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  Chapter 1


  



  Though never officially trained to be a detective, Max Porter knew that the man in the black suit had been following him. Early that Spring morning, he had seen the man standing near the old YMCA building across from the office. The building had been converted into apartments, yet Black Suit never went in, never buzzed for anyone, never even peeked through the doorway. He only stood there, occasionally sneezing from the heavy pollen that covered the cars and sidewalk with a yellow hue.


  Later, when Max left for lunch, he noticed a plain brown sedan trailing him all the way from downtown Winston-Salem, across Business 40, onto 421, off the Jonestown Road exit, and down Country Club Road, past the psychic and the auto repair, until he parked at Little Richard's. The old joint had the reputation of serving some of the best Lexington Barbecue in all of Winston-Salem, but Max thought it too much of a coincidence that Black Suit shared the same craving on the same day at the same time as he did.


  A year ago, Max would have been shivering at the prospect of a strange man following him all day, but he had been through enough serious trouble — ghosts, witches, curses, spells — that Black Suit did little more than annoy him. At least, for the moment. Later he might get worried, but no way would he let anyone spoil a trip to Little Richard's.


  When Max and his wife (and business partner), Sandra, first moved to North Carolina, they had no appreciation for the artistry of Lexington Barbecue. They had Michigan sensibilities. They understood beef and venison. But after his first taste of Southern-style barbecue, he became a true believer. Pulled pork in a vinegar-based barbecue sauce, piled atop a bun, and covered with coleslaw — the mere thought of it caused his mouth to water. While he had no doubt that the barbecue joints down in Lexington would blow his taste buds away, Little Richard's served the folk of Winston-Salem more than amply.


  He had to admit that he was surprised Black Suit followed him into the place. From the outside, Little Richard's looked like a large restaurant — a family-style exterior with a big, neon sign that danced a happy pig across the front. Inside, however, patrons were met with an L-shaped, 50s décor dining room — one side a counter for to-go orders and paying the bill, the other a long, narrow path of tables filled with people. Little Richard's always seemed packed. Not a lot of places for Black Suit to hide.


  While he waited to order, he took a seat in the back corner where he could watch everybody who entered — one of many trade secrets he learned from his other partner, Marshall Drummond. Drummond was a strong-willed, smart-mouthed sort of guy with the peculiar characteristic of being dead. He had been a detective in the 1940s when he wound up on the wrong end of a witch's curse. After Max moved in, discovered Drummond, and broke the curse, they'd been together ever since. Watching Black Suit settle into the corner furthest away, Max thought he should thank Drummond for all the advice.


  Better not. It'd go to Drummond's head.


  A young gal, perky and pleasant took his order — chopped on a big bun. Fans whirred non-stop and the wonderful, tangy smell of barbeque blew through the air. Before Max could identify which Muddy Waters song played through the speakers, the young gal returned with his food. Fast and delicious.


  Max lifted the sloppy sandwich to his mouth only to find that he had been focused on the wrong man the whole time. An elderly man — snowy hair, bent body, walking with a rubber-tipped wooden cane — wove his way through the crowd until he reached Max's table. He plopped down, smiled wide enough to reveal a few missing teeth, and took one of Max's fries.


  "Hey, that's mine."


  "Oh, you can spare one." The old man sounded stronger than Max had expected, but he continually looked around and fiddled with the seams of his pants. A deep scar traced his jawline, and the lobe of his left ear had been cut off long ago.


  "Do you want something?"


  Pushing his thick glasses up his crooked nose, the man nodded. "I want to hire you."


  "This is my lunch. I'll be back in my office in about —"


  "I can't go there. I won't."


  Max set down his sandwich and picked up a napkin. "You won't go to my office?"


  "And we can't talk here. Not in detail. It's too dangerous."


  "You're really not enticing me here, Mister, um?"


  "Joshua Leed. Sorry. I should have told you my name from the start." He leaned on his elbow but kept his wrinkled face positioned to observe the crowd. "All I ask is that you come out to my house and meet me, hear my case, and that's it. You don't have to help me after that, if you don't want."


  "I don't do house calls. It's not really a smart practice in my line of work."


  "Of course, of course. Paranormal investigations can be location sensitive, but I assure you —"


  "Paranormal? What is it you think —"


  "Please, Mr. Porter, no need for that. I sought you out specifically because of your unique talents. After all, not everyone can see ghosts."


  "Lower your voice." Max leaned in now, close enough to smell Joshua's heavy scent — some odd combination of herbs and spices as if he were a chef. "I only see ghost — as in singular, as in one."


  "That may be, but your wife sees the rest."


  "What the hell do you want?"


  "Come to my house. That's all I ask. The longer I spend out in the open, the more at risk I am — we all are. Please. My house is in Thomasville — thirty, forty minutes from here. It's the only place that's safe. I'll explain everything else there."


  Max shook his head. "Whatever you heard about me is old news. I'm not your man."


  "People with gifts like yours don't suddenly lose them. It doesn't work that way. Or were you referring to the stories about how desperate you are for work? That is old news. I suppose all your money troubles have vanished now that you're on the leash of the Hull family."


  So much for an enjoyable, peaceful meal. "I think you better leave."


  "I'm sorry. I meant no offense. But it's no big secret. There are only three prominent families in this city — Hanes, Reynolds, and Hull. Not much dealing with them can be kept quiet for long. And while underwear and tobacco can be dangerous businesses, they're nothing compared to a family willing to deal with the supernatural. Since that's the same subject I deal with, it shouldn't be so odd that I would learn about you and your unique relationship with the Hull family."


  Calling his relationship unique was like calling Jeffrey Dahmer's victims dinner guests. In fact, if not for a copy of the Hull family journal that would be made public should anything happen to him or Sandra, Max knew the Hulls would have disposed of him long ago. That leverage weakened considerably when the Hulls covered up a series of deaths that surrounded a recent case. Terrance Hull, the supposed family head, made it quite clear that Max, Sandra, and Drummond had no choice but to work for the Hulls. To refuse meant the police would take a sudden interest in those deaths, and Max had no doubt they would find "evidence" that linked him to murders he never committed.


  On the positive side, Hull paid Max a hefty sum as a retainer which enabled him to be far more picky about what jobs he agreed to take on. "Mr. Leed, your information is wrong. I'm not interested in going to your house, and I'm not interested in your case."


  The old man covered his mouth with his fist. "You've got to," he muttered. "If you don't, she's going to kill me."


  "If someone's trying to kill you, you should be talking with the police."


  "I doubt the police would take seriously an old man claiming that a ghost was going to kill him."


  Rubbing the back of his neck to ward off a headache, Max said, "I'm sorry I can't help you, but perhaps you can —"


  "Drummond."


  "What?"


  "Marshall Drummond was a friend of mine."


  "And you didn't think it worth mentioning this before?"


  "I don't want him to know about any of this. He can't know we've spoken, he can't visit my house, and if you agree to help me, he cannot, absolutely cannot, know that I've hired you."


  Max hated to admit it but mentioning his partner had intrigued him. He knew so little about the ghost he worked with. To find someone who actually knew him, a friend no less and alive, that seemed like too much of an opportunity to turn away.


  "Okay, Mr. Leed. I'll meet you at your house."


  "Tonight. Meet me tonight, eight o'clock."


  "Fine. Give me your address and I'll be there."


  "And no Drummond. Whatever you do, do not bring Drummond."


  "You have my word."


  Joshua stared into Max's eyes, searched his face, and finally nodded. "Thank you, Mr. Porter. I promise you won't regret this."


  "I'd like to get back to my lunch now."


  "Of course." He handed over a business card with a handwritten address on the back. Stealing one more fry, the old man shuffled his creaky body out of the restaurant.


  Max watched him leave, and as he passed the far corner, Max caught sight of Black Suit. Of all the people in the packed room, Black Suit's eyes followed Joshua Leed out the door. Once Leed had left, Black Suit tapped away on a smartphone.


  Max reached for his sandwich but put it back down. He had lost his appetite. Could this old man truly have known Drummond? The age looked about right. If Leed had been around twenty years old in 1940, then he'd be near his mid-nineties now. He certainly looked spry for ninety-something, but that didn't mean he was lying. Besides, if he were knowledgeable about ghosts and such, then being a youthful ninety wasn't absurd. Max had once met a man in his two hundreds, so he knew magic could be powerful enough to back Leed's story.


  He glanced at the card in his hand. It read:


   


  PARANORMAL INVESTIGATIONS


  AND REMOVAL


  JOSHUA LEED


   


  Max sighed. "I'm going to regret this."


   


   


   


  


  



  Chapter 2


  



  Max didn't know what to make of Joshua Leed, but he decided to play along regarding Drummond until he had more information. Experience, however, had taught Max the dangers of going into a situation alone. So he called Sandra and asked her to meet him at his favorite haunt on Wake Forest University's campus — the Z. Smith Reynolds library. Not only did he love the library as a researcher, his true profession, but he loved it because he knew Drummond wouldn't follow Sandra there. That ghost hated libraries and research and books in general.


  "Sure I've read some good stories," Drummond had said once. "Zane Gray and the like, but my real life was filled with enough adventure, and frankly, my post-life has had a good share of excitement, too. I don't need a book for thrills. I got memories for that."


  When Sandra entered the library's lobby, Max's mind flooded with memories of his own. He remembered a summer afternoon picnic in a park when he first kissed her. He saw them on their first vacation as a couple when they barely left the hotel room. Then he recalled their first vacation as a married couple when they also barely left the hotel room. But mostly, he saw how beautiful Sandra was. They were getting older now, gray hairs had started to sprout, and the beginnings of wrinkles had formed, and yet, Sandra's beauty had grown too. Her dark hair and curvy body still drove him crazy, but that craziness had matured. When he looked at her in the past, he saw a vibrant, sexy young woman. As she walked toward him in the library, he saw a vibrant, sexy angel — a woman who held more than his heart in her hands. She had his very soul.


  "You okay?" she asked as she approached.


  "Just admiring the view."


  She smiled, and he wanted nothing more than to kiss that gorgeous mouth. So he did.


  "As much as I like your attention," she said, wrapping her arms around his neck, "I know you didn't ask me to come all the way out here for a kiss."


  "Sadly, no. I've got to meet a potential client, and I don't want to go in alone."


  Sandra cocked her head to the side. "You don't want Drummond?"


  "I was specifically instructed not to bring him along."


  Sandra's eyes widened. "That's odd."


  "I know. We've got some time before we need to head out, so I thought this would be a good place to fill you in."


  "No way Drummond'll come here."


  Max laced his fingers between hers, loving the fact that she understood him so well, and he led her to a quiet table. As he told her the story of Joshua Leed and ignored her jibes at him sneaking off to Little Richard's, he never mentioned the man in the black suit. He didn't withhold the information consciously — not at first — but when he noticed the absence of this detail, he decided to trust his instincts and keep quiet about the man. What could he really say? He'd tell Sandra that Black Suit had followed him all morning, and she would bombard him with questions he couldn't answer. He had the same questions — anyone would — so what good would come of worrying her over something so unknown? Better to wait until he had something concrete to say. Besides, it was possible that it had all been coincidence.


  With several hours to kill before they could head out, Max and Sandra drove to Hanes Mall and picked up a few things they had been needing for their house. Well, Max didn't think they needed any of it, but Sandra insisted that the throw pillows, organizational baskets, and new bedsheets were essential to fixing up their home. Though Max rolled his eyes, he never put up much of a fight. They had spent so many years struggling simply to put food on the table that part of him enjoyed seeing her splurge a little. After a bit more shopping, dodging an early evening rainstorm, and a quick dinner, they drove off for Thomasville.


  It turned out there was no direct way to get from Winston-Salem to Thomasville. The major highways, 40 and 85, never reached close enough to be convenient. Looking online at a map, Max saw that with a direct road, the drive should have taken fifteen minutes, but the circuitous route required an additional twenty. Add in being stuck behind an old lady driving an even older Cadillac and the trip took three quarters of an hour.


  Thomasville was a true small town. Formerly full of vigor, still clinging to the old glory days. It had only one claim to fame — furniture. Though the town produced far less handcrafted furniture than it had in its lucrative past, it still operated as a main destination for furniture buyers both corporate and individual. Where most towns would garner their main drag with a statue of some important local figure, Thomasville built an enormous chair — something Paul Bunyan would find comfortable.


  Further from downtown, Thomasville became a series of large and small farms dotted with the occasional housing development. Joshua Leed lived in a small house on a wide fifteen acres. Other than the half-acre mowed around the farmhouse and a dilapidated barn, the rest of Leed's property grew wild.


  A two-story farmhouse, squarish with a wraparound porch, looked rather new — built in the last five years or so — unless it was an old house that had been refurbished on the outside. Max didn't know enough about houses to tell. All he could say was the place looked comfortable, charming even. That was until he saw the inside.


  Before they had a chance to turn the car engine off, Joshua Leed flicked on the porch lights and beckoned them in. Max and Sandra hurried, and both of them gasped at the sight. Leed converted what appeared to have been a lovely interior with old-style wallpaper and carefully chosen window treatments into a demented man's sanctuary.


  Archaic symbols lined the walls like an insane graffiti artist had been let loose. Pages from equally archaic books outlined the windows. In the corners of each room, thick white candles burned, giving off the unpleasant odor of ripe fish. Salt lined every possible entrance into the house.


  "Careful," Leed said so Max would step over the salt and not disturb it.


  Max put a hand on his wife's shoulder. "This is my wife —"


  "Sandra. Yes, I know. Pleasure to meet you."


  Sandra shook Leed's hand as she continued to look around.


  Leed followed her gaze. "Do you see any ghosts in here? I've tried my best to keep them out."


  "Looks like you've done a good job."


  He smiled — but his lips still trembled. "Can I get you anything to drink? Are you hungry?"


  "Let's just get right into it," Max said.


  "Of course, of course. Please, come in the living room and have a seat. You didn't bring Drummond along, did you?"


  "He's not here. And even if he was, I'm guessing he couldn't get inside."


  Leed scanned over the wards and spells he had written on the walls before double-checking the lines of salt. "Okay." He led them into the living room, a sparse area with a gray couch and a wooden rocking chair. Lowering into the chair, his joints popped like a string of firecrackers. He closed his eyes. "I can still see Drummond the day I met him."


  "When was that?" Sandra asked.


  "September 1938. Had I known that in a year Hitler would launch World War II and a few years after that I'd be turning into a human popsicle while fighting off the Bulge, well, I may not have risked so much earlier." He glanced at Max. "We both know that's not true. Risk or no risk, once the veil of the world has been pulled away, you can never truly go back. You sure you don't want a snack?"


  "We're sure," Max said. "Please, tell us what's going on."


  "Yes, yes. Let's see ... when I was fifteen, my family lived on a farm up in Virginia. I went to school during the day and helped with chores through the mornings and evenings. One day, I came home from school, ready to go milk the cows and whatnot, when I smelled something had died. It's a distinct, foul odor, and once you've experienced it, you'll never forget. Well, I followed the scent into the house and there they were. My mother and father, on the floor, covered in blood."


  Sandra leaned over and placed a hand on Leed's knee. "I'm so sorry."


  "It's not something you really ever get over. I was a wreck for a long time. But eventually I began to breathe again, to attempt to live, and when I was around seventeen, I met Dr. Matthew Ernest — a man who changed my life forever. He called himself a witch hunter, and he told me that my parents had been slain as part of a terrible coven ritual. Black magic. That sort of thing. It may sound silly, but for a distraught seventeen-year-old, these words held sway. Dr. Ernest gave me reasons for what had always been meaningless. He made sense to me. And more importantly, he gave me a target for revenge."


  Leed's formed a fist with one hand. "I'm not proud that this was my motivation for joining Dr. Ernest, but I can't change things. I became his assistant, traveling, never staying the same place for long, helping him track down any witches we learned about. All the time, though, I kept my eyes and ears wide open, hoping to find a clue that would lead me to the coven that killed my parents.


  "And then, one day, without expectations for the day to be different in any way, we found a young lady who wanted to escape her coven — the same coven that I had sought. She needed our help. Dr. Ernest tried to prepare me, tried to see that I would have the proper priorities. Well, you can imagine. It didn't go well. We captured two of the witches, but the rest got away." Leed grew silent, his eyes looking far away, his fingers absently rubbing the nicked part of his earlobe. "Ugly things happened, but I don't believe those details are important to recall for you. Suffice it to say that I had my revenge. Only as in most cases of vengeance, little relief came. I couldn't bring my parents back no matter how much pain I inflicted on those responsible, and I ended up losing part of myself every time I hurt my prisoners."


  Max settled deeper into the couch. "I'm guessing the coven witches that escaped found their way down to Winston-Salem."


  "Patience. I'll get there."


  "Forgive my husband," Sandra said, still patting Leed's knee. "He can get a bit enthusiastic."


  "Good. We'll need that kind of passion. But I'm an old man, so I don't move as fast — even in my storytelling. Seems backwards, doesn't it? Seems that with so little time left to live, I should be doing everything faster. Try to get as much crammed in as I can. But that's the way of it."


  "Mr. Leed? The coven?"


  "Right, right. Now, Dr. Ernest and I spent months tracking the coven. We picked off a few more members during our search but eventually we discovered the majority had slipped into North Carolina. See, we had developed a contact in the warehouse at the Sears & Roebuck Company. He carried a list of supplies that Dr. Ernest devised. It contained the kinds of practical things a coven required but wouldn't want to order in bulk locally in case it aroused suspicions — candles, salt, that kind of thing. If that list was ever ordered together and in large quantities, our man would call and give us the address. I don't think he ever knew why that list was important. And that call eventually happened, leading us to Winston-Salem."


  "How did you end up meeting Drummond?" Max asked.


  Sandra backhanded his chest. "Let the man speak."


  "You have to understand," Leed continued, "Back at that time there weren't many witch hunters around. In fact, most people thought we were nuts. So word spread fast about new people who fought against these evil beasts — at least it spread fast amongst us. It didn't take long to learn of Drummond.


  "That day we walked into his office, I knew we had found a man who could really help. So many times, we met crazies who thought cultists were raising Satan in their backyards or scientists who wanted to capture witches for study or overly prepared but intellectually under-qualified warriors. Drummond, on the other hand, stood out as a capable man of action. The kind of man who thought through an immediate problem without causing the mess to fall back on his men. One who understood the necessity of destroying these abominations without falling prey to sympathies because of the enemy's human appearance."


  Sandra frowned. "You don't think witches are human?"


  "What kind of human would do the things they did to my mother and father? No, I think they gave up that right when they started meddling in magic."


  Max saw the strained tendons in Sandra's neck. She teetered on the edge of letting Leed know how wrong he was, but Max's simple touch on her shoulder brought her back. She glanced at Max with an embarrassed grin and settled into the couch, nestling closer to him as they listened to the rest.


  "Drummond didn't want anything to do with us. He thought we were the very kind of crackpots we had avoided from the start. But we gave him two names and what information we had, and we left. Before dinner that same day, he contacted us. As we knew he would, he checked out our story and now he believed there was something worth looking into. And boy did he ever.


  "I don't know how he pulled it off, but in less than a week, he identified where the witches were staying, what false names they were using, what jobs they held, everything. From there we learned the names of the other coveners, and we were set to curse them, to destroy the whole coven in one night."


  "Curse them?" Sandra said. "Is that part of your vengeance? I mean, wouldn't it be easier to simply kill them?"


  "True witch covens are extremely powerful. They bind and accentuate the energies of all the witches within the coven. Killing one only turns it into a ghost which can continue to feed the coven with its energy. But we knew of a curse that if done properly would break the power of the coven and lock the witches in their dead bodies, preventing them from roaming around as ghosts. It was a difficult spell to cast and required all six key witches in the coven to be killed on the same night.


  "In order to protect ourselves and to insure that the coven did not reform or break the curse, we divide the killings amongst the three of us. Each man took two names from a hat. We agreed on the night that the curse would take place and made sure we each understood what was required. Finally, and most important, none of us would know where the others buried their witches. This way, should something go wrong, we were protected from each other. The planned night arrived, and we did what had to be done. And I truly thought it was all over."


  "I don't think I'm going to like this next part," Max said.


  Leed licked his lips and arched his head back. "It's been quiet all these years, yet something inside me always niggled at the idea that it might not be done. Then yesterday morning I saw this." With his cane, Leed pointed to a newspaper on the coffee table.


  Max picked it up and saw a circled article headlined: PROFESSOR OF CULTS MURDERED. "This is Dr. Ernest?"


  "Oh, yes. You can take that with you. Read it in detail. For now, believe me when I say that all the signs are there — this murder was an act of rage and revenge and the first step into freeing the full power of the coven. If you look close, read between the lines, you'll see that Dr. Ernest was murdered by a ghost, and the only ghosts in Winston-Salem that would want to harm him belong to the coven."


  "But you said the curse prevented —"


  "Obviously, somebody found a way to break our curse, didn't they?"


  "And with Dr. Ernest's coven ghosts released, you think they murdered him."


  "They'll be coming for me soon enough."


  "To kill you for revenge?"


  "Eventually. But first they'll torture me to find out where I buried their sisters. And if a ghost can kill another ghost, they'll go after Drummond, too."


  "Then why all the secrecy from Drummond? If he was the one who helped you down here to begin with, shouldn't we warn him, maybe even elicit his help?"


  Leed turned an incredulous eye toward Sandra. "Have you not taught him anything about ghosts?"


  "What now?"


  Sandra faced her husband. "I think he's referring to the idea that some ghosts can turn."


  "Turn?"


  With a frustrated huff, Leed said, "Just because Drummond resembles a human being, he's not. He's a ghost. And ghosts have their own set of rules. Supposedly, if you put them in highly stressful situations, ones that make them face their ghostly existence, and keep that pressure on long enough, they can turn into nasty, evil spirits."


  "And this could happen to Drummond?"


  "It can happen to any ghost. So, we can't trust him."


  Max nodded — not because he agreed with Leed but rather because he could tell they had reached the crux of the whole story. "What exactly is it you want us to do?"


  Wagging his index finger as if Max were an astute scholar, Leed said, "The witches are in an unusual state at the moment. They are not resting in their graves like most dead people nor are they wandering like most ghosts. They've neither moved on nor stayed behind. They are no longer cursed yet they are not free of the curse either. Since at least one of Dr. Ernest's graves has been disturbed, the only thing left for us to do is release the other corpses with a spell that should move them on to the next world while preventing them from rejoining their coven."


  "Why didn't you use that spell to begin with?"


  "I didn't know it back then. And by the time I learned, I had no way of using it. Dr. Ernest might have been able to be convinced to divulge his burial locations, but Marshall Drummond had been killed. Where he buried his witches is something I still don't know."


  "Ah," Max said, getting to his feet. "You want us to find out Drummond's burial locations."


  "Exactly. Find the burial locations and perform the spell. Otherwise, we'll have unleashed a powerful coven that will haunt Winston-Salem for centuries to come."


  "Mr. Leed, I've done as you've asked. I've heard you out."


  "And you'll take this case?"


  "I'll look into it. See what I can find to back up your story."


  Deflated, Leed put out his hand. "Of course. I shouldn't have expected more." As Max shook his hand, Leed gripped tight and yanked him close. "Just remember — under no circumstances can Drummond know what we're doing. I've dealt with evil spirits before. A ghost like Drummond becoming such a thing, losing all sense of right and wrong, would be catastrophic."


  "Don't worry. We won't tell him." Max freed his hand from the old man, grabbed the newspaper, and headed to the door.


   


  


  

  Chapter 3


  

  The following morning, when Max thumped downstairs and shambled into the kitchen, a fragrant pot of coffee greeted him. He had slept little that night, his mind replaying the odd meeting with Leed hour after hour, which resulted in becoming intimately familiar with the textural variations along his ceiling. Sandra sat at their table eating over-easy eggs as she read over the newspaper article they had acquired from Leed.


  With a piece of toast in her hand, she gestured to the coffee pot. "Not even a half-hour old."


  "It could be ice cold, and I'd drink it."


  "I didn't think you slept well. Leed get to you?"


  Max nodded and poured the coffee into a mug that declared him to be a #1 Husband! "The thing that bothers me the most is that I don't doubt him at all. I'll check up on his story, but I have a feeling that Drummond was involved with him and this whole witch coven thing. And it all got me thinking how little we really know about Drummond."


  "Don't do that. I know that look."


  "What?"


  "You're thinking about researching Drummond."


  "So?"


  "Honey, you do not want to go researching friends. It'll only lead to trouble. You know better. Real friendship is built on trust, and Drummond is a man —"


  "Ghost."


  "Fine, Drummond is a ghost that you need to trust. Think about the things we've faced with him already. We would never have survived half of it if we couldn't have trusted him."


  Max sipped his coffee, wincing as he burned his tongue. "Okay, okay. I'll stick to Joshua Leed. But if I look into him, I'm going to find out things about Drummond by default. He's part of this."


  "That's different. That's pursuing a case. Just don't go checking up on a friend."


  Bending over the kitchen table, Max kissed his wife's forehead. "My guiding light to what is right. I'll stick to the case."


  "Good." She turned her head up and puckered until Max kissed her lips. "How do you want to go about this?"


  "I think I'll start with a shower."


  "Good idea. You stink."


  Max grinned. "Thank you."


  "What's a wife for, if not to save you from embarrassing yourself in public?"


  "My fragile ego and I are grateful. So, I'm going to clean up and go to the library at Wake. Find out what I can on this witch coven, see if it supports Leed's story. I think it will, but I've got to be sure."


  "What can I do?"


  Max rubbed Sandra's shoulders and cringed inwardly at what he planned to say. "I need you to spend the day watching Drummond."


  "You want me to babysit the ghost?"


  "I haven't been in the office since yesterday morning. That in itself shouldn't be too strange, but you know he still gets gut feelings, even if doesn't have a gut anymore. He might grow suspicious. If he breaks habit and risks going to a library to check up on me, I need you to call me, warn me."


  "Is that why I'm getting a shoulder massage this morning?"


  "I never said I was above bribery."


  Sandra stood and faced Max with a devilish twinkle in her eye. "If you want me to spend my whole day with a ghost who loves hitting on me while reminiscing about his glory days, you'll have to do a lot better than that."


  "What did you have in mind?"


  She kissed Max hard. "Meet me upstairs. And remember, this one's all for me."


  "All for you, my dear. All for you."


  

  * * * *


  

  Not surprisingly, Max had no trouble finding information about witches. Between the Internet and the library, he had more sources than he could possibly consume in a lifetime. But as he narrowed his search, first to North American witches, then to North Carolina witches, then to North Carolina witch covens, he found what he needed.


  Like vampires, some form of witch existed in nearly every culture going back well before written history. In the modern world though, witches appeared to break down into two major groups.


  The first focused on witchcraft as a religion of nature. Wicca was the major label, and they bore little resemblance to the witches of yore. These were kind, peaceful groups that aligned more with the Native American sensibility of the natural world as a living, breathing godly spirit than they did with spellcasters attempting to manipulate the world around them in some pact with evil.


  The second group consisted of those who relished in the tales of old. Those that believed they could control others and tap into mystical powers. They were attracted to the darker elements of the lore and put on a pedestal people like Isobel Gowdie, a Scottish woman who, in 1662, confessed to being a witch and detailed out the practices of witches, first coining the term coven. Gowdie claimed to be able to metamorphose into various animals and gave specific instructions on how she accomplished this. Most modern non-believers considered her confession little more than the ravings of an extreme psychosis, but many practicing witches praised Gowdie as a bold martyr.


  While the details of Max's research found much in conflict (one group thought their power derived from the moon, another focused on the healing properties within the Earth, and some groups took a modern bent on the whole thing — such as a motorcycle gang in England replacing witches' brooms with 500cc bikes), there were a few consistent aspects to all witch covens. They held the number thirteen sacred, and many covens limited membership to thirteen people. Members commonly called themselves Coveners and the leader usually took the title High Priestess or High Priest. Most interestingly, all covens produced a book called the Grimoire which detailed that group's specific rules, members, and rituals.


  "You're all forgetting one group," Max said to the books he read. This group of witches he knew too well — the real witches. The people who controlled true magical power. They could curse a ghost or raise a spirit. Relieve a pain or cause a heartache. They had tapped into the true powers of the universe and knew how to wield them. He had met one amateur, Melinda Corkille, and one bona-fide witch, Dr. Connor, but that had been enough.


  He had no doubt that Dr. Ernest, Joshua Leed, and Drummond believed the six women they killed and cursed were the remaining members of a powerful witch coven. The question Max had — what kind of witchcraft did they belong to? If they were a true coven, they would have had a Grimoire. And if they were amongst that third, unspoken category, then that Grimoire would be a dangerous book to get hold of. But Dr. Ernest and Leed must have done just that — how else would they have managed to identify and track the six down to North Carolina? Max found the story of knowing a guy at Sears & Roebuck on the lookout for bulk candle orders a bit too much to swallow.


  He pulled up the browser on his laptop and stared at the keyboard. He wanted to type in the names — Ernest, Leed, and Drummond — but he kept hearing Sandra in the back of his head. He closed the laptop and rubbed his face.


  He would find another way. He jotted down a few reminders of things he wanted to ask Leed, particularly about the Grimoire and the names of the witches they had killed. If he could locate an article about a missing girl with the same name from the week after they cursed the coven, that alone would make him feel better about Leed. Yet even as he wrote his notes, he had to shake his head. Whether he had intended to or not, his mind already acted as if he had taken on the case.


  "Of course I'm taking this on. Drummond's involved."


  As he looked up from his notebook, he caught sight of man sitting at a cubicle in the back corner — his old friend, Black Suit. Too tired to play the cloak and dagger game any longer, Max got up and strode right to the corner. To Black Suit's credit, he didn't attempt to escape. He waited as Max approached, set his jaw and crossed his arms.


  "What is it you want?" Max asked in a low, bored tone. He had learned this technique from Drummond — under the right circumstance, affecting a nonchalant manner threatened far more than a dangerous tone. He hoped this was the right circumstance.


  "You're a very interesting man, Mr. Porter." Black Suit had a smooth, easy voice — nonchalant even. Max felt a chill across his skin.


  "Okay, so you know my name. Do I get yours?"


  Black Suit stood and reached into his jacket pocket. For an instant, Max thought he might pull a gun, but before Max could react, Black Suit produced a business card. Max glanced at it:
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