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SOUTHERN CRAFT

 

SOUTHERN SPIRIT


Introduction

Many years back, when I first conceived the idea for Max Porter, I never expected the series to go on this long. But here we are. This third volume contains books 7-9 and at the time of writing this introduction, I’m working on Book 12! From all the messages I get from you folks, it’s clear that there will be plenty more Max to come.

 

The more I think on it, the more I must acknowledge the three books in this volume are crucial to the success and survival of Max. After the previous groupings concluded, the blue series ending with the destruction of the original office and the red series ending with the destruction of the Hull family, the series as a whole could have stopped. If Max and the gang were going to continue, I needed new enemies, new history, new members of the team, and more. Yet I had to keep hold of what makes a Max Porter story work.

 

The green series, with incredibly wonderful art by Claudia Ianniciello, was the test case. If those three books did not live up to the earlier books — both artistically and financially — I would have had to end the series. Luckily for us both, things went well. I discovered that Max and the gang would always have interesting and exciting challenges to face, and that as long as I stayed true to who these characters are, you all will keep coming back for more. A win-win for us both.

 

It was also during the writing of these three books that I began exploring the idea of a spin-off series following Marshall Drummond back when he was alive. I didn’t know if anybody would be interested, but I did know that I wanted to write his adventures as short stories or novellas — little breaks between novels where I can have fun with one of my favorite characters to write. It would be a bit before I started writing the Marshall Drummond Case Files, but it all started here.

 

And, of course, it all started with you. I never tire of saying it — without you wonderful readers, none of this would be possible. Because of that, as long as you all want Max to keep having stories, I’ll keep writing them. The three books in this volume prove that Max can handle it.

 

Sit back, relax, and happy reading!

 

- North Carolina, 2019

 


 

SOUTHERN RITES


Chapter 1

ON SEVERAL OCCASIONS during Max Porter’s youth, he heard his name called over the loudspeaker at school, summoning him to the principal’s office. After enduring a raised eyebrow from the teacher and the hushed curiosity of his peers, Max walked the long hall which only seemed to stretch further away the more he walked. He had no idea if the news that waited would be good or bad, only that he dreaded the discovery. Walking up the driveway of a suburban Winston-Salem home, Max felt that way again.

His wife, Sandra, came up beside him on the right. They had been through a lot together — especially in recent days — and she had never wavered. He clasped her hand for a little extra strength.

“I don’t like this,” a rich voice said before Marshall Drummond appeared on Max’s left side. Drummond, the ghost of a 1940s detective, had been a crucial partner in the Porter Agency since its inception. If Max had not already been feeling uneasy, this simple statement would have chilled his skin.

Sandra pointed out a realtor’s FOR SALE sign. A large red SOLD had been slapped across the sign. Despite the hot weather, close to a month without rain, the lawn grew thick and green. Somebody had no qualms about conserving water.

“I’m telling you,” Drummond went on, “this is a bad idea. You should both know by now that messing with witches never goes well.”

“What should we do then?” Max said, unable to hide the growl in his voice. “It’s been what? Three weeks since all that went down at the Devil’s Tramping Ground? With the Hull family decimated, I figured we’d have had more time before this nonsense started up again. But Mother Hope and her Magi group call the shots now. And since she’s a witch, we’ve got to deal with her. At least, until we can change things.”

“Doesn’t mean we’ve got to like it. We certainly don’t have to come running like eager puppies.”

“Well, I didn’t expect to be hearing from them so soon. So excuse me if I’m a little off my game.”

Sandra put out her hand. “Both of you — stop it. There’s no need to be bickering. We’ve got to be calm and professional going in to whatever this is.”

Max knew Sandra was right, but that didn’t make it any easier to swallow. The call that came in that morning had made it clear — the Porter Agency, the research firm he and Sandra had built up with Drummond, now belonged to the Magi group. They could pretend that they were merely on retainer, but they all knew that the Magi group would never let it remain so simple.

As they walked across a red brick pathway, Max caught Drummond peeking in his coat pocket. That pocket was once the home of their friend Leed — a man who had died and been reduced to a ball of energy. The events that helped Mother Hope and the Magi gain power had also ripped Leed from the world. Other than an occasional glance at his pocket, Drummond had displayed no behavior of loss or mourning. Max could only hope his friend would be okay.

The front door opened and Leon Moore stepped out. Mother Hope’s right-hand man, he stood tall and strong, his dark skin hiding his features in the soft shade of the porch. Max tightened his grip on Sandra’s hand.

“Thank you for coming so fast,” Leon said.

Max’s top lip curled. “Didn’t have a choice, did we?”

With a nod toward Sandra, Leon said, “You all look well. I’m glad to see nobody suffered too greatly from before.”

Sandra’s eyes flared. “You don’t think a young boy being shot should be considered suffering?” The Sandwich Boys, PB and J, had been working for Max and Sandra only a short time, but PB took a bullet to the shoulder on their last case. “You call us from his bedside to do what? Check out an empty house for ghosts or something? Why bother with us? I’m just a beginner in witchcraft. Mother Hope has enough power of her own to handle whatever this is. Or perhaps we can lay out the truth — you really just want to show us who the boss is now. Isn’t that right?”

With a confused grin, Leon stepped back to allow them inside. Max whispered to Sandra, “Way to keep it calm.” As they passed Leon, Max eyed the man. “Looks like your witch boss is making you younger again.”

Leon unconsciously rubbed his back. When Max had first met the man, he was an old librarian, stooped and weak. Since rising in power amongst the Magi, Leon had lost all of that. He still had gray in his hair and wrinkles on his skin, but Max knew that should the man be willing to make a deal, Mother Hope would be willing to cast a spell and shave off more years.

“Follow me, please,” Leon said, and led the way deeper into the house.

Devoid of any furnishings, the empty house had a soft layer of dust on the wood flooring. Drummond floated nearby. “Looks like this place was on the market for quite some time.”

Max knew Leon could not hear or see Drummond, but he still had to quell his natural reaction to shush the detective. He often wondered how Sandra dealt with it all — Max could only see and hear Drummond; Sandra saw and heard all ghosts.

As they headed single-file down a narrow hall, Leon said, “As part of the Restructuring, the Magi are purchasing several properties in Winston-Salem.”

“The Restructuring?” Max asked.

“The Hull family controlled all of the magic usage in this state for so long, nobody really knows how to go forth now that they’re gone. Since we’re the only qualified group, and we are in charge at the moment, Mother Hope thought it was a good time to restructure the way things are to be done.”

“And you need to buy property for that?”

Leon stopped at a closed door. “We need offices and housing for new employees and safe locations for those in trouble, not to mention prisons for those who break the law but are beyond the capabilities of the local police. It’s quite a logistical endeavor. Then, of course, we want to protect the public from any houses that exude excessive magical energy.”

“I don’t know why I bothered asking. How about you open that door and get this show going? We really don’t want to be here any longer than necessary.”

Leon’s nostrils flared, but otherwise he remained stoic. “Of course.” He turned the knob and pushed open the door.

As Max entered the master bedroom, his skin prickled. The wooden floor had shattered toward the ceiling as if a giant fist had punched through from below. Many splintered boards stood perpendicular to the floor and some bent even further out. The gash in the floor crossed nearly from wall-to-wall.

That alone would have been eerie enough, but sitting in the middle of this gap, supported by several pieces of vertical floorboards, Max saw a pine-box coffin. The top had been ripped aside, discarded near the only window in the room. Max approached and saw the remains of a man long since dead — all bone and tattered clothing. The tricorn hat, brittle belt, and long-barreled musket tucked at his side suggested somebody from the late-18th or early-19th century.

“Well, well. Look at that,” Drummond muttered as he flew over the coffin. “This is far better than a few trinkets on display in a museum.”

Sandra stepped around the coffin. “You dug up an old body. Great. What is it you want with us?”

“For starters,” Leon said, “we want to know who this is. But more importantly, we did not dig him up. When I purchased this house, it had been untouched. Two days later, I entered to find this.”

“Okay. You’ve got a few grave robbers roaming about. Again, what is it to do with us?”

Max’s shoulders slumped. “Not grave robbers, hon.” He pointed to the floorboards. “If somebody had come in here and ripped this flooring open, there would be ax marks.”

“He’s right,” Drummond said, “and the wood they chopped would have been thrown aside. This has been exploded from below or pulled up by something powerful.”

“Yes,” Leon said. “No ax marks. No sign of breaking and entering. Nothing to suggest grave robbers. Besides which, Mother Hope took one step in here and she knew. Something powerful, something with magical strength, brought that coffin up.”

Drummond crossed his arms. “Hey, that’s what I said.”

“Fine,” Sandra said. “You’re all geniuses for noticing the lack of ax marks. That doesn’t explain what you want from us, aside from identifying the remains. What is it you want us to do here?”

“Do? Nothing. You are researchers. We want you to research. Find out who the man is and why somebody would have wanted to rip him from the ground. The rest is Magi business and none of your concern.”

Max could hear Sandra’s blood heating up. She snapped out a finger at Leon. “If you think we’re going to just run over here every time you call and solve your little mysteries without any idea of what or how that information is going to be used —”

“You forget quickly,” Leon said, not even bothering to turn his face from her accusing finger. “Your husband has been cursed by Mother Hope. You’ll do whatever we ask or she’ll send him into the ghost world while keeping his body in a coma.”

Max involuntarily reached up to his chest. The mark of Mother Hope’s curse seemed to vibrate under his skin. Unless that was his raging heartbeat.

Brushing off his concerns, he looked closer at the skeleton. Dust and cobwebs clung to its broken smile. Several teeth had fallen from the skull but could be seen in the coffin near the left clavicle. In fact, other than the missing teeth, the skeleton looked remarkably preserved — except for two matters. First, the right femur was missing. Second, a dustless patch marked the skeleton’s chest yet had been covered by its dusty hands.

Max said, “This man held something. From the shape, I’d say it was a book.”

“Oh, yes,” Leon said. “I almost forgot about that. It’s a journal, we think. Haven’t had much time to look at it, yet.”

“I doubt that.”

“Please. Max, Sandra, I have no reason to be against you. In fact, Mother Hope instructed me to help you as much as possible. She assigned me because of my experience working at the Z Smith Reynolds Library, that’s all. I have to admit that doing research outside of the library walls is a bit daunting to me. So, I apologize that I removed the journal and forgot to mention it.”

Before Sandra could stir up her anger again, Max said, “I certainly understand. We’re all playing catch-up with the new changes.”

“Exactly.”

“But we’re here now, and I’d like to see that journal.”

“I understand entirely. It’s at our Winston-Salem downtown office. I’ll see that you get the address, and I’ll make sure the journal is waiting for you to pick it up.”

Max stared hard at Leon. His cellphone rang, but he refused to look away. This first case with the Magi would set precedents for the future, and Max wanted to make sure Leon, Mother Hope, and the entire organization knew that he and his partners would not be pushed around.

A few seconds later, Sandra’s cellphone rang. She answered it but Max kept his focus on Leon. Taking the journal could not have been an accident, and it was more than a simple display of power. There was something else at work here. Drummond’s earlier uneasiness echoed in Max’s mind.

“Um, hon?” Sandra said. “We’ve got to go.”

Max finally looked away. His wife’s face looked pale. “What’s wrong? Is PB okay?”

“He’s fine.” She glanced at the cellphone. “That was your mother.”

A cold stone formed in his chest. “Is she ... is she ...”

“No, she’s fine. She’s alive. But she’s here.”

The stone dropped into his stomach. “Excuse me?”

“She called from PTI airport in Greensboro. We have to go pick her up right now.”

“Oh, hell.”

 

 


Chapter 2

MAX SET A PAPER GROCERY BAG on his kitchen counter as Sandra and his mother entered the house. He pulled out all the ingredients necessary to make chicken parmigiana and put them on the counter with a loud thump. Less than two hours since they had picked up his mother, and already he wanted to scream. She had complained that she was hungry, that they didn’t serve her anything on the flight from Detroit or on the connection from Charlotte, and that she would be happy if they could simply stop someplace quick and get a bite. Max suggested some Lexington BBQ, but she didn’t want anything foreign.

“It’s not foreign, Mom. It’s just a bit of local culture. Like eating a cheesesteak in Philly.”

“I don’t like cheesesteaks.”

“Then how about Wendy’s or KFC or something like that?”

“Fast food? That stuff is disgusting. I’m sure I can put something together when we get to your house.”

So Max stopped at the grocery store on their way home. Sandra offered to make a nice meal for everybody, but Max’s mother said, “I wouldn’t want to bother you with such a trifle. I’ll take care of it.”

Luckily, Sandra took her aggression out on the arm rest, digging her nails in deep while forcing a smile. Drummond had the sense to be far away from any of this, so Max was on his own.

Before he could put water in a pot to boil, his mother grabbed an apron and started working on dinner. Sandra glowered at Max as she walked by. “I’ll get the room ready for you, Mrs. Porter.” From the first day these women had met, Max’s mother insisted on being spoken to formally.

“No need to bother for me,” Mrs. Porter said. “I can sleep down here on the couch.”

“We have a guest room. I’ll make the bed up right now.”

“Oh, well then, thank you, dear. I didn’t want to assume you had been thoughtful enough to provide a room for guests.”

Sandra forced a grin before leaving. Once Max heard Sandra stomp up the stairs, he turned to his mother. “Why are you provoking her?”

“Maxwell, what are you talking about?”

“What’s going on? Why did you suddenly show up unannounced?”

Chopping an onion, each cut accentuating her remarks, she said, “I think I’ve waited long enough to be invited, but since that clearly wasn’t going to happen, I took matters into my own hands. You two think you can do whatever you want and ignore those who have taken care of you, but you’re wrong. I know I taught you better. I can only assume that your wife is to blame.”

“Don’t start in on her. It’s not her fault. In fact, she often suggested we have you down to visit.”

“I doubt that.” She tossed the onions into a hot pan, and they sizzled.

“Look, ever since we moved here, we’ve been terribly busy. It’s been hard and we’ve had to work non-stop in order to survive.”

Mrs. Porter gestured with a spatula in hand. “Yes, I can see how awful it’s been living in this palace.”

“This house? Not too long ago, we were in a trailer. That’s right. It’s only been a short time since we’ve been doing this well. You think I wanted you to see us when we barely had heat?”

“I’m sorry to hear you had to go through that, but how was I to know when you don’t tell me anything? I could have helped you out.”

Even as she tried to stir the onions, Max hugged her. It felt better than strangling her. Besides, he knew she meant it when she said she would have helped. Standing only five feet even, he had no trouble kissing the top of her head. “Thank you for the thought. But you taught me to stand on my own, and that’s what I’m trying to do.”

Mrs. Porter tilted her head up and gave him a motherly peck on the cheek. “You’re a good boy. Even if you don’t think about your ol’ mother often enough.”

“I’ll try to be better. But you try to be nicer to Sandra.”

Turning back to her cooking, Mrs. Porter said, “Do you remember Mrs. Kopinski? The lady two houses down who used to make cookies for you and your friends.”

“Sure, I remember.”

“Well, the other day —”

As Mrs. Porter prattled along a tale of misplaced mail, burnt cookies, and a stray cat, Max’s mind wandered back to the skeleton in the empty house. The missing bone, the missing journal, and the strange manner in which the coffin had burst through the floor — all of it reeked of trouble. But more than any of that, he wondered what Mother Hope truly sought. Could she really want him simply to research this oddity? Of course, not. Max had been down this road enough times now to know better.

The doorbell had to ring three times before he looked up. Mrs. Porter had a wooden spoon in one hand and the other posed on her hip. “Have you heard anything I’ve said?”

Sandra hurried down the stairs to answer the door. From the hall, she called out, “It’s J.”

“Who’s Jay?” Mrs. Porter asked as Max jumped to his feet.

Sandra and J entered the kitchen. “One of our employees, and a cutie-pie, too,” she said. J entered like a shy toddler hiding behind his Mommy instead of a shy teenager embarrassed by his employer. The second-half of the Sandwich Boys, J had been homeless like his counterpart. As a black teen without parents or stability, he lived a life destined for jail or death. But he was smart and ambitious. He saw a way out and wasted no time jumping on board. After several cases with PB and J, Max had no clue how he ever got on without them.

Mrs. Porter gave J a once-over look and then nodded. “You want to help me cook dinner?”

To Max and Sandra’s shock, J pushed them aside to get into the kitchen. As Mrs. Porter tied an apron around him, he glanced back. “PB’s doing much better. That infection is mostly gone and he’s eating good again.”

“You say well not good,” Mrs. Porter said.

“PB’s doing well. Another week or so and he’ll be ready to work.”

Sandra said, “That’s good news. I’m sure you’re relieved.”

“Yeah, but you don’t got to worry about nothing. I’m still here, and I can do anything you need.”

Max nodded. “We know. In fact, after we eat, I have an important errand for you. I need you to pick up an old journal for me. I’ll give you the address and you can take my car.”

Mrs. Porter raised an eyebrow. “He drives?”

“I’m pretty good at it,” J said.

“You can’t possibly be old enough.”

He shrugged. “That only matters if I get caught.”

Nobody pushed further on the topic and they all settled into casual conversation. Throughout dinner, Max and Sandra worked hard to keep all talk light and meaningless. They even successfully dodged a bullet when Mrs. Porter asked to use the serving tray she had given them as a wedding gift — an abomination to the name of serving trays (a porcelain tray with clawed feet as if it were an old bathtub) that they kept packed away in the attic. J came to the rescue, however, by asking her about a scar on her hand. That led to a story about a childhood bully she fought off in sixth grade.

The two then spent much of the evening asking each other probing questions. Mrs. Porter wanted to know how homeless life had been and what it really was like to be black in the South. J wanted to know about life in the cold, cold North and whether she thought about dying much. They were shockingly honest.

J said homelessness wasn’t so bad, except in the winter. And being black was just the way his life was. He learned early on not to trust or expect much from white people, even the kind ones, and then he had no problems. “You can’t get burned if you refuse to touch the fire.”

For Mrs. Porter’s part, she complained that the cold had gotten much worse lately. The winters were shorter but harsher, and her old bones reacted badly when the snows came. As for death, she said, “I certainly think about it more now than ever before. But you know what? I’ve lived a long life, and I’m not done yet. The way I think about it is that I can’t control it one way or the other. So, until my number is called up, I’m going to keep living as much as I can.”

J smiled. “You should work on a case with us. That’ll make you feel like you’re living.”

Sandra choked on her food. Max wanted to leap across the table and gag the boy. Instead, he said, “It’s been a long day. Let’s clean up, and J, I still need you to get that journal.”

Clicking her fork on her plate, Mrs. Porter said, “You are not going to let this sweet boy run through the city just to get a book. That’s cruel.”

“There’s nothing cruel about it, and it’s his job. He gets paid to help me out. Besides, he knows the streets better than any of us. And it’s not like we’re living in 1970s Harlem. This is Winston-Salem.”

J patted Mrs. Porter’s arm. “I’ll be fine. It’s no big deal.”

“You should at least spend the night here when you get back. It’ll be too late for you to go tramping around town by that point.”

Sandra stood and gathered the plates a bit too harshly. “Fine. I’ll make the couch up for tonight. Now, if you’re done deciding how to use my house, I’ve got dishes to take care of.”

All grew still as Sandra left the dining room. J’s eyes widened in the silence. He looked to Max for assurance. With a motion of his head, Max sent J off to get the journal, and J didn’t hesitate. Max’s mother sat stiff as she dabbed a napkin at her mouth.

“I’ve apparently overstepped my bounds,” she said. “I only wanted to make sure the young man was well-cared for.”

“He’ll be fine,” Max said. “And Sandra will be fine, too.”

“She doesn’t like me.”

“You don’t like her, either.”

“I wouldn’t be rude to her like that.”

Launching into a detailed list of all the times she had been rude to Sandra would have taken up the rest of the evening. Max held back. With a controlled, faux-calm, he said, “Since we didn’t know you were coming, we weren’t prepared. We’ve also been hired on for a new case, and that means I’ve got a lot of work to do tonight.”

“Oh, well, I wouldn’t want to be a burden. I’ll stay out of your way. Don’t worry. It’s good that you’re working. You work too hard, but I’m happy that you keep busy. I’m sure we can spend time together tomorrow.”

As Mrs. Porter left for the guest room, Max heard the faucet running in the kitchen and the clatter of dishes flung into the dishwasher. He thought it best to stay out of range, but he had to pass by the kitchen in order to reach his study. No sense in poking an angry lioness. He would wait.

Several minutes later, the dishwasher rumbled on and Sandra entered the dining room. With her arms crossed and her hip popped to the side, she said, “Are you going to keep hiding out here or are we going into the study to discuss the case?”

With a bashful grin, Max said, “The case sounds like the best thing to discuss right now.”

“You know it.”

Settling behind his desk in his study, Max took a breath and tried to relax his muscles. Though most certainly a cliché, Max saw his study as a private sanctuary. Surrounded by books, a few sculptures, thick carpeting, and dark wood walls, Max’s study remained the best part of the house in his eyes — even with his wife sitting opposite him with a heavy glower.

“How long is she staying?” Sandra asked.

“I thought we were going to talk about the case.”

“The longer she stays, the more difficult our job will be. So, how long?”

Max shrugged. “I’ll ask her tomorrow.”

With two fingers, Sandra rubbed the center of her forehead. “I know you haven’t seen her in a long time, and I know she’s your mother, but I can’t take too much of her. She hates me, and she’s not shy about it.”

“I know. I wish it wasn’t so.”

“Just ... please keep her out of my hair.”

“You got it.”

“Thanks, hon. So, this case — what do we know?”

Max leaned back in his chair. “We really haven’t had time yet. Once J gets back, I’ll dig into that journal, but otherwise, you know more than I do.”

“Me?”

“No way did that coffin burst out of the floor naturally. That much seems clear. Something magic caused it. And if Mother Hope is calling us on the job, then it’s definitely a major magic problem.”

“You are the best around here at research. You don’t think she could simply want you to —”

“No,” Max said. His hand absently traced the circular mark on his chest — the curse Mother Hope had put upon him. “She wouldn’t bother with us for minor research. Something serious is going on.”

Sandra lifted her head. “I wish you weren’t right, but we both know you are.”

“I’ll savor the rarity.” He forced a chuckle. “Go get some rest. I’ll wait up for J.”

 

 


Chapter 3

HOURS LATER, under a blanket of quiet in the house, Max returned to his office with the newly acquired journal. J had no trouble getting it, and when he arrived at the house, Max’s mother took over his care.

She insisted on fixing him a turkey sandwich and sat with him in the kitchen as he downed the meal. Then she snapped at him because he wanted to go to bed without brushing his teeth. A lecture about hygiene, including dental, ensued with the end result that J quickly showered and brushed his teeth before calling it a night on the couch.

By the time things were quiet again and Max could fall back into his office chair, the house had closed up shop. Mrs. Porter had tucked J in and promised him a pancake breakfast in the morning. Sandra bid all a goodnight before she retired to the master bedroom, not fast enough to avoid a reproach for failing to have stocked blueberries for the pancakes, but fast enough for all to let the walls in the house protect them from each other for a few sleepy hours.

Max, however, did not sleep. He read the journal — cover to cover. It belonged to a young man named Archibald Henderson. It wasn’t long and the majority of entries involved the maintenance of a farm, but near the end, he chewed upon some choice nibbles.

 

March 7, 1769

 

I’ve been absent from writing my thoughts upon this book for too long. It is the irony of the times that I have so much to contribute here yet not enough hours to put it down. I will try, however, to bring about some understanding of what we in the back country face and have faced. Our dispute with the Royal government stretches back quite far. In point of fact, I recall clearly my father telling me about his participation in the Enfield Riot of 1758. I was but ten years of age, sitting on the floor of our tiny home. Father sat at the table while my two sisters and brother, all younger as I am the eldest, lined along the edge of our parents bed in the corner. Mother stood by the fire, cooking venison stew from the doe we had caught that morning. Such a warm memory of my family that it was not until this past year that I began to understand the importance of the tale he told us that night.

 

Archibald went on to relate in detail how his father and the other farmers tried to cut a living out of the difficult terrain of the back country — the interior of North Carolina, barely connected with rudimentary roads and mostly inaccessible to sea and river vessels. They were hearty folk who did not balk at the backbreaking work required of them. But they also wanted a sense of fairness in their lives.

The inequity that caused the trouble surrounded the very land they lived on. Through an odd bit of heredity, Lord Granville had fallen into owning a huge swath of North Carolina that cut a line halfway across the state. Everything north of the line (and reaching into modern day Virginia) belonged to him.

Granville had little interest in owning this land but great interest in selling it for a large profit. The Crown had laws concerning how land in the New World would be cut up and sold, but even then, the Crown had difficulty controlling matters so far from home. Few of the governors paid attention to the Crown’s fee schedule, and instead, adopted convoluted and arbitrary rules for acquiring land. This had the desired effect of keeping the rabble from gaining too much land.

“And at that time,” Max muttered to the journal, “land ownership equaled voting rights.”

 

All Father wanted back then was a voice. It is still all we desire. Back then, Father and almost five hundred men walked into the lower house of the legislature with complaints against Francis Corbin and Joshua Bodley. Five hundred men.

 

Corbin and Bodley had been among the worst offenders of abusing the land laws. They had milked the back-country folk for every bit of money they could squeeze out.

“But five hundred men in the 1750s was enough to scare the local government bad.”

Between Archibald’s journal and a few quick Google searches, Max discovered that Corbin and Bodley fled. They made it as far as Edgecombe County before getting caught. Lucky for them, these “backwards” farmers were not blood-thirsty. They simply wanted a fair deal on the land and a voice in the government. They thought they had won that day. But corruption would never be defeated so easily.

“Max, you awake?” Drummond called out before sliding through the far wall.

Rubbing his eyes, Max said, “Yeah, come on in. You find anything?”

“Don’t have much to go on. No name, no identifying bits. Basically, we got a dead guy from Revolutionary times. You know how many ghosts in the Other fit the description?”

“Actually, no.”

“A lot. Hundreds.”

Setting the journal on the table, Max tapped the top of it. “Well, we got a name now. Archibald Henderson.”

“Anything else? You know yet why he’s trying to break out of his coffin?”

“We don’t even know if that’s what happened. It’s clear that his family came from the back country and they were involved in some of the precursors to the American Revolution. That’s all I got so far.”

Drummond pursed his lips. “Any idea what’s really going on here? I mean with Mother Hope and the Magi.”

“Haven’t a clue. But I’m glad to see that you’re thinking it, too. I can’t believe this is just some simple research.”

“Is there such a thing when it comes to our cases?”

“Exactly.” Max warmed at the reassurance — even if it meant that something darker hung over them all. “I guess we’ve got to keep digging. I’ll get back to the journal. You—”

“I know. Back to the Other. See if I can find Archibald Henderson.”

“Good luck. We’ll meet up at the office in the morning.”

Drummond brought his collar tighter around his neck. “Will your mother be coming?”

“Charming as ever. No, I’ll try to keep her clear.”

“Thanks. I don’t mean to be rude to you, but I can only take small doses of people like that.”

Max tried not to be offended. He knew his mother rubbed many the wrong way. But she was his mother. And she could be kind, too.

“Good night, Drummond.”

“Night, Max.”

Max sat alone in his office for a little. Cool air followed the whoosh of the central air kicking on. He brushed his fingers over the journal. Almost two hundred and fifty years old and here it sat on his desk, under his fingers, divulging its secrets only to him. It seemed as if there should be some ceremony before he read it again, but he would have to settle for standing up, stretching his arms over his head, and grabbing a drink of water from the kitchen.

Heading back to his study, he heard murmured voices from the living room. He stopped and listened closer. Inching down the hall, Max maneuvered near enough to see his mother tucking J into the makeshift bed on the couch.

She beamed at the teen. “You listen to me. Your life is important. Don’t go wasting it on stupid risks. Okay? And I’m not talking about running around at night. I’ve lived a long life. I know a thing or two, and I see that you can handle yourself well. But that kind of surety brings along with it arrogance, and arrogance can get you hurt.”

“Don’t worry about me,” J said, with his cocky I’m the man voice. “I’m always a step ahead.”

Max cringed, bracing himself for the tirade his mother would now unleash. But she laughed — a short, quiet sound unlike anything he had ever heard from her.

“You get some sleep,” she said. “Can I get you anything before I go?”

J actually snuggled further into the couch. “Thanks. You’re a sweet lady.”

“I’m glad somebody here thinks so.”

Popping up on his elbow, J frowned. “Why is that? I mean, why are you and Sandra so mad at each other?”

“I’m not mad at Sandra. Really, I’m not. But I think Max could have done better. He could have found a woman who made him happy. That’s all parents ever really want for their children. I don’t care if Max is rich or poor — as long as he’s happy.”

“You don’t think he’s happy with Sandra?”

“Whenever we talk on the phone, I can hear the tension in his voice. Ever since they got married, they’ve struggled, and he never sounds content, let alone happy. Look at this place. It’s gorgeous. But do they enjoy it? They look as stressed as ever. Do they cling to each other? Help each other through? I don’t know for sure, but it doesn’t seem so. Never has.” She re-tucked J’s blanket. “Max is my boy. You understand? My child. It hurts me to see him this way, and it angers me to see the source of that being the person who should be loving him, not hurting him.”

“Hey, at least they’re together. My folks split up when I was a baby. Then they both split town. I ain’t ever had anybody care enough even to be mad at me.”

“Don’t say ain’t.”

J glanced around the room. “Fact is, Max and Sandra and my pal, PB — they’re the closest thing I got to family. So, even if they are a bit messed up, they’re better than nothing.”

Mrs. Porter leaned over and kissed J’s forehead. “If they’re your family, then that makes me your family, too. I guess I’m your new grandma.”

He smiled. “Cool.”

Before she could leave J’s side, Max hurried back to his study. He banged into his chair with a clumsy escape like an amateur. He stared at the journal on his desk, even reached out to open it and get back to work, but he pulled his hand away.

In all his years, she had never spoken to him like that. Never shown him such affection, such warmth, such understanding. Or had she? Did he simply ignore those memories because they didn’t fit a narrative he had constructed about his relationship with her?

With a jolt, Max straightened in his chair. “Oh, man. Am I jealous?”

 

 


Chapter 4

MAX AND SANDRA usually spent their mornings drinking coffee, eating some toast or bagels, and reading the news on their phones. They might talk a little, but only if they had both slept soundly the night before. When the sun rose that following morning, however, the Porter house rattled with activity.

Mrs. Porter clattered pans and plates as she nailed off pancakes, toast, and bacon with the expert efficiency of a pro — which Max fully admitted, she was. Coffee brewed while J thumped about the breakfast table, placing plates and silverware with plenty of noise and cheer. Mrs. Porter hummed a tune that Max recognized long before he entered the kitchen — a meandering melody of her own creation that accompanied her whenever she worked around the house.

“Good morning,” Max said. Sandra had yet to reach the talking stage of waking up. She followed him to the table.

J handed them each a paper napkin. “We made you breakfast.”

“Thanks. We could both use some coffee to start.”

Mrs. Porter carried over a hot pan of eggs. “Sit down, J. Max can get the coffee. You’re a growing boy. You need to eat.”

J looked at Max and rolled his eyes, but he could not hide his delight in being treated his age. A bit less than his age, Max thought.

Near the end of the morning meal, Max downed the last of his coffee and said, “Mom, I’m sorry but you’ll be on your own today. I didn’t know you were coming, so we’ve got work that has to be done.”

“That’s fine.”

“I’m real sorry. I know you were expecting —”

“I said it was fine. No need to worry about me. I can entertain myself. I do it all the time back home. Besides, as long as you don’t need this young man, I think we will go to the zoo together.”

“The zoo?” Max said.

“The zoo!” J said.

Mrs. Porter brushed toast crumbs into her napkin. “Why not? It’s not that far. You don’t mind letting us borrow a car, do you?”

“Sure. Go ahead,” Max said, though a sharp pain formed in his chest.

Sandra, on the other hand, let out an audible sigh. “I need a shower,” she managed. As she left the kitchen, she added, “Thanks for breakfast.”

An hour later, Max and Sandra parked on Liberty Street and walked to their downtown office. On the short drive, he brought Sandra up to speed on the case, but before they entered the building, he halted. “Do you mind taking care of the office work this morning? I want to go to the library and check out a few things.”

Though Sandra said nothing, Max knew that she understood. He would do the research, but he also needed some space. No other place gave him sanctuary like the library — in particular, the Z. Smith Reynolds Library at Wake Forest University.

The library consisted of two old academic buildings that had been reformed into one. The former alley between them had been walled in and topped with tempered glass that let sunlight fill the area. What would have been outside walls now boasted balconies that looked over this garden-like space, and instead of plants growing, young minds blossomed as they studied at the tables spread out below.

The Zen quality of any library compounded in this particular place, and Max needed that now. He needed to focus on the case, but his mind refused to quiet. He kept thinking about his mother and J and their budding relationship. Why should she suddenly be doting on this young man? Did she truly have a connection with J or was this some passive-aggressive way to strike at Max? She wanted to be a grandmother. Could this situation be nothing grander than a surrogate?

Whatever the case, he could not deny how much it bothered him. While part of him wanted to mull over the whole thing, the rest of him knew he had to take advantage of the limited time he had been given. Because no matter what else, Mother Hope had brought this case to them, and that still bothered him more than anything his mother could do.

Setting up at one of the library’s computer stations, Max began with a search for Archibald Henderson. The first hit surprised him. Brigadier General Archibald Henderson held the distinction of being the longest-serving Commandant of the Marine Corps — from 1820 to 1859. Unfortunately, he was born in January 1783 — well past the Revolution. Not the man they sought.

After numerous other attempts to find Henderson, Max had to accept the logical result — Archibald Henderson was not a man who made it into the history books. All they had was the man’s journal. A great primary resource, but limited by the man’s infrequent entries.

“Wait,” Max said. “The entries.”

Henderson had written about his father’s involvement in the Enfield Riot. Perhaps the father could be found. Max searched the Enfield Riot and dug into his work.

Over the next few hours, he went through various accounts and reports. Unfortunately, with around five hundred farmers participating, Max could not find the name Henderson. Indeed, most of the names involved had been erased from history, leaving only the major players.

Max did stumble upon a reference to the Sugar Creek War which occurred six years after the Enfield Riot. Experience taught him to follow this kind of lead. What emerged from his research built a large picture of the situation.

Governor Tryon had become the leading authority in North Carolina, but he did little to tamp down the corruption that had caused dissent among the back country folk. Though called a “war,” the various protests that comprised these events were often less violent and more about public shaming and humiliation. Even the Enfield Riot was less a riot in the modern sense and more like an intense gathering of a mob. Not to be discounted, but hardly a full-scale riot.

Several names kept appearing in Max’s research, and he jotted down each one that he found in numerous texts. Edmund Fanning and William Tryon on the English side of things and Herman Husband on the back country side. Husband started out merely as a facilitator for those trying to get land from the old Granville Parcels and ended up being a major player in the group that would be called the Regulators.

He had heard of the Regulators before — a semi-organized group considered to be precursors to the Revolutionary forces. He also knew that researching them would take most of the afternoon. Max’s stomach grumbled, and he gave it a gentle pat. He decided to listen to his body and grab some food before jumping back in. As he put his things together, he checked out three books — might as well start while he ate.

From the library, Max cut across the grounds, went by the biology building, through a student parking lot, and onto a walking path through the surrounding woods. This short, well-maintained path led to the Reynolda House shops which included a handful of places to eat. The Village Tavern could be pricey and seating was limited, but Max wanted to treat himself — or, at least, ease his worries with the sensory pleasures of a good steak.

Nicking a table in the back corner, he ordered a Delmonico and opened one of the three books he had lugged along. Before he could read a word, however, a young man paused long enough to grab Max’s attention. The man had his head cocked to the side as he read the spines of Max’s books.

“You interested in the Regulators?” the man asked.

Max smiled. “A bit of a hobby.”

The man had a distinctive, dark look. His cheeks sunk in a little, and his eyes popped out a little. Dark, shaggy hair softened an angular nose while a lean but strong body gave him an authoritative presence. He reminded Max of the way some movie stars could be seen as intensely attractive despite having unattractive features. Something about the combination of the parts mesmerized the audiences. On some level, this man’s charm had worked on Max because as he sat at the table uninvited, Max cleared a book out of the way.

“My name is Edward,” the man said, offering his hand. He spoke with a rich North Carolinian accent that drew a person in to whatever he said.

Max shook the hand and gestured to the books. “You have an interest in this?”

“Very much so. I’m a history grad student. I love the stuff. But my favorite period is the American Revolution. My dissertation will be on something to do with that time. Once I can lock down what part to focus on.”

“What about the Regulators? You know much about them?” Might as well mine the kid for information. A researcher always had to take advantage of the sources available.

Before he answered, Edward’s eye twitched. Nothing more than a slight spasm, yet it changed the shape of the man’s face. Only for a fraction of a second, but Max shivered. Then, Edward’s face returned to a smile.

“I know a lot about them. They were the kicking off point of the Revolution. Not as violent as many think, though. I mean, they spent years just complaining, marching on government steps, signing petitions, and writing op-eds, that kind of thing.”

“Yeah. I noticed there was a long gap between the Enfield Riot and the Sugar Creek War.”

“That’s right,” Edward said, leaning forward with his elbows on the table. “Even after it all boiled over, even after the big battle at Alamance, many of the Regulators fought for the British during the War. Hard to call those ones traitors since the United States didn’t exist yet, but still, as far as I see it, they were traitors.”

“They were farmers, not soldiers.”

“True. I mean they really just wanted a fair shake at getting land, not being overtaxed, and having a real voice in the government.” Edward lowered his head, and the dark restaurant brought out that unsettling flicker on his face. “But what gets me mad at them is that the deeper cause underlying everything was the divide between the rich and the poor. It was a big gap, with no such thing as a middle class, and the rich kept rigging the system to make it worse. Now, that’s nothing shockingly new, but even after the Regulators had a few small successes, even after they had major losses, when it all was over, what did they do? They got paid off and joined up with their enemy. Never made much sense to me.”

Forcing levity into his tone, Max said, “It’s like you said — nothing really new there. People have always been looking out for themselves first.”

“Not me.” Edward spoke with a fierce strength, low and dark, that made every word drip with threat. “I think we have a duty to our country, our people. I’m not like Archibald Henderson.” 

Max’s head snapped up as his pulse quickened. The smell of cooking beef reminded him that he had not been served his food. He wasn’t hungry anymore, but why hadn’t the waitress interrupted them yet? His eyes searched for her, but she had managed to disappear. Hearing the tremble in his voice, he asked, “Who are you?”

Edward grinned at him, a toothy, wolfish grin. “I’m the one telling you quite clearly that you are on the wrong side of this.”

“Wrong side of what? All I’m doing is reading some history books.”

“Not all history books know the truth.”

“What’s this about? What do you want?”

“You have a choice, Mr. Porter. You and your wife can turn away from this, forget about Henderson, forget about the Regulators, and go on with your little research firm. Or you can keep stoking the flames that you don’t even realize surround you. Do that and the fire will burn hot.”

Max’s jaw jutted out as he brought his face close to Edward. “Since you obviously know who I am, I have to wonder what kind of idiot you are.”

Edward hesitated. “Watch yourself.”

“There’s no shame in being mentally disadvantaged. Clearly, you aren’t too bright. How else to explain your behavior?”

“I came here as a courtesy to warn you —”

“You came to threaten me. But my wife and I have taken down the Hull family, the most powerful wielders of magic in the area. You think you can intimidate me?”

Whatever advantage Max had gained by his bluster, it vanished in a blink. Edward pulled back, but the movement carried with it a dollop of condescension, and when he spoke, he layered on a thick amount of pity. “The Hulls boasted a lot but brought about little results. That you and your wife defeated them is not as impressive a feat as you think. They were bound to fail. You were simply the catalyst.”

“If you’re really a history student, you must major in revisionism.”

A smirk crossed Edward’s mouth. “Witchcraft existed long before the Hulls, and it will continue on long after. The Magi are no better, and Mother Hope is a newborn fawn when compared to the infinite lifespan of magic.”

Max suppressed the urge to shiver. Though he still didn’t know the connection between Archibald’s skeleton and magic — Edward’s comments were about as close to a confirmation as Max would ever get. Whatever was at the heart of all this, it had to do with magic.

Edward gracefully stood. “That’s it, Mr. Porter. Walk away and you’ll be unharmed. Keep moving in on this, and you and Sandra will suffer for it.”

Max considered a sarcastic remark, but Edward turned on his heel and strolled out of the restaurant. Max took a few breaths and went through the entire exchange in his head — he needed to remember as many details while they were still fresh. Less than a minute later, the waitress returned with his steak as if nothing had happened.

He cut the meat and placed a juicy piece into his mouth. He gave the conversation another whirl in his head. Eating in silence, he reached the point where he could no longer tell if he remembered correctly or had started to put in details that did not exist.

After his meal, he hurried back to the office. From the outside, the building looked like a relic from Drummond’s days — tall windows, nine foot ceilings, and detailed moldings around every doorway and lining the floor and ceiling. The inside, however, boasted all the amenities a modern office could provide — thick carpets, computers, central air, and enough space for both Max and Sandra’s large desks. They had a bookcase built into the wall for Drummond — it had been his ghostly home for decades in their former office.

“Any luck?” Sandra said, keeping her focus on her computer screen.

Placing a stack of books on his desk, Max said, “Well, we knew this would happen, but part of me was still taken off guard. This case has become far more serious.”

Drummond poked his head from the bookcase. “Let me guess. You got threatened.”

“How did you know that?”

“Same thing happened to me in the Other.”

“What?” Sandra said. “What happened? To both of you.”

Max related his story in as much detail as he could recall. His repetition over lunch helped him keep it straight, and by the end, he felt confident that he had not missed anything key. Looking over at Drummond, he said, “What about you?”

“No luck on finding Archibald Henderson. Not yet, at least. But like you, my searching around got me some unwanted attention. Couple of mugs followed me most of the morning. I didn’t recognize them, but I wouldn’t be surprised at all if I had busted them back in my police force days — several times. Some jailbirds never want to leave.”

“And they threatened you?” Sandra asked.

“Jumped me in a less populated section of the Other. One held my arms back while the other gave me a few lefts and a right. Stuck mostly to my gut. Man, I haven’t been punched that hard since I was living. Other types of pain, yeah plenty of that. But a solid gut punch? If it hadn’t hurt so bad, I would’ve been thanking them for the memory.”

“Did they say anything?”

“You can’t really threaten all that well unless you make a threat. They told me to stop looking for Henderson. Said if I was really smart, I’d drop you two and get on with moving on.”

Max tapped a pen against his chin. “Lucky for us, you’re not that smart.”

“Hey!”

“I meant you’re not going to listen to them.”

“That better be all you meant.”

Sandra raised her voice above the bickering. “We’ve got two ghost thugs and a jerk named Edward. No last name. That’s not much to go on.”

“We also got the journal and the name Archibald Henderson,” Drummond said. “And don’t worry about those guys who assaulted me. After they left me, I followed them for a bit. Never did find who they worked for, but I did corner one and gave him a one-two that clocked him to the ground. Based on the look in his eyes, I don’t think I’ll be hearing from them anytime soon.”

“Do we have more than enough to suggest it’s all connected?” Before Max could protest that technically they had little proof beyond a few words that Edward had said, Sandra put out her hand to stop him. “We don’t have to prove it. We know there’s a connection because otherwise, we’re looking at a mother-lode of coincidences.”

“You got that right, doll.”

“Which means that we’re once more, back in the realm of magic and ghosts. Unless Edward has developed a machine that allows him to chat with ghost thugs and hire them out to rough up a ghost detective.”

Drummond flew over to Max. “We know it started with ripping up that coffin. But we don’t know the reason behind it or what it’s going to lead to or even how it was done. Just asking a few questions and starting the preliminary research got us both threatened. Now, I’m not about to insult either of you and suggest that you’re going to heed those warnings. In fact, I’d say you know what we need to do.”

Max nodded. “Research the hell out of this.”

 

 


Chapter 5

MAX CHECKED THE WALL CLOCK — 1:25 pm. His mother and J would be at the zoo for most of the day, and she would undoubtedly make him dinner. Probably even take him out for ice cream — though J preferred frozen yogurt, Max didn’t see him putting up a fuss.

“We’ve got the rest of the day to get as much info as we can.” He snapped his fingers and pointed at Drummond. “You’ve got to find Henderson.”

Drummond thrust his hands in his pockets. “Not sure what more I can do. I got my contacts working on it. But if Edward sent those goons after me, then they certainly are tracking down anybody else poking into Henderson. My contacts are good but they’re also in it for themselves. They won’t risk getting beaten to a pulp just to help us out.”

“All the more reason for you to head back to the Other. Your contacts might be afraid of a fight, but you’re not.”

Drummond grinned. “Will you look at that? The kid’s learning. Appealing to my masculinity like a pro.”

“Did it work?”

“Yeah, I’ll go. Just once, I’d like for you guys to be stuck in there while I’m back here.”

Sandra scoffed. “Do you understand that Max’ll have his nose buried in books while you’re out being a detective?”

“Fair point. I’ll stick to what I know.”

“If you can’t find Henderson,” she went on, “you ought to look for any ghost that was a Regulator. Maybe somebody else can shed light on this case for us.”

“Good thinking. I’ve said it before, but Max is a lucky man to have you in his life. You’re a helluva smart gal.”

With a wink and a tip of his hat, Drummond disappeared. Max paused to look upon his wife. Drummond was right, of course. He was lucky, and she was smart. Right now, he needed that brain of hers.

“Hon, you still have your old real estate contacts?”

“Of course.” She brought up a file on her computer. “Once I started working with you, I made sure to keep those contacts alive. You never know when you’ll need one. I’m guessing you want me to look into the history of the house we found Henderson in.”

“Exactly. I’ll get cracking on these books, see what I can learn about the whole Regulator movement, and if I’m lucky, find some reference to Henderson.”

“What about my other contacts? I’m not familiar with the magic used here, but I’m a novice at the whole witch thing. I could call up a few people, see what they say.”

Max tried to hide his expression. Sandra’s interest in witchcraft had grown stronger ever since becoming friends with Maria Cortez-Kane, a hobby witch of sorts. Even after the showdown that destroyed the Hulls, even after seeing what became of their once-powerful witch, Dr. Connor, even after Maria shut the doors and refused Sandra’s calls — after all of it, Sandra still wanted to become a witch. Though it would be a useful skill set to have in the firm, Max tried to temper his wife’s enthusiasm on the subject. Witchcraft could consume a person, then spit out a being that looked the same but whose heart had been carved out and left empty.

“Let’s hold off on the witches until we have a better idea of what we’re dealing with,” he said, forcing his tone to stay low and calm.

Sandra drew to attention and offered a mock salute. “Aye-aye, Cap’n.” Then she leaned forward and kissed him gently. “I can see the worry on your face. This Edward guy really got you, huh?”

“No. Maybe. I don’t like people threatening to harm you. I know we’ve been through a lot of crazy in the last few years, I know you’re tough and capable, but there’s a primitive side of me that wants to protect you.”

She kissed him again. “You’re a sweet man, Maxwell Porter.”

“Oh, don’t call me that. Only my mother calls me Maxwell.”

“I’m well aware of that.” She laughed. “Now, come on. You’ve had your moment of doubt. Can we move on to the point where you buckle down and figure this all out?”

Chuckling, Max said, “Am I that predictable?”

“Hon, when it
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