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      Welcome to Detectives, Sleuths, and Nosy Neighbors, a collection of mystery stories to keep you guessing whodunnit. We have put together an eclectic selection of stories that span all genres. Within these pages you will find suspicious neighbors, amateur detectives, a mysterious highway, and everything in between.  The authors chosen for this anthology come from a wide range of backgrounds and writing experience. Some are published authors that you may recognize and others are previously unpublished.  You may just find a new favorite author within these pages. If you find a story that you love, please give the author a like on their social media!

      A Balsamo, Editor

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Ghostly Lady’s Curse

          

          N M Cedeño

        

      

    

    
      Tina’s father had said, “Don’t go in the attic, or you’ll die a sudden, terrible death. Going up there summons a lady ghost’s curse. Several family members died because of the curse.” What the heck was that supposed to mean? Since when did her usually level-headed father believe in curses? Tina Jones was utterly confused as she exited the dilapidated family home with those words ringing in her ears. Tucking her short black curls into her helmet and zipping her leather jacket, she climbed on her motorcycle and cruised into Sloop, the map-dot Texas town her grandfather had abandoned well before her birth.

      Tina’s father, Aloysius, a semi-retired petroleum engineer, first mentioned purchasing the century-old house in his ancestral hometown only yesterday, Thursday. Tina agreed to come to the Hill Country west of Austin to see it since she wasn’t scheduled to work Friday or Saturday. As an Austin PD homicide detective, she’d just wrapped up investigating a particularly gruesome murder case, so escaping the city for the countryside sounded like a relaxing break. She was flabbergasted when her father warned her about a curse. “How do you know it’s a lady if you’ve never been up there?” she asked, hoping it was a joke as she sipped coffee with him at the scarred oak kitchen table.

      “I saw her once. Her face glows,” Al said with a nod that shook the few grey hairs remaining in his bald spot. He hadn’t touched his own coffee.

      “If you saw her, why are you alive?” Tina asked, waiting for a punchline.

      “I didn’t go into the attic. I peeked from the ladder.”

      “Huh?” Tina noted that her father’s face was serious, as if his words were reasonable. She was perplexed. She thought her parents exhibited their sole eccentricity when they named her Faustina Eudocia at birth thirty years ago, giving her a unique name to counter the plainness of the surname Jones. Even though he wore the relaxed weekend attire of pocket tee and faded blue jeans that she’d seen him wear all her life, Tina felt like she was seeing her father for the first time.

      “I’ll explain,” Al said with the same paternal patience he exhibited when teaching her calculus. “My grandparents owned this house and raised my dad Cornelius, and his siblings, Jedediah and Antonina, here during the Great Depression. In 1942, Dad and Jed enlisted in the military as teenagers. Dad fought in the Pacific and Jed invaded Normandy Beach and marched into Germany. After World War II, Jed moved home to recover from shell shock and leg injuries. He’s lived here ever since. Dad said Jed was a different person after the war.” Al whispered his last sentence, with a concerned glance at the old man across the room.

      Tina’s green eyes drifted across the faded country kitchen and studied the frail centenarian, Great Uncle Jed, sitting in a corner watching television. A crocheted afghan was draped over his legs leaving his tattered slippers exposed. His rheumy eyes were alive and intelligent. She tried to picture him young, wounded, and plagued by the ghosts of war. Tina asked her father, “Who died here?”

      “First, Dad’s Aunt Margie.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “In 1946, Margie came to live here after her sons died in the war. She climbed into the attic to store some clothes and barreled out of there shrieking about a lady ghost. She fell from the fold-down stairs to the landing at the top of the stairwell. Momentum carried her down the steps to the ground floor. She died of a broken neck.”

      “Did anyone check the attic?” Tina asked.

      “No. My grandparents had bad knees. My dad wasn’t living here. His younger sister Antonina– they called her Nina – was away at college. And, Uncle Jed hadn’t recovered from his wounds yet.

      “Who else died?”

      “In 1952, Aunt Nina invited a boyfriend over to dinner. Her boyfriend heard the ghost story and wanted to prove his bravery, so he climbed up to the attic. When he came down, he said he would tell what he saw after dinner. Everyone sat down to eat. The boyfriend took two bites and his face started swelling. They rushed him to the hospital, but he died. The doctors said he had an undiagnosed food allergy.”

      “How is that a ghost’s fault?” Tina asked.

      “I don’t know. But, once a decade, someone entered the attic and died shortly thereafter. Margie died in 1946, Nina’s boyfriend in 1952, and my cousin Philo in 1965. I almost died peeking up there in 1971. My grandparents died in a car accident that same week!” Al slapped his hand on the table sloshing his coffee.

      “Uncle Jed has lived here alone since 1971?”

      Al lowered his voice to a whisper again, “After my grandparents died, Jed discouraged Dad and Nina from visiting and then stopped answering Dad’s phone calls. Jed didn’t even acknowledge Dad’s death fifteen years ago. Before social services called me, I’d lost track of Jed.”

      Tina turned to face the old man, “Uncle Jed, have you ever been in the attic?”

      “Not since before Margie died,” Jed said in a raspy voice. “My leg ain’t been right since the war.”

      Tina turned to Al with a skeptical look. “Tell me about the ghost. What did you see?”

      “It was Easter 1971, and I was 12. Your Uncle Perseus, who was 14, dared me to peek in the attic and I dared him right back. So we lowered the steps and climbed up. I stuck my head in and saw the top half of a woman floating in the darkness. I yelled and fell as Persy jumped down. I would have fallen down the stairwell like Aunt Margie and Philo, but Persy caught me. My grandparents died in a car accident that week when their brakes failed. The curse got them instead of me and Persy.”

      “What happened to the other guy–Philo?”

      “Philo fell down the folding steps and stairwell and died right where Margie died.”

      “Did someone investigate all these deaths?” Tina completed a mental tally. Five people had died unexpectedly over four decades.

      Al waved a hand dismissively. “The sheriff’s department investigated everything. Your detective skills aren’t needed.”

      Tina’s eyes strayed to the warped linoleum and cracked walls. The house reflected Jed’s deterioration. Some rooms had been abandoned for years, left to molder and disintegrate. The few rooms still in use were as threadbare and sun faded as Uncle Jed himself.

      The neglected yard around the two-story house had been the old man’s undoing. The yard was well-tended until Jed fell and broke his leg two years earlier. Neighbors complained about the overgrown yard. The town’s code enforcement officer, discovering a centenarian alone in the house, took the problem to social services. Soon, Jed’s nearest relative in the state, Aloysius Jones, Tina’s dad, was contacted. Al Jones and his wife evaluated the situation and offered to purchase the house to help the old man relocate.

      Tina couldn’t imagine her parents leaving their Port Aransas beachfront condominium for this depressing money pit. “What do you intend to do with the house?”

      Al looked at her with amusement. “Relax. I haven’t lost my mind. We’re going to demolish the house and sell the land. Nobody wants a cursed house.”

      Tina exhaled with relief. “So, we only have to clear the house out before it’s wrecked?”

      “Yes. The furniture is antique and salable.”

      “What about the attic? If your grandparents used it for storage, you might find valuable items up there.”

      Al hesitated and glanced at Jed. “I agreed with Uncle Jed that nothing up there is worth dying for. We’ll clear the lower floors, but not the attic. Then, we’ll bulldoze this place.”

      Tina disagreed but didn’t argue. “And Jed?”

      “Jed is going to an assisted living facility. He’d like the house torn down soon. Kids might vandalize it once it’s empty.”

      Jed said in his husky voice, “I can’t let anyone else die. This house is cursed, and the curse needs to die before I do. I’ve kept visitors away for decades, knowing that telling folks to stay out of the attic was like challenging them to enter it. Fools never listen! Like Philo, your father, and that idiot boyfriend of Nina’s! This place is too dangerous to leave standing once I’m gone.”
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        * * *

      

      Passing hills covered with scraggly cedar and prickly pear at sunset, Tina arrived in downtown Sloop, and felt a sense of déjà vu. The main street held antique shops, a café, and multiple spaces for lease. The sheriff’s department was inside the pink granite, neoclassical former courthouse. Tina recognized the granite as locally sourced, noting it matched the pink granite batholith at nearby Enchanted Rock State Park, one of her favorite places to hike and camp in the fall.

      How had she not known that her father’s family had lived nearby? Had he driven her through Sloop when she was a child, perhaps on one of their many trips to visit Enchanted Rock? Dad had passed his love of the park to her. Had her father learned to love the park on trips to visit his own grandparents? She realized how unaware of her father’s history she was. Her grandfather had moved away and left his roots behind, not knowing her father would someday be pulled back to the town.

      Parking her motorcycle, Tina walked inside the courthouse. She was pleased to see that, despite the hour, a middle-aged woman with tightly permed gray hair occupied the reception desk inside the sheriff’s department. The name placard on her desk said Ellie Reginald.

      “Hi, my name is Tina Jones. I’d like to review some old case files from the 1940s to the 1970s. Are they kept here or are they stored elsewhere?”

      Ellie stared at Tina. Recognition came into her grey eyes. “Wait just a moment, please.” She picked up her phone, jabbed in an extension number, and spoke, “Sheriff, Ms. Tina Jones is here asking to see old case files. I imagine she wants the records on the Jones House deaths.” She surveyed Tina from her dark curls to her steel-toed, leather boots.

      “I want to see the file on my great grandparents’ car accident, too,” Tina said.

      “She wants the car accident file too,” Ellie said into the phone. She listened, said, “Yes, I’ll tell her,” and returned the phone to its cradle. “The sheriff will be right out. We scanned some of the old files into the computer, but the oldest ones are on paper in the basement. We’ll have to dig them out.”

      The sheriff appeared in a doorway behind the receptionist. “Ms. Jones? Hi, I’m Quinton Harell,” he said, extending a hand toward Tina. “Word in town was Old Jed sold out to relatives. We wondered who would show up.” He shook Tina’s hand enthusiastically with a warm smile on his sunburned face. The sheriff was sixtyish and wore his starched uniform shirt over a wide belt buckle.

      Tina returned his smile, surprised at his genuine warmth. “I’m not the new owner. My dad, Aloysius Jones, bought the property.”

      “Al Jones bought it? My dad knew his dad, Cornelius. He was your grandfather, right?”

      “Yes.” Tina realized from the receptionist’s interest and the sheriff’s warm greeting that her family may have left town, but they were clearly not forgotten.

      “That house has seen plenty of grief,” the sheriff said.

      “I never heard about any of it until today, when my father told me to avoid the attic if I don’t want to die.”

      The sheriff smiled broadly. “You had trouble with that, did you? I don’t blame you.”

      “When I hear about that many deaths in one place, I get suspicious. I’m a homicide detective with the Austin Police Department.” Tina presented her badge.

      The sheriff glanced at the badge. “City detective! Welcome. I’ve seen the files. Had a look at them years ago. Your family’s bad luck is legendary around here. From what I remember, the deaths in the house were accidents. Responding deputies observed that the fold-down ladder to the attic aligned with the stairwell to the ground floor. People fell down the ladder and then continued to fall down the flight of stairs, resulting in broken necks.”

      “That explains Aunt Margie and Philo, but not the boyfriend who died at dinner.”

      “What boyfriend? I must have missed that case.”

      “In the 1950's, Jed’s sister had a boyfriend who dared to investigate the attic. He came out of the attic, sat down to dinner, ate two bites, went into anaphylactic shock, and died at the hospital. At least, that’s the version I got from my dad.”

      The sheriff tilted his head. “Hmm. He didn’t die at the house, and he was under medical care. It sounds like another unfortunate accident. Of course, people see unrelated accidents and have to make connections. They decide the attic is haunted or the house is cursed.”

      “Generally, I agree with you, but I want to know what caused the brakes to fail on my great grandfather’s car. Do the records indicate that he failed to maintain his vehicle?”

      Sheriff Harell put his hands together and rubbed them lightly. “Your great grandparent’s case – that was the one that troubled me. Reports are missing. My dad was sheriff here in the 1970s. I asked him about it before he passed, but he said to let it alone, that they did what needed to be done to prevent mob violence, to stop a riot.”

      Tina stared at the sheriff. “A riot? Why?”

      “I was only a kid then, so I don’t know for sure. All I know is that the investigator’s findings on the brakes aren’t in the file. I don’t know where they are, and I haven’t had the leisure to look into it. Deputy Keelan, who led the investigation, probably knows more. He’s retired now, but still sharp.”

      “When can I see the files? I’m staying in Sloop this weekend, but I can come back to town if needed.”

      “Can you come tomorrow afternoon around 1:30?”

      “Perfect.” They shook hands, and Tina returned to her motel for the evening.
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        * * *

      

      Tina and Al spent Saturday morning hefting furniture into a portable storage container while Jed packed china and tarnished silver in the kitchen. According to their agreement, Jed would live off the money from the sale of the house. The sale of the contents would pay for the demolition.

      After lunch, everyone needed a break. While Al and Jed retired for an afternoon siesta, Tina returned to the sheriff’s office.

      A deputy escorted her to an empty desk and gave her a new manila folder containing several older files that were foxed with age. Tina reviewed the records for Margie and Philo. The case files were legible, mainly typed but with some handwritten notes. The responding officers arrived to find what appeared to be accidents and didn’t question that presupposition. Since the county didn’t have a medical examiner, a justice of the peace ordered the bodies be sent to a local doctor who took X-rays and photos. In both cases, the doctor observed bruising on the victim’s neck, attributed the bruises to tumbling down the stairs, and declared the victim had died of a broken neck subsequent to an accidental fall. No formal autopsies were conducted.

      Comparing the cases, Tina found the level of the cervical fractures and the bruises were identical for both victims. That couldn’t be a coincidence. Reading the reports, Tina discovered that only her Great Grandfather Hezekiah and Great Uncle Jed were present in the house for both deaths.

      The car accident file, as the sheriff mentioned, was incomplete and raised more questions than it answered. A note from the sheriff indicated that no file had been found for the food allergy death.

      Tina considered the cases. The deaths stopped with Hezekiah and his wife Mary. Could Hezekiah have hidden something in the attic and then killed people who found it? Could Jed have found whatever was in the attic and decided to protect his father’s secret? Maybe Jed isolated himself because he didn’t want the secret exposed, but was unwilling to kill to protect it. Then again, maybe Jed believed that he had to prevent death by ghost. Or maybe the secret was Jed’s.

      The car accident was the key. Tina would have to track down the lead investigator, Diego Keelan. Once she had more details about the collision, she’d question Jed. Surely a decades-old secret would be inconsequential by now. If she couldn’t convince Jed to divulge the truth, Tina would inspect the attic herself.

      She returned the files and asked Ellie, the receptionist, where to find retired Deputy Diego Keelan. The receptionist directed Tina to a local café called Annie’s Haven, where Keelan spent Saturday afternoons reading and doing crossword puzzles until chess games started at three o’clock.
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        * * *

      

      Tina found Diego Keelan sitting in the 1950s-themed café with a Vietnam veteran’s ballcap at his elbow and a newspaper in front of him.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Keelan. My name is Tina Jones. Could I ask you a few questions about a case you worked while you were a deputy?”

      The man’s dark eyes evaluated her. “Tina Jones? Please, join me.” He folded his newspaper. “You must be Al’s daughter since rumor says he’s buying Old Jed’s place. Your whole family has a thing for unusual first names, though you seem to have escaped it. Would you like a drink while we talk? Coffee? Iced tea?”

      “Iced tea,” Tina replied, sitting down across from him. “I didn’t escape the naming tradition: Faustina Eudocia.”

      “Faustina Eudocia? Yep. That’s sounds like your family.” Keelan turned his head toward the back of the café. “Gracie,” he called out to an employee, who looked up from rolling silverware in paper napkins. “Could you bring two iced teas, please?”

      The woman rose from her stool at the counter. “Sure, Diego.”

      Tina showed Keelan her badge and explained about her dad’s purchase of the house and her trip to the Sheriff’s office to review files.

      The drinks arrived, and the former deputy took a sip before speaking. “You’re here because the file on Hezekiah and Mary Jones is incomplete.” Keelan’s voice held no defensiveness.

      “Yes. What can you tell me about the case?”

      “Your great grandfather’s brakes failed when he tried to stop at a stop sign. He entered an intersection at the same moment as a pickup truck driven by young man who was late for a movie date. The truck rammed your great grandfather’s car broadside, killing your great grandmother instantly. Hezekiah died in the hospital an hour later.”

      “That’s in the report. I want to know why the brakes failed.”

      “Someone damaged the brake line, cut it through.”

      “Then, it was murder?” Tina wasn’t surprised.

      Keelan drummed his fingers. “We think murder-suicide. We couldn’t determine where your great grandparents were going that day. Hezekiah’s last words were ‘Tell the sheriff. It can’t go on.’ The family doctor reported that Mary had a brain tumor. She would have been incapacitated in a few months, and dead not long after that. The old sheriff believed that Hezekiah cut the brake line to prevent her suffering. For the sake of the town, the sheriff didn’t want to label the case a murder-suicide, though.”

      While Keelan paused to drink his tea, Tina said, “Sheriff Harell said y’all needed to prevent a riot. Why would anyone riot over a car accident?”

      “Fear of the unknown does terrible things to the populace. After your great grandparents’ deaths, rumors were circulating that dozens of people had died from a curse on Hezekiah’s house. People blamed a ghost in the attic. Talk of burning the place was spreading, and the sheriff wanted to deescalate the situation. He was concerned calling the deaths a murder-suicide would provoke the folks who already thought that something evil was involved. So, he pronounced the collision an accident to the newspapers. He had me withhold the report on the brakes, Hezekiah’s final statement, and our findings. I can return the paperwork if you want. The original documents were misfiled, but I know where they are.” Keelan folded his hands on the table.

      “I’d appreciate that,” Tina said. “Was Jed told about the findings?”

      “Yes. He agreed to the cover up.”

      Tina drank her glass of iced tea and considered the evidence. Perhaps Hezekiah felt he could no longer protect his secret in the attic and grew remorseful over the deaths that had already occurred. When he learned Mary was dying, he decided to end it all.

      “Thanks for telling me this.” Tina leaned back in her chair. “While reviewing the case files, I found some unlikely similarities in two of the earlier deaths, which made me suspect murder. If those two previous deaths weren’t accidents, and someone cut the brake line on my great grandfather’s car, then we may have three or four murders. Hezekiah’s last words might mean he realized he couldn’t keep killing people who found something secret hidden in the attic. Whatever is in the attic seems to be at the heart of it, and I don’t believe it’s a murderous ghost. I’m going to check the attic.”

      Tina left the café and returned to the dilapidated house. Upon entering, she found siesta-time had ended and the cataloguing of antiques had resumed in the faded kitchen.

      Jed’s head swiveled around as the screen door banged closed behind Tina. “Where you been? We thought you abandoned your post.”

      “I had an appointment,” Tina said.

      Her father turned to peer at her.

      Tina could see the questions in Al’s eyes, wondering what appointment she could have in a town she’d never visited before yesterday. “The sheriff allowed me to review the files on the deaths related to this house. One of the files was incomplete. I had to hunt down the original investigator to get the missing information.”

      Jed sighed in annoyance. “You know, then?”

      Al looked from his daughter to his uncle. “Know what?”

      Tina kept her green eyes on Jed. “Jed’s parents’ deaths weren’t an accident.”

      “What are you talking about?” Al asked.

      “Why couldn’t you let them rest in peace? No one needed to know,” Jed said with anger choking him, making his words sound harsh and gravelly.

      Tina faced her father. “The sheriff officially categorized your grandparents’ deaths as murder-suicide because someone cut the brake line on the car, and your grandmother was dying of a tumor. They think Hezekiah killed the two of them so that Mary wouldn’t have to suffer. His last words were, ‘Tell the sheriff. It can’t go on.’ The sheriff hid the findings because people were panicked by rumors that the house was cursed. He was afraid a mob would try to burn the place. He told everyone the collision was an accident to calm public fears.”

      Al blinked several times. “I can’t believe it. My father never said a word.”

      “Cornelius never knew,” Jed said. “I didn’t tell him.”

      Tina crossed the kitchen and stood in front of Jed by the oak table. “What’s in the attic, Uncle Jed?”

      Jed’s eyes narrowed. “The Ghostly Lady. We told you that. She curses this place and kills people. That’s why we need to destroy the house.”

      “I don’t think so. Is it something shameful your father couldn’t face? Whatever the secret is, it must be irrelevant by now.”

      “Rubbish! There’s no secret,” Jed said.

      Tina put her hands on her hips. “The only people present for all of the deaths were you and Hezekiah. And the deaths stopped with Hezekiah. Your parents died shortly after my father and his brother tried to peek into the attic. Did Hezekiah kill himself and Mary because he was afraid his grandkids would find his secret? Did he balk at killing children?”

      Jed banged one boney hand down on the kitchen table. “The ghostly lady’s curse killed everyone.”

      “Then, if I go into the attic, I won’t find anything except the ghost of a lady?” Tina crossed the warped linoleum toward the stairs.

      Al blocked his daughter’s path. “No! You’ll die if you go up there. I saw the lady and almost died because of it.”

      Tina sidestepped her father. “You saw something, Dad, but I don’t think it was a ghost. You grew up with this story, and you believed what you were told as a child. Look at the facts, not the story.”

      Movement caught Tina’s eye, and she turned to see Jed hobbling toward a closet, leaning on his cane. Jed opened the closet and reached inside. Tina lunged forward as Jed lifted a rusty shotgun. She knocked the gun away. The heavy weapon clattered to the floor. Tina picked up the gun. “Stop, Jed!”

      Jed grabbed Tina’s leather jacket. “It’s not your business. Your father agreed that no one goes up there!”

      Tina shook free of Jed’s grip. “Dad agreed. I didn’t.” Facts shifted and a new theory assembled in her brain. “You returned from World War II, and people started dying. You hid something in the attic. Your Aunt Margie went up there and found it. She confronted you, so you broke her neck and threw her down the stairs.”

      “She fell!” Jed gasped, leaning against the kitchen table.

      “And Philo fell and landed with the exact same bruises on his neck? With his neck fractured in precisely the same location? It wouldn’t have been hard for a young man to snap someone’s neck. You probably learned how during the war.”

      Jed glared at Tina.

      Tina stood toe to toe with Jed. “Did you even pause before you damaged the brake line on your parents’ car?”

      Al intervened, moving between his daughter and his uncle. “What proof do you have?”

      “None,” said Tina. “But, if Margie and Philo were murdered, only two people could have killed them both. One of those people, Hezekiah, died under questionable circumstances. If your grandfather didn’t cut the brake line himself, the only other suspect for all the deaths is Uncle Jed.” She pointed to Jed. “And he’s hiding something in the attic.”

      Jed rapped his cane on the floor. “I’m not hiding anything! I’m trying to save lives. Anyone who goes in the attic dies. My father went up there before the accident! The ghost cursed him, too!” Jed’s face reddened. “You can’t go up there!”

      Tina said, “Think about this, Dad. Jed severed contact with family and kept everyone away for decades. Why? Not because of a ghost. A ghost didn’t cut the brake line.” Tina gave Al the shotgun and mounted the stairs. “Dad, keep an eye on Uncle Jed.”

      “Okay,” her father said at last, watching Jed, who stood seething in the kitchen. “Be careful!” he called after her.

      Tina climbed the creaking stairs to the second floor and pulled down the ladder to the attic. Unlike other parts of the house where doors long unused were jammed shut on rusted hinges, the attic ladder fell into place without protest. Tina climbed up.

      “What do you see?” Al called anxiously from downstairs.

      Tina entered the dim, dusty attic. “Trunks and furniture.” She turned around and saw the ghostly lady. A shaft of light illuminated the woman’s face and white sleeves. In the darkness, she appeared to be floating. But it wasn’t a ghost. Standing on an antique dresser was a portrait of a woman in old-fashioned clothing.

      Tina lifted the painting and studied it. She called down to her father. “I found the lady! It’s an exquisite portrait of a woman, probably a museum piece. I bet Uncle Jed found it during World War II. Maybe he stole it or looted it from a damaged building, then brought it home.”

      “Bring it down,” Al called.

      Tina carefully descended the attic ladder with the painting.

      Jed’s voice rang out, “Don’t touch her! She’s mine!”

      Tina returned to the kitchen. “You killed them, didn’t you?” She held the portrait in one hand and wrinkled her nose in disdain. “You murdered family for this useless piece of canvas and paint.” She pretended to flick at the paint with one finger.

      Jed’s arthritic hands reached for the painting. “You will die for this! No one else can see her. She’s mine!”

      Tina withdrew the painting from Jed’s reach as her father restrained him.

      Jed struggled to break free from Al’s grasp. “I saved her. I won’t give her back to them. Do you know how many they killed on the beach?” Spittle flew from the old man’s mouth. “Do you know how many friends I lost? They were all gone! Then she came to me.”

      Tina rocked backward on her boots, out of spitting distance. “Dad, we need to call the police.”

      Al shook his head while forcing Jed into a chair. “He’s one-hundred-two years old.”

      “He’s threatening to kill to protect this painting. We can have him held for a psychiatric evaluation. And we need to contact the authorities to find out where this painting belongs. Artwork that vanished during World War II is catalogued. Our lady ghost needs to go home.” Tina laid the painting on the kitchen table, pulled out her phone, and began to dial.

      Ten minutes later the sheriff arrived. Jed screamed obscenities as an ambulance took him away for evaluation.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two weekends later, Tina rode her motorcycle back to Sloop to help her father finish emptying the house. She and Al met the sheriff and Diego Keelan for lunch at Annie’s Haven.

      While they waited for their food, the sheriff relayed what he’d learned. “Jed claims the portrait began speaking to him when he found it in Germany in 1945. He said she silenced other voices he heard before that. He’s apparently been hearing voices since he was eighteen and went to war. He hid his illness by isolating himself and killing anyone who saw the painting.”

      Tina asked, “He confessed to murdering them all?”

      “Yes,” Sheriff Harell said. “He admitted to killing Margie, Philo, and his own parents. He said Hezekiah went up to the attic one night when he thought Jed was asleep. Jed overheard Hezekiah and Mary talking about the painting and questioning Jed’s sanity. They planned to see the sheriff. Jed damaged the car’s brake line that night to stop them. We filed charges, but at his age, he may not live to see his case concluded.”

      Al shook his head sadly. “Jed’s not mentally competent to stand trial anyway. But, what about Nina’s boyfriend? Did Jed kill him, too?”

      The sheriff said, “Jed says he didn’t kill Nina’s boyfriend because he never had the chance. Jed believes the lady killed him.”

      Diego Keelan cleared his throat. “Jed never appeared crazy back then. I’m sorry our conclusions were so wrong on Hezekiah’s and Mary’s deaths.”

      “At least Uncle Jed didn’t kill anyone else after the car accident,” Tina said. “He must have realized that people wouldn’t stand for any more sudden deaths.” She nudged her father. “Are you still planning to demolish the house?”

      Al said, “Yes. The house needs too much repair to be worth fixing. Most of the studs are rotten from unrepaired leaks.”

      “Thank you for demolishing it,” Sheriff Harell said. “If the place sat empty for months waiting for a purchaser, I’d have to assign a car to guard it every night to stop kids from daring each other to go inside.”

      Tina asked the sheriff, “Did anyone identify the painting?”

      “We’ve been informed it’s by Caravaggio, one of 417 artworks belonging to the Kaiser Friedrich Museum that were presumed destroyed in May 1945. Officials had stored the art in a tower that burned during a bombing raid. Our government will be contacting the German government about returning it,” the sheriff said.

      Al put his arm around Tina’s shoulder and squeezed his daughter. “Thank you. Jed’s illness was consuming him. Part of him must have wanted to be free of the voice in his head. Otherwise, why would he want me to demolish the house with the painting inside? With the portrait gone and with proper treatment, maybe he’ll find peace before he dies.”

      Leaving Jed’s vacant house for the last time later that day, Tina paused on the weed-choked lawn, pondering the family history she’d never known. The ghostly lady’s “curse” was gone. Tina wondered what other family secrets may have formed her parents and, by extension, her. Despite the fact that she had never lived there, Sloop felt more like home than anywhere else she had lived. Everywhere she went, people welcomed her as if she belonged. Tina had always loved the Hill Country. Was it time for her to make a change and leave the city for the country? Could she reconnect with the roots Jed’s illness had severed? Whatever she decided, first she would sit down with both her parents and have a long talk about family history.
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        * * *
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      Taela shrank back in her chair from the ravings of Mage Professor Didamedes as he paced around his cluttered office, hands waving about as if fending off a swarm of offending insects. She was not afraid for herself from Didamedes’s gesticulations, though she had never seen him in such an excited state for anything less than an argument over some esoteric experiment to calculate the magical conversion coefficient to an extra significant digit or a debate over whether Wylar Darkcowl or Nylyr Longfeather was the first to formulate Magical Field Theory.

      “They’ve decided to stop funding my research. My research! We have only until the end of the semester.”

      “Yes, mage pr — ”

      “But they continue to fund the work of that upstart and mediocrity Sohla. What could they possibly be thinking?”

      “I th — ”

      “I mean, really!” Didamedes swung his arms about at the swarm that only he could see. “My research into magical flux is going to change the way we understand magical energy, and they complain that it’s not marketable.”

      Didamedes had started to repeat himself, and Taela’s attention began to wander about the office. As an adjunct mage professor and assistant to Didamedes, Taela was as familiar with the room as she was with her own sleep chamber. Yet she took the need for a distraction as an opportunity to reacquaint herself with the room’s contents.

      Located in the basement beneath the university’s Magimetry wing, the office had no windows, its brick walls concealed by sturdy bookshelves or slate boards. Books on every branch of Magical Dynamics, from Epistemagiology to Physiomagiology, filled the shelves and sat in piles atop buried desks. The majority of the tomes, however, covered various fields and topics of Magimetry, the theoretical framework describing the measurement and quantification of magical energy. Reams of parchment, containing calculations that would wrap around the entire wing of the Mageion, lay sprawled about. Glass globes of flameless light sat, here and there, upon tripods or hung from the ceiling upon iron chains.

      In its place of importance, upon a slate board at the front of the office, was the formula underpinning all their work:

      
        
          [image: Formula]
        

      

      Didamedes’s reaction notwithstanding, Taela understood the mage professor’s outburst. To her, the work they did was a more essential calling than a holy vocation, and the collection of books more valuable than any holy relic. The slate board displaying the formula describing magical flux was their altar, and the smell of paper and leather, incense.

      Because Didamedes expressed her own outrage through his tirade, she was able to maintain her demeanor of calm thoughtfulness. Yet she was no less concerned about the consequence that the retraction of funding would have upon their work and —

      “Taela! Are you listening to me?”

      Taela flinched in her return to awareness. “Ah, yes, of course, Mage Professor. The university is demonstrating its lack of discernment in choosing to continue to fund Sohla’s research over yours.”

      Didamedes blinked twice and frowned, as if surprised at Taela’s answer and unsure whether to be pleased that she had been listening or vexed that he’d been denied the opportunity to reiterate his complaint. “Well. . .ah. . .yes. Yes, they are.” He nodded once, curtly, to punctuate the statement, as if to claim credit for Taela’s summation as his own.

      Didamedes’s rage temporarily spent, he ceased his pacing and stood quietly in the middle of the office, his breath coming loudly and quickly.

      Taela maintained the silence, her hands clasped upon the lap of her red robe, two gold stripes along the cuffs indicating her position as an adjunct.

      Finally, Didamedes’s breathing eased, though his eyes were narrowed and focused. “Taela. . .if something. . .were to happen to me, you must carry on my research. It is important.”

      Taela sat straighter, her face bunched. “Happen? What’s going to happen? What do you mean?”

      Didamedes shook his head and gave a dismissive wave. “Nothing. I just happened to notice some unsavory characters following me as I left the Merry Toucan Alehouse. I’m sure it’s nothing at all. Just in case, you know?”

      Taela most certainly did not know, and, she thought, neither did she want to know.
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        * * *

      

      One afternoon, the better part of a fortnight later, Taela sighed as the neophyte students filed out of the auditorium classroom. Mage Professor Didamedes had failed to show, and Taela had been forced to expound on the Postulate of Mathematical Describability. She gathered her papers and strode purposefully to the stairwell that would take her to Didamedes’s subterranean office. This was not the first time he had become so engrossed in a calculation that he’d forgotten he had a class to teach, but Taela was intent to make it the last.

      Exiting the stairwell, Taela came to a sudden halt. At the far end of the corridor, where sat the entrance to Didamedes’s office, stood two guards in the black scale armor of the warriors of the city watch.

      For a moment, the fleeting urge to turn and abscond nearly spurred Taela back up the stairs. However, the knot in her throat and the void where her stomach had been propelled her forward.

      Light from the open door spilled from the office into the passage, and the guards turned toward her as she approached. Taela smelled the lingering odor of smoke, and she feared someone had brought an open flame within Didamedes’s office — the potential loss of books and scholarship caused water to well in the corner of her eye.

      “Wha-what happened?” Taela asked, craning her neck to see past the guards and into the office.

      One guard raised a black-mailed hand. “Who are you?” Even through his black dragon helm, his voice was clear and firm.

      “I — I’m Taela. I work with Mage Professor Didamedes. Is — ”

      “Come with me,” the same guard said and turned his body to indicate that she should follow.

      “Ah, yes,” Taela said, nodding twice. She stepped past the guard, who followed her into the office.

      At their entrance, those in the room turned to face them. Present were a number of official-looking types, some in the silver robes of the university’s leadership, some in the black cloaks — hence their name — of the mages of the watch.

      One of the silver robes, Hegimenus of Tyracuse, Mage Chair of the Magimetry Department, greeted her, his expression relaxing. “Ah! Taela, I was just about to send the guards in search of you. When we found . . . Didamedes, I feared the worst.”

      Taela shook her head, trying to clear the confusion that muddled her thoughts. “When — what? What happened to Didamedes?”

      Taela tried to swallow, but she found the lump in her throat had grown. Where was Didamedes?

      Hegimenus moved aside and indicated a pile of ash that lay upon the stone floor in the middle of the office, the largest open expanse in the chamber where Didamedes was wont to pace when considering a problem.

      Taela was a moment understanding just what it was she looked at, as if her mind had frozen. From the void that was her stomach, a burning acid rose to the back of Taela’s throat. “I — I don’t understand.” She swallowed the rancid bile. “I saw him this morning.”

      “I am sorry,” Hegimenus said, his tone somber and eyes kind. “The protective magics alerted the water mages to a significant flame. Yet, when they came to inspect, they found only that pile of ash. They immediately brought it to my attention, and I requested the assistance of the Black Cloaks and the city guard.”

      Taela shook her head in confusion and denial. “That could be anything.”

      “No, Taela.” Hegimenus’s voice had fallen even lower, and he spoke slowly. “The Black Cloaks have their methods and, I’m afraid, they assure me that. . .those are the remains of Didamedes.”

      Taela had difficulty breathing, and her chest ached. Was this what drowning felt like? Her legs shook and threatened to give out under her own weight.

      “Where were you during the attack?” The voice was rough and held none of the sympathy of Hegimenus’s.

      Attack? Nothing was making any sense. Who would attack Didamedes? Taela had been so focused on Hegimenus and the pile of ash that she had paid no attention to the others in the office. “Huh?”

      The Black Cloak stepped toward her. The cowl of his cloak was lowered, and she could see the harsh intensity of his deep blue eyes. Even as discombobulated as she was, Taela thought that, under other circumstances, those eyes would have been striking. “I — I was teaching a — his class.”

      “And how do you know when the attack occurred?” the same Black Cloak asked, his voice smug. “I never specified.”

      “I — I don’t.” Calm yourself. Taela took several deep breaths. “I saw him, briefly, this morning. His class was to start at midday, but he never showed. I just came from there, so I assumed that that was when. . .it happened. Though, I suppose it could have occurred earlier. I was working on some calculations before that.”

      “Alone?”

      “Come, now,” Hegimenus said, slightly chiding. “You cannot believe Taela had any involvement here.”

      The Black Cloak turned his gaze on Hegimenus. “Thank you, Mage Chair Hegimenus. This investigation is now under the purview of the Black Cloaks, and we will conduct it as necessary.”

      Hegimenus held the other’s gaze for a moment before nodding and looking away, his body relaxing in resignation. “Very well. We stand ready to assist in any way to gain justice for Mage Professor Didamedes.”

      “The Black Cloaks thank you, Mage Chair.” Though his tone did not convey any sense of thankfulness. The investigator turned back to her. “Adjunct Mage Professor Taela, please have a seat, that we might speak more fully.” He indicated the very chair in which Taela had sat those days before when Didamedes paced about, raving at the loss of his funding. How quaint and how long ago that day now seemed.

      Taela nodded in acknowledgment and, her legs giving out, veritably collapsed into the chair.

      The Black Cloak came to stand before her, looking downward. “I am Vael, day commander of the Black Cloaks.”

      Taela nodded in greeting, as if only now meeting him.

      He raised a pale hand that held a bejeweled ring upon each of his five fingers. “I have several more questions for you. And know: I will know if you lie. If you lie, we have numerous ways of learning the truth.” He paused to allow Taela time to dwell on the implications of that statement.

      Taela nodded in understanding, a shiver running through her. The day commander’s tone was casual, if not pleasant, yet the undertone of a threat unmistakable. “I have nothing about which to lie.”

      Vael nodded. “That is good. Now then, were you alone when you were conducting your calculations?”

      Taela again nodded. “Yes. I prefer the quiet.” Her palms were sweaty, and she felt sweltered in her robe. Why was she so nervous? She had nothing to hide.

      “I see.” The day commander’s tone somehow made the simple statement sound like an accusation. “You are, of course, aware that the wards on the Mageion’s buildings and campus prevent any teleportation or blinking in or out, and bar the entrance of undead or other malicious creatures?”

      “Yes, of course.” Taela’s mouth was dry and her voice hoarse.

      “They also suppress any spells cast in offense.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Then how do you explain the fact that the door was locked from the inside when Didamedes’s remains were found? No casting upon the door itself was detected.”

      “I — it was. . .I guess someone had a key.”

      “Ah, so you see my dilemma?” His tone had changed to almost sympathetic. “And you have a key, do you not?”

      “Yes, I do, but — ”

      “And who else?”

      “I don’t. . .I
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