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    Chapter 1


    Max Porter stared at the red number on his computer screen. It taunted him like a tiny, red devil daring him to quit, daring him to run away. His stomach gurgled in discomfort. "It's not fair," he said.


    Sandra, his wife, glanced up from her desk. "What's that?"


    The office was small, so he knew she had heard him. Just another example of how things had gone wrong. When they had first moved to North Carolina, she worked in a bakery, and though they struggled, they managed to get by — enjoying each other in the process. Since she had joined in the office, though, tension surrounded him. He could never just go home. Work always followed.


    Pointing at the devilish number, he said, "I've been so careful, but we're still losing money. It's crazy. Heck, we don't even have to pay rent on this place, and we're still in the red."


    Max could feel his frustration rising and tried to hide it. Sandra had been after him lately not to let every unsettling detail rip into him, but being self-employed came with a lot of unsettling details — the health insurance costs alone could send him to a hospital he couldn't afford. Though she didn't say a word, he could feel her thoughts as if they were jagged rocks pressing into his neck.


    He rose from behind his huge oak desk and headed toward the office bookcase — a gorgeous built-in case filled with books on the area, its history, as well as a few on witchcraft and other oddities. A bottle of whiskey had been hidden in one of the books, and Max thought a little numbing might be in order. Before he could locate the book, though, Drummond stuck his head through the wall.


    "It's a bit early in the morning for that," he said. The ghost slid further into the office, wearing the suit he had died in during the 1940s. Marshall Drummond was tall, well-built, and handsome, but since the office once had belonged to him, his in-house manners were less desirable.


    "Good morning, Marshall," Sandra said.


    "Morning, Sugar."


    Max detoured from the bookshelf and gazed out the window. Though early fog covered Winston-Salem, he could still make out the old YMCA across the street. The office was only three stories up, yet the people heading to work looked small and humble.


    "Sometimes," Max said, sitting back in his leather chair and rubbing his face, "I hate to admit it, but I actually think working for Hull hadn't been so bad."


    Sandra glanced at Max with her eyebrow raised. "Sure, it was wonderful. Lots of fun and smiles every day — except for the way they threatened us, beat and kidnapped you, and then had their witch try to curse you."


    "Yeah, other than that. Really the money's what I miss."


    "Patience, honey. It takes a lot to get a business going, and this isn't the kind you can effectively advertise for. It's all word of mouth for us."


    Drummond clapped his hands together making a singular, firm noise, and pointed to Sandra. "You listen to her. That gal of yours knows what she's saying. She's got a good head on her shoulders. Beautiful, charming head at that."


    "Not interested," Sandra said as Drummond playfully scowled.


    Max wished he could be as light-hearted as they were. None of these troubles seemed to bother them. Drummond was right about one thing though — Sandra looked extra beautiful that morning. Shaking his head to refocus, he said, "The problem is nobody knows what to make of us. We're not a detective agency, we're not a research firm doing polls — we're just researchers."


    Sandra frowned. "Don't say it like that. You're gifted at this. You find things nobody else can."


    "Everybody can. I'm just willing to put in the work."


    "Well, that's why people hire us. They don't want to put in the work. And this kind of in-depth research requires waiting for word to get out about us. And look here —" Sandra said, pointing to the empty client chair.


    "I know, I know. Let's get back to work. Fill that chair."


    "No, Max, I —"


    Max raised a hand, his eyes on the accounting program on his screen, the income/expense graphs, the blazing red number, and let out a long sigh. "It's the ghosts," he said.


    Drummond perked up. "You're going to blame me?"


    "Not you. The clients."


    Sandra tried to shush him with her hands. "I don't think you —"


    "I don't care if Drummond gets all ruffled. The fact is that we're the only investigative body that will deal with ghosts. Heck, we're probably the only ones that can even see them, and yet they don't really pay, do they? I mean, gratitude only goes so far."


    Drummond slid forward, snatching a peek at the client chair. "It's more interesting than looking up somebody's genealogy."


    "At least that pays."


    Sandra glared at Drummond. "Honey, stop —"


    Max's mouth tightened. "You're going to take his side?"


    "I'm not taking his side."


    Drummond stepped behind her with a sly wink. "Sure she is. The kid knows when I'm right, and I'm rarely wrong."


    "You know what?" Max said. "I don't care. This is my business. These are my bills. My name is on it all. So from now on, no ghosts unless they prove to us they can pay."


    Crossing her arms, Sandra said, "You are making —"


    "Biggest mistake of my life, I know. But, honey, you're not seeing the numbers. You're not the one fretting over the mortgage on our house. And I do understand that you like the ghosts. I mean, for me, I just see Drummond and that's it — which ain't always a picnic. But you've been seeing them your whole life. You see them everywhere. You have a different perspective and all that. A different relationship with all of it. I do understand. But you've got to understand that I'm not going back to the way things were in Michigan. I won't do it. I don't want us to be that desperate for money ever again. Okay? So that's that. No more ghosts unless the damn things pay."


    "Are you finished?" Sandra asked in a calm tone that worried Max.


    "Um ... yeah."


    "Good. Because I've been trying to tell you that there's another ghost sitting in our client chair."


    "Oh." Max pushed out a grin toward the empty chair and tried to ignore Drummond's stifled giggles. "Hi, there."


    Drummond walked next to the chair and said, "This is Max Porter. Max, meet Howard Corkille, our new client."



  


  

Chapter 2

From his desk, Max pulled out a notebook and a pen. Despite the previous outburst, he managed a somewhat responsible pose and said, "I apologize for what you heard."

"He says, 'It's okay.' He understands the pressures you face and wants you to know that he can and will pay for your services," Drummond said, settling on the edge of Max's desk. "Besides, Corkille here has nowhere else to go."

"Perhaps we shouldn't insult the client anymore than we already have today."

"All I'm saying is that we ghosts sometimes have limited choices, and Howard here understands that."

Max held back from further comment. Experience had taught him that to say anything would only provoke Drummond further. Instead, he looked straight at the empty chair and said, "Mr. Corkille, I'm afraid I can't see or hear you. Apparently, I'm only tuned in to Mr. Drummond. My wife, however, can see and hear you just fine. She can act as our interpreter, if that's okay with you."

Sandra smiled at Corkille, listened, and then repeated his words for Max. "'There are ways for you to see me. I could reach into you and —"

"Experiencing that once was enough for a lifetime," Max said. He'd never forget the icy pain he had endured at the Old Salem cemetery when a ghost reached into his head. "Besides, the pain is so severe that I wouldn't be able to listen clearly to anything you say. Trust us. This is the best way to handle this."

Sandra touched the back of the client chair. "It's okay. You can talk with us."

"Did you forget why you're here?" Drummond said. "You asked me to help you out. I brought you to the guy that'll do it. Now out with your story."

Intending to ease over Drummond's harsh approach, Max pushed back in his chair, but Sandra repeated for Corkille, "'Wait. I'm sorry. Please, don't get up. I'm just a little nervous.'"

Max played along and pulled closer. "What can we do for you?"

"Slow down, Mr. Corkille," Sandra said. Then after a moment, she continued. "'It's all about my granddaughter. Well, her and a painting. I am ... I was ... an artist. My specialty was in replicating the styles of well-known personages and providing those newer artworks to museums and collectors.'"

Drummond laughed. "He's an art forger."

"'Don't be so dismissive. It takes training, skill, and knowledge to successfully mimic the great artists. In many ways, it's more difficult than what the Masters have accomplished themselves.'"

Max pretended to write in his notebook, a touch he'd picked up over the last year — clients liked to believe that every detail was deemed important. "Go on," he said.

"'Yes, well, you see, back in 1930 things were very difficult for me and my wife. The Depression hit us early on. Others we knew managed to survive for another year or so, but we didn't have much to begin with. Before, I had been doing artwork for advertising and such, you see, but the Crash ruined the company I worked for — the owner had been borrowing money to buy equipment but instead invested it in the stock market. One day, they just closed up. After that, I couldn't get work. I tried, but nobody wanted to hire me. And then my darling wife got pregnant.

"'I panicked. I do that. I don't handle that kind of pressure too well. That is, I didn't. I put out the word that I was an artist for hire. I tried everywhere. Mostly, I just got laughed at. I'm not a big man.' He wants me to tell you what I see."

"Okay."

Sandra pointed to parts of the empty chair as she spoke. "He's thin, probably was a bit lanky when he was alive. He's got a mustache ... what? ... he says that he only grew the mustache a few months before he died. Thick glasses, bony fingers." She chuckled. "I'm sorry, Mr. Corkille, I'm just doing what you asked."

Max bristled but wrote down the description. "If you're done flirting with my wife, can we continue?"

A comforting gaze from Sandra relaxed Max a bit. Then she said, "He apologizes. He says, 'The point is that I could never do any of the hard labor that was left to most men. Even if I could've done the work, the brutal fights just to get the jobs — I had heard enough to know that was not the route for me.

"'I was ready to give up. You see, I even stole a steak and traded it for a small handgun. I planned to kill myself and let what little money I had help Clara, that's my wife, but that was not meant to be the way of things.

"'The day I chose to do it — I can see it so clearly — I went out into the tobacco fields and had my gun and I had drunk a bottle of cheap wine to prepare myself. But then a man I had never seen before grabbed the gun from my hand.

"'I asked him what he thought he was doing. I really yelled at him, and I remember thinking how drunk I must be to speak so boldly.

"'He introduced himself — I don't see that his name is important to this, so I'll just call him Mr. Smith.'"

Max put his pen down, making sure the action created a sharp snap. "It's best if you let us decide which details are important and which are not."

"'Oh, I understand that, but you see, in this case, the man has been dead longer than me, so you cannot possibly —'"

"I can't force you, but just know that any details you omit will only make our job harder."

"'Well, Mr. Smith,'" Sandra said, and Max imagined Corkille straightening his back and jutting out his chin, "'asked me if I was the artist looking for work. I was astonished, of course, and I told him so. He said that he'd been looking for me for some time, checking out as much as he could on me, because he had a sensitive job he needed my skills for.

"'I had done some forgeries before but mostly for my own amusement and study. It never occurred to me to try to make serious money off of it. I feared jail too much. But my wife was expecting, we had no money, and by this time my resolve toward suicide had gone away. Mr. Smith wanted me to forge a specific painting, make an exact replica, for which he would pay me five hundred dollars. That was an enormous sum back then. I just couldn't turn that kind of opportunity away. I had to take it.'"

"I understand completely," Max said.

"'I suppose you do. So, I did the painting. It wasn't a famous work. It wasn't a famous artist. Just a landscape, really, with a slight nod toward Monet. He called it "Morning in Red" except it had little red in it. When I was done, Mr. Smith paid me and asked me to hold on to the painting for a few days while he made certain arrangements.'"

Drummond rested his hands on his knees and said, "Never saw the guy again, did you?"

"'No, but I read in the papers he was killed in an accident.'"

"What did you do with the painting?"

"'I held on to it. A few years later, I died. Slipped in front of an oncoming train. Didn't even know I was dead for quite some time. Never got to see my son grow up, let alone the birth of my granddaughter.'"

Max said, "It's an intriguing tale. What exactly do you want to hire us for?"

"'You see, my granddaughter — I've never seen her.'"

"So you want us to find her?"

"'Yes.'"

"What's her name?"

"'Melinda. I don't know if she ever married.'"

"And you think she's here in Winston-Salem?"

"'I don't know, but, you see, we've always lived in this area or nearby. I can't imagine she would go too far. Even if she did, we were always here.'"

"Drummond, write down Howard's address when he lived here."

Drummond scowled — it was painful for a ghost to interact so directly with the corporeal world — but Max wanted Sandra focusing on Corkille. As Drummond wrote, Sandra continued, "'Before you find her, though, first, I want you to find the painting. I've met many unique ghosts in the past decades, one of which was an art collector. We've had some great talks. When I told him my story, he said that some collectors specialized in forgeries and would love to have a piece with such a colorful tale associated with it. You see, I believe that painting could be auctioned today for substantial money. So, I want you to find it and then find Melinda. You may split the proceeds evenly between you and her. I believe that should cover your bill whatever it ends up being. But I want her to have some money. I couldn't be there for her father or her, at least I can do this. And, well, I suppose that's my story. Will you help me?'"

Before Max could speak, Drummond blurted out, "Of course, we'll help you. That's what we do. You just let us do our thing and don't worry at all ... you're very welcome. I'll let you know when we've found the painting ... yes, yes, and you're granddaughter. Don't worry."

Sandra looked up from the client chair. "He's gone."

Too tired from arguing over money, Max didn't bother laying into Drummond. Besides, maybe this painting would actually be worth something. "Okay, let's get organized," Max said, and Drummond's shock made his restraint worthwhile. "Sandra, I want you to check out Howard Corkille. If his family has been here as much as he's implied, there should be plenty of records to find. Drummond, you and I are going to visit that address."

"What about the painting?" Drummond asked.

Max shook his head. "All we have is a name, and Corkille said that the painting isn't famous or by anybody well-known. I doubt it was ever exhibited."

"But the client wants that done first, and that painting is the income source for this job. Besides, there's an art gallery just below us. We can start there and then go to the address."

"Fine, but there's no need to go downstairs. We can search for the painting online. That's what search engines are for."

"In case you forgot, I'm dead. I get to see computers, not use them. I still don't quite get it all, but then again, learning the thing's not been a pressing need. Look, I'm not trying to tell you how to research stuff. I'm just an old detective. When we get to the crimes, I'll know what to do."

"There's no crime in this."

"Art forgery's a crime."

"We're just finding an old painting and a granddaughter," Max said, but he didn't doubt Drummond's cold expression — this was going to get complicated.

A few mouse clicks, a few keystrokes, and Max knew he would not be finding "Morning in Red" online. No surprise, though. The painting pre-dated the computer age, and it's obscurity made it doubtful anybody would bother scanning and uploading the image.

Max tried a few other avenues, but nothing turned up. He didn't want to listen to Drummond's gloating, but the case came first. Grabbing his coat, he said, "Come on. We need to see that art gallery downstairs."

"Oh, really," Drummond said, but Max already had reached the stairwell.







  

Chapter 3

Deacon Arts occupied the first floor of the building. The remaining floors were mostly apartments and Max's office, all of which had been built in the 1930s. This first floor space, however, sported a more modern look — and at first glance, more modern amenities as well.

Like most galleries, this one adhered to an open, flowing layout, with well-lit paintings on the walls and curving sculptures in the middle. An antique desk faced out from the back corner, a computer resting on the edge, and behind it sat a heavy-set man, balding with a white goatee. Flashing an elitist smile, he said, "Good morning." His voice flowed with a smooth drawl that Max had become accustomed to hearing after a year in the South.

"Morning," Max said, looking around the room. The paintings varied in style and color — no specific theme tied any of it together. Drummond floated from one work to the next, his face pressing in close to each painting.

"May I help you?"

Max glanced at the desk's nameplate. "Mr. Gold?"

"That is my name."

"I was wondering if you could help me locate a specific painting that I'm trying to find."

Without looking, Drummond said, "Don't be so wordy. Makes you seem untrustworthy."

Mr. Gold gestured to a seat near his desk and posed his fingers over the computer keyboard. "Let's see what we can do. What's the name of the painting and the artist?"

"The painting is 'Morning in Red' and the artist —"

Mr. Gold did not type. For an instant, Max thought the man might be having a heart attack. Then Mr. Gold said with forced casualness, "'Morning in Red' — I've never heard of it."

"It's not a famous work."

"Well, I'll try online but —"

"I've already tried the public search engines. Mostly get hits on the old, 'Red skies at night, sailor's delight. Red skies at morning, sailor take warning.' You, however, should have access to some kind of art gallery database."

"Naturally, I do, but I can't really abuse that privilege on every request, particularly for such an unknown artwork. Besides, searches on that database cost us money. So, you see, I can't just —"

Pulling out his wallet, Max said, "I'd be happy to cover the cost." Not happy, really. He only had three dollars.

"It's not that simple," Mr. Gold said, fumbling with two books and piling them on the floor. "I have to get permissions."

Drummond slid behind him and looked at the books. "This guy's lying. You know that, right?"

Max nodded.

"Good," Drummond went on, "because these books he tried to hide are all about art forgery." Sometimes Max loved having a ghost for partner.

Seizing onto an idea, Mr. Gold said, "Let me take down your name and number, and I'll see what I can learn for you. We're just at the beginning of the day. I'm sure I can —"

"The painting is 'Morning in Red.' My name's Max Porter and my office is right upstairs — 319."

"Of course. I thought I'd recognized you. I see you walk in many mornings."

"Let us know when you find something."

"Us?"

"My wife works up there as well."

"Ah, yes, I see. Well, Mr. Porter, I'll do my best, but I wouldn't expect much. A little painting like that, one that has probably never been shown in a gallery or sold in such, that is most likely not in anybody's database."

"You just give it a try."

Though Mr. Gold prattled on with excuses and concerns, Max never looked back as he left the gallery. Drummond circled his partner with excited swoops. "That's the way you should always do this. You're finally learning. Wonderful. That liar wasn't going to help us out anyway. Might as well give him a hard time."

As Max climbed the stairs to his office, he said, "Don't you think it's weird that Gold is lying about the painting? I mean, we just got the case. Nobody could know we were hired, let alone what we were looking for."

"This is the detective racket," Drummond said. "Just because you can't legally call yourself that, doesn't mean you aren't one. And let me tell you something I want you to remember always. By the time somebody's knocking on your door, by the time they've finally admitted they need you, there are already many others involved."

"So somebody else is looking for this painting."

"More than one somebody, most likely."

"Mr. Porter! Mr. Porter!" Mr. Gold shouted from downstairs. With labored breaths and one arm gripping the railings as if he might fall over at any moment, Mr. Gold reached the third floor.

Not hiding his amusement, Drummond passed through Mr. Gold several times, causing the sweating man to shiver. "Seems to be a draft up here."

"Yeah," Max said. "That happens sometimes. What is it?"

"Here," Mr. Gold said, handing over a paper. "I decided to do a public search — I know you said you did one, but it all depends on what keywords you use and how you put them in. I thought I might have better luck since I do this kind of searching all the time. Anyway, I found your painting and that's the address. So, good luck with that and I'll be going now."

Moving faster than he had arrived, Mr. Gold scurried down the stairs. Drummond watched with disdain. "Well, that wasn't the least bit suspicious."

Max snickered. "Yeah."

Mrs. Amos shuffled out of her apartment to pick up the morning paper at her door, squinted at Max talking to himself, scowled, and closed the door. The old woman never had much more for Max. The most he had ever gotten from her was a "Go to Hell" when he called her by name (a tidbit he acquired from her mailbox). The shock on her face still made him smile.

"You know," Drummond said as he passed through the closed office door, "I like that old gal."

When Max entered the office, Sandra kissed him and asked, "How'd it go?"

"We got an address," Max said, reading the paper for the first time. "Some place west in Clemmons. Probably nothing useful, though."

"I did better than that," she said like a schoolyard tease.

"I'm listening."

"Me, too," Drummond said from his usual perch in the bookcase.

Sandra held out a piece of paper like a winning lottery ticket. "That is the address of one Melinda Corkille. I started checking out the family name when it occurred to me to 4-1-1 her name first. She lives just south of here in Davidson County."

Max frowned.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

"This address. It's the same one Corkille gave us. The one in which he last lived."

Drummond perked up. "Really? Why would he not know where she was living then?"

"That's what I'm wondering."

"Especially after our art gallery visit. You know, I hate to say it, but this whole thing smells real bad."

"Thanks for the input. Why don't you go find your ghost friend and get us some real information? Sandra, find out what you can on Corkille, this house, and anything on that painting. I'm going to visit Melinda Corkille."







  
Chapter 4

As he drove down Peters Creek Parkway toward Davidson County, Max tried to blot out any guilt he felt toward Sandra. He knew she would be mad at him later, but for now he had to focus. Except why should he be feeling this way at all? He could tell by how her body drooped when he gave out their assignments that she had expected to accompany him to Melinda Corkille's house — but angry? Why should she be angry?

"Don't act so innocent," Max said to the empty car. He knew from the start that she would want to come along. If for no other reason, it beat the heck out of sitting in the office working on a computer. But he couldn't bring her. He needed some space.

"That's really it, isn't it?" The past year had been hard on them in a way like never before. Always in the office together, always at home together, in the car together — he loved her, deep to his bones love, but she smothered him with her constant presence.

He wanted her to go back to the bakery. She would bring in some money for them while he struggled to get his business off the ground. Most important, she would be happy, independent, and not pissed because Max had to be the boss.

"Only one problem, though, Max." One enormous problem. Sandra could see the ghosts. How could he run his business without that special skill? Of course, he could just go the route everybody else did, but Drummond was right about that — he hated researching one boring genealogy after another. Those just paid the bills, and they often didn't do that much. These types of cases — the ones that were otherworldly — these were the things that gave him that investigative rush. And for that to continue, he needed Sandra.

What about Drummond? He laughed at the thought. He liked Drummond — sometimes — and he did respect the man's talents as a private investigator, but he could never trust the man the way he trusted Sandra.

As he neared the county line, the landscape became a typical suburban sprawl — wide, open land being cultivated into megastores, parking lots, housing developments, and twelve-pump gas station/convenience stores. Widening roads and erecting new streetlights added to the hubbub, slowing traffic and littering the pavement with North Carolina's famous red clay. In a few more years, Winston-Salem will engulf this all.

Davidson County proved to be more of a traditional suburban landscape and even a bit rural. It all had been farm land once, but the modern world left its mark. Though it did not bear the industrial charms of Winston-Salem, neither did it cleave to a pristine beauty that is often written about in the history books. Max knew from years of reading such things that the history books lied — the old days were never pristine and beautiful. Still, he wondered if, when compared to today's cities, some rolling farmland might not be such a
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