Vanished into the ether. What you think you had was merely you playing house. The real world has finally caught you, as it does with all witches. There is no going back.” She turned her head towards Sandra. “Even for the amateur.”

Sandra’s nostrils flared. “I’m more than an amateur, more than some wannabe poking around the edges. Your pupil and I broke a curse and brought my husband back from near death.”

“Let me see this husband.” Waving her arms like a grandmother seeking a hug, Madame Vansandt ushered Max over. She looked him up and down, kneaded his arms and shoulders, and then gestured for him to turn in a circle. Finally, she settled back in her chair. “Like I said — amateur. I am truly sorry to tell you this, sir, but you are still cursed.”

“What?” Max said.

“Oh, for novices, your wife and my Maria did a remarkable job restoring you to your body, that much is evident, but they failed to break the curse through and through. If you don’t believe me, look at your chest in the mirror.”

Max ignored his sudden queasiness and stood in front of a narrow mirror hanging on one wall. He pulled on the collar of his shirt until he saw it — the edges of the curse marked on his body.

Sandra’s quizzical yet worried face peeked over his shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be. You brought me back.”

Stepping away from the mirror, he tried to remain calm as he faced Madame Vansandt. “So, what does this mean for me?”

“Only that you’re not free of your situation. Yes, you are back in your body, but you are not anchored to it. With a little effort and some magical know-how, whoever did this to you could send your body back into whatever state it was — probably a coma — and return you to the world of ghosts.”

Maria pulled away from her mentor. “Then what do we do? How do I get back?”

“Oh for crying out loud.” Sandra whirled on Maria. “Don’t you listen? You chose to be a witch and that’s that. You wanted to know the secrets. You wanted to gain the power. Well, you got it. You don’t get to stir a hornet’s nest and then complain that you got stung.”

Flinching at the verbal assault, Maria backed toward the corner of the room. Max could hear the woman stifling her tears. Though he understood why his wife had lashed out, he figured it would be best to bring things back into focus. After all, no good could come from causing such a scene in front of an old witch.

Crouching before Madame Vansandt, Max said, “My wife and I have dealt with many types of spells before. We can handle a lot more than most give us credit for. And, frankly, we don’t have a choice. Either we break this curse or we suffer under it.”

“I never said you couldn’t break the curse.”

Sandra came back. “How? What do I have to do?”

“You? What can a beginner like you do? Oh, I grant that you pulled off a complicated spell for your husband, but this curse — this isn’t stirring a hornet’s nest. This is a bear cave with twenty hibernating beasts waiting to rip you to pieces.”

“I can handle it.”

“Really, now? So bold and proud. But this is high-level magic. This is the kind of thing that requires serious sacrifice. Years of hard work and strict discipline.”

“You don’t seem to understand. The man cursed here is my husband. I love my husband. Even if it takes the rest of my life, I’ll put in the time. I’ll do whatever is necessary to break that curse.”

From behind her thick shades, Madame Vansandt’s eyebrows rose. “I see. This is about love, is it? Then come here. Come close.”

Though a slight tremor flickered along Sandra’s fingers, she stepped forward. Max tried to get her attention, tried to shake his head subtly, but she either failed to get the message or simply ignored him.

Drummond swished in front of her. “Don’t go near her. Something’s not right about her. And I don’t mean because she’s a witch.”

A hard look from Sandra forced Drummond to step aside. Two more strides and she stood directly in front of the witch. She lowered her head until they were close enough to kiss.

Madame Vansandt’s lips broke into a wide grin. “Oh, you are bold. You think you’re capable of sacrifice, do you? You think you’re capable of committing a real sacrifice. Perhaps even your eye?” She whipped off her shades. A dark, grisly hole gaped at Sandra. The old woman cackled as Sandra recoiled. Maria broke down to the floor gasping and crying.

“I told you,” Drummond said. “Damn witches. There’s always a cost with them. She probably wants revenge on whoever took her eye out.”

Pointing to where her right eye should have been, Madame Vansandt said, “You want to break your lover’s curse? I want my eye back. Get me my eye and I’ll give you what you want.”

“Even worse than I thought.”

Before Sandra could protest, Madame Vansandt lifted her head and pointed to a bookshelf. “Get the one marked with three pentagrams.”

Drummond indicated the book. “Be careful. Listen to me this time.”

Sandra selected the book, raised an eyebrow at Drummond, and returned to the witch. “Here.”

“Thank you.” Madame Vansandt put her shades back on. “Now, I am not trying to insult you or your abilities. But we all have limits, dear, and at the moment, yours are that of a novice. You will need a strong witch to break this curse. A strong witch for a strong spell, and a location of great negative energy to cast it.” She thumbed through the book until she found the desired page. “There. You find a capable witch and the right place to do it in. You get me my eye, and then I’ll use this spell to —”

Three strong knocks pounded on the door.

Max looked over, then to the witch. The book was gone. He wanted to check under her chair or beneath the side table, but the pounding continued.

“Come in already. The sign says Open,” Madame Vansandt said in a crass tone that did not suit her.

“Wait,” Max said not turning away from the witch. “Where do we get your eye?”

She grinned without joy. “That would be with a Hull.”

The door opened and PB bustled in. “They’re coming. You’ve got to get out of here.”

“Who’s coming?” Sandra asked.

“Everyone. Hulls, Magi — their war’s firing up and they’re coming on down here for the battle.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 13

“Calm down, kid.” Max closed the front door. “Tell us what’s happened.”

PB gave a sideways glance at Madame Vansandt before moving closer to Sandra. “I did as you asked me. I followed Mother Hope again, and just like before she went into the O. Henry Hotel and didn’t come out. I got bored, and I figured if she won’t come out, I could sneak in and spy on her.”

“You shouldn’t have done that. It’s too dangerous.”

“Why? A couple of uptight people at the counter and two bodyguards so pumped full of steroids they probably have no balls. Besides, I’m here, ain’t I?”

“I just meant —”

“No time for this crap. Listen. I got in, hid under a room service cart, and ended up in her office. Sat there for two hours before she said anything worth hearing. Leon Moore called — she had him on speaker — and I heard him saying they followed you here to this witch’s place. Then he said that one of his spies called him saying that Tucker Hull had sent a hit squad over here. Mother Hope yelled at him saying he had to grab you right away. I slipped out, got in my car, and raced over here.”

A sour taste filled Max’s mouth. He swallowed hard against it. “They’re all coming here?”

“That’s what I been saying. We’ve got to go.”

“Hold on. You were in Greensboro. That’s a forty minute drive. How did you beat them? Shouldn’t Leon have taken us by now?”

“Mother Hope told him to get a ward before coming here. Protection against ghosts and witches. She talked a bunch of crazy stuff like that — I figure, when you get a lucky break, you take it and don’t ask questions.”

Sandra had moved to the balcony window. “Looks like Leon’s finally arrived.”

Tapping on his leg, Max observed Madame Vansandt. “Tucker’s men probably had to get wards, too. They’re really scared of you.”

“Hey,” Drummond said. “Wards could be for me. You know I can be plenty scary.”

Max checked out the window. Leon had three men with him, all dressed in gray suits and carrying handguns like classic G-men from a 1950s movie. Only thing missing were the hats.

As Leon pointed out positions for his men to take, Max heard Madame Vansandt snapping her fingers. He glanced back. She glared at Maria until the woman rose from her cowering corner and walked over with head bowed.

“Be a kind dear and fetch me a red candle.”

To Max’s astonishment, Maria gave a quick curtsy before heading into an adjacent room. After she left, the old witch opened a drawer on the side table and picked up a pen and pad. She bent over the pad and wrote.

Drummond flew in through the wall. Max jumped — he had not realized the ghost had left. “I was right,” Drummond said. “Those wards bounce me off like a pinball hit by lightning. I can’t get close to any of the Magi people.”

Max went to the front door, stopped, and came back. “We’ve got to leave here.”

Following Max back and forth, PB said, “That’s what I’m telling you.”

“We can’t go walk out the lobby door, though.” His mind rushed through his limited options. He pointed to Sandra. “I need you to take everyone up to the roof.”

“The roof?” Sandra said as her jaw set in defiance.

“Down’s not an option, so up seems the only direction.”

“Until there’s no more up to go.”

“I didn’t say the idea had no flaws, but it’s the only one we’ve got.”

“Then, here’s an idea for you. I’m staying to fight by your side.” Before Max could step close to her, lower his voice, and attempt to persuade her, Sandra put out her hand. “Don’t even try. We’re a team, so I’m not going anywhere.”

“Honey, I —”

But Maria entered directly between them as she brought a wide-based, red candle over to Madame Vansandt. She placed it on the floor and looked up like a puppy expecting a pat on the head. Instead, the old witch handed her the pad. “Now, get these ingredients and grind them in a bowl. You remember where I keep everything?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good girl. Hop to it.”

Sandra stepped next to Max and whispered. “I’ve already lost you once. That was enough.”

He clasped her hand.

PB had moved to the window. “Tucker’s men are here. At least, I think it’s them.” Two gunshots pinged off a car’s roof. “Yup, it’s them.”

Gunfire erupted below in a constant barrage like a hailstorm smacking into the ground. Max and Sandra joined PB and peeked over the lip of the windowsill. One suited man dashed between two cars in the parking lot. A bullet caught him in the leg. With a hand staunching the blood, he limped toward a red Prius. Another bullet clocked his head back and sprayed blood next to the car.

“Don’t watch,” Sandra said to PB.

PB snorted a laugh. “You don’t think I ever seen somebody shot before?”

From the ceiling, Drummond said, “Don’t worry about him. The kid’s tough.”

Max didn’t think PB looked all that tough. He talked tough, but his face had lost a lot of color, and he flinched with each gunshot.

Maria entered the room again with a small bowl of grainy, brown powder. She set it next to the candle. Madame Vansandt handed her a piece of chalk and watched Maria draw a circle around the chair.

Max pushed away from the window and back to Madam Vansandt. The powder smelled of rotting fruit. “Whatever your spell is, I sure hope you can pull it off fast.”

“This is for me. You’re on your own.” To Maria, she added, “Light the candle and hand me the bowl.”

“Leon’s men are falling back,” Sandra said. “They’re coming inside.”

As if responding to her words, gunshots could be heard beneath them along with glass breaking and several residents crying or shouting. Max paced between the front door and the window.

Think, think. They had no chance of getting downstairs. That was obvious. And they had no real weapons. Max owned a handgun, but he kept it locked in his office desk. He hadn’t been there since going to the party that ended in the hospital.

He glanced at Madame Vansandt. She held her head over the bowl as though she had a cold and cleared her sinuses with steaming water. Her mouth moved but made no sound. No help there.

More gunfire. An anguished grunt.

“I don’t mean to nag,” Drummond said, “but you ain’t got much time left.”

Max’s mouth gaped open. “Gee, you think?” Taking Sandra’s hand, he said, “Okay, we’re all getting out of here. Let’s move to a different floor. We’ve got to buy some time. Hold out until —”

Sirens screeched outside.

“— the police arrive. Okay, then. Help is here. Come on, everyone. One floor up and we’ll just have to wait.”

Max, Sandra, and PB gathered by the front door. Sandra reached out toward Maria, but Maria shook her head. “I’m staying,” she said and sat at Madame Vansandt’s feet.

“Drummond, go check the hall for us,” Max said.

Drummond swooped in, stuck his head through the wall, and popped back. “All clear.”

“Here we go.” Max opened the door. He stepped out and looked to the right. The Pale Man entered the hall from the stairwell. They held each other’s gaze. Then the Pale Man lifted his gun and grinned, flashing his silver incisor.

Leaping backward, Max plowed into the rest of the team, toppling them back into the room. Two gunshots splintered the door jamb. Two more shots fired off from the other end of the hall.

“You okay, Max?” Leon Moore called out.

With his foot, Max kicked the door shut before standing up. He whipped around to face Drummond. “You call that clear?”

“Hey, it was clear when I looked.”

Max rushed across the room to the sofa. “PB. Help.” Together, the two moved the sofa perpendicular to the wall. Sandra hurried over. It wasn’t going to protect them at all — a bullet would have no trouble ripping through it — but it made them feel better.

Outside, a voice on a megaphone said, “Stop firing and come out, hands up!”

PB rushed over to the window. “Is that all they’re gonna do?”

“Get back here,” Sandra said, scurrying after him. Max reached out, but his fingers slipped on the back of Sandra’s blouse.

The front door smashed open. With guns firing, the Pale Man and another entered. Three shots, spread across the room to suppress any brave soul. Sandra and Max flattened on the ground. Despite PB’s rough experiences, he spun in surprise to face the gunfire. Max waved his hand for the boy to drop, but PB only looked at the guns.

The Pale Man stepped in, his grim, clenched jaw grinding away as he saw Madame Vansandt sitting in her chair. He cocked his head at PB and though he returned his sly gaze at the witch, he had no trouble firing at his new target. PB’s shoulder wrenched back as his face slackened.

And Madame Vansandt’s spell went off.

A bright rosy light snapped out of the circle along with a deafening and brief noise. For a moment, Max couldn’t see and his ears buzzed with a high-pitched note. A flash-bang? She made a flash-bang?

But as his sight returned, he saw the spell had been more than that. A yellow light plumed across the room like smoke from a bomb. Time slowed around them. Max had no idea if that was the result of adrenaline pumping through his body or if the spell had actually slowed time. Either way, he knew he had to move.

Everyone had fallen to the floor, clasping hands over ears or rubbing their eyes. All except Madame Vansandt. As Max shoved off the floor, feeling like he moved underwater, he saw her rise into the air. A sphere of golden light surrounded her like a painting of an Old Testament prophet and she floated gently forward.

No time to follow her. Max figured if he could find the strength to get up, the others would, too. He stumbled to Sandra and helped her to her feet. Once up, she went to PB. Max turned to the Pale Man and his accomplice. Thankfully, both had taken Madame Vansandt’s spell head on.

The accomplice had been knocked out cold. But the Pale Man had managed to get to his knees. Madame Vansandt floated by his head and he lifted a weak arm to stop her. She ignored him and drifted through the open front door.

Max followed right up behind and kicked the Pale Man in the side of the head. Not sporting at all, but when dealing with contract killers, Max figured sporting wasn’t too important. As his foot made contact, as Madame Vansandt left the room, time returned to normal. The Pale Man dropped down. Dazed or unconscious, Max didn’t know, and he had no intention of taking a chance at finding out.

“We’ve got to get out of here now,” he said, “before the cops come up.”

Sandra frowned and pointed to her ear.

Speaking slower and louder, Max said, “We’ve got to go. Cops coming.”

Sandra took hold of PB by the right arm — blood stained his left shoulder — while Maria still sat on the floor by Madame Vansandt’s empty chair. Max pointed to the front door. “Take PB up to the roof. I’ll get her.”

He squatted before her and gently lifted her chin with two fingers.

A tear spilled from Maria’s eye. “She left me here. I was a good pupil. I did everything she ever asked of me. And she left me here.”

Though her words were muddled by his ringing ears, he understood enough. “You can’t trust a witch.”

“But I’m a witch. And your wife is, too.”

“I don’t know what to call the two of you, but you’re not witches. Not like that.”

Maria looked straight into Max. “How can you be sure?”

He smiled back. “Because you didn’t leave us.” He stood and opened his hand. “Come on. We’ll get through this. We always do. But we do it together.”

Like a shell-shocked soldier, she accepted his help standing and left the apartment with him. Her hands were cold and clammy, but Max did not let go. He guided her down the bullet-riddled hall, to the stairwell, and up to the roof.

With any luck, and that was a questionable qualification, Max hoped they could recoup up there while the police spent a few hours sifting through this mess. They would probably canvas the neighbors and a few businesses up and down the street, but he saw little reason they would check the roof. Any way he looked at it, though, they were going be stuck for a long time — and PB was losing blood fast.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 14

Climbing the stairs took longer than Max had expected. With PB limping up each step and Maria acting near-catatonic, it fell on Max and Sandra to lug, drag, cajole, and boost them up flight after flight. By the time they reached the roof access door, they were all sweating and gasping air. At least, his hearing had returned.

Max ushered Maria a few feet away and sat her down. “Wait here.” He returned to the door and helped Sandra bring PB to a clear section of the roof. They laid him down and inspected his wound.

“I don’t want to die,” PB said, his voice shivering as much as his body.

Sandra stroked his forehead. “You’re not going to die. We’ll take good care of you.”

“I don’t feel so good.”

“You got shot. You’re not supposed to feel good. But there’s a definite exit wound on your back, so that’s good. There’s no bullet stuck in you that we’ve got to go fetch. All we’ve got to do is close you up. So, put your head down and try to think of someplace pleasant. You’re in good hands here.”

Max wondered if PB could smell Sandra’s lies as much as he could. By the look on Drummond’s face, even he could tell and he had no sense of smell. “What’s it look like down there?” Max asked.

Though he had already surveyed the situation, Drummond floated beyond the edge of the roof and peered down. “Not good. The cops have cleared the area and are waiting for photographers and technicians to come in and analyze the place. I expect they’ll start asking questions of neighbors and others to find out what happened. I checked the back exit, and they have a rookie watching there. But even a rookie will notice the four of you. Sorry, but for now, there’s no getting down.”

“Which means we can’t get to a hospital.” Sandra moved behind the brick enclosure for the stairwell, and Max and Drummond followed.

“Not so good, huh?” he said.

“Not unless you brought along a needle and thread. It’s exactly what I said to him. No bullet to worry about, but we’ve got to close him up or he’ll bleed out long before the police leave here.”

Max paced for a brief moment. To Drummond, he asked, “What are they doing with the people who live here?”

“I heard a couple cops saying the folks are going to be given a night in a hotel,” Drummond said. “Should be let home tomorrow.”

“Then once they’re all gone, I can sneak down, break into an apartment, and swipe a needle and thread or bandages or something.”

Sandra said, “He’ll be dead long before you’ll have a chance.”

Throwing back his coat, Drummond stuck his hands in his pockets and watched over the boy from several feet in the air. “He’s going to be dead if you keep talking about it instead of doing something.”

“What about you? Why don’t you go down and find a needle and thread?”

“I can try, but I doubt it’ll work. Trying to hold something as small as a needle while going through the pain of touching the living world will be near impossible. I mean I can endure a lot, but blinding pain and daintiness don’t go together — it’s not going to work.”

Max and Sandra went back to PB’s side. The boy looked pale. When they tried to pull off his shirt, he let out a short yelp. They stopped. With both hands gripping tight, Max took PB’s shirt and ripped it open. Again, PB cried out, but Sandra clamped her hand across his mouth.

“Shhh,” she said. “If you scream, the police will know somebody’s up here. They’ll come looking.”

PB nodded that he understood as Max tore the loose shirt into two pieces and then balled up each one. Max said, “We’re going to plug up those holes with these.”

They all knew the hole in the back would hurt the most because they would have to lift his body to reach it. So, Max chose to tackle the entry wound first. He leaned in close. Pumping blood pushed out of the hole like tidewaters on the rocks.

Without giving himself time to back out, Max pressed the shirt onto the wound. PB’s body tensed and he screamed. Sandra tried to quiet him, but he wriggled and threw his head aside.

“Stop! Stop!” he cried.

Max let go as if touching an electric wire. With the pressure removed, PB eased back down.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Sandra said, “It’s okay. We’ll think of something.”

“Try this,” Max said, and pulled off his coat. “You can bite down and scream into this.”

“Okay,” PB said. “And I’ll still do my best to keep quiet.”

Drummond clicked his tongue. “That’s one helluva brave kid.”

They placed the arm of the coat into PB’s mouth and the rest wadded over his face. So that PB knew it was coming, Max announced he was going to try again. He pressed the strip of bloodstained shirt onto the wound and PB screamed. The coat muffled the noise some, but to Max’s ears, it still sounded too loud.

More importantly, the shirt soaked up blood but did nothing to stop the bleeding. Max guessed the wound might be too large to simply apply pressure. That seemed to make sense, but then again, he knew nothing about medicine — except not to guess when it came to medicine.

Max threw the shirt away. “Damn.”

The boy looked relieved to be done with the pain, but the blood still pulsed out. His eyelids fluttered.

Sandra said, “Hang in there. Don’t give up.”

Max didn’t know if she was talking to him or PB. Probably both.

When Drummond spoke next, Max heard the change in the ghost’s tone. A decision had been made — one that Drummond did not take lightly. “I’ll do it,” he said. “I’ll stop the bleeding.”

“Can you do that?” Max said. “I mean, I guess it’s possible, but wouldn’t that take some precise control? So you don’t harm the boy?”

“If I don’t try, he’s not going to make it. Besides, it’ll be far easier than trying to keep a needle in my hand, and far more likely to succeed.”

“Okay.” Max turned to PB. “Hey, can you hear me?”

PB nodded.

“I know you don’t believe that I talk with a ghost, that it’s all some kind of game between us, but that’s wrong. I do see a ghost, and he’s here right now. A ghost’s touch is cold. Very cold. When he passes through you, you feel a chill. But he can stop and touch you — really touch you — and the more of himself he allows to reach into the living world the colder it gets for you.” Max wasn’t sure if PB followed, but the boy would believe soon enough.

Sandra said, “We’ve got to stop that bleeding. We don’t have anything hot enough to cauterize the wound. But you can use extreme cold to do the same thing — sort of. It’ll be enough to hold you together until we can get you out of here. But it’s going to hurt. It’ll hurt you and Drummond. A lot. Unlike any pain you’ve ever had. So, be ready.”

To Drummond, Max said, “You sure about this?”

“I’ve frozen all kinds of things for you guys before. At least this time, I’m doing it to directly save a life.”

“I know. Just be careful.”

“Thanks for the advice. I was planning on haphazardly throwing myself at the boy, but since you warned me to be careful, I’ll move with caution.”

Oddly, Drummond’s sarcasm eased Max’s nerves. Knowing the ghost had to lash out gave Max the sense that everything was normal. Of course, trying to keep a teenager from dying on the roof of an apartment building wasn’t normal, but it still relaxed Max a small bit.

Drummond put his hand near PB’s wound. “Okay. Get that coat ready. This boy’s going to scream bloody murder in a second.”

Max set the coat in PB’s mouth. Chomping like a horse with a bit, PB closed his eyes, wincing in anticipation of the pain. Drummond gave a quick nod and plunged his hand into the boy’s shoulder.

The screams of both PB and Drummond melded into an inhuman garble. Tears streamed from PB’s eyes as he let his voice rage into the coat. Being a ghost, Drummond didn’t have to worry about the police hearing him — his unbridled screams caused Max’s skin to shiver.

PB lifted his head. His focus locked on the bullet wound, and Max watched him watch the skin freeze over. Whether from pain, disbelief, or both, the boy’s eyes rolled upward and he passed out.

Drummond removed his hands, and for a moment, the only sound Max heard was the wind. Sandra gently moved PB onto his side, and Drummond attacked the exit wound with his ghostly cold hands. He screamed again, but this time he managed to hold back some of the noise.

After pulling his hands away, he said, “That must’ve been the worst thing I’ve gone through since becoming a ghost.”

“It sounded bad,” Max said, “but you’ve been through worse.”

“I don’t think so. Something about the kid’s skin — it was like a thousand knives slashing into me. Maybe because he’s so young. I’m not sure why. But it hurt something awful.”

Max thought of his short brush with being a ghost and the nerve-shattering pain he felt when touching the corporeal world. “You’ve done good,” he said.

“I hope.” With a weary grin, Drummond drifted over the roof ledge and peered down. “Cops don’t look like they’re going anywhere soon. I’m taking off for the Other. I’ll heal up from this faster in there.”

“Heal? You’re a ghost.”

“I can still get hurt. Or did you miss all the screaming?”

“Okay. No need to get snippy. We’re not going anywhere until the cops do.”

For a reply, Drummond grunted and disappeared. Max slumped down next to Sandra. She had dressed PB in Max’s coat and then fallen asleep. Seemed like a good idea to him. He closed his eyes.

 

* * * *

Over the next several hours, they rested. Whether asleep or awake, Max’s mind tumbled over itself in a jumble of thoughts. He admonished himself for bringing such a dangerous life to two young boys. Then he mocked himself for thinking this was any less dangerous than the lives they had endured before. At least, assuming PB survived, the Sandwich Boys had a shot at a decent life.

Shot? Bad choice of words. Max decided it was good that he could still make a joke — even if only to himself.

His thoughts drifted to Drummond. Max had experienced the ghost world for only a short burst and in a limited way, yet it gave him a new perspective to his old friend. It was lonely being a ghost. No matter how many people Drummond surrounded himself with, he would always be unable to smell or taste or touch. Well, he could touch, but the sensation only brought excruciating pain.

So why does he stay? That bothered Max. Drummond could have moved on to the real afterlife — one that presumably offered more than the cold existence of a ghost — yet he stayed. Max had never bought into Drummond’s line that the afterlife was boring and that he preferred to work cases. There had to be more. Thinking on the way Drummond looked at PB, Max wondered if perhaps the answer was simple loneliness. Except, surely in the afterlife, Drummond would connect with those he knew and loved. Maybe even Patricia Welling, the witch that claimed his heart.

Perhaps the answer was even simpler — fear. Maybe that’s what kept most ghosts hanging around. Some of them, of course, had unfinished business to fix, and some had no idea they were even dead. But for the majority, Max thought that they might all be afraid to move on.

As lonely and cold as being a ghost had felt, at least Max knew he had Sandra watching out for him. She brought a sense of warmth into his heart. Maybe Drummond stuck around because working cases with them felt better than leaping into the unknown.

Sitting on the rooftop as the sun descended, Max watched over PB. The boy never stirred. Most of the time, Max checked for the rise and fall of PB’s chest.

“Still breathing?” Sandra said in a soft voice.

Max grinned. “Yup. Still breathing.”

Nestling under his arm, she hugged his waist. “How about you? Still breathing?”

“They haven’t gotten me yet.”

Sandra chuckled. “Not for lack of trying.”

Max squeezed her shoulder. After a short silence, he said, “I’ve been trying to make sense of all this.”

“Any luck?”

“No.”

Her body warmed his side. “It’s frustrating. On one hand, we have this cold war turned hot between the Hulls and the Magi Group.”

“And that’s why Mother Hope caused our accident — to curse you so you’d have to help her.”

“Right. Except we also have Cecily Hull in the mix. She’s trying to take advantage of this chaos, but she doesn’t really know how. So, she tries to make us help her. That much makes sense. It all rather sucks for us, but it makes sense.”

“But if she wanted to enlist our help, why with this Libby Holman stuff? It seems unconnected.”

“That’s the part that bothers me. Cecily Hull does not strike me as an idiot. She could have brought any number of things for us to research that would have helped her out. Heck, all the work I’ve done checking out the Hull family makes me an expert on them. I probably know Tucker’s history far better than Cecily does. That’s got to be worth more than the Z. Smith Reynolds murder. But that’s what she brings to us.”

Sandra lifted her head slightly. “You know what really gets me? If Madame Vansandt told us the truth — which, admittedly, could be a big If — but if she did, then which Hull took her eye? And why?”

“That bugs me, too. I mean that’s a huge deal — cutting out a person’s eye. In a regular case, something like that should click into place right away. I should be saying, ‘Oh, of course. They took the eye so that X and Y could happen and that connects to Z and A.’ But nothing clicks like that.”

“None of this case clicks together.”

“Somebody thinks it does. Why else would that pale guy keep being sent after us?”

“Maybe he’s not. He was at first, but maybe now we just happen to get in the way.”

Max shot up straight, his eyes wide and staring into the dark. “I think you’re right. If the Pale Man didn’t come here to kill us, then he was sent with his team for something else. While spying on us, Leon found out about it, called Mother Hope, and she told him to fight back. That means two important things: One, the Pale Man definitely works for Tucker Hull. And two, Madame Vansandt has something that everybody wants.”

“And she ran.”

Max jumped to his feet. He checked over the ledge — only two police cars remained. “I’ve got an idea. Here’s what we need to do. The police should be gone soon. When they leave, you and Maria have to take PB out of here. Go out the back exit. Nobody will see you. Probably nobody left in the building for tonight. The police sent everyone to a hotel so they could investigate. So, you take PB and get him looked at by a doctor. But no hospitals. Any gunshot wounds showing up will get reported and the police will follow up.”

“We’ll take care of it. What about you?”

“I’m waiting until Drummond gets back. Then he and I are visiting Madame Vansandt’s apartment again. We’re going to find whatever caused this shootout.”

A thrill surged through Max’s body. He had no idea what he would find there, but everything in his gut told him this was the right play. It was a special sensation that he only ever felt from closing in on a solution to a case. And perhaps that was the answer to his question about Drummond. Because what kind of crimes need solving in the afterlife? Maybe this feeling was the real reason Drummond had chosen to stay.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 15

Sandra led her part of the group out of the building with no trouble. At least, Max knew they did not encounter any police trouble. Any other difficulties that happened, he missed out on. Instead, he sat on the rooftop and waited for Drummond.

An hour later, his partner arrived looking like his old self — dead and pale, but not weary. One police car had returned, so they had to wait on the roof even longer. Without his coat, Max shivered against the night air. An unwelcome wind picked up, forcing him to take shelter in the stairwell.

While Drummond followed the cop around — partially to keep tabs on what the police were doing, partially because the cop was an attractive woman — Max wasted away the time playing Candy Crush on his phone. He had gone over the case details so many times in his head that it all bled together forming a slush of information. Better to clear his mind than wade into that mire once more.

After another hour, Drummond returned. “She’s finally leaving.”

“What was she doing?”

“Mostly poking around the parking lot and the main floor. I think she’s bucking for a promotion and wants to find some key bit of evidence to bolster her chances.”

“Because she’s poking around downstairs?”

“No, because I overheard her call her boyfriend and tell him that’s what she was doing. Oh, and she has a boyfriend.”

“So?”

“It’s disappointing. Takes the luster off the fantasy.”

Max glanced up. “Please, listen to me carefully. I have zero interest in knowing about the sex fantasies of ghosts in general. And I really have no interest in knowing yours in particular.”

“Then put away your game-phone-thing and let’s get to doing what we should be doing.”

Max pocketed his phone and headed downstairs. Walking back up the hall felt a little like walking into an old cemetery. The closed doors stood quiet in the still air — tombstones marking long forgotten people. A few bullet holes marred the walls — reminders of the unfortunate deaths from before.

When they reached Madame Vandsandt’s apartment, yellow police tape crisscrossed the doorless opening. The splintered jamb had several holes that had been circled and numbered. Max ducked under the tape and entered the apartment.

The main room smelled of officialness. Even if various bullet holes and other detritus had not been marked for evidence, the room would have felt invaded by authority. It stunk the way a hospital stunk — full of special chemicals.

To the right, Max saw an outline where the Pale Man’s accomplice had dropped. “Guess he didn’t make it.”

Drummond hovered over the empty space which should have had markings for the Pale Man but did not. “You better be extra careful. This guy survived and he’s going to be angry with you. This is the third time he’s failed with you.”

“No, he succeeded the first time. He only was supposed to send me to the hospital, which he did. It’s these other times that he’s screwed up. Frankly, he should be fired. He’s not a very good hitman.”

“Lucky for you and Sandra.”

“Yeah,” Max said, losing all sense of humor about the idea. “Let’s get to work.”

They started in the main room, examining every detail, searching for anything that hinted at being important. Max went to the bookshelves. He pulled out volume after volume of texts with titles that promised riches of magic tutelage. They were all blank.

“None of these books are real.”

“Show me,” Drummond said, swishing across the air. He looked over Max’s shoulder as Max flipped through several books revealing one blank, tattered page after another. “That’s not right. Some of those books had words in them. I saw them.”

“But you couldn’t open them.”

“What about the one she used? The one with the spell we need?”

Max dumped the empty books and jumped over to the witch’s chair. On the floor was the book of curses — empty. “The spell she cast that let her escape — could it have wiped the books clean?”

Drummond shrugged. “The one constant I’ve learned about magic is never assume you know the limit of the stuff. Every single time I think I understand that world, along comes a witch who outdoes my highest expectations.”

Pulling on his lip, Max walked off to the kitchen. While he accepted Drummond’s notion that the world of witches sunk deeper than they knew, he also believed there were limitations. After all, every witch Max had encountered had to use certain ingredients and go through a casting process. It wasn’t as if they could learn to spew lasers from their eyes. That wasn’t how it worked. Magic had rules just like physics. It wasn’t a trick.

Unless, this time, it was.

“What if it was like a magic trick?” he said. When nobody answered, he glanced up to find that Drummond had gone into a different room to search. Max took a seat at the kitchen table — a small rectangular slab of wood pressed against one wall. Dead flowers stuck out of a cloudy vase.

If it had been a trick, it was one that involved actual magic — a magic magic trick. It could have been done like the old child’s trick of writing with lemon juice as “invisible ink”. All those texts could have been written in some special ink that reacted by going blank whenever a specific spell was cast. That would also account for the fact that most of these texts were impossible to find. What a great way to pass on history and spells and all their learning without being persecuted by those who don’t agree — something witches knew a lot about.

He had no idea if he was right, but Max felt better knowing he had any idea at all. He stepped up to the kitchen counter and searched through the utensil drawers, the deep cabinets of pots and pans, and the overhead cabinets with canned foods and cereal boxes. On the splashboard behind the oven sat an egg-timer shaped like an egg with two big eyes and a silly smile. Next to a coffee maker was a mug with the words “WORLD’S BEST GRANDMA!” written on the side. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary, though Max shuddered at the thought of Madame Vansandt having a grandchild.

Drummond’s strong voice cut through the quiet apartment. “Hey, Max, in here.”

Max found the ghost in the master bedroom. A more modern-looking room than any other in the apartment, the bedroom had a sterile aspect about it that brought to mind a hotel room. There were pictures on the wall and a dresser and a television, but none of it connected to a specific personality. The main room with its tapestries and old books and dim lights — that screamed of the old witch. But this bedroom looked generic. Which made Max wonder which version of Madame Vansandt was the truth — this room or the other one?

“You’re not going to believe this one,” Drummond said, gesturing to the bedside table.

Max saw a book sitting under a modern lamp. Picking it up, he read the cover — Cabbages and Kings by O. Henry. The Magi Group named themselves after O. Henry’s The Gift of the Magi, and O. Henry had some tangential connections with them.

He set the book back. “That’s weird, but not enough. Lots of people have this book. She could’ve been a fan. Or she could’ve been getting to know her enemy.”

“Or she could be working with them.”

Max opened a small drawer built into the bedside table. A pencil rolled atop a small pad. Next to the pad were two leather-bound, pocket-sized books — Roads of Destiny and Whirligigs both by O. Henry. Max opened Roads of Destiny. On the dedication page, he found a handwritten inscription—

 

To Mrs. Vansandt —

The Magi welcome you

 

“Crap,” Max muttered and displayed the book for Drummond.

“That pretty much settles it. She’s part of the Magi Group.”

“Not necessarily.”

“Max, c’mon. One book might’ve been a coincidence. But three of them and one is inscribed to her from the Magi? For Pete’s sake, didn’t the guy only put out three books? She has them all. She’s part of that group.”

“I know what it looks like, but think about it. Does it make any sense? If Madame Vansandt worked with the Magi, then why haven’t they used her? Why go to all that trouble with me when she could have cast the spell herself? I mean, she’s clearly got some mean mojo. From what we’ve seen of her, don’t you think if she teamed up with Mother Hope, they could have taken out Tucker Hull without all this cursing nonsense?”

“That’s a bit thin. Yes, she’s powerful, but we don’t know how powerful. We also don’t know how well she gets along with Mother Hope. In my experience, witches care a lot about the pecking order. Mother Hope may have brought her into the Magi fold, but I doubt they were too close. You’re also forgetting one important thing.”

“Which is?”

“Mother Hope had it in for you. Her method here may not be the most efficient, but a witch can get blinded by her hatred. So much so that she’ll convince herself hurting you is the best way to hurt the Hulls and achieve her goals. I’ve seen it before.”

“Maybe,” Max said, staring at the book. “But look around. You see anything else here that looks like Magi? If I’m going to believe any real connection with that group, I’d have to suspect Madame Vansandt is a freelancer. Possibly did some work for the Magi and that’s why she got this book with the ...”

Max flipped to the inscription again. Drummond came in close, his eyes on Max. “What is it, pal? I can see your wheels turning.”

“The inscription. It’s here.”

“Yeah, it is. That’s why we’re talking about this. Right?”

“I mean, it’s here in this book. Why didn’t it get wiped clean like all the other books? Not the text of the book, but the inscription. If she was really part of the Magi group, and this spell she used wiped away all the secrets, then why didn’t she protect this as well?”

“Because she’s not with them. Somebody put this here for us to find.”

Max’s pulse quickened. He put the book back. “Somebody wants us to conclude that Madame Vansandt is with the Magi. Which brings us to the next questions — why? and who?”

“Well, let’s think about it.” As Drummond spoke, he floated through the bed. “If these books are intended to set up the witch in a false connection, that means they had to be planted for us to find. So, somebody had to know we’d be coming here.”

“Then it couldn’t have been done before today. We had no idea we’d be here before that. Heck, we’d never even heard of this witch until last night.”

“Once we got here, there was no chance to sneak those books in. The only person I saw go into this room was your wife’s friend, Maria.”

“You think her being afraid and all was an act? She’s really a mole for the Magi or someone else?”

Drummond threw out the notion with a toss of his hand. He had drifted half-in a wall but took no notice. “We’ve both seen enough fear to know that was the real thing.”

“Unless she’s a really good actress.”

“Sorry, but I don’t believe it. Maria was Vansandt’s student. She would know about the disappearing words on the pages. If for some reason she wanted to set up her mentor, she would know better than to try it this way. Besides, you’re forgetting that there was a simple way to get the books in under our noses.”

Max rubbed his eyes. His brain felt foggy from lack of sleep. “You got me. What am I missing?”

“We were up on the roof for hours. Anybody could have come in here during that time.”

“You’re right. All those involved in this would know that people would come back at some point. Especially us. We’re the research crew. Of course, we’d be expected to return here and figure out what’s going on. So, somebody plants these books and waits for us to go down the wrong path. Somebody who knows we’d look at the books. Unless ... uh-oh.”

Drummond froze. “Unless this was meant as lure to get us wasting time in the bedroom while our enemies took up positions in the living room. Stay here. I’ll check.”

Though Drummond dashed out and back in seconds, Max already knew the answer. He walked out of the bedroom to find Leon Moore sitting in the old witch’s chair.

Leon opened his arms wide like a conqueror. “I knew you couldn’t resist coming back here.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 16

Drummond bolted ahead, his hands turning icy white as he speared towards Leon. Two feet before he struck, Drummond was thrown aside and slammed into the bookshelves. He bellowed as the wood cracked and dust puffed out. Though unable to hear the ghost, Leon noticed the wood and dust.

From under his shirt, Leon pulled out his necklace — a ward against ghosts. “Your friend doesn’t learn. I never talk with you unprepared.”

Max put his hands in his pockets and leaned against the wall. “I guess he’s an optimist when it comes to hurting you.”

Leon laughed hard enough to cough, bending over slightly in the process. For an instant, he looked like the man Max had first met a few years ago — an old librarian harboring a love for books and research and concerned only with the pursuit of knowledge. But as the coughing subsided, Leon straightened, and the new man returned — a guard and lackey of Mother Hope doing all that she asked in return for strength and vitality. Max wondered what else Leon had to give in order to gain his temporary youth.

“Please step a little closer. We have a bit to talk about,” Leon said, “and I don’t want your optimist getting in my way. So, pardon the magic.”

He bent down and flicked open a lighter. Setting it close to the floor, the flame ignited a thin line of dark powder Max had failed to spot earlier. The flame shot forward, following the line of powder like a racecar on a straight track. It sped by Drummond, made a right angle turn near the front door and continued on. Another right angle and it was headed for Max. He knew enough magic to step forward rather than play chicken — especially when he noticed that the line went right underneath him. It finished where it began, having formed a large square around Max and Leon.

Drummond pounded on the air above the line as if it were made of thick, solid glass. “I hate when they do that to me. I’m here for you, pal, but I can’t get in there.”

Max nodded. This wasn’t the first time magic had been used to keep Drummond away.

Leon returned to the witch’s chair. “That’s better. Now we won’t be interrupted.”

“Can we get this over with? Or I’ll start feeling as optimistic as the ghost.”

Leon’s mirth dropped away leaving an inscrutable glare upon his black, leathered face. “I suppose I should forgive your rudeness. You’re a Northerner, after all. You weren’t brought up right.”

“You know, ever since I moved down here, all of you people have been telling me how rude I am, but I’m not the one constantly trying to take over, I’m not the one kidnapping people, and I’m certainly not the one making deals with a witch for a false sense of youth.”

“You have no clue what you’re talking about. Which is why I’m here and you haven’t been hurt. Yet. I want you — Mother Hope wants you — to understand the situation in its fullest.”

“I’m really not in the mood for threats I’m just going to ignore.”

Drummond clapped his hands. “That’s right! Give him a hard time.”

“No threats,” Leon said, crossing his legs. “Well, not yet. Let’s start with some simple truth. You see, you seem to think that we can all live without Mother Hope. But to do so means letting the Hulls run things, and that is a dangerous, unthinkable existence.”

“I don’t want that at all. I don’t want any of you people running anything. There’s no need.”

“There absolutely is. Power always exists, and if we don’t control it, then someone else will. It’s very much like politics. We, all of us, need to have somebody in charge. It makes me think of those people who get their hackles all raised up about government. They don’t want government around. Government’s the problem. Don’t let the government take control of this or that because they’ll screw it up like everything they do.

“But the truth is that they do want government — for without a government, we’d have anarchy, and that is not sustainable. So, no matter how much they complain, and they love to complain, people do want a government — just not for the same purpose as you. One side thinks the government should provide education and health care. One side thinks it should provide military and security. They all want it, and they all don’t want it.

“Our situation is the same. Somebody will take authority over the use of magic in this city and in this state, maybe even in this country. That can’t be changed. We need that authority just as we need a government. Since you seem to act like a swing vote, you have found yourself in a unique, temporary position. You can throw your support to either side and help choose all of our fates.”

Max wagged his finger. “Nice speech, but let’s be honest about this. I don’t really get to choose anything.”

“Oh, no, you’re wrong about that.” Leon popped from his chair, but Max caught a slight crinkle at the corner of his eyes as though the move hurt a little — perhaps Mother Hope’s magic hadn’t made the man as young as he had hoped. Leon stepped in close, blocking Max’s view of Drummond. “I need you to pay attention. I’m not here out of some misguided loyalty. I’m here because I’ve convinced the Magi Group to give you a chance to do the right thing. The others, especially Mother Hope, are livid at what you’ve done. They want to use the curse you still have on you and watch as you spend eternity stuck between the living and the dead. But I’ve seen you work. You’re a smart man. All you need is the facts and a chance. You’ll make the right decision.”

“Your confidence in me is astounding. I’d probably be more impressed if I wasn’t standing in the rubble of a witch’s apartment while my partner is blocked from joining us.”

Leon inched back. “I do have to protect myself.”

“He’s right,” Drummond said. “If I could get to him, I’d make him sorry.”

“Don’t let these precautions distract you. Instead, please, think this through.”

“I have,” Max said.

“Really? Because for a long time, over a century now, the Hull family has had a lock on their power in this area. Nobody could beat them. If you were a witch, if you dabbled in the mystic arts, or even if you performed the most meaningless of spells, they knew about it, and they either allowed it or they visited you and made you aware of their rules. Forty years ago, to be a witch in North Carolina was much like being a serf in a monarchy. You lived your life and hoped not to fall under the gaze of the Duke or the King or whoever owned you. You tried to follow the Royal family’s rules, but they often rewrote those rules at a whim.”

“I get the picture.”

“What you fail to see, though, is that it’s all changed. Bringing you and your wife to the South started it. Since your arrival, you have bested them. More than once. And that has weakened their stronghold around here. Now is the time to strike.”

Max rolled his eyes, making sure Leon saw his expression. “I’ve heard all of this from Mother Hope. Repeating doesn’t make it so.”

“But it is so. It’s the truth.”

Drummond flew around to the front door attempting to get a better view. “That guy wouldn’t know the truth if it stood up and bit him.”

“Okay, I’ll play along for a moment.” Max strolled to the witch’s chair and plopped down, sticking one leg over the armrest. He grinned inwardly at Leon’s visible discomfort. “Let’s say I go along with all of this. I free Dr. Connor from her curse and somehow you convince her to destroy Tucker Hull. All that goes as you plan and then what? Who takes over? Mother Hope? I’m sure she’d like that kind of power.”

“Who else is there?” Leon scoffed. “You can’t seriously be considering Cecily Hull?”

“I’m not considering anybody. This is all hypothetical.”

Leon paused and drummed his fingers on the back of his head. “Mother Hope said you’d never co-operate. She said no matter what I presented to you, that you would still find reasons to doubt me. I should learn to listen to her more. She’s always right.”

“Sorry to disappoint. But I don’t think you should go around saying she’s always right. She’s been wrong about me many times.”

“We’ll see.” Leon moved in front of Max. When Max tried to stand, Leon shoved him back in the seat. “She said you would be rude and obstinate. She said you would refuse to help us. She was right about all of that. But she also told me how to make you help us.”

“Should I bother asking or will you simply tell me? Oh, I know, let me guess. Either I help the Magi Group with their Dr. Connor problem or you are going to kill me.”

“No. Sadly. That would’ve been much easier. No, if you refuse to help us, I’ve been ordered to kill your wife.”

“You sonofa —” Max launched off the chair with his fist flying.

Leon sidestepped. “She said you’d try to hit me.”

“Lay a hand on my wife and I’ll kill you all.”

“Don’t put me in that position, then. Find Dr. Connor’s body, free her from the curse, and let the world return to a semblance of balance. That’s all we want.”

“And if I don’t, you’ll kill Sandra?”

“I’ll do my best to make it quiet and painless. Then I’ll send you to follow her.”

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 17

Max spent the night in his car. He parked in the empty lot of a defunct strip mall, leaned his seat back, and shut his eyes. His mind, however, refused to be shut off. Despite the chatter in his head, he managed to get a few hours of rest. The remainder of the night, he worked out their next steps.

As dawn approached, he sent messages to Sandra via Drummond. They agreed that they couldn’t meet at the warehouse. Too much traffic going in and out of an abandoned tobacco warehouse would get noticed. Sandra suggested the Forsyth Public Library, and Max liked the idea. Drummond wanted nothing to do with another library, so he went back to the Other to finish healing and to check on Dr. Connor.

Serving all of Forsyth County, the public library was on West 5th Street in downtown Winston-Salem — roughly seven blocks from their office. Max drove away from the city before doubling back. He entered a paid parking structure and headed out on foot. Two cabs and several blocks of walking gave him the hope that he had ditched anybody following him.

“How’s PB?” he asked Sandra as they settled in a back corner of the library’s references section.

“Resting. He’s with Maria, and she promised to keep good care of him. She’s looking better, too. Starting to come back to reality.”

“Where is he? What doctor did you get? He’ll be okay, right?”

“He’s fine. He’s staying at Maria’s house.”

“Her house? You can’t put him there. Or her, for that matter. You know we’re being watched. We can’t —”

“Stop,” she said and waited for him to close his mouth. The library was mostly empty so early in the morning, but not entirely. Max wondered if Sandra had suggested this location because she knew he’d be forced to control his mouth. She went on, “I know you’re worried about PB and everything that’s going on, but it’s not all on you. I know exactly what our situation is, and I made the call.”

“But —”

“No. You listen. I had to get that boy stable and taken care of, and just because you said to go get a doctor who wouldn’t report a gunshot wound, doesn’t make it happen. I don’t know any doctors like that. I’m sure they’re around, but if I did what you wanted, then by the time I found a doctor, approached and convinced that person I’m not a cop and I really needed help, and then got that doctor to wherever I left everybody, PB would’ve been dead. So, I decided to go to Maria’s because it solved our problems. Being in her home would calm her down and get her thinking again. She would have a needle, thread, and ways to sterilize the needle — all easy to find because it’s her home. And I was right. She pulled it together, got what we needed, and I sewed PB up. He’s resting, watching some TV, and lapping up Maria’s attempts at mothering. Before you start in about them being watched, they are both minor enough in all of this to be left alone.”

“You don’t think the Hulls will snag them to use as leverage against us?”

“Not with everything else that’s going on. In another situation, I’d worry. But if the Hulls or even Mother Hope attempted a kidnapping, they’d be exposing themselves to attack from the other side. Not to mention that I will put a curse on them which will never be broken.”

Max’s muscles tensed and his pulse tapped at the back of his head. “Don’t say that.”

“What? That I’d curse them?”

“You need to back off the magic, hon. You’re not a witch, and you shouldn’t become one. I’m sorry. I know you’ve enjoyed learning about it all, but that was research to help us in our fights against witches. You can’t start being one. It’s a dangerous road.”

Sandra placed a hand on his knee. “Honey, that’s sweet, but you don’t need to worry. I’ve got the whole thing covered. Besides, I’ve not had many friends or really much of a life since we moved down here. At least now, I’ve got Maria.”

“Remember what Madame Vansandt said to Maria. Witchcraft is a Pandora’s Box, and you are on the verge of opening it.”

Sandra leaned in and looked Max sharp in the eyes. “I’m fine.”

He had heard that tone many times before. It meant shut up because I’m not changing my decision. So, he kissed her cheek. “Okay, hon. No problem.” That meant you’re wrong but I don’t want to fight now.

“So, what’s next?” Sandra said, implying she knew he had planned something. With that simple question, both of them felt better and let their “almost” argument float away. It wasn’t dead, though. They knew there would be a time for that fight, but they had higher priorities at the moment.

Max glanced at all the books. “Research.”

“Good. We can find Dr. Connor’s body and be done with this.”

“No. Not yet. First, we’re going to find Madame Vansandt’s eye. We need it for leverage. We need it desperately.”

“What can I do to help?”

“Go find Jammer J and get him to PB. The poor kid must be a wreck of worry.”

“I doubt that. Those kids are tough.”

“Still, Jammer J will want to be there for PB. After you’ve got that done, I’ll need you to do their job today. Follow Mother Hope around. See if she does anything pertinent to our case.”

“Okay.”

“No matter what, don’t get involved in anything you see Mother Hope doing. Just write down what happened and let me know.”

“You got it.”

“I’m serious. There’s a real threat from all these enemies. Don’t let them know you’re watching them.”

With a mock salute, Sandra said, “Aye aye, Cap’in!”

As she hugged him, Max had a strange, cold sensation wash over him — one that had only happened a few times in his life. The thought flashed in his head — this is the page turning. He had experienced that same sensation, that same thought, the day he proposed to Sandra. He had experienced it again the day he took the job that brought him to North Carolina. On those occasions, he understood why he felt that way. Life was turning to a new chapter. It was exciting, adventurous, and full of promise.

But this — this terrified him.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 18

As usual in Max’s life, the only real option was to keep moving forward. That meant packing away his fears to focus on his research. Lucky him, he sat in a library.

Though the situation had complexity, there was really only one missing component to all of it, only one thing that constantly stood out as a mystery — ZSRLH. Cecily Hull had brought that to them when she could have taken it to any of her own people. Why? Max liked to think it was because he had the reputation of being the best, except that did not seem likely. She brought it to him; she had a reason.

He tried to put himself in her shoes. She had been actively working to destroy Tucker Hull so that she could take over the family business. She knew this code was important and that it somehow held a big secret. Perhaps she didn’t trust those who work under her. Not with something this important.

“But then why the bull story about hacking family computers?” Max whispered to himself. Could be that she simply didn’t want anybody to know the truth — not that the truth was damaging but rather that the more cards she held to her chest, the more control she had over a precarious situation.

And she knew we were being watched. Max leaped to his feet and headed into the stacks. Of course. It wasn’t by accident that she visited Sandra on the same night as Mother Hope. She knew all about Max’s curse and had to act fast.

It was just as Leon had said — somebody had to hold the power. With Tucker appearing to be weakened, she had to make her moves, too. Even if she could trust her own people, she still had to employ Sandra and Max — they were her best chance of solving things before her enemies. She had to force them into a position between her and Mother Hope or risk Mother Hope getting full control.

Max trailed his fingers along the spines of books until he found the one he wanted — a biography of Libby Holman. “Nobody’s controlling us,” he said and rushed to a table to work through the book again — particularly going over the chapters regarding the murder of Z. Smith Reynolds.

He spent two hours checking and re-checking each fact, each detail, and each opinion presented in the case. Nothing jumped out as new or unexpected. Nowhere could he find that nugget of information that would shine like the sun breaking through stormy clouds. None of the texts helped.

Texts? He resisted the urge to smack his forehead. Instead, he quietly placed the books back where he had found them in the stacks and sat at one of the public access computers. He brought up Google and clicked on Images.

Pictures had often helped him discover a breakthrough. Photographs and paintings were often a more reliable historical record than texts. Too many people tried to rewrite history by actually rewriting the texts. But the photos and paintings — those often told the truth. Even in the modern world of Photoshop, Max found that images of a world, when taken as a group rather than individually, created a clearer picture of history than any single eyewitness account. Witness memories were notoriously flawed.

He started as broadly as possible by typing “images of Z Smith Reynolds and Libby Holman” into the search bar. Two seconds later, he scrolled through thousands of photographs, portraits, and other images. There were playbills from Libby’s Broadway days as well as album covers and other notices of her work in the entertainment industry. There were pictures of the actual 45s with Libby’s name on the label and photos of her on stage dressed to dazzle. Z. Smith had plenty of his own, too — particularly, photographs of him standing in front of one airplane or another.

Max narrowed the search down to the years 1931 through 1933. Smith’s murder was in 1932, so Max thought it best to pick up the year before and after as well. Sure enough, plenty of images flooded the screen — many of them from old newspapers, most of them regarding the murder and Libby’s legal troubles afterward.

Clicking through page after page, inspecting each photo carefully, Max was not surprised when he hit the photo five pages deep. It jumped out at him, and he knew instantly this was what he had wanted to find. Clicking on the photo enlarged it and added the caption — Libby Holman with close friend, 1933. It depicted the widow sitting on the patio of somebody’s home. She had dressed down and wore a somber expression, but none of that captured Max’s interest. The woman standing behind Libby had stopped Max’s search — the woman wearing the eye patch.

She was a tall woman, her head nearly cut out of the photo, and she looked forward as if able to see through the camera, through the photo, directly at Max. That look bothered him — it tickled the back of his thoughts. He had seen that look before.

“Has to be in one of the books,” he said. He blasted out of his chair and hurried back down the stacks to where he had left the Libby Holman biographies. Flipping through, he reached the middle section with glossy photos.

His mouth dried as his pulse quickened. He knew he would find it. After years of researching things, he knew the taste of victory.

In the second book on the third page of photographs, he found it. Z. Smith Reynolds, his new wife, Libby, and four friends all draped on furniture by an enormous fireplace. Sitting bolt upright in the middle of one couch, that same tall woman glared directly through the photo — except in this image, she had both eyes. According to the caption, her name was Marlyn Chester.

He checked the date and clapped the book shut. “Got it!”

A few minutes on the computer revealed that Marlyn Chester had lived her entire life in North Carolina, settling in High Point around 1955. She had a husband and a daughter, and she died in 1972 on her sixtieth birthday. The husband died shortly after, and the daughter, Candice, inherited the house. Further searching showed that Candice still owned the property.

“Probably still lives there, too,” Max said as he copied down the address.

He got in his car and hopped on Route 74 South straight through High Point. Candice lived on the southern end of the city in a cluster of homes nestled near the junction of Routes 74 and 85. Though next to the highway, the area felt secluded owing to the tall grass lots and copious trees that broke up the view. The sound of traffic could not be masked completely, but the location seemed better off than Max had expected.

Candice Chester’s home, a single-story rancher, sat on a small rise with a narrow driveway. When Max walked up to a screened-in porch, he had the sensation of being watched — not the surveillance feeling that dogged him everywhere he went, but rather he thought Candice observed his approach. He rang the doorbell once and she opened as if she had been posed to open it all along.

Like her mother, Candice had the height to make her a good basketball player. She shared her mother’s stern glower, too. “What do you want?” she asked. Despite her imposing posture, her light Southern voice lessened the abruptness of her tone.

 “Ms. Chester, my name is Max Porter, and if you’ll give me a few minutes, I’d like to ask you some questions about your mother.”

“My momma?”

“I do research for people, and some of my work brought up your mother’s name. Please, I’ll only be short time.”

“No. Good day, Mr. Porter.”

As she closed the door, Max blurted out, “Would you like to know how your mother lost her eye?”

Candice paused. “What kind of research are you doing, exactly?”

He saw it clear on her face — she already knew most of the story. If she hadn’t, he would have seen curiosity or concern. But instead of pushing further, asking what he knew or why he thought he knew anything, she countered with a question of her own — one that would reveal more about himself than provide any answers.

He considered trying to be charming or thoughtful or even threatening. However, his gut told him that none of those approaches would work. Instead, he decided to use a tactic Drummond had taught him long ago. He called it the truth.

“Ms. Chester, you have a choice to make. You can let me in and talk this through with me, or you can turn me away. But I’m not the only person looking into all of this. I just happen to be the best, so I’m here first. Soon enough, the rest will follow. Ask yourself this: do you want to work with me — a guy who simply is looking for answers and poses no threat to you — or do you want to work with the Hulls?”

She shoved open the creaking screen door and gestured to two cushioned chairs on the porch. “You want some sweet tea?”

“No, thank you.” 

Though he could tell she had no interest in serving him tea of any kind, he also saw that, like a classic Southern gal, she was insulted he had refused her offer. But no matter how many times he gave it a try, Max could not get used to sweet tea — a concoction that was one part iced tea and ten parts sugar. Still, he could imagine what Drummond would say — Take the tea. Drink it, if you have to. But whatever you do, don’t insult the person you want to get something from.

She sat in the chair to his left, crossed her legs and arms, and set her jaw firm. Even sitting, she towered above him. “I’m listening.”

Stick to the main point. Both Max’s brain and Candice’s body language screamed the message home. “No doubt, you already know your mother was good friends with Libby Holman.”

“Great friends.”

“Did they meet before she married Z. Smith Reynolds or were they introduced through Reynolds?”

“Does it matter?”

“Not really. Just the researcher in me trying to get all the blanks filled in.”

Her thumb bounced a rhythm on her arm. “Then you’re wasting my time.”

“Wait, wait. I’m sorry.” Max wanted to smack himself — stick to the point! “I wanted to lay the groundwork, but I see that’s not necessary. You obviously knew your mother quite well.”

“My momma was very special.” Candice glanced to a photo on the wall — Marlyn, with her eye-patch sitting on the porch in the same seat Max occupied.

“She certainly was. She touched many lives, but none more than Libby. Like you said, they were the greatest of friends — the kind that would do anything for each other.”

“You have a point, or do you like telling people things they already know?”

“That’s the point right there — that you already know this. All of it. You know exactly the story I’m about to say, but you’re going to make me say it anyway.”

Pulling her shoulders back, Candice appeared to gain another few inches. “You’re not the first to come here thinking they know something about my mother and Libby and the murder of Z. Smith Reynolds. But I’ll tell you this — nobody has ever figured it all out. So, nobody ever gets what they come here for.”

Max scooted onto the edge of his chair. He leaned over, resting his elbows on his knees. “Well, then, allow me to take a crack at this.”

“I’m assuming, since you’re here, that you know what my momma was.”

“Yes, she was a witch.”

“Then it shouldn’t shock you that she taught me a few things. I never followed the path and became a full witch, but I did learn enough to make you sorry — if need be.”

“You can make any threat you want. I know the truth, so your threats won’t ever be used.”

She ran her tongue across her teeth as she thought. “Go ahead, Mr. Porter. Let me hear what you think my momma did and did not do.”

“Your mother, Marlyn Chester, loved Libby Holman. They were close friends, and I’d wager that Marlyn considered Libby a sister. Now, Libby married well, and all seemed fine except that she and Smith were having difficulties getting pregnant. At some point, Marlyn offered to help. I’m not sure if Libby knew that Marlyn was a witch, not at that moment, but it was not something a sister needed to hide.”

Candice did not speak, but she made an involuntary nod. Max caught it and the small gesture bolstered his confidence.

“Except Libby turned her down. Marlyn got upset and Libby got angry. There were many pictures that showed Libby with your mother — though, mostly she kept to the sides or the back. But then there’s a gap. Six long months in which the photos stopped. I suspect they hardly spoke to one another. Until the Fourth of July party when Libby invited Marlyn to try to patch things up. What had changed? Libby was pregnant. She had a problem, too. She was nervous to tell Smith about the baby. They had been trying and failing for so long, and he had recently become controlling and jealous. She insisted that she was loyal to him, but he saw philandering everywhere. Particularly with their permanent house guest, Albert Walker. How am I doing?”

Candice held still, locking her eyes on him. “Mr. Porter, I am not going to hold your hand through all of this. Finish your story or leave.”

“At the party, Libby makes up with Marlyn and then asks for help. Would Marlyn cast a spell to ease Smith’s mind? This was a bigger favor than Libby realized because Marlyn did not like Smith at all. I’d even say she hated Smith.”

“Oh? What makes you think so?”

“All those photographs with Libby — rarely was Smith anywhere to be found. On the few occasions your mother and Smith are together, you can see their discomfort. In fact, in a few photos, the daggers shooting from her eyes are unmistakable. And, of course, they would be enemies. Smith did not approve of the friendship, and as far as your mother was concerned, she would never allow anything to break apart her sisterhood with Libby.”

Candice raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

“The night of the party, everybody was drinking. By most accounts, people regularly were going off into the woods — presumably to —”

“Yes, I know what they were doing.”

Clearing his throat, Max said, “Of course. Well, um, Libby was seen going off into the woods, too. Smith was heard later yelling about that fact. The thing is — nobody really knows what went on with Libby in the woods. She said she was merely walking around, clearing her head, that kind of thing. Albert denies any wrongdoing, though according to others at the party, he was also missing for quite some time. Now, most people assumed they were having an affair.”

“But you don’t.”

“If you look, even a cursory glance at Libby Holman’s life, that behavior doesn’t add up. She was wild and impulsive and all of that, but she wasn’t cruel. To cheat on Smith right under his nose, in the middle of a party full of friends, that’s too much to believe.”

Candice’s eyes twitched as if she held back a knowing smile. “Tell me what you think happened.”

“I think it’s quite clear to anybody who knows that witches and spells are real. Libby goes off into the woods for a walk and she comes upon Marlyn. They chat. Perhaps Marlyn offers her one last chance to make up for real — leave Smith and return to New York — something like that. But Libby has a baby on the way and wants Marlyn to help with calming Smith. That’s all. Marlyn agrees and Libby leaves the woods.

“Now, I’m no expert on witchcraft, I don’t know all the depths of the spells and curses and such, but a spell to calm a husband would be an easy task. Yet we have photographic evidence that Marlyn cast a very serious, very dark spell. One that required a witch’s eye. I suspect, after Libby left the woods, Marlyn went a different route with her magic. She probably wanted to curse Smith, but going up against the entire Reynolds family would be suicide. And her anger at Libby, her sense of betrayal, had never left. Witches are not known for easy forgiveness. I think she cursed Libby — a curse that would start with Smith’s death and continue throughout Libby’s life, ending only when she committed suicide. Even then, considering the dark nature of the curse and the sacrifice required to cast it, perhaps the poor woman is still cursed.”

When Max finished, Candice sat without saying a word. He heard only the creak of her chair and an occasional heavy sigh. Experience and Drummond had taught him to stay quiet. Wait it out. Anything he said now would ruin whatever chances he had of gaining information.

At length, Candice covered her heart with her long fingers. “Congratulations, Mr. Porter. You are the first to ever put all the pieces together.”

“Not all. I still don’t know what spell she cast.”

“Neither do I. She tried to get me to follow the path of magic, but as a teen, I rebelled against her life and wanted nothing to do with that world. Spells like the one she gave up an eye for — well, I never learned that kind of thing.”

Tilting his head down, Max frowned. “I see. Then I’m sorry to have bothered you. I had hoped that by knowing the spell, I would have been able to connect that magic with another situation. I guess I was wrong.”

“Stay here,” Candice said as she went inside. A few moments later, she returned with a small canister like a soup thermos. “In her later years, as her health declined, my momma told me the story of Libby. It was important to her that I know, that I understood, because it was her single greatest regret. She also told me that over the years to come, people would suspect her involvement and they would come here. They would want this container, and I was not to give it to anybody except the one who came to share the story, the full story, and who did not seek this out.”

“I don’t follow. What’s in that?”

She traced the top with her finger. “You being here — not just here at my home, but here in Winston-Salem, in North Carolina — it’s no accident. Sometimes I remember when I was little and my momma would explain the universe to me. Where other children were told tales of a god who watched from above, my momma taught me of the way the universe worked like a bizarre clock — each piece precise and important to the running of the whole. Magic, she would say, was nothing more than the ability to open the clock’s face and tinker with a few of the gears. Good magic made the clock work better, stronger. The other kind, the bad magic, attempted to force the clock to change its time or the way it ran. She taught me all about the Hulls and the Magi and the way that together, the two groups formed a balance. When that balance was upset, it was like throwing a wrench into the clock.”

Max leaned back, his face open wide. “You know, don’t you? All about what’s going on here.”

“Of course, I know. I’ve watched, I’ve listened, and I’ve waited. I knew there would be visitors all looking for this container. But I see now that my momma was right. The universe is a delicate clock, always looking for the right balance. That’s why I say you are here, no mistake about it.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t believe in destiny or Fate or anything like that.”

“Don’t have to. I know that you are the one she wanted to have this.” Candice handed the container over.

It wasn’t heavy, and he could feel that it was filled with liquid. “Do I open it?”

“No. Not until you’re ready to use it.”

“You still haven’t told me what’s in it or what it’s for.”

Looking down at him like an impatient teacher, she said, “It’s from a witch. What do you think it is? Magic, of course. Powerful magic. Powerful enough to free my momma from the imbalance she created so long ago. Use it when there is no other option. You only get to do it once, so be sure.”

“I will. I promise.”

Candice closed her eyes and a slow smile crept onto her face. “Thank you. Good luck. Good bye.”

As Max opened the screen door, he paused. The fog in his mind had begun to clear, revealing how many of the parts in this case linked up. Acting on instinct, he turned back. “I have one last question, but it’s very important.”

“If I can help, I will.”

“It’s about before your mother was married.”

After getting an answer, Max walked to his car. He couldn’t help but skip a tiny step or two. Things looked like they might be turning around. He placed the canister in his coat pocket and pulled out his cell phone.

He called Cecily Hull, and by way of greeting, he said, “We need to talk.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 19

As Max shoved down the last bite of greasy pizza, he decided the Hanes Mall food court had been a bad choice of meeting place. He should have known that Cecily would be late out of spite and that he would start eating to curb his nervous energy. With his stomach gurgling its disagreement, he tapped his feet. He had nothing to do but wait and smell the other foods his tense bowels had no desire to experience at the moment.

On the plus side, the food court was public. The lunch hour had gone but plenty of people still hung around which provided Max with some important advantages. He could feel relatively safe during their meeting — not that she planned him harm, but he knew others were watching. If she had a big move to make, it would not happen there. Neither would those watching take a chance at any kind of strike — too public. Of course, they had no problem shooting up a downtown apartment building, so perhaps Max’s assessment needed refinement.

More importantly, Cecily would not like to be in any food court. If his plan could succeed, he needed her off-balance.

The controlled, steady rhythm of Cecily’s walk announced her arrival seconds before he saw her approach. A well-dressed man with a long, pock-marked face accompanied her. With nothing more than a movement of her head, he took up a position far enough back as to be unobtrusive but close enough that he could jump in should Max attempt anything stupid.

Don’t you know me? Max thought. I’m full of stupid.

“Something amusing?” Cecily asked as she went to sit, saw something on the chair not to her liking, and pulled over a different chair.

“Sorry that this isn’t the kind of place you normally eat at.”

“I won’t be dining.” She caught herself fidgeting in the chair, and with a single breath, she crossed her legs and eased back as if this had been her office chair for years. Max had never seen a person switch into such a commanding role with so little motion. Through flattened lips, she said, “Do you have something to tell me or am I here to observe your inability to get food into your mouth?”

Max grabbed a napkin and wiped around his mouth. He felt a splotch of tomato sauce smear off. Great. Ten seconds in and I’ve already lost control of this. Except he had a lot more on his side than posturing, and the time had come to go on the offensive.

“You’re right,” he said. “Let’s get started. For us, it all begins with you bringing a string of letters to my wife — ZSRLH. Where did you find that? And please, save us both the embarrassment of pretending to buy into your hacker story.”

Cecily rolled her shoulder and looked away, her tight mouth drawing even tighter. “Your firm was hired to find out what that code meant, not how I acquired it.”

“Except that oftentimes where information came from will clue us in to its meaning. Besides, you should know better than to lie to me after I’ve done my research. Where did you get the code?”

“This is not an information exchange. You report to me, not the other way around.”

“Yet if you withhold —”

“Enough. Tell me what you found or I will leave.”

Max saw that the man standing a few feet away had puffed up and taken a step closer. Pushing out a smile, Max turned his palms up. “Why are we arguing? We’re on the same side, right? I was only trying to get a fuller picture, but you’re correct. You are the client, and I don’t need to know anything more than what I was assigned to research. I’m sorry.”

“Apology accepted.” She dropped her hand to the side and her bodyguard stepped back. “Now, let me hear your report.”

He paused long enough to see her squirm in her seat. To anybody looking, she would have simply been shifting a little, but Max knew better. She would never have shown the slightest change if she weren’t agitated by the surroundings and the conversation.

Now to bring out the real guns.

“You should thank my wife, by the way. I didn’t want to take your case, didn’t want to be drawn into another Hull mess. But Sandra — she’s smarter than I am. She saw the value of working for you, and I have to say, she was right.”

“I’ll send her a card.”

“I’m sure she’ll cherish it. Now, when I approached this project, I started with the assumption that you were lying about the hacker.”

“Mr. Porter —”

“Hold on. You don’t want to tell me the truth and that’s fine. I’m simply letting you know that I made that assumption in order to proceed with my work. Because I had to ask myself, if the hacker story is a lie, which it is, then this code is no code at all — which is also true. You didn’t try hard to hide the meaning behind the letters, and that tells me that you knew all along about Libby Holman. More importantly, you knew she had been cursed.”

“Cursed?”

“Don’t start insulting me. Back then, no witch so much as whispered about magic without the Hull family knowing. If you didn’t know about Libby’s curse before this, you certainly figured it out before you brought those initials to my wife. Now, the information you were missing, the thing you really sought in hiring me, was a name. You wanted to know who was responsible for the curse.”

“Do you know the answer?”

Picking a piece of cheese from between his teeth, Max said, “I’m guessing that you hope to use this information, and all that goes with it, against Tucker. After all, with the Hulls in control of the use of magic back then, he also would be responsible for its misuse. Of course, it could have been the Magi Group to blame. That’s okay, too, as far as you’re concerned. Either way, it helps you and hurts one or both of them.”

Shaking her head as her eyes rolled upward, she said, “Yes, yes, Mr. Porter. You are very smart and have figured everything out. So, do you have a name or not?”

“Certainly. Marlyn Chester.”

Cecily stood and her man came over to hold her chair. She brushed the commonness of the place from her skirt. “Thank you. You can send your bill to my office. Mr. Pescatore will make sure you are promptly paid.”

With a slight bow, the pock-marked Mr. Pescatore said, “Yes, ma’am.”

Max sipped the last of his soda, making sure it slurped at the bottom. He set it down and feigned concern. “Don’t you want to know who she is? What family she comes from? Her history?”

Cecily said, “Oh, my people can find —”

“No, they can’t.” He spoke harsh enough to freeze her and tense up Mr. Pescatore. “If they could, you would never have hired us. But it’s more than that. You are deep into this power struggle and wouldn’t be dumb enough to waste resources on finding a name unless it was extremely important.”

She whirled back, placing a firm fist on the table as she leaned over him. “Did it ever occur to you, in your entire smug attitude, that I used you? That I sent you on a fool’s errand so that my enemies would waste their time following you while I set the stage for my takeover?”

“Yes, actually, it did cross my mind. But then, I went ahead and found Marlyn Chester’s family.”

She faltered. “What?”

“I found her family. I spoke with her daughter. I told her everything I knew, and you know what she did — ah, I can see on your face you know exactly what she did. That’s right. She gave me a very special canister.”

Cecily’s nostrils flared, and Max worried she might take a swing at him. He didn’t want to get in a fistfight with her — especially with her bodyguard so near. She covered up her emotions with her usual stern mask.

“I suppose you have a price in mind,” she said.

“I do. See, I’m sick of being caught between all of you. I never wanted any of this crap you all keep slinging around. So, I’m auctioning off the container. Highest price that includes my freedom from all of you wins.”

“Tell me when and where, and I’ll see that I have the highest bid.”

Max stood and put out his hand, but she did not shake it. He mimed tipping a hat, started to leave, and then stopped. “I almost forgot to mention — it addition to finding Marlyn Chester’s daughter, I also learned her maiden name. It might interest you. Before she married William Chester, her name was Marlyn Hull. Imagine that. The witch who cursed Libby Holman was a Hull.”

Cecily waved off the idea. “She wouldn’t be the first Hull to be called a witch.”

“True. But she may be the first Hull witch to curse a member of the Reynolds family. I assume they would not be pleased to learn of this.”

“Are you trying to blackmail me?”

“I don’t do that.”

“Then what? You obviously have something in mind to exchange for your silence.”

Max hoped he looked calm and casual despite the lie he was about to tell. “Oh, no, I’ve given you the wrong impression. I’ve already notified them about your family’s treachery.”

“You what?”

“I imagine the eldest Reynolds is learning about it all right now. It’s all over for you.”

Cecily’s hands rolled into white-knuckle fists at her sides. Through clamped teeth, she managed, “Why?”

“Because I plan to end up on top of this mess. I’m not your pawn. I refuse to be beholden to you or Tucker or Mother Hope or anybody else.” Max turned on his heel and walked away.

He rode the escalator down and headed toward the exit. When he walked by the restrooms, he darted inside, took the first available stall, and pulled out his cellphone.

“Hey, Ghostman, you ready?”

Max said, “She’s all yours, J.”

“Don’t worry, boss. I’ll follow her wherever she goes. I got PB’s car this time.”

“Good. Get to it.”

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 20

An hour later, Max went to Maria Cortez-Kane’s house to visit with PB. Sandra and Drummond met up with him there, too. It was risky having everyone at Maria’s place, but Max wanted to make sure PB was recovering. Plus, he worried about Jammer J, and looking after one Sandwich Boy gave Max the sense that the other would be okay.

Besides, provoking Cecily Hull had pushed the ball over the hill. Now it was rolling, building speed, and nothing could stop it. Max had no choice but to keep going.

After spending a short time watching PB sleep in the guest room, Max went downstairs to the kitchen where Sandra and Maria sipped coffee. He pecked his wife on the cheek before fixing his own mug. Drummond hovered by the door to the garage.

“You feeling any better?” Max asked Maria.

She brushed back her disheveled hair. “Oh, sure. I love having a runaway in my house that’s been shot while I watched. Couldn’t be happier.” She slammed her hand on the table, rattling the silverware, and then stormed out of the room.

In a low voice, Sandra said, “Give her time. She’s actually doing okay.”

Drummond flew in closer to Max. “She might be fine, but I’m not. What were you thinking going to see Cecily Hull alone?”

“I wasn’t alone,” Max said. “J was with me. Besides, my bluff worked.”

“Yeah, about that — what exactly did you do? I mean, I understand shaking up a suspect and then following them to see what they do, but what’s all this with the canister? Aren’t we supposed to be looking for Madame Vansandt’s eye so she’ll help us free Dr. Connor?”

Max took Maria’s seat and drank some coffee. “We don’t need that eye anymore. Even if we had it, I doubt Madame Vansandt would help us. She’s with the Magi Group, after all.”

“That was a set up.”

“Perhaps. But look how she treated her own student. You really think she’s going to play fair with us?”

“You think that canister is any better? Whatever magic is in it came from a witch — a Hull witch, at that.”

Max’s fingers tapped the side of his coat. “The only thing we can trust hasn’t changed — they all hate each other more than they hate us. It doesn’t matter, though, because we were never going to get that eye.”

“Oh?”

“Cecily Hull already has it.”

Maria threw open the door and leveled a burning look on Max. “How do you know that? Did you see it? Can you be sure that it’s the real thing?”

Setting his mug down, Max let her questions hang until he saw the manic flare leave her face. “I did not see the eye. I didn’t need to. When we spoke, she confirmed everything in the way she behaved, the words she said, and those she didn’t. She knew, for example, all about Libby Holman and the curse. She knew that there was a container holding great magic. And she wanted it. She needs it. For the same reason, she took Madame Vansandt’s eye — protection. Right now, living in North Carolina, I suspect there are only two living witches old enough and powerful enough to cast these special, ancient spells — Madame Vansandt and Mother Hope.”

Sandra clicked her nails against the side of the mug. “Oh, she’s clever. She takes the witch’s eye as a warning to Mother Hope.”

“Partially. But she also has it at her disposal. Most importantly, as long as she has possession of the eye, she doesn’t have to worry about others using the eye against her.”

Maria scoffed. “That means nothing. You don’t have any proof of any of it.”

“We have the proof of what has not happened. If Tucker Hull or Mother Hope had possession of your mentor’s eye, they would have used it — either against each other or against Cecily.”

“Somebody else might have it.”

“If that were the case, then Cecily Hull would be frantically searching for it. But she’s not. She would have paid me double, maybe even triple, to find that eye. But she’s not. Instead, she’s searching for Marlyn Chester’s canister. Trust me on this. I know when my instincts are shooting true. Cecily Hull has Madame Vansandt’s eye.”

Maria lifted her head and snarled before walking out of the kitchen. Drummond snickered. “Charming gal.”

Max checked his watch — four hours since his meeting with Cecily. To his ghost partner, he said, “Will you do me a favor? Please go check on Jammer J. I don’t want him getting into any serious trouble because of us.”

“You got it.”

Once Drummond disappeared, Sandra took Max’s hand and led him back to PB’s room. They lingered for a few minutes, watching the boy’s chest rise and fall. Then she escorted Max out onto the balcony.

The sky had turned a dark, evening blue. Sandra dropped her head back and closed her eyes. “I can’t remember the last case that made me so tired.”

“Don’t know if we can classify this one as an actual case, but it certainly is exhausting.”

Max paused to look at his wife. He stroked her arm. She pressed into his touch.

“I’m worried about you,” she said.

“Me?”

“Don’t pretend everything is under control. I know you heard Madame Vansandt as well as I did. She said I failed. She said you’re still cursed.”

Max rubbed his chest. The mark stung at his touch. “I’ve been so busy trying to stay ahead of everybody, I haven’t really thought about it.”

“Well, I have. Maria and I talked about what could be done.”

He dropped his hands and his voice. “There’s nothing to do. Not yet. You tried, and you brought me back, so you succeeded. It may not have been perfect, but you did fine.”

“This is not fine. You’re not fine. That curse is like a ticking time bomb. You really want to ignore it until it’s too late?”

“What should I do? Run around, hold my head, and cry?” The air felt colder as the sun went down for the night. “You know we work best when we fight our way through these things. That’s what I’m doing. But we can’t go worrying about something we have no control over.”

“We do have control. I do. That is, I will. Soon.”

Max shook his head. “You can’t keep digging deeper into witchcraft.” But he could see the determination on her face.

She hugged him, laying her head on his chest. “I promise to be careful.”

He held her back, his hands on her biceps. “Nothing good is going to come from being a witch.”

“That’s the point — making it into something good. I mean, why would magic exist if it’s only purpose was evil? Life doesn’t work like that. Things simply are and it’s people that turn it into good or evil. Well, I’m going to learn how to use this stuff and make it good. Healing you, saving you, that’s good.”

“Excuse me,” Drummond said, and Max wondered how much he had overheard. “Sorry to interrupt anything, but J should be pulling up any minute.”

“Is he okay?” Max asked.

“Looks fine to me. Although he’s driving like a lunatic.”

They heard a car screech its tires as it braked hard around front. Max shared one last look with Sandra — a look that promised to keep loving each other no matter how troubling their conversation felt. He hated when they had to share that kind of look.

Downstairs, Jammer J made a ruckus calling out for everybody. In short order, Max and Sandra had met him in the dining room. Maria came a moment later while Drummond circled from above.

Jammer J beamed as he placed his backpack on the fine wood table beneath a tasteful chandelier. “You won’t believe what happened to me.” With rapid-fire delivery, he told his story.

After getting the call from Max, J sprinted outside the mall. He slowed down, remembering that he was supposed to be hidden, and casually strolled to PB’s car. Well, PB’s stolen car.

Earlier, he parked as Max had instructed: one row over and five cars up from Cecily Hull’s slick Benz — a silver convertible with a black ragtop and a personalized plate reading HULL7. Following her was going to be a snap. Her car stood out like a raging bonfire in the desert at night.

From Winston-Salem, she went south into Lexington, and then burned up Route 64 going east into Asheboro. For over an hour, J followed her. Twice, he thought she might have spotted him, but after a while, he decided she was simply an erratic driver. He wondered if she might be heading to the zoo — it was the only thing he knew in Asheboro — but she took a side road south into Chatham County.

He let a pickup get between them and hung back as much as he dared. The road had become a rural winding mess, walled in with trees and fields. The numerous sharp turns kept her from flooring the Benz, but it also meant she had more opportunities to glance in her rearview mirror — more opportunities to discover J.

Overall, the ride was both exciting and boring — long and drawn out, yet he had to constantly be paying attention to her behavior. Still, he had to admit, he liked the job.

“Anytime you want following done, I’m your man.”

Twenty minutes of backroads ended when Cecily pulled into a gas station sitting on the corner of a crossroads. She walked inside, and that’s when J decided to take some initiative. He parked on the side of the road, grabbed his backpack, and scurried to the Benz. She had been courteous enough to leave the car unlocked.

He rifled through the glove compartment but found nothing except old receipts and the car’s registration. In the armrest, he found twenty dollars and a few old CDs — horrible music taste. Disco.

“And then I looked in the back,” he said, his chest filling up. Perched in the middle, he saw a leather bowling ball bag. She would be coming back soon. If he got caught, he’d be screwing everything up for the boss and for PB. So, he unzipped the bag, covered it with his backpack and dumped it over. Then he zipped up the bag and sprinted for his car. He didn’t make it in but had to dive behind the side. Peeking over the hood, he watched her get in the Benz, glance back at her bowling bag, buckle up, and drive off.

“I was worried that losing her wouldn’t be worth what I did, but then I looked in the backpack. That’s when I knew I had to get back here fast as I could.”

Max pulled the backpack over. It was heavy. “What is it?”

“Just look.”

With a skeptical look, Max opened the backpack. Inside, he saw a skull. A skull with an iron gag latched around it.

“Holy shit,” Max said.

J grinned. “I know.”

Drummond peeked from above. “Is that?”

“I think so,” Max said, tilting the bag so Sandra could see.

She nodded. “That’s got to be Dr. Connor.”

Max closed the backpack. His mind swarmed with thoughts of the Magi Group, the Hulls, the war between them, Madam Vansandt, Libby Holman, and Dr. Connor. The connections formed fast. He could almost see lightning strike between his thoughts.

“We’ve got to hurry,” he said. “Cecily Hull thinks she still has Dr. Connor’s skull. And she has Madame Vansandt’s eye.”

Drummond snapped his fingers. “She’s making her move. With you holding the canister, she’s thinking she’s got to try now or she might lose.”

“But she already lost,” J said. “I got that skull from her.”

Sandra pointed at Max, and he could tell that she had started putting it together, too. “She doesn’t know it yet. Neither does anybody else.”

“Exactly,” Max said. “You know just like they’ve been watching us, they’ve been watching each other, too.”

Drummond pursed his lips. “Which means that they’re all figuring this out right now. They all know she’s trying to make a big move.”

“And they’re all going to follow her to the same place,” Sandra added.

J laughed. “I’d love to see their faces when she opens that bag and it’s empty.”

Max glanced around the room. He didn’t like where his mind had taken him, but his gut said this would be the best play.

Sandra must have read his face because she placed a hand on her hip and shook her head. “No. You are not going there.”

“If we’re going to stop this, if we’re going to be free of this insanity that we’ve been stuck inside for the last bunch of years, this is our chance. They’ll all be in the same place. And we have the skull. The power is on our side.”

Drummond nodded. “He’s right, doll. Don’t worry, though. I’ll keep him safe.”

“Then I’m coming, too,” she said.

Max shouldered the backpack. “You can’t.”

“I’m not giving you a choice.”

The firmness in her eyes told him that arguing would be futile. “Fine.”

“Are you nuts?” Drummond said. “They can threaten her. Force you to do whatever they want.”

Sandra glared at them. “Have you two boys forgotten everything I’ve done for us?”

Not wanting to prolong a settled discussion, Max pulled up his maps app and handed it to J. “Show me where you got the skull. Assuming Cecily planned to cast a spell with the eye and this skull, I imagine it would be most effective near midnight. Right?”

“Yeah,” Sandra said. “Especially because the kind of spell needing those objects would be one of those dark, ancient kinds. From what I’ve learned, the witching hour is called that for a reason.”

“So we’ve got a few hours to figure out where she went, come up with a plan of action, and get ourselves there.”

Maria spoke causing everyone to jump. “I know where she’s going.”

“How long have you been there?”

She entered the dining room and glanced at the phone. “Oh, I know exactly where she’s going. You remember what Madame Vansandt said? That the ancient spells and curses of this nature needed a location of strong negative energy. Well, there’s one place out there — a terrible place that flows with nothing but negative energy.”

“Then that has to be where she’s going. What’s the place?”

Maria scanned the room, making sure everybody paid attention. Her face had hardened into that of a calculating mind. A witch, Max thought. When she spoke, he knew it to be true.

“She’s going to the Devil’s Tramping Ground.”

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 21

They drove in silence. Max and Sandra stewed in their thoughts, each shifting and sighing and staring while the streetlights rolled across their faces. He parked in their driveway and took a moment to look at his house. It had been days since either of them had seen their home. All brick, large lawn, and a hefty price tag — more home than they ever thought they’d own.

“You sure it’s okay to be here?” Sandra asked.

“Not sure of anything. But I think there’s no point in hiding anymore. Everybody is either at this Devil’s Tramping Ground or on their way. Drummond will watch over that area for us. He’ll warn us if anything happens. But really, they’re going to have to wait for us — we’ve got Dr. Connor’s skull.”

“They don’t know that.”

“Not yet. But they will. Sooner or later.”

Entering the house, Max marveled at how it smelled new. A few days without anybody inside and it had taken on that stale yet oddly fresh new aroma of an empty house. Sandra clumped upstairs to take a shower while Max went to his study. As tired as he felt, he still found the energy to giggle at the idea of having a study.

He eased behind his desk and rubbed his face. The situation had moved faster than he had expected, and he wondered if he had any real control. Sending Jammer J off on a crucial mission with a vital message meant trusting the outcome to the skills of a teenager. He had done it before but not with so much in the balance. At least he knew Maria would look after PB. If it all fell apart, if Max and Sandra never came back, at least that much good would come out of it. PB would be fine.

He pulled a blank piece of paper from a drawer and an expensive pen as well. Unscrewing the cap, he looked at the empty page like a daunting mountain daring him to take the first step. He thought about what he would write as he hovered the pen over the paper.

After a minute, he set the pen down and picked up the phone. On the second ring, his mother answered. “Hi, Mom.”

“Maxwell, I’m so happy you called.”

They chatted about nothing important for a little. He asked how she was doing, and she blabbed on for five minutes about her adventures with doctors and health insurance. While she spoke, he picked up the pen again and figured he knew enough to write the title — Last Will and Testament of Maxwell Samuel Porter.

“Enough about me,” his mother said, her voice bubbling with excitement. He understood — though they spoke every week, he rarely was the one to reach out. “Tell me how you are. I take it you’ve got some good news?”

I, Maxwell Samuel Porter, being of sound mind ... “Sorry, Mom. I know you’re hoping I’m calling about a baby, but she’s not pregnant.”

“Oh. Well, is everything okay? You sound a bit strange.”

“I’m okay. Very tired.”

“You work too hard. Whenever I call, you’re doing research for one client or another. You’ve got to take time for yourself. Go on a vacation. Or at least take your wife on a date. How can I expect any grandchildren, if you’re exhausted all the time?”

To my wife, I leave ... “A vacation sounds nice right now. Maybe when I’m done with my current assignment.”

“That’d be smart. You listen to your mother. I know a thing or two.”

“I know.”

“Don’t give me that ‘I know’ business. You need to listen to me. I’ve been looking out for you and your health my whole life. That’s my job. So, let me do my job.”

To the boys I know as PB and Jammer J ... “That’s true. You have been looking out for me. Makes me think of when I was a kid and I thought the jackets in my closet turned into monsters at night.”

His mother rumbled a soft chuckle. “You had quite an imagination. The teeth on the zippers became big mouths that wanted to gobble you up. For two nights, you refused to sleep in your room.”

“But you fought them for me.”

“I tried. I did that thing they tell parents where I filled a spray bottle with water and told you it was monster spray. But you were too smart for that.”

Under the authority of Sandra Porter, I wish to set up the Marshall Drummond College Scholarship ... “I don’t know why I did that. If I believed the coats could become monsters, why couldn’t I accept your monster spray?”

“It sounded phony. Because you remember what actually worked, don’t you? The truth. I simply told you that monsters didn’t exist. We sat in your room and waited until night, and then I turned out the lights. I took you by the hand, and we opened the closet door and touched the coats. After that, you had no problems because you knew there were no monsters.”

Max dropped the pen. “I wish that were still true. But I know better now. There are monsters. Real ones.”

His mother lost all the forced frivolity she usually employed. It was scary hearing her speak serious. “Yes, there are. People can be evil things.”

“Was my father? We never talk much about him.”

“At times. At times, he was wonderful. I guess that’s the way most people are.” Like turning a light switch, his mother shifted back to her normal self. “Why are you asking such things? What good comes from dwelling on the bad stuff in life?”

“Sorry. It was just on my mind. I’ve got to get going. I have an important meeting tonight. But I wanted to call and, oh, I don’t know. I hope I’ve done good by you, made you feel that you did a good job raising me.”

“Of course, I do. I’m proud of you all the time. I love you.”

Max smiled. “I love you, too, Mom. Good-bye.”

As he hung up the phone, Sandra walked in. Her hair was wet and she wore clean clothes. The delightful aroma of shampoo and soap covered her skin. She placed a fresh pair of jeans, clean boxers, and a clean shirt on the back of a chair. “You about ready?”

“I’ll put those on and we can go.”

“You hungry? Want me to make a sandwich or anything for the drive?”

“Sure. That’d be great.”

After she left, Max picked up his pen and read over the paper. Satisfied, he signed it at the bottom and quickly got dressed.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 22

Sandra took the wheel and guided them all the way out to Route 64. On his phone, Max juggled between his maps app to help Sandra and his browser to research the Devil’s Tramping Ground.

“There isn’t much solid info here,” he grumbled. “Mostly just legends.”

“That’s better than nothing.”

So, Max told her the legends. From what he could find, the Devil’s Tramping Ground had existed since the birth of Chatham County. On the surface, it didn’t seem that strange — a circle of tramped down grass about forty feet in diameter sitting in the woods. Except according to the locals of the time, nothing would grow there. If they left a bottle or a hat or any object in the circle, they would return the next day to find that the object had been violently thrown aside. Supposedly, anybody who dared attempt to spend the night in the circle ran off a raving madman.

Nobody knows what was really wrong with the place, but there were plenty of hypotheses. The most prominent, and the one that gave the ground its name, was that the Devil himself rose at night and paced the circle while laying plans for the suffering and destruction of mankind. However, another story traced back to before the European settlers arrived.

According to that tale, two native tribes had clashed in a massive battle that converged on the area. Casualties were high, and the blood of both tribes seeped into the ground, killing the soil and preventing life from taking root. One tribe was decimated to extinction. The other tribe, horrified by their deeds, left the area forever. They relocated eastward on the coast, forming the Croatan tribe which connected with another great mystery — the lost colony of Roanoke Island.

“Those are both good stories,” Sandra said.

“Not much in the way of facts, though.”

“It still confirms what Maria said — that the area is filled with significant negative energy. Perfect for the kinds of spells and curses we’ve been dealing with. I imagine covens have been using the circle for the last hundred years or more.”

“It appears teens use it now as a party spot.”

“That figures.”

After leaving the highway, they wound through one twisted road after another until they reached the intersection of Siler City Glendon Road and Route 902. On the map the place was labeled Harper’s Crossroads. Odd enough that an intersection in the middle of nowhere had a name that showed up on a map, but supposedly the Devil’s Tramping Ground Road connected due north — except when Sandra turned north on Siler City Glendon Road, all they saw surrounding them was a large field with head-high grass.

Unless ... Max pointed to what looked like the narrow driveway that led through the fields to a farmhouse. No road sign. No indication that a road even existed.

Sandra pulled a sharp turn. The GPS in Max’s phone said they were on the correct road.

“Guess the locals or maybe even the county took down the road sign to keep the tourists of the weird away,” Max said.

The area they drove through struck Max with its serenity. Beautiful trees in a thick forest on the left side. On the right, endless fields. About a mile up on the left, Max noticed a little cutaway with a few cars parked. It stood out because there was nothing around to stop for — no homes or businesses or anything. Just field and forest.

They kept driving on, but after another mile the forest gave way to a typical suburban development. Max didn’t have to say a word. Sandra took the first opportunity to U-turn and head back.

She parked the car near the others, and the instant they stepped out, Max knew they were in the right place. The air smelled dead. The temperature chilled his skin. Lime-green fungus dotted the trees. He could feel the threat pressing in from the soaked bark as if the forest had been mutated into a shallow bog.

Shouldering the backpack, Max led the way with a flashlight. He didn’t have to go far. Gnarled tree roots formed natural stairs leading up into the wooded area, and only twenty or so feet in, he saw it — the wide, blackened circle littered with beer cans, bottles, and cardboard boxes. Apparently, the Devil got tired of removing the trash from teen parties.

Though close to the road, the circle felt secluded, protected, hidden in the darkness of the trees. A mound of earth held the center of the circle with the remnants of fires set for warmth or possibly offerings. Several trails led off deeper into the woods.

Max would have loved to explore the whole area, but unfortunately, they were not alone. Mother Hope and Leon Moore stood in front of the north trail with a burning torch stuck in the ground. Opposite Max and Sandra, on the west side, Tucker Hull and the Pale Man stood with their torch. And to the south stood Cecily Hull and her bodyguard, Mr. Pescatore. Flicking off the flashlight, Max waited for his eyes to adjust to the amber torches.

Nobody moved, but everybody watched. Eyes darted from face to face. Fingers twitched. Tongues licked dry lips.

Max noticed that Cecily held the bowling bag at her side. She had to know it was empty. The weight of the skull and the iron gag dug the backpack into Max’s shoulder, and that bowling bag had to be light. A bluff that appeared to be holding the others back — good for her. But that bluff would only last so long, and since Max held the real threat, he could stop her anytime he wanted. The way her eyes fixated on his backpack told him she shared the same thoughts.

Tucker stood with his legs apart and his eyes squinting like a cowboy in an old western. Since his resurrection, he had been burning through bodies. His current choice — a square-jawed, military man — appeared to be holding up better than the others Max had seen. But it wasn’t enough to convince Max of Tucker’s strength.

Not that the patriarch of the Hull family was weak — after all, Max had been there when Tucker fought a hellish spirit in the depths beneath Baxter House. But that had been over a year ago, and other than that moment, Tucker had displayed little in the way of power. Perhaps returning from the grave had cost him more than he cared to admit. That had certainly been the prevailing hypothesis to explain why Hull had failed to take out Max and his wife.

The only problem with that line of thinking was Mother Hope. Max watched the old woman closely. She snatched glances at Tucker but refused to look too long. She was afraid of him. That was enough to give Max a shiver.

Leon, the Pale Man, and Mr. Pescatore all watched each other like growling dogs aching to be let off the leash. Drummond slipped out of the woods and weaved around the groups, observing up close the things Max inferred from a distance.

Max saw that Drummond had no trouble moving close to Mother Hope. The energy of the Devil’s Tramping Ground must have prevented Mother Hope’s wards from working. That’s why she’s scared. Not simply because of her vulnerability to Drummond, but her vulnerability to Tucker as well. He existed in both the living and the dead worlds. Her wards must have protected her ever since his return. But not here.

Tucker lifted a hand. He spoke with a thick, wet voice. “We all know why we came. We all know what’s at stake. But unless my dear Cecily can produce the skull, there is no point in letting this situation escalate.”

“Yes,” Mother Hope said, shifting on her feet like an anxious child. “Show us.”

Displaying nothing but calm confidence, Cecily glanced at her watch. “The witching hour isn’t here yet. You’ll have to wait.”

Tucker bent down and picked up two rocks from the blackened earth. One, he threw into the woods. They all listened to it clatter against the trees and thud into the ground. The other rock he tossed at Max’s feet. “How about you? You’re the one who trades in knowledge. Does she have the skull?”

“She always had the skull,” Max said. “That’s why nobody could find it. I suspect the day she took it was the day she committed to overthrowing you.”

“But what about now? Does she have the skull now?”

Cecily’s focus on Max was palpable — a bitter blend of dare and threat. He could feel the truth rising in his throat, but he swallowed it down. He had no idea when he should reveal that he held the skull, but his instincts told him to hold back. Besides, if at that moment, he revealed that he had the skull, all the pressure would leave Cecily and fall upon him.

“Well, you clearly don’t have it,” Max said and felt a tinge of satisfaction watching Tucker bristle. “Mother Hope also doesn’t have the skull. If she did, she would have used it to destroy you the first chance she got — which would have been long before tonight. So, I guess we’ll have to wait until the witching hour to find out.”

“Perhaps,” Tucker said, miming the weighing of possibilities in his hands. “Perhaps not.”

The Pale Man raised his handgun which set off a chain reaction of appearing weapons. Leon whipped out a long-barreled revolver while Mr. Pescatore had a straight-forward semi-automatic. Safeties were clicked off, hammers were cocked, bullets were chambered.

Drummond floated into the middle of the circle. “Max, pal, don’t let this fall apart. We’re not that kind of people.”

But Max found the idea that they might all shoot each other appealing. Still, he knew Drummond was right, and he had no intention of risking Sandra’s life just to see his enemies destroy themselves. “Everybody calm down. No need for all the guns.”

Looking younger and stronger than ever before, Leon said, “Sorry, Max, but some people only respond to a little violence.”

“Not these people. Maybe you guys with guns want to shoot holes into each other, but you all know the families you’re working for. You really think a bullet is going to do any good against Tucker Hull?”

“It’ll do damage. And it’ll certainly do damage to little Cecily.”

Cecily glowered at Leon but said nothing. The three men with guns continued to point them at each other while their bosses stood still and watched.

“Come on,” Max said. “You can’t be serious. Are you really willing to kill yourself for these people?”

The muzzle of the Pale Man’s gun had a slight tremor. Of course. He was a hired gun and nothing more. He’d kill for money, but he’d never sacrifice himself for a client. Leon, on the other hand, was a zealot. Anything Mother Hope asked of him, he’d do. Simple. As for Cecily’s man, Max had a big question mark.

Mother Hope entered the fray with a simplicity of her own. “Cecily, I know you want to take control of the Hull family. Well, I’m agreeable to that. My Magi exist to maintain order in this world. We’ve let the Hull family operate for decades because order existed. Only now have things become unacceptable.”

Tucker clasped his hands behind his back. “If you’re going to try to sway my own family against me, you shouldn’t start with lies. The truth, Cecily, is that Mother Hope is striking not for order but for domination. She figures, since you’ve yet to defeat me, that if you join her, she can easily control you.”

“Lies! If I wanted to destroy your family, I would have done it before they resurrected you. There have been plenty of weak fools running the Hulls since you died.” To Cecily, she added, “You know I’m right. You would have taken over earlier but you were still a child. Join me against Tucker and we can win this. I’m the only one here who can make that happen with you. I can see to it that you get what you long for. But in order to do that, I need Dr. Connor’s skull.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Tucker said. “If you listen to that foolishness, then nobody will win.”

“That skull is all that stands between you and immense power.”

“She’s a witch. You’ve been around their kind long enough to know that you can’t trust a witch.”

Cecily raised the bowling bag. “You want this? Both of you?” She cheated her head to the side, enough to see her bodyguard. “You can have it.”

“Shit,” Max whispered. He put his hand on Sandra’s shoulder. “Get ready to duck.”

With an unpleasant grunt, Cecily hurled the bag high into the center of the circle. As Tucker and Mother Hope looked up at the bag, Mr. Pescatore opened fire.

Tucker’s shoulder popped back, and the world became a torrent of explosive noise and staggered flashes of light. Max shoved Sandra. “Go!” They dropped to the dirt and crawled behind a large tree.

Peeking around the trunk, Max saw that everyone had found cover behind trees standing or fallen. Shots spit bark into the air. Cecily’s man reloaded his weapon before spraying bullets near Mother Hope. Leon repositioned and fired back. But doing so left him open on the other side, and the Pale Man caught Leon in the leg.

“Get down!” Sandra grabbed Max’s jacket and wrenched him back behind the tree. “You’ll get yourself shot.”

“We’ve got to see what’s happening.”

“They’re killing each other. That’s what’s happening. As long as they don’t see us, they won’t remember we’re here because we’re not shooting anybody.”

More shots blared away. Max and Sandra scrunched lower to the ground, holding each other tight. His face pressed into the top of her head, and even the delightful smell of her hair would not comfort him. This was only three men with guns — he couldn’t imagine what a war between armies would feel like.

Drummond came over, his face lit up like a giddy boy watching a schoolyard fight. “Wow, they’re really going at it.”

“Can’t you do anything?” Max said. “Eventually, they’ll be done with each other and then we’re screwed.”

“Well, don’t try to run for it. You’ll get shot.”

“Stating the obvious isn’t helpful.”

“Maybe next time you’ll be smart and bring a gun along. Don’t you know anything yet? You always bring a gun to a gunfight.”

“Really? You’re going to go with a version of I told you so? Well, I’m sorry that I’m still not all that good with a gun. I don’t usually need one. I’ve usually got something I can ...” Max’s eyes darted around as he thought over the idea in his head.

Drummond floated down to the ground. “I don’t like that look. What are you thinking?”

“I don’t have a gun, but I’ve got a skull.”

Sandra raised her head and joined Drummond’s concern. “Please, honey, don’t do this.”

“If we stay here, we’ll eventually get shot.”

“But that skull is —”

“It’s our chance. Unless one of you has a better idea.”

Sandra and Drummond said nothing.

Biting his bottom lip, Max unzipped the backpack and pulled out Dr. Connor’s skull. The rusty iron gag made it more hideous and far heavier in his hands. Max arched his head back and inhaled sharply. “Here I go.”

 


 

 

 

Chapter 23

At the age of seven, Max attended the wedding of his Aunt Mary to his Uncle Claude. Aunt Mary thought it a wonderful idea (and oh how cute!) to have Max walk the rings down the aisle. On the day of the wedding, Max’s mother handed him a satin pillow with two gold bands tied to the pillow with lace. She pushed him into a line of well-dressed adults waiting outside the church doors and said, “All you’ve got to do is walk to the end and hand the pillow to your grandpa.”

“Okay, Mommy,” he said, clueless as to what this was all about.

“Whatever you do, don’t drop the pillow.”

Music started playing inside the church and the line slowly moved. As he stepped closer to the doors, his cheap suit grew itchier and the satin pillow grew heavier. Suddenly, all the water he had drunk that morning pressed against the walls of his bladder.

At the doors, a lady Max had never met put out her hand for him to stop. She had a clipboard in her other hand and counted aloud, “And 5, and 4, and 3, and 2, and 1.” She opened the door and motioned with her head for Max to enter.

Walking down that aisle, that little boy felt that the fate of his world depended on his ability to keep that pillow from falling while not peeing his pants in front of a crowd. Max never imagined he would feel that pressure again. He was wrong.

Holding the gagged-skull of Dr. Connor over his head, Max stepped carefully into the circle. His bladder threatened to let loose while his mind tried to maintain focus on not dropping the skull. From the corner of his eye, he saw the Pale Man aiming a weapon, but Tucker shoved the man aside.

Max looked across at Mr. Pescatore. As he raised his handgun toward Max, Drummond soared across the Tramping Ground and threw his fist into the man’s head. Both the man and the ghost cried out, but only the man fell to the ground unconscious. 

That left Leon, but Max had no worries there. Leon understood the world of magic. Where the other two were essentially henchmen, Leon provided more than mere muscle to Mother Hope.

Once in the center of the circle, Max lowered his arm. “This fighting, all of it, has got to stop. It hasn’t always been this way. I know better than all of you. I’ve researched the Hull family extensively. I know your history better than any other. Even you, Tucker. And Mother Hope, your Magi Group has a long history, as well. I’ve been the one who has researched it from its formation to the present day.”

Mother Hope pouted. “Then you know we’ve always been fighting each other.”

“But not always like this. Not to the point of causing this much chaos. You’ve all become too comfortable with your power. It’s corrupted you.” Max turned to face Cecily. “All of you.”

“I don’t have any power,” she said.

“Of course you do. You were born into it. Here’s the thing about power and corruption. The public don’t mind it. That’s why you’ve been able to act as you have all these years. Most of the public don’t even know or pay attention, but those that do, they accept a little corruption. They may even expect it. Just like organized crime or politicians, we don’t condemn you for exercising your power even if it’s blatantly corrupt. Provided you don’t mess with our lives. But when you get so comfortable with using your power, when you get greedy to a point that shoves the inequity in our faces, then the public gets upset. That’s when criminals go to jail and governments are toppled.”

Max walked a gentle arc so he could look into the eyes of each party. Last, he set eyes on his wife. Her confident nod warmed his heart. Of course, he also noticed her hands locked together in a white-knuckle clench, but the fact that she still found the strength to urge him on was enough.

“Ever since we moved down here and learned of the world you all live in, we’ve been content to let you have it. Manipulate the city and the state with magic and money, and we wouldn’t bother you at all. We simply wanted to live our lives in peace. But you wouldn’t have it. Your corruption, your greed, spilled over until you impacted our lives more and more. Well, as the representative of the public in this case, I’m here to tell you that we’ve had it. We’re sick of cringing and cowering every time we hear the name Hull. We’re sick of dodging and weaving the gauntlet of spells that the Magi and the Hulls throw out onto the world. It all stops now.”

Mother Hope spit on the ground. “It only stops when the Hulls stop using magic.”

“Why?” Tucker said. “So you and all the witches can do as you please?”

Max raised his voice above the bickering. “You have a chance right now. All of you can walk away from this. Tucker will return to the dead where he belongs, and he’ll give control of the family to Cecily. Cecily will end all affairs dealing with magic and focus on legitimate businesses for the Hulls. Mother Hope will disband the Magi Group. That’s it. You either fix this now or I will set Dr. Connor free, and you can all try to control her in a game of magic Russian roulette.”

“Nice speech,” Tucker said. “Except your threat is empty. Unless you brought a hacksaw, you can’t break through that witch’s gag. It may be rusty, but it’s still iron.”

Max searched the faces surrounding him. “Is that what you all answer? You want to see if I’m bluffing?”

With hesitation, Cecily managed to take a single step forward. “Tucker’s right. The gag is solid all around. You can’t cut her loose. You try to pick the lock and we’ll take you down before you can even start.”

“Mother Hope? Are you like the rest — too greedy for power?”

The old woman shrugged. “These two already refused your offer. What does it matter what I think?”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Whatever happens, you all had a chance.”

Tucker sneered. “Enough already. Whoever kills him first will get Dr. Connor.”

Max did not wait for the guns to rise. He brought his hand down fast, smashing the skull on the hard mound in the center of the Devil’s circle. The old bones shattered like brittle pottery, and Max had one unique second in which he saw markings on the inside of the gag. Then Dr. Connor’s curse ripped to shreds.

An explosive force lifted Max off the ground. Heat and sulphuric odors pressed him higher into the air and cast him to the edge of the circle. Like a sharp knife cutting the skin, Max felt the mark on his chest slice open. He cried out and clutched the wound.

While his heart hammered against his chest, he forced himself up. Everybody lay on the ground from the explosion. He looked back for Sandra. Coughing, she waved him on.

He rolled to his knees, took a few breaths, and put one foot firmly onto the ground. Groaning, he pushed up until he could slip his other foot underneath. Though still crouched over, at least he was standing.

Before he could look into the circle, the light scent of rosemary perfume drifted toward him. The perspiration dotting his skin beaded and froze. Max lifted his head.

A young, attractive woman stood before him. No, she didn’t stand. She floated a few inches above the ground.

Dr. Ashley Connor.

She placed a slender finger against her cheek. “Well, well. Max Porter. Why, just the man I’ve been dying to kill.”

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 24

Max could not move. Not because of some spell or magical force, but because of fear. True terror. His muscles would not react to the will of his brain. All he could see was Dr. Connor gliding towards him. All he could hear was the rapid pounding of his heart.

Five feet away from him, she stopped and spun like a ballerina. “Death looks good on me, don’t you think? I don’t think I looked this beautiful in years. In fact, I think I started to lose my beauty the day you walked into my office.”

Max tried to swallow but his throat constricted against it.

“That’s it? You’re going to stand there and say nothing?” In a flash, she had her face right in front to him. Her anger heated his skin as if he sat too close to a campfire. “Oh, don’t worry. I remember exactly how to get a rise out of you.” She turned her attention to those behind him. “All I have to do is play with your sweetheart. What’s her name? Sally? Sandy?”

“Sandra,” Max growled and found the strength to straighten.

“See that? I knew I could get you moving. But you’re still so slow. Allow me to help.” She backhanded him like a princess discarding an unwanted servant. When her hand struck, however, it was with a force that no fairy tale princess ever possessed.

Max shot back through the air and slammed into the trees. He thumped into the ground, and his vision blurred as tears filled his eyes. Rolling onto his back, he inhaled and his lungs burned — I better not have broken another rib.

Sandra appeared at his side and reached under him. With her help, he managed to get back to his feet.

Mother Hope had moved in towards Dr. Connor. The old woman approached with her head down and her eyes averted. In her hand, Max saw a blue amulet. “Dr. Connor, please.”

Dr. Connor reared back but then laughed. “Oh, you’ve got a little charm to help you see me. Can you hear me, too?”

“Yes. Please, listen. You must be careful. When a witch dies, she has access to great power, but you well know that all power has a cost.”

“You want to school me on witchcraft? My family has been dealing in spells since before you were a thought.”

“Then I shouldn’t have to remind you that the energy you use to appear young or to throw us in the air burns up your time as a ghost. If you don’t ration your use of this power, you’ll burn up. At best, you’ll be reduced to a mound of glowing ash. More likely, you’ll end up a soul with no manifestation other than a formless glob.”

Dr. Connor tossed her hair back. “But I like looking the way I do. You have no idea what it’s like on this side of life.”

“But I do know what happens if —”

“You think I’ll end up like that bastard, Leed?” She swiped her hand, and like a child plucking a candy, she pulled out a glowing bit of light from the air. “What this mouse thought it could do spying on a lioness like me, I’ll never know. Then again, I’ll never care.”

“Leed!” Drummond said and rushed forward. Tucker leaped out, too, but not toward Dr. Connor. Instead, he tackled Drummond, sending the ghost into the ground.

Max glanced at his chest — the curse. Originally, it had put him in a near-death state. The way it now cut through his skin gave Max a thought. Tucker lived in both the living and dead worlds which was why he could touch Drummond. Since Max could see Leed, then perhaps he, too, had a foot in both worlds.

“Leed?” he said, his voice quivering.

Dr. Connor spun back toward Max. “Oh, you can see your old friend, can you? Well, that does make this a far more satisfying experience.” She closed her fingers around Leed and squeezed.

“No!” Drummond yelled but Tucker had him pinned to the ground.

An audible pop halted all who could see Leed. Silver liquid dribbled between Dr. Connor’s pale fingers. Drummond uttered a single cry. Thrusting his elbow while twisting his ghostly body, he broke free from Tucker. Instead of attacking Dr. Connor, however, Drummond launched right back into Tucker.

Screaming garbled words, he threw a barrage of punches, knocking Tucker back into the woods. The Pale Man, unable to see the ghosts, watched in disbelief as Tucker gyrated himself until blood splashed from his nose.

Dr. Connor shook her hand, spraying the liquid that had been Leed onto the ground. Grinding his teeth, Max glowered at the witch. He could hear Sandra moving closer to him, and he motioned her back.

“Don’t want the wife to play?” Dr. Connor said. “But she’s just as much to blame as you.”

Tucker kicked Drummond off of him and rose to his feet.

“First,” Dr. Connor said, “you and your wife destroyed my office. Then you destroyed my reputation. After all the work disappeared, you turned me into an alcoholic. You made the Hull family lose faith in my abilities.”

Tucker moved with surprising grace and speed. He ducked Drummond’s wild punch and smashed his fist into the ghost’s chin. Dazed, Drummond slipped through several trees as Tucker followed him with another fist ready to strike.

Dr. Connor’s eyes flickered like firelight. “It took me some time to return to a position I deserved. But you were there to screw it up again. From the day you arrived in North Carolina, you have hounded me, plagued me, but tonight we see that you cannot destroy me. In fact, I’m stronger than ever.”

She thrust out her arm, and Max felt something grab hold of his chest. The curse! She raced forward and the unseen pressure on his chest shoved him back until he slammed into a tree.

“Leave him alone!” Sandra charged Dr. Connor, but the witch merely put out her free hand. Sandra smacked into something hard and fell back.

“What’s the matter, little girl? You think the living are the only ones who can create a ward? And here, the Devil’s Tramping Ground, well, surely you didn’t think you were immune to its effects.”

“But the wards against ghosts —”

“It’s the other way around here.”

Sandra crawled up to the invisible wall that blocked her from getting any further and watched. Max felt the tears falling from his face. Once more, his body had frozen — only this time, it was due to Dr. Connor and not his fear.

Dr. Connor lowered her head and mumbled a few phrases. Though Max could not decipher the words, he knew he wouldn’t like the result.

The pain started at once, burning from the mark on his chest even as cold crept up his legs. The heat formed a jagged line down to his stomach. He heard shrieking and looked to Sandra. Only when he saw that she wasn’t making the noise did he understand that he was the one crying out.

“Stop it,” Mother Hope said. “You don’t have much time. If you keep using up the magic you have, we’ll never be able to fight Tucker.”

Dr. Connor paused to address Mother Hope, and Max slumped forward, heavily panting, grateful for the reprieve. “What are you chattering about?”

“The spell. I need you, a powerful witch that has died — I need you to cast a spell with me so that we may stop Tucker Hull. Cecily has a witch’s eye.”

“Really? Who?”

“Madame Vansandt.”

“That shriveled bitch?”

“With that eye, we can do this. But we must do it now, while the Porter’s ghost is keeping Tucker busy.”

Dr. Connor’s skin reddened as if a fire burned beneath the surface, and she leaned toward Mother Hope. Cackling a laugh, she said, “Why would I ever want to defeat Tucker Hull? I am loyal to the Hulls like my mother was loyal to the Hulls and my grandmother was loyal to the Hulls and even my great-grandmother, too. My family’s long line of witches has proudly served the Hulls. Why would I defile that?”

“But —”

Tucker threw Drummond across the circle. The ghost passed through Mother Hope, bringing the old woman to her knees. Her teeth chattered and she hugged her arms tight against the sudden cold.

To Tucker, Dr. Connor said, “If you’re done playing with that ghost, we can cast our spell.”

With a guilty grin, he wiped his hands on his pants and returned to the circle. Max saw a flash of the charm this man had once possessed, the charm that gave him such control over others, the charm that would help him smile his way forward while destroying those who blocked his path. He strolled by Dr. Connor and put his hand out towards Cecily.

“My dear child, we have been foolish. I have held too strongly to the way the world had been while I was alive. Hundreds of years have fallen away, and the rules I once knew have changed. I now see that the place of a woman has changed as well. Max here, our friend and constant thorn, spoke of seeking peace and stability and avoiding corruption, and I could not agree more. What better way for us to achieve such lofty goals than together?”

“Excuse me?” Cecily inched closer even as her head pulled back.

“Come. You have Madame Vansandt’s eye, and I have Dr. Connor. Together, we can destroy the Magi Group and run the Hull family into a prosperous future.”

“Together? After I give you the eye, what happens to me?”

“What do you want?”

“You know the answer.”

“Yes, I do. Okay. Help me, and you will have proven your worth. We will share the running of the family. You will be president of our business operations, and I shall handle familial and magical concerns. Is that agreeable?”

The triumph that overcame Cecily’s face sickened Max. She took Tucker’s hand and let him escort her into the circle. “I think we’re going to build a happy family.”

Tucker stopped Cecily a few feet away, pointing out where Dr. Connor stood so that Cecily did not accidentally walk through the ghost. Then he let go of her hand and put his out, palm up. “The eye?”

From her pocket, Cecily pulled out a small container and handed it over. Tucker nodded to Dr. Connor before facing Max.

“Now, it’s over. You and your wife have put up a noble fight. You thwarted a few of the family heads, and you caused a lot of disruption. But you’ve reached your end.”

Max searched for something or someone to help him. But Drummond and Sandra were both injured. Mother Hope looked shaken and unsteady. Leon and the other guns were useless.

Dr. Connor snuggled next to Tucker, kissing his cheek and purring. “Don’t worry, Max. I’m going to make sure you live a long, painful life. What I’ve got in mind will make the curse of Marshall Drummond look like a party trick.”

Max felt the weight of the canister in his coat. His shaking fingers lingered over his pocket, but he held back. If he tried to pull out the canister and release it, they would attack him long before he could get the top off. He needed to find an opening.

“No matter what she does to you,” Tucker went on, “I can guarantee this much — you will live to see all that you care about razed to the ground. You will watch the Hull family grow stronger and more powerful. Maybe Cecily will become a Senator, and we’ll take over the entire state. After that, the country will be easy enough.”

Max rolled his eyes. “Why not throw in world domination while you’re at it?”

“In time. Perhaps. But there’s no need to be greedy.”

A painful bubbling erupted in Max’s stomach. In the past, when things looked down, he always found a way out. His researcher’s mind always managed to uncover an answer. But this time, everywhere he looked he saw failure. The people had all been beaten. The dead could not help. The spells were poised against him.

If only he hadn’t smashed Dr. Connor’s skull. Perhaps things would have still gone bad, but at least he wouldn’t have given Tucker what the man needed. Max had hoped lifting Dr. Connor’s curse would have endeared her to him — or at least enticed her to help him against a common enemy — but he should have counted on her loyalty to the Hulls. It was a foolish error, and now it would cost him his life and the life of his love. All because he broke an ancient curse.

Wait. Max’s synapses fired off like the finale of a July Fourth fireworks celebration.

Dr. Connor cocked her head to the side. “Max? Are you in there? I fear we may have scared him to the point of insanity.”

With a loud snort, Max burst into laughter. He stumbled back, and as his laughter continued, he discovered the will to move returning to his limbs.

Scowling, Dr. Connor said, “Stop that. What’s so funny?”

“You. Don’t you even want to know who cursed you?”

“I already know. You did.”

Dabbing at his eyes while giggling more, Max managed to say, “Not likely. I don’t know any serious spells of that caliber. And my wife has only learned the basics. Saving me was luck and some raw talent, but neither of us even knew about an iron gag curse.”

“Then who did this to me?” Her skin pulsed dark red.

“Who do you think? Tucker Hull, of course.”

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 25

Max watched Dr. Connor’s face tighten as she narrowed her eyes upon Tucker. A truck rumbled along the road. A dog barked in the distance. The witch shook her head.

“I don’t believe it,” she said.

“It doesn’t matter what you believe,” Max said. “It’s the truth. Tucker Hull cursed you with that iron gag.”

Tucker snickered. “Thank you, Max. Your desperateness only lets my dear witch and I know how close we are to beating you.”

“Dr. Connor, look at me. Do I seem desperate to you?” Max waited for her to face him, a glimmer of uncertainty crossing her features. “Think about this and tell me which makes more sense — a man who until a few years ago didn’t even know ghosts existed, somehow learned an ancient spell, harnessed the power to cast it, and in doing so, took down the most powerful witch in all of the South, or that Tucker Hull did this to you? After you died, who had access to your corpse? It had to be somebody who knows where you’re buried. That’s not me. How did Cecily Hull get ahold of your skull, if not stealing it from Tucker? And who among us here has the true know-how to pull off this kind of curse?”

Dr. Connor’s skin pulsed as her lips rose in an ugly snarl. “You are a deceiver. You want to turn me against Tucker. But I know all the wrong you’ve done to me, to us. I’ll see you suffer for it.”

She charged forward, her hands out like claws, her eyes open wide like her mouth. Max dove to the ground, feeling the cold of the dead rush over him. He rolled to his back.

As she whirled around for another run, he yelled, “Check the gag. Look at the inside.”

“You do not make demands.”

“I saw the inside of the gag when I freed you. I saw the inscription. The glyphs that made up the curse, including a distinctive capital H — like the one for the Hull Corporation.”

She scrunched her brow and looked over at Tucker. He put his hands in his pockets. “You’re going to start believing him? Please. You know better. What kind of curse would require me to put my initials in it?”

Dr. Connor squinted at Max. He scooted away from her and said, “No curse — probably. But I have no doubt that the gag itself was the property of the Hulls. Which makes it highly unlikely that anybody else had access to it that could make use of it.”

In a swift motion, Dr. Connor crossed to the iron gag. Max caught sight of Drummond’s stunned face. He wanted to signal the ghost, tell him to be ready to move, but his partner was too shocked by the loss of Leed and the bizarre situation to notice.

“Stop,” Tucker said, and Dr. Connor halted less than a foot from the gag.

She hissed. “You don’t want me to look in there? Something to hide?”

“I only want you to understand the consequences of such an action. I have taught you and your family many things about magic, made you more powerful than most, but I have not shared everything. You are in a delicate state right now. Surely, you can feel the energy heating inside of you. If you are not careful, you may hurt yourself more than you realize.”

“I only want to know who is responsible for what happened to me.”

“You know that answer already. Max Porter.”

Like a rabid animal, she shot towards Max.

Max pointed at the gag. “Look for yourself! I’m not afraid of you checking it because it’s not my magic that marks it.”

She turned back toward the gag. Her skin glowing hotter each time. Max feared that whatever sanity she had left was boiling away.

Tucker snapped his fingers at her. “I forbid you to look in that gag.”

This stopped her. She hovered above the cursed iron but her eyes no longer sought it. Her shoulders slumped as she said through gritted teeth, “You forbid me?”

“You are not ready to know what is written inside there.”

Max thought he heard her sniffle as she said, “Even after my death, you still find ways to betray me.”

“And you still find ways to fail me.”

“My family served you —”

“You Connor women.” With a disdainful sneer, he spit over his shoulder. “I only ever put up with the lot of you because you handle magic better than most. But I would’ve been better off training a dog. At least that kind of bitch knows how to be loyal.”

Dr. Connor roared as she appeared to take some of the firelight away. The air around her darkened. She was a ghost pushed too far. She was losing control, falling into the madness that created evil spirits and poltergeists.

Max felt a tug at his arm. Sandra urged him to move back.

“Out of the circle,” she whispered. “She’s turning — like what almost happened to Drummond once. Remember?”

“Not the kind of thing I’m likely to forget.”

A horrid squeal erupted from the depths of Dr. Connor, and flames burst from her ghostly skin. Leaving a smoking trail behind her, she barreled her way toward Tucker. He stood his ground. When she reached him, he grabbed hold of her burning hair and swung her down. She smashed right through him and back into the air, leaving him gasping on the charred ground.

The Pale Man, his hands shaking wildly, shot his gun at her. Dr. Connor swooped over to him and punched a burning fist into his chest. Like a witch at the stake, the Pale Man burst into flames. With his head ablaze, he dashed into the woods.

The smell of sulfur filled the air. Black and white smoke billowed off of Dr. Connor, creating a thick fog. Max and Sandra covered their noses with their shirts while trying to keep low to the ground and out of sight.

Tucker’s enraged grimace twisted as he spoke. “You think you can come after me?”

Dr. Connor took another run at him, but he plucked her out of the air and held her by the throat. Shock and rage fought upon her face. Her legs kicked out and her fingers dug into his arm, but her struggles only urged him to tighten his grip.

“I have studied magic for centuries. I am the most powerful, the most authoritative, and the most vicious practitioner you’ll ever come across, and you think you have a chance against me? I live in two worlds — the living and the dead — and believe me, I know how to hurt people in both.”

Fire spewed out of Dr. Connor like eruptions from the sun. They speared forward and burrowed into Tucker. He yelled but did not let go.

Sandra pointed Max’s attention off to the side. Through breaks in the blowing smoke, Max saw that Mother Hope had entered the Tramping Ground. She had a large stick in her hand. With it, she drew a circle around herself, pushing the lines deep enough into the earth so that it would not be easily broken. Within the circle, she drew a triangle and knelt in the center.

He could see the determination in her eyes even as she fumbled the stick and had to push her face close to the ground to find it again. She stayed there, bent over the charred earth, as she inscribed the triangle with whatever spell she planned.

A thick volume of fire poured out of Dr. Connor and crossed the sky, dropping onto Mr. Pescatore. He never made a sound. One moment he lay where Drummond had dropped him, and the next moment, only a burning puddle remained.

Leon rushed out, hobbling on his injured leg. He tried to pull Mother Hope back, but she smacked him with her stick. “I have to do this. We’ll all die if she’s not stopped.” Mother Hope sat back on her knees, closed her eyes, and mumbled words in a soft voice.

Drummond zipped behind her and settled next to Max. “This is out of control. You guys better go. I’ll let you know what happened.”

Max liked the idea, but Sandra shook her head. “It’s too late. If we run now, one of these people will take over everything. We’ll have to keep running. Forever. Someone is going to get all the power tonight, and if we’re ever going to have a life here or anywhere, then we’ve got to be involved with how this all plays out.”

Dr. Connor’s screech lit up the air as she arched back and fire volcanoed from her mouth. Her eyes burst as her body seized. Tucker howled like a warrior calling upon all his reserve strength. With his bare hands, he shredded Dr. Connor’s ghost body apart as though tearing paper. A bright flash exploded from within her. Max shielded his eyes until the last of her haunting screams dissipated into the night along with all trace of her existence.

Darkness settled in amongst the smoldering wood. Watching Tucker stride toward Mother Hope, Drummond said, “I don’t think this is playing out all that well for us.”

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 26

Like a hulking beast, Tucker moved in. Max half-expected the Hull patriarch to pound his chest and roar. No need to intimidate, though. Mother Hope’s chin vibrated faster than the words pouring out of her mouth. She clenched her hands against her stomach, kept her focus on the words she inscribed on the ground, and kept repeating them. Faster, faster.

Tucker planted his feet on the edge of her circle. “You have lost. Bow before me and pray for my mercy.”

Sandra watched with her mouth agape. “We can’t let him win this. We can’t.”

Drummond said, “Doll, I agree. What do you want to do?”

She shook her head, her eyes glued to the battle before her.

“Bow and I shall let you live.” Tucker raised a fist, ready to strike.

Mother Hope, her mouth still rambling out words, gazed up at him. She shoved her fist into the air, and a pale light shimmered between her fingers. “Leave, Unclean Spirit! Return to the dead! You don’t belong here. You never have. You never will.”

Tucker covered his eyes and stumbled back. Max’s heart leaped. He wanted to rush out there and cheer on Mother Hope, forgive her for all she had done to him, anything as long as she finished Tucker Hull forever.

But then Tucker stopped. He looked at his arm. He was not injured. Stomping back towards her, he finally let loose his roar.

Mother Hope flinched as Tucker grabbed her frock and threw her aside. She tumbled into Leon, knocking them both down. Stepping around her circle, Tucker thundered upon them.

Leon held Mother Hope against his chest. Blood dribbled from her head as her limbs shivered in his arms. Tears streamed down his cheeks.

Even from across the Tramping Ground, Max could see Leon’s body returning to its rightful age. With glistening, wrinkled eyes, Leon looked up at Tucker. “Please. Let us go. Let me get her to a hospital. You’ve won. She’s nothing against you now. Just an old lady.”

Max reached into his pocket and pulled out the canister. His stomach twisted. Facing Sandra, he kissed her hard. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but you’re right — there’s nobody left to do anything but us.”

Her face paled. “No, Max. Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Come on. It’s me.” He winked at her, though he felt no mirth, and dashed for Mother Hope’s circle.

As he ran, he unscrewed the top of the container. He threw the lid aside and felt liquid slosh out onto his hand. Just a few more feet. He had no clue what to do after that, but getting to the circle was the important first step.

Leon looked straight at Max and no amount of waving turned him away. Tucker whirled around and made an overhand motion as if throwing a ball. Though Max saw nothing, he felt it. Something hard like a lead weight slammed into his shin and his feet no longer were underneath him.

As he hit the ground, all he could think was Don’t drop the canister! He succeeded in that much. But with the lid gone, the liquid shot out and along with it, the eyeball that once belonged to the witch, Marlyn Chester.

The eyeball floated through the air and settled on the edge of Mother Hope’s circle. Max and Tucker locked their gazes. Both launched for the eye, but the invisible weight that had knocked Max down now wrapped around his ankle. He could barely move. Tucker, however, moved like a ravenous animal. Eyes wide and alert. Drool streaming from his mouth.

With a swift motion, he snatched the eyeball and stabbed it into the air like a champion holding a trophy. Laughing, he strolled around the circle. “I was going to take out Mother Hope’s eyes, but thanks to Max Porter, I’ve got the power I need. And if ever I need more, Mother Hope will still be a useful donor. Thank you, Max, thank you.”

He shot his arm into the sky again and smiled. He never saw Drummond. The ghost bowled into Tucker, leading with his right shoulder. Tucker gasped as the eye slipped from his grip. Before he struck the ground, Drummond crawled up and threw his own barrage of punches.

“You hit me hard before,” the ghost said. “Allow me to return the favor.”

Max pulled on his leg, trying to inch toward the eyeball; however, Sandra darted by him. She scooped up the eye and jumped into Mother Hope’s circle.

“No,” Max said. “You don’t know what that’ll do to you.”

“You didn’t know either. At least, I’ve had a little experience here.” She knelt in the center of the triangle and before Max could protest more, she said, “Shut up. I’ve got to read what Mother Hope wrote in the dirt.”

Drummond plunged his elbow into Tucker’s chest. Tucker looked dazed, and Max felt the weight on his ankle release. He hopped to his feet and stormed toward Sandra.

“She’s doing fine,” Drummond yelled. Tucker had wrestled his way behind Drummond and locked his arms around the ghost’s throat. “I could use a hand, though.”

Max looked at Drummond and then Sandra. His wife pointed toward the center rocks. “Get the gag!”

Bounding to the center, Max grabbed the iron gag. Drummond flipped Tucker over and the two rolled in the dirt, throwing punches as they moved.

“Now what?” Max said, running back to Sandra.

Ignoring him, she muttered the words Mother Hope had written over and over. The eye sat cupped in her hands as she rocked back and forth. Max heard a painful crunch. He looked over to see Tucker standing while Drummond curled on the ground.

The head of the Hulls, the father of the entire line, the magic-wielding patriarch bared his teeth at Max. “I had thought to let you live. But no more.”

He charged like a bull. Max wanted to jump out of the way, but Sandra sat behind him. He heard her reciting the spell. The smell of burnt wood, usually a comforting aroma, turned his stomach. He lowered his body and charged forward.

The next seconds were a blur, and it was only weeks later that Max fully understood what had happened. He remembered running with his head down, cringing at the expectation of smashing into Tucker Hull and possibly dying. Then the air lit up blindingly bright. Tucker skidded to a halt and stared beyond Max. Max stumbled and looked back.

Sandra shone like a sun.

In the sudden confusion, Drummond snapped up and clamped Tucker’s arms behind him. Drummond kicked out the man’s legs and wrenched his arms higher against his back. Tucker yelled, but Drummond yelled louder.

Like a reverent follower, Max knelt before his wife. He held out the iron gag. With an icy glare, she set the eye into the gag and covered it with her hand. The bright light surrounding her dissolved into her hand and then into the eye. A moment passed, and the gag glowed red before returning to its rusty form.

Covered in sweat and panting, Sandra flopped over. Max wanted to tend to her, but he knew this had to be finished first. He walked back to Tucker Hull.

“Okay, look,” Tucker said, struggling against Drummond. “I see what you’re thinking, but you’ve misunderstood this whole situation. Once I had all that power, I was going to share it with you.”

“Hold still,” Max said. “I suspect this will hurt a lot if you fight me.”

“You can’t do this to me. I won’t allow it.”

“Drummond.”

The ghost shoved Tucker’s arm, and Tucker arched forward, screaming but unable to move. Max shoved the gag over Tucker’s mouth and pulled the iron strap back over his head. It was a tight fit, scraping hair and skin off of Tucker’s skull, but it did fit.

Drummond let go of the man, and Tucker scratched at his own face, trying to remove the gag. He reached around the back of his head, but no matter what angle he came from, he could not pull off the cursed object.

With a jolt, he stopped. His arm flapped out. His leg kicked back. He turned to Max, his eyes searching for an answer to whatever strange sensations caused his body to spasm.

He clutched his heart and slumped over.

Drummond stared at the body, waiting. “That’s it? After Dr. Connor, I was expecting something bigger.”

Max didn’t care about fireworks. He rushed over to Sandra. “Honey? You okay?”

She peered up at him and made a small smile. “I will be. After a long, hot bath and a bottle of Jack Daniels.”

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 27

Max sat in the dirt and stroked Sandra’s wet hair. Soon they would have to get up and deal with the consequences of the world, but for the moment, he was content to gaze into the eyes of his wife. Let the world and its consequences hang for a few minutes.

But soon those minutes vanished. Cecily Hull cried out as she rushed toward Tucker’s body. She had an ax in her hand, and all Max could think was where did she get that?

Before anybody could move, she swung the ax and decapitated Tucker. She dropped the ax and picked up Tucker’s head. Exhausted, she walked toward the path leading to the cars.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Max said.

She stopped, and in slow steps, she turned back. “I’m in charge of the Hull family now. And I’m going to make sure this is properly taken care of.”

Max eased away from Sandra. “That’s not going to happen.”

“Careful, Mr. Porter. Your help in this matter is appreciated, but don’t try to cross me. I now have the full power of the Hull family at my disposal.”

“Yeah, about that. When you get home, I think you’ll find your family power substantially reduced.”

“What?”

Max dug a business card out of his pocket. “It’s amazing the people you bump into at a party. This card is for Brian Dorsett. Interesting fellow. Works for the Reynolds family.”

“That ruse again?”

“Last time I was lying. This time, not so much.”

“What did you do?”

“I did nothing. However, while we all played in the dirt out here, one of my younger associates delivered a file folder to Mr. Dorsett detailing the Hull family’s involvement with the death of one of their cherished own — Z. Smith Reynolds. Now, I’m not exactly sure how things operate in these situations, but I’m pretty confident the Reynolds family has been itching for decades to find anything they could use to destroy the Hulls. From what I can tell, this is it. The investigations, the arrests, the unofficial retributions — I’m sorry to tell you this, but you’ve just inherited a family under siege.”

Without realizing it, Cecily dropped Tucker’s head. Then she passed out.

Leon’s voice cut in. “No, ma’am, you shouldn’t be walking. Let me carry you to the car.”

“Nonsense,” Mother Hope said, shuffling over to Max. “I’m a little shaken, that’s all.”

Max stepped in their way. “Don’t be going for that head. I won’t let you take it, either.”

“I wouldn’t dream of taking your prize. Just make sure you put it someplace nobody’ll ever get to it.”

“I promise.”

She wagged her finger. “You haven’t learned a thing. You shouldn’t be making promises to me. Look what happened to you from the last time.”

Max touched the mark on his chest. “I suppose now you’ll tell me to give you Tucker’s head or you won’t remove this curse.”

“I told you already, you get to keep the head. I’ll keep the curse right where it is.”

From behind, Sandra said, “You can’t.”

“Oh, I most certainly can, and I will. The Hulls are finished, but there’s plenty of disorder that needs fixing. What better way for the Magi Group to continue its mission than with its own expert research firm on retainer.”

Drummond threw his hat on the ground. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” The hat vanished and reappeared on his head.

Mother Hope pushed by Max and, with Leon’s help, negotiated her way down the root steps. “I’ll give you a few days to recoup from this. Especially for your wife. That was an impressive display, dear.”

Max grabbed Tucker’s head. “We’re not working for you. After I take care of this, we’re done with your whole messed-up world of magic.”

“Then you’ll die.” Mother Hope didn’t bother looking back. Neither did Leon. They left the Devil’s Tramping Ground, and a few minutes later, their car rumbled away.

As the sound died in the distance, Max placed Tucker’s head in the bowling bag. Sandra rose and joined him. Drummond checked over the debris, making sure they didn’t miss anything important, before he came over.

“Don’t worry about this. From what I’ve heard in the Other, this place really has some serious magic. All the bodies, the blood, everything will disappear by morning.”

Max looked at his feet. “Maybe we shouldn’t be standing in here, then.”

“Look at you. Suddenly a crybaby.” Drummond laughed and smacked Max on the shoulder. Both man and ghost let out a painful cry.

Rubbing his shoulder, Max said, “I guess the curse is back to being dormant.”

“Come on,” Sandra said, leading the way back to their car.

As they reached the gnarled roots, the ground rumbled.

“Everybody down!” Drummond yelled.

Max grabbed a tree and looked back. Tucker’s headless body jittered as if suffering a seizure. His legs cracked, and Max thought the body might explode. Instead, the ground opened up beneath him. In seconds, it swallowed him whole, along with all the bodies and beer cans and debris, leaving behind nothing but solid earth.

Max might have stayed there for an hour staring at the strange land. But Sandra pulled him away. “Let’s get out of here. I want my hot bath and booze.”

Shaking off what he had seen, he said, “If we’re going to be working for the Magi Group, I’m going to need a bottle for myself, too.”

Drummond flew in front of them. “Hold on. I thought you said you wouldn’t work for her.”

“What can I do? I’m cursed.” Max clasped Sandra’s hand. “Besides, did you see what this great woman here did? She’s got mojo like you wouldn’t believe. With a witch like her for my wife, I think we can handle Mother Hope or anything else that comes our way.”

With Sandra’s head resting on his sore shoulder, they walked to their car. Max placed the bowling bag in the trunk. He planned to have Sandra find a good spell to cast on the bag that would prevent anybody from opening it with ease. Then he’d have the bag put into a safe deposit box. Then a spell on the safe deposit box. Maybe even a spell surrounding the bank vault.

As he drove for home, he thought of the old pilot’s adage — any landing you can walk away from is a good landing. Well, they certainly walked away from this one. That would have to do for now.

A smile crept onto his lips.

 


 

 

 

Afterword

This was one of the more difficult Max Porter books to write for several reasons. There were logistical issues within the book that were challenging, such as the big finale in which I had to juggle ten characters, almost all of which had full stories that needed to be addressed in some way. The book also presented the challenge of wrapping up everything that came before while opening a door to a new future for Max, Sandra, and Drummond. Oh, and I still had to put in a bit of history and mystery. Hopefully, you’ve enjoyed the book enough to feel satisfied by my efforts.

 

As for truth versus fiction — here are a few answers: The big one first. The death of Z. Smith Reynolds and the resulting murder charges against his wife, Libby Holman, is true. Marlyn Chester is a figment of my imagination, but all the other names related to the case were real people. There are a handful of books that go into great detail about the case, and it’s fascinating to see how wealth and fame altered the path of justice in this situation.

 

Libby Holman’s story is also true. Though not cursed by a witch, she did live a life both blessed and cursed — a life she ended on her own terms. You can search her name on YouTube and hear the recordings of her big hits. Knowing how her life turned out can make her deep voiced singing rather eerie, but if that doesn’t bother you, the music is worth listening to.

 

Also in the truth department is the Devil’s Tramping Ground. You can find pictures online and read numerous tall tales about the area. Unless you’re a diehard fan of this series or weird locales in general, I don’t recommend seeking this place out. Not because of any fear over the place itself, but rather because it is not nearly as exciting to see as it is to read about. It’s an empty circle of land in some woods just off of a backroad. It’s also a pain to find. Even with a GPS.

 

As always, thank you for spending your time with me, Max, Sandra, and Drummond. We’ll be back with more as soon as we recover from this latest adventure. Take care.

 


Ready for more Max Porter?

Check out his next thrilling case!

 

SOUTHERN RITES

 

[image: ]

 

After spending years in North Carolina, Max and Sandra thought they knew how the world of ghosts, witches, and curses worked. With the aid of the ghost of 1940s detective Marshall Drummond, they had carved out a space to live, fought those who used magic to destroy others, and defeated the dreaded Hull family.

 

Now, without the Hulls, control of magic in North Carolina is in free-fall. Some groups claim to be in charge while others vie for power. When graves from the 1700s start breaking through to the surface, Max and his team find themselves caught in the middle of the fight, and every decision he makes could have consequences that reverberate through the entire magic world.

 

Then things take a truly dire turn - Max’s mother shows up for a visit.
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