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Chapter 1

DESPITE THE END-OF-SUMMER HEAT, Max Porter stood in the alley of his office building picking up trash with a toy shark-head grabber — a long, plastic stick with a shark head on one end and a trigger handle on the other. When squeezed, the teeth chomped down. Max had won the silly thing at the Dixie Classic Fair the previous year, and it now feasted on burger wrappers, discarded papers, and several beer bottles.

Marshall Drummond, the ghost of a 1940s detective, poked his head out of the building’s brick wall. Once a warehouse for Reynolds Tobacco — back when Drummond lived — the building had sat like a forgotten tomb for decades. But as Winston-Salem revitalized its northern section, this decaying brick shell found new owners in the Palasco Brothers. They divided the warehouse into office floors. The Porter Agency, along with its ghost, now called it home.

“I thought you’d left already,” Drummond said. “It’s getting late.”

Max poked the shark head around a patch of grass and found an empty, crumpled cigarette pack to drop into the trash bag. “I’m taking a break. Then I’ll be back up to finish my work.”

“Sure, partner. Your work.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Drummond floated closer. He flared his long coat back and stuck his hands in his pockets. With his head lowered and his Fedora obscuring his face, he said, “I know it’s been hard on you and Sandra, but the situation is temporary. J will be back eventually.”

“This isn’t about J.”

As Max tied off the trash bag and tossed it into the dumpster, he thought about how proud he had felt watching J cross the high school stage to accept a diploma. The young man beamed with joy and confidence, shook the principal’s hand, and then looked into the audience, straight at Max and Sandra, and he raised his arms overhead in triumph. Max and Sandra weren’t the only ones erupting in applause. Without warning, PB had arrived weeks earlier — said he would never miss his brother’s graduation — and stuck around for a month. Max grinned. That had been a great start to the summer.

Even with Max’s mother occupying J’s old bedroom, the small house felt cozy, not cramped. PB and J were home, together, once again the Sandwich Boys. PB slept on the living room floor while J took the couch. They cared for Mrs. Porter while Max and Sandra led The Porter Agency through several simple cases. Life had become gentle.

But when June ended, PB offered to take J on a celebratory road trip. Two brothers bounding through America before the youngest headed off to UNC Charlotte and the eldest headed off to further his self-discovery on the highways. J loved the idea. Max and Sandra knew it would be a great experience for the boys and a great memory. Besides, they couldn’t interfere with it even if they tried. But it was hard to let them go.

July and August turned into dreary, humid affairs. Mrs. Porter grew cranky. Work at The Porter Agency dried up. And Sandra spent far too much time with her brow knit tight.

Max took refuge in the office. He figured Drummond knew it, but the ghost was too much a man of his time to come right out and say anything. Besides, the ghost couldn’t really complain. The latest addition, Drummond’s bookcase, had been made of dark-stained woods, and Sandra had carved a protective spell into the side. That bookcase was his home and hideaway. When he needed a break from ghosts in the area or from those in the Other, he always had his bookcase to escape the world. And that bookcase came courtesy of The Porter Agency.

When Max re-entered the brick building, he felt his tense thoughts dissipate. At least, for now.

The Agency had slowly transformed into a pleasant space to work. A second home. A well-lit, open layout that had room for their desks, for the bookcase, and a sitting area with a couch, coffee table, and chairs. Beneath the coffee table, a circular area rug depicting a swirling starfield covered the casting circle that Max had painted down. With the help of their assistant, Brenda, several prints had been framed and hung to warm the high-ceilinged room. They still had plenty they wished to do, but at least the office looked more than functional.

Popping up through the floor, Drummond said, “Look, I’m only offering to talk through this with you because I know you folks like to jabber and jabber about your feelings. If you’d rather stew in it, that sounds good to me.”

“You want me to talk about J and my mother and everything, then you need to talk, too. You love J as much as the rest of us, and I know you want him here. It’ll happen. Like you said, this is temporary. He goes to college, and when he’s done, he plans to work here with us. So, how about you tell me why you’re sad about it?”

“I’m not the one who likes these talks.” Drummond disappeared in his bookcase.

Max smirked. He had noticed Drummond engaging more and more in these talks. In fact, the dead detective initiated plenty of them. Maybe you can teach an old ghost new tricks.

Crossing to his desk, Max tapped awake his laptop. His latest data compiling had finally finished. Without a major case to fill the time, Max had turned his efforts to locating his Aunt Jane Porter — a woman he hadn’t even known existed until recently. But then, so much had changed in the last few months that learning about his father’s mystery sister seemed rather minor. In fact, now that Max had come to terms with the inevitability of change, the world threw as much as he could stomach. And then it threw a little more.

Sitting back in his chair, letting it tip far enough to lift his feet off the floor, Max rubbed his face. Finding the right Jane Porter might be impossible. After all, the name was so common that he had come up with nearly a hundred thousand hits in the United States alone. Once he added in other possible spellings and listing variations — Jayne, Jain, Janie, J, Jainy, etc. — and opened his search to include other major English-speaking countries like England, Australia, and Canada, the number of hits reached a couple million. Plus, there was an author named Jane Porter, and it was also the name of the character that Tarzan fell in love with. Everybody knew Tarzan loved Jane. Few remembered that her full name was Jane Porter.

But Max had little more to go on than that name, and his mother proved unhelpful. She claimed to know barely anything about the mysterious sister, and the only photographs Max had of his aunt dated back to when the woman was a toddler. Of course, assuming she had not changed her name or created a false identity, he could eliminate any version of Jane Porter that had not been born in the United States. That cut out a substantial number, but doing so required the lengthy task of going by birth certificate names since she could have married.

He went down the road of using census data, too. This often was a great starting point, but in this case, it proved useless. One of the big problems with census data, especially older data, was that it could be incomplete or misleading. It depended on the individual census takers as well as who actually answered the questions. If Aunt Jane did not want to be counted, she could easily have kept her name out of every census since she was an adult.

With the list he managed to compile, he broke the entries down by region. Through several generations, the Porters had maintained a presence in the northeast of the country. Those Jane Porters born and raised in California could be cut without too much risk. Same for any from the rest of the West Coast and the Southwest. The closer to the Mid-Western states, however, and Max had to be careful. They were probably safe to remove from consideration, but he could envision scenarios in which Jane had been born in Nebraska but raised back east — an unplanned birth during a last-minute vacation, for example. Doubtful but possible.

Max took those names and created a separate list. These would be his backups if he came up empty with the ones he considered his best chances. This meticulous winnowing of the list had taken weeks, and though the total number of names had been reduced to the thousands, it still seemed insurmountable.

Before he could build greater stress about the task, his wife shoved open the office door. It whined but did not stick — an improvement. Sandra’s expression, however, kept Max from making any comment.

“I know she doesn’t have a long time left,” she said, throwing her coat over the couch as she strode to her desk by the window, “but if your mother doesn’t change her attitude, I swear I’m going to kill her.” She slouched into her chair. Seeing Max’s open laptop, she perked up. “A case? What are we working on?”

Drummond poked his head in, heard that comment, and made a fast retreat.

Sitting straighter, Max said, “Sorry, hon. No case right now.”

“Then why are you here and not at home helping with your mother?”

“I’m trying to find my Aunt Jane.”

“I see. You’re hiding.”

“I’m not —”

“Honey, you have got to step up. This is your mother, not mine. Her MS is getting worse, and she’s never liked me to begin with. Those two things alone are making her act like a — well, an unmannered lady. And I’m not a full-time nurse.”

“I know. I do. But we can’t afford an actual nurse.”

Sandra pointed to the pamphlet that had been sitting on the corner of Max’s desk for over a month — Parker House Independent Living Community: Freedom with Peace of Mind. “There’s that.”

“We promised we wouldn’t put her in a home.”

“You know that place is far from a nursing home.”

“We can’t do that to her.”

“Then you have to quit spending your days in this office when we don’t have a case. Otherwise, she might as well be at Parker. She wants you around, not me. Everything I do is wrong. Even when it’s right.”

“That’s not true. She said she liked the dinner you made last night.”

Sandra raised her brow. “She said she liked the salad — which she knew came out of a bag.”

“What about —”

“Don’t. Whatever point in her favor you want to make, read the room and don’t.”

A tentative knock on the office door pulled their attention. With an awkward smile, an older woman wearing a tailored suit and enough diamonds to fund a small army entered. “Excuse me,” she said, with Southern aristocrat dripping off each syllable. “Is this The Porter Agency?”

Drummond popped back in from his bookshelf. “Thank goodness. I was about to start haunting you both if you didn’t stop bickering.”

Sandra stood at her desk. “Yes, welcome. Please, come in.”

Gesturing toward the couch and chairs, Max said, “This is my wife, Sandra, and I’m Max.”

“Penelope Sidwell.” She glided with the grace of a woman trained in ballet.

“Would you like some coffee?” Sandra asked.

“No, thank you.” Mrs. Sidwell perched on the edge of one chair, letting Max and Sandra take the couch. Her nose wrinkled disapproval at the worn furniture.

“How can we help you?”

“It’s my son,” she said, gulping the words as she fought to maintain her composure. “Something is trying to kill him.”

 

 


Chapter 2

AT MAX’S SUGGESTION, they moved to the conference room — a small area opposite the break room off the back hallway. It had plain walls, fluorescent lighting, and barely enough space to hold the long table and chairs picked up from an insurance broker’s going-out-of-business sale. However, Max thought it would be more familiar to Mrs. Sidwell, more comfortable, since she probably served on numerous charity boards and such. Conference rooms would be a weekly occurrence for her.

Then again, he recognized he had made numerous assumptions about this woman merely by the way she spoke, dressed, and held herself. Then again again, most people made snap decisions based on these things. It was a survival instinct to help a human determine the possibility of danger when confronted with something new. Of course, such instincts evolved from cavemen wondering if those shadows in the bushes resembled predator or prey, but they still served people in the modern world. In the Porters line of work, the question of predator or client came up more often than Max liked to admit.

Settling into the faux-leather swivel chair at the head of the conference table, Mrs. Sidwell folded her slim hands in her lap. “I don’t know where to begin.”

Max and Sandra sat on either side of the graying woman while Drummond hovered further down, half-inside the table. “You found out about us,” Sandra added, “and you chose to come here. So, you know we’re the best hope of helping your situation, no matter how strange.”

Mrs. Sidwell’s lips trembled — her fears ratcheting up as she faced speaking them aloud. With a long, uneven breath, she lifted her head. “I am not sure I ever believed in the family curse, yet I do not see how I can deny it anymore. It seems that every Sidwell man has succumbed to it, and now it has turned its attentions onto my son. I thought it wouldn’t come for him because I kept him away from the mill, but the curse refuses to stop until the last Sidwell is dead.”

Max said, “Your son has been cursed?”

“I don’t know the specific terminology, but what would you call it when every male in the Sidwell family line has suffered the same fate?”

Clicking his tongue, Drummond said, “There’s nothing I can see surrounding her — no ghosts, no glow of a curse, nothing. She might be right about it only going after the men in the family.”

“Please,” Sandra said in a gentle tone, “let’s start at the beginning. Maybe we can figure out together what exactly is going on.”

“Of course.” Mrs. Sidwell sat taller as she rolled back her shoulders. She looked as if she had been called to the witness stand in an assault trial and prepared to point out her attacker. “My son is Reginald Theodore Sidwell — he prefers Theo. His father, Robert Reginald Sidwell, waited until after we were married and our son was born to tell me about this situation that afflicts his family. I didn’t believe him, thought it was merely superstition, and quite honestly, I still didn’t believe him even after he died. I mean what was I supposed to think? He’s talking about magic and curses and it struck me as rather ridiculous. Had Robert been a different kind of man, I would have suggested he see a therapist. Only an insane person would believe such nonsense. No offense intended.”

“Not a problem,” Sandra said. “You think different now?”

“Indeed, I do. Maybe I believed more than I want to admit. After all, I made sure Theo never worked at the mill.”

“The mill?” Max asked.

“Sidwell Mills. We were one of the few textile mills that survived through the many decades. Of course, that’s gone now.”

“Your husband ran that mill?”

“He did. And he was the last because I would not allow Theo to work there. No Sidwell actually runs it anymore. I suppose, in reality, no Sidwell has been running it for a long time. Robert was the CEO, but there’s been a Board of Directors for generations now. They hold controlling power; we get paid. That is why the mill closed and work moved to Vietnam. More profit that way. Nobody cared that Robert had spent most of his life at that mill. Died there, too.”

Sandra said, “Have any board members been afflicted the way the Sidwell men have?”

“Not that I’m aware of. But if it was happening, I would not expect those vultures to admit to any of it. Not only because they would refuse to believe, but because doing so might jeopardize their position on the board. Besides, evidence shows that it has nothing to do with the mill. If it did, my Theo would not be suffering.”

Cocking his head to the side, Drummond said, “Can we get to the point? Who is the witch we need to deal with? Where’s the source of the curse so we can break it?”

Max glanced at his partner but didn’t respond. To Mrs. Sidwell: “We’re dancing around everything. How exactly did you learn about this curse? Do you know who’s responsible?”

Mrs. Sidwell bit back a comment, but her perturbed wrinkling brow spoke enough. Still, despite the not-so-gentle prodding, she said, “Long ago, long before Robert and I were even born, the textile industry was cutthroat to say the least. Every kind of outside organizations you could imagine tried to influence what went on here in North Carolina. I even thought for a while that this family curse was really some type of mob connection. But I saw what this thing did to Robert, and I see what it’s doing to Theo. There’s something far bolder and far more sinister at work.”

“Now, she’s getting somewhere. And she isn’t wrong,” Drummond said. “When I was alive, if it wasn’t tobacco, it was the textile industry. Those two were the juggernauts that kept North Carolina going. Wouldn’t surprise me one bit to learn that organized crime had a hand in things. Organized witches, doubly so.”

Sandra said, “Do you think one of your husband’s rivals had him cursed?”

“Doll, that’s good thinking.”

Mrs. Sidwell said, “It would be a rival of an ancestor of my husband, but yes. I don’t know exactly how it would have happened, though.”

“Anybody could do it. Most would end up harming themselves. To do it right would require a witch.”

Mrs. Sidwell paused. Max could see her swallowing down the idea that witches were real. She did not voice her surprise, though. Instead, she firmed up her jaw. “I suppose that’s possible, then. Perhaps another mill owner cursed a bunch of the others. I don’t know. I can only say what I have seen in my family.”

“Tell us about that,” Max said.

“It starts with simple symptoms that could be mistaken for anything. Fever, hunger, sore throat, and general achiness. And like a cold or a fever, you can treat the symptoms and in a few days it would go away. But what makes this different is that it keeps coming back. Within a week, most of the symptoms returned. Then came exhaustion. Robert would be so lethargic. He would move slow like old folks in the height of summer. Just wanted to sit out on the porch, drink some lemonade, and watch the day roll by. He often complained he felt sore to the bone. In the last years, he had to use a wheelchair. Same thing has been happening to Theo. In both cases, it lasted for years. The first time, with Robert, I didn’t know what to make of it. This time, I’ve tried every folk remedy I could come across over the years. Nothing’s helped.”

“Now you’ve heard about us.”

“I heard about you years ago, saw something on the television, but I thought you were charlatans. Once I had it confirmed that you were indeed the real thing, I didn’t think I needed you.” She shivered. “No, that’s not true. I didn’t want to think I needed you. I was determined to save my son on my own.”

“What changed your mind?”

“Theo turned twenty-two last month. Within a week of his birthday, he started hearing the voices.”

“Voices?” Sandra asked.

“Angry shouting. Sometimes chanting. Keeps him up at night.” A tear escaped the corner of Mrs. Sidwell’s eye. “You must help me. Time is running out. After the voices, soon he’ll start seeing the dead, and then it’ll be too late. I’m a wealthy woman. This is for the life of my son. There’s no price I wouldn’t pay. Name it.”

Before Max could respond, Drummond clapped his hands together once, and Sandra said, “Don’t worry. We’ll take the case.”

 

 


Chapter 3

THEY AGREED TO MEET at Mrs. Sidwell’s home the following night. Sandra had pushed for earlier, but Mrs. Sidwell said that she had two charity board meetings and a fundraiser to attend. Max thought it strange considering the clock was ticking on Theo, but Mrs. Sidwell refused to bend.

“I simply must keep the Sidwell name intact. Theo is every bit as important, but he has yet to reach the final stages of this curse. He can certainly wait until tomorrow night.”

Drummond suggested he could use the extra time to explore the Other — the netherworld where ghosts existed outside of the human plane — and maybe he’d run across one of the dead Sidwell men. Breaking a curse was a lot easier when they could find out about it from the victims. For Max, the respite would allow him to get some basic research done on the Sidwell family.

But when morning arrived, Sandra said he would have to take care of his mother. Sandra had to spend the day with Brenda. A major reason Brenda had started working for the Porters, and worked quite cheaply, was because Sandra tutored her in witchcraft. In addition to plenty of on-the-job training, they met once each week to further her studies.

“Does it have to be today?” Max asked. “I need to research our new client.”

Sandra flicked his nose before kissing his cheek. “You can do that at home while you take care of her.”

“I know, and I do appreciate what you’ve done.”

“Don’t add a but to that sentence, and you’ll be winning for the day.”

Max knew when to quit — sometimes. Thankfully, he knew enough that morning.

After turning the coffee machine on, he kissed his wife, wished her success, and went about setting up his laptop for a day of working at the kitchen table. His mother tended to sleep in late, so he figured he could get some solid research done before —

“Max?” his mother called.

He wanted to be frustrated, but the quiet, almost frightened tone in her voice, stopped him. Walking to her door, he said, “Morning, Mom. You okay?” When he pushed her door open, he could see that she had wet the bed.

She had her head facing the wall. “I’m having trouble getting my body to move. Can … can you help me?”

The morning whisked by as he cleaned up the mess, helped his mother get into dry clothes, and cooked her some breakfast. After two failed attempts at getting food into her mouth — her arms repeatedly spasmed and oatmeal splattered on the floor — Max took over, gently feeding her by the spoonful. When she finished, her face reddened. She looked away from him.

In silence, he cleared the dirty bowl and spoon, rinsed them off, and put them in the dishwasher. He tried to stifle the tremor that welled up from within. This callous, vile disease slowly chipped away at his mother. How long before only a shell remained?

“Max,” she said, the word creaking out as a painful moan.

“Yeah?”

“I need the hospital.”

“Something else wrong?”

“Everything is … woozy.”

“If that’s what you want, I’ll take you. But we’ll be stuck in the waiting room for hours, and you know what they’re going to say. You’re having a flare up. Stress and lack of sleep can cause that. Your doctor said that with the move to our house, you would have more flare ups for a bit. Until you’re settled.”

With a whip-sharp snap, she said, “I’ve been here for months. I know what I’m feeling. Take me to the damn hospital.”

After fifteen minutes criticizing each step toward getting ready and then more complaints getting into the car, Mrs. Porter finally leaned back against her headrest and closed her eyes. She was exhausted. Though he didn’t want to waste his day at the hospital, Max partly went along to avoid the joy of maneuvering her back into the house. Not that the ER would be any easier, but at least they could be in the car for a while. He’d be fine with sitting in the parking lot, too, if that’s what she wanted.

As he navigated the city’s morning rush hour, he thought about witchcraft. Again. The subject probably entered his mind every day, and whenever his mother had a flare up or displayed any symptoms of her disease, the idea of having Sandra use a spell to heal or lessen his mother’s suffering always popped up. It would be so easy. A few symbols drawn on the floor, a few words spoken aloud, some concentration, some knowhow.

But, of course, nothing with witchcraft ever proved easy. To take such a step would carry a price, and neither Max nor Sandra would risk finding out what that price might be. Even if they hadn’t recently extracted Mrs. Porter from the clutches of a witch deal, they knew anything involving witchcraft meant devilish details in fine print that no contract lawyer could ever hope to uncover. Made him wonder why anybody messed with spells at all.

“Why do we?” he muttered. He glanced over at his mother. She did not appear to have heard, but the question echoed loud enough in his head.

He knew how Sandra would answer. Besides the obvious point that the Porters fought against those who wanted to abuse magic and ruin others with it, she wanted to learn everything she could of witchcraft to make the world better, safer. She wanted to be one of the few good witches out there. It sounded right. Noble, even. But Max harbored plenty of fears for her. He trusted her, but magic went beyond a person’s abilities, intentions, or motivations. Each time Sandra cast a spell, or worse, each time Max asked Sandra to cast a spell, they risked everything about her — her morals, her sanity, her life. She would argue that the risk was worthwhile when it meant standing against powerful forces that wanted to control or hurt the vulnerable.

But being heroic was hard. Max preferred spending his days curled up with his wife, ignoring the power struggles of the world, and enjoying living together.

He didn’t want to spend the day sitting in the ER. By three in the afternoon, his mother finally got her turn. The doctors looked her over, listened to what she said, and concluded that she had experienced an MS flare up. Really? Shocker. Probably induced by stress or lack of sleep no less. Max thanked them for their time and escorted his mother back to the car.

Neither spoke on the ride home.

As the day wore on, Mrs. Porter’s symptoms dropped away. She settled in her room, but clearly was back to normal — at least, enough so that she could take care of herself.

By the time the sun set, Sandra had returned, and they readied to visit Mrs. Sidwell about her case, Max was itching to deal with magic. Anything to get out of the house. And suddenly, fighting a witch’s curse sounded like a great way to spend the evening.

 

 


Chapter 4

WEAVING THROUGH WINSTON-SALEM, Max and Sandra drove out to the Sidwell home. Their latest car, a used Toyota Corolla, strained when reaching fifty miles-per-hour, but luckily, the GPS stuck to the city streets. Drummond floated in the backseat. All was quiet until they turned off the main road and entered one of the richest neighborhoods in the area.

With a dark tone, Max said, “Crap. Nothing good ever happens here.”

The Porter Agency had dealt with several cases on these blocks. Each one had been difficult. Perhaps the neighborhood attracted bad things because it was so old — many of the enormous homes had not been altered since their original construction in the early-1900s. While most parts of the world experienced something ugly at some point — something that left behind bad energy that could cause problems — some places endured worse than others. Max’s experiences with these mansion-strewn streets pointed to a lot of worse.

Magnolias dipped and spread across massive lawns, and the ritzy cars parked in horseshoe driveways gleamed like the jewels Mrs. Sidwell had worn the day before. Every blade of grass, every blooming flower, every potted plant had been sculpted with great care. The streets were well-lit and not a pothole in sight.

Max found it sterile. No music, no laughter, no signs of life except the lone woman power-walking with desperation in her step. These mini-castles had been erected to wall away the world. Not just the lower-classes, but the world itself. Those things that ignited the senses — if they existed here, it was hidden away where nobody could witness it from the outside.

Making a sharp right, Max pulled up to a building that made the word mansion seem quaint. The driveway was an intricate geometric pattern of brick and concrete with small lamps lining the way. Max felt a twinge of guilt driving over it.

“Jeez,” Drummond said. “This is R. J. Reynolds-level rich.”

Sandra craned her head against the door window. “Right out of Gatsby.”

Parking behind a black, stretch limousine, Max turned off the car. “Can we focus on getting this over with?” He tried not to gawk at the building. Not out of pride or even a sense of decorum, but rather the enormous house loomed like a gargoyle. It gazed down on their car, on them, and with the aged trees crowding against its ancient walls, the mansion lacked anything that could be construed as welcoming. Max trembled as they approached the front door.

“Should we knock?” he asked.

“You planning to walk in unannounced?” Drummond said. “Scare the lady?”

“The lady of the house asked us to come.”

“The lady of the house probably owns a gun.”

“Look at the size of this place. It could be hours before she makes it to the front door.”

“I think your mother’s making you afraid of old women.”

“Boys, stop it.” Sandra stepped forward and raised her hand to knock, but the locks clicked. A moment later the door opened. A young, Hispanic lady dressed in a classic maid’s uniform ushered them inside. After closing the door behind them, she curtsied, gestured for them to wait, and hurried out.

Max had been in several wealthy homes before – Reynolda House, for one, and of course, the Hulls’ mansion, for another — but the Sidwells lived with an extravagance that reached the grandeur of royalty. The foyer alone boasted a cathedral ceiling, dark wood walls with hand-carved molding, marble flooring with Turkish runners, a massive crystal chandelier guaranteed to kill a man should it fall, and every inch of available wall space covered with original portraits and landscapes done in oil. If not for the electric lighting, Max would have expected candles in diamond-encrusted sconces.

Drummond pushed back his hat. “I don’t know whether to be impressed or nauseated.”

A tall, thin gentleman wearing a tuxedo and boasting a double chin approached in the stiffest way possible. “Mrs. Sidwell has requested your presence in the music room.” He looked and spoke like a slim version of Alfred Hitchcock. “Please follow me.”

Sandra shot a snooty look at Max as she raised her pinky. She tossed her head back and trailed after the butler. Snickering, Max followed.

The wide halls and endless rooms created a labyrinth of luxury that echoed their footsteps as they kept a steady pace. Max had to wonder how empty it must feel to live in a museum with no visitors. After all, the entire Porter home could fit inside that foyer, yet Sandra and his mother lived with him alongside J on occasion. PB would show up again at some point, and Drummond often spent his nights patrolling the neighborhood streets.

At one set of double doors which looked no different than several others, the butler bent slightly and slid open the entranceway. He gestured for the Porters to enter. “The music room,” he announced as if to assure that he had taken them to the right location.

Once again, Max experienced the word astounded. Not only was the music room larger than the foyer, it had several small tiers set up to handle a mini-orchestra. A ramp lined the left side to aid in wheeling up large instruments like the full-sized concert harp in the back. Baffles had been hung at specific angles to improve the acoustics of the large space while also dampening sound from infiltrating the rest of the house. In front of a cathedral window, a grand piano waited. The bench had been pushed off to the side.

“I didn’t think anybody played the harp unless it was a professional,” Drummond said.

Sandra said, “We never found out what Theo did for a living. Maybe he’s a classical musician.”

“Or maybe,” Max said, “Theo calls in every friend he has for an impromptu jam session.”

Drummond crossed the room and stopped at the tympani on the back tier. “You think this guy has enough friends to fill out an entire orchestra?”

“Maybe,” Max said. “Guys with this much wealth — they’re either surrounded by tons of people wanting to get close or they got nobody in their lives.”

“Yeah, but the ones with tons of hangers-on don’t usually live with their mothers.”

Max strolled to the massive window that looked out upon the long acreage behind the house. The dying grass paled in the rising moonlight. “Either of you picking up on anything?”

“Nothing yet.”

Sandra said, “Feels like a normal house. Other than the massive size and extreme opulence.”

Clicking footsteps approached, and Max hustled over to Sandra’s side to await their client. The doors slid open, and the double-chinned butler entered. With a pompous scan over the Porters, he said, “Mrs. Sidwell and Mr. Theodore Sidwell.” He then backed away.

From the hallway, Mrs. Sidwell said, “Thank you, Timothy. I will handle this from here.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

A second later, a wheelchair rolled in with Theo being pushed by his mother. She stood ramrod straight, her proud chin tilted upward as she guided Theo’s chair toward the center. With a flick and wave, she indicated that the Porters were to pull up two orchestra seats.

Max chose to approach Theo and extend a hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Max Porter and this is my wife, Sandra.”

Until this moment, Theo’s gaze had ignored them. From beneath a mop of straight blond hair, his focus had been on the piano. But hearing Max’s greeting, the young man lifted his head. He had sharp, gray eyes that cut through the air, and despite being bound to a chair, his handshake showed strength. Max peeked down at the man’s legs. They looked firm with solid muscle. He guessed Theo had only recently started using the wheelchair.

Speaking with a gentle timbre, Theo said, “I’m sorry my mother has wasted your time bringing you out here. There’s nothing you can do for me.”

Mrs. Sidwell jabbed his shoulder. “Enough of that. These kind people have gone out of their way to examine you. The least you could do is be polite and accommodating.”

“They’re not doctors.”

“And that’s a good thing because what you suffer from is not a medical condition.”

Sitting in the chair she had dragged over, Sandra placed a hand on Theo’s arm. “You don’t believe in any of this, do you?”

“No, ma’am. I’m sorry, but I do not.”

Drummond had moved in closer, his eyes narrowing on the young man. “He should believe. There is definitely something going on with him. I can see a haziness around him. That’s an odd one.”

Holding back the urge to look at the ghost, Max said, “My wife is excellent at seeing things others don’t. You should listen to her. Give her a chance.”

Theo pulled his arm away. “I appreciate your desire to help, but I do not condone people feeding into or off of my mother’s misbeliefs.”

“I had them vetted,” Mrs. Sidwell said.

“How do you vet people like this?”

“I am no fool.” The bite in her voice caused Theo to flinch. “These are legitimate investigators with a long list of satisfied clients. Their financials are sound enough, and there is nothing suspicious in their activities to suggest fraud.”

Trying to ignore the invasive list of this vetting, Max said, “If you think about it, your problems haven’t been solved yet by conventional methods. Why not give this a try?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“It sounds like you only came to appease your mother and make sure she isn’t being swindled.”

“Seems like a swindle so far. Do you plan to put on your little show or can I go back to my room?”

Sandra motioned for Max to sit before he got heated up. She then looked to Theo again. “It’s okay. Lots of people think we’re making it up.”

Max crossed his legs and arms. “Most of our clients come to us as a last resort.”

“But even those who refuse to believe in what they experience leave with the peace of mind that they tried everything in their power to fix their problem.”

Theo gestured to his legs. “You’re going to fix this?”

“Like you pointed out, we’re not doctors. If the problem with your legs is medical, we can’t help.”

“See that, Mother? They can’t help.”

“But if the problem is something else, something related to what I’m seeing around you, that’s a different matter.”

Mrs. Sidwell covered her mouth. “What do you see?”

“Something unusual. A grayish haze. I can feel the cold from it, especially near the shoulders.”

Theo’s eyes snapped open wide.

Drummond pointed at the man. “That got him.”

“Is that what’s cursing my son? What does this mean?”

“Mother, be quiet.” Theo locked eyes with Sandra as his bottom teeth dug into his top lip. “You’re telling me that’s what’s causing this?”

“I told you what I see. Whether that’s what is causing your problems is a different question. If we’re to answer that one, you’d have to start accepting what we do.”

“Listen to them, dear.” Mrs. Sidwell’s voice cracked briefly, but she pulled it back with a harsh sniffle.

Theo glared up at his mother. “I am listening. You can see that. And don’t think I’m oblivious to your manipulations. I know you put this meeting in the music room hoping it would set me at ease.”

“It’s your favorite room. I just thought —”

“I know what you thought.” He shook off his scowl and forced a calmer grin towards Sandra. “If I’m hearing you correctly, you’re saying that you can see something that none of us can see, and that it might or might not be the cause of my condition. That’s awful vague. You could have easily found enough on the internet about me to come up with this ploy.”

Sandra said, “That’s true. Except your mother came to us. Until yesterday, I’d never heard of any of you.”

“You’ve clearly convinced my mother that you can get rid of this. That you can stop this curse.”

Mrs. Sidwell said, “Now you believe me?”

Before Theo could argue with his mother, Sandra said, “I only promise that we’ll give you our best. Whether that will be enough is not something I can predict.”

“Are not predictions your thing?”

“I’m not a fortune teller nor clairvoyant. I don’t predict anything. I’m only reporting to you what I can see. That’s all.”

“And what does your service look like? Besides Mother giving you money.”

“The first step would be for me to cast a spell that would help us identify the kind of curse you have.”

“A spell?”

“If it will help, I’ll agree to do that spell now, free of charge. Would you allow us to do that much?”

Mrs. Sidwell said, “Of course, he will. I did not go downtown to hire and bring you out here for nothing.”

“Mother, please.”

Max couldn’t help but hear a tinge of Norman Bates. Hopefully, that was as far as the similarity went.
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