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INTRODUCTION

 

SOUTHERN FLAMES

 

SOUTHERN FURY

 

SOUTHERN SOULS


Introduction

Hi, folks. Once again, we’re back together and it’s good to see that you’re still with me. In fact, if anything drove the three books included in this collection, it was that simple idea — you’re still with me.

 

I’ve been amazed by the growing love for Max and the gang. It’s truly wonderful and astounding. It also comes with a new kind of pressure. Each new book has to keep the same quality, at the least, and hopefully get better. I found myself facing a question all writers with a successful series face — how long can I keep this series going?

 

The last thing I want is for the Max Porter series to peter out and die with a whimper. So, I decided to anticipate the fact that Books 10 - 12 might be the end for the series. If that was going to happen, I needed to tie up a lot of loose ends. So, that’s what I set out to do.

 

Funny thing happened on the way to the end of Max Porter — the series continued to find new readers. I went from hearing from fans about once-a-month to getting weekly emails and Facebook messages asking the wonderful but stressful question — When’s the next once coming out? When’s the next one coming out?

 

So, though I pushed through with my plans to give Max and the gang a solid way to call it quits should you all decide enough is enough, it became clear that this would not be the end. Fine by me. I love playing in this particular sandbox. Better still — for me and you — by closing out these storylines, not only do we get to experience the end of some long running feuds, characters, and even one big question about PB that deserved to be addressed, but we also get to open the door to the future. As I’m writing this, I’m also preparing Southern Blood for release in two weeks. After you read the books in this volume, you’ll see what I mean when I say the door was wide open, and I’m having more fun than ever.

 

I hope you will, too. Enjoy the reads, and I’ll see you again soon.

 

- North Carolina, 2020

 


 

 

SOUTHERN FLAMES


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 of 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 likes 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. Come on in. Inside, Max found what had probably been a lovely home at one time. Small but functional. A good first investment for a young couple. But now, the place had been geared toward sales.

The living room had been converted into the main show floor. Spinning racks displayed books on the occult, fortune-telling, and all manner of New Age psychic healing. A glass display counter offered up numerous gems labelled with cards that informed of the various magical properties in each stone. The far wall sold everything from incense to tarot cards to Ouija boards. Music piping in through corner speakers filled the room with the deep droning tones of Taoist monks.

Passing through a beaded curtain that revealed a dirty kitchen, a middle-aged woman entered the room. “My oh my, I don’t usually get such a good looking gentleman entering my establishment. I am Irene Beck.” She was a small woman with a big voice and a long, Southern drawl. Though heavyset, she moved with confidence and charm.

Max liked this woman. He did not relish where this conversation would most likely go. At least, there were no other patrons in the room. He’d hate to embarrass this woman, possibly call her a fraud, in front of a customer.

Drummond hovered before a display of handmade, wooden necklaces. A sign above read Ghost and Spirit Wards. He poked his finger through the necklaces. “At least we don’t have to worry about her being a witch.”

Max chuckled.

Irene settled behind the long glass counter and presented a venomous smile. “Something amusing you?”

Leaning an elbow on the counter, he said, “Shouldn’t you be able to tell me what I’m thinking?”

Irene took one step back and crossed her arms. She stared at Max for a moment and then her gaze drifted toward the display of ghost wards. “Don’t let all the little knickknacks fool you. I’m quite the real deal, honey. I don’t know why you’re here, but I know for sure you’re not here to buy any of this crap. You here to cause a sweet, kind lady like me trouble? Or do you want a reading? Or is it something else?”

Drummond stared back with his mouth open. “Lady, can you hear me? You see me?”

Irene did not respond. But after a moment of silence, her face wrinkled as she narrowed her gaze in Drummond’s direction. “I’m guessing there’s a ghost in this room. Is he or she sayin’ something to me?”

“I don’t understand,” Max said. “You can sense there’s a ghost in here but you can’t tell what he’s saying?”

“I don’t like tests, sir. And I don’t do parlor tricks. If I take the time, I’m sure I could tune into your friend here and find out what’s going on, but it’s clear to me that you are not afraid of this ghost and that you are not here because of him. What I don’t know is why you are here. Care to help a girl out?”

“I’m Max Porter. I’m here because —”

“Oh, I see. The Porter Agency. You have quite the reputation in some circles.”

“Really? I didn’t think anybody knew we existed.”

“Oh honey, the world I live in is not that big. People talk. And you’ve done enough shaking up around this town that I was bound to hear.”

“I don’t know whether to be flattered or scared. I think I’ll go with flattered for the time being.”

Irene laughed and pointed a manicured fingernail at Max. “You and I are going to get along just fine. So, Max of the Porter Agency, how can I help you?”

“We’ve been hired to investigate some unnatural activities going on at one of the firehouses. They told us you had been there before us.”

Irene’s pleasant countenance dropped like a stone in a cold river. “I see you don’t mess around.”

“I’m sorry if this upsets you, but it would be very helpful if you could share with me what happened.”

“Don’t you ask me to go back. I will not do it.”

Keeping a calm tone, Max said, “We’re staying right here. Just talking.”

Her right eye twitched and her thumbs rubbed her fingertips. “That thing. That is not … No. It’s not a ghost. Not a spirit. It’s something else, something I don’t ever want to feel again. It’s lost. Confused. It runs around in my head, going in circles, never stopping.”

Drummond said, “I think meeting that ghost stirred up her brains a bit.”

Irene paced the length of the counter like a trapped animal. “No, no, no. It’s all wrong in there. A broken spirit. That’s what I felt. But not a spirit at all. It’s a nothing. I mean, it’s something, that it is, but nothing like I’ve ever experienced before. And I don’t want to see it again.”

Putting on his best smile, Max said, “All I need is a name. That thing you felt, it had to have once been a person. What’s the person’s name?”

“I don’t know if it ever was a person. Maybe it’s a demon. You believe in demons?”

Drummond said, “If she’s about to go spout Angels and Demons, we’ll never get anywhere.”

She paused and wagged that fingernail at Max again. “I can see you are not a religious man. You should be. Strong beliefs are what separate us from the animals.”

“That may be so,” Max said, “but for now, I just need that name. You know the name. I can see it in your eyes.” He could see no such thing, but her reticence convinced him to bluff.

Her eyes darted around the room before settling back on Max’s face. With a quiver in her voice, she said, “I want to help you. I do. You seem like a nice man, but if I tell you, then it will come back to haunt me.”

“From everything I’ve heard, this thing is staying at the firehouse.”

“No, honey. I don’t mean that thing. I mean the fact that I gave up a name — it’ll get out. There are people in this town who will not like me helping you.”

Max stepped back and put out his hands in an open gesture. “We all have to choose sides sometimes.”

“Enough of this,” Drummond said. He slipped over to one of the book racks, gritted his teeth, and shoved the rack over. Physical contact with the corporal world caused a ghost serious pain. Drummond yelled, clasping his hand as if he had touched a burning stove.

Max did not have to explain to Irene what had happened. Her wide-eyed stare told him that she understood everything. Shifting from an easy-going charm to a stern, authoritative tone, he said, “Don’t make this worse. Give me the name and I swear I will keep you out of it. Nobody will ever know that you told us anything.”

“I don’t know,” she said, inching toward the beaded curtain.

“Give me the name, and you’ll never see me again.”

If she ran, Max did not know what he would do. The idea of chasing down this lady, tackling her, and forcing her to reveal the name seemed ludicrous. But he couldn’t leave empty-handed, either. Thankfully, she solved his dilemma.

“Holly Claypool,” she sputtered. “That’s the name — Holly Claypool. Now get out of here.”

Without waiting to see if they followed her commands, she rushed through the beaded curtain. As she stomped up an unseen stairway, Max and Drummond headed out to the car. Once they were back on the highway, Max said, “I want you to go ahead and check on Sandra. See if you can help her. If she needs anything from me, let me know.”

“You got it,” Drummond said. “I can see I’m not going to want to hang out with you for the next few hours anyway. We’ve got a name now. I’m guessing you’re headed to the library to do what you’re good at — research.”

“Sorry that we can’t all be good at terrorizing middle-aged women.”

“Hey, I got her to give up the name, didn’t I?”

“You didn’t have to threaten her. I was doing fine. A few more minutes and she would have told me just as easily.”

“My way guaranteed the result. You still have plenty to learn from me, so don’t start thinking you know it all.”

“That’s not what I was suggesting, and you know it.”

“Interrogation takes years of practice and learning. It’s not just looking up names in a search engine. Heck, I’m sure I could go to the library and find out all about Holly Claypool.”

“Are you volunteering to do the research instead?”

“Not on your life.”

Max chuckled. “Didn’t think so.”

 

 


Chapter 5

RESEARCH PROVED EASY. Within an hour, Max had uncovered the story of Holly Claypool including the names and addresses of several people involved that were still alive. Evening approached as he returned home to find that his mother had already dropped off PB and J. Sandra fed them dinner and listened to their stories of school.

Jammer J, the younger of the two, spoke enthusiastically of his teachers, his subjects, and even the few acquaintances he had. Sandra worried that the boy had difficulty making real friends, anything beyond a casual school friend, but Max pointed out that PB and J both had spent so much time homeless, relying only on each other, that learning to trust other kids their age would take time. PB, on the other hand, spent most of his days homeschooled by Max’s mother. In order for Mrs. Porter to have some privacy and some sanity, PB often took extra courses through the YMCA, the Homeschooling Association, and other outreach programs. He spent most of his time talking about the other kids — classes bored him. While not exactly friends, these kids tended to be more than what J could muster in others. PB had that charisma which ingratiated him to people.

After they ate, Sandra ordered the boys upstairs to wash up and get ready for bed. They didn’t really have a bedtime — after all, as best as anybody could figure out, they were barely teenagers — but Sandra had learned that the boys responded well to some parental structure. Plus, they appeared to enjoy spending the night more and more. As Max and Sandra navigated their way through the paperwork of becoming guardians, they eased the boys into the idea of living together under one roof. Though PB was the most reticent about giving up his apartment, with every sleepover, they became more amenable.

Max sat at his desk in his study to review his notes. He would miss this study. Of all the rooms in the house, this one had meant the most to him. But he had a straight view through the door across the kitchen and to the door leading into the garage — where he witnessed a cursed man combust. Just glancing in the direction of the garage brought back those tortured memories of watching that man burn.

Before his brain could remind him of the acrid odor, Drummond slipped in through the wall. “I was waiting at the office for you guys to show up, but since that wasn’t happening, I’m here. Tell me what you learned.”

“Not yet. We’ll wait for Sandra and the Sandwich Boys to finish up.”

Less than ten minutes later, they all adjourned to the living room. Sandra and Max settled on the couch while the boys spread out on the carpeted floor. Drummond opted to float in a seated position by the ottoman.

PB had a small bowl of chocolate covered raisins, and he popped one in his mouth. “Is this a new case or are you just sharing with us some obscure, boring little story you found somewhere?”

“Boring?” Max said. “My stories are never boring.”

J giggled and even Sandra cracked a smile. Rubbing Max’s arm, she said, “No, honey, never boring. Though sometimes more detailed than we need.”

“I’ll say,” Drummond chimed in.

Max overacted rolling his eyes. Turning serious, he said to the boys, “Pay attention, this is for a case. We’re investigating the death of a woman named Holly Claypool. She was murdered in 1973.”

J leaned towards PB. “This’ll be good. The murder stories are always the best.”

Sandra snapped her fingers. “Okay, time to calm down. If you two yap the whole way through, he’s just going to have to tell the story all over again.”

Max’s mouth turned down. “You all are filling me with such confidence.”

“We tease because we love.” She pecked him on the cheek.

Drummond swiped his hat off and placed it on his knee. “Are you going to get to this story or do I have to sit here and watch you two be mushy? I’m happy you love each other, but I don’t need to see it all the time.”

Max scooted to the edge of the couch and rested his elbows on his knees. On the coffee table, he placed a yellow folder. He cleared his throat and focused on the story he had to share.

“In 1971, there was a nineteen-year-old girl named Holly Claypool. Born and raised here in Winston-Salem, she lived with her brother in a townhouse on Granville Drive near Piedmont University. Her brother, Floyd, was three years older. He worked for R.J. Reynolds Tobacco downtown in the warehouses. Some kind of childhood accident had messed up his leg — I couldn’t find the details on that — but the result was that he limped. Couple that with the fact that he was Holly’s guardian, and there was no chance Floyd would be going to Vietnam.”

From his folder, Max pulled out a picture of Holly Claypool that he had printed off the internet. The image came from her high school yearbook and showed a vibrant, young woman with straight blonde hair, parted in the middle, and a hopeful smile. He then pulled out a second photograph — this one of a young man with brown, shoulder-length hair that curled at the ends. He looked strong and athletic. The kind of guy that might be voted Most Popular.

As they passed around the picture, Max continued, “That’s Wade Johnson. They met during their senior year, fell in love, and promised to get married when Wade returned from the war.”

Sandra frowned. “The government didn’t draft kids who were still in high school. Unless ... are you saying this guy volunteered?”

“That’s right. According to the news reports, he had an adventurous streak — a bit of a violent one at that. Nobody was surprised that he wanted to go fighting a war.”

The Sandwich Boys stayed quiet as they studied the photos. Max made a mental note to complement his mother. A year ago, these boys would have been peppering him with impatient questions. But after only a short time of academics, they had learned to listen closely, pay attention, and learn. Only when the entire lesson had finished would they ask things. Impressive.

“He spent a year-and-a-half in Vietnam,” Max went on. “He would’ve stayed longer, but he took a bullet in the hip. Once that healed, it made it difficult for him to walk without pain. When he came back to Winston-Salem, the newspapers wrote a big article on him and many of the townsfolk came out to wish him well. But of course many more did not greet him with open arms. Coming back from Vietnam was not a cause for celebration among many. What little I could figure out about him from the articles, though, made me think none of that mattered to him. He never joined up for the honors but rather out of a sense of adventure and maybe duty.”

Drummond said, “Let me guess — sweet gal Holly Claypool found another guy and shell-shocked Wade snapped. Poor bastard found out and killed her.”

Max wanted to answer Drummond directly, but the boys still did not believe he spoke with a ghost. Better to avoid feeding into the idea that he might be crazy. Instead, he lowered his voice to pull them deeper into his tale. “Here’s where things start to get strange.”

The boys perked up.

“Holly had stayed true to Wade. She showered him with love and devotion. She understood that his transition back to civilian life would be difficult and showed every indication that she was up to the task of helping him through it. I even found a wedding announcement set for less than a month from the date that she died.

“According to the police, as reported in the newspapers, Wade met Holly in his apartment laundry room. She arrived first, wearing a paisley dress. Along the way, she had picked a few daisies and put them in her hair. She must have been so excited to see him — the wedding had her head filled with all the potential of their future. But when he showed up, I’m sure she sensed something was off. Her first thoughts were most likely related to Vietnam. Perhaps Wade was having a bad moment. She rushes over to him, whispers soothing words, but he’s agitated, can’t stop pacing around. He’s building up his courage. Then with the speed and viciousness of a trained soldier, he throws her to the ground and wraps his fingers around her neck. She struggles, but he is too strong and she is too scared, too unprepared for the attack. He strangles her to death. Then he pulls a gun out of his pocket and shoots himself in the head.”

“Huh?” PB said. “This guy has a gun all along and he takes the time to strangle this woman? Don’t make no sense.”

Max pulled out one final photograph from the folder. “It gets weirder. This is a copy of the photo they ran in the newspaper.”

He handed the photo around. Though grainy and in black-and-white, it clearly depicted the crime scene. The two slumped bodies were a few feet apart — Wade against a dryer, Holly against the opposite wall. Blood splatter marred the walls behind them both. Dark blood pooled on the floor and mingled with the shadows of police officers standing around.

Max watched Sandra’s face. The moment she saw it, he knew. Though the lines were faint and possibly brushed out of the photographs, it was clear that somebody had drawn a casting circle on the floor.

She bit her bottom lip. “Oh, crap.”

 

 


Chapter 6

THE NEXT MORNING EVERYBODY ROSE EARLY to get cracking on their assignments. Sandra had come up empty the day before, but she planned to visit a lady who sold authentic occult ingredients to authentic witches. If this lady couldn’t tell Sandra what kind of ghost-type thing they faced, then nobody would have the answer — that is, nobody the Porters wanted to deal with. They had no doubt there were plenty of witches with the answer, but those people would charge a deadly price for their help. Even a budding talent like Sandra would not be exempt from such deals.

Since it was Saturday, Sandra decided to take PB and J along with her. She pointed out that, after all, they needed to get used to being all together. “That’s a big part of being a family, isn’t it? Learning to live with each other.”

Max took the hint. He needed to give some thought as to what kind of activities he could plan with the boys. Being their guardians had to mean more than simply paying for food and a roof. Max and Sandra cared about these boys, and they needed to learn how to show it. In the meantime, Max had a job to do.

The obvious first step would have been to drive out to the apartment building, inspect the laundry room, and see what they found. Unfortunately, the owners had difficulty keeping tenants after the murder-suicide. They tried to sell the building but found no takers. Eventually, they plowed down the structure and sold off the land. All that remained of the crime scene were the photographs.

In the newspaper articles surrounding the murder, however, the name Joe Pardini came up several times. He had served with Wade Johnson in Vietnam, and the two became friends through the common bond of having grown up in Winston-Salem. Nearing seventy years old, Joe resided in an assisted living facility in Greensboro.

Max called him that morning, and after the initial shock wore off, Joe agreed to an interview. Drummond joined Max, and the two drove out.

As they neared the city, Drummond broke a pleasant silence. “Setting aside my ribbing of you, I want to make sure you’re okay.”

“Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

“It might have something to do with your wife’s ex-boyfriend who happens to be a handsome, well-built, firefighter. The guy goes around saving people’s lives, for crying out loud.”

“He could be Brad Pitt in his prime — doesn’t matter. It’s not about him. It’s about how much I trust my wife, and I trust her a lot.”

“First, I don’t know who Brad Pitt is. Second, I’m not questioning your wife’s loyalty. Sandra is one of the greatest gals I’ve ever met. That’s not the point. A guy like Peter Rathburn can cause you all kinds of trouble. He’s not going to turn Sandra’s love away from you, steal her in the night, and make off with her for some whirlwind romance. That’s not going to happen. You know it as well as I do. But, he can get her thinking.”

Max gestured ahead toward the city. “I’ve got to go question this guy in a few minutes. Maybe you should be quiet and let me prepare.”

Drummond swiveled wide so that his body poked out of the hood and he looked at Max head on. “You know how to question people just fine. It was probably the first thing I ever taught you. You’re just trying to avoid this conversation.”

“Get back in the passenger seat. You’ll make me crash floating around in front of me like that.”

As Drummond drifted back to his seat, he said, “I’m not trying to piss you off. I only want to help you avoid real problems down the road. Because that’s what you’re going to have if you ignore this.”

“I’m not —”

“Rathburn is going to be talking to your wife. He’s showing up and stirring around all these old memories. That’s going to bring with it an emotion. You got that? An emotion that can burrow under the solid foundation that you and your wife have. She’s not going to go leave you for him, but she is going to start comparing your relationship to this idealized, romanticized thing that she once had.”

“She’s not like that.”

“The best dolls never are. Until they are.”

Max pulled off the highway and drove along Friendly Avenue, then cut south toward Meadowood Street. In a few minutes, he would reach the Heritage Greens home, but he couldn’t get there fast enough. “Are you done casting aspersions on my wife’s character?”

Drummond scowled. “Don’t act like I don’t care about her. Only reason I’m saying any of this is because I don’t want to see the two of you have problems.”

“Fine. You love us both.”

“I love her. Jury’s still out about you.”

“Okay. You win. I will pay more attention to any influence Peter Rathburn might have.”

Drummond brought his hands together in one strong clap. “You see? Was that so difficult to admit?”

Nodding at the facility ahead, Max said, “We’re here.” He made no attempt to hide the relief in his voice.

Heritage Greens provided different levels of care for its residents. Everything from detached homes in which caregivers would visit once a day to apartment-style living which could provide round-the-clock care, if necessary. Though Joe Pardini lived on the third floor of one of these apartment buildings, the receptionist in the lobby assured Max that Mr. Pardini could easily live in one of the duplexes but chose to remain in the small apartment. Drummond snickered, but Max did not ask the ghost for further elaboration. For one thing, people mulled about the lobby and would find it


































































OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
VOLUME 4

MAX PO
BOX SET





