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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
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