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Chapter 1

STANDING IN THE BACK CORNER of his office, sandwiched between his mother and his ghost partner, Max Porter watched his wife hugging another man and wondered how the day had reached this point. Max’s mother, a short but formidable woman, crossed her arms with a huff. Marshall Drummond, the ghost of a 1940s detective, clicked his tongue as he pulled down the front of his Fedora.

“Bad enough I have to watch you and her mooning over each other all the time,” Drummond said, thrusting his pale hands into his trench coat. He flew across the room and into the built-in bookcase that he considered home. “I can’t stomach watching her with another guy.”

Though Mrs. Porter could not see or hear Drummond, she nodded in agreement. “It’s just wrong to display that much affection. Especially in front of you.”

Across the room, Sandra wiped tears from her eyes and wrapped her arms around the man once more. Chiseled face, broad chest, and over six feet tall — the man looked like an NFL quarterback in his prime. Compared to Max, the man’s stature rose to the level of an Adonis.

But just that morning, Max had stood on the lawn of his Winston-Salem home and thought that overall their life had been looking up. Their house had been on the market for only a few weeks and already several buyers had showed interest. Once it eventually sold and they paid off the outstanding mortgage, the remaining profit would be more than enough to set them up comfortably somewhere else. Preferably a place where no one had burst into flames in the garage.

Since that horrible incident, Max and Sandra opted to park their cars in the driveway.

With a giggle, Sandra pulled away from the man. “I’m so sorry, honey,” she said, reaching out towards Max. “I didn’t mean to be rude, but this really caught me by surprise. I haven’t seen this guy since high school.”

The big man walked over and put out a large hand. “I’m Peter Rathburn. Pleasure to meet you.”

Max shook the man’s hand — he didn’t want to, but he saw no sense in causing trouble. Not yet. “So, you know my wife from high school?”

Peter put his arm around Sandra and squeezed tight. “She was my girlfriend for two years. We even went to the prom together.”

Max raised an eyebrow toward Sandra. “I don’t think you ever mentioned dating a guy named Peter.”

With an exuberant laugh, Peter said, “Really? You were the first girl I ever kissed, and I don’t even earn a mention to your husband?”

“I guess it never came up.” She lowered her head slightly and hurried over to the counter. Picking up a coffee mug, she poured a cup and offered it to Peter.

While standing on the lawn that morning, as Max considered options for their future, he had watched Sandra walk down the front steps with a mug of coffee for him. He thought so, at least. When she sidled up next to him, however, she only offered to share the caffeine booster. After taking a sip, he put his arm around her shoulder and held her tight.

She wore a silk bathrobe that he had bought for her when they first moved into this house — when they first had money that didn’t have to go to food or heat. He kissed the top of her head. Her damp hair smelled of shampoo, and he had the idea of blowing off the day, sweeping her into his arms, and carrying her back into the house. The next several days would have been infinitely better, if he had listened to his little brain.

“Out with it,” she said. “What’s troubling you?”

Max chuckled. He had not recognized his thoughts as troubling. But she was right. Under the surface of dreams of the future, of imagining a new house, of thinking about making love, a dark reality simmered.

“Is it money?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Once we sell this, we’ll have plenty again. That is, unless you insist we buy another big place.”

She leaned her head on his chest. “We hardly have enough time to live in this one as it is.”

The coffee smelled good, and he wanted another sip, but he didn’t want her to move her head either.

“If not money, what is it?”

He didn’t know how to answer at first. But as he opened his mouth, thoughts and words formed simultaneously. “It’s the Magi. They’ve been very quiet lately.”

“That’s a bad thing? As far as I can see, no news is good news when it comes to them.”

“We haven’t heard a word from Mother Hope.” Unconsciously, Max’s hand reached up and rubbed his chest where Mother Hope had cursed him several years ago. She had yet to use the curse, but the threat followed him like a dark cloud. She also controlled the Magi. Supposedly, the group existed to protect the people from abusive witches, but reality had shown him that Mother Hope might be the worst witch of them all. “Not that I want to be drawn into any mess of hers, but at least when that happens, we know what’s going on with her and the Magi. This silence is worse than any job she’d force us into.”

Sandra said, “What about Leon? Since we pulled off that curse on him, I would’ve thought we might get some information from him.”

With the help of the Mobley Coven, the most powerful coven in the Carolinas, Max had cursed Leon Moore. He was Mother Hope’s right hand, and now, any magic she used against Max would hurt Leon as well.

“I promised he wouldn’t have to spy for us,” Max said. “He still knows I’ll call in a favor or two when I need it, but I figured that would be dangerous enough. I also don’t want him to realize that there are limits to what I can do with that linking curse. If he ever figures it out, he could cause major damage to both of us.”

“And that’s it? Just the usual bothering you?”

“Shouldn’t it bother me that any of that is considered the usual?”

“It’s the life we lead.” She nestled closer to him. “Anything else on your mind?”

At that moment, Max did not have a good answer for her. But now, staring at Mr. Perfection in his office, he had plenty on his mind.

Mrs. Porter grabbed her coat and walked to the door. “Well, clearly you all have some catching up to do, but it’s time for me to go pick up the boys.” She shot a narrow glare at Sandra. “Unless you want to go pick up your sons?”

Peter’s face broke into a joyful grin. “You have sons? That’s wonderful. I bet they’re just as stubborn as you always were. I’d love to meet them.”

“They’re rather new additions to our family,” Sandra said. “We adopted them.”

“That’s not quite true,” Mrs. Porter said. “They’re not really adopted yet. You’re still going through the process of becoming their legal guardians. In fact, it’s probably better that I pick them up. We don’t need anybody seeing you with an ex-lover.”

Before Sandra could respond, Mrs. Porter went out the door. Normally, Max hated when his mother sniped at his wife. But he had to admit a part of him — a childish part — jumped high in the air and whooped for his mother’s sharp tongue.

To cover the awkward silence that had formed, Sandra sat at her desk and said, “So, I don’t think you’re here just to reminisce on old times. I saw the look on your face when you walked in here — you weren’t expecting to find me. So, what’s up? Is there something we can do for you?”

All of Peter’s joy vanished with his smile. “Yeah. I mean, you guys are the ones who look into the odd cases, right? Like the weird ones? You know what I’m saying?”

“You’ve got a problem with a ghost.”

“I think so.”

Sitting at his desk, Max sighed. “Okay. Tell us about it.”

Drummond poked his head out of the bookcase. “Well, damn, I guess I’ll have to listen to this clown, too.”

 


Chapter 2

DESPITE HIS TESTOSTERONE-LADEN APPEARANCE, Peter faltered as he settled into a chair opposite Sandra. The petty side of Max inwardly grinned. Leaning back, Max popped his feet on his desk. “Okay, Mr. Rathburn, let’s hear it.”

Peter’s smile took on a plastic appearance, but Max could see the tremors underneath. He’d seen enough fear in the eyes of clients to recognize it now. Sandra did, too.

Leaning across the desk, she said, “It’s okay. We’ve seen a lot of weird things. Trust me. Anything you want to share, we won’t judge.”

Drummond flicked the brim of his hat. “Speak for yourself, doll.”

“She’s right,” Max said, though he’d rather be like Drummond for the moment — able to speak his mind without being heard. “Tell us your story. Don’t leave anything out. People always leave stuff out and it only makes it worse in the end. You can trust us. Heck, she’s your old girlfriend. Trust her.”

With a bashful scratch behind his ear, Peter said, “I guess it doesn’t make much sense for me to have come this whole way and not tell you what’s going on. I just didn’t think it would be so hard when the moment came.”

Sandra kept her focus on Peter — probably to help ease Peter’s mind, but also to ignore Max and Drummond’s comments. “Start whenever you’re ready. Go as far back as you want. We’re here to listen.”

“Great,” Drummond said. “Are we going to have to hear about your high school prom again? I might have better things to do.”

Sandra tilted her head towards the ghost and raised an eyebrow.

“Okay, okay. I don’t have anything better to do. Still —”

Peter cleared his throat, sniffled, and took a deep breath. “I’m a firefighter. Been one since my college days. Sophomore year — some guys convinced me to try volunteering for the EMTs. I loved it. Did that all the way through graduation, and that led to joining the fire department. Started out in Virginia, worked in Richmond for several years, and then got a job down in Raleigh. That’s where I’ve been for the last ten years or so. But then an opportunity popped up to move out here, so I took it.”

“How long have you been here?” Max asked.

“Not long. Why?”

“I was wondering why you hadn’t reached out to Sandra until now.” Max knew it was a meek jibe, but he would take whatever breadcrumbs he could find.

“Like she said, I had no idea she was here. Not until yesterday. But everything started weeks ago.”

Throwing Max a sharp look, Sandra said, “Forgive us. We don’t need to keep interrupting. Please, continue.”

“Well, it started with some small sounds. I guess that’s how these things usually start. At least, that’s the way it is in the movies. Nothing really scary — just odd noises in the walls at night. Several of the other firefighters made jokes about it being a ghost. I didn’t think much of it. Most every firehouse has some sort of ghost story behind it, and newbies often get teased with such things. Consider it harmless hazing.

“I guess the first time it became something serious was when we got a call for an apartment fire. There’s a rec room for us to hang out in — TV, video games, ping-pong tables, that kind of thing — and when the call came in, I rushed out into the hall to go to the garage and get my equipment. One of the other guys, Owen, came up behind me, but the rec room door slammed shut. He couldn’t get it open. Several of us on the other side rammed against the door, but it wouldn’t budge. We were punching that thing and kicking and Mackenzie even got a crowbar, but nothing worked. We had no choice. Every second we waited, that fire was burning. Owen knew it, too. He waved us on, and we rushed to the engine to head off.”

Max sat forward. “And Owen?”

“When we got back, he was fine. Sitting in the kitchen, eating a sandwich. He said once we left, the door opened by itself.

“I thought the whole door thing was an elaborate prank for me. But no matter how many times I brought it up, everybody insisted it was not a planned joke. And one look at Owen convinced me they were telling the truth. He looked petrified.

“After that, things started to intensify. Everybody noticed personal items missing. Things would just vanish, but we couldn’t find any evidence of a thief or break-in or anything. And then right at the point where people would start yelling at each other, somebody would find the missing item, and it would always be in an unusual, unlikely place. Like Beth — she had this snow globe from her only trip to New York City. Kept it with her whenever she was putting in her hours at the firehouse. Everybody knew it was hers, and she always had it next to her bunk. But then one afternoon she saw it was gone. All of us in the house helped her search, but nobody could find it. Then, when I could hear in her voice that the anger was hitting the boiling point, Captain Renner found it balanced on top of the bulletin board in the hallway.

“You understand? Every single one of us had to have gone right by that bulletin board a million times in our search. There is no way all of us could have missed it. It’s just not possible.”

“And this brought you here?” Max asked.

“There’s more. Wishing that’d be enough?”

Sandra said, “What my husband means is that most people who come to us because of this kind of thing don’t come after a few disturbances. Things have to get really bad before they’re willing to entertain the idea of finding somebody like us.”

Peter squirmed in his chair. “Things got a lot worse. It got to the point where every call that came in was accompanied by missing equipment or the locked rec room door or even one time, all the power went out in the middle of the night. Nobody would do anything about it. Mostly because Captain Renner refused to believe in the possibility that it might be a ghost. He always had some way to dismiss things — rusty hinges, bad wiring, you name it. But I remembered back in high school. You talked about ghosts a lot.”

“I did?”

“Sure. I could tell even then that you were dealing with something, but I was too young to know what. Later in my life, whenever I thought about you —”

“You thought about me?” Sandra blushed.

With a charismatic wink, Peter said, “No guy could forget a girl like you.”

As calmly as he could manage, which did not go far enough, Max said, “Can we get back to your story?”

Losing all his charm, Peter went on. “Well, the more I thought about you, the more I saw that you probably saw ghosts. I’ve met a few other people like that. People I trusted. So, I figured if the captain won’t do anything about it and everybody else was too scared, I could do something.”

Max grabbed a pen and tapped it against the table. “So you called us?”

“Not at first. I called a psychic.”

Drummond snorted. “This keeps getting better and better. Big, tough square jaw here called in a fortuneteller.”

“I know what you’re thinking,” Peter said, flashing some renewed charm at Sandra. “What kind a crackpot did I bring into the firehouse? But, like I said, I have friends who can see ghosts. I trust them and they recommended this woman — Irene Beck.”

Max pulled his notebook from the desk drawer. He flipped to a blank page and wrote down the name — Irene Beck. “What happened when the psychic showed up?”

“She came by one afternoon. I met her outside and escorted her down the hall to the kitchen, but we never made it that far. She started shaking. I thought she was having a seizure, but before I could do anything, before I could even yell out for someone to call an ambulance, the shaking stopped. She turned to leave but I begged her to at least take a look at the rec room. I guilted her into it, really. I reminded her that we’re firefighters. We save lives. We can’t go on like this. Against her better judgment, she followed me further down the hall. When I opened the rec room door, she froze in place, her eyes got real big, and she let out a scream as if she were on fire. She ran back down the hall and out to her car. By the time I got to the parking lot, she had already driven half-a-block away.

“She called me the next day. Apologized and told me that I needed some serious help. A specialist. She suggested I find a ghost hunter-type-person. So, I searched the internet and found your website. When I saw the picture of Sandra, I recognized you right away. I took it as a sign. That’s why I came here. But I was still shocked when I walked in and saw you for real. I think part of me had convinced the rest of me you’d be some other Sandra who only looked like the Sandra I knew.”

Max did not need to look at Sandra to know she wanted to take the case. He didn’t need to look at Drummond, either. That old ghost would think that a prankster haunting was beneath him. He liked to deal with murder cases and other such challenges. Which meant that Max had the deciding vote.

Not really, though. Denying the case meant hurting Sandra, and he would not do that. “I guess we could take a few hours to check out the firehouse. See if there’s a case there or not.”

“Really?” Peter said.

“Really?” Drummond said.

Sandra smiled. “Really.”

 


Chapter 3

THE FIREHOUSE WAS LOCATED in the northeastern part of the city. Though only a short drive from their office, Sandra decided to drive with Peter and have Max follow behind. She only wanted to spend some extra time with her high school friend and reminisce about old times. Max agreed — old friends like to reminisce. His grip on the steering wheel betrayed other, darker thoughts.

It didn’t help that Drummond appeared in the passenger seat and said, “I can’t believe you’re okay with any of this. They were dating. They were kissing.”

“They were in high school. Almost two decades ago. Besides, I’m the one who married her. So there’s nothing to be threatened about.”

“Sure. No reason to fear a guy whose looks would make Gary Cooper feel puny.”

“You’re not helping.” Max wanted to punch Drummond in the arm, but the chill that came from passing through a ghost would be unpleasant enough — and should Drummond decide to hit back, the icy pain from being touched by a ghost dissuaded him completely.

As they approached the firehouse, Max weaved around a few large potholes. On his left, train tracks paralleled the road, and about a quarter-mile further up, they opened into a freight yard. The highway passed overhead and graffiti painted the sidewalks nearby.

Peter led them around to a parking lot in the back. From the outside, the place looked like a suburban home complete with the grassy front yard, well-trimmed walkway up to the front door, and a small overhang porch. The only giveaway that this was a firehouse, and it was a big giveaway, was the oversized garage that housed the two red engines.

As everyone exited the cars, Peter walked ahead like a giddy schoolboy. They entered through the back of the garage, its massive bay doors were both open, and Max had to admit that he felt a little bit of his inner-schoolboy awaken. Seeing those two large fire trucks brought back memories of playing on the kitchen floor with toy cars while wearing a firefighter’s helmet.

But joy vanished as he felt an unusual tension in the air.

A hearty woman sat in an old used office chair. Behind her, papers cluttered a dented, metal desk. On the opposite side of the garage, Max noticed two soda machines and all the open locker bays filled with firefighting equipment.

“You the woo-woo people?” the woman said, wiggling her fingers at the side of her head.

With a nervous laugh, Peter said, “Everybody, this is Stacy. She’s one of our female firefighters. And she also thinks this is all nonsense.”

Max winked at Stacy. “I’m hoping it’s all nonsense, too.”

While Stacy kept her eye on them, Peter led the way inside. Walking backwards like a tour guide, he said, “Let me show you around, so you can see if you feel anything.”

Max glanced behind at Drummond. Floating through the wall, Drummond said, “I know, I know. I’ll go check out the whole place while you guys take the grand tour.”

Max caught up to his wife and spotted the slight grin on her face. He assumed that she smiled at Drummond’s usual antics, yet she kept her eyes forward on Peter. Max wanted to put his hand around her waist, but the main hall of the firehouse did not give them enough room to do so.

While the outside of the firehouse looked like a well-manicured suburban home that had been plunked down in an urban rail district, the inside had been institutionalized much like a modern college dorm. Cinderblock walls had been painted pale yellow and florescent lights had been mounted to the ceiling. On one side of the hall, a map of Winston-Salem had been framed with all the districts marked in different colors denoting which firehouse was responsible for which areas.

They walked by an open door with a nameplate reading Capt. Renner. Glancing inside, Max saw a large dorm room — thin office carpeting, a single bed, and a desk with a small bookshelf. Drab colors all around. One window offered meager light. Further on, they saw another dorm room. This one had been set up for two, and the window had been covered with a thick, black sheet.

“Sometimes the only sleep we get is during the day,” Peter explained.

Sandra’s eyes roved around the room and Max could read her expression — clean enough, but she thought the room needed a feminine touch. Then she squinted. Max leaned close to ask her if she saw something, but she shook her head before he spoke.

“I’d like to see the rec room,” she said. “That’s where the majority of the disturbances have happened, right?”

Peter swallowed hard. “It’s right up this way, just before the kitchen.”

From the dorm room across the hall, a loud voice called, “Hey Petey, looks like you rassled up some more suckers for your ghost hunt.”

Deflated, Peter gestured to two burly men, both bald with wide grins. They each wore a gray T-shirt bearing the fire department logo and sweatpants with the same. The one who had called out wore sunglasses backwards on his head.

“This is Owen and Chuck Williams. Guys, these are the people from the Porter Agency. And yes, they’re here to check things out.”

The brothers chuckled. Owen folded his arms and leaned back in his chair. “This is all a waste of time, you know. We got a door that gets stuck real easy and a bunch of superstitious idiots scaring themselves at night.”

Stretched out on one of the beds, Chuck snorted a laugh. “Don’t forget that the ghost like to steal things, too. Even took your underwear.”

“That was you.”

Chuck rolled his head on the pillow and laughed heartily. “I thought I fooled you with that one.”

Owen rolled his eyes. “What would a ghost want with my dirty underwear?”

“Ask Peter. It’s his ghost.”

“Is that right, Petey? Does your ghost like my underwear?”

Peter leaned his shoulder against the doorjamb. “Keep laughing. Next time I make dinner, I’ll make you pork chops.” That wiped the smile from the man’s face. As an aside towards Max and Sandra, Peter added, “Pork chops for dinner brings on a fire that night. It’s just one of about a million little superstitions firefighters have.”

“Hey,” Owen said, tilting his chin up. “We may have our good and bad luck charms, but at least we don’t believe in ghosts haunting the firehouse.”

Max did not quite believe them. They seemed overenthusiastic to tease Peter and overly dismissive of the mounting evidence that something wrong was going on here. They seemed nervous.

“Rathburn.” The voice came from down the hall.

Peter spun around. “Yes sir.”

Captain Renner stepped into the hall from the kitchen at the end. He was a dark black man with sharp cheekbones and the build of a linebacker. “Who are all these people clogging up the way?”

“Sorry, sir. These are the people with the Porter Agency.”

From the dorm room, Owen yelled, “They’re the psychics, Cap.”

The Captain’s curled lip contained an inferno of disdain for psychics. “I see. And what is it you hope to achieve by being here? Besides helping out Peter with his problem?”

Max snickered. While the captain formed an imposing figure, he had no idea what he was up against with Sandra Porter. She marched straight up to the man and never flinched. “We’re not some circus show here to amuse you. We’re not publicity hounds looking to get our pictures in the papers or to land a TV deal on some small network. We’re not charlatans. We are the real deal, and we’re here to help. But if that help is not wanted or appreciated, we’ve got better things to do than waste our days being insulted.”

The captain took a step back. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I did not mean to be rude. It’s just that we’ve had so-called psychics in here before. The last one made such a scene that it was more upsetting than if she had not been here to begin with.”

Max stepped forward. “Was that Irene Beck?”

“I don’t recall her name. Peter? Was that her?”

Peter nodded.

A loudspeaker burst out two long tones. All the firefighters perked up and listened close. Though Max knew the words spoken were in English, he could not decipher the blaring sounds — loud enough to wake even the deepest sleeper. When the dispatch voice finished, Captain Renner hurried down the hall.

“Chuck, Beth, Stacy — with me.”

Chuck jumped to his feet and barreled into the hall. A woman stepped out from a side door — presumably Beth — and followed toward the garage. Watching them rush off to suit up and jump into the fire engine, Max felt excitement course throughout his bones. He saw Stacy hustling around in the garage, and he glanced at Peter. “You don’t all have to go fight the fire?”

Peter walked toward the kitchen. “They’re not off to fight a fire. Fire departments in just about every place in the country are the catchall for when the 9-1-1 dispatchers don’t know where to send a call.”

“That makes a lot more sense,” Sandra said. “I swore I heard her say there was a child with his head caught.”

“Kids with their heads in banisters, cats up trees, medical emergencies that should go to EMTs or an ambulance, car accidents, you name it. Most days, we don’t fight that many fires. Unless you’re in a massive city, you get plenty of days without a single fire. The worst is when we’re off doing one of these BS calls and we’re not able to get to a real fire as soon as we should.”

As the engine pulled out of the garage, Drummond flew up the hallway. “I’ve been all over this building, even checked the attic and beneath the ground — I got nothing. If there’s a ghost haunting this building, it’s a ghost of a ghost because otherwise I should be seeing it.”

Placing her hand on Peter’s muscular bicep, Sandra said, “I’m sorry, but I’m not seeing anything here.”

Owen poked his head out of his room. “Told you that psychic was a crock. She was all song and dance.”

Peter looked straight at Sandra. “I’m not making this up.”

“I’m not saying you are, but I can’t see anything. I don’t feel anything. I’m getting no sense that this place is haunted.”

“At least come see the rec room. That’s where most everything happens. It’s just up ahead. The door on the left right before the kitchen.”

Sandra looked back at Max. He shrugged. They had come all this way — might as well finish their tour. They walked down the remainder of the hall, and when they reached the door leading into the rec room, Max’s chest tightened.

The spot where Mother Hope had cursed him ignited with a painful burn. He grabbed his chest with one hand and steadied himself against the wall with the other. Sandra gasped as her hands went to her head. She clenched her eyes shut and stumbled forward.

Max thought he might throw up. He tried to speak but his throat had constricted to the point that even breathing strained his muscles. Like a voice calling from a far-off distance, he heard Peter say, “Owen, get over here. I need help.”

Thick hands took hold of Max’s shoulders and guided him forward. Up ahead, Max saw Peter carrying Sandra into the kitchen at the end of the hall. Seconds later, Max found himself sitting at a long kitchen table while two pale and frightened firefighters poured glasses of water for everybody.

“What was that?” Peter asked, the water in his glass shaking over the edges.

Max could not form words yet. He gazed around the large kitchen. An L-shaped counter ran across two walls. A refrigerator had been parked at one end of the counter while a second refrigerator stood alone against one of the bare walls. The sink was clean, and the counter well-organized. Whoever had the job of maintaining the kitchen took their work seriously.

Sandra drank half a glass of water. “I’m okay now. Something hit me in the head, though. Like an instant migraine.” Putting out her hand towards Max, she added, “You okay?”

Max reached across. The mere act of lacing his fingers with hers eased his rapid beating hard. “Had some chest pains, that’s all.”

Owen rushed over to Max’s side. “Have you ever had a heart attack? Any history of heart attack in your family?”

Waving him off, Max said, “No, no. Nothing like that. It wasn’t a heart attack. It was the kind of chest pains you can get when encountering those things you don’t seem to want to believe in.”

Drummond floated by the hall door. “I swear I didn’t see anything, I didn’t feel anything, when I searched.” He gazed down the long hallway and his voice darkened. “This is a serious one, isn’t it?”

Max gave a slight nod.

“Okay,” Sandra said. “We’ve seen enough. We’ll take the case.”

Owen had no snappy reply.

 


Chapter 4

MAX AND DRUMMOND SPED WEST along Route 40 towards the Louisville-Clemmons exit. Earlier, after touring the firehouse, they all had returned to the office to discuss how to move forward. First, however, Sandra gobbled down five ibuprofen while Max drank from the whiskey flask Drummond kept hidden in a hollowed book.

Drummond pursed his lips as he floated around the office ceiling. “I’ve been involved with a lot of strange cases, but I can’t recall ever taking one on that had nobody to investigate. I mean, I know there’s a victim — clearly the two of you were attacked by something — but I didn’t see a ghost. Even if I had, we don’t have a name or even a time period that this ghost comes from. Which can’t be a ghost because I’m a ghost and I’m telling you, we don’t behave like that.”

Placing the whiskey flask back in the book, Max said, “We do have one name — Peter Rathburn. Maybe we should start with him.”

Sandra rubbed her temples. “Stop acting like you’re in high school.”

“All I meant was —”

“I know exactly what you meant.” Before things could escalate, she grabbed her keys and coat. “I am going to look into why we can’t see or hear or even talk to this ghost.”

“Not a ghost,” Drummond said.

“Whatever it is. I’ve got the contacts, so that’s what I’m going to do.”

“It’s a good idea, doll. As for us, I know exactly where we need to go.”

As Max turned left off the exit ramp, he had to admit that Drummond was right. Other than themselves, the only person they could talk to who might be able to provide more information was the psychic hired by the firefighters — Irene Beck. They found her address with ease. She ran a small business selling Unusual Items Touched By The Supernatural!

The area around the Louisville-Clemmons exit had built up with restaurants, strip malls, supermarkets, and banks. But after a mile, old starter homes now converted to small businesses dotted the landscape. One of these homes bore a large white sign with a large pink hand emblazoned with a large eye centered on the palm. The word PSYCHIC curved above.

“You know, after dealing with witches, ghosts, and people of real power,” Drummond said as they pulled in the driveway, “this feels like a step down.”

“You’d rather I set up a meeting with Mother Hope? I’m sure she has some unique and special ways to torture a ghost.”

Drummond cocked his head to the side as if in deep thought. “Starting to see the value of Irene Beck. I think there’s a lot of important information we could probably get from her.”

As cars whizzed by on the busy, main stretch, Max walked up to the front door. A handwritten sign had been taped about head height. It read: We’re open
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