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      Detective Gray Knox stepped across the worn, patinated wooden floorboards and pushed open the aluminum-framed window to let out some of the stench. The handles were stiff and grimy and the hinges creaked, like some on an old coffin in the backroom storage space of an abandoned undertaker’s offices.

      Knox smiled to himself. Just a couple of months back, he and his partner Nicki Ballard had dealt with a mummified body under the boards at a place called Charitable Acres. An overcommitted concern that was going bankrupt, with a manager cutting corners where she could.

      The memories of the place lingered. The little chapel had been pristine, and the showroom had been adequate, but the rest of the place had needed more than just a spit and polish.

      The owner would be out of prison in year, more or less.

      “This is creepy,” Ballard said from across the room.

      They were in the upstairs master bedroom of a 1920s villa. On one side, the ceiling sloped, following the roof line. The dormer window was surprisingly spacious. Retrofitted at some point, inelegantly, with cheap aluminum frames. Double-glazed at least, even if coated with a layer of grime that sucked out almost all their transparency.

      Dead flies lay on the sill.

      Across the street, a similar style house stood, but in much better shape. New tiles on the roof and fresh paint on the picket fence. Nelson Street was old, with tall gnarly plane trees along the berms and wide properties with big villas and a few bungalows. No condos or duplexes. Old town.

      Nice houses, but when they were left to rot they took on a different tone.

      “Creepy,” Knox said. “And smelly.”

      “Goes without saying.” Ballard was holding a blue surgical mask over her mouth and nose. The things had been standard in their kits for years now, more so since Covid.

      She flicked the light switch and was rewarded just with the soft clicking of the mechanism.

      “No light,” Knox said.

      “Nope.” Ballard took a little flashlight and shone it around the room. Like Knox, she was dressed in jeans over black leather shoes, a light shirt and a black jacket.

      The flashlight cast shadows from the drapes of spiderwebs. The old wallpaper was peeling in places, stained in others. It might once have been floral, but the print had long since faded.

      The wooden floors would have once been varnished, but the varnish had cracked and peeled too, and lost its luster.

      An ancient wood-framed wicker dining chair stood in one corner, and an iron-framed bed lay opposite, under the slope of the ceiling. The chair’s wickerwork was fraying and splitting, and the bed’s mattress sagged. The simple cotton sheet draped across it was discolored and moth-eaten.

      “I’m picturing a doll sitting in that seat there,” Ballard said, turning the flashlight back to the chair. “You know, one of those old china dolls with the eyes that close when you lay it down, except that sitting in the chair, its eyes will follow you as you move around the room.”

      “You’re just trying to make it creepier.”

      “I am. I admit it. I’ll be happy to get out of this place, creaky boards and spiders and haunted dolls and all.”

      Knox snorted. It didn’t bear mentioning that there was no doll. Maybe there was a collection of them in one of the cupboards.

      Knox and Ballard were here on account of a neighbor calling in about lights in the abandoned house, and a scream and a car that had fled. A black car, or dark blue, maybe an SUV, maybe a hatchback. It had been night. The helpful neighbor hadn’t been able to get a plate number.

      Normally the uniforms would come in and check out something like this, but Knox and Ballard had been in the vicinity, and a bunch of the uniforms were out at a wreck on highway forty-one.

      Besides, Knox didn’t mind doing some legwork for a change. The other cops did plenty on his and Ballard’s behalf, so it was good to be able to repay some of that.

      “I don’t see anything that might be kicking up this stink,” Ballard said. “No body. No bucket of pig swill. No lasagna cooked up by Cody.”

      Knox nodded. Cody was Ballard’s most recent ex. The guy who’d fancied himself a great cook and had given her food poisoning with some ill-prepared lasagna. How anyone could screw up something like lasagna was kind of unbelievable.

      “All right,” Knox said. “Maybe just kids fooling around. You know. Abandoned house. Coming up at night to give each other a scare.”

      “Yeah. Probably is. Close the window and we’ll make ourselves scarce. Nothing to see here.”

      “Yep.” Knox leaned into the window’s gap and took a deep breath. He pulled the window closed.

      “Hey! No fair taking all the fresh air for yourself.”

      The hinges creaked and the latches were stiff to push back into place.

      “Let’s do a walk through,” he said, “to check the other rooms. Maybe something left behind, or something damaged.”

      “Copy that. I’m happy to get out of this room at least.” Ballard turned and shut off the flashlight.

      As the light changed, Knox caught a glimpse of something on the floor. Lines and blobs.

      “Oh,” Ballard said. “Did you see that?”

      “Maybe.”

      Ballard flicked the flashlight back on and shone it onto the floor.

      “I don’t see it,” she said.

      “Move the light away. Shine it back toward the door.”

      Ballard did so, and Knox got the faintest glimpse again. A star. Five pointed. As if drawn with one of those very faint sketching pencils. A 3H or something. Yep. The ‘B’s were darker and the ‘H’s were harder. HB sat right there in the middle.

      “I saw a kind of a star,” Ballard said. “With other markings.”

      “Too faint to make out except in just the right light.”

      “We should grab the UV from the car. That’ll help.”

      “Maybe. Let me try something.” Knox held his hand out and Ballard passed him the light.

      He shone it back toward the window. Covered the lens with his hand.

      Just about.

      He crouched and shone the light again.

      “Oh,” Ballard said. “That’s no star. It’s a pentagram.”
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      Crouching to the bedroom floor in the ancient house, Knox squinted his eyes. If he adjusted the flashlight just right he could make out the shape.

      “It’s looks like a star to me,” he said.

      “Well, technically,” Ballard said. “But a pentagram is a whole lot more powerful. Like witches’ spells powerful. Like curses and talking with the dead and all that.”

      “Spells?”

      “We should leave,” Ballard said. “You don’t want to tamper with this stuff.”

      “I’m getting the light,” Knox said.

      “This is all innocent. The stink notwithstanding.”

      They both had stacks of paperwork to clear back at the station, so on a level they could just put this down to kids fooling around and leave it at that. It was tempting.

      “I won’t be a minute.” Knox stood and headed downstairs. From their kit in the SUV’s trunk he retrieved the UV lamp.

      When he went back inside, Ballard was halfway down the stairs.

      “I’ll just check,” Knox said.

      “That room is giving me the chills,” Ballard said. “Bad vibes.”

      “I get it.”

      “You don’t. Not really. Something nasty happened in there.”

      Knox held up the lamp. “We’ll soon know, maybe.”

      From the room’s door he shone the lamp around. Nothing much showed.

      “It’s not going to work,” Ballard said.

      “Fine. If it doesn’t then we’ll call it quits. Maybe get a cruiser to do a drive by after dark.” Chaskee City’s population was only around six thousand, but there was still a night shift. Usually just dispatch and a couple of coffee-infused uniforms

      “That’s a better idea,” Ballard said. “Can we go now.”

      Knox crouched to the floor and shone the lamp close to where the pentagram had been. Some specks fluoresced, shining back at him.

      The shape was clear. A five pointed star, with a pentagon in the center, and a circle around the outside. Symbols around the lines. Some looked a little like Chinese or Japanese characters, but they were probably runes.

      There were waxy marks at the points.

      Candles.

      “It’s not a pentagram at all,” Ballard said. “It’s a pentacle.”

      “Really?”

      “The circle around the outside. Subtle difference. Don’t ask how I know, but it’s a whole other ball of ugly.”

      “Yep. Kids, then.”

      “Kids or witches.”

      “We have witches here?”

      “Sure. Apparently.”

      “Intriguing.” As Knox stood, the lamp moved across the floor and he saw black splatter in the corner near the chair. Some of it even on the chair.

      He stepped closer.

      Shone the lamp right in.

      “What?” Ballard said.

      “We need forensics here. I think this is blood splatter.”
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