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Introduction

 

We meet again. Five volumes in, fifteen complete novels, and the series is still going strong. I must admit that amazes me. A good series usually burns out after, at most, ten books or so, and the readers make it clear how they feel. To my eternal gratitude, you wonderful folks have made it abundantly clear that Max and the gang are loved, that you want more (and more), and that I can’t write these books fast enough. So, from the depths of my heart, I thank you.

 

The three books in this collection mark a turning point for both me and my characters. Any author of a long-running series will come to a key decision by this time — change things up or keep them forever the same. For some, staying the same has worked wonders. The Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew have been updated to keep with the times, but they are essentially the same books over and over, and we love them that way.

 

But for me, the only way forward with Max was to change things. The lives of Max, Sandra, and the rest have always been in flux, and that’s a key element for me. That keeps things interesting to write, and if I’m not interested, how can I expect you to be? Plus, no matter how upsetting, change is good.

 

In these three books, the groundwork for some big changes has been set in motion, and much of it you can see coming. While it will be tough to say goodbye to beloved characters, I think it’s important for the longevity of the series. And while magic is part of the stories, while I could technically use that magic to stop some of these inevitabilities, there is a believability factor as well. Balancing that is part of my job, and I think these changes are key to keeping that balance.

 

But don’t worry. Don’t freak out. By the time you finish this collection, you’ll have some new favorites introduced. At least, I hope they’ll be favorites. I like them a lot and want to see how they alter the landscape of the Porter Agency.

 

Finally, while I’ve been harping on change, the majority of what makes a great Max Porter novel work remains the same. Max, Sandra, and Drummond take on all sorts of ghosts, witches, and curses. They delve into the history of North Carolina and uncover surprising nuggets for us to enjoy.

 

Best of all, I’m as excited as ever to share these books with you. In other words, you can count on a lot more coming your way. Until then, sit back, dig in, and happy reading.

 

- North Carolina, 2022

 

 


 

SOUTHERN BLOOD


Chapter 1

IF MAX PORTER’S STOMACH knotted up any tighter, it would split into two and still find ways to knot up again. This wasn’t the first time he had felt nervous before taking on a case, but everything about this one screamed walk away. A lone man — Mr. Carroll — had contacted the Porter Agency through Max’s wife, Sandra. He approached her in the supermarket and said that he needed their unique skills and great discretion.

This strange tactic alone should have stopped them from pursuing things further. As the Porter Agency’s reputation had grown throughout North Carolina, more and more dubious offers came their way. But something about the man intrigued Sandra, and she looked into it further. Turned out that Mr. Carroll worked as a curator for Reynolda House — the former estate of the R.J. Reynolds family that had been turned into a museum celebrating the family as well as their interest in American art. That had twisted Max’s stomach even tighter.

“We have enough trouble in our life dealing with just one of the families that run Winston-Salem,” Max said as he paced the polished wood floor of the Orientation Gallery at Reynolda House. “You want to take on the Reynolds family, too?”

Sandra sat on a cushioned bench as she stared at the display giving an overview history of the Reynolds family. Old black-and-white photos from 1915 showed Katherine Smith Reynolds and her husband R.J. along with their four children. Another photo from the 1950s displayed the Babcock family — one of the Reynolds daughters had married into the Babcock family and raised their children in Reynolda House during the later years. Then a photo from 1965 of her daughter, Barbara Babcock, at the ribbon cutting ceremony which opened Reynolda House to the public.

Gesturing to the photos, Sandra said, “Look at these people. It’s a family whose wealth is based in tobacco. Not magic. You can relax. These are not the Hulls.”

Clutching his elbows, Max said, “I don’t know. Something just feels off.”

“Of course it feels off. Not only from the way we were approached, but look at it now. It’s Monday night, this place isn’t even open on Mondays, and they want us to be here all night long. It feels like one of those movies where the crazy uncle’s will gives his fortune to whoever can spend the entire night in a haunted house.”

Max knew his wife tried to ease him with a little humor, but he couldn’t even muster a grin. “We should leave. Tell Mr. Carroll that we appreciate his interest but whatever this is does not meet our criteria.”

“We don’t know that, yet. Heck, we don’t even have criteria.”

“We have some standards.”

“At least, wait until Drummond gets back.”

Marshall Drummond, ghost of a 1940s detective and partner at the Porter Agency, had scouted ahead throughout Reynolda House. If he found another ghost, he would let them know. But even if he managed to turn up a haunting, Max did not feel confident they wanted to deal with it. “It’s the secrecy,” he said. “I don’t mean from the public. I get that the Reynolds family would not want it widely known that they hired us. But the way Mr. Carroll is handling this suggests that perhaps the Reynolds family doesn’t even know we’re here.”

Sandra nodded with more affirmation than Max wanted to see. “That much I agree with. But we’ve dealt with less than upfront clients before. It happens more often than we probably would like to admit. Besides which, look at all of this — the history here is incredible. I figured you would be in love with the idea of spending a night searching through all the archives of this place, unfettered by the public getting in your way.”

Max walked over to one wall with a diagram of the entire estate as it had originally appeared — acres of farmland and clusters of small buildings with the main house drawing the eye. To the side a placard read:

 

A century ago, Reynolda operated a self-contained community of farms, villages, schools, and pleasure grounds. At its center, Reynolda House was home to two generations of the Reynolds family before opening as a museum of American art in 1967.

 

It went on, and Max nodded. “Okay, I admit that this much is pretty cool.”

“If you’re in the mood to admit things, then why don’t you admit what’s really bothering you?”

“And that is?”

“Our boys. And your mother.”

Max circled Sandra with the incredulous look of a police detective listening to an outrageous story by a thief caught red-handed. “What on Earth are you talking about?”

But Sandra would not let him win at that game. With a slight smile and a strong finger-pointing at him, she crossed her legs. “You know exactly what I’m talking about. The idea that PB and J are going to spend the entire night at your mother’s apartment galls you.”

“It does not. I mean, of course I would have preferred if we could afford a sitter to watch them all night, but they’re a bit old for a sitter and we couldn’t afford it, anyway. The fact that my mother even took my call is an improvement over the way she’s been towards us lately, so why would I be upset?”

“That’s a very good question. Been asking myself that for the last bunch of hours.”

“Well, you seem to have me all figured out. What’s the answer?”

“First, don’t put on that pretend offended tone with me. And second, I think you don’t want to owe her anything. I think you and her have fostered this anger towards each other, and you’re not dealing with it.”

Max turned away and saw all the stern expressions of the Reynolds family — common enough for photos from the early-twentieth century, yet somehow they felt accusatory. “Our family is in a good place. The boys look at us as their parents, not just some nice folks who got them off of the streets. We’re as perfect as we can be.”

“And you’re afraid your mother’s going to mess that up? But she took care of them for a long time. She’s done just fine homeschooling PB, too.”

Max could not hold back his shock. “Why are you defending her? You and my mother can’t stand each other.”

With a cleansing breath, she patted a spot next to her on the bench. She waited until Max sat. Then she held his hand. “Honey, it’s going to be okay. I worry about the same things that you do — that your mother’s going to say something or do something that will undercut all the progress we’ve made with those boys. Right?”

“I suppose.”

“And I know you are nervous about whatever this case is. I am, too. But that’s the nature of our work. We either accept it or we close up shop, and we both know that we’re not going to close up. So, whatever is bothering you about your mother — the things we talked about already or something deeper than that — you need to be able to put it away, to focus on right now. It’s one night. The boys will be fine. They’re smart boys. Smarter than any teen I’ve ever known.”

“You’re right.”

“Of course she’s right,” Drummond said as he rose through the floor. Dressed in his long coat and Fedora, he looked like the main attraction rising up onto a stage at the start of a show.

Max chuckled. “That’s quite an entrance.”

Drummond shrugged. “When you’ve been a ghost as long as I have, you try little things to spice up the days.”

“You find anything spicy for us? Make this evening easy?”

“You expect things to be easy? What agency have you been working for? No, I didn’t find anything. I suppose that’s the weird part. House as old as this with as much history — I had expected a ghost or two even if they were harmless. But the only dead things around this house are the autumn leaves — and me.”

Adjusting her clothes as she stood, Sandra said, “The sun’s already been down for a few hours. If the ghost we’re assigned to look for is cursed, then perhaps it won’t make itself known until closer to midnight.”

“The witching hour? Could be. Well, there’s a bowling alley in the basement. If nothing else, you can kill the time by throwing a few frames.”

“A bowling alley?”

“Oh, yes,” Mr. Carroll said as he scurried in. “Mrs. Babcock installed all sorts of entertainments in the basement.”

Short-statured and wide-girthed, he moved with the unexpected grace of an aged gymnast. He wore small wire-rimmed glasses, and his snow white goatee stood in stark contrast to his hairless head. He had a cane but did not use it with every step. When he spoke, his words came so soft and accented that Max pictured the man sitting on a porch, rocking in a chair, and sipping sweet tea on a humid North Carolina summer day.

With a strong smile, the man shook hands with Max and offered a gentlemanly bow toward Sandra. “Thank you for your patience. This is a big house, and I needed to make sure it was properly closed up for the night.”

“I didn’t think you were open on Mondays,” Max said.

“We’re not. But that doesn’t mean all the doors are locked. Had to let you in here, didn’t I? And though were not open to the public, people do work here throughout the day. We have cleaning crews, our curators, people to manage the gift shop, and a whole host of others. And that’s just the house. Not too far down the road we’ve got the gardens and the village — all once part of this grand estate. Plus, with winter nearing, if we don’t lock up good and proper, the homeless sometimes try to sneak in. Not often and not on my watch, mind you, but I’ve heard rumors that it has happened in the past.”

Sandra said, “You’re the head of all this, right?”

With an embarrassed laugh, Mr. Carroll said, “Oh my, no. I only handle specific parts of the house. Mostly the top two floors, excluding the art gallery sections, but you’ll see all that later.”

“If you’re done locking up, then, will you tell us why we’re here?”

His smile faltered for a second. “Of course, of course. Follow me to my office, and I’ll explain everything. That’ll also help me double-check that no stragglers are stuck inside.”

As he walked off, Sandra raised an eyebrow towards Max.

Drummond waved them both on. “The two of you make eyes all you want, but you know you’re going to end up in that office anyway. Why bother with your suspicious looks?”

 

 


Chapter 2

MR. CARROLL LED THE WAY through the front lobby, around the corner to the gift shop, and down a flight of stairs to a hall of offices. Max swiped a guidebook from the lobby stand and downloaded the Reynolda House app, too. He found it strange how modern, utilitarian life could be attached to this preserved estate from the early 1900s. It was like two highly contrasting threads braided into one strand.

Mr. Carroll set his key at the lock of his door but paused. “I think we’ll be more comfortable in the break room. My office barely has enough room for me, and I’m a fat old geezer.” Chuckling, he walked toward the end of the hall, leaning heavier on his cane as its tapping reflected back. “Come on, now. Just up here.”

They entered a break room that smelled of old coffee and cigarettes. Max wondered if they were still allowed to smoke in there or if decades of smoking had permeated the walls. As they sat, Mr. Carroll poured three mugs of coffee and gestured to them. Max and Sandra both accepted — they would need as much caffeine as they could get to stay awake all night.

Drummond drifted in through the wall. “I just checked the guy’s office. He wasn’t kidding — it’s a small little cluttered thing.”

“Well, now,” Mr. Carroll said as he sat at the break room table. “I suppose the first thing I want you to understand is that, to the best of my knowledge, there has never been a haunting around Reynolda House.” He said haunting as if the word were sour milk in his coffee. “The other thing I think it’s important you understand is that I’ve only had this job a short while, and I may be exceeding the boundaries of my job description by employing you tonight.”

“There you have it.” Drummond clicked his tongue. “The Reynolds family doesn’t know about any of this.”

With a gentle tone that Sandra often used on nervous clients, she said, “Start at the beginning and tell us how we all ended up here. I promise you we’ve heard a lot of strange things in our time. We won’t think you’re crazy, and we will take you seriously.”

Mr. Carroll reached over and squeezed her hand as if they were mourning the loss of a loved one. “Thank you. I’ve never had to deal with something like this before. Frankly, I never really believed in ghosts and hauntings until this — and I’ve worked at a lot of historical locations, many with rumors of hauntings, but this is something different.” He shuddered.

“What makes you think this is a haunting?” Max asked.

Sandra gently nudged Max’s shin with her foot. “It’s okay, Mr. Carroll. Take deep breaths and tell us what you need to tell us. Take your time and put it in your own words.”

Mr. Carroll did as instructed, though his deep breaths came out in short puffs. “I guess it started with small things. At least, that’s how I noticed it. The first was a crack in the wall. Just in the corner of the doorjamb into one of the closets. I saw this crack snaking out into the wall. I didn’t think anything of it. All houses settle over time, and cracks develop. I filled out the proper paperwork to let those who needed to know address the issue and thought nothing more of it. I remember a few days later the workers came in to properly fix the matter. Understand that something like a crack can’t simply be covered over. This is a historic site and any work done to the building has to be undertaken with great care and serious consideration.”

Max said, “I take it the crack did not go away.”

“Very next day it reappeared. I was angry. I gave those workers more than a piece of my mind, and they had it patched up again by the end of that day. But wouldn’t you know it, next morning it looked like nothing had been done. The workers apologized, but they had no idea why their patchwork was not taking.”

“Then?”

“A few days later, I was here like we are right now — a Monday night, working late, and I heard banging. Sounded like somebody was hammering from inside that closet. Just trying to get out. I’m no fool. My mama taught me that whether you believe in a thing or not doesn’t make it so or not so. In other words, I got the heck out of there. Drove home and tried my best not to work late at night on this property.”

“But that didn’t fix the matter, did it?” Sandra said.

Staring over his coffee, Mr. Carroll shook his head. “No, ma’am, it did not. For me, I had no further problems. Still couldn’t get that crack fixed, but in all honesty, I stopped trying. But then one of our wonderful ladies, a woman named Lily Lee, decided she was going to work late on some of the paintings in the gallery. She keeps records of everything that comes and goes, making sure that the paintings owned by private families have the proper paperwork, and matters like that. She was here late one night when she got attacked.”

“Attacked?”

His pale skin paled more as he removed his glasses and, with a shaking hand, cleaned them against his shirt. “What happened was — well, I don’t know exactly what happened, but I found out about it that morning. I had come in early to get started on the day. It was Monday, so like today, we were not open to the public. I was sitting right here, enjoying a cup of coffee and getting myself in gear as they say. Lily Lee walked right through that door with a big gash across her forehead. Blood dribbling down her face. Scared the — excuse me, I almost cussed in front of you, ma’am — but she scared me good. I didn’t know anybody else was in the building at that time, and of course, I didn’t expect to see blood, either. Yet here comes Lily bleeding like something out of a horror movie.”

Before Drummond could prod, Max said, “What time was it that you thought you were the only one there?”

“Must’ve been around five in the morning. Lily had to have worked throughout the entire night. This is not something we encourage nor would I have permitted it, if I had known.”

Drummond said, “A lot of witching hours between midnight and five in the morning.”

Mr. Carroll continued, “I set her down and went to call for help, but she grabbed me — real hard — and said I shouldn’t go anywhere. Said it was dangerous in the house. So, I helped to clean her up. At that moment, I figured she was in shock for whatever happened, and once I calmed her down, I expected we’d call for a doctor and maybe I’d get some answers as to what was going on. But of course, as you can well imagine, she told me a ghost had attacked her. If she had said that weeks earlier or at another one of my jobs in the past, I would assume she hit her head too hard and knocked a screw loose. Or maybe I’d’ve suspected she was doing something she shouldn’t and was covering up for it.” He pinched his thumb and forefinger and made a little smoking gesture. “However, as it were, I believed her right away. I knew something was wrong in the house. Once she was all patched up, I sent her home for the day and got to work looking into it.”

Sandra said, “You decided to face down a ghost by yourself?”

“I don’t know what I decided. I don’t think I was thinking all that much. I just knew that Lily Lee didn’t deserve to be attacked, and it’s my job to protect the people who work here. So, I went looking. Didn’t find anything. I dug into the long history of Reynolda House, but nowhere is there any indication of a haunting ever. Frankly, if Z. Smith Reynolds isn’t haunting this place, then nobody is.”

Max did not need to know that story. He had researched the possible murder of Z. Smith by his wife, actress Libby Holman, during a tumultuous period that ended with a terrible night at the Devil’s Tramping Ground. Not something Max wanted to revisit.

Sandra said, “So, you have a haunting, but you can’t find out who died that would’ve caused it.”

“Well, it could be Z. Smith,” Mr. Carroll said. “I’m the first to admit that all of this is way beyond my knowledge. What I know about ghosts is, well, nothing but cartoons and campfire stories.”

“And that’s why you came to us.”

“Yes, ma’am. Seemed like the prudent thing to do.”

Screwing his face tight, Drummond thrust his hands into his coat pockets and said, “Ask him how he even found out about us.”

Max relayed Drummond’s question, and Mr. Carroll said, “That’s Lily, again. I’m not exactly sure how she knew about you — I think a friend of a friend or maybe even another friend. Some long chain of acquaintances led to a matter that you worked on. Lily seemed to believe that not only were you the kind of people who legitimately handled these sorts of situations, but that I could trust in your discretion. That, as you might imagine, was a crucial factor. If any of this got out into the public, we’d lose everything we’ve worked so hard to build. The house would continue, of course, but we would then be attracting all the ghost tourists and gawkers looking for a thrill. Not the kind of attention we seek.”

Max glanced at Sandra, but he needn’t have bothered. He already knew she intended to take the case. The money alone would have been hard to turn down, but he had the same thought he knew rumbled in her head — Mr. Carroll had told the truth. Drummond appeared to have sensed it, too.

Max stood. “Well, sir, it looks like you’ve hired the Porter Agency.”

“Oh, thank you,” Mr. Carroll said, shaking Max’s hand with more vigor than necessary. “I understand that one night might not be enough time, but if you can at least identify what’s going on tonight, I would greatly appreciate it. We can then set up other Monday nights, if necessary, or however you want to work for us. As long as we don’t disrupt the normal schedule, as long as the public is never aware of what happened, then I think we’ll be fine.” He looked as if Max and Sandra had already solved the case. “I suppose I should let you get to it. Here is a master key that will give you access to most everywhere in the building. I’ll be back tomorrow morning, first thing, to open up for the day.”

“You’re leaving?” Max said.

Sandra said, “Of course, he’s leaving. He knows something’s haunting this place. Only crazy people like us stick around for that.”

Mr. Carroll chuckled. “Even if I wanted to, I do have to go. I have a lot of work to do tonight. And, to be honest, I’m dying to see the end of Sons of Anarchy. I missed the show when it aired, but modern streaming is a miracle for me. Anyway, thank you, again. Good luck.”

As if he feared Max might somehow strong-arm him into staying, Mr. Carroll hustled down the hall, retreating toward his office. Before Max could finish his coffee, he heard the man’s rapid tapping cane as he rushed back up the stairs and exited the building.

Drummond clapped his hands together with one sharp motion. “Well, let’s find out what’s got him so spooked. Because it ain’t a ghost.”

 

 


Chapter 3

WITH A LONG NIGHT AHEAD of them, Max and Sandra agreed to take their time. Each room needed to be looked over with care, inspected closely. Not that Max expected a ghost to pop out and yell Surprise, but it would have been nice if the haunting went that easy. Considering the overwhelming size of the house — Max continually called it a house because it had been named Reynolda House, but really the place was a mansion — the number of rooms and items to investigate would require far more than a single night unless the ghost wanted to play nice.

First, they entered R.J. Reynolds’ study. This oak-paneled extravagance was larger than the largest room in most homes. Portraits of R.J. and his wife, Katherine, hung on the walls. An assortment of chairs and a hexagonal coffee table had been placed about the room. The centerpiece of the study, naturally, was R.J.’s desk — an incredibly detailed, heavy wood piece with a lowered middle section for a typewriter.

With a hand on a metal stanchion, Max stepped over the red velvet rope keeping tourists from touching anything and closed in on the desk. “Wow. This is a real Remington typewriter. Possibly one of the first.”

“What an odd assortment of styles,” Sandra said as she walked around the room. “You’ve got Tudor paneling, these vases look Chinese, and the fireplace with all that white marble around it — I guess all the cool people were into eclectic back then.”

Drummond floated over to the back corner. “Look at this.”

Max and Sandra joined him around a waist-high metal smoking stand — a simple bowl on a stand used as an extremely fancy ashtray. Little horseheads curved off the sides to rest a cigarette upon and a metal piece arched over top with a dancing satyr statuette looking down at the bowl.

“If we’re trying to find something that relates to witchcraft, this certainly seems to be a contender,” Drummond said.

Sandra nodded. “And this is only the first room.”

Max tried to imagine what it must have been like to work in this space — except R.J. Reynolds never got the chance. Reading a placard, Max said, “We knew R.J. was sick when he got here. This says he never used the study as a study at all. The family converted it into a hospital room for him. And it says over here that at one point, President Truman slept on that couch.”

Drummond and Sandra looked at the burgundy leather couch. Drummond said, “That’s both strange and unsettling. Feels like everywhere we turn in this room there’s an opportunity for bits of odd history to poke out — the kinds of things that might lead to a haunting.”

“Boys, come here,” Sandra said from the adjoining hall. Something had caught her eye and pulled her a few steps out of the study.

Max entered the narrow, short hallway where he found Sandra staring at a painting on the wall. It depicted some shelves cluttered with a book and a box of odds and ends. Next to the painting, he read: Job Lot Cheap, 1878 by William Michael Harnett (1848–1892).

“This surprised you?” Max said. “This place is supposed to be a museum of American art as well as a historical building.”

With playful impatience, Sandra said, “Use a little imagination. You’re an old witch, and for whatever reason, you decided the best use of your time is to lay down a curse that is going to last for generations upon generations. Now, you can curse most any object. What do you do?”

“You think this painting is cursed?”

“I know that paintings are one of the preferred objects to curse because the good ones are collected, taken care of, and can last for centuries. When you curse regular household items — a toy or a bed or anything like that — the objects often get discarded within a generation. I suspect if you were to go to the city dump, you’d find hundreds of cursed objects just rotting away. But paintings can endure.”

“Yeah, and often after that they end up in museums.”

From the study, Drummond said, “Why not cast a spell to see if it’s cursed?”

Sandra said, “I was thinking of doing that, but there’s one problem. I’m not going to draw a casting circle on this antique floor. Even if we clear away the rugs in each room or pull up the carpeting, the hardwood underneath has to be immensely valuable. Which leaves the option of drawing on the wall. Somehow, I don’t think Mr. Carroll would appreciate that.”

“Wouldn’t you be drawing with chalk?” Max asked.

“Not for that kind of spell. Not in this situation. If we want to determine a cursed object, especially one that might be cursed by a skilled hand considering how long it’ll have been around, I’m thinking something a little more permanent would be called for.”

“You’re not talking about blood, are you?”

“That would certainly do the trick, but no, there’s no reason to go that far. I thought about nail polish, but I don’t have enough to keep repeating the spell throughout the house — even if we could somehow use the stuff without ruining the walls.”

“How about a pen?”

“That’s where my thoughts have ended up. But that can still be so permanent that Mr. Carroll will probably have a conniption. Even if the spell works and we instantly found out what painting was cursed and we solve the case, even if we broke the curse, I don’t think he’d see any of that. He’d only see pen marks all over his walls. They’d probably dock all the proper repair work from our pay. Heck, we could end up owing them money.”

Shaking his head, Drummond drifted into the hallway. “I swear, the two of you can be such idiots sometimes.”

“Hey, don’t be mean,” Sandra said with a grin.

“Sorry, doll. You’re never an idiot. But your husband is a fool.”

“That goes without saying.”

Max said, “If the two of you are done mocking me, how about the dead guy floating in the room explain what we’re missing.”

Chuckling, Drummond said, “You ever hear of a pencil?”

Sandra giggled. “He’s right. It should be permanent enough to cast the spell, but with a little effort, we can erase the markings afterward. Hopefully that’ll be enough to keep Mr. Carroll from losing it. I’ll get started.” She dug through her purse and pulled out a pencil.

Max could tell by Sandra’s intensity that this would take her a bit of time. As she got to work, Max and Drummond sauntered deeper into the house. To his right, Max found another study — Katherine Smith Reynolds’ small, slightly-curved room which probably had been used for more personal, one-on-one meetings. The guidebook suggested that after her husband had passed away, she often used his study for most of her actual work. Like the previous room, this one had been appointed with an eclectic and expensive taste. According to the information placard — Max had the distinct feeling he would be reading a lot of those throughout the night — in the 1930s Katherine’s daughter Mary altered the hallway, making room for the current stairwell, which then shoehorned the study aside. The entrance to the study had once been a closet door.

Drummond floated through the wall and began inspecting Katherine’s desk. Max left the ghost to it and turned toward the hall’s other door which led to the library. Though there were beautiful built-in bookshelves, the room struck Max as more of a fancy living room. Less books and more furnishings. A sofa and chairs had been set up in front of another ornate fireplace. A piano sat in one corner. A marble bas-relief had been carved on the mantelpiece depicting Aphrodite with doves. And on the walls — more paintings. Orchid with Two Hummingbirds, 1871 by Martin Johnson Heade (1819–1904) caught Max’s eye, and he viewed it for a short time.

He settled on the edge of the couch. He did not want to sit fully back for fear of damaging the possibly priceless antique, but he had only been through three rooms and already felt overwhelmed. He needed a moment to breathe. Every piece of art, every piece of furniture, every piece of wood in the floor and hardware on the doors and cloth in the draperies hanging over the windows — everything had history. They were looking for a specific drop of soup in a vat of soup.

“Taking a rest already?” Drummond said, entering the library.

“I think I’d feel better if we had more time. If we had been hired a few days ago, I could’ve done in-depth research on the Reynolds family, Reynolda House, and narrowed down the most likely objects that would be cursed. But we don’t even know if we’re looking for a cursed object. We don’t know anything.”

“That’s why we’re here all night. Think of this like a unique kind of stakeout. Instead of sitting in the car staring at a door or a building, waiting for the bad guy to show up, we’re in the building trying to find where the bad guy is hiding out. But it’s still the same concept. The bad guy is here somewhere, and we just have to be patient.”

“You know I hate stakeouts.”

“That’s because you’ve never understood all the best parts of this job. Now, come on partner, get up and let’s check out one of the two humongous porches this place has.”

Max followed Drummond into a hundred-foot long, glass-walled room called the Sun Porch. Max read that it was originally a covered carriage entrance that was later screened in and then glassed in. The view from the porch overlooked a massive front lawn which stretched nearly three-quarters of a mile. In fact, during the 1920s and 30s, those of the Reynolds family who enjoyed flying — notably Z. Smith — would use the front lawn as a runway. They’d fly out, land on the lawn, have lunch, and fly off again.

Max said, “The rich really do live in a whole different world.”

“Most definitely.”

“You ever see this place when you were alive? It would’ve been during the family’s heyday.”

“Oh, sure,” Drummond said, the mockery in his voice unmistakable. “You know the Reynolds and me were best pals.”

“I only meant that such a famous home might attract your curiosity. Or maybe you had a case here one time.”

“Back then, this was just some rich guy’s house, and I was a nobody detective. There wasn’t a single person I knew who could get an invite to this place. Me? Not unless they were having some serious ghost problems — and as far as I know, this is the first one the house has ever had.”

“That’s assuming there really is a haunting going on here.”

Drummond paused, hovering over a wicker chair. “Yeah, I had that thought, too. Only trouble is — I can’t find an angle that Mr. Carroll would be taking if this was a hoax. I mean what does he get out of having us here?”

“Maybe he lied about not wanting the ghost tourism money. Having us here, pretending it’s all secret, could be a ploy to breathe new life into the business.”

Drummond tipped back his hat and shook his head. “Just because I never was in this house, just because I never knew the Reynolds family, doesn’t mean I don’t know anything about them. There is no way they would condone anything like that. And between the Reynolds family and the Babcock family that Ms. Reynolds married into — there’s too much money, old money, to even suggest that this place needed a new source of revenue.”

Max put out his hands. “Then where’s the haunting?”

From the adjoining room — the Reception Hall — a pipe organ began to play The Charleston. Drummond clicked his tongue. “You had to ask.”

 

 

 


Chapter 4

AS THE JAUNTY TUNE PLAYED on the organ, Max, Sandra, and Drummond entered the Reception Hall. It was an enormous room, the largest in the house, with a fireplace at the center of the back wall and staircases climbing on either side. The second floor balcony ringed the entire room. Symmetry had been built into the design with two plush couches on either side of a wide, central rug and two chairs facing each other at the fireplace. Behind each couch, a long table with two lamps and at the center, an old vase. A room like this served every possible need for the family — a play room, a place for weddings, dances, and even a concert hall. Max had once read that the viewing of R.J. and Katherine Reynolds upon their deaths had been opened to the public in this room. And back in 1951, a large spread for lunch had been set up during President Truman’s visit.

But all that history of a family life could not compare to the heavy dread which played with each note from the organ. Set in the corner to Max’s left, it had four keyboards tiered before the seat, and though the pipework weaved its way throughout the walls — indeed, all the way towards the top of the house with more than 2,500 pipes — the sound surrounded them.

Max watched the keys playing off by themselves. He glanced back at Sandra.

She shook her head. “I haven’t finished my spell yet. This has nothing to do with me.”

Drummond said, “We can tell you there ain’t a ghost in sight around here. Except me.”

Max walked over to the organ. He sniffed the air, half-expecting to smell sulfur or rot or some other sign of death. He smelled only wood oil.

The music stopped.

Though his heart raced, Max tried to keep a relaxed expression upon his face. “Hon, I think you should go finish that spell.”

“Yeah,” she said inching towards the exit. “I think you might be —”

A loud banging echoed through the walls as if someone dropped heavy rocks over and over. The lamps vibrated on the tables and even the decorative plants swayed from an unseen wind. A deep growling grew louder like an angry bear.

Max said, “Are you guys positive there’s no ghost here? Because that sure sounds like one pissed off ghost.”

Drummond said, “I’m telling you I don’t see anything. Do you really think I’d be lying?”

The banging intensified. Max threw his hands outward. “Yeah, yeah, you can make a loud noise. It’s not going to scare us. You want to be Mr. Tough Ghost? All we’re seeing is somebody making a lot of noise who won’t even show himself.”

The sound ceased. The growling ceased.

Max looked across the room at Sandra. “I didn’t think that would actually work.”

“I’m not sure it did,” she said. “I still don’t see a ghost in here. Except for Drummond.”

“Fine. So Mr. Ghost, you’ve gotten all quiet on us. Are you really going to be that wimpy? Make a bunch of noise, then get all silent? What kind of ghost —”

“Stop.” Sandra walked to the center of the room. With a tone that mixed warmth with sternness like a parent taking charge of child, she said, “I want to speak with the being in this house. I want to know why you are here and how we can help you. That’s why we came here. To help.”

No response.

With a deep breath, she continued, “There’s no point in hiding from us. We’re not leaving. Not until we help you move on.”

The deep growl returned and fast became an enraged roar. The floor moved beneath Max’s feet. If he had not witnessed all that led up to this moment, he would easily have thought Winston-Salem experienced an earthquake. As he tried to steady his balance, he felt something searing-hot pierce his skin and lift him into the air. He screamed.

Sandra stared up at him, her eyes wide and glistening with fear. Drummond shot off, swirling around Max, his hands striking at the air. As the burning pressed against Max’s lungs, he patted his chest, trying to find something solid to grab onto, pull out of him, fight back against — but there was nothing.

More burning sensations shoved at his back, tossing him across the wide room. Max crashed against the far wall, cracking the plaster as he crumpled to the ground. He could hear Sandra rushing towards his side, felt her hands against him — cool and solid. The burning had gone.

He sat up, sweat soaking through his shirt as he slumped against the wall. Sandra put her arm around him and held tight while Drummond drifted towards them. She kissed the top of Max’s head. “Once you’re okay, I’ll get back to my spell.”

“I’ll be fine. Get going.”

Sandra held Max’s head and stared into his eyes. At length, she pulled out her pencil and nodded. Before she could stand, the pencil lifted out of her hand. A startled gasp, and Sandra fell back as if shoved. The pencil rose through the air and cracked into four pieces. Each piece flew off in a different direction. The lights flickered and went out, leaving only the full moon to provide any light. 

Drummond said, “I don’t know what that was, but we’ve got plenty of proof that something is definitely here.”

Max glared up at his partner. “You think?”

 

 


Chapter 5

MAX AND SANDRA BOTH pulled out penlights and flicked them on. Rubbing his back, Max stood and let the lights play across the room. Drummond produced his pale ghostly glow, yet it never reflected upon the rest of the world.

“Well,” Max said, still catching his breath, “since we know this isn’t a ghost, and as Drummond has so astutely pointed out, it’s something, any suggestions as to what we’re dealing with?”

Sandra walked toward the now-silent organ. “I’ve never seen or heard or even read about any kind of witch’s curse that could do this.”

“Then we’re not dealing with a ghost or a witch. What else can haunt a house?”

“I didn’t say it couldn’t be a witch. Just not a witch’s curse.”

“Great. Then we’re back to just knowing it’s not a ghost.”

Drummond said, “Sorry, pal, but we only said that we couldn’t see a ghost. It’s possible there are some kinds of cursed ghosts that are not visible to us.”

Max slapped the back of the couch. “Then we can’t even say it’s not a ghost. Do we have any idea what this is?”

“Sure,” Drummond said. “It’s an angry thing that threw you across the room.”

Before Max could respond, Sandra said, “Let’s take one step before the next. We don’t have to know exactly what we’re dealing with just yet.”

Max turned his penlight on her. “The bruises on my backside say otherwise.”

“All I mean is that we have the entire night ahead of us and we’ve barely begun to explore this house. Here’s what I suggest. Max and I will keep checking from room to room. I suggest we stick together — in light of the attack on you, splitting up doesn’t seem too wise.”

“I agree with that.”

“Drummond, will you please check beneath the ground for any casting circles or corpses or such — you know what to look for. And if you don’t find anything there, take a stroll through the Other and see if any ghosts there know anything.”

Drummond flicked the brim of his hat. “Doll, anything for you.” He disappeared.

Sandra winked at Max. “If you’re done complaining about your poor little tush, shall we keep going?”

Max snorted a laugh as he walked toward his wife. “Doll, anything for you.”

“Don’t you start.” She pushed his shoulder as they headed out of the room.

They entered the dining room — in many ways, a mirror image of the library but with the substitution of a large dark-wood dining table in place of the sofa and chairs. Numerous paintings hung on the walls, and on this fireplace, a white marble carving of the head of Bacchus, god of wine, boasted as the centerpiece.

Max kept moving around the table, flashing his penlight upon the paintings. He tried not to limp, but his right leg felt as if somebody had punched his thigh muscles over and over again.

“You got any ibuprofen?” he asked.

Sandra dug out two pills from her purse and handed them over. “You know, I’ve only been a mother for a short time, and I already have a full drugstore in my purse. How does that happen?”

“Family brings a lot of changes, doesn’t it?”

“It’s strange, but I really miss those boys tonight. I mean, we’ve had late-night cases before. You’ve been on stakeouts with Drummond, and I’ve had to go spend the night looking through a witch’s library — but from the start, this case has felt different. I’m not talking about the way Mr. Carroll approached us or the fact that this place is haunted by some kind of non-ghost.”

“I understand. I feel the same way. It’s not about the case. It’s about us.”

“It feels like something’s changed. A good thing — I think. Like it kind of hurts knowing the boys are away from us.”

“There’s a darker aspect to it, too. I think we are feeling unsettled because we’re doing this together. Usually, if there’s a late-night aspect to a case, one of us stays home with the boys. But this night, it’s both of us.”

Sandra looked at Max, understanding and agreement in her eyes as if unraveling a puzzle. “You think I’m worried that if we both are here, we both might not make it back. We might leave the boys alone and on their own again.”

“Especially after I just got attacked. Don’t you feel that way? I sure do.”

But instead of a nod or verbal agreement, Sandra’s brow tightened as she moved to the next room.

According to Max’s guidebook, they entered the Butler’s Pantry. The actual kitchens were located down in the basement. Food rose on a dumbwaiter where servers arranged the meals on silver platters and fine china. Everything then would be taken into the dining room for the family and guests to eat. The pantry stretched long and narrow. The left side had an enormous number of drawers beneath a marble counter, and glass cabinets above displayed all sorts of beautiful china and silver. In the center, a steam heating table and chrome workspace had been set up. Looked like something from an old hotel. The walls were covered in white tile emphasizing the cleanliness of the food prep area.

As Sandra opened the cabinets to check the china for witch’s marks, Max leaned back against the door jamb. He watched the way she moved, the consternation on her brow, the forced swallow from her tight lips. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

“We just talked about it — the boys.” She did not look over at him.

“No, no. There’s something else. You suddenly look like you were the one thrown across that big room.”

Carefully setting a china dish back in the cabinet, Sandra closed the door and faced Max. “It’s exactly what you said — that you were the one thrown across the room. Why you?”

“I’m usually the target of these kinds of things. Maybe ghosts prefer picking on me.”

“No joking. There was no reason for whatever is haunting this house to come after you. I’m the witch. I’m the one who was casting a spell. All you did was mouth off to the thing.”

Max thought he missed a step or two. “So, you’re worried because you didn’t get thrown across the room. You wanted to be the one to get attacked?”

Sandra turned her flashlight directly into his eyes. “Don’t be a jerk.”

“Then what? I don’t understand.”

Lowering the light, Sandra walked over to Max and put her hand on his chest. “Maybe this thing could sense that I’m a witch. What if it knew that I had some kind of power?”

“You think it attack me because I was the weakest of us?”

“Get this through your head, honey — what I’m saying is not about you.”

“That’s not fair. I’m trying to understand.”

Sandra sighed. “Maybe studying witchcraft, even with the intent of using it for good, maybe it’s changing me. Maybe at a fundamental level — one that other types of creatures can sense. What if I’m not me anymore?”

“That’s quite a leap.”

“Maybe. But if I’m right —”

Max wrapped his arms around her. “I promise, you are still you. I know you want to say I can’t make that promise, but I can. We just proved it in the other room. We talked about the boys and how our experiences with them, our journey in becoming parents, has changed us. You now carry all kinds of emergency supplies in your purse. I know that may seem like a small thing, but it’s not. It points to the fact that becoming a mom has changed the way you think at a level that you may not even be conscious of. I would call that a fundamental level.” He wrapped his arms tighter and kissed her head.

She said, “Then you think my work with witchcraft has changed me, too.”

“Everything we do changes us. But the fact that you ask these questions, the fact that you are trying to be cognizant of these changes, only reinforces what I’ve known for a while now. I’ve got nothing to worry about you. You are still you. You’re not going to succumb to the evils of witchcraft any more than you would succumb to the evils of motherhood.”

Sandra pushed back. “There are evils of motherhood?”

“Have you met my mother?”

She nestled her head back against his chest. “Good point.”

They held each other in silence for several minutes. At length, they linked arms and walked back through the dining room to the Reception Hall. Max could not stop himself — he turned his light against the organ. Thankfully, it did not begin to play.

They walked to the fireplace and took the stairs to the balcony that ran the perimeter of the Hall. Though originally, the balcony functioned as a fancy way to look at those below as well as a charming gallery for family portraits along the walls — not to mention access to the bedrooms — the museum aspect of the building made the area ideal for displaying plenty of American art. With the wrought iron railing on their left, they made their way around, taking time to check out each painting they walked by. The works of Thomas Eakins, Elihu Vedder, William Sidney Mount, Eastman Johnson, and more lined the walls. Many of the subjects were portraits, a few landscapes, and one depicting two gentlemen playing cards in a dilapidated barn.

Sandra took the time to inspect each painting carefully for signs of — well, Max wasn’t sure exactly what they looked for anymore. Anything out of the ordinary would do.

He regretted that thought as Sandra walked into the corner bedroom which had been converted into a furniture-less art gallery. She called out, “Come here. Now.”

Hearing the shiver in her voice, Max bolted into the room. Light-painted walls covered with works of art dominated the space. That much he expected. The surprise, however — streams of blood wept from the frames around each painting. Long rivulets oozed against the walls, pooling along the floor molding and into the carpeting.

Standing in the middle of the room, her eyes open wide as she gazed from one painting to the next, Sandra said, “I think we may have found the source of the problem.”

 

 


Chapter 6

TINGLING WITH THE URGE to rush across the room, grab Sandra by the hand, and yank her to the relative safety of the balcony, Max watched his wife closely. He clamped his mouth tight against blurting anything out — she clearly concentrated on the paintings. It would not only be bad form, but it could be dangerous to break the focus of a witch at a time like this. And she was a witch.

That thought echoed through to the center of his chest. It simultaneously hollowed him out and filled him up. It frightened him even as it warmed his heart.

In a calm almost casual manner, Sandra said, “Don’t touch anything.”

After a few moments, it became clear that they would not be leaving this room anytime soon. She continued to move from painting to painting, checking each one for some unseen marks or symbols or other aspects that Max did not understand. When she finished her circuit, she began again. Unsure of how long they would be, Max settled on the floor just outside the doorjamb — nobody wanted to sit in a blood-soaked gallery — and he pulled out his phone.

Might as well further his research on the place.

Of course, with a family as famous as the Reynolds and a location as iconic as Reynolda House, the amount of information available threatened to overheat his phone. However, he could quickly dismiss most of it as rehashing the same facts over and over.

Katherine Smith Reynolds had gone down in history as a remarkable, kindhearted, wonderful woman who always showed great appreciation for the wealth she enjoyed. Whether it came from little things such as the fact that she insisted all the staff eat the same meals that were prepared for the family to the larger decisions such how to run the house itself — a modern version of a country estate. She worked actively in the community to help those in need and promote the rights of others. Though Max felt sure if he dug deep enough, he would find a human being as flawed as any other, he did not uncover anything that would hint at the idea of Katherine Smith Reynolds being involved with witchcraft.

Max glanced into the gallery. The blood no longer flowed from the frames and had begun to dry up on the walls. Sandra stood before one painting, rigid with her head tilted back like an art critic observing a new piece for the first time.

He returned to his own work. R.J. Reynolds proved no more suspicious than his darling wife. However, being a tobacco tycoon meant that he had created many enemies throughout his life. Pictures of him presented an imposing figure with a thick, Southern beard and a strong, heavy glare. But the man did have the sensibility to marry Katherine, and she clearly had an influence upon him. No — Max did not see any hints of witchcraft from the husband’s side, either.

Besides, if either Mr. or Mrs. Reynolds had been dealing with witchcraft, evidence would have turned up long ago. Max and Sandra had been involved with witches for too long now not to have come across even rumors of such a notable couple being connected to that world. Heck, Max’s first employer in North Carolina had been the Hull family — the actual controllers of witchcraft for many decades before. Surely, they would have known and disapproved of the Reynolds family having a hand in their affairs. Probably would have led to a war between Hull and Reynolds.

There was the possibility that somebody had cursed the Reynolds family, but again, too much time had passed. What was the purpose of this curse if it only came to life now — over a century after R.J. Reynolds had died? And any curse during R.J. or Katherine’s lifetimes would have become the stuff of legend within the witch community. But Max had never heard a word.

Even the most cursed member of the Reynolds family — Z. Smith Reynolds — could not be linked to witchcraft. The man lived an adventurous life, one filled with many unfortunate choices and an untimely demise, but Max’s previous research on him for another case had turned up nothing.

Sandra’s voice cut into his thoughts. “The paintings in this room aren’t from this house, right?”

Max pulled up the Reynolda House app on his phone. “That’s right. These bedroom galleries showcase different artists at different times of the year. Most of the paintings on the walls that we’ve seen throughout the house either belonged to the Reynolds family or were bought by the family as permanent parts of the museum. At least, it seems that way. But these galleries — yeah, many of these paintings are only being displayed and are not even owned by Reynolda House. Why?”

“Not sure yet.”

Since Sandra was talking, Max thought he could speak without interrupting her train of thought. She would tell him otherwise, if that was the case. Rising to his feet, he rolled his shoulders and took a step into the room. “I’ve been looking through the family history — nothing suspicious there. But now I’m thinking about Cecily Hull.”

“Oh?” Sandra said, shifting sidewise to look over the next painting.

“She’s the only new player in anything right now. Perhaps she’s leading a new attack against the Reynolds family.”

“Why now?”

“Maybe she figures striking at the Reynolds family will help solidify her control over the witch world. Show her strength and power.”

Sandra’s attention did not leave the paintings. “No. She and Madame Ti have been clamping down on the witches harder than expected. At least, that’s what I’m hearing on the witch boards online. The old guard at the Hull family sure made it look easy, but witches are a bit anarchic at the core, so they’re not inclined to follow anybody just because of the name Hull.” Biting her lip, she said, “Do you remember a case from long ago about an art forger?”

He snickered. “We haven’t been doing this long enough for me to forget any of our cases. Especially one about an art forger who was two hundred years old and his crazy daughter trying to resurrect Blackbeard the Pirate — I doubt I’ll ever forget that one.”

Sandra indicated one painting situated near the middle of the far wall. It depicted a pastoral scene of a young man plowing a field by hand. Sandra brought her face up close. “Look at this one. I don’t think this one fits with the others.”

As Max strolled over, he said, “They’re all pictures of the land and farming and animals.”

“Stop joking around and take a look at this.”

Max brought his face closer to the painting. He frowned. Then he looked close again. “Are these all supposed to be by the same artist?”

Sandra checked the placards next to each painting. “Yes. Sylvia Martin.”

Max shifted to the painting neighboring the plowing man. He looked closely at the texture to confirm his suspicion. Stepping back to the first painting, he said, “Unless Ms. Martin severely changed the way she paints, I think you’re right. This is a forgery.”

“It’s the smoothness, right?”

“Yeah. In all the other paintings, Ms. Martin really puts on the paint thick. It’s like looking at a topographic map. But this — the style looks the same, but the actual brushwork is different. Huh. Didn’t think I learned so much during that case.”

Sandra reached forward and gripped the painting by the frame. She hesitated, long enough for Max’s stomach to wriggle, and then she removed the painting from the wall.

They both glanced at the backside. Nothing. Meeting each other’s eyes, they shared concern before turning to look at the wall. A bloodied handprint surrounded by a circle of blood had been pressed into the wall. Like the graffiti tag of a madman.

Without thinking, Max reached up and touched the mark. Like a receding echo, he barely heard Sandra cry out, “No!”
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