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Chapter 1

THEY WERE ALONE. That had once been commonplace, but since moving to North Carolina, since freeing the ghost of a 1940s detective from a witch’s curse and starting the Porter Agency to investigate the paranormal, since adopting two homeless boys and guiding them towards adulthood, since caring for his mother who had moved to Winston-Salem to be closer and more involved, since dealing with the endless parade of strange and bizarre events, Max and Sandra Porter had spent little time alone. But the next few days promised otherwise.

With his senior school year closing in for J, and with PB preparing to hit the road for whatever fortunes he may find, the Sandwich Boys had decided to take Max’s mother for a mini-vacation, a last hurrah, into the Appalachian Mountains. Sounded like a strange destination for this group, and Max suspected the itinerary had been dictated by his mother. The moment the plan was announced, Max bought an expensive bottle of wine and set it aside. Ten minutes after PB’s car drove away, Max stepped into the bedroom with his special bottle of wine and his special smile.

“We’ve got a few wonderful days ahead of us. You think it’s too early to open this up?” he said, the old floorboards of the tiny house creaking as he set the bottle on the edge of the dresser.

Sandra had curled on the rumpled bed, reading a book on the materials and color usages of witchcraft candles. She set it down, tapped on her phone a moment, and then grinned. A sultry tune filled the air — Wicked Games by Chris Isaak.

“Not your usual pick for music.”

“A little change from the usual,” she said, sliding to her feet. She opened the accordion door of the closet and pulled down a slinky, blue satin piece of lingerie.

“That’s new.”

“A little change from the usual.”

Max grabbed his wife by the waist and pulled her close. He pressed his lips against hers — gentle and full of promise. “I love it when we’re thinking the same.”

“Then what am I thinking?”

He chuckled. “That you want me to get a corkscrew and open that wine. Give you a few minutes to put that on.” He made a show of thinking, scratching his rough cheek. “Maybe I should shave, too?”

With a peck on the tip of his nose, she said, “We are thinking the same.” She paused to gaze around the room.

Max said, “Don’t worry about Drummond. He’s been extra moody lately, but last night, I got him to tell me why.”

“How did you manage that?”

“Everybody likes to talk about themselves — even the stoic ones. They just need the right conditions. Or they let it slip out.”

“Okay, ghost whisperer, what’s wrong with him?”

“His on-again, off-again girl in the Other — Miss 1800s — she hasn’t spoken with him in days. He leaves messages, but she doesn’t respond.”

Sandra giggled. “Ghosted by a ghost.”

“He’ll get over it. From everything I know about how he lived, he knew every good looking waitress in all of North Carolina. But there have always been a few that caught his heart, and I’m guessing he really liked this one.”

“Well, I really like the one in my arms.”

“Hate to break it to you, hon, but I’m not a waitress.”

She pulled him close for another kiss. “Let’s stop talking about the cold dead and get a little living warmth going between us.”

“You are the smartest lady I’ve ever known. I’ll get the corkscrew.”

Slinking toward the bathroom, Sandra said, “I’ll get into something more comfortable.” She tossed the lingerie over her shoulder and snickered. “Well, into something different anyway.”

With a hearty laugh, Max headed to the kitchen. Though only a handful of steps, his lips still had time to tingle from her kiss. He rubbed his stubble, wondered if she had been serious about him shaving or if that had been merely teasing, and reached for the utensil drawer with the corkscrew.

The pale ghost, Marshall Drummond, the dead detective that had changed Max’s life immeasurably, slid through the back wall of the house. “Hey, partner, you need to —”

“Whoa!” Max dropped the corkscrew, and it clattered on the floor. Spreading his hands on the kitchen counter, he took a deep breath. “I swear you’re going to kill me when I’m older. You’ll just pop in and BAM! I’ll have a heart attack.”

“Enough dramatics. You’ve got —”

“I don’t want to hear it. Whatever your issue with Miss 1800s, I’ll be glad to help you work it out later. But right now, Sandra and I need to be adults. Alone.”

“No, pal, it’s not that.”

A horrifying two-note chime rang out — the doorbell.

“What now?” Max said.

Drummond removed his fedora. “I’ve been trying to tell you that a big guy showed up. I checked his car for some ID. Looks like he’s Cecily Hull’s new assistant.”

The doorbell chimed again. Max glanced down the hallway toward the front door. “Crap.”

He walked the short hall, through the small living room, and to the door like a convict approaching the gallows. His heart sank and his nerves ignited. Cecily Hull not only strived to regain her family’s former power controlling all use of magic in North Carolina, but she also paid the Porter Agency a retainer — something he had hated but needed until recently. She had never truly called on them before. A tiny matter here or there. Nothing they couldn’t handle, and nothing requiring an unannounced visit from an assistant. In the past, Cecily simply picked up the phone.

“Sorry to interrupt your afternoon,” Drummond said, floating behind. He clearly wanted to add further comment but held back.

Max left it alone as he opened the door to find a man pushing seven feet tall, gaunt, wearing a tailored suit and a grim expression. The man flicked his hand out, offered a slight tilt — which could have been a bow or just the need to lower from his height — and displayed a business card in his palm. The heavy paper rectangle looked tiny in the man’s massive hand.

Picking it up, Max read:

 

LYLE VAN HORN

HULL ENTERPRISES

ASSISTANT TO THE CEO

 

“What can I do for you, Mr. Van Horn?” Max said, trying to ignore the sense of doom floating around this man’s head.

With a voice deep enough to tremble the sea floor, Van Horn said, “I am to escort the members of the Porter Agency to an urgent meeting with Cecily Hull.”

“If it’s so urgent she could have called us. I mean what if we weren’t here? Would you have meandered around the city looking for us?”

“You are here, and I am to take you to meet with her.”

“You’re new, and I appreciate that you want to do a good job for your employer. But this is not how we do things. I’ve got plans for today. If she wants to meet, she can make an appointment. Or if it’s truly an emergency, she can pick up the phone and call.”

Max moved to close the door, but the huge man placed his huge foot in the way.

“I am to escort the Porters to meet with Cecily Hull.”

Drummond said, “I’d offer to freeze this guy’s brain, but I’m not sure he’s playing with a full deck.”

Max knew he had only two reasons to be belligerent, but they were good reason. First, he made it a point to always challenge Cecily Hull at every step. Otherwise, she would get the idea that she could control him, and that would lead to an ugly, horrible outcome. Second, and most importantly, he wanted to spend the day with his wife.

From the bedroom, he heard Sandra call out, “Max? Where are you? I’m ready.”

Van Horn’s mouth rippled into a sneer. “I have been given strict orders, and I will see them through.”

Max’s shoulders dropped. He let go of the door and fought back the urge to shout. “Wait here,” he said to both men. “I’ll be right back with Sandra.”


Chapter 2

DESPITE VAN HORN’S PROTESTS that everyone travel in his Mercedes, Max insisted on following in their own car. Van Horn finally agreed only if Sandra sat in the back of his car. During the entire drive, Max spotted Van Horn checking his rearview mirror repeatedly as if he thought Max might ditch his wife. Perhaps something urgent had truly occurred.

Drummond bounced between the cars, keeping an eye on both of his partners and delivering messages to bring Sandra and Max up to speed. This became invaluable when Van Horn took the on ramp for US-52 South, driving away from the city instead of toward the Hull offices downtown.

“Yeah, Sandra asked about that,” Drummond said when he appeared in the passenger seat of Max’s car. “She noticed right away. Startled Van Horn, I think. He’s an odd duck to say the least.”

“Did he respond at all?”

“Said recent events have caused Ms. Hull to temporarily relocate.”

“What does that mean? What events?”

“She asked. He didn’t answer.”

Max peered ahead and caught Van Horn peering back through his mirror. As Hull’s assistant, the man could have been warned about Drummond — most definitely was warned — but the way his eyes pierced across the highway suggested more.

“Do you think he can see you?”

Drummond’s face locked forward like he did when on stakeout — not wanting to miss a single movement of the target. “I had the same thought. If he can, he’s doing a good job of not giving the fact away too easy. Doesn’t look directly at me. Doesn’t startle when I start talking or appear in his car. Doesn’t even react to a nasty jibe or a pretend off-hand comment about him or Hull.”

“You were testing him?”

“Absolutely. But I didn’t get a firm result.”

“Then get back to Sandra and keep trying.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t let anything bad happen to her.” He vanished, his pale glow appearing next to Sandra in the car ahead.

About fifteen minutes later, they took Exit 92 for Route 8, a small road that led them into the northern tip of Lexington — an area he had not been back to since dealing with the witch, Madame Yan. The speed limit dropped to a crawl, but that was the only familiar part of the road. Madame Yan’s trailer was off a side street opposite Speedy’s Barbecue — a Lexington institution for decades. Only Speedy’s wasn’t there. In fact, Speedy’s, Sonic, a gas station, and several other buildings — they were all gone. The entire strip had been leveled for the construction of something new. A few signs promised that the stores had relocated, but the empty lots looked so strange, so dead, Max could feel the chill of a graveyard.

These thoughts and the nervous energy that brought them about would not help him or Sandra now. He took a deep breath and refocused on Van Horn’s car.

Near the end of this dead strip, they turned onto one of the former alleyways — now simply a piece of pavement amongst a flat, dirt lot. When they reached the back, they parked before a thin stretch of trees. Homes could be seen on the other side.

Van Horn exited, opened the door for Sandra, and walked with her toward the tree line. Drummond floated nearby as Max hustled to catch up.

On the opposite side, they approached an empty home on the end bearing a FOR SALE sign in the front lawn. Van Horn unlocked a side door, and they stepped into the garage. Bare metal shelves lined the cinderblock walls, and the concrete floor looked smooth and clean. No oil-leaking cars had been parked in here yet. In the center of all this emptiness, Cecily Hull sat at an ornate wood desk with her head buried in her laptop.

When she heard them approach and lifted her head, Max saw a woman who had not slept in days. “Good job,” she said, nodding to Van Horn. He bowed and slid back out of view. “Please,” she said, indicating two plastic folding chairs in front of her desk.

Max gestured to the surroundings. “New assistant, new office space, no bodyguards — what’s going on?”

As Sandra sat, she said, “No wards, either. I don’t sense any magic in here.”

“Also, not a ghost in sight,” Drummond said. “Except me.”

Max eased into his chair and noted Cecily Hull’s silence. She stared back at him, her clothes askew, her hair a bit tangled. He thought the word haggard but rejected it. Rattled. That’s what he saw. Cecily Hull looked rattled, and he had rarely seen that.

Lifting her chin as she folded her hands on her desk, Cecily said, “Madame Ti is missing.”

Max couldn’t help himself. He laughed. “You’ve lost your witch?”

With a gentle slap on his thigh, Sandra said, “What do you mean missing? Has she been kidnapped?”

Cecily offered a weak shrug. “She’s gone. I haven’t heard from her in over a week, and I can’t get ahold of her on the phone. No response to texts. Nothing. But her things are still at her place. She didn’t pack up and leave. She wouldn’t have, anyway. Not when we’re closer than ever to gaining control of North Carolina magic.” Her sunken eyes narrowed. “Something bad has happened to her. Somebody is already making their move.”

“You think this is an attack?”

“It is impossible to rise to the top without making enemies. And in our world, enemies are of the most dangerous variety.”

Drummond said, “You gotta be kidding.”

Max held back a laugh — partly out of respect, mostly because it might cause Cecily to shut down. Still, unless she had made great strides of power recently, he had to agree with the ghost. He didn’t see how Cecily could think the Hulls were close to regaining anything. They had money, they had some control, but all the evidence he had seen — including the cases he had dealt with in the last few years — suggested she had a long road ahead. He had no doubt she had the tenacity to win, but he saw the finish line years away. Perhaps decades.

“What enemies are you referring to?” he asked.

“The Brotherhood of the Rising, Haven House, Sister Sadie, take your pick.”

Big enemies, indeed. And all different. The Brotherhood sought to supplant witchcraft with ancient rites and power long forgotten — even by witches. Haven House was a strong coven led by three unnaturally old ladies who also ran a witchcraft library that probably held all the tomes the Brotherhood wanted. And Sister Sadie — the less Max thought about that insane witch, the better.

Cecily gestured outside. “I’ve even heard rumor that Madame Yan might be the cause. But we checked her home, and if she’s back, she has not returned here.”

“So, Madame Ti has been taken, and it could’ve been anybody. You fire everyone, hire your charming new assistant, and set up shop in this empty house.”

Sandra said, “Now you want us to work the case because we’re the only ones left you can trust.”

“You could go to the police.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Cecily said. “They have a hard enough time with a standard missing person’s case. What are they going to do against witchcraft? Not that they’d believe it, anyway. Besides, I pay your retainer for a reason. Might as well get my money’s worth.”

“We can return those funds.”

A dark spark lit in the recesses of her eyes. “Even if you don’t need my money anymore, do not start thinking that you do not need me. I may not control all the witches in this state, but as a Hull, I do have plenty of power. Some of it a more mundane, political type of power that can make daily life difficult for you.” Sitting straighter, she tapped at her keyboard for a second and her lips formed a malicious grin. “That’s right. You have been hunting for offices again. Finally have the money to move into a real space instead of operating out of your kitchen. Well, one call from me, and you will find all real estate opportunities have vanished. Like magic. Nobody in North Carolina will be willing to buy, rent, lease, or even barter with you.”

Max clenched his jaw. Clearly, she had fallen from the full power she once held, but how far? Could she really screw them over in finding a new office, and would she really be so petty? He wasn’t sure about the former, but he had no doubts about the latter.

Before he could respond, Sandra leaned on his shoulder and whispered, “It won’t hurt to look.”

Drummond added, “Besides, if Hull is right — and really, who else but a witch would dare to kidnap Madame Ti — then we want to know about it. We need to be ready for whatever that means is coming.”

Rising to his feet, Max glared at Cecily. Despite her disheveled appearance, she eased back in her chair, folded her hands, and returned his glare.

“Fine,” Max said, sounding more like a petulant child than a seasoned investigator. “We’ll look into this.”


Chapter 3

LESS THAN AN HOUR LATER, they stood before the metal door that led to Madame Ti’s hideaway beneath the city sewer system. Van Horn had attempted to accompany them, but Max insisted his presence would interfere with any paranormal energy they might pick up on. Utter horsecrap, but Cecily didn’t argue the point. Perhaps she didn’t know what she should about the world of ghosts and witches. Perhaps she suffered from too much stress and didn’t see the upside of another fight. Either way (and possibly a few others), Van Horn stayed behind.

“This place,” Sandra said, as they gazed at the empty shoe cubbies, “it’s just as creepy as it was before.”

“But somehow less at the same time,” Max said.

“Maybe even a little more.”

“Yet not so much.”

“Are we fighting?”

“Not at all.”

“Then what is this?”

“The place feels like both of us are right.”

The only other time they had been here, they had been blindfolded and forced to come. Madame Ti had designed the entire experience of entering to impose a mystical, intimidating aura. Now, empty of her presence, a sense of danger abounded yet coupled with a general calm that left Max out of sorts. Like being in a horror movie, he kept walking through this empty room thinking a cat would jump-scare him at any moment.

“We’re not taking off our shoes this time.” Max didn’t know why he said it. The words blurted out and echoed in the cavernous area.

Drummond said, “No point in waiting around, and you don’t have to knock this time. Let’s get this over with.”

Max wanted to point out that Drummond stalled like the best. After all, he could have passed through the wall at any moment yet remained back. But before Max spoke, Sandra yanked the metal door open and led the way.

The eerie emptiness continued. The main room consisted of a wide, domed shape — so wide, that in the dark, one could not make out the walls. But with their flashlights and three of four white candles mounted on long gold poles in the middle, Max and his team could see it all clearly.  The thick, Turkish rugs that covered the cold concrete floor, the silk strips hanging around the central section of wide, colorful pillows, the extra-large, teal pillow with an indent from where Madame Ti dominated the room — all of it had lost the threat Max had expected while also acquiring a foreboding unease. Something bad hung over this room. Just not the evil witch Max had known it for.

Drummond drifted toward Madame Ti’s perch. “No signs of struggle that I can see. I don’t think this is where she was abducted.”

Max said, “Unless they fixed it up after — to throw us off any trail they may have left behind.”

“When you kidnap somebody, that person usually doesn’t like it. They tend to be uncooperative. Doesn’t leave much time for tidying up.”

“They could’ve brought someone along to clean afterward.”

“A post-abduction maid? Not likely.”

Running his flashlight across one pillow then another, Max had to agree. Not one item looked out of place. Not one piece of fabric torn or disturbed. If Madame Ti had been attacked here, she didn’t fight back at all — and that was not the witch he knew.

“We should call Osorio,” Sandra said. “See if the police got any reports in the last week that match up with the abduction. If she was taken at a parking lot or in an alley, somebody may have said something.”

Max tapped a note onto his phone to remind himself later.

“Look here.” Sandra had found a closet door on the left side. It overflowed with stacks of old magazines and newspapers.

Sifting through Madame Ti’s closet of treasures, Max found several old maps of Winston-Salem, a box of snow globes from around the world, a shelf of golf magazines, and two plastic containers filled with marbles and rubber bands. In the stark cast of the flashlight, these objects had a pale, clinical quality. They seemed like an improper display at a bizarre museum.

“Witches and their hoarding,” he said. “I’m glad you haven’t started that.”

“There’s still time.”

“Don’t even joke.”

“I have been thinking about what to do with the kitchen alcove once your desk is no longer there. Might make a good place to stash stuff.”

“If you do that, I’ll be forced to paper the kitchen walls with photos of my mother.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“She’d look at you every day.”

“Okay, I give up. You win. I won’t be a hoarding witch.”

Max nudged her shoulder. “And people say a witch can’t compromise.”

“Don’t push it, funny man.”

“Hey, you two,” Drummond called from the opposite side of the room. “If you’re done playing at cutesy-banter, I’ve got something.”

Max and Sandra hurried over, their steps sounding dull against all the thick rugs. Before they reached the ghost, Sandra pulled back. “Oh,” she said.

“Oh, what?” Max asked.

With the tone of a plumber discovering a leak in the ceiling, Drummond pointed to a metal safe imbedded in the wall. “Wards. On all sides of this thing — so you can’t just rip it out of the wall and go in from the back or the bottom.”

“It’s more than that,” Sandra said. “There’s a spell-lock on this safe, too. Maybe more than one. I can feel the energy pulsing in the air.”

Max gave his wife’s arm a squeeze. “Seems obvious that there’s something important in there. Something Madame Ti didn’t want others to have access to. You think you can crack it?”

“Do you really have to ask?”

He kissed her cheek. “You need anything?”

“Help me clear these rugs out of the way.”

After they removed several Turkish rugs, Sandra lowered to her knees and opened her bag. Though she never traveled with a full supply of witchcraft paraphernalia, she always maintained the bare minimum required to cast most basic spells.

“Won’t you need something stronger?” Max asked.

“Spell-locks are different than traditional spells. They tend to be a lot like locks on a bedroom door. Most only need the equivalent of a hairpin to pick open — a common item that has the correct shape. Same here. All the basics of witchcraft will give me what I need. It’s up to me to figure out how to shape it right so that it’ll fit the lock and crack it open.”

From her bag, she removed a thick piece of chalk and drew a casting circle on the concrete. She spent a few breaths observing the metal safe, then nodded. To Max: “This is going to be a lot of trial-and-error. I might get it in a few minutes, if I’m lucky, or it could take hours. You should keep searching around. See if you can find anything else worth our time.”

Max hesitated. Drummond must have noticed because he said, “C’mon, partner. Your wife is being too polite to say that she wants us out of her hair so she can concentrate. Let the lady do her work.”

With a nod of his own, Max finally walked away. As he resumed the search of Madame Ti’s abode, he couldn’t stop from snatching glances in Sandra’s direction — just to make sure. After all, they had dealt with all kinds of spells in the past. Protection spells on doors and buildings, for one, and they could be nasty things — vindictive, even. If Sandra uncovered something malicious, Max wanted to be ready to jump to her rescue.

But Sandra displayed no fear. Her expression reminded Max of the few times they put together a jigsaw puzzle — a determined level of focus as she hunted for the proper piece. That eased the tense stiffness running through his back. A little.

He ambled toward the center of the room where Madame Ti’s indented pillow rested next to a miniature desk — a serving tray mounted on four wooden legs no more than a few inches off the floor. Several papers cluttered the desk, and a closed laptop sat upon a manila folder. In the corner, a coffee mug — World’s Greatest Witch had been painted on the side and a mouth-shaped stain marked the lip of the mug.

Sifting through the papers, two stood out. The first — an overdue notice on her credit card bill, maxed out at over ten thousand dollars. The second — a list of five names with dates next to each name. The dates spanned the last week and a couple marked the next two days. The names — Emily Dodson, Rosita Stakson, Michon Charee, Sung Park, and LaShanna Mill — meant nothing.

“Hey, Max,” Drummond called from a doorway deeper in.

Pocketing the list, Max ambled across the office. He peeked at Sandra. She hunched over her casting circle, rubbing away several symbols before drawing new ones with controlled precision.

When he finally stepped through the doorway, he found Drummond hovering in the middle of a well-designed kitchen. White and gray tile, two chrome islands with deep sinks, a six-burner gas stove, a walk-in freezer, and an impressive array of knives — the room gleamed like the workspace of a professional chef. Or the television set of a celebrity.

Drummond floated near two storage cabinets that ran perpendicular to the wall. Max’s neck and shoulders tensed. As he approached, he pictured Madame Ti’s crumpled corpse rotting away at the bottom of those cabinets. But when he reached out to open one, Drummond shook his head.

“Not that,” he said. “Look behind them.”

Max peered around the back edge of the cabinets. On the floor, he discovered a well-worn mattress with a head-stained pillow and several colorful blankets twined around each other. Between the mattress and the wall, a few personal items — toothbrush, nail file, eye drops — sat atop a paperback novel. Cocking his head, Max read the title — Bubba the Monster Hunter by John G. Hartness. He didn’t know the author, but the title made him snicker. That momentary amusement vanished as Max lifted his gaze to the row of multi-colored wigs hanging on nails in the wall.

“What was her name?” he said, picturing Madame Ti’s assistant who changed personalities with each wig.

“Ruby. And did you catch that two wigs are missing?”

Max hadn’t. But he saw it now — two empty nails on the far end near the corner. “So, Madame Ti and Ruby are missing.”

“Ruby had time and mind to take two wigs. Probably not going to happen during an abduction. But her job is to take care of Madame Ti’s needs, right? What would you do if your boss, one of the strongest witches alive, gets abducted under your nose?”

“Start looking for a new job — in a new country.”

“But if you can’t afford that, then you’d hide.”

Max stared at the mattress and wigs a bit longer. “Do you remember her as particularly bright?”

“I remember her having plenty of space in her attic.”

“Not the kind of mind that’s going to logically work out her next steps, plan an escape, anything like that.”

“More likely she’ll go on instinct. I’d say first thing she’d do is run home, but it looks like this was home.”

Surveying the kitchen, Max wondered if they would be lucky enough to find Ruby concealed behind a stack of plates in the cupboard. Drummond must have thought the same because, without prompting, he swished through the entire kitchen, sliding his ghostly head through all the cabinets, drawers, and cupboards. The walk-in, too.

“Not here,” he said.

Max pulled out his phone. “Might as well go straight to the source. Ruby works for Madame Ti which means —”

“Ruby works for Cecily Hull.”

After a few rings, Max heard a voice he had hoped to avoid — Van Horn. “What are you bothering us with, Mr. Porter?”

“I need to speak with Cecily. Right away.” He had tried for confident authority. He heard whiney brat.

Apparently, Van Horn heard it, too. “I am here to field her calls so that she may continue unimpeded in her important work.”

“Did you forget about the whole urgent thing from earlier today? Clearly, Cecily thinks my task is important enough to send you hunting us down. Well, now we’re doing the work, and I need her to answer a few questions.”

“What are those questions?”

“That’s between me and Cecily.”

“Not if you wish to speak with her.”

Max covered the phone, closed his eyes, and spit out a few choice words. With a deep breath, he recomposed and brought the phone back to his ear. One last effort: “I completely understand. You were hired to insulate her from daily reports and other such nonsense. You’re like a firewall, and I salute you for it. Mustn’t be an easy job. But in this case, you’re obstructing us from doing the exact thing she hired us to do. I need some information —”

“If you would stop trying to get around me and simply say what you need to know, then perhaps I can help.”

He glanced at Drummond. The ghost shrugged. “Fine,” Max said. He explained about Ruby and that they needed to know if she had a place to live outside of the kitchen. An apartment or a house.

“Not that I am aware,” Van Horn said. “However, if you will kindly wait, I shall consult our files.” Four minutes later, he returned to the phone. “Our file on Ms. Ruby says that she had a cot and dresser in both of Madame Ti’s offices.”

“Both?”

“Certainly, you wouldn’t expect the head witch of North Carolina to conduct all her business beneath the sewers. Plenty of meetings would find that counter-productive.”

“Okay. We’ll check the other office. Give me the address.” When Max heard only silence, he bit back several choice comments and simply added, “Please.”


Chapter 4

MADAME TI OWNED SEVERAL PROPERTIES throughout Winston-Salem including office space by Corpening Plaza. She also rented a private suite at the O. Henry Hotel in Greensboro, the former headquarters for Mother Hope and her witches, the Magi. But through Van Horn’s lackluster description, he made it clear that Cecily Hull had recommended the least illustrious address — Maryland Avenue, a side road off East 5th Street. A simple house on a patch of land near the edge of the city. Only a few miles from Max and Sandra’s home. A fact Max tried to ignore though it wriggled in the back of his head with recurring annoyance.

As a team, they had decided that Sandra needed to crack that spell-lock. She would be safe alone. Whoever took Madame Ti had already done all they intended in the office under the sewer. It made no sense that he or she would return.

“Besides, doll,” Drummond said with a click of his tongue, “I’ve seen you fight. Nobody should mess with you.”

Strolling up the brick-lined path to the small Maryland Avenue house, Max wished he had some of Sandra’s power at his side. He had Drummond, of course, but the ghost’s accurate point echoed in Max’s head. Sandra was strong. A stronger witch than most realized. And they were tracking down a person or persons willing to abduct a witch even stronger than Sandra. To Max, that suggested destructive insanity in the culprit or devastating power. Either way, he had no desire to ring that doorbell without a good witch at his side.

“Relax,” Drummond said as they stepped onto the porch. “Look around you. This is a quiet neighborhood of people working hard to make a living. Nothing more. Not the kind of place Madame Ti would use to be casting spells or cursing enemies. She likes the moodiness of the sewer or the opulence that Hull money can buy her. This place — this must be like a guest house. When she has witches come from out-of-town and wants to give them some privacy.”

“You really believe that?”

“Mostly. I’ll tell you something I’m sure of, though. If Ruby is inside, she’s cowering under a blanket or curled up on the couch watching television and drowning her fears in food and alcohol.”

Max shivered. “Let’s hope you’re right.” He rang the bell and, out of habit, knocked on the door. It pushed open. “Oh, crap.”

“Stay here.” Drummond flew through the wall into the house. Seconds later, he returned with his brow locked low. “She’s alive, but be prepared — it’s not good.”

 Max entered a home with a similar layout to his own, including a front door that opened into the living room. The curtains had been drawn closed, the furniture pushed aside, and the lights doused. A haze of incense fogged the room with its unique fragrance.

Ruby sat on her knees at the head of a large casting circle painted on the wood floor. Green and white candles ran the perimeter, their flames flickering the room in shadows and amber. If that had been the limit, Max would have questioned Drummond’s assessment. After all, they had entered plenty of witch rooms with plenty of casting circles. But, of course, the situation did not stop there. Large, vertical strips of witch symbols had been painted on the curtains and walls. Where those strips reached the floor, they continued straight toward the casting circle. Three bowls filled with a thick liquid sat in the center of the circle. Probably blood. But worst of all — Ruby herself.

She wore a half-green/half-white wig, a black shirt, and black jeans. Even in the dim lighting, Max could see that every scrap of her skin had symbols drawn on it. Vertical lines of script in ancient languages covered her like terrifying tattoos. When she lifted her head, he saw those lines continued along her face as well.

“Close the door,” she said with a slight accent as if she had spent years in a foreign boarding school. What country wasn’t clear, but Max knew that with a different wig, Ruby could sound Southern, British, or any of dozens of other possibilities. The accent didn’t bother him as much as the unnaturally deep tone.

As Max shut the door, Drummond said, “Keep her talking. See if you can get anything sane to come out of her mouth. I’ll search around.”

Ruby rubbed her hands over each other and on her knees as if trying to work out sore muscles. When she paused, however, her fingers tremored. “You’re Mr. Porter,” she said.

“That’s right. Your boss’s boss, Cecily Hull — she asked the Porter Agency to look into the disappearance of Madame Ti. You’re aware she’s missing?”

With a snorting laugh, she said, “Do you think I’d draw all of this on a whim?”

“Then you know who took her. I’m assuming this is all protection spells of one sort or another, and anybody bold enough to go after Madame Ti has got to know their way around a casting circle, so you must know who you’re up against.”

“They left me.” She looked at her hands. “They left me.”

“You were there?”

Drummond paused to glance back at them. “Press her on that.”

“Of course, of course, I was. I’m always to be next to Madame Ti. Except now. When I’m not.” She sniffled. “Except now. When she’s … when she’s been …” Her body quivered and short sobs escaped her mouth.

“If you help us, we can find her. We can stop those who are harming her.”

Rolling her head back, she laughed — a languid sound, a drunken sound. “You can’t do anything. You never could. I’ve watched you and your little wife poking around our world. You think you understand magic and witches and all we are, but you know nothing.” She spit at his shoes. “Madame Ti is the kind of witch that unlocks all the secrets the world tries to hide. Madame Ti can change reality. Madame Ti is a real witch. And I serve her. I’m important to her. She needs me, and … and …”

“And they left you behind. They took her but didn’t think you were necessary. I know what that’s like — to be underestimated, unappreciated. When it comes from your enemies, sometimes it stings worse. Almost like you expect your friends to take you for granted, but your enemies — they should know best of all what you’re capable of.”

Max thought his little speech had worked. He swore he caught a spark of something behind her eyes. But then she let loose another long laugh.

“You know nothing.”

“I won’t argue with that, but I’m trying to understand. Tell me who you saw. Who snatched Madame Ti away but left you behind? The Brotherhood? Or maybe it was Sister Sadie?”

Ruby snapped her focus onto Max, and as she opened her mouth, Max’s phone chimed — Sandra. He waited. Hoped that Ruby would speak, but she made a throaty clicking sound and shook her head.

Turning away, Max answered. “Tell me you’ve got good news.”

“I broke the spell-lock. That’s good, I guess,” Sandra said.

“Then why don’t I feel happy?”

“Because Madame Ti’s safe was empty. All the things she would have put in there — the spellbooks, the artifacts, anything of value to a witch — it’s all gone. Whoever took her knew exactly where to look and what to grab. We are definitely dealing with witches.”

“Not the Brotherhood?”

“Not in the state we left them, and not with the limited knowledge they have. They were children playing with big guns. But this — well, think about that safe. Warded. Spell-locked. But most of all —”

“Empty.”

“Exactly. Why would they go to the trouble of casting spell-locks and wards on something they knew was empty? Only one reason I can think of.”

“Yeah. To stall us.” Max caught Drummond watching closely, and the shared concern that bounced between them confirmed that the ghost had been able to hear the conversation clear enough. “We need to regroup. Take a step back and look at what we have before we go headstrong into whatever this is turning out to be.”

“I’ll pack up here and meet you back home. Be careful, hon.” Sandra cut the call.

Pocketing the phone, Max glanced over his shoulder at Ruby. The witch symbols on her face, her wide-eyed fear, the shame of not being worth abducting — he thought he could push a little harder and get her to crack. All they needed from her was a name — a witch, a coven, a clue. Anything.

But before he could speak, Ruby said, “A war has begun.” While the words sounded overly-dramatic, Max couldn’t deny the prickling of his skin. With a smooth rocking motion, Ruby rose to her feet. “A war has begun, and you don’t even see the tanks.” She stepped over the candles and into the circle. “You stand in the middle of the battlefield oblivious that you are already dead.” She reached symbol-covered arms out wide. “You’re a ghost, but you don’t know it yet.”

Inching back, Max felt a ghost-chill across his back. Drummond had floated next to him. “Partner, I’m thinking you should leave now.”

“Not a bad idea.” Max moved for the door yet always keeping his eyes on Ruby. Never turning away.

With a full-throated roar, she said, “I will never fail you! I will always sacrifice for you!”

She swirled around the circle, knocking the three bowls over and followed up with each candle. As Max watched the liquid spread from the bowls across the floor, his mind noticed that it did not move like blood — far thinner and faster. Like a blue tongue snapping out, flames ignited upon the liquid, rushed across to the furniture and up the walls, devouring the room in fiery seconds. Thick curtains of smoke filled the ceiling, and Max’s brain finally registered the smell — gasoline. Not bowls of blood, but of gasoline.

“C’mon, move it,” Drummond barked, his voice barely loud enough against the growing roar of the fire.

Intense heat pressed out as the flames turned the dark room painfully bright. Max yanked
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