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Introduction

Writing these introductions keeps getting harder and harder. What new can I say about Max, Sandra, and Drummond that you don’t already know? And in some ways, that’s the similar challenge I face each time I sit down to write a new Max Porter book.

 

Of course, there is no shortage of historical oddities with which to construct a story around — and I’ve got some great ones in this latest volume — but it’s vital that each book is more than a bit of history and some magic fireballs. The Porter family must grow and change. And what the characters don’t know about themselves is the same as what we don’t know. Until now, Max’s biggest concerns (outside of surviving witches and his dangerous cases) revolved around keeping his family together and healthy. That family grew with the additions of his mother and the Sandwich Boys. But now, the Porter’s world is changing drastically. By the end of the three books included here, little will be the same.

 

It's the kind of shake up that keeps these stories from becoming routine — for either of us. The family changes won’t be shocking to regular readers of the series. I’ve tried to telegraph these things for a while. The changes in the witch world might be a bit more surprising, although even as write this, I kind of think you could see it all coming. That’s the way life is. Most of the big shifts in society and in family seem like a sudden shock, but when looked at overall, the signs were always there.

 

The Sandwich Boys continue to grow up, the Porter Agency continues to mature, and Mrs. Porter continues to near her end. I suddenly feel like Elton John is going to start signing The Circle of Life. But each phase of life has always brought new challenges for all of us to face, and the Porters are no exception. They have serious family problems to contend with while still fighting ghosts and magic and witchcraft.

 

I suppose that last part makes them a little different from the rest of us. Then again, while you and I may not fight the supernatural elements that they do, we still have to find that crucial balance between our personal lives and our work lives and our lives in the outside world.

 

So, join me now as we delve back into the Porter’s special version of the world, and let’s see if Max can figure out how to juggle all the problems his crazy life throws at him. 

 

Okay, okay. I’m the one doing all the throwing, but that’s my job. Your job is to have fun watching it all go down. And I’m sure Drummond will have a word or two on the matter that’ll entertain.

 

Happy reading!

 

— North Carolina, 2024

 

 

 


 

 

SOUTHERN HEXES


 

 

Chapter 1

THE LENGTHY FARMHOUSE ATTIC smelled of old newspaper and rotting wood. Though a full week into November, a strong afternoon sun pressed against the house, thickening and warming the air. Still, Max Porter shivered. He raised his phone overhead to splash light in the darkened corners. His breath shallowed and his pulse thumped hard. Searching for a ghost had yet to become routine — thank goodness.

Max’s partner, Marshall Drummond canvassed the rest of the building. Being the ghost of a 1940s detective, Drummond could move faster through the house — not having to bother with walls, doors, or stairs. But Max had to handle the attic. This was the spot their potential client, Mrs. Lowell, had heard all the noises coming from, and that meant she needed to see an actual person inspect the area. A bit ironic considering Drummond was far better equipped to locate a problem in the attic — or anywhere in the house. After all, he could see all ghosts and Max only saw Drummond. But Max stumbled ahead, clenched in preparation for hitting a cold spot, hearing an ear-splitting moan, or feeling an icy blow to the chest that could send him skidding across the dusty, splintered wood.

Each step creaked the floorboards. Max swallowed dry. He spread the phone’s flashlight across an old dresser, a bicycle with two flat tires, and a stack of boxes marked X-Mas Decorations. Didn’t look like anybody had decorated for the holiday in years.

“You find anything?” Drummond said, poking his head through the floor.

Max yipped and jumped back. Heart hammering, he scowled at his partner. “That’s not funny.”

“Would it have been better if I said Boo! and waved my hands around?”

Shaking off the sudden fright, Max turned his attention back to the attic corners. “Maybe wear a sheet over your head next time. Improve the view.”

“I’ll invest in some chains to rattle, too.”

In a more serious tone, Max said, “Any ghosts in here besides you?”

“Not anywhere in this house. But I think I’ve found the lady’s problem.”

A few minutes later, Max stood on the farmhouse porch and gazed across several wide pastures. Tall, dead grass waved through the land and a few sweetgum trees dotted the open spaces. Once a horse farm, a thriving one judging by the stables good for at least a dozen horses, the place had become a gentle retirement property. A breeze wafted through the yellowed grass while three turkey vultures spun circles off in the distance. Max closed his eyes and tried to grab the soft sense of peace he knew surrounded him. But this wasn’t his land, and he had come to work.

“My Vincent used to do the same thing.” Mrs. Lowell pushed a screen door open and walked to a group of wicker chairs around a coffee table. She carried a tray with two glasses and a pitcher of sweet tea, her wrinkled hands shaking but determined as she slowly made her way. “He could spend hours just a-standin’ on this porch with his eyes closed like some kind of statue and the rest of him open to this wonderful place like the birds themselves. He loved it here.”

“It’s beautiful,” Max said. Not even the echo of a dog barking in the distance could break the sweetness in the air. “Like a dream.”

“It was his dream to live in a place like this. Most of our time, we lived in cities. Crammed, little apartments costing more than a decent mortgage. That kind of thing. But Vincent had grown up on a dairy farm in South Carolina. Land was in his blood. So, when his mee-maw passed away, we came into a good chunk of money, and with that, we came here.”

She poured two glasses full of sweet tea and offered one to Max. He had learned to enjoy many of the South’s cultural quirks — including grits with salt and butter — yet he still couldn’t embrace this concoction. Eating two spoonfuls of raw sugar would have been easier. But Max did not want to be rude, so he sipped the tea and did his best to hold back from wincing.

“I never had an interest to live here, you know.” She settled in one chair as she stared across the grass. She wore a blue blouse and a floral skirt, several rings and a necklace, and she had put on makeup, too. Even her hair looked as if she had spent time getting it the right shape — a rather ancient coif that reminded Max of the 1980s and Nancy Reagan. “This place had always been his thing, and now I’ve got to carry the weight of it. You see? I’m the one left behind, not him. I guess that’s why he’s haunting me now.”

Finally. Max had refrained from pushing the old woman into the point, but relief washed over him as she turned her focus to the reason she had called. Perhaps she had sensed that she could only stall for so long. He felt a tinge of guilt — clearly, a lonely, old woman stuck out here by herself who needed a little company — but from the moment he had driven up to the house, Max knew the place wasn’t haunted.

To be fair, he didn’t know for sure, and he did feel genuine nerves up in that attic, but after inspecting numerous homes for ghosts over numerous years, he thought he had developed a radar for it. Still, he had agreed to check out what he could and trusted Drummond to handle the rest. With the answer in hand, Max now had to play out the last part of his visit like a silly children’s program where the adults all knew how the story would unfold but had to endure it until the end.

Mrs. Lowell gulped down half her glass of tea. “The noises have been going on for quite a while now. I’ve looked up in the attic, but I can’t find what makes the sound. Always from the attic. The first night after it all began, I dreamt of Vincent. And every night since I hear those noises and dream of Vincent.”

That sounded interesting, and for the first time since arriving at the farmhouse, Max considered that there might be an actual case here. Not because of the noises or the dreams, but because they happened together. Perhaps he had missed something.

“Don’t fall for it. There still ain’t anything here,” Drummond said, slipping through the walls after a final once over of the property. His pale, ghostly visage matched the chill he brought with him, and Max thought he saw Mrs. Lowell shudder. Then again, she might be jittering from the half-pound of sugar she had ingested.

Drummond threw open one side of his coat and thrust a hand in the pocket. His other hand tipped back his Fedora as he surveyed the grounds spreading into the distance. “Nice place.”

Mrs. Lowell set her glass down with a clink. “I must admit that I never once considered the possibility of extraterrestrial interactions until I saw that piece on the local station. I watch WXII.”

Drummond snickered. “There it is.”

“Not extraterrestrial,” Max said, his heart sinking. “We deal with the paranormal, the supernatural.”

“Yes, sir, I don’t usually watch the news programs anymore — get my facts off the internet — but when the Winston channel runs a special Halloween show on ghosts of North Carolina, you better believe I was gonna watch that — what with everything with my Vincent. That’s when I saw you talking about some of the spooky homes in Old Salem, and I thought to myself maybe that’s what I got going on here.”

Drummond drifted away, but before passing through the porch railing, he said, “I can’t stand to listen to another of these crackpots. I’ll wait in the car. Take my advice — get paid and get going.”

The offer to appear on the Halloween special had come from a client, a producer for WXII-12 News, that suffered a small issue with a haunting in her wine cellar. The Porter Agency had no trouble fixing the matter, and she was so grateful, she suggested doing the special. At the time, Max thought it would be good, local exposure. He figured most people would dismiss him, probably forget him, and that was fine. But a handful of those experiencing real paranormal problems would reach out. Free advertising. Better than free — she had insisted on paying him for his time.

Ever since that thing aired, though, the Porter Agency had been overwhelmed with calls. Almost all of which turned into nothing serious or simply nothing at all. Like this one.

“Well, Mrs. Lowell, I’m pleased to tell you that you are not being haunted.”

“I’m not?”

“No, ma’am. I checked the attic and the house, and I promise you that there isn’t a ghost anywhere on the premises. What you need is an exterminator. You’ve got mice in the walls.”

“Mice?”

Max gestured to the large pastures. “The weather’s getting colder, and the field mice are looking for a warm place to stay. If you don’t get some traps and bait and such put out soon, I suspect you’ll have a very noisy winter.”

“But my dreams of Vincent.”

“You loved him, and you miss him. Once you got it in your head that he was trying to talk with you, the dreams were almost inevitable.” Max mostly believed that last part. But if Mrs. Lowell called them again with a real ghost problem, he would have the team start with those dreams.

“Oh dear, I feel so embarrassed.” She looked more disappointed than anything.

“No need. Strange sounds coming from the walls is a good reason to call us. While I do have to charge you for this visit, you’ll find hiring pest control is a lot cheaper than having us clear a house of a ghost.”

She nodded before turning a sheepish smile his way. “I have one more little question, if you don’t mind.”

Minutes later, Max drove away from the old farmhouse to the sound of Drummond’s mocking laughter.

“An autograph?” the ghost said. “Well, well. One appearance on television and suddenly you’re a big star. I should be honored to share a car with you.”

“You should’ve been honored before the tv thing.”

The ghost continued to snort and chuckle while Max turned toward home. It didn’t take long for Max’s silence to chill the levity. They both stared at the road as the sky ahead turned gray. By the time Max pulled into a gas station, raindrops formed big splotches on the pavement.

“Just what I need,” he said, getting out to fill the car.

“It’s only rain.”

“It’ll make the day seem longer, and I’m done with today.”

“Look, partner, I know how you feel about these cases, I feel it too, but you got to admit, the money’s coming in. You and Sandra deserve some relief in that department.”

Max screwed his face tight. “Ever since that stupid tv show, all we get is one phony call after another. I mean I agree that getting paid several times a day to check out a house or listen to an old lady or both is easy money, but we don’t do this for the money.”

“Bull. Everybody is in it for the money. Remember, I lived through the Great Depression. It’s easy to say you don’t care about the money when you got some. But trust me — when it’s all gone, I mean all of it, suddenly every penny is a fortune worth dying over.”

“All I’m saying is that if we really wanted to be rolling in dough, then we’d have picked a different career. I’d be a lawyer or a doctor.”

Drummond snickered. “You’d have to have made it through law school or med school for those.”

“You don’t think I’m smart enough?”

“Oh, you’re plenty smart. Research is your thing and you’d have hit the law books and whatnot like nobody’s ever seen. But I can’t picture you cutting open a body and you’re too honest to twist the law to suit a client.”

Max noticed the cashier watching him through the store window. He had grown to know the look on that woman’s face. She saw him talking to, gesturing at, and having a conversation with the empty space next to him. Maybe she would dismiss it, assume he had an earpiece and talked on the phone, but more often, he caught the cockeyed stare from people — the giveaway that they thought he might be more comfortable in a padded cell.

He finished with the gas and got back in the car. The rain fell harder, drumming the roof like a thrash band on speed. At least whenever a storm hit this hard, it passed over quickly.

Easing into the passenger seat, Drummond shook off the water that could not possibly accumulate on him. “I feel it, too, you know. It’s frustrating to be spending every single day going from one non-case to another. But each visit is money in the bank, and I’m tired of seeing you and Sandra and the Sandwich Boys struggle. That’s all I’m saying.”

“I appreciate that. I really do. But we’ve had loads of money before, and we’ve been near homeless, too. Where we are now — well, I’d rather be dropping a few rungs on the financial ladder than wasting more days like today. What’s the point of taking these stupid cases when real people with real problems need our help, but we can’t find them because we’re squandering time collecting fees for nothing?”

“Sounds like you need a break.”

“Don’t you?”

“Yeah, but I’m dead. I don’t get tired like you.”

Max brought his appointments up on his phone. “Still one more today — Dwayne Fincher.”

“See that? It’s only a little after lunch and you’re almost done.”

“That’s because I need to help my mother the rest of the day.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“I know you’re joking — half-joking, anyway — but she’s got her infusion today at the hospital.” He shook his head. “I’m done. That’s it. I’m canceling Fincher’s visit. We’ll deal with him another time.”

In a gentler tone, Drummond said, “Good idea. Family’s important.” His mouth turned upward, and his eyes shined. “Besides, this way I can be done for the day, too. There was that car crash last week that killed a few lovely women. Entering a beauty pageant, I think. Maybe they didn’t move on and need a hand to guide them through the afterlife in the Other.”

“Always thinking of others, I see.”

“That’s what I’m about.”

Max laughed. Harder than necessary, but it felt good.


 

 

Chapter 2

A FEW HOURS LATER, Max paced a curtained-off section of a hospital room while Mrs. Porter sat in a special chair that propped her arm up for the MS infusion treatment she needed. The first few times, she had gone to a treatment center — a big room with numerous chairs and a handful of MS patients all getting taken care of together. Max thought his mother would find comfort in speaking with others who were going through the same thing. Maybe even make a friend or two. But seeing people in wheelchairs, people who were blind in one eye, those who couldn’t speak or needed help with basic functions threw her into a week-long depression. From that point on, he paid for a private room.

The infusion IV procedure required nearly four hours and had to be done twice a year. While she could have brought a book or a laptop or any number of ways to entertain herself during the long treatment, she had insisted on Max being there. Every time.

“What if something bad happens?” she had said.

Max didn’t mind, though. Not really. With all the new cases flooding The Porter Agency, it had become increasingly difficult to make time for his mother. This way, at least, he could guarantee they would spend a few hours together.

During this particular hospital visit, however, Max found it hard to concentrate on her. He kept hearing the desperate voice of Dwayne Fincher, his last appointment for the day. When making the call to cancel, Max assumed they would simply reschedule. But Dwayne choked and coughed and breathed hard as if a machine on the verge of breaking apart. He only relented when Max explained that his mother had multiple sclerosis and needed his help for her treatment. Max didn’t like playing that card — it left a slimy sensation on his heart — but doing so shut Dwayne down. The conversation petered out, and Max agreed to meet Dwayne first thing in the morning.

Picking over the month-old magazines in the hospital room, he sat on the small couch next to the infusion chair and waited for the nurse to check Mrs. Porter once again. They seemed to flow in every few minutes to ask how she felt, to measure her pulse, to smile and promise it wouldn’t take much longer. At first, Max thought they had seen him on that Halloween special and wanted to be near his small bit of fame. Soon, though, he understood that they watched his mother closely because of her age.

That his thoughts would first jump to his television appearance as a reason for anything soured his stomach. He should never have done that stupid show. It had spoiled the pleasures of the casework and had polluted his own thoughts. Of course, like Drummond had pointed out numerous times since the show aired, the money generated had helped them tremendously. He couldn’t deny the strange joy of seeing his credit card bill in the mail and not feeling his heart quicken, not breaking into a cold sweat, or not developing a hard lump in his gut. Still, a part of him would gladly return to their financial struggles if it meant they could sit back, wait, and deal with a real case again. One that mattered.

“— which is why I’ve started using a cane at home.” Mrs. Porter stared at him expectantly.

Max flashed a smile as if he knew what she had been saying. “A cane?”

“I’ve made sure to hide it in the closet when you’ve come around. It’s embarrassing. But you heard the nurse just now.”

“I suppose.” He hadn’t.

“Suppose nothing. I can’t pretend things aren’t getting worse, and you need to be aware of what’s going on, so you’re not caught unprepared. At my age, with this horrible disease, it’s getting worse all the time. I could go at any moment.” She lowered her voice just above a whisper. “Sometimes, I can feel Death standing nearby.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I’ve lived a good life. A long one, too. Long enough. Though I wouldn’t mind some more years to enjoy. But what really bothers me is this stupid MS. I’ve lived a clean life — cleaner than most people. Rarely drank, rarely smoked. Why do I have to spend my final years suffering in pain and hooked up to this machine and hobbling around? It makes me want to yell at Death to hurry up already and get it over with.”

“Mom —”

“Oh, wipe that worried look off your face. I don’t mean that. I’m just frustrated and well, I thought you should know.”

“That you think you’re going to die soon?”

“Look at you. You’re all flustered. No, honey, I’m not dying. Not yet. It’s hard, though. You don’t understand what it’s like to always be tired, always have this disease hanging over you. It’s like being haunted by a ghost that rarely ever leaves you alone.”

“I might know more about that than you think.”

“That’s on a good day. The bad days are getting worse. I get vertigo and sometimes I have to concentrate just to catch my breath. I get these horrible chest pains. I told the doctor and she said they’re called MS hugs. Isn’t that terrible?” She rolled her lips in as her eyes glistened. “Then a few days ago, I woke up like usual, but I couldn’t move. My bones were cement. They just refused to move. They were under this terrible weight.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about this?”

“I’m telling you right now. It took me a few hours to get moving.”

“Hours? We’ve got to watch you more.”

“No, no, no. I get my fill of worrywarts from PB and J. The last thing I want is more of that false concern. Fact is, I’m dying. If I have anything to say about it, you’ll leave me alone for most of the time I have left. I’m not going into a nursing home. Don’t make me do that. I just want to finish standing on my own two feet, as they say.”

“I didn’t say —”

“It starts with everybody pitching in, giving me their time, everybody being kind and concerned, but eventually, taking care of me starts conflicting with your life — your work, your family, your whatever. You’ll sit down one day and think that you can’t keep it up, that I need more care than the family can give me. That’s when you’ll come to me with a smile and a brochure for some place where people shuffle off to die. Well, I’m saying that I won’t do that.”

Max put an arm around her shoulder, careful not to jostle the IV, and kissed her head. “Don’t worry. I know you don’t want to go to a home. You’ve made that clear every time. I promise we won’t do that to you. We’ll figure something out.”

Sniffing hard, she said, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to go on a tangent. That wasn’t anything I wanted to say. I was talking about my cane. I need that cane to get around better. But then, we all need help from time to time.”

Max knew she referred to something else — perhaps from an earlier part of her speech that he had missed. He sat next to her, his mind swirling over all she had said, but he must have taken too long to conclude her meaning. With an impatient grunt, she tapped his knee with a sharp fingernail.

“When the Grim Reaper hangs over you, the world comes into focus. The things that matter finally start to actually matter — and that’s the people in your life. Those that you love. Like PB.”

“What about PB?”

“You’re smothering him.”

“What?” Max clamped down the surprised screech that raced up his throat, turning the word into a high-pitched yip.

“He’s a young man now. He needs advice, guidance, not rules.”

“What are you talking about? Did he say something to you?”

“He doesn’t have to. I raised you, didn’t I? I know a thing or two about parenting. I watch what’s going on and I listen. PB spends enough time with me that I can figure out what’s really happening in your house.”

Max fought the urge to stomp around and bellow about personal privacy, about the quality of her parenting, about every little thorn between them. But when he looked straight at her, he saw her hair had gone from grey to white, her wrinkles had loosened more and deepened further, and she had purple-black bruises on her arm from the IV needle. She seemed to shrink before him — no longer a powerhouse of brutal energy that could dominate his thoughts and fears, that could reduce him to a child with a mere handful of carefully chosen words. Before him now, she became an elderly woman. A woman who, on a bad day, couldn’t move her body and agonized she would be bedridden in her final years.

With a calm pat on the shoulder, he said, “You don’t have to worry about PB. He’s fine.”

“You’re not listening. PB is going to graduate high school soon, and right after him comes J. That’s a big deal for most kids, but these boys started out living on the streets. They never thought they would ever see a day like that.”

“And we’ve made sure they know how proud we are of them.”

“Stop interrupting and open your ears.” Her mouth barely parted as she growled out the words.

Max’s skin prickled. He stopped from making a comment.

She continued, “PB looks at his brother, and he sees that J is a good student, that J is taking all the steps to head for a successful future. Whatever J dreams of doing, he’ll have a decent shot at doing it. J’s already on a good path. But PB still doesn’t know where he fits in. He comes to my home, and I can tell. The questions he asks me, the things he wants to talk about — he’s got no direction and he’s afraid he won’t ever find his way. You need to show him.”

“I try to encourage him to try new things, see what he likes, but I can’t force him —”

“He looks up to you, and he should. You’re the reason both those boys are getting a chance at a real life. You pulled them off the streets. You gave them jobs, a home, a family. Look at your own success.”

“You’re scaring me with all these compliments.”

“Nonsense. I compliment you plenty. It’s that you don’t ever hear me unless I’m saying something you’ll want to use against me later. Always has been that way. If I say that I’m proud of you, then —”

“You’ve almost never said you’re proud of me.” Shocked by his own outburst, Max folded his hands and faced the window.

“If I was sparing in my praise, it should mean all the more when I do give it. And I’m telling you now that I’m proud of you. I’ve never quite understood what you do, but seeing you on television is proof enough. You’ve made something of yourself.”

That stupid tv show. Max closed his eyes. If he could have blotted out the entire world, he would have. Despite the arguing, for a brief moment, he thought he would feel flush with his mother’s pride. But no joy arrived. The things he had accomplished, the life he had built — it all remained the same from days before. Being on a television show had drummed more business, but nothing else had changed. Yet to his mother, seeing him on a television show suddenly made it worthwhile, validated him to her.

Worse, she only found room to praise him because he was the face on the show. However, Sandra was an equal partner in the Porter Agency — not to mention his wife. Without her ability to see all ghosts and her ambition to become one of the few good witches around, they would never have achieved any level of success. Of course, they had a third partner in Drummond, but Max guessed that a ghost could not be filmed for television.

He shook his head. How could he possibly offer PB any real guidance when he couldn’t figure out his own life? Saving him from answering the question, Max’s phone rang. A peek at the screen — Dwayne Fincher.

But before he could send the call to voicemail, his mother said, “What are you doing? This is a hospital. You’re not supposed to have a cellphone on in a hospital.”

“I’m not sure that’s still a thing.”

“You listen to me. I know. It messes with the equipment. You could kill somebody.”

“Sorry, but it’s a business call. The price of success.” Before she could start in on his impertinence, he hurried into the hallway and answered.

“You’ve got to help me,” Dwayne said, sounding more frazzled than during their previous calls.

“Calm down. I’m sorry I had to cancel last minute today, but —”

“Things are getting worse.”

“Like we discussed, I’m going to see you tomorrow.”

“What if I don’t have that long? This thing is going to kill me.”

Max continued to believe Dwayne’s call amounted to nothing more than another waste of several hours resulting in a relatively easy paycheck, but part of him heard something else. A level of desperation — no, a level of fear — unlike the other non-cases. When Dwayne said he might be killed, he believed it.

“How about I move you to the first appointment in the morning? I can meet you at eight o’clock and we —”

“No, no, no. You’ve got to come help me now. Tonight. Please. I’ve been cursed.”

Max paused. Ever since he had appeared on television, the endless non-case calls were for haunted houses and noisy ghosts and a few false claims of possession. But nobody had said they were cursed. Either his fanbase had suddenly broadened or Max faced a real situation.

“Okay.”

“What? Really? Oh, thank you so much.”

“I have to finish what I’m doing and get a few team members together, but we can meet you later tonight. Where do you live?”

“Come to my office. I’ve got to try to get my work done, if the curse will let me.”

Dwayne blubbered more thanks, texted the office address, and ended the call. Standing in the hospital corridor, Max thought he had made a mistake. A curse that stopped a man from working in the office? On the one hand, he had witnessed some awful and awfully specific curses. On the other hand, why would anybody go to the trouble of putting together a curse only to make it so a guy couldn’t get a job done? Sure, it might lead to him being fired, unable to get a new job, maybe even end up homeless. But that was so subtle. Curses were used to harm someone and let them know they were being harmed, that they had messed with the wrong person and would regret it for the rest of their life.

Just last year, a cult group called the Brotherhood had attempted to curse Max by making his hand kill anybody he touched. That was a serious curse. Dwayne’s problem sounded so minor, a mere inconvenience, that Max’s instincts said there had to be more. After all, the curse didn’t stop Dwayne from the task of calling the Porters, Dwayne hadn’t mentioned being unable to think or write or speak. If the curse had simply put stumbling blocks in Dwayne’s way towards accomplishing basic work, then Max felt sure it would escalate. Whatever the curse did, Dwayne had only experienced the surface.

 


 

 

Chapter 3

OVER THE NEXT SEVERAL HOURS, Max flipped between the idea that Dwayne Fincher would be another waste of time and that Dwayne Fincher would be horribly cursed. When he thought of the latter, he fluttered with excitement — a real curse meant a real case — and chastised himself for taking delight in another’s misfortune. It would be best for Dwayne to be a liar, crazy, or simply mistaken. Then Max could collect the visitation fee and go home. Boring, true, but at least nobody would be a victim of the supernatural.

Except Max didn’t get involved in these cases for the boredom. He didn’t stay in the weird world of a paranormal detective to play it safe. In his past, Max would have had difficulty admitting that much, but he had been doing this long enough to know that there was a bit of an adrenaline rush when he closed a case. Defeating the bad guys, protecting people from ghosts and witches, discovering all the strangeness of the world that flows below the surface — it thrilled him. It kept him coming back to the job even when he nearly died doing it. Besides, if Dwayne needed real help, the kind of help only the Porter Agency could provide, then whether or not Max received a burst of happiness from taking on the bizarre didn’t matter.

The tense silence in the car confirmed that Sandra and Drummond held similar debates in their heads. When Max parked on a side street and headed toward Winston Tower — one of the tallest buildings in Winston-Salem — that same tension grew stronger. Walking into the building and riding the elevator to the ninth floor, only deepened the sensation. By the time they entered the Law Offices of Hostetler and Chase, Max felt ready to burst at the slightest provocation.

Until he saw Dwayne pacing the office lobby while his wife sat in a chair, rubbing her hands against her skirt. The terror painting their faces, the apprehension bouncing between them, overshadowed any excitement Max felt or anything he sensed from Sandra or Drummond.

“They’re here,” Dwayne’s wife said, bolting to her feet. She was tall, but then Dwayne towered over them all, and her figure struck Max as extremely controlled — not too thin, not too curvy. In fact, her clothes, her hair style, even her expression all hit him the same way. Right then, he understood that whatever Dwayne’s role in this office, the man had greater aspirations, perhaps even political ones, and he expected his wife to fulfill her role as his ideal mate, camera ready with poise and a winning smile. She put out her hand. “Thank you for coming. I’m Nell.”

Her thick North Carolina accent probably helped at all the state hobnobbing parties, but she would have to tone it down if they wanted to get more national consideration.

“Please,” Dwayne said, “my office is down this way.”

He led them through a maze of desks and hallways designed to feel imposing, impressive, traditional, yet also contemporary. Old wood corridors with large oil paintings gave way to offices that boasted standing desks, flatscreens, and more glass than seemed prudent. Especially with the way Dwayne and Nell shuddered through every step.

Max glanced back at Sandra. His wife shook her head. No ghosts around here.

Gazing all around, Drummond said, “I picked the wrong career. Even when I was alive, the lawyers had all the money. Bankers, too. Heck, even with the Great Depression hitting a lot of them hard, you better believe they were first to recover.”

They stepped into a more conservative office than the others they had passed. Carpeted, dark woods, tall bookcase with legal cases bound into thick volumes that nobody needed to use since it all had been digitized long ago. A photo of Nell on the desk and two potted plants by a window that gave a view out at the city with Route 52 cutting across in the distance.

Dwayne sat and splayed his fingers on a wide blotter next to a stone paperweight. “Thank you for seeing me so late.”

“It means a lot that you’re taking our case,” Nell said.

Sandra settled in a chair opposite him. “We haven’t agreed to take the case yet. This is what we call a courtesy visitation. It’s a chance for us to determine if there really is a case.”

“There is.”

“A lot of the times we get called in for all sorts of strange things that end up having very simple and normal explanations.”

Nell tapped a single fingernail on the desktop. “You think he’s making this up?”

“Not at all,” Max said, mustering the smile he had worn all day long. “But you might be mistaken as to the cause.”

Dwayne looked to his wife. “You see? I told you we shouldn’t have called them.”

“Something very wrong is going on,” she said, “and it is beyond what any normal person can see or do anything about. We’ve got to try.”

Max said, “We’re already here, and when we last talked, you sounded quite eager to have us visit. So, let’s hear what’s been happening and figure it out from there.”

Nell walked behind her husband and placed her hand on his shoulder. He reached up and laced his fingers with hers. An unconscious move that Max recognized from his own marriage — these two had been together a long time and built a strong connection, a true love between them.

Dwayne paused to collect his thoughts. Then: “Sorry. It’s all so hard to believe. But also not hard. Not when you see what’s been going on. I guess it began with the car.”

Wiping at her eyes, Nell sniffled. “That damn car.”

“I’ve had it for years. Got it as a high school graduation gift and never really needed another. It was a tank of a car. I’ve driven it across the country twice, up and down from Connecticut to Florida dozens of times, and even once took it into Canada. Nell always wanted me to get a new one.”

“But he always says Why fix what ain’t broke? I suppose I never really wanted him to get rid of it anyway. I mean, after all, we honeymooned in that car.”

He squeezed her hand as he looked from Max to Sandra. “I’m sure you can guess what happened.”

Floating toward the door, Drummond said, “I’m thinking the car died from boredom. Do we really have to listen to this?”

Max had no trouble staying focused on Dwayne. He had plenty of practice ignoring his ghost partner while others were in the room. Besides, he knew that Drummond paid close attention to every word spoken, every gesture made.

“It’s likely,” Sandra said, “that your car finally showed its age.”

Dwayne nodded as if expecting this answer. “The first time the engine stalled, I thought the same thing. But soon it became one problem after another. The engine, the brakes, the windshield wipers, or a clunking noise that no mechanic could figure out. I eventually had to get rid of the car and buy another. But that one had the same series of unending problems.”

Nell said, “Then came the house.”

“Like the car, it started slow.”

“The wine.”

“Yeah. We got into wine for a while, and we have a little rack of about eight bottles. Good stuff. Expensive. One night we opened a bottle and it tasted awful. We tried the next and the next. All of them had gone bad. Smelled and tasted like vinegar. Then my record collection — classic LPs — they all started skipping. Our dog managed to pull my best suits off the hangers and peed all over them. Then he ran away. By that point, these bad things expanded to my work. I do contract law here, and I’m one of the best in the firm. I know that sounds arrogant, but you must understand, I’ve got a reputation around here for exemplary work. I’m meticulous. Terrible in the courtroom — I hated trial work — but get me at a desk with paperwork, and I’ll bury the competition. It’s no surprise that I was being considered for partner.”

Max said, “I take it things went wrong with that, too.”

“Mistakes started creeping in,” Dwayne said as if this was the worst part of the entire ordeal. “Typos, at first. More than I’m known to make. Then a few papers not properly filed by the deadlines.”

Nell said, “He would come home and vent about it all, and I have to admit, I thought maybe it was all cause of what’d been going on with the car and the house. Maybe he couldn’t sleep enough and that caused his work to slip. Stress — that kind of thing.”

“I thought it, too. But then came a big meeting. One of our top clients had flown in from Texas for an important negotiation with the State about bringing in a new factory and warehousing. North Carolina wanted those jobs, and our client wanted every concession they could wring out of the State. I had to be there. Even if I wasn’t up for partner, I had to be there. It meant everything, and I’m not a moron. I set my alarm three hours early to make sure I got there.”

With a huff, Drummond said, “Let me tell you what happened. He didn’t make the meeting.”

“You can guess what happened. I didn’t make the meeting.” Dwayne didn’t see Max choke down a laugh. Instead, he flattened his hand on the desk and struggled to keep from letting his tears flow. Then: “The things that went on that day to block me from that meeting — it’s not natural. My alarm never went off. I scuffed my good shoes. The toaster shorted with sparks, and we had to put out a small fire in the kitchen. I tried to call the office, but our phone batteries were dead. I went to send a message with my laptop, but it kept locking on the home screen. My car took ten minutes to start, and when I finally got on the road, there was an accident involving a truck carrying adult toys. They were spread all over the highway, stopping traffic in all directions, and since it was a ridiculous thing to spill, the reporters showed up to slow progress even more. By the time I got to the office, the meeting had ended and not very favorably. The client was ticked off, my firm was ticked off, and any chance of being made partner went out the window. Now, any single one of those things happening, even a few of them, would have been bad luck. Sure. But all of them?”

Sandra crossed her legs and leaned over her knees. Years of marriage to this lady told Max everything — she didn’t buy the story. In a placating voice, she said, “A lot of things in this world seem improbable but turn out to have very ordinary, mundane explanations.”

With a sharp turn, Nell said, “How could you possibly explain this?”

“Let’s start with the obvious — do you have any enemies?”

“He’s a lawyer. What do you think?”

Patting her hand, Dwayne said, “I don’t practice criminal law. When a client gets angry with me, they take their business elsewhere. Simple as that. Worst thing they might do is try to sue the firm.”

Drummond slipped next to Max. “Would you please be direct with the guy? If I lose my date, I’m going to hover over your bed and sing drinking songs all night long.”

Unable to respond, Max raised a questioning eyebrow.

“Not that date. There’s a waitress from 1982 who likes me, and I’ve learned that in the Other, it’s a good idea to have a backup. Before you give me another look, you should believe me that every ghost in the Other plays the same game. I’m sure both ladies have their own backups, and I don’t want to start being second choice. What? We’ve got a lot of time to pass.”

Shifting in the chair, Max said, “Your clients that aren’t enemies but dislike you — or anybody else that would have a grudge against you — any of them involved in witchcraft?”

Dwayne shook his head. Didn’t pause. Didn’t cock an eyebrow.

“Have you bought an old book or an antique recently? Bought it sometime near when this string of bad luck became most notable?”

Nell shook her head.

“What about strange symbols?” Sandra stood and meandered around the office. Though she looked like she was moving in order to think through the problem, Max knew she hunted for a witch mark or a casting candle or any other evidence of witchcraft.

Dwayne said, “Nothing like that. It’s just been one catastrophe after another. But I swear, there’s no reason for any of it. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Does the name Cecily Hull mean anything to you? Is she one of your clients, perhaps?”

“Never heard of her? Nell?”

“No.” Nell clutched her husband’s shoulders like a shield. “Please, help us.”

Sandra stopped in front of the desk and inspected the picture of Nell. “I don’t know if this is a case for us. There’s nothing that points to the unnatural.” Placing it back, she picked up the stone paperweight.

As if receiving an electric shock, Sandra flung backwards. She let out a short screech and tumbled to the floor, her muscles firing off uncontrolled. Max rushed to her side while Drummond flew overhead.

“What’s happening to her?” Nell said, her eyes wide. “Should I call an ambulance?”

“No,” Max said, as he helped Sandra sit up. “She’s okay, I think.”

“Still no ghosts,” Drummond said. “But when she touched that thing, there was a heckuva light show for me.”

Nell nudged her husband. “Get her some water.”

With a stunned expression, Dwayne rushed out of the room. Max put a hand under Sandra’s head and leaned in close. “Are you okay?”

She nodded. Then shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Don’t know what?” Dwayne said, entering with a coffee mug of water.

Nell took the mug and handed it to Sandra. “Don’t pester her. They’re supposed to ask the questions. Right?”

Rubbing her hands, Sandra stared at the paperweight on the floor. “Fine. I’ll ask you one. Where did you get that?”

Max reached for the stone with caution as if it were a piping hot pan on a stove. But he felt nothing radiating off it. With one finger, he poked it — still nothing. He picked up the paperweight and rolled it in his hands. No symbols, no markings, and no pain.

“Mr. and Mrs. Fincher,” Sandra said with more force. “That stone — where did it come from?”

Dwayne shared a shocked look with his wife. “It was a gift.”

“That’s right,” Nell said, all her smarmy doubt trembling. “From Roy Malone.”

“We went to college together, roommates, and he was best man at our wedding. Roy’s my best friend.”

Struggling to her feet, unable to stand straight, Sandra held Max’s arm tight. “We’ll take the case.”


 

 

Chapter 4

SANDRA SLEPT POORLY THAT NIGHT. Touching that stone had left her weak. Over the hours since, Max could tell she felt bruised and sluggish. He listened to her shifting and groaning, unable to find a comfortable position. Twice she rose to use the bathroom and needed his help getting there without falling.

The following morning, Max put together breakfast and let Sandra sleep in. She woke anyway, said she felt a little better, but after struggling to get out of bed, she agreed to rest. Thankfully, they had no appointments and didn’t expect any calls, but that could always change. If any came, Max would turn them away. They had a real case to work on now. At least, it seemed like a real case.

Driving home after their meeting with the Finchers, while Max fretted over Sandra’s condition, Drummond had devised a plan to figure out the truth.

“Simple enough,” he said. “We follow them.”

“That’s it?” Max said.

“With Brenda and Osorio as part of the team now, our options have improved. Might as well start using them. As a cop, Osorio will know how to tail somebody throughout the day. We’ll put him on Dwayne since that’s the most important. Brenda should follow Nell Fincher. And I think J should go after Roy Malone.”

“You want one of my boys to follow the guy responsible for the magic stone?”

“It ain’t ideal, but we need somebody who can perceive the paranormal and Sandra’s not looking too well right now. I’ve got to go into the Other and ask around, hit up my contacts, see if there’s any information I can find. That’ll take me longer than usual. Things have gotten a bit cold towards me lately when I start poking around on a case. Apparently, the ghosts in the Other are less inclined to help a detective when he keeps getting them involved with witches. That leaves J.”

“What about me?”

“You don’t see everything. Just me. Besides, we need you to dig into the research.”

But after breakfast, after Osorio and Brenda’s enthusiastic acceptance of their assignments, Drummond’s plan hit a snag. J couldn’t do the job. He had joined an SAT study group, and Max refused to encourage the boy — no, the young man — to skip his education. Max refused to even entertain the thought of Sandra filling in. Not after such a sleep deprived night and her weakened state. He would have to do it himself.

Except then PB volunteered.

“I don’t know,” PB said with a shrug, “I guess I should see what you all are really doing. And when my brother needs help, I’m there to help. Anything for him.”

“Glad to hear it,” Max said, beaming a bit of pride. He and Sandra had bought a 2010 Mazda hatchback to give PB some freedom. It was good that the young man wanted to give back a little.

A slight change in assignments — Max put PB on Nell Fincher so that Brenda could follow Roy Malone. She didn’t have the gifts J and Sandra shared, but she knew enough witchcraft to notice the signs. If Roy was behind all this, Brenda should be able to pick up on it.

With the team in place, Max settled into his makeshift office — the alcove off the kitchen — and tried to enjoy researching in quiet. He powered up his laptop, got out his notebook, and rolled his neck loose. Comfortable.

He stared at the screen, not sure where to begin. His eyes drifted towards his phone. If Sandra needed anything, they had agreed that she would text him rather than yell. She was only a few rooms over, but he didn’t want her exerting unnecessary effort. No texts on his phone. Perhaps he should go check on her, just in case. But he pushed the thought out of his mind and focused on the computer screen.

He needed four minutes longer before he managed to start in earnest — a trip to the bathroom, a glass of water, and pressing his ear against the bedroom door in case Sandra had fallen and weakly cried out for him. When he finally got to work, however, the act of research consumed him. It always did. Even when, like this time, he had so little to go on.

He began with some broad searches for stolen stones. Most of the results concerned quests in video games like Pokémon and The Witcher. There were a few articles about stones swiped from archeological digs and a few diamond thefts, but nothing anywhere near North Carolina nor anything connected to a curse.

After numerous variations on the terms, he changed his approach slightly and started investigating witch stones. These results tended to link to sites selling crystals or explaining the wonders of crystal therapy. Even a few of the most reliable witch sites he knew had little to offer beyond the use of stones in various casting techniques.

Max still prepared for the possibility that Osorio and the rest of the team would return with news that Dwayne Fincher’s story didn’t hold up. He was conning them for some reason — hoping to cash in on debunking a television fraud, perhaps — and no real case existed. Except Max couldn’t deny that something had harmed Sandra. Even if Dwayne had ulterior motives, the weird nature of that stone could not be denied. All of which meant that Max needed to perform the most basic steps he would with any client.

He started searching into Dwayne Fincher’s life. If the man was not what he seemed, Max would find out. If he was legit, Max would find that out, too. Perhaps most importantly, assuming the case was real, understanding Dwayne could lead them to understanding why somebody wanted to curse him and who that somebody might be.

Unlike delving into witches and spells, Max found it easy to uncover a normal person’s life. Most people put too much personal information on social media, and much of the rest could be discovered with a handful of legal but invasive websites. In short order, he had a strong fix on Dwayne Fincher.

The man had been born in Mason City, Iowa to a dentist father and dental hygienist mother. A good student with enough extra curriculars to impress most colleges but not so much as to run the kid ragged and never let him enjoy his youth. Undergrad at Iowa State. No major run-ins with the police, though his name did appear amongst a group of partiers for a disorderly complaint during pledge week — no charges filed. No frat, either. Wasn’t clear if they didn’t want him or if he turned down any offers that came. After graduation, he went on to Loyola School of Law in Chicago. Based on his grades, he kept his nose in the books.

“Pretty uneventful life, huh?” Max said to the screen.

Sifting through yearbooks and social media photos, Max rarely came across evidence that Dwayne dated anybody. There was one picture from a friend’s wedding in which Dwayne had his arm around a beautiful red-headed woman. He looked quite drunk. She looked quite unhappy.

Fresh out of law school, he worked as an ADA for Chicago handling the simplest of cases. He successfully prosecuted five convenience store robberies but managed to get most defendants to plead out long before he had to face a jury. He left for a corporate job less than two years in.

“You weren’t kidding. You really hated trial work.”

The details of Dwayne meeting Nell proved easiest of all to find. Years ago, Nell got into recipe blogging. She would start each dish with a picture of the food, a quick description of what would be entailed in making it, and then a long, detailed story about why she wanted to make it before finally providing the actual recipe. Thousands of words telling the world about how each meal connected to the love of her life — Dwayne Fincher.

According to the blog, Dwayne had bounced around several places before landing a job with a firm in Charlotte, North Carolina that handled a lot of banking deals and related contracts. Nell worked as a teller in one of his client’s banks. She wrote:

 

When he walked in, my heart just froze. I couldn’t breathe. I never really took for gospel the idea of love at first sight, but let me tell you, dear readers, this man proved it to me. I’m not a bold girl, yet I could hear the church bells already, and they were fading as he walked toward the exit. Now, I’ve never been the daring type when it came to men, but I hurried over to him and handed him a slip of paper with my number. Wouldn’t you know it, he called me.

 

For our first date, I wanted to wow him so that he knew we were meant to be. That’s why I told him we wouldn’t be going out for dinner or anything typical like that. I would make him a meal he would never forget. After all, the way to man’s heart is through his stomach, right? And that’s why I made him the exact recipe below.

 

I’m sure you all want the dirty details, and maybe someday I’ll share more, but I will say this much. The meal was a success, and so was the dessert. If you need any proof, look no further than the wedding ring on my finger.

 

Before I get to the recipe, let’s talk about the importance of sourcing each ingredient.

 

Max imagined that for Dwayne, meeting Nell had been like stepping into a hurricane. The man had so little experience with dating that Nell’s strong approach must have taken his heart from that first meal. If he had been a virgin — something Max thought very possible — then all reasonable sense went out the window once they slept together. Whatever the dirty details, their publicly filed wedding certificate put the official start to the marriage seven months after that first date.

From that point on, Dwayne and Nell acted like a power couple. They steadily rose through the ranks of North Carolina society, and as their popularity and influence grew, so did their prospects. The firm opened a branch in Winston-Salem and promoted Dwayne to head up the contracts division there.

He had not been bragging when he said that he was among the best. His reputation brought in bigger clients and being made partner was a foregone conclusion. A few years there and he would have had no trouble taking a stab at Governor or Congressman. Heck, he might have wanted to try for Senator.

Max peeked at his phone — no texts from Sandra. He sat back and tapped his chin. Dwayne’s story played out normally. Quite successful, but nowhere did Max spot any reference that might have suggested witchcraft or anything unusual. If Dwayne had called upon forces other than disciplined studying and hard work, he had done an incredible job of hiding the evidence. No, there wasn’t anything off here. Dwayne had earned his accolades.

As for enemies — that part Dwayne had oversold. He had claimed to have plenty from being a lawyer, but Max couldn’t find a single complaint. No malpractice charges. No sudden vacations or unexplained absences that would have been used to cover up a bad situation. Nothing to hint at an overly dissatisfied client. Not until the curse had kicked in, anyway.

He saved his notes in a new file for the Fincher case and thought more about the curse. Sandra had a small but growing set of rare and valuable books on witchcraft. All witches built their own personal library of tomes, after all. Perhaps she would have something helpful.

But after spending twenty minutes searching through her books, he concluded that if the answer could be found there, he lacked the skills. It wasn’t simply a question of research ability. Rather, most authentic witch texts, especially ones outlining the casting of spells, were written in codes, in ancient languages, and sometimes, in coded ancient languages.

Not wanting to disturb her rest, Max waited another hour until he heard his wife rumbling around their bedroom. When he approached her, he felt both hopeful and disheartened. She seemed better, certainly recovering, but she had not bounced back completely. Other times when Sandra took a blow of magic energy, she reacted as if struck hard with a fist. It hurt, sometimes for days, but she always pushed on without complaint. The fact that she willingly agreed to bedrest, that she made little effort to force her way into the case, troubled Max. Whatever they were dealing with was far more dangerous than they normally faced.

After explaining what he needed, Sandra groaned and sat up in bed. He motioned to gather her books, but she waved him off.

“There’s nothing in those that’ll help,” she said. “The only curses I’ve ever read about deal with binding ghosts or locking them to our reality in some way. Then you use that energy to do whatever you’re trying to do. There are countless variations, but the thing about witchcraft is that at the core of it, all we’re really doing is shifting natural energies around. Taking them from one source and using them in a different way. But that paperweight I touched — I never once saw anything to suggest it had magic at all. If I had, I wouldn’t have picked it up. Or I would’ve been more cautious.” 

Max sat on the corner of the bed. “Drummond said there were no ghosts around that office.”

“Even if the energy came from a ghost miles away, there would have been a visible line of energy connecting them. When we first started all this years ago, I had never seen such a line, but that’s because I didn’t know what to look for. I’m getting better at it. You sort of have to feel its existence before you can see it. But even if I missed it, Drummond would have caught it right away.”

“Then maybe this really is all a hoax.”

“I didn’t get zapped by a hoax.”

“No, but that’s a good word for it. Maybe Dwayne rigged that paperweight with some kind of electric shock.”

“You don’t believe that.”

Max shrugged. “What are we dealing with then?”

“I’m not sure.” She reached out her hand and waited until Max slid close enough to touch. “But if there’s an answer in any book, I know where to find it.”

A lump formed in his chest. “You can’t go there. Not in your condition.”

“I agree. That’s why you’ll have to go.”

He swallowed that lump down into his gut. “Really? You want me to go to that witch library?”

“Don’t call it —”

“I know. Don’t call it a library. Fine. Haven House. You want me to go to Haven House and deal with those witches who would love to boil me alive and eat me to the bone.”

“They’re not that bad.”

“Those are the oldest, old-school witches that I’ve ever met.”

Sandra kissed Max’s hand. “They’re also the ones who will be able to tell us about what we’re facing. Don’t worry. I’ll call ahead and let them know you’re visiting for me.”

“If you can call ahead, why not just ask them on the phone? Save me the trouble of going out there and playing mind games.”

“Because, as you pointed out, they’re old school. They won’t discuss details of witchcraft on the phone. Or the internet or text message or anything like that. All knowledge is passed either directly from witch to witch or through their closely guarded books. That’s it. Now quit complaining. This is what has to be done, and if you won’t go, then I’ll have to do it.”

Standing with his arms up, he said, “Fine, fine. You win. I’ll go. I don’t like it — in fact, I hate it — but
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