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Prologue


The tall, somewhat eerie-looking man stood in front of the old building, and bright lights illuminated his face. He was bald; in fact he was almost entirely hairless, with no eyebrows, no facial hair, not even a slight fringe around his ears. There were those who thought he seemed otherworldly, and he had found a way to capitalize on his appearance.

His name, at least professionally, was Ichabod Lane.

“And—you’re on!” said his friend Roger Meeks, who was directing the shot.



“Hello,” Ichabod said, “and welcome to a special live broadcast episode of

 

Spooks Tube


 
, the show that seeks out the most haunting and bloodcurdling videos available anywhere online in an effort to determine, once and for all, whether ghosts truly exist. I’m your host, Ichabod Lane. Tonight we have more genuinely disturbing and intriguing videos, taken by average people just like you and me. Phantoms seem to walk among the living, inanimate objects begin to move entirely on their own, and ordinary people find themselves confronted by voices and visions they cannot explain. Are any of these truly the work of spirits? Or are we looking at cleverly designed hoaxes, created to deceive even the most discerning minds like our own? That, my friends, is for you to decide.”



He turned his head and looked over his shoulder, then turned back to face the camera. “And after you have seen our latest examples, we’re going to bring you something very special. Behind me, you see the ruins of the Mayhew Asylum for the Criminally Insane, once part of the Georgia State Prison system. From the middle decades of the twentieth century, many of those who were judged to be dangerously insane were housed here, and many of them died in this place. In 1989, the asylum was closed and sealed, under the official reasoning that the building was in such disrepair that it was too dangerous for occupation. However, over the years there were many, many stories of horrific events that took place within its walls, events that could not be explained until you considered the possibility that they were the actions of spirits. More than three hundred inmates died within those walls, many of them found bleeding and wounded despite the fact they were in locked rooms at the time. Others were found strangled, the marks of hands upon their throats even though they were entirely alone when they died. Fourteen staff members perished there, and many of them were said to have been frightened to death. Almost half of them were found without a mark on their bodies, but their faces frozen in a mask of terror and their hair turned white.”

He paused for a moment, looking over his shoulder again before turning back to the camera. “Tonight, for the first time ever, our video cameras will take you inside the Mayhew Asylum. Our special thanks go to Russell Kincaid, special assistant to Governor Albert Tillotson, who secured for us permission to enter the building and show you what we find inside. Because of so many claims of haunting and paranormal activity around the old asylum, the governor’s office has decided it is time to prove that this is nothing more than an old building, but we can’t help wondering what we might find within. After all, other than inspectors and maintenance crews who come once or twice a year, we will be the first people to enter this place in more than three decades.”

He pointed to his right and the camera turned to show an ambulance and six Georgia Highway Patrol troopers. “As part of our agreement,” Ichabod said, “Mr. Kincaid has arranged for police and paramedics to stand by, just in case they are needed. Please stay tuned as we show you our most recent videos, and then we hope you will stay and join us as we venture into what may be the most haunted building in the entire world.”

“Cut, and go to the recorded lead for the first video,” Roger said to Sandy, who was working the video board. “Great work, Icky, you’ve got me quaking in my own boots. This show’s gonna put us right over the top! Spookstube.com will be the busiest website in the entire paranormal industry, and the advertisers will be lining up to fork over money.”

“Let’s hope so,” Ichabod said. “I had to stick my neck way out to get permission for this show. What are the numbers looking like?”

Roger turned to Sandy. “What have we got, girly?” he asked. “How many people are logged on?”

Sandy’s fingers flew over the keyboard for a second, then she looked up and grinned. “Right now, we’ve got thirty-seven thousand viewers online, and it’s climbing constantly. People are tweeting about the show, so it’s spreading like wildfire. Whoops, we just crossed forty thousand and it’s still going up. I’ll bet we break a quarter million within the next half hour, any takers?”

“Don’t bet on that,” Ichabod said. “You’ll jinx us. If we get over a hundred thousand live viewers tonight, that should mean several million hits on the archive version over the next few days.” He took a deep breath and let it out as a sigh. “Man, that would be a big shot in the arm for us. Then all we gotta do is figure out how to follow this up with something bigger.”

“We will,” Roger said, “don’t worry about it. I’m already working on some prospects.”

“First we gotta get through this,” Ichabod said. “How long do we have left in the first video?”

Sandy glanced at her monitor. “Looks like three minutes,” she said. “Number one is the clothes falling off hangers in the clothing store.”

Ichabod shook his head. “I don’t know about that one,” he said. “I mean, how hard would it be for someone to rig up some threads that would pull clothes off hangers? That’s just some grainy black-and-white security footage, so it’s not really clear enough to see details like that.”

“Don’t knock it,” Roger said. “I’ll grant you, some of the stuff people upload to us is obviously fake, but we do try to weed those out. Something like this one, we can’t say for sure so we leave it up to our viewers to decide. Considering the number of views it gets, an awful lot of people seem to think it must be real.”

Ichabod nodded. “Which one is next?”

Sandy pointed at the monitor. “That’s the one with the ghost caught on nanny cam in the baby’s room.”

“Now, that one creeped me out,” Ichabod said. “It just looks like a mist at first, but then it takes on a human form and you can even make out the face. When it looks like a hand reaches down to touch that baby, I get a chill down my spine every time I watch it.”

The girl nodded. “Me too,” she said. “I’ve tried to figure out how to fake one like that, and I can’t do it without some major software. That one looks real to me.”

“How long till I’m back on camera?”

“Um, almost five minutes,” she answered. “You gotta pee or something?”

Ichabod rolled his eyes. “No, smarty-pants, I need to brush my hair. No, I’m just thinking about the next lines, I want a good delivery.”

“You’ll be fine, Icky, you always are,” Roger said. “You’ve got the best presence I’ve ever seen for a spook show host.”

Ichabod shot him a grin, but walked over to his spot again and began preparing for when the camera would be focused on him once more. A few minutes later, Roger snapped his fingers to get his attention and Ichabod straightened up and looked into the lens.

“Three, two, one, you’re on!”

“Those were just a couple examples of the videos that our loyal users upload to us each day. If you’re new to Spookstube.com, then let me give you a brief explanation of how the site works. We provide a video platform where anyone around the world can upload their own videos of unexplainable events that appear to be the work of ghosts or spirits. As you’ve just seen, some ghosts seem to be mischievous, like the one who was pulling clothes down during the night in the clothing store, and others may even be benevolent, such as the one that appeared to be watching over a baby. We employ a staff to look through those videos and eliminate the ones that are obviously fake, because people will do just about anything to get their fifteen minutes of fame. Those that pass our inspection are then posted to the website, where our membership can review them and comment, voting for whether they believe what they’ve seen is true paranormal activity or the work of an obvious prankster.”

Roger pointed to Ichabod’s right, and he turned to face the second camera. This would put an eerie-looking tree behind him.

“The most highly rated of those videos are then presented on our program. This allows you, the viewer, to make up your own mind as to what you think of them, and the comments we receive suggest that many of you greatly enjoy watching those videos. Since this is the reason we are here, your enjoyment is the applause we’re looking for.”

At Roger’s signal, Ichabod turned back to the first camera, putting the old asylum behind him once again.

“And then, in our effort to bring you the most genuine, realistic approach to discovering paranormal phenomena, we are able to produce special episodes like this one. On past episodes, we have investigated one of the world’s most haunted hotels, a number of haunted houses and even a haunted jail, but this is the first time we have approached the investigation of a haunted asylum. The Mayhew Asylum for the Criminally Insane was originally built in 1944. It opened for operation in December of that year, and horrific atrocities began to occur within only the first few months. Most of those were attributed to actions of the inmates themselves, but the first recorded instance of paranormal activity was only in May of the following year.

“On May seventeenth, a thirty-year-old nurse named Betty Lindholm had gone into the room of one of the patients to administer medication. That patient’s name was Wilbur Hoskins, and he had been committed because he had murdered a number of neighborhood children over a period of years, beginning when he was only twelve years old. Shortly after entering the room, the nurse began to scream and orderlies rushed in to find her curled up in the corner of the room, insisting that she had just seen three inmates who had recently died, murdered by another inmate during an outbreak of violence.”

He paused and glanced back at the building dramatically, then turned back to face the camera again.

“According to her story, the three of them simply appeared in the room just after she entered it, and began walking toward her. Hoskins, who was chained to his bed and could not reach Nurse Lindholm, would only nod his head when asked if he had also seen the apparitions, but he never spoke again. Betty quit her job that day and would never return, while Wilbur Hoskins was found three days later, dead in his bed with marks that looked like handprints around his throat. His hair was white, despite the fact he was only twenty-seven years old.

“Over the years, Betty Lindholm was asked many times to describe what she had seen, but her story never changed. She recounted the story one last time on her deathbed, when she passed away at the age of eighty-six.”

Ichabod shifted his position and the camera zoomed in on his face. “What did Betty Lindholm actually see? What truly happened to Wilbur Hoskins? The answers to these questions may never be known, but perhaps we can gain some insight when we enter the old asylum in just a short time. But first, we’d like you to take a look at the next two videos that we’ve chosen for you to review.”

The red light on the camera went off, and Ichabod relaxed. He walked over to the table where Roger and Sandy were seated.

“Another great intro,” Roger said. “You’ve got seven minutes. You ready to do this?”

Ichabod grinned. “I’m not afraid of any ghosts, remember? I studied every story of ghosts hurting people that I can find, and the only ones that seem to have any semblance of truth to them are the ones where people actually hurt themselves because they panicked. I don’t panic. If we find something inside this building, I may get a creepy feeling, but I’m not going to come running out screaming like a girl.”

“I resent that remark,” Sandy said. “Why is it everybody talks about screaming like a girl? Didn’t any of you hear Barry scream when we did the one on the hotel?”

Barry, one of the cameramen, held up one hand and made a gesture with universal meaning. Sandy chuckled.

Ichabod gave a low laugh of his own. “Barry wasn’t screaming,” he said. “He was imitating a siren, so everyone would get out of his way.”

“That’s right,” Barry said. “High-pitched sounds make people move aside, I thought everybody knew that. I was just about out of battery, I needed to go grab a fresh one in a hurry.”

“Then why wouldn’t you go back in?” Sandy asked, sticking her tongue out at him. “Are you forgetting I was there? Saw the whole thing, Barry—you were screaming.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Ichabod said. “What video are we showing right now?”

“It’s the one with the little toddler talking to somebody in his playpen,” Sandy said. “That one gets me, too, because you don’t see anything and at first it looks like the kid is just babbling, but then he holds out his hand and a toy just jumps into it. I’m sorry, something picked up that toy and gave it to him, something or somebody that he could see and we can’t.”

“They say babies and pets can see ghosts,” Roger said. “My dog starts barking at something in my dining room about once or twice a day, but no one else can see anything.”

“Mmm. Which one is after that?”

“After that,” she said, “we’ve got an attic door that opens itself. The guy who shot the video put a camera inside the attic stairway, so it’s a two-shot. On one side of the screen you can see the doorknob turning from inside, and the opposite screen shows it turning on the outside. Both of them show the door opening, but there’s nobody and nothing there. When the door opens, you can see the guy standing there from both the front and the back. I can think of a couple ways to fake it, but I have to admit it looks real.”

“A lot of them do,” Ichabod said. “Unfortunately, I think the truth is a lot simpler, and it’s that there are an awful lot of potentially good special-effects people with way too much time on their hands.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Roger said. “As long as the advertisers keep coming, I couldn’t care less. People love to be scared, and these homemade videos deliver.” He looked over at the police officers, several of whom were smoking nervously. “Hey,” he called out, raising his voice. “You guys ready for this?”

As part of the arrangement with the governor’s office, Ichabod and his camera crew were going to be allowed into the asylum only so long as three of the troopers accompanied them. Since it was difficult to find people who were genuinely unafraid in such a place, the governor’s office had sent extra troopers, just in case some of them chickened out.

“We’re as ready as we’re ever going to be,” one of them replied. He took another heavy drag on a cigarette, then dropped it and crushed it out with his foot. “You’re gonna let us see the footage before it gets aired, right?”

“That would be hard to do,” Roger said, rolling his eyes. “Didn’t your bosses tell you this is a live broadcast? Everybody watching is going to see whatever happens as it happens—there’s no delay. If any of you guys freak out, the whole world is going to know it.”

One of the troopers looked at him for a moment, then said, “Screw this,” and walked over to his car and got in. He didn’t leave, but he sat there with an expression that said he had no intention of getting out again.

Another few minutes passed, and Ichabod took his place once more. He looked into the camera’s lens, and when the light came on he was wearing a somber expression.

“And now,” he said ominously, “we come to the point you’ve been waiting for. It’s time to enter the allegedly haunted Mayhew Asylum, and you get to go with us through the magic of our video cameras. The crew is ready and our escort is prepared.” He turned to the three troopers who were milling about uncomfortably beside him. “Our escort is from the Georgia Highway Patrol. Please allow me to introduce Trooper Harold Sykes, Trooper Allen Stevens and Trooper Bill Emerson. Gentlemen? Are you ready?” All three of the troopers managed a smile and a thumbs-up sign, though none of them actually looked happy.

Ichabod smiled into the camera once again. “Then, let’s go.”

He turned and began walking toward the front entrance of the building, and a moment later he was passed by one of the troopers. The trooper stepped up to the door and used a key to open a large padlock that secured the doors with a very heavy chain. Another trooper stepped up to help the first remove the chain from the iron brackets that had been attached to the doors, and then another key was used to release the deadbolt that had been added some years earlier. When that was completed, the troopers opened the double doors and allowed Ichabod to step through.

Back at the production table, Sandy was watching the view from the cameras. Besides Barry, there were two other cameramen following Ichabod, the three troopers and Roger as they went through the doorway. Barry was the lead camera, focused on Ichabod, while Danny and Bruce kept their cameras panning around, trying to capture everything inside the building.

Ichabod stopped in the middle of a large room. The lights from the cameras let him see that the floor had once been done in a checkerboard tile, but many of the tiles were curled and some were even missing. There was debris all over the floor, some of it apparently from animals that had gotten in over the years.

“This was the main entrance lobby,” he said to the camera. “Visitors who came to see the inmates would have come here first, and it’s easy to imagine that it was once filled with chairs.” He pointed to his right, and Sandy cut to Danny’s camera, which was focused on a steel grating over a reception window. “They would’ve identified themselves at that window and stated who they were coming to visit. You’ll notice the door beside the window is made of heavy steel, just like the door in a prison. It’s evident just from this room that every effort was made to keep the inmates from escaping.”

He twirled a finger in the air and pointed at himself, the signal for Sandy to go back to Barry’s camera. When it was focused on him again, he said, “The echoes in here are subdued. In a room this big, you would expect the echoes to make every sound seem magnified, but it’s almost like the walls are covered with something that absorbs sound. As you can see, though,” and Sandy cut to Bruce’s camera as it panned across the walls, “the walls are merely concrete covered with plaster. Enough of it has fallen off to let the blocks show through, and it’s very difficult for me to imagine what could be causing the diminished sound.”

Barry’s camera lit up again, and Ichabod nodded to the trooper standing beside him. The trooper turned and unlocked the large steel door, and Ichabod proceeded into the hallway just beyond.

“We are currently in the medical facility of the asylum,” he said. “The rooms you see on either side of this hallway were used as doctors’ offices, examination and treatment rooms, and there was even an operating room where inmates could undergo surgery. More grisly is this room,” he said, stopping at a particular doorway. Danny’s camera shined its light into the room and Sandy cut to his view.

There was a large wooden chair in the center of the room, and it was bolted securely to the floor. There were many heavy leather straps on the chair, straps that would’ve secured every part of the body of anyone sitting in it. Beside the chair was a metal tray on a stand, and a few metallic implements could be seen lying on the tray.

Ichabod stepped past Danny and stood in front of the chair. “This was the lobotomy room,” he said. “Patients who were deemed incurable were brought here and strapped into this chair, and then a nurse would peel back the patient’s left eyelid. One of the doctors would then take a device called a leucotome, which was little more than an ice pick, and place it at the inner part of the eye socket. A moment later, he would strike it with a mallet, driving the point through the eye socket and into the brain. It would be driven in approximately five centimeters, and then twisted around to sever the connection between the prefrontal lobe and the rest of the brain. It would be moved a couple more times, and then withdrawn.”

He twirled and pointed and Barry’s cameras came on. Ichabod’s face filled the screen. “In almost every case, the person who had once been that patient would die during the procedure. The body would continue to live, however, but without any memory of who it had once been. That person was gone, and in some cases an entirely new personality would develop. In other cases, the patient would remain a vegetable for the rest of his life. The practice was abandoned in the mid-fifties, and the Mayhew Asylum continued to operate until 1989, when it closed its doors for good.”

He left the lobotomy room and stepped out into the hallway again, proceeding in the direction he had been going. They came to another steel door and it took the trooper a moment to find the appropriate key to unlock it.

As they stepped through the doorway, they found themselves in a moderately sized room with walls that only went up halfway. From there up to the ceiling, they were enclosed by steel grates, bars that were reminiscent of those on a jail cell. A single door in the far wall led into another large room similar to the front lobby. The camera lights shining through the bars picked up several items in that room, including an old piano, an old wooden upright radio and numerous chairs and sofas. There were also small tables with wooden chairs scattered around the floor.

In the room they were standing in, the walls were lined with a counter that went all the way around except for the doorway. A few chairs were still pushed up to it, and a couple more lay haphazardly on the floor. There were a number of drawers under the counter, some of them big enough for file folders, and a few old telephones sat upon it.

“I believe this must have been the nurses’ station,” Ichabod said. “There are a couple of small openings in the bars where medication was probably passed out, and I would imagine the nurses maintained their records here.” He indicated the room beyond the bars. “That, I believe, would have been what was called the day room. Inmates who were not on lockdown could gather there for social and recreational activities. It’s easy to imagine a group of them assembled around the radio, listening to music or the drama programs that used to play. Perhaps they listened to the news, keeping track of what was happening around the world that they were no longer a part of. Or, some of them would undoubtedly have known how to play the piano, so there may have been dancing and singing. It’s interesting to see that in a place as dismal as this must have been, there was the opportunity for fun and enjoyment.”

He nodded, and the trooper opened the door and allowed them into the day room. Ichabod walked directly over to the piano and touched a few of the keys, and the tones reverberated around the room. Unable to resist, he played an impromptu rendition of “Chopsticks,” prompting a few chuckles from the others with him. The piano was slightly out of tune from sitting for so long, but the song was recognizable. He looked around at the camera and grinned.

“I hope somebody could play better than I can,” he said.

He pointed to one side of the room, where another barred door led to a stairway.

“The inmates lived on the upper floors of the building,” he said. “Let’s go and take a look at some of the accommodations that were provided for them, shall we?”

One of the troopers started toward the door, but then stopped as a moaning sound came from somewhere above them. He stood still for a second, looking up toward the ceiling, then turned to Ichabod and Barry pointed the camera at him. “You guys hear that?” he asked.

A voice off-camera, one of the other troopers, said, “I heard something. Don’t know what that was, but I heard it.”

Barry turned the camera back to Ichabod. “We all know this place is supposed to be haunted,” he said. “Perhaps one of the residents is making his presence known.”

The trooper looked at him for a couple of seconds, then turned and proceeded on to the door and found the key. He turned it in the lock and then stood there for a few seconds more before sighing and pulling it open.

Ichabod stepped through immediately and started up the stairs with Danny and his camera right behind him. He looked over his shoulder at the camera as he climbed the first flight.

“The second floor is where the least violent inmates were kept,” he said. “An interesting tidbit of information about the Mayhew Asylum is that in June of 1949, several inmates from the third floor went on a rampage, and sixteen second-floor patients and several of the hospital staff were beaten to death. Since the first years of the asylum’s existence, it has been the location of hundreds of acts of violence, and many of them resulted in deaths. Is it any wonder, then, that there may be unhappy spirits wandering through the place today? Perhaps the sound we heard a few moments ago…”

“Oh, my God,” said a voice very close to the camera, and Ichabod spun to look up the stairs. There, at the head of the stairs, a figure stood, but it was somewhat transparent. Barry, the cameraman, was the one who had uttered the outburst, and Ichabod turned back to look at him.

“It just appeared there,” Danny said. “One second it wasn’t there, and then it was.”

Ichabod looked up toward the ethereal image once again. “Do you see it on camera?” he asked.

“It’s there,” Barry said. “I’m watching it.”

While the camera remained on the ghostly image above them, Ichabod took another step. When there was no change, he took another.

“Hello,” he said. “We can see you. Will you talk to us?”

The image suddenly dissolved, looking like nothing more than smoke or steam dissipating in an instant. Ichabod stopped where he was and stared at the space that was now empty, then turned and looked back at the camera again.

Ichabod turned to Barry, the cameraman. “Tell me you got that,” he said. “Please tell me you got that.”

“Crystal-clear, man,” Barry said. “Showed right up on my monitor, we got it.”

Ichabod looked up toward the top of the stairs again.

“Well, then, I guess he was shy,” he said. “Let’s keep going and maybe he’ll show himself again.”

He turned and started up the stairs once more, moving at a normal rate of speed. He was almost to the top when they heard a loud growling sound, and then a deep, gravelly voice called out, “Get out!”

The sound seemed to echo from everywhere. Once again Ichabod paused, but only for a second. He took another step, and that was when a loud gasp and a muffled curse rang out. Ichabod stared at the head of the stairs but the sound had come from lower, behind them. Bruce and Danny both turned their cameras and lights behind them, suddenly illuminating one of the troopers tumbling down the stairs to land on the floor below. He sprawled on his back but did not seem to be moving.

“Everybody freeze,” said Trooper Sykes, who had been in the lead. The other trooper, Stevens, moved between the cameramen and crew as he came into view on the screen, making his way down the stairs to his fallen compatriot. “Bill?” he called out. “Bill, you okay?”

There was no response, so when he got down beside the fallen trooper, he knelt. He stayed in that position for a few seconds, then reached out and touched the man’s throat. A second later, he looked up at the others and Danny’s camera zoomed in on his face.

“Good Lord,” he said. “This man is dead.”

Trooper Sykes hurried down beside him, and Ichabod and Barry looked up toward the top of the stairs again. The ethereal figure was gone, and the troopers were calling to them again to leave the building. Sykes knelt down and touched Emerson’s throat, then shook his head.

“Okay, I want everybody out of here,” he said. “Allen, you take them out and make sure nobody leaves.”

Trooper Stevens escorted them out while Trooper Sykes remained with the body. The other three troopers, including the one who was sitting in the car, and the paramedics rushed in as soon as Sykes called over the radio that one of their number was down and appeared to be dead. Stevens led them out, told them all to stay where they were and not to leave, then hurried back inside.

“Oh, God,” Sandy said. “We just broke four hundred thousand active viewers and Twitter is going crazy.”

Ichabod scowled. “It’s going to go higher,” he said. “Damn, this is not the way we wanted this to go.” He looked at Danny and Bruce. “Did you guys see or hear anything? You got any idea what happened to that cop?”

Danny shook his head. “He just yelled, and that was it,” he said. “I didn’t see anything.”



Bruce cleared his throat. “I heard something, like a

 

thwack


 
and then he said something, like cussing, and I looked around but I didn’t think to swing the camera. He had one hand pressed up against his face, and he was already starting to fall backward. By the time I got the camera on him, he was down on the floor, but I didn’t know he was dead.”



Ichabod shook his head, and that was when he noticed the light still shining on Barry’s camera. They were still broadcasting.

He snapped his fingers to get Barry to aim the camera at him, then looked into its lens. “We don’t know what’s actually happened,” he said, “but it seems that one of the state troopers who was accompanying us may have suffered some sort of an incident. I don’t know if he’s had a heart attack or maybe a seizure, but something has gone terribly wrong. We’re going to end this broadcast now, but we will be posting updates as we learn more. This is Ichabod Lane for Spookstube.com.”

“Cut it,” Roger said. “Sandy, make sure the archived footage is available online.”

“It’s there already,” she said. “The archives are instantaneous, it just records the live feed.”

“Then link it up,” Roger said. “Make sure everybody who wants to see it can. I’ll grant you this is a tragedy, but it’s a tragedy that’s going to make us a fortune.”

Ichabod scowled. “Roger,” he said. “Sometimes you are an absolute ghoul.”

“Me? No, none of us wanted something like this to happen, but it did. This footage is going to be copied and run on every news channel there is, and every single time they’re going to have to pay us. You got any idea how much publicity that’s going to generate for our show? I hate the fact that guy died, but I’m not going to let that stop me from taking the traffic that comes from it.”

“That’s good,” Sandy said, “because it’s going crazy right now.”

“You bet it is,” Roger said. “And, Ichabod, you want to know what the rules are? Just take a look at how many people are jumping on to see the show we just did. Our audience, that’s your ghouls.”

“Yeah,” Ichabod said. “Sometimes I actually hate this business.”




One


Saturday mornings were a wonderful time at the Prichard household. The last few weeks, since little Bo had reached his second birthday, he had developed the habit of sleeping in rather than waking with the sunshine, and that meant that everybody else could get a couple more hours of sleep, as well. Indie thought this was the most wonderful development, because the one thing she never got enough of was sleep.

Sleeping in was its own reward, but sometimes rewards came with strings attached. While she slumbered happily and peacefully, one of those strings was falling into place, a string that was going to change things for the entire family forever.

Her husband Sam was the instigator in this particular case, because he had managed to pretend that he had forgotten her birthday. Her grumpiness the last few days told him that he had pulled it off perfectly, and his daughter and mother-in-law were both helpfully pretending not to know when it was, either.

Now, while she slept in, Sam, Kim and Kenzie were busily decorating the house. Kim had gotten up early and gone to pick up the cake they had ordered, and Sam had managed to sneak in the presents they had bought from the trunk of Kim’s car. He had gotten his wife several things he thought she would like, including a new computer bag, a couple of new kitchen appliances and some jewelry he had seen her admiring on their last trip to the mall.

Kenzie (with her daddy’s help) had gotten her mom a new sweater, a copy of her favorite movie on DVD, a mother’s ring that had her own and Bo’s birthstones, and a T-shirt that said, “Escaped Mom! Please Don’t Rat Me Out!”

Kim had her own presents for her daughter, but she had kept her silence as to what they were. Sam didn’t mind; he was just grateful to have her as an ally. When the decorations were all in place and everything was ready, he pulled the lighter out of his pocket and lit the twenty-seven candles that stood up from the cake.

He looked at Kenzie and nodded, and the little girl went running for her mother’s bedroom. Sam could hear her shouting down the hall from where he stood.

“Mommy! Mommy, get up! There’s something in the kitchen!”

“Huh?” Indie asked as her eyes flew open. She glanced at Sam’s side of the bed and saw that he was gone, then threw off the covers and rushed past her daughter and down the hall. When she emerged into the kitchen with Kenzie running right behind her, she skidded to a stop and stared at all the shiny decorations that were hung all over the place.

“Surprise!” yelled Sam, Kim and Kenzie. “Happy birthday, sweetheart,” Sam said, and Kenzie added, “Happy birthday, Mommy!” Kim just went to her daughter and gave her a hug, adding a kiss on her cheek. “Happy birthday, Indiana,” she said.

Indie stood there and stared at the cake, then turned to Sam and playfully smacked him on the shoulder. “You let me think you forgot,” she said. “I was determined not to remind you this year, and you let me think you forgot.”

Sam laughed. “And I did it very well,” he said. “How else was I going to surprise you?”

“Well, it worked,” she said. “When did you have time to do all this?”

“Well, to be honest,” he said, “I got your mom to do most of it. The only thing I could do was to order things from Amazon when you weren’t looking. I mean, you haven’t let me out of your sight in two weeks.”

“That’s because I was hoping you were going to remember all on your own.” She beamed at him. “And I guess you did.”

Sam held a chair for her and she sat down at the table, then waited while Kim went to pick up little Bo from his crib. When she returned with the sleepy baby boy, Sam nodded and Indie leaned over and blew out the candles.

“Mommy, did you make a wish?” Kenzie asked.

“I did,” Indie said. “I wished that Daddy won’t get any new cases this week, so we can just relax and enjoy ourselves.”

They all chuckled, except for Bo. Sam had been busy in his most recent career as a consulting detective lately, but he had finished up his last case only a few days before. Nothing new had come in since then, and even he was hoping he could take some time off.

“Twenty-seven years old,” Kim said. “My goodness, it seems like just yesterday you were no bigger than this little guy. And I’ll tell you something else, I remember my twenty-seventh birthday very well. Any idea why?”

Indie looked at her. “Why you remember your birthday? Um, probably because it was your birthday?”

Kim giggled. “Okay, I guess I would’ve remembered anyway, but there was something special about it. Can you guess what it was?”

Indie shook her head. “Nope,” she said. “Just tell me.”

“Well, that was the day that I first heard Beauregard’s voice. You were in your playpen in the living room of that old house in Kentucky, and all of a sudden I heard this Southern drawl of a voice tell me that you were in danger. For a moment I tried to tell myself I was imagining things, but then I heard it again so I ran in and picked you up, and that’s…”

“That’s when the old chandelier fell right in my playpen,” Indie finished for her, rolling her eyes. “I have heard the story a few times, Mother.”

Sam looked at his mother-in-law. “And that was on your twenty-seventh birthday?” he asked.

“Yes,” Kim said. “It was a strange day, I can tell you that. After I got Indiana out of the playpen, all of a sudden Beauregard started talking and wouldn’t shut up.”

“That’s because no one had been able to hear me before that,” said a voice that only Kim and Indie heard. “I had to make up for a lot of lost time.”

“What?” Indie said, suddenly staring at her mother. “What did you just say?”

“I said that’s when Beauregard started talking and wouldn’t stop,” Kim said. “Why?”

“No, you said something about how no one could hear you, but you said it in Beauregard’s voice,” Indie said.

Kim’s eyes went wide. “I didn’t say that, sweetie,” she said, and then suddenly her eyes grew even wider. “Oh, my goodness,” she said. “I didn’t say that, but Beauregard did.”

“I can’t hear Beauregard,” Indie said. “Only you can hear Beauregard, remember?”

“Merciful heavens,” said the Southern voice, and Indie suddenly jumped up out of her chair. “Ms. Indiana? Are you hearing me?”

Indie suddenly started breathing heavily, and Sam reached out to put an arm around her. “Babe? Are you okay?”

“I don’t think so,” she said. “Beauregard? Is that really you?”

“Oh, my gosh,” said another voice, one that Indie recognized instantly as that of her deceased mother-in-law, Grace. “Beauregard, she can hear you?”

“Grace?” Indie squeaked. “I can hear you, too? How come I can hear you? Mom can’t, she can only hear Beauregard.”

“Not anymore,” Kim said, her own eyes trying to pop out of her face. “Beauregard, what in the world is going on? I can hear you like always, but now I can hear Grace. How is that possible?”

“I assure you, Ms. Kimberly, I do not know,” Beauregard said. “Nor do I understand why Ms. Indiana can hear either of us. This is indeed a strange occurrence, and I am at a loss to explain any of it.”

“Wait a minute, shut up, Beauregard,” Grace said. “You guys can hear me now?”

“I can,” Kim said. “Indie?”

Indie groaned. “I can,” she said. She looked at her husband. “Sam? Can you hear them?”

“I don’t hear anything,” Sam said. “You guys are just playing with me, right? It’s all a gag, right? You’re getting me back for pretending to forget your birthday?”

“I wish I was,” Indie said. She turned to her daughter. “Kenzie? Do you hear them?”

The little girl’s eyes were as big around as they could possibly be, but she slowly shook her head. “No, Mommy,” she said. “Mommy, are you okay?”

Indie slowly sank into her chair once again. She looked up at Sam, then turned back to her mother. “Mom? You said the first time you ever heard Beauregard was on your twenty-seventh birthday, right?”

Kim nodded. “Ye-es,” she said slowly. “You don’t think…”

“I don’t know what else to think,” Indie said. “I mean, I’ve known about Beauregard all my life, but I’ve never actually heard him before. Beauregard? Any ideas, here?”

“I am not certain,” Beauregard said. “However, I do seem to recall a tale my mother told once, about how some of the women in our family came into some kind of strange abilities at a certain point in their lives. I do not recall anything about a particular age, but it’s possible she was referring to this sort of thing.”

“So, I turn twenty-seven and all of a sudden I can hear ghosts? And how come we can suddenly hear Grace, when Mom couldn’t hear her before?”

“I’m afraid I do not have any answers,” Beauregard said. “Like you, I am merely observing this phenomenon.”

Sam, Indie and Kim sat at the table and simply looked at each other, while Kenzie’s eyes bounced from one of them to the next, continuing back around when she reached the end of the circle.

“Well, crap,” Sam said. “I guess that beats out any of the presents I got you.”

“What are you talking about?” Indie asked. “Sam, this isn’t something I want. I never, never wanted this ability.”

Sam looked at her. “Maybe not,” he said. “But it could sure make things easier the next time we use Mom and Beauregard on a case.”

Indie’s mouth was hanging open, but suddenly she closed it. “I guess you’re right,” she said. “If two of us can hear them, that might make it easier to use the information they learn. Oh, Sam, why did this have to happen to me?” She leaned against her husband and he wrapped an arm around her protectively.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But why don’t we just try to relax and get used to it. That work?”

“I guess so,” she said. “And Beauregard says that’s a good idea, anyway.”

Sam frowned. “Great,” he said. “In that case, why don’t we go ahead and let you open some of your other gifts.”

“Yeah!” Kenzie said. “Mine first, Mommy!”

Indie was thrilled with the gifts she received, and there was another moment of humorous consternation when Kim handed over a particular package. As Indie opened it, both ladies heard Grace say, “Okay, this is the one from me and Beauregard. We told Kim what we wanted to get you and she took care of it, but it’s from us.”

“Wow,” Indie said. “I’m probably the first person who ever got a birthday present from a pair of ghosts.” She explained to Sam what Grace had said, as she tore at the wrapping paper and then held up the box it had concealed. According to the picture on the outside, the box contained a picture frame with a pair of guardian angels overlooking the photo that would be placed inside.

Indie looked at it for a moment, then looked around the room. “Guys, I love it,” she said. “You are always watching out for us, so I guess you are our guardian angels.”

“That was the intent we were trying to express,” Beauregard said. Though none of the living could see them, Beauregard and Grace were both standing just behind the family, enjoying the festivities as they watched.

All of the other gifts had gone over just as well, although the mother’s ring seemed to be Indie’s favorite. It fit the ring finger of her right hand perfectly, and Indie held her daughter close as she thanked her.

“Okay,” Sam said. “Now it’s time for breakfast, and then cake for dessert.” He smiled as he looked at his son, who had dozed off in his high chair and was sleeping through all the excitement. “Should I go ahead and wake Bo up again?”

Indy shook her head. “No, let him sleep a bit. If he wakes up too early, he gets cranky later in the day. Let’s wait until breakfast is ready so he can start stuffing his mouth as soon as he comes awake.”

“Yes, I think that describes him in a nutshell,” Sam said with a chuckle. “Who’s up for pancakes?” There was a chorus of approval, so Sam got up and started mixing the batter.

“I still wish I knew how this happened,” Indie said. “I guess it has something to do with the twenty-seventh birthday. You think maybe we got cursed by a gypsy or something, Mom?”

Kim shrugged, rolling her eyes. “That would make as much sense as anything else I can think of,” she said. “Beauregard? Have you thought of anything else?”

“I’m afraid I have not, dear lady. However, I find myself pleasantly excited that you can now hear Ms. Grace. It means I shall no longer have to be her interpreter, and earn her wrath when I fail to convey her thoughts properly.”

“Oh, Beauregard, get over yourself,” Grace said. “I’m not that bad.”

“I did not intend to imply that you were,” said the old ghost. “Only that I prefer to remain on your good side.”

Indie chuckled. “So, now that I can hear you,” she said, “tell me something, Beauregard. How did it feel when you realized that Grace was going to be able to stay with you?”

“Feel? Why, at first I merely wanted to hold on to her, so that she would be able to remain close to her family, but then—ah, but then I found myself charmed. When I realized she could stay, I found myself quite pleased, to be perfectly frank.”

“Oh, be honest,” Kim said. “You had a crush on Grace for years before…”

“Before I died?” Grace asked. They heard a chuckle come from her, as well. “Don’t worry, I know about it. He told me that he used to float in my room and watch me sleep sometimes. It was kind of sweet, once I got over how creepy it was. I mean, if I had known it while I was alive I probably would’ve freaked out, you know?”

Kim and Indie laughed, and Sam raised an eyebrow. “What’s so funny?” he asked.

“Your mom says Beauregard told her that he used to watch her sleep,” Indie said. “She said it was sweet once she got over how creepy it would have been if she had known about it.”

Sam suddenly got a stern look on his face. “Mom? Beauregard? Both of you, now hear this: I do not want either of you hovering around our bedroom. Understood?”

Indie laughed again. “Beauregard says they wouldn’t dare,” she said, “and all your mother said is that would be disgusting.”

Sam nodded curtly. “Right,” he said. “And don’t forget it.”

* * *

Four hundred miles to the north, Roger, Sandy and Ichabod were sitting in three separate interrogation rooms at the local sheriff’s office. Because Trooper Bill Emerson’s death had occurred while they were filming, their cameras and computers had been seized and their contents copied. Forensic technicians were going through the footage, trying to determine just what could have happened to him, but none of the cameras captured anything. The only thing they saw on camera was the moment when Bruce had turned his camera on the fallen trooper, but he was already down and probably dead at that point.

Bruce, who was the only one to actually see the trooper fall, was being repeatedly questioned. He had been next-to-last in line, right in front of the trooper himself. The detectives interviewing him were making it clear that he was currently their number-one suspect.

“But I don’t know what happened,” he said for the twenty-fifth time. “I told you, all I saw was him holding his face and cursing, and then he fell. That’s it, I didn’t see anything else.”

“So you want us to believe,” said one of the detectives, whose name was Bennett, “that, for no logical reason, a perfectly healthy state trooper just dropped dead, and you didn’t see anything that might have contributed to it. Is that what you’re telling us?”

“That’s what I told you every time you asked,” Bruce said. “I didn’t see anything, not a damn thing, other than him grabbing his face and falling. That’s it.”

“Let’s try this,” said the other one, a man named Levine. “Maybe while you were going up the stairs, maybe you threw your elbow back and caught him in the face. That would make a guy cuss, maybe make him grab his face. Maybe it was just an accident, maybe you didn’t mean to, but it’s the only thing I can think of that would make any sense.”

“But I didn’t,” Bruce said. “Man, he was six feet away from me, at least. There’s no way in the world I could’ve hit him even if I tried. He was the last man to come up the stairs, and he was only on the sixth step when he fell back. I was on like the tenth or something like that.” He shook his head. “You want to know what happened to him? Go find that thing that was at the top of the stairs and ask whatever that was. It’ll know more than I do, I can guarantee you that.”

“Oh, knock it off,” said Bennett. “You and I both know there wasn’t any ghost or spook or whatever that killed Bill Emerson. I don’t know what you did, but it had to be you, you were the only one close enough.”

Bruce had had enough. He crossed his arms on his chest and looked at each of the detectives in turn. “I’m done. I’ve done everything I can to try to help you with this, but you keep accusing me. Well, screw you, I want a lawyer.”

The detectives looked at one another and they got up and left the room. Fifteen minutes later, since they had no evidence that would allow them to hold anyone, the door opened and a police officer escorted them all out of the building.

Everyone turned to Ichabod. He stood there for a moment, just looking at them, then shook his head.

“The first thing we need to do is not jump to any conclusions,” he said. “In all the years I’ve been doing this, I have never found any evidence that a ghost could actually harm anyone, and I’m not going to start believing it now.”

“Oh, come on,” Roger said. “What about all the stories of whole families getting killed in houses that were known to be haunted? What about the people who have been forced to leave their homes because they get bruised and beaten in the night?”

Ichabod rolled his eyes. “Dig deeper,” he said. “There have only been a few real cases that I’ve been able to find of a family being murdered in a so-called haunted house, and the family members that did it had documented histories of mental illness before they ever moved in. As for the people getting bruised and beaten, the only thing I’ve been able to find is how they ran into doors and walls while they were panicking. The ghost didn’t hurt them, they hurt themselves.”

“Yeah, well,” Bruce said, his face worried, “that’s all well and good, but I’m the one they’re trying to hang it on, not a ghost. If they don’t find out what really happened, I’m pretty sure they’re going to charge me with manslaughter at the very least.”

“Relax, Bruce, we’re not going to let that happen. Look, let’s just get back to the motel and start going over all the footage ourselves. We’re going to look at it differently than they are, and maybe we’ll see something.”

“And what if we don’t?” Sandy asked. “We can’t let them hang this on Bruce, he didn’t do anything.”

“Then, if we have to, we’ll hire investigators of our own. I want to know what actually happened to that man, and we are not going to give up until we find out.”

They had been allowed to drive their own van to the sheriff’s office when they were brought in the night before, so Roger went to get it from the parking lot. He pulled up a moment later and they all climbed inside. Twenty minutes later, they were back at the motel they were staying at, where they had other computers that had not been involved and therefore were not subject to seizure.

They gathered in Sandy’s room, because she was the one who took care of the computers. It took her only a few moments to bring up the footage from the cloud, and she put it on the large monitor so that everyone could see it clearly. Unfortunately, none of the cameras had been looking backward when Trooper Emerson had suffered whatever had befallen him.

From the audio on Bruce’s camera, they heard a muffled choking sound, and then the image on that camera dipped down toward the steps.

“Okay, that’s probably when you looked around at him,” Ichabod said.

Bruce nodded. “Yeah, I looked away from the camera,” he said. “I turned around like this,” he demonstrated, “and he was holding the right side of his face. To be honest, it looked like he was trying to get something off, like he was trying to knock off a bug or something, you know?” He shrugged. “But there was nothing there, or at least I didn’t see anything. Then he fell backwards and kind of rolled down the stairs until he landed on his back. That’s when I thought about the camera and turned it around to point at him.”

On the monitor, the camera swung around and focused on Emerson’s face, but he was lying perfectly still. Ichabod told Sandy to freeze the frame as he stood there and stared at it. A moment later, he looked around at everyone else.

“Am I the only one who thinks it looks like there’s a mark on his cheek?” he asked.

“No, I see it too,” Sandy said. “It looks like something hit him in the face, right?”

“Or something.” Ichabod sighed. “This is all we’ve got to go on, and it just isn’t enough.” He turned to Roger. “We need help, buddy,” he said. “We need to hire an investigator, maybe a private eye.”

“Hire a private detective?” Roger asked. “Where the hell are you going to find one that isn’t going to laugh in your face? I mean, think about it, Icky, even if you don’t believe a ghost could hurt somebody, that’s exactly what this looks like. I don’t know where you expect to find an investigator who’s going to keep an open mind.”

Sandy bit her bottom lip. “I might have a suggestion,” she said. She turned to the computer and typed SamPrichard.com, and the website appeared on the monitor. “This is a blog about a famous private eye named Sam Prichard; he’s the guy who stopped the terrorists from setting off a nuclear bomb in Lake Mead a few years ago. I stumbled across this a few months back and started reading it, because—get this—according to Mrs. Prichard, who writes the blog, he’s got the ghost of an old Civil War soldier who helps him solve his cases.”

Roger, Ichabod, Bruce, Danny and Barry all looked at one another before turning back to Sandy. “Are you serious?” Ichabod asked.

Sandy nodded. “Not only that,” she said, “but apparently Sam’s mother died a while back, and now she’s a ghost who is also helping.” She looked at them all, then shrugged and shook her head at the same time. “I’m not making this up, you can read it for yourself. According to Mrs. Prichard, Sam actually saw his mother’s ghost when they were going after some terrorist at Disney World.”

Ichabod leaned close and looked at the monitor.

“She’s right,” he said after a moment. “According to this, Sam Prichard actually has a couple of ghosts that act like his personal secret agents.”

“And if you read through the comments,” Sandy said, “an awful lot of the people who follow this blog are big fans of Beauregard and Grace. If we can get him to investigate what happened, with his track record of being right and with actual ghosts to help him, we can probably not only get to the bottom of what killed Trooper Emerson, our fans are going to absolutely love it.”

Ichabod and Roger exchanged a look, and then both of them nodded. “See if you can figure out how to get in touch with him,” Ichabod said. “Hiring this guy would probably be the smartest thing we could do at the moment.”

“Yeah,” Roger said mournfully. “And I bet it’s going to cost a fortune.”




Two


The kitchen was cleaned up and the dishes were in the dishwasher, and Sam was parked in his Adirondack chair on the back deck looking out over the ocean. Indie was sitting beside him, and Kenzie and Bo were happily playing in the wading pool Sam had built just off the deck. Kim had gone upstairs to take a shower because she was planning to go and get her hair done that day, so Sam and Indie had a few moments of relative privacy.

“Are they here?” Sam asked.

“I don’t hear anything at the moment,” Indie said. “Grace? Beauregard?” She waited a moment, then shook her head. “I think they’ve gone wherever they go,” she said.

“I’ve been thinking about this,” Sam said. “It’s got potential to be something really good, considering how often you end up going with me when I’m working a case lately. If they can relay information through you, that could save an awful lot of time and headaches.”

Indie nodded. “I’m thinking the same way,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean it isn’t going to take some getting used to. Remember, I spent most of my life thinking my mother was nuts whenever she mentioned Beauregard. If it wasn’t for the fact he’s always right, I probably would’ve thought she was some kind of split personality or something.”

“Don’t feel bad,” Sam said. “I thought she made him up because she was afraid people would laugh at her for being able to see the future. I wasn’t even sure I believed in him after we tracked down his descendants and found out she’s one of them.”

“Which means he’s my great-great-whatever grandpa, as well. Sam, you have to admit that your mom and Beauregard have done an awful lot of good lately.”

Sam barked a laugh. “I admit that, no problem,” he said. “They not only helped solve some major cases, they helped keep us alive. Good grief, Beauregard helped your mother fight off a killer, remember?”

Indie grinned. “I remember,” she said. “I don’t think I was ever so glad that he was haunting her as I was at that moment.”

Sam looked out over the water for a moment, then turned back toward his wife. “So, I guess we find out how well this is going to work when we get another case, right?”

Indie started to say something, then froze. “Oh, oh,” she said.

Sam narrowed his eyes. “What?”

“Beauregard just told me that our next case will arrive any second now. He says it’s going to be something wild, but that’s all he knows at the moment.”

Sam let out a sigh. “Well, I guess I can’t sit around being lazy forever. Any idea what it’s going to be about?”

She shook her head. “He says he doesn’t know, but that it’s going to be some kind of big adventure.”

Her phone, sitting on the table between the two chairs, suddenly chimed as an email came in. She and Sam glanced at one another, and then she picked up the phone and checked the notification.

“It’s from the blog website,” she said. “Something on the contact form.” She tapped the screen and began reading aloud.

“Dear Mr. and Mrs. Prichard,” she began. “My name is Sandra Hawkins and I am the video editor and IT manager for Spookstube.com, a web-based video program that looks for evidence of the existence of ghosts. My bosses, Roger Meeks and Ichabod Lane, have asked me to reach out to you because we are in need of your services as an investigator. Last night, while filming our latest episode that involved going into an abandoned mental hospital outside Atlanta, a Georgia state trooper who was accompanying us died under mysterious circumstances. The police think that one of our crew members caused his death, but we believe something else happened. Unfortunately, none of our cameras captured what actually took place. As a longtime fan of your blog, I know you have ghosts that apparently help you solve crimes. We would like to hire you to find out just what happened to the trooper and clear our crew member. Please give us a call at 822-557-6855 at your earliest convenience. If you would like to see the footage we recorded when the trooper’s death happened, please click the link below.”

Indie looked up at Sam and then tapped the link. A browser window opened and the video began to play. It started at the point where Ichabod was nearing the top of the stairs, and they saw the ghostly figure that was standing at the top of the stairs for a brief second before it vanished. They heard the growl and the voice ordering everyone out, and then the camera suddenly dipped and they could hear other sounds. A moment later they heard what sounded like someone falling down the stairs, and then the camera swung around to bring the tumbling trooper into view. A second passed, and another trooper rushed past the camera and checked the man who had fallen, then looked up and said that he was dead.

“That’s kinda creepy,” Indie said. “It doesn’t look like there was anybody close to him when it happened.”

Sam nodded, chewing the inside of his cheek. “Beauregard still here?”

Indie blinked. “He’s here,” she said. “He says this is the case he was talking about, of course.”

Sam furrowed his brow in thought. “If a state trooper died, there should be something online to confirm it. Let’s make sure of this before we go any further.”

“Good idea,” Indie said. She got up and went into the house, returning a few moments later with her laptop. She opened it up and tapped the keys for a moment, then looked at the results as they displayed on the monitor. “Herman has found eleven references already,” she said. “Trooper Bill Emerson, a sixteen-year veteran of the Highway Patrol, died of an apparent trauma to his trachea. Results of an autopsy are not yet available, but a preliminary examination indicates that his trachea was crushed and the poor man suffocated. It happened while he was escorting a film crew through the Mayhew Asylum for the Criminally Insane, a long-abandoned mental institution that was once part of the Georgia penal and mental health systems. Foul play is suspected, and police confirmed that one of the film crew is a person of interest in the crime. Trooper Emerson was thirty-nine years old and is survived by his wife, Christina Emerson, and their sons Michael, sixteen, and James, twelve.” Indie looked up at Sam. “The poor man had a family.”

Sam looked at her for a couple of seconds, then picked up his own phone. “Read that number off to me again,” he said. “We might as well call them now.”

“Eight two two,” she read off, and Sam punched the numbers into the phone. When he was finished, he hit the speaker button and held the phone out so that Indie could hear, as well.



“

 

Spooks Tube


 
,” said a female voice. “This is Sandy, how can I help you?”



“Sandy,” Sam said. “This is Sam Prichard.”

There was a second or two of silence on the line, and Sam looked at the phone to make sure he hadn’t lost the connection. “Hello?”

“Yes,” Sandy said. “Yes, I’m here. Sorry, I just—I mean, I just sent the email like two minutes ago, I didn’t expect to hear from you this quickly.”

Sam grinned. “And you might not have,” he said, “except for the fact that Beauregard sort of warned us that it was coming. I’m calling you for more information about the case you want our help with.”

“Yes, yes,” Sandy said. “If you can hold on just for a moment? Let me get the guys back in here, they just went to their own rooms to get some rest but they won’t want to miss out on this.”

The line became muffled, as if Sandy was holding the phone against herself. Sam and Indie heard what sounded like a door opening and closing, and then knocking followed by indistinct conversation. A moment later, the sound became clear once again.



“Mr. Prichard?” asked a male voice. “My name is Ichabod Lane, and I’ve got Roger Meeks here with us. You’ve already spoken to Sandy, and the three of us are the owners and producers of the

 

Spooks Tube


 
web series. I take it you know the gist of our problem?”



“Well, we read Sandy’s email and watched the video she sent us, and we’ve already seen one of the news stories about it. Do you have any kind of explanation for what might’ve happened to the trooper?”

“No, sir,” Ichabod said. “If you saw that video, you know as much as we do. He was the last in line coming up the stairs, and he was far enough back that it would have been impossible for our cameraman to have done anything to him. Of course, the investigating detectives don’t see it that way.”

Sam bit his bottom lip. “You’re currently in Atlanta?”

“Yes, sir,” Ichabod said. “We’ve been told not to leave until this is settled, of course. Mr. Prichard, we need help, and we need the help of someone who isn’t going to laugh when we say that no living person could have done this. However, we were in a location that is known for a history of horrific deaths that seem to have been caused through supernatural means. When the Mayhew Asylum was running, there were a number of people who died while locked into rooms that could not have been entered unobserved, and a lot of them were strangled or had similar trauma to Trooper Emerson.”

“You’re honestly going to tell me you think a ghost did this?” Sam asked.

Ichabod gave a sigh. “If I’m going to be honest,” he said, “no. I personally don’t believe that, simply because I’ve never found any evidence of a ghost doing any harm to anyone other than by scaring them into hurting themselves. That being said, however, I cannot account for anything that could have caused the injury the paramedics say they found. In the video, you would’ve seen what appears to be an apparition at the top of the stairs we were climbing?”

“Yes, we saw it. Did it give any indication that it was hostile?”

“Not directly, no,” Ichabod said. “It just was there, and there wasn’t enough visible detail to make out anything like a facial expression, so I can’t say that it seemed hostile any more than I can say it seemed friendly. My point was simply that there is something there, something that can’t be accounted for by natural reason.” He paused for a couple of seconds, then went on. “On your blog, you claim to have ghosts that work with you, and you even mentioned that they have been known to interview other ghosts. That’s the help we need, sir. We need somebody who can ask the only witnesses what might’ve happened.”

Indie raised a finger and Sam looked at her. “Sam,” she said, “Beauregard says we need to get there as soon as possible.”

Sam chuckled. “Well, Mr. Lane, I’m sure you heard that. We’ll be headed your way within the hour. This is my cell phone, so if anything happens before we arrive, please call and let me know.”

“Yes, sir,” Ichabod said. “Um, sir? Can I ask what this is going to cost us?”

“Mr. Lane,” Sam said. “I am not actually a private investigator, anymore, I’m only a consultant. How about you cover my expenses and five hundred bucks?”

Sam could hear the sigh of relief Ichabod breathed. “I think we can do a little better than that,” he said. “I hope you’ll forgive the question, but we aren’t exactly getting rich in this business.”

“Really? I suspect that, if we break this case, that may change. We’ll see you in about eight hours, and talk more then.”

“Yes, sir, I’m looking forward to it.”

Sam ended the call and looked at Indie. “You up for this?” he asked. “You, me and our two special agents?”

Indie grinned. “You’d better believe it,” she said. “This is going to be fun.”

“Fun? Babe, you do realize that we are about to publicly admit that Beauregard and Mom exist, right? I’m not sure I would trust that will be fun, considering what it’s going to do to our privacy.”

“Oh, don’t be a big baby about it,” she said. “Besides, I’ve already outed them on the blog. Why do you think we have so many followers?”

She got up quickly and went to get her mother, and the two of them explained what was going on. Kim quickly agreed that she would watch the children while they were gone, and Sam and Indie went to pack some clothes.

“How long do you think we’ll be gone?” Indie asked.

“I figure at least a couple of days, but it could take a little longer. Even if Mom and Beauregard were to find out right away what happened, we may still have to prove it. Figure three days, and if we need to stay longer than that we’ll pick up whatever we need.”

They sat the children down and explained that they were going on a trip, and that Grandma Kim would be watching them. Mackenzie was a little irritated that she wasn’t getting to go along, but Bo simply took the hugs and kisses and waved bye-bye as they went out the door.

Sam had already loaded their bags into the Mustang, so they climbed in and he started it up. It was nearly ten o’clock in the morning by the time they got on the road, and Sam enjoyed the feel of the powerful car as he shifted through the gears on his way to the interstate.

Beauregard and Grace were in the backseat, or rather, they were floating in the backseat area. Beauregard’s long legs were actually extended into the back of Indie’s seat, and Grace was keeping her own tucked in underneath her. If Sam and Indie had been able to see them, her lower legs would have been inside the backseat of the car.

“This is exciting,” Grace said. “Indie, this is going to be a lot of fun.”

“I think I agree with Sam,” Beauregard said. “I do not know that fun is precisely how I would describe it. Remember, my dear, a man has died.”

“I know, I know,” Grace said. “On the other hand, dying isn’t nearly as scary as it used to be, not to me, anyway. I mean, he’s still out there somewhere, right? We might even get to talk to him.”

“That is certainly possible. It all depends on whether he was prepared to move on, or if he is bound to the place where he died.”

Indie looked into the backseat, but of course she saw nothing. “Is that how it usually happens?” she asked. “You get stuck where you died?”

Sam glanced at her but said nothing, figuring out that she must be talking to their invisible companions.

“That has been my experience,” Beauregard said. “I was bound to the cabin for a very long time, until Ms. Kimberly began to hear me. From then I seemed to be bound to her, but even that restriction has faded over time.”

Indie relayed his response to Sam. “That would probably be miserable for the poor man,” she said. “Especially since he had a family, because he wouldn’t even be able to go and see them.”

“It can indeed be a lonely and miserable existence,” Beauregard said. “However, many of the emotions and feelings we have when we are living seem less important after death. It is likely that, in a place such as this asylum seems to be, there would be other spirits like himself. Perhaps that would provide sufficient companionship. In my old cabin, I had no one else to talk to until Ms. Kimberly began to hear me.”

“Yeah,” Indie said, “but remember that a lot of those people were pretty crazy. It might not be fun hanging out with them for the next hundred years or so. Do you know how long it takes before a ghost can move around freely?”

“I have no idea. For me, it was well over a hundred years, and yet Ms. Grace seems completely unaffected by any restriction. I had thought she might be bound to Ms. Kimberly, and when she was not, I thought she might be bound to me, but neither has proven to be the case. I would suppose it must be different for each spirit.”

“I suppose so,” Indie said. “On the other hand, the thought of some of the ghosts that must be in the asylum being able to wander around freely is rather disturbing. I mean, it’s likely that most of them were inmates, right? Crazy ghosts on the loose could be pretty frightening.”

“They certainly could,” Beauregard said. “There are ways in which we of the incorporeal world can affect the living, and when I consider that I seem to be the same person I was in life, I must believe that the same would be true for those who were incarcerated there. There could be genuine dangers in this place that we are going to visit, at least for you and Sam and any other living folk who will be joining us.”

Indie fell silent for a few seconds, then turned to Sam. “Beauregard says it’s possible that the ghosts in the asylum could be dangerous to us, Sam, to us and any other living people who go in.”

“Babe,” Sam said with a sigh, “I’ve seen enough horror movies to know that.”

* * *

The road rolled along beneath them, mile after mile falling behind. They stopped once around two in the afternoon for gas and to grab a bite to eat, then continued on the way. Indie talked with Beauregard and Grace occasionally, relating to Sam everything they had to say, but most of the time she just enjoyed the ride and the scenery passing by outside her window.

It was just after six o’clock when they arrived at the hotel where Ichabod and the others were staying, and where Indie had arranged a room of their own. Sam checked them in and then called Sandy’s cell phone to let her know that they had arrived.

“That’s wonderful,” Sandy said. “Have you guys had dinner yet?”

“No, we actually just got here,” Sam replied. “Is there someplace nearby that’s got decent food?”

“Dinner is on us,” Sandy said. “Why don’t you meet us in the lobby in about fifteen minutes? You can’t miss us, we’re the ones with the big bald guy.”

Sam chuckled. “Fifteen minutes,” he said. He ended the call and turned to his wife. “They want to take us out to dinner,” he said. “It better be someplace casual, because I’m not in the mood to get dressed up.”

“I agree,” Indie said. “It’s been a long drive and I don’t want to change clothes until I can get a shower.”

“What about our sidekicks?” Sam asked. “Should we bring them along?”

Indie burst out laughing. “Are you honestly under the impression you could keep them from coming with us? Besides, Sam, our clients are probably going to be interested in meeting them.”

Sam blinked. “Meeting them? Babe, nobody can see them.”

“No, but they can certainly answer questions, through me. I’m sure if we try, we could even put on some sort of demonstration, to prove that they are real. Wouldn’t you think?”

“Hmmm,” Sam said. “I suppose we could. Have one of them hold something where we can’t see it, then let Mom or Beauregard tell you what it is. How about it, Mom? You guys up for a little magic show?”

Indie grinned. “She says you need to work on your imagination,” she said. “According to her, she and Beauregard can come up with something a lot more interesting than that.”

Sam rolled his eyes and chuckled. “Well, let’s go find out what it might be.” He picked up the key card and held the door for Indie as they headed toward the lobby.



Spotting the
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crew was just as easy as Sandy had said it would be. Ichabod, who was almost six and a half feet tall and completely hairless, stood out like a beacon. Indie chuckled when Grace commented that the sunlight coming through the windows and bouncing off his bald pate was almost as bright as a beacon, and quickly repeated it in a whisper to Sam.



“Mom,” Sam said, “please behave yourself.”

Apparently recognizing Sam and Indie was just as easy, because the whole crew started toward them as soon as they stepped out of the elevator. Ichabod approached Sam immediately, holding out a hand, and Sam took it warmly.

“Mr. Prichard, right?” Ichabod asked. “I’m Ichabod Lane, and before you ask, no; my real name is Bob Olson, but that just doesn’t lend itself to any kind of spooky television.”

“Sam Prichard,” Sam said, “and this is my wife, Indie.”

“Mrs. Prichard, it’s good to meet you,” Ichabod said. “I’d like to present our executive producer, Roger Meeks; our producer, Sandy Hawkins, I believe you’ve spoken to her on the phone; and our camera crew, Barry Sanchez, Bruce Richardson and Danny Milner.”

Sam and Indie shook hands all around, and then Ichabod suggested they simply have dinner together in the hotel restaurant. The couple agreed and followed the crew inside, where a hostess addressed Ichabod by name and escorted them to a pair of tables that had already been pushed together.

The waitress appeared almost immediately and they busied themselves with choosing their orders for a few moments. When that was finished, the entire crew looked expectantly at Sam.

“I’m sure you probably won’t be all that surprised,” Ichabod said, “but we’re all very curious about the ghosts that seem to work with you. Would they happen to be here now?”

Sam glanced at his wife, who nodded. “They’re here,” he said. “I’m going to let you folks in on a bit of news that no one else knows just yet. Up until this morning, the only one who could hear Beauregard speak was Indie’s mother, my mother-in-law. Beauregard has been with her for many years, and my mother was taken out of this life only about a year and a half ago. When she died, she somehow managed to remain and we believe that has something to do with Beauregard’s presence at the time. Until this morning, my mother-in-law could only hear Beauregard, and he would relay anything my mother had to say; suddenly, however, both she and my wife can hear both of the ghosts.”

The entire crew sat there in silence for several seconds, staring at Indie. It was finally Sandy who managed to speak up.

“Just, all of a sudden?” she asked. “I mean, was there something special that happened this morning?”

Indie grinned. “Well,” she said. “It happens that today is my twenty-seventh birthday. My mother told us this morning that the first time she heard Beauregard was also on her twenty-seventh birthday.” She bit her bottom lip for a couple of seconds. “If you read through all of the blogs, then you know that Beauregard is actually my great-great-great-grandfather, or something like that; I’m still not too sure on all the greats, but he’s an ancestor. He says that he can remember his mother or somebody saying that the women in the family had some sort of gift that came at a certain time in their lives, so we think this might be it.”

“That’s incredible,” Roger said. “Can you hear other ghosts?”

“Not so far,” Indie said. “Until today, the only one my mother ever heard was Beauregard, but now she and I can both hear both of them.” She blinked and grinned. “Grace says to tell you that you are wearing two different kinds of socks, one with a gray stripe and one with a blue stripe.”

Roger’s eyes went wide and he looked down toward his feet. “She’s right,” he said. “I just didn’t pay attention when I was matching them up, I guess.”

Ichabod grinned at Indie. “That’s a cute trick,” he said, “but you might’ve noticed his socks when he was sitting down. I don’t mean to come off like a skeptic, but I’m not the biggest believer in the ‘friendly ghost’ theory. In all the research I’ve done, ghosts are rarely willing to expose themselves to the living if they can avoid it, unless they happen to be angry.”

“Beauregard says that’s probably true in most cases,” Indie said, “but neither he nor Grace are likely to be considered normal even in the ghost world. They have spoken with a lot of other ghosts, and have never found another that can speak to a living person on a regular basis—although many of them wish they could.” She tilted her head for a second, as if listening. “Grace says that you should each hold one object in your hand, something that neither Sam nor I can see. She and Beauregard will tell me what those things are, and she hopes that will be enough to convince you that they really are here.”

Ichabod sat still for a couple of seconds while the others began digging things out of their pockets. His eyes were locked on Indie’s, but finally he slipped a hand into a pocket and came out with a closed fist. He very carefully held his hand in such a way that neither she nor Sam could see what was in it, then opened it.

Indie’s face turned red, and she broke into a large, somewhat embarrassed smile. “A condom?” she asked. “That’s what you pull out of your pocket to show a ghost?”

Ichabod’s eyes became big and round. He turned his hand so everyone could see that he was holding a foil pouch containing a condom. “Sandy and I are engaged,” he said. “We’re not ready for kids, not just yet.”

“Blabbermouth,” Sandy said. “Okay, what am I holding?” She looked into her open hand, curled around something that Indie couldn’t see.

“A ring,” Indie said. “Beauregard says it’s a gold ring with a small blue stone.”

Sandy held her hand out flat, and everyone saw the ring with the fake sapphire. “I bought it at a gift shop for my little sister,” she said. “It isn’t real, but it looks nice.”

“Okay, how about me?” Roger asked. “What have I got?”

“You’re holding a key,” Indie said. “It’s a brass key, and it has a green sticker on it but the writing has faded away.”

Roger chuckled and held up the key. “It’s the key to my storage locker,” he said. “The sticker used to have the locker number on it.”

Barry was holding a small round battery, and Danny had a cigarette lighter. Bruce, however, had decided to get creative. He was holding a few pieces of change, and asked Indie to tell him what the total was.

“You’ve got a quarter, a dime and three pennies,” she said. “That comes to thirty-eight cents.”

Bruce tilted his hand and let the coins spill onto the table. “Dead on the money,” he said. “No pun intended.”

“Okay,” Ichabod said, “I suppose we’re satisfied. I’ve seen mentalists do things like that in the past, but they usually have something prepared to help them pull it off and I don’t think you had any chance to set it up. To be honest, I’m actually pretty impressed. You’re the first people we’ve ever spoken to who have an amicable relationship with someone in the spirit world.”

“I’m curious,” Sam said, “why you aren’t using any kind of technology to try to confirm that they were here. On all the TV shows, they always have EMF meters and digital recorders, things like that. Why didn’t you have any of that with you?”

Roger chuckled. “Because those things are actually pretty bogus,” he said. “EMF meters look impressive when the LEDs light up and the buzzers go off, but it’s easy to make that happen. All you have to do is point it at an outlet, or a battery—just about anything with an electrical field will set them off. Most of the ghost hunter shows use them as props, but if you were actually there when they were filming you’d notice that anytime the EMF meter goes off, it’s actually pointed at one of the other people involved. That guy probably has a cell phone in his pocket or something.”

“And as for recorders,” Ichabod said, “an awful lot of the things they seem to pick up are really just static that can be manipulated to make it sound like somebody speaking. They take the recording and put it into a computer, then play around with the static until they get something that sounds like words. That’s why an awful lot of it doesn’t make any sense.” He looked at Sam. “Have you ever tried any of those things with your ghosts?”

Sam shrugged. “No, it never occurred to me,” he said. “See, it took a long time for me to even believe that Beauregard existed. I always thought he was a figment of my mother-in-law’s imagination, something she made up because she was afraid people would look at her funny when she was able to predict things in the future. It wasn’t until we went looking for his descendants that I started to believe in him, and the clincher was one time when I almost died and actually met him face-to-face. My mother was there, as well, and it’s kind of hard to doubt after you see them for yourself.”

“Hey, that’s right,” Sandy said. “Beauregard can predict the future, I read about that in the blog. Has he had anything to say about this situation?”

“Well, he did tell us we were going to get a new case today,” Sam said. “That was early this morning, before we got your email. He hasn’t actually said anything specific about the case, however.”

“That’s okay,” Ichabod said. “Mr. Prichard…”

“How about just calling me Sam,” Sam said.

“Okay, Sam. I’ve been talking with the police detectives involved in the case and I told them that we were bringing you in on it. One of them, a guy named Bennett, got pretty pissed off about it, but the other one says he’s heard about you and he’s okay with it. He said we can meet with them tomorrow morning, if you want, but he doesn’t think we’ll be able go back into the asylum anytime soon. We were hoping that your ghosts could find out what really happened to Trooper Emerson, because right now the only suspect the police have is our buddy Bruce.”

Sam started to speak, but Indie held up a hand. “Beauregard says we don’t have to wait for permission,” she said. “He says if we take them out to the asylum, he and Grace can go in and see what they can learn tonight.”

Ichabod’s browless eyes grew even bigger. “I hadn’t thought about that,” he said. “We can’t get close to the building tonight, but I don’t suppose the gates are going to keep them out. What do you think, Sam?”

“I think it’s worth a try,” Sam said. “They’ve gone out and gotten information for me on their own in the past. They can come back and tell Indie what they find, and she can tell us.”

“After dinner, then,” Ichabod said. “And, speaking of which…”



Two servers appeared at that moment with trays holding their meals, and they dug in. The conversation continued, mostly about the
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program and its business model, and both Sam and Indie found themselves fascinated.



“So, you make your money on advertising?” Sam asked.

“The sponsors, yes,” Roger said. “Our biggest sponsor is a life insurance company, if you can believe that. Smithers Insurance, they claim we’re the best advertising they get. I guess when people are thinking about spirits of the dead, it also makes them think about their future. Smithers gives us a big part of our budget every quarter in return for the commercials we run for them and the ads on our website. We also have some affiliate relationships with a few companies, and we try to tie different items to each episode. For instance, this asylum has had a half-dozen books written about it, so we have links to all those books on our website and every time somebody buys one, we get about a dollar in commission. Doesn’t sound like much, but it adds up over time.”

“I’m sure it does,” Indie said. “I have ads on the blog and they make me a couple hundred dollars a month.”

Sam looked at her. “They do?”

She grinned at him. “Mad money,” she said, patting his hand. “You just don’t worry about it.”

They finished eating and Roger asked Sam if they needed to go back to the room for anything before heading out to the asylum, but Sam said they were ready to go. Roger led the way out to the van in the parking lot, and they all climbed inside. When everyone was seated, he started the van and drove out of the parking lot, heading out into the countryside around the city and toward the haunted asylum.

“This is kind of exciting,” Indie said. “I never thought we’d actually go looking for ghosts this way. I’m just hoping that we can find out what really happened to the trooper.”

“Not as much as me,” Bruce said. “If they don’t figure it out, I’m afraid they’re going to try to charge me with something just to look good.”

“I looked at the footage Sandy sent along with her email,” Sam said. “From what I saw, it’s highly unlikely that a jury would ever believe you could’ve done anything to him.”

“We feel the same way,” Ichabod said. “Unfortunately, I can tell you from past experience that juries are not always able to tell reality from fantasy, and a good prosecutor can spin a web that will catch them up in whatever narrative he wants to create.”

Sam looked at him. “You sound like you’ve been on the receiving end,” he said. “Can I ask what the story is behind that?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Ichabod said. “I’m not trying to stall, but the asylum is just around the next bend. I don’t want to lose focus on the situation we’re dealing with at the moment.”

They rounded the bend, and the old building came into view. Indie let out a low whistle.

“Babe,” she said. “If I have ever seen a haunted building, that’s got to be it.”

Sam was staring at the structure through the gates that were locked in front of them. It was a very large, Gothic-style institution, and surrounded by trees that had suffered the ravages of weather for many, many years. Windows in the building were broken and many were covered with bars, which lent an air of danger to the vista. The overgrown lawn was simply another testament to decades of neglect, and a sudden flash of heat lightning broke the night, bringing memories of horror films of the past.

“I can’t say I would disagree,” he said. “And I’m kind of glad we don’t have to go in there tonight.”




Three


Beauregard and Grace had been hovering in the back of the van, essentially sitting on top of the equipment.

“Ms. Indiana,” Beauregard said, “we will go and see what we can find. It may take us some time if the inhabitants of this place are as disturbed as we have speculated.”

“Okay,” Indie said. “Do you want us to wait for you?”

The others were all looking at her, but nobody spoke.

“I’ll tell you what,” Grace said. “Give us a half hour or so, and one of us will come back to let you know if you need to stay or not.”

Indie looked at Sam. “Your mom says we should wait a half hour and then they’ll tell us whether we need to stick around or not.”

Sam nodded. “That makes sense,” he said. “Mom, Beauregard, be careful in there. One of the things I’ve never asked is whether one ghost can hurt another one. Any comment on that?”

“We can interact, so I would have to say it may be possible that we could inflict some kind of pain or discomfort,” Beauregard said. “It’s unlikely, however, that we could be seriously harmed, I believe.”

“Gee, that’s comforting,” Grace said.

Indie managed to suppress a giggle as she relayed the responses to Sam, and the two specters slipped out of the van and walked toward the gate. They stopped there for a moment and looked at the building ahead of them, and then Grace took Beauregard’s hand as they stepped through the chain-link and onto the long, shadowed drive.

“You want to know something funny?” Grace asked.

“What might that be, my dear?” Beauregard continued walking toward the building, his eyes never leaving it.

“Well, here I am,” Grace said, “a perfectly dead ghost myself, and I’m just about shaking in my boots at the thought of going into that place. I mean, I don’t really think anything in there can hurt us, but—to be honest, ghosts have always been the thing that scared me the most. Anytime I saw movies about haunted houses and stuff like that, I was the girl who was always ready to hide under the covers. Heck, when I first heard Kim talking about you, I almost told her to stay away from me.” She grinned at him. “Now look at me, walking right into one of the most terrifying haunted house situations I could imagine, holding hands with my ghostly boyfriend.”

Beauregard glanced at her with a smile. “At least, this time,” he said, “you are one of the haunts, rather than one of the haunted.”

“Yeah,” Grace said. “Now, can you explain why that isn’t making me feel any better? I’m glad you can take this so calmly, but personally I’m scared to—I’m scared shitless.”

The old soldier chuckled. “Would it help if I confess to a bit of trepidation on my own part?” he asked.

Grace looked at him. “No,” she said. “No, it really wouldn’t. You’re supposed to be the fearless one here—you have to hold on to me or I’m going to panic and run screaming out of this place.”

Beauregard shrugged. “In that case,” he said, “I am not in the least bit afraid.”

Grace shot him a scowl. “Yeah, like I can believe that now.”

They came to the old parking lot in front of the building and stopped again to survey the structure. Grace was looking up at the windows, while Beauregard was focusing more on the front door.

“Holy crap,” Grace said. “Do you see all of them?”

“I see many,” Beauregard said.

Spectral faces were looking out from many of the windows, and a number of ghostly figures were standing around the building on the grounds. All of them seemed to be looking directly at the two newcomers.

“They don’t look happy to see us,” Grace said. “Are you really sure they can’t hurt us?”

“I can be certain of nothing in that regard at this time,” Beauregard said. “I have never experienced a situation in which a spirit attempted to cause me harm.”

Grace made a face that expressed her disappointment in his answer. “Well, they say there’s a first time for everything.”

“Indeed. Perhaps you might wait here while I attempt to engage some of these spirits in conversation.”

“Wait here? Are you nuts? You’re not leaving me alone, not for a second.”

Beauregard stifled the chuckle that wanted to come out. “Very well, then,” he said. “Let us proceed.”

With Grace still clinging to his hand, he began walking forward again. On the front steps of the building, a couple of ghosts watched them closely for a moment before turning and walking toward them.

“Why are you here?” one of them asked. The ghost was a man, tall and rugged looking. He was dressed in a suit that looked like it had gone out of style about forty years earlier.

“Good evening,” Beauregard said. “We have come to try to learn about some events that took place here last night. A living man died here, and it is our desire to try to learn why this happened. Can you help us in our endeavor?”

The ghost simply looked at him. “What transpires here is not your concern,” he said. “Please depart. We have enough troubles of our own.”

“I have no intention of leaving,” Beauregard said. “I wish to speak with any of your resident spirits who might have seen the things that took place. A living man has died, and there are those who wish to seek justice on his behalf. We are here at their behest.”

The ghost narrowed his eyes. “What concern is the living to one such as we? Why do you concern yourself with the one who stepped out of life into our world?”

“Because we believe that an innocent man may be punished for a crime which he did not commit. We serve as the eyes and ears in this world for friends who still remain alive. They have been charged with investigating what took place, and this is the reason for our inquiries.”

The second ghost, a woman wearing what looked like an old-fashioned nurse’s uniform, looked at him incredulously. “You actually communicate with the living?” she asked. “Regularly? How is that possible?”

“I must confess that I’m not sure,” Beauregard said. “It is simply something that I’ve been doing for quite some time, but until recently it was with only one person. Now there is a second who can hear when I speak.”

“Do they see you?” the woman asked.

“Not under typical circumstances. There have been a few times when various living have seen one of us.”

The woman nodded. “Yes, normally it takes something extreme to make that happen.” She glanced at her partner for a moment, then turned back to Beauregard. “I am Judith Munroe,” she said. “I was a nurse here for several years. This is Doctor Julian Chatsworth, he was our administrator for a time.”

Beauregard nodded. “You may call me Beauregard,” he said, “and my companion is Grace.”

“Did you die here?” Grace asked.

Judith grimaced. “We did,” she said. “I’m afraid that both of us were murdered by one of the inmates of the asylum.”

“Murdered?” Grace asked. “By ghosts?” Her face seemed almost frozen in fear.

“Oh, no,” Chatsworth said. “We simply had the misfortune to be present when one of our most dangerous inmates acted out. Judith was raped and strangled, while I was merely beaten to death.”

Grace looked at Judith. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said.

The nurse waved a hand. “It was a long time ago,” she said. “And besides, the things of that life don’t seem nearly as important once you shed the mortal coil. Surely you’ve noticed that yourself, haven’t you?”

“Well, yes, I suppose,” Grace said. “I was actually murdered myself, by one of my own sons. Now that I think about it, you’re right; it just isn’t nearly as tragic as I would’ve thought it was when I was alive.”

Judith grinned. “That’s what I mean,” she said. “Things from the life before this just don’t really seem all that important. I can vaguely remember that being raped was traumatic, but once it was over it just didn’t seem to be that big a deal anymore. I think it’s because a lot of emotions are actually part of the flesh, rather than of the spirit.”

Beauregard narrowed his eyes. “That is an interesting philosophy,” he said. “I perceive that you are still interested in the workings of the mind, even after death?”

Judith gave a laugh. “Take a look around you,” she said. “When we found ourselves in this state, the doctor and I also discovered that many of our former patients existed on this plane. A few of them actually seem to have benefited from shedding the mortal, but not all.”

“That is true,” Chatsworth said. “We continue to care for those who still suffer from the aberrations that brought them here in the first place.”

“So the crazy ones stayed crazy?” Grace asked.

“Not all of them,” Judith said, “but I would agree that it was the majority who did not seem to improve after death.” She glanced behind her at the building, then turned back to face them. “To us, this is still a hospital, and we are still professionals. We are doing the best we can to take care of our patients.”

“If I may,” Beauregard said, “I should like to return to the topic at hand. The man who died last night was a state policeman. Is he still present?”

“He is,” Chatsworth said, “but I’m afraid he has not yet adjusted. It sometimes takes a while for a spirit to realize that he is no longer among the living and cannot leave this place. When I last saw him, he was searching for an exit from the building that would allow him to leave.”

“Would it be possible for us to speak with him? Or with any other spirit who might have witnessed what took place?”

Judith and the doctor looked at one another for a moment, and then Chatsworth nodded. “Very well,” he said. “Come with us.”

He led the way into the building, passing through the locked and chained doors, the police crime scene tape and every other barrier to entry. Beauregard and Grace followed, suddenly finding themselves in the lobby that the video crew had seen the night before.

This time, however, the room was far from empty. A number of ghostly inhabitants were wandering through it, many of them seeming dazed or confused. While Beauregard and Grace watched, the spirits tried to go out through the windows and locked doors, but they seemed unable to do so.

“These people were bound to this room?” Grace asked.

“Not to the room,” Judith said. “They are simply unable to leave the building, and some are unable to leave a particular floor. They can move around freely as long as they stay inside, but even the open, broken windows upstairs are impenetrable to them. It’s like they run into a brick wall.”

“But you and Doctor Chatsworth are able to get outside, and I saw many others milling around. How did that come to be?”

“We weren’t always able to,” Chatsworth said. “For the first several years, we were just as confined to the building as these. After a decade or so, however, and you need to understand that I am merely guessing about the length of time, I found that I could step out onto the grounds. Judith followed me a short time after that, and we have been as far as the highway at times.” He looked around at the spirits surrounding them. “Frankly, I consider it rather fortunate that these do not seem able to leave the building. Some of them are quite excitable, and could conceivably present dangers to living persons.”

Grace looked at him. “So, what will happen if they get out?”

“Some of them were here because of heinous crimes they committed in their madness,” Chatsworth said. “For most of them, nothing in their personalities has changed, so I fear they may attempt to do such things again. It takes a great deal of emotional energy for one of our kind to appear to humans or make any kind of physical contact, but some of these are so filled with maddened emotions that they have been seen many times by living visitors to this place. Some have even caused injuries and possibly deaths.”

“And there’s no help for them? They don’t have any way to get better?”

Chatsworth pointed at one of the specters. “That is Wilbur,” he said. “Wilbur was brought here when he was barely sixteen years old, after being found in the home he shared with his parents and three sisters. He had murdered his entire family, and was cannibalizing their remains. During therapy sessions, he said that he had been commanded to do so by angels who were coming to visit him every night in his sleep. Should he ever be able to wander free in the world, I cannot help but be concerned about what he might attempt to do.”

“But, could he really hurt somebody?” Grace asked. “Physically harm them, I mean?”

“Oh, yes,” Judith said. “It’s certainly possible. Like Doctor Chatsworth said, emotional energy can translate into being visible or even physically affecting the world. With enough emotion, particularly anger, he could certainly be dangerous.”

“And there are many like him here?” Beauregard asked.

“Very many,” Judith said. “Some of them probably even far more dangerous than Wilbur.”

“And could it be that one of them may have caused the demise of Trooper Emerson last night?”

Judith and the doctor looked at one another, and then Chatsworth spoke.

“Neither of us was present at the time,” he said, “and so I would have to say that it is possible. However, I can tell you that most of our residents here are unwilling to face the living most of the time, and there was a rush last night to hide when the men with the cameras came into the building. We were all in different places, many in the attics and empty spaces between some of the rooms. There are only a few here that will willingly show themselves.”

“And one of them did,” Grace said. “One of the cameras caught the image of a ghostly-looking person standing at the head of the stairs, just before the trooper fell down and died. Could that have been one of the dangerous ones? I mean, do you think that may be what happened to the trooper?”

Once again the two looked at one another. “That was probably Ralston,” Judith said. “If it was, he’s not dangerous at all; he simply enjoys attention. It’s been a long time since anyone living came into this building other than just for a cursory inspection, and they usually don’t bother coming further than the lobby. Ralston has always made a point of showing himself to anyone who ventures beyond this point, because he can’t leave the second floor. He says he’s just trying to communicate, but I think he enjoys seeing the people run away screaming after they see him.”

“This is rather fascinating,” Beauregard said. “You seem to know most of your residents quite well. You said earlier that you are still trying to help them; I take it you continue to offer them therapy?”

“We do try,” Chatsworth said. “Most of them will only speak with us occasionally, but we have had minor successes with a few.” He looked at Judith again, and she nodded. “If any of them will be able to help you, it will probably be Marcel. Out of all of our patients, he is probably our best success story.”

“The problem is going to be finding him,” Judith said. “We only see him occasionally, when he feels like showing himself. He’s rather shy, you see.”

Beauregard looked at the nurse for a moment, then turned to Grace. “I think perhaps you should tell Sam and the others to go on. We can find our way back to the hotel, but I believe we may be here for a while.”

Grace raised her eyebrows. “You want me to go back to the van alone?” she asked incredulously.

“I’m certain you can manage,” Beauregard said. “I shall be waiting here for you when you return.”

Grace glared at him for a couple of seconds, then turned and lifted from the floor, flying rapidly through the doors and back the way they had come. She told herself the sensation she felt down her ghostly spine was not a shiver of fear as she passed the few spirits that were wandering around outside, but then she was back at the van and slid through the side.

“Indie,” she said, “Beauregard says we’re going to be here for a while. You can go back to the hotel, and we’ll come find you when we’re done.”

“Okay,” Indie said. “Are you having any luck?”

“Oh, sure, loads,” Grace said sarcastically. “We’re actually talking with the doctor who’s running the hospital for crazy spooks.”

“You’re what?” Indie asked. “Would you say that again?”

“You heard me right. One of the doctors who worked here was murdered by one of the inmates, along with a nurse. The two of them are still trying to help their patients, believe it or not. Unfortunately, it seems that everybody was trying to hide when the TV guys came in last night, except for maybe a few. We’re going to be looking for them to talk to, and hopefully we’ll even come across Mr. Emerson himself. The doctor says he’s still here and very confused.”

Indie looked at Sam. “Your mom says that a doctor and a nurse who were murdered by some of their patients here are still trying to work with them. I guess they’re trying to help your mom and Beauregard find any potential witnesses, and she said that Trooper Emerson is still here. If they can talk to him, they can probably find out exactly what happened. I guess it’s going to take a while, though, because she says we should go back to the hotel and wait for them to come to us.”

Ichabod had turned in his seat and was staring at her. “There’s actually a ghost doctor in there trying to psychoanalyze the other ghosts?”

“Something like that,” Indie said. “Okay, Grace, we’ll see you when you get back. Well, I’ll hear you, anyway.”

“Okay,” Grace said. “I guess I’d better get back in there.”

Grace turned and headed back toward the old building as the van started up and pulled away. For a brief couple of seconds, she wanted to hurry after them and ask them to wait, but then she felt silly for even worrying about it. After all, she was already dead; what was the worst that could happen?




One of these days,


 
she told herself,

 

I’m going to learn not to think about what could be worse.




She flew back into the building, ignoring the ghosts standing around the outside who were simply watching her, and found Beauregard and the others where she had left them.

“Indie says they’ll wait to hear from us,” she said. “They’re gone already.”

“Then let’s see what we can learn,” Beauregard said. “Shall we?”

Chatsworth and the nurse nodded, then led them through the medical area and into the day room, where several more ghosts were standing around. The nurse, Judith, suddenly stopped and pointed at one of them who was looking out a window.

“That’s the man you were asking about,” she said. “The policeman.”

Beauregard looked at the ghost she had pointed out for a moment, then started walking toward him with Grace and the others following.

“Trooper Emerson?” Beauregard said.

The trooper turned around and looked at him, but there was a look of pure confusion on his face. He was wearing his uniform, although the ghostly holster on his hip seemed to be empty.

“Yes?” he asked. “Do I know you?”

“I’m afraid not,” Beauregard said. “Trooper, have you come to understand what has happened to you?”

Emerson scowled but nodded. “I’m dead,” he said. “Everybody here has been telling me that, and I guess it must be true. Are you dead?”

“I am, but it is your demise I wish to discuss. My companion, Grace, and I are engaged in assisting in the investigation into your death. Can you tell me what actually happened to you? The only witnesses, the people who were with you, do not seem to know just what took place.”

Emerson looked at him for a moment, and it seemed that he started to speak a couple of times but couldn’t get the words out. Finally he seemed to shake himself.

“I don’t have any idea what happened,” he said. “I remember us coming in here, and we were going up those stairs over there. The next thing I knew, I was like this and—and I saw my own body lying on the floor. A bunch of my buddies were standing around, and I kept trying to talk to them but they couldn’t hear me. At first I thought it was just a dream, but—but I can’t wake up.” He lowered his eyes to the floor for a moment, then looked up at Beauregard again. “I want to go home. I want to go home to my wife and my kids.”

“I understand,” Beauregard said. “Unfortunately, it seems that we are often confined to the place of our death, and this seems to be happening to you. Please understand, however, that there is nothing you can do for your family. You could not comfort them over their loss, and you cannot help them to move past their grief. Going to them now would only be torment for yourself, I’m afraid.”

Emerson looked at him for a moment, then nodded. “I guess that’s true,” he said. “I mean, I wish I could help them, but—I don’t know, it’s like it’s what I should do, but it just doesn’t seem all that important right now.”

“This is also quite normal,” Beauregard told him. “You have entered a new phase of existence, and much of the previous life is no longer of great import to you. You will probably find yourself relaxing soon, accepting your condition. That seems to come for all of us if we remain very long. Tell me, have you seen a great light?”

“A light? Somebody else asked me about that, but I didn’t know what they meant. Are you talking about where somebody sees a light and goes to Heaven?”

Beauregard smiled. “That is what we believe, yes,” he said. “Most of us, if our eternal destiny is so, will at some point see that light. I would encourage you to go through it if you do.”

Emerson looked around. “It’s probably better than this place, right?”

“I honestly do not know,” Beauregard said, “but I do suspect so, yes.”

Emerson grinned. “Then, if I get the chance, I’ll take it. Between you and me, there are some really crazy people here. I mean, like, really crazy.”

The ghostly trooper turned away and resumed staring out the window. Beauregard understood that the man had nothing more he wished to say, so he turned back toward Grace and the others.

“There were others you mentioned that we should speak with,” he said. “Ralston and Marcel?”

“Indeed,” Chatsworth said. “Ralston will be easier to find, I’m sure. He’ll be on the second floor, he stays there.”

The doctor turned, leading the way as they took the stairs up to the second-floor nurses’ station. There were locked doors at both the bottom and the top, but they were no hindrance to the ghosts.

Beauregard watched the pair ahead of him. Rather than floating up the stairs, they were walking up them just as they would’ve done when they were alive.

“May I ask why you seem to walk everywhere here?” he asked. “We are not bound by gravity, you know.”

“We know that,” Judith said, looking over her shoulder and grinning at him. “We just try to keep things as normal as possible for the patients. Many of them are not entirely aware that they are no longer among the living, and at least a few of them think we just have some kind of special powers that let us walk through doors and walls. We encourage them to keep believing that because it helps to keep them under control.”

“Why?” Grace asked. “I mean, what does it really matter? They’re dead, right? I mean, can they hurt you?”

“They most certainly can,” Judith said. “I saw the two of you holding hands; can you feel each other?”

“Well, yes,” Grace said. “It’s not quite the same as the way I felt things when I was alive, though.”

“That’s because you are not the same as when you were alive,” Chatsworth said. “Rather than being made of material flesh, your astral body is composed entirely of energy. It would not be incorrect to state that your body is a form of energy field, and whenever two energy fields intersect there will be the point of resistance. That is what you feel, the resistance of Mr. Beauregard’s field to your own. Now, suppose that contact were done with a great amount of force. The point of resistance would be much greater, and there would be a conflict between the energy fields. In situations of that nature, the more powerful field can disrupt or even absorb the less powerful.”

“Wait, what?” Grace asked. “Do you mean we can be killed? Like, all over again?”

“I’m not sure that ‘being killed’ would be an accurate terminology,” Chatsworth said. “However, I have seen some of our patients literally absorb others, and that other was never seen again. I cannot tell you what may have happened to them.”

“He’s right,” Judith said. “And in other cases, we’ve seen patients attack one another and cause serious disruptions to their individual fields, to use Doctor Chatsworth’s words. It’s not like a wound that bleeds, but a dark, ugly-looking splotch that appears. Some of them can take days to fade away, but they eventually do, and I can tell you from experience that they drain you. You feel weak and miserable, and even a kind of pain. It’s impossible to describe, so you’d have to feel it for yourself to really understand.”

“That’s okay,” Grace said. “I’ll pass on that, thank you.”

“Let’s hope so,” Judith said. “With any luck, Professor Leeds will be on good behavior tonight. He’s one of the most violent of our patients, but he usually only goes after a few of the others who annoy him.”

“And he’s a professor?” Grace asked. “What does he teach?”

“Before he was consigned to Mayhew,” Doctor Chatsworth said, “he was a professor of history at one of the city universities. A brilliant man, absolutely brilliant, but for the fact that he developed a fondness for young women. Before he was caught, he had abducted and raped eleven girls ranging from their middle teens to their early twenties, and then kept them prisoners in the basement of his home. Some of them were there for more than three years, and three of them had even given birth to children he fathered.”

“And he is violent?” Beauregard asked.

“Sometimes, yes. He insisted until the day he died that his intelligence gave him rights to the women he chose, and he never accepted that he had done anything wrong. In his mind, he was a victim, and the loss of his companions drove him quite a bit further into his madness.”

“And what about Ralston and Marcel?” Beauregard asked. “They are the ones we wish to find, are they not?”

“Yes, and that’s where we’re going. Ralston is one of the few who cannot seem to leave this floor, but he’s become quite good at hiding when he wants to. We’ll check his room, but he’s probably…”

“The ghosts have their own rooms?” Grace asked. “Why do they need their own rooms?”

Chatsworth stopped and turned to her. “Every intelligent mind, no matter how disturbed it might be, seeks a place to call its own. Most of the spirits here continue to think of the rooms they were housed in as their own, and that was a lot of the reason for ghostly sightings when the hospital was still in operation. The management had no idea that the rooms were occupied by spirits, of course, and so they were continually putting new patients into them. Many of the formerly living became upset at having to share their quarters, and the emotional outbursts that followed led to a lot of the more interesting stories.”

Grace looked at Beauregard, but he only shrugged. “Okay,” she said. “I guess I get it. Beauregard and I sort of live in some kind of imaginary space inside the head of the lady he’s attached to.”

Chatsworth blinked. “Inside her head?” he asked. “An imaginary place?”

“Indeed,” Beauregard said. “It formed when she began to imagine what I might look like not long after she began hearing my voice. Since I was somehow connected to her mind, I found myself able to enter that space and gradually manipulated it into something comfortable for me.” He glanced at Grace. “It has recently gone through something of an evolution.”

“How fascinating,” Chatsworth said. “I should like very much to learn more about this, if you would have time to talk with me later. At the moment, I realize that you have some urgency of your own regarding the death of the policeman, so let us continue.”

“I will be happy to discuss it with you if we can. In the meantime, how do we find Mr. Ralston?”

They resumed walking down the hallway and Judith stopped at a door that was standing open. She looked inside the room and then turned back to the others. “He’s not here,” she said. She glanced at another ghost who was peeking out of a room across the hall. “Geraldine, have you seen Ralston?”

Geraldine, who appeared to be a teenaged black girl, was looking at Beauregard. “No, ma’am,” she said without taking her eyes off the old soldier. “Who is that?”

Judith smiled at her. “We have visitors,” she said. “Did you hear about all the excitement last night, downstairs?”

Geraldine shook her head. “No, ma’am, I don’t talk to nobody today. Did something happen?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so. We were hoping Ralston might have seen some of it, because it appears he was showing himself again to some of the living people who came in. Do you know how long he’s been gone?”

“Oh, yes, ma’am,” Geraldine said. “He done went to see Ms. Elizabeth about just a few minutes ago.”

“Oh, thank you, Geraldine,” Judith said. She turned to Grace and Beauregard. “Elizabeth stays at the other end of the building. Ralston finds her attractive and they are often intimate.”

Grace smiled. “Then maybe he’s there,” she said. “That was one of the things I discovered after I died, that intimacy can be so much more pleasant than it was before.”

Judith cast a sidelong glance at Chatsworth. “It is, isn’t it?”

“Harrumph,” Chatsworth said. “We’re looking for Ralston, remember?” He took off striding down the hall, and the three of them had to rush to catch up.

There seemed to be hundreds of ghosts on this floor, and Grace noticed that many of them seemed quite displeased at the thought of ghostly visitors. More than one made derogatory comments to them, but Judith and the doctor seemed to simply ignore them, so Beauregard and Grace did the same.

A few of them, however, seemed quite friendly. One man, an older man who seemed like he might’ve been quite a gentleman in life, suddenly stepped out of his room in front of Grace and broke into a huge smile.

“Millicent!” he said. “My goodness, how I have missed you. It’s so good to see you again, what brings you back to visit us?”

Grace’s eyes were wide. “I’m—I’m terribly sorry, but you seem to have me mistaken for someone else. I’m afraid I don’t know any Millicent.” She moved to step around him, but he cut her off.

“Now, Millicent, I know you were upset when you left,” the old man said. “Let’s not let the past cause us any problems, though, all right?”

Doctor Chatsworth turned and came back to them. “Malcolm,” he said softly, “I’m afraid the lady is correct. You are mistaken, this is not Millicent. Remember, Malcolm, Millicent left us a long time ago, before everything closed here. She would not come back now.”

The old man looked at him for a moment, then turned back to Grace. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’m afraid I thought you were Millicent.” He smiled and his eyes crinkled. “Millicent was my girlfriend, you see. She was very upset when they told her she had to leave, and I always thought she would come back to me.” He turned without another word and went back to the room he had come from.

Grace looked at Chatsworth. “Is he okay?” she asked.

Chatsworth gave her a sad smile. “Usually,” he said. “He tends to mistake someone for Millicent at least once or twice a day. You see, Millicent was one of the nurses who worked here, back when Malcolm was brought in. She was always nice to him, but I’m afraid he took that to mean more than she intended. She was able to keep him at arm’s length for quite some time, but then one day she rejected his advances too forcefully and—I’m afraid he forced himself upon her, and she left us as a result.”

Grace stared at him. “That old man raped her?”

“Yes,” the doctor said. “That’s the reason he was here, because he had suddenly begun attacking women without warning. He had already forced himself upon several of them by the time he was identified, and they said he was incredibly strong for such an old man.”

“The insane are often much stronger than they would seem,” Beauregard said. “I saw that at times in my own life, among some of the men who came back from the war with their minds no longer healthy.”

“That’s very true,” Chatsworth said. “Malcolm was known to take several orderlies to subdue him when he attempted to accost the ladies here, and I’m afraid I learned firsthand just how strong he could be.”

Judith leaned close to Beauregard and whispered, “Malcolm was the one who raped and killed me, and Julian was the one who pulled him off of me. None of the orderlies were close by, and Malcolm beat him beyond any hope of recovery. He lingered in a coma for a few days, and then passed away. I was here waiting for him when he slipped across.”

“Oh, my goodness,” Grace said. “I’m so sorry, but I’m sure you were a big help to the doctor when he found himself in this condition.”

Judith smiled. “I hope so,” she said. “I’m afraid I had been harboring quite a crush on him for some time before those events, and when I saw that he was so badly injured I—I turned away from the light when it appeared. When Julian crossed over, I was there to explain what was happening and he also chose to remain here with me. A short time later, we began trying to help the spirits that still needed it, and that has been our life ever since.”

“A rather pleasant life, if we can call it that,” Chatsworth said. “I had never taken time for romance when I was alive, but now we have all the time in the world.”




Four


Another man suddenly stepped out in front of them, coming from one of the rooms along the hallway. Chatsworth came to a sudden stop and broke into a smile.

“Ah, Marcel,” he said. “We were actually going to come looking for you shortly.”

“Oh, really?” Marcel asked. He was a short man with dark hair and complexion, giving Beauregard the impression that he might be of European descent. “And might I ask why?”

Chatsworth indicated Beauregard and Grace. “Allow me to present our visitors,” he said. “This is Lieutenant Beauregard, late of the Confederate Army, and his companion, Grace. They are seeking information about the living man who passed away here last night. I told him that if anyone might have information of value, it would likely be you.”

“I see. Unfortunately, I’m afraid I do not know much that might be of any use. I saw the people who came in, but I’m afraid I did not pay a lot of attention to them. They seemed somewhat foolish, in my own opinion, and I have no patience with fools.”

“I understand,” Beauregard said. “Would it be possible, however, that you may have seen what caused the gentleman to fall?”

Marcel looked at him and shook his head. “I did not,” he said. “As I said, I have no patience with those who act foolish. These people were hoping to use the atmosphere of this place for some sort of entertainment, I believe, and I find that distasteful. When I realized what they were doing, I simply turned away.”

“I see,” Beauregard said. “Then I thank you for taking the time to answer my question.”

“Oh, it is my pleasure,” Marcel said. “You have no idea how pleasant it is to speak to someone other than the inmates of this facility. Having no patience with the foolish, I have even less with those who are plainly insane.” He smiled and winked. “Fortunately, I no longer count myself among them.”

“Yes,” Chatsworth said. “As I mentioned earlier, Marcel is probably our greatest success. When he came here, he was a classic multiple personality case, with more than a dozen separate individuals comprising the colony within him. After he died, Judith and I were able to work with him and helped him to re-assimilate. If he could have done so when he was alive, he would’ve undoubtedly been discharged and returned to society.”

“But that was not to be,” Marcel said. “My various components seemed to have been brought into being for specific purposes, and it was not until I left the mortal life that those purposes were no longer relevant. I doubt I ever would have been able to recover while I was alive, but it would certainly be nice to escape this place now that I’m not.”

“Then I wish you success at that endeavor,” Beauregard said. “Now, however, we must return to the pursuit of our investigation. It was a pleasure to speak with you, sir, and perhaps we shall have that pleasure once again.”

Marcel grinned. “I suspect we may,” he said. “Perhaps next time, you will let me speak with the charming lady.”

Grace giggled. “We’ll see about that,” she said, holding tight to Beauregard’s arm.

Marcel turned and went along his way, and the rest of them continued toward the room where they hoped to find Ralston. They were not disappointed.

“Ralston,” Doctor Chatsworth said. “We have some visitors who would like to speak with you.”

A tall man who looked like he might belong in a Western movie had stepped out of one of the rooms, accompanied by a woman nearly as tall as he was. Ralston would have been an impressive figure in life, and Beauregard seemed particularly interested in him.

“Ralston,” he said. “How interesting to see you. I believe that the last time we met, your name was Bartholomew.”

Ralston leaned forward and looked at the old soldier closely. “I know you,” he said. “You are that godforsaken gray rebel who shot me down at Greenville!”

Judith, Grace and Chatsworth stared at the pair of them. “You gentlemen know each other?” Chatsworth asked.

“Mr. Ralston has lived before,” Beauregard said. “He and I met shortly before the Battle of Blue Springs near Greenville, Tennessee. Each of us was scouting for our respective armies when we came face to face, and I was merely the more fortunate in that my rifle was loaded and his was not.”

The two ghostly men stared at each other for a moment, and then Ralston burst out laughing. “God, how I hated you that day,” he said. “A little while later, though, I realized what a great boon you had done me. We’d been low on supplies for a month so I was hungry, the weather was cold and miserable, and all of a sudden none of that mattered anymore.”

“Nonetheless,” Beauregard said, “may I express my apologies? Had I known that your weapon was useless, I should have taken you prisoner rather than kill you.”

“Oh, no, hell you wouldn’t! I would have fought with my teeth if nothing else, to avoid being your prisoner. But those days are gone, and we have no need to go over them again. What brings you here, you old Butternut?”

“My companion and I are seeking information about the events of last night,” Beauregard said. “We were wondering if you might have observed what happened to the policeman who died.”

Ralston’s eyes narrowed. “I did not,” he said. “I was watching the people when they started up the stairs, but I had retreated into privacy by then. Why are you so concerned about it?”

“I have the good fortune to be in communication with certain living souls,” Beauregard said. “One of them is an investigator, and he has been employed to determine the fate of that policeman. It seems that the authorities may be accusing an innocent man of his death, and my friend has been engaged to find proof of what truly transpired. Ms. Grace and I occasionally assist him in such endeavors, and since the only likely witnesses to the event would be those of our kind, we have come to ask the appropriate questions.”

Ralston looked at Chatsworth. “I’m sure you have explained that most of us avoid contact with the living,” he said.

“I have,” the doctor said. “However, when they said there was an apparition that showed himself, I naturally thought that it might have been you. We were hoping you might have seen something that could shed light on the matter.”

“I did not see what happened to the man,” Ralston said, “but that does not mean I cannot help.” He turned to Beauregard again. “I was not the only one moving about last night. When I confronted them on the stairway, I did see that there were others down below. I’m afraid I do not know who they were, for I am unable to leave this level, but if you could speak to them you might learn what you wish to know.”

Grace rolled her eyes and Beauregard let out a sigh. “Would you have some idea how we might locate them?”

“I do,” said the woman standing beside Ralston. “I’m Elizabeth Waters. Unlike Mr. Ralston, I can move about the building freely. I wasn’t downstairs last night, but I know a lot of the ones who tend to be there. Maybe I can help you find the ones you need to speak to.”

Beauregard smiled at her, and Grace narrowed her eyes at him. “Ms. Elizabeth, that would be most gracious of you. We would be much in your debt.”

“Beauregard,” Grace said. “Can I speak to you alone for a moment?”

Beauregard followed her down the hall a bit, until she stopped and turned to look at him. “Yes, my dear?”

“What makes you think she can help?” Grace asked. “She looks like a Chicago hooker who’s been walking the streets way too long.”

Beauregard’s eyes went wide. “I beg your pardon?”

“She’s a floozy,” Grace said. “She doesn’t know anything, she’s just trying to get your attention. Did you see the way she was looking at your uniform? She’s one of those girls who goes after anybody who looks good in a uniform.”

Beauregard turned and looked back toward Elizabeth for a second, then faced Grace again. “My dear, I could frankly care no less if she were a horse. The sole attention of mine that she might receive would be willingly given only if she could show me a witness to the crime we are investigating.”

Grace looked at him for a moment, then nodded curtly. “Just make sure you don’t forget that,” she said. “We may not be married, but you have made certain commitments to me. I just want to be sure those are not forgotten.”

Beauregard reached out and put a hand on each of her shoulders. “Grace, Grace, please do not doubt my intentions where you are concerned. The one thing of which I am absolutely certain is that, even without my old living flesh, the love I feel for you is genuine. My heart is yours and is freely given.”

Grace broke into a smile. “Well, okay, then,” she said, and then she began walking back toward the others.

When they were all together again, Elizabeth led the way down the stairs and back to the day room. The ghosts they had seen there earlier were still present for the most part, and Beauregard, Grace and the medical professionals hung back while Elizabeth spoke to several of them privately. Finally, she turned and motioned for Beauregard to approach. He did so with Grace holding on to his arm.

“Lieutenant Beauregard,” Elizabeth said, “this is Charles Guston. Charles said he was here when the people came in last night, and saw everything that happened.”

Beauregard broke into a smile. “Mr. Guston, it is my pleasure to make your acquaintance. If you would be so kind as to tell me what you believe befell the policeman who died, I would be most grateful.”

“Well, he fell,” Guston said. “He was partway up the stairs, there, and all of a sudden he just came tumbling down, ass over teacups. Landed there on the floor and that was that, he was deader than a doornail.”

Beauregard blinked. “But did you see how he happened to come to be in that condition?”

“Nope. Like I said, he was partway up the stairs and I was way over here. I stay away from the live people, it gives me a chill when they walk through me, don’t you know. When they went up the stairs, I was glad to see them go.”

Beauregard looked at him for a second, then decided to try another tack. “Did you happen to see his spirit?”

“Oh, you mean his spook? Heck, yeah, popped right out when he landed on the floor. That’s how I knew he was a goner, don’t you know, wasn’t no hope he was gonna live. He stood there and looked down at his self for a minute, then that other one come down and started looking him over and he tried to talk to him, but of course nobody could hear him. He looked around at all the rest of us and I guess he got scared, because he started trying to get out. He’s been over there by that window pretty much ever since.” He pointed at where Emerson was still looking out into the night.

“Did you see anybody else going up the stairs after they did?” Grace asked. “I mean, did maybe another ghost go up after them or something?”

Guston shook his head. “Not that I saw. Wasn’t nobody else around that close, I don’t think, and when them live ones said the feller was completely dead, I think just about everybody got out of here. I know I did, right up the wall and back up to the attic.”

Beauregard cocked his head to the side and looked at him. “But why would you leave?”

“You kiddin’? Ain’t none of us wants to be around when somebody dies, ’cause you never know which direction they supposed to go. I mean, if it’s the light, that’s not too bad, but we don’t want to be around when those dark things show up. No siree Bob, that’s when we want to be as far out of sight as possible.”

Grace’s eyes were big and round as she turned to Beauregard. “Dark things?”

Beauregard nodded. “I’ve told you before about them,” he said. “They were the things that came for the woman who had tried to abduct that little girl some months ago, but I believe you had your eyes closed. Sometimes they come for the newly deceased, and I can agree that it can be quite unsettling.” He looked around for a moment, seemingly confused. “Is there anyone else here who might’ve seen what happened?” he asked Guston. “It’s very important we learn what caused the trooper to fall.”

The ghost glanced around, then pointed at another spirit on the other side of the day room. “That’s Lawrence Dunstan,” he said. “He was here, you might ask him what he saw.”

Beauregard looked where he had pointed and spotted a very large man who seemed to be sitting on air. He walked toward him with the others following, and Dunstan looked up at him with a curious expression on his face.

“Sir,” Beauregard began, “I wonder if you might have seen what happened to the man who died here last night?”

“I mighta,” Dunstan said. “What’s it to you?”

Beauregard explained once more why he was asking questions and Dunstan seemed to look at him with new appreciation.

“You can talk to living folks?” he asked.

“Only a couple of them, I’m afraid,” Beauregard said. “With most people, they hear nothing at all when I speak.”

“It’s a pity,” Dunstan said. “You don’t know what I’d give to talk to a livey. This gets pretty boring, just sitting around here being dead.”

“I’m sure it does,” Beauregard said. “However, if you could tell me what you might have seen last night, I would be most appreciative.”

“Last night? I seen a bunch of people come in acting like idiots, shining lights around and stuff. One of them had keys and kept on opening doors and the rest of them just kept going through them. When they went up the stairs, I decided to take a look and see what they were up to so I slipped in behind them. They were acting like they were some kind of big shots or something, talking about all the stuff that used to go on here like they knew anything about it, and then old Ralston popped up in front of them. They got all freaked out and everything, and then they started trying to talk to him but he disappeared. Somebody started yelling at them to go away, and then that livey, he let out a yell and fell backward. I jumped through the wall to get away and then they all left while some others came in to see if the guy was really dead. I decided I didn’t want to know, so I just went on back to the kitchens.” He snickered and winked. “Me and Susie-Belle, the kitchen girl, we like to play around a little bit.”

“And you didn’t see anyone near the man who died before he fell?” Beauregard asked. “No one touched him or anything?”

“I woulda said if I did,” Dunstan said. “Nope, nobody touched him, at least not before he fell down. After that I wasn’t looking, so I don’t know for sure.” He frowned. “There was one thing, though. Just before he fell, I remember hearing some kind of a pop. Just a little popping sound, but I don’t know what it was.”

“Thank you, Mr. Dunstan,” Beauregard said. He turned back to Doctor Chatsworth. “Sir, I need to ask a question from ignorance, for I will confess that I do not know as much about my own condition as I should like. Is it possible, Doctor, for one of our kind to be invisible even to the rest of us?”

Chatsworth looked at him for a moment. “Not under normal circumstances,” he said after a few seconds. “However, emotion and madness can strengthen abilities that most of us may never use at all. I’m afraid I can’t say for certain that it would be impossible, though I may only have seen such a phenomenon once in all my years.”

“And what were those circumstances, if I may ask?”

“Well, it was a patient named Livengood,” Chatsworth said. “He was extremely agitated, and I was attempting to calm him when—and again, I am not certain of what I saw—he seemed to vanish right in front of me. He reappeared a moment later in another part of the room, but I will confess that it was most disconcerting.”

“I’ve seen it a couple of times,” Judith said. “Yes, it’s definitely possible, but I think the real question should be whether a spirit in that condition could actually affect the physical world. I have my doubts about that.”

Grace looked at her. “Why do you say that?”

“Well, because the only times I ever saw a spirit vanish that way, it was when they were extremely upset about something, so upset that they’d been throwing things around, stuff like that. However, as soon as they disappeared from view, all of that activity stopped instantly. I think maybe they can’t do anything in the physical realm once they become invisible to us.”

“Then this is becoming quite the conundrum,” Beauregard said. “From all reports so far, no one, either physical or specter, came into any contact with Trooper Emerson. This makes it difficult to determine what could have killed him.”

“We haven’t talked to everyone,” Elizabeth said. “Dunstan, where is Margaret?”

The fat ghost turned his attention to her and then shrugged. “How should I know? Am I my sister’s keeper?”

“Then where did you see her last?” Elizabeth asked, seeming exasperated with him.

Dunstan looked petulant for a couple of seconds, then sneered. “She’s in the toy room,” he said. “But I wouldn’t disturb her if I were you. She gets very upset when you disturb her in the toy room.”

Elizabeth turned and motioned for the others to follow, then walked through the door into the medical clinic area and turned down a hallway that cut off to one side.

“What is the toy room?” Grace asked.

Doctor Chatsworth made a face. “It was actually known as the redevelopment room, and originally it was part of the treatment patients received after lobotomies,” he said. “Many of them became childlike, and had to learn many common things all over again. Doctor Leibowitz, who was running the medical staff at that time, believed that childlike behaviors could be nurtured into a more acceptable personality than had originally been present. The patients were given toys and picture books that were deemed to be educational. They were taught to do their letters and to read, basic arithmetic and simple social behaviors through the use of toys and pictures.”

“Are the toys still there?” Beauregard asked.

“Many of them, yes,” Chatsworth said. “After lobotomization was abandoned, it became a place for patients who suffered from psychological underdevelopment. Margaret Dunstan was one of those patients, and she acted like a much younger child. The only time she wasn’t agitated was when she was in the redevelopment room where she could play with the toys and color the pictures. Since her death, she has remained a lot like she was then. She still enjoys being in the redevelopment room, and she talks like a little girl rather than a teenager. It seems to give her some kind of peace, although she doesn’t spend nearly as much time there as she did in the beginning.”

Beauregard turned to Elizabeth. “Do you have some reason to think that Margaret might be able to shed light on our mystery?”

“It’s a possibility,” Elizabeth said. “Margaret is—well, let’s just say she is the biggest prankster in the hospital. She likes to get inside the walls and just peek out to spy on everyone. She’s often fascinated by the few living folk that come here, but she’s also somewhat afraid of them. She’ll spy on them, but never try to interact with them beyond something playful, like leaving an object that is so out of place that it will draw their attention. If she was around the day room when those people came in, she might well have been watching them, so I suppose it can’t hurt to ask her.”

They came a moment later to a closed door at the end of the hall and all of them followed Elizabeth as she stepped through it. Inside the room there were some old chairs and couches, and there were many types of toys scattered about the floor. Squatting flat-footed in the middle of the floor was what looked like a girl in her teens.

She was small, probably no more than four-and-a-half feet tall, with dark hair that hung down to her waist. She glanced up for a second as they entered, then looked down again at the baby doll that was lying on the floor in front of her.

“My God,” Grace said, “she even looks like a child. How old was she?”

“Margaret came here when she was only thirteen,” Judith said. “It was about seven or eight years before the place closed down. She and her brother Lawrence had always been considered odd in their neighborhood and had been locked away inside their home for several years. Apparently, one day, it simply got to be too much for them and they attacked their mother and killed her when she unlocked the door to their room to feed them. Their father tried to stop the attack, but Lawrence bit his throat and caused him to bleed to death. Neighbors heard screaming and called police, who found Lawrence and Margaret laughing and dancing around their parents’ corpses, both of them naked and covered in blood. Lawrence was sixteen at the time, and Margaret was only eleven.”

“He was only sixteen?” Beauregard asked. “I took him for much older, perhaps in his mid-twenties.”

“He was eighteen by the time he got here. Lawrence didn’t display as many signs of psychosis as Margaret did, and he seemed to respond to therapy. Margaret was absolutely uncontrollable, however, so she was heavily restrained a lot of the time. She reverted to acting like a small child and was considered unremediable, but only a year later she was found dead in her room. It looked like she had been attacked and beaten to death, and there was blood literally everywhere. I remember that it was on all of the walls and even on the ceiling, as if she had been thrown around the room like a stuffed toy.” Judith shook her head. “It was the most horrendous thing I had ever seen.”

“Oh, my God,” Grace said. “Did you ever find out what happened?”

Judith shook her head again. “No, and she refuses to talk about it. I’ve tried several times to find out, but it seems to upset her and she just closes off. I learned to just leave it alone.”

Grace and Beauregard looked at the girl sitting there before them, and Grace walked forward to squat down beside her.

“Hello, Margaret,” she said. “My name is Grace. Can I ask you some questions?”

Margaret glanced at her for a second, then lowered her eyes to the doll again. She shrugged, but did not speak.

“I was wondering if you saw the living people who came in last night,” Grace said. “Did you happen to see them?”

Margaret sat still for a moment, then nodded her head.

“That’s good,” Grace said. “Did you see that one of them fell down and was hurt?”

Once again, the girl nodded without speaking.

“Okay,” Grace said. “Now, this next question is very important, so I need you to talk to me, okay? Margaret, did you see why he fell down?”

Margaret seemed to withdraw into herself for a moment, then she nodded again. Grace sat there silently beside her, and after a moment the girl looked up at her.

“The bad man,” she said. “The bad man made him fall down.”

Grace, her eyes wide, looked back at Beauregard for a second, then turned to the girl again. “Margaret, who is the bad man?”

This time Margaret only shrugged, her eyes back on the doll at her feet. She refused to speak again after that, and finally Grace got up and returned to the others.

“Does anybody know who the bad man is?” she asked.

Chatsworth shook his head. “I’m afraid I haven’t heard anyone referred to by that name,” he said. “Judith?”

Judith also shook her head. “Sorry, that’s a new one. I’ve talked to Margaret many times, and she’s never mentioned a bad man before. I don’t know who she means.”

Beauregard stood and watched the girl for a moment, then walked over and sat down beside her.

“Margaret, my name is Beauregard,” he said. “I need to know who the bad man is. Could you show him to me?”

She shook her head in the negative.

“Is he here in the hospital now?”

Another negative headshake, but this time Margaret looked up at him briefly.

Beauregard looked into her eyes for a couple of seconds, then narrowed his own.

“Margaret, is the bad man living?”

She looked up at him again, and this time she nodded.

“And can you tell me when you saw him?”

Margaret smiled. “He comes, sometimes,” she said. “He was here last night.”

“I see,” Beauregard said. “So, the bad man was one of the people who came in with the lights and the cameras?”

She scowled and shook her head. “No,” she said. “He was here before, and he didn’t leave till after.”

Beauregard just watched her for a moment as she turned her attention back to the doll, then reached out and gently touched her arm.

“Margaret, why do the others not know who he is?”

“They never see him,” she said. “I think only I see him.”

“I see. Can you tell me, then, what did he do when he got here?” he asked.

She ignored him for a few seconds, then raised her eyes to look into his own. “He went in the trap room,” she said. “He had to make the trap.” She continued to look at him for a couple of seconds, then closed her eyes and turned away.

“Where is the trap room?” Beauregard asked, but the girl ignored him, making it clear that the interview was over. After a moment, he got up and walked back toward Grace and the rest.

“What is the trap room?” Beauregard asked, but Chatsworth, Judith and Elizabeth all looked at him blankly.

“I don’t know what room she’s referring to,” Chatsworth said. “You must remember that Margaret has her own way of seeing things. She doesn’t think the way others do.”

Beauregard nodded. “She says that she thinks only she can see the bad man. Can you think of any reason that might be true?”

Chatsworth glanced at Judith, then turned back to Beauregard. “I’m not certain,” he said slowly, “but there is a phenomenon that we have observed regarding certain living people. I’m sure you are aware that there are indeed such things as psychic gifts, such as the ability of your living friends to actually communicate with you. This is something that most living people cannot do.”

“Yes, of course.”

“There are other gifts, although I’m not certain that is the appropriate term. There are those among the living who can perceive things over great distances, and others who can see the future. There are those who can capture the thoughts of others and even some who can leave their bodies and enter the plane upon which we exist.”

“I have heard of such things,” Beauregard said. “I myself receive glimpses of the future, or sometimes bits of knowledge about things happening even in the present. They are often without detail, but they are always correct when they are finally discovered.”

Chatsworth looked at him appraisingly. “Fascinating,” he said. “I’ve never heard of one of us having such a gift. In any event, there have been times when events here have unfolded that involved a living person whom it seemed none of us ever saw. I do not understand how that can be, but the fact itself is irrefutable. There have been times when certain parts of the structure of the building have been altered, alterations that are beyond our ability. Only a living person could have accomplished them, but none of us witnessed what was happening.”

Beauregard glanced back at Margaret. “If the dead, like ourselves, can possess gifts like my own, then perhaps Margaret’s is to see those who would normally go unseen. If she could explain to us just who this bad man is, or even give us a valid description, our living friends might be able to determine his identity.” He turned back to Chatsworth. “Can you think of any way we might convince her to do so?”

“Sometimes she responds to Judith; perhaps if we leave the two of them alone for a while, Judith might be able to find out.”

“I’ll try,” Judith said. “But she’s closed off at the moment. It’s going to be a while before I’ll be able to get her to talk again.”

“Well, it’s no wonder,” Grace said. “That poor girl, think of what she’s been through. First, to be locked away by her own parents, that would be traumatic, and then to be brought to a place like this? To have her brains stirred with that sharp implement? Did they ever find out how she died?”

Judith shook her head. “No,” she said. “And strangely enough, I was never able to find any of the resident spirits who had any idea what happened to her.” She made an odd face. “There was one, another girl named Matilda who is no longer here, who told me that she saw Margaret being flung against the walls but there was no one there to do it. I think she was making it up, but I can’t be certain.”

“Very well,” Beauregard said. “Are there any other avenues we need to explore?”

“I’m afraid I can’t think of any,” Chatsworth said. “You’re welcome to stay, of course, or you might come back tomorrow to see if we’ve learned anything more.”

“I understand,” Beauregard said. “I believe we shall return to our friends for now, and come back in the morning. Perhaps the light of day may make our job easier.”

“Oh,” Chatsworth said. “You’re an optimist. We don’t see a lot of those around here.”




Five


Beauregard and Grace walked out of the building, in deference to Chatsworth’s desire to make things look normal for the resident spirits, but they lifted off the ground before they got to the gate again. Getting back to the hotel took only a matter of minutes, and they noticed a few ghosts in the building as they made their way to Sam and Indie’s room. The ghosts did not pay any attention to them, so they only continued on their way. They slid silently through the door into the room, but found it empty.

“They must be talking to the TV guys,” Grace said. “I think they were just down the hall.”

Beauregard closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. “I can hear Ms. Indie,” he said. “This way.” He went back out into the hall and turned to the right, stopping a few doors down and then entering another room.



The entire
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crew was sitting on the two beds in the room, while Sam and Indie were in chairs facing them. They seemed to be simply visiting rather than talking about the case.



“Indie, we’re back,” Grace said, and Indie’s eyes popped open wide.

“They’re back,” Indie said. “Did you find out what happened?”

“We were able to learn that Trooper Emerson’s death was almost certainly not an accident,” Beauregard said. “However, the perpetrator has not yet been identified, nor the method by which the murder was done. It seems that, while there are many like us in that old edifice, the vast majority are still suffering from whatever mental disability they had in life. That makes it very difficult to get sensible answers to any questions. We have enlisted the assistance of a former doctor and nurse who died there and still remain, and we need to return in the morning to see what they have discovered.”

Indie relayed the information to everyone else, and everyone but Sam just stared at her.

“This is so awesome,” Sandy said. “We’ve actually got verifiable ghosts communicating with us.”

“That’s how it looks,” Ichabod said. He shrugged, looking at Sam. “Sorry, man, I’m just a natural skeptic. This is all kind of hard for me to believe.”

“That’s kind of ironic,” Sam said, “coming from a guy who is the host of a program that goes looking for ghosts. What got you started in this job, if you’re not a believer?”

“That’s a long story, but I’ll give you the short version,” Ichabod said. “When I was sixteen, I was struck by lightning. That’s when I lost all the hair on my body, and it never came back. Having no eyebrows or anything, I looked kind of strange to most people so Roger, here, spotted me at a science fiction convention and asked me to join the project. That was three years ago, and we’ve been doing pretty decent so I keep it up.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Sam said. “But let’s get back to the point. From what Indie just said, Beauregard and Mom think there is reason to believe Emerson was murdered. The trick is going to be finding out how and by whom.” He turned to Indie. “Do they have any kind of suspect at all?”

Indie seemed to listen for a moment, then shook her head. “No particular suspect,” she said, “and you’re not going to like the rest of this, but they say it’s possible he actually was attacked by a ghost.”

Sam looked at her for a moment and then shook his head. “No, I don’t like that,” he said. “There’s no way in the world we are ever going to convince the police or a court that he was murdered by a ghost.”

“Oh, man,” Bruce said. “What you’re saying is that I’m screwed, right?”

“No, that’s not what we’re saying,” Sam replied. “Just because we can’t prove who did murder him doesn’t mean we can’t prove that you didn’t. If we don’t come up with a viable, by which I mean living, suspect, then we will put our efforts to proving that you could not have done it. I’m fairly confident that we can find sufficient expert witnesses to say the video demonstrates that you weren’t close enough. Besides, if the man was strangled, that isn’t something that happens in a few seconds. Strangling a man to death can take quite a while.”

“It’d be nice if we knew what the medical examiner had to say about this,” Ichabod said. “They said it would be late today before they’d be able to get a report back, but I don’t think they’re going to give a copy to us.”

Indie grinned as she picked up her laptop, which was sitting on the floor beside her chair. “You might be surprised,” she said. She turned the chair to the table that was standing between her and Sam and set the computer on it, then began tapping on the keyboard. A moment later there was a chime, and Sam grinned.

“Herman find what you sent him after?” he asked.

Indie nodded. “Yep,” she said. “A back door into the local medical examiner’s office, and the official report on the cause of death of Georgia State Trooper William Emerson.” She looked at the monitor for a moment, then her eyes grew wide as she turned it so Sam could see the screen.

“That’s interesting,” Sam said. “Bruce, I don’t suppose you have any history in the Special Forces, do you?”

Bruce’s eyebrows tried to climb over the top of his forehead. “Well, uh—yeah. Twelve years, Army Rangers, but I got drummed out after my knee was hit by shrapnel. It’s okay now, but they said it might give me trouble, so I wasn’t qualified anymore.”

“That’s rough, but it would explain why they’re looking so hard at you. Trooper Emerson’s larynx was crushed. Now, that does basically result in strangulation, but it means that his throat was subjected to enough force to snap and crush the cartilage. That only takes about five pounds per square inch, but that’s actually more than most people can deliver in a single punch, and it’s very difficult to do while the victim is standing. Whoever did this to him knew exactly what they were doing, and your training would make you one of them.”

“Yeah, I know,” Bruce said. “But it doesn’t change the fact I didn’t do it. Had to be someone else, someone who none of us saw.”

He looked around the room. “How about it, Beauregard? Did you run across any professional killer ghosts while you were there? Former Green Berets, maybe?”

“He says he doesn’t know,” Indie said. “It didn’t occur to him to ask that question, but he will make sure to tomorrow morning.”

“I’m sure he will,” Sam said. He turned to Roger and Ichabod. “Who would we need to talk to to get access to the asylum? I want to look at the actual scene of the crime.”

“Probably one of the detectives,” Roger said. “Personally, I’d bet on Levine over Bennett. Bennett just seems to want to hang Bruce and get it over with, but Levine is willing to consider other possibilities.”

“Then that’s who we need to talk to, and first thing in the morning.” He glanced at the clock that was sitting on the nightstand between the beds. “For now, it’s getting late enough that we should get some rest. Let’s meet for breakfast downstairs in the morning, about seven a.m. I want to try to reach the detective as soon as he comes on duty in the morning.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Ichabod said. “We’ll see you then.”

Sam and Indie got up and left the room, walking down the hall toward their own. As soon as they were inside with the door shut, Sam turned to his wife.

“If I know Beauregard,” he said, “he was holding something back while we were down there. Ask him what it is.”

Indie grinned. “He’s already talking,” she said. “Hang on a moment.” She listened for several seconds, then nodded her head. “He says that there’s one ghost who keeps referring to a living person she calls ‘the bad man,’ someone the other ghosts don’t seem to be able to see, who she says is the reason for Emerson’s death. Unfortunately, she hasn’t described what that’s supposed to mean, only saying that the bad man went to the ‘trap room’ and did whatever he did. She also says he was present in the asylum last night when Emerson was killed, but he’s supposedly not one of the people who went in with Ichabod and the crew.”

Sam took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “Well, at least that means we have potential for a suspect who can be arrested. The only real question in my mind is who might have had any kind of motive to murder Emerson.” He looked at her. “I should’ve thought of this sooner, but can you run a background check on everyone who was there?”

Indie nodded. “Give me ten minutes to set Herman up, and he should have something for us by morning.”

“That’ll work,” Sam said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m tired. Go ahead and take care of that, then let’s get some rest and see if we can think about this a little more clearly when the sun comes up.”

“That sounds like a plan to me,” Indie said. “I’m pretty bushed, myself.” She paused for a moment, then grinned. “Your mom says she and Beauregard are going to go exploring around the city. They’ll be back in the morning.”

“That’s fine,” Sam said. “Just tell them not to come back with any new cases—we need to deal with this one.”

Indie chuckled but didn’t say anything. A moment later, both of them were climbing into the bed and cuddling up as they got ready to go to sleep.

Morning came bright and early and Indie woke before Sam. She used the in-room coffeemaker so that they could each have a cup while she checked Herman’s work, and the aroma woke Sam as it was finishing up.

“Mmm,” he said. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, sunshine,” Indie said with a smile. “You ready for some coffee?”

“Yep,” Sam said. “Just as soon as I get out of the bathroom.” He tossed off the covers and walked into the bathroom, and was back a few minutes later. Indie had a cup poured for him and was waiting for him at the table with her computer open in front of her.

Sam took a sip and sighed with delight. “That’s good stuff,” he said. “Okay. So, what did Herman find?”



“Quite a lot, actually,” Indie said. “Let’s start with the video crew. Roger Meeks is forty-seven years old, and has been involved in various Internet video projects for the last several years. He has no criminal record of any kind, but his credit score is so low they don’t even bother to put a number to it. The guy has bill collectors lined up at his door all the time, so
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is his big break. It’s already making more money than all of his previous projects combined, but that isn’t necessarily saying a lot. It’s just barely making enough for the crew to get paychecks, and almost all of the revenue’s coming from advertisers who sponsor the show. According to some of the emails that Herman found, Roger was really counting on the Mayhew Asylum show to bring new advertisers in and increase their revenue.”



“Interesting,” Sam said. “And now that a murder took place while they were streaming live, it’s very likely that their audience is going to grow, which will increase the money they make. If he’s devious enough to think of that, it could conceivably be a motive.”

“Right, so that’s one. Now, Ichabod Lane. This guy’s real name is Bob Olson, and he spent most of his career as an aircraft mechanic. He was telling the truth about getting hit by lightning—there’s plenty of news stories about how he survived it and ended up completely hairless, which definitely makes him look kind of strange. It was Meeks who convinced him that his eerie appearance would lend itself to hosting the show, and the viewers seem to like his personality. Most of the success of the show can probably be credited to him. He’s got no actual criminal record other than a few speeding tickets from years ago, but there were a few violent incidents in his life. It looks like they were mostly cases where he stepped in to help someone, but the guy has some serious fighting skills. He’s never been charged in any of those situations, but there were a few times when he was warned to tone down his temper.”

“Okay. Any history of money troubles, anything like that?”

“Not really. He’s never stayed in one place long enough to put down roots, always moving from job to job until he started working with Meeks. His credit score’s in the mid six hundreds, so it’s not terrible but not really great, either. The only black mark on his record is a single arrest for stealing a car when he was nineteen. He claimed he had bought the car, but the seller never came up with a title; he was prosecuted and convicted, but then a witness turned up who confirmed Ichabod’s story and the case got thrown out. Unfortunately, he spent almost six months in jail before that happened.”

“That would explain his familiarity with the justice system, then.” Sam nodded. “Next?”

“Next we have Bruce Richardson, thirty-five years old. We know that Bruce is the one the police are looking at for the murder, even though there’s no actual evidence that he was close enough to have done Emerson any harm, and we already know that his military career is the reason why. Like he said, Bruce spent twelve years in the Army, Special Forces. He would be quite capable of striking a killing blow if he had a reason, and that, added to the fact that he was the closest person to Emerson when whatever happened took place, just makes the local cops think he has to be their guy. On the other hand, he’s got a clean record and not so much as a blemish on his military career. As far as Herman can tell, there is no connection between him and Emerson whatsoever and he doesn’t own stock in the company, so finding a motive would be pretty rough.”

“Still, it’s easy to see why they seem so focused on him. Who’s next?”

“Danny Milner,” Indie said. “Danny is one of the camera crew, and he’s the youngest of the whole bunch, only twenty-two years old. He has a record as a teenager for drunk driving and a couple of burglaries, but he didn’t do any time. Probation and some slaps on the wrist, but he seems to have straightened up in the last few years. Again, no connection to Emerson, so I don’t think there’s any reason not to rule him out.”

“I can agree with that. Who else?”

“Barry Sanchez is the number-one cameraman for the crew. He’s the one that stays close to Ichabod all the time, making sure to record everything the man says or does. Barry is thirty years old and used to work for a TV news crew in Miami, which is where he grew up. He had a couple of minor drug arrests back then that actually cost him his job, and he got to know Ichabod because they were both on a web forum about ghosts. When Ichabod got the job on this show, he convinced Meeks to hire Barry at the same time. I don’t think there’s anything about him that could lead to a motive to kill Trooper Emerson.”

Sam let out a sigh. “Is that all of them?”

“All but the girl, Sandy,” Indie said. “She’s not quite thirty, and apparently is in a relationship with Ichabod. They met when the show started filming and seem to have just hit it off. They’ve been together for about a year now, and there’s no sign of any kind of criminal record on her part. Again, nothing to connect her to Emerson, so I don’t see any reason to be terribly concerned about her.”

“Okay, what about Emerson and the other troopers? Did you run backgrounds on them?”

“Of course I did,” Indie said, “you shouldn’t even have to ask. Harold Sykes has been with the Georgia Highway Patrol for seventeen years, and his record is pretty good, though he has been written up once for planting evidence. Allen Stevens has been cited for excessive force on three occasions, and was accused of planting evidence a couple of times himself. You know, planting drugs on people so he could make an arrest; the charges were dismissed before they ever got to court, though. As for Emerson, he had some minor disciplinary issues regarding conflicts with other troopers but nothing serious.” She turned to Sam. “I had Herman go through all of his contacts, and he did find one that stands out. It seems Trooper Emerson has been involved with the Mayhew Asylum in the past, when he worked for the properties division of the Georgia state government. He was a building inspector who had to go through the building a few times and make a report on whether it needed to be demolished. He worked with two other people on that job, and one of them still has it.”

“Really?” Sam asked. “Who might that be?”

“His name is Waldo Ramirez, and he’s currently the chief building inspector for the state. He was Emerson’s boss when they worked together, and it was Ramirez who fired him. Apparently they got into some arguments over whether certain buildings were passing inspections or not, and it was likely to cost the state several million dollars if Emerson got his way. Ramirez decided to terminate his employment and that put a stop to his complaints. Emerson joined the Highway Patrol just a few days later, so it may have been a matter of giving him something he wanted to shut him up.”

“We want to know more about Ramirez,” Sam said. “Mom and Beauregard said there was a ghost who talked about somebody who had been there before, a ‘bad man.’ This guy would be in and out of that building from time to time, so there’s a slight possibility he’s the one she was talking about.”

“I’ve already got Herman digging into him,” Indie said. “Don’t worry, Sam, I know the kind of information you go looking for.”

Sam grinned at her and finished his coffee. “You do indeed,” he said. “Any sign of our ghosts yet?”

“I haven’t heard them yet this morning,” she replied. “Grace? Beauregard? Are you guys here?” She listened for a moment, then shook her head. “Nothing yet,” she said.

“Then let’s go get some breakfast,” Sam said. “I’m actually hungry.”

The two of them took care of showers and morning necessities before heading down for breakfast. They found the film crew already at the restaurant, with chairs waiting for them when they arrived. The waitress brought coffee and took their orders, and then the conversations began.

“Well,” Ichabod started, “how are you folks this morning?”

“We’re doing well,” Sam said. “How about all of you?”

“Can’t complain,” Ichabod replied. “And if I did, nobody would pay attention anyway.”

“I would,” Sandy said. Ichabod grinned at her but said nothing.

Sam chuckled politely. “Roger? How are you feeling?”

Roger Meeks looked at him, surprised. “Me? I’m doing fine, I guess.”

“Good, good,” Sam said. “I was just wondering how this situation has affected your viewership.”

“Oh, our audience is picking up pretty rapidly,” Roger said. “We’ve just been running the archived footage from the other night, and it’s had more than two million views.” He turned to Sandy. “Is that still right?”

“Closer to three million, now,” Sandy said. “And we picked up over three hundred thousand subscribers. That more than doubles our original subscribership.”

“How’s that going to affect the advertisers?” Sam asked. “Are they going to be paying more for their ads on your website, now?”

“Yes, in a way,” Sandy said. “It’s set up on a CPM, or cost per thousand impressions, program. For every thousand times their ad is shown, they pay us a flat amount. Because the number of views has been so high, the ads are being shown more so that’s going to increase the invoice they have to pay. On the other hand, it’s prompted several other companies to want to become sponsors. I have two companies from right here in Georgia that want to sponsor the show, and another one from up in New Jersey.”

“So, you guys will be making more money, then, right?” Sam asked. “I’ll bet that doesn’t hurt your feelings.”

“It hurts mine,” Ichabod said. “People can be such ghouls. If that trooper hadn’t fallen and died when he did, we wouldn’t have picked up nearly as many subscribers or views. Now, everybody wants to see the footage of how he just fell dead in a haunted hospital. Personally, I find that disgusting, but I guess business is business.”

“Unfortunately, that’s true,” Sam said. “Of course, there’s no way you could have expected something like this to happen.”

“Of course not,” Roger said. “If we had any idea something like this could happen, I would’ve canceled the whole show. Sponsors and revenue are good, but not at the expense of someone’s life. I just—I guess I’m just practical enough to say that, if it already happened and it isn’t our fault, then there’s no harm in accepting the benefit that comes from it.”

“Of course,” Sam said, “as long as nobody can say you had any way to predict it would happen.”

Bruce, who had been sitting there quietly, suddenly shook his head. “Oh, crap,” he said. “Is that what the cops are thinking? Are they thinking I killed that guy so our ratings would go up?”

“I don’t know what they’re thinking just yet,” Sam said. “I plan to talk with them today and try to find out, but at the moment I’m only speculating. Now that you bring it up, though, they would consider that a possible motive. The trouble is that, since you aren’t the one running the business, they’d have to tie it to Roger or Ichabod.” He grinned. “Neither one of them asked you to kill the guy, did they?”

Bruce looked up, his eyes wide. “No! Absolutely not! Geez, I don’t know if you’re being serious or not, but that isn’t even funny.”

“Relax, Bruce,” Sam said. “That’s just a sample of the kind of questions they may ask you before this is over. It’s going to be important that you don’t let them get you riled when that sort of questioning begins.”

Bruce just shook his head, so Sam turned back to Ichabod and Roger.

“Who do you guys talk to in the governor’s office,” he asked, “the one who got you permission to go into the buildings?”

“I started out with Steve Billingham,” Roger said. “He’s the guy who runs the film office, where you have to go to get permission to shoot movies and stuff, but that building is considered dangerous so it would take special permission. He got me connected with Russell Kincaid, who is a special assistant to the governor. Why?”

“Because I’d like to see exactly where Trooper Emerson died,” Sam said. “I want to look at the scene, see if I can find anything that might have contributed to his death.”

“I can call Kincaid,” Roger said, “but I actually have my doubts they’re going to let us go back in there. He’s kind of a strange bird, to be honest. Older man, and probably spent most of his career in some kind of civil work. I had to go and meet with him before he would give us permission, and—look, I know I’m not much to look at, but this guy was freaking ugly. Ugly, and with the biggest hands I’ve ever seen. I went to shake with him and my hand vanished inside his.”

“No, don’t call him, let me handle it,” Sam said. “Also, do you guys have an attorney around here?”

Roger and Ichabod looked at one another, then Roger turned back to Sam. “No,” he said. “Do you actually think we need one?”

“I think it’s a definite possibility. Considering the fact that you were all present when Emerson died, the local police have to consider you all as suspects. An attorney can be with you during questioning, so that you know what to answer and when to be quiet. It would also give me a little more credibility, because I would be working with the attorney to establish your innocence. That would make it harder for this Mr. Kincaid to refuse anything I ask.”

Roger let out a sigh. “Okay, I’ll get one this morning. I just hope I can find a good one on short notice.”

“At the moment, just get anybody you can,” Sam said. “If it turns out you need somebody better down the road, you can always upgrade. I just need somebody with a law license to be my official client.”

Roger nodded. “Okay, one cheap-ass lawyer coming up.”

Indie put a hand on Sam’s arm. “They’re here,” she said softly.

Sandy’s eyes went wide. “The ghosts? They’re here now?”

Indie nodded. “Yes, they went out sightseeing last night. Beauregard says they found a Civil War museum and spent the night looking at all the exhibits.”

“I’ll bet Mom enjoyed that,” Sam said.

Indie chuckled. “She says she did. She says it was interesting seeing some of the things Beauregard had to live with back then.”

“You really can hear them?” Sandy asked. “I mean, like, just the way you can hear us?”

“Well, it seems like it,” Indie said, “but when I really think about it, I don’t think it’s coming through my ears. I guess I’m hearing them inside my head. Does that make any sense?”

“I think it does,” Ichabod said. “It’s kind of like the electronic voice phenomenon, when we use digital recorders to pick up voices. We can’t hear them while we’re recording, but the impulses still end up in the recording when we play it back. Some of that is just static that sounds a little like somebody talking, but there’s plenty of evidence that a lot of EVP is actually real. Maybe there’s just something in your brain that is attuned to whatever frequency they communicate in.”

“That might make sense,” Indie said. “It’s just that I’m still getting used to it.”

“Let’s get back on topic,” Sam said. “The first order of business is for Roger to find an attorney, and then I’m going to contact Mr. Kincaid about getting inside the building. Meanwhile, I’m going to ask Mom and Beauregard to go back to the asylum and see if they can learn anything more. There’s a building inspector named Waldo Ramirez who probably goes into that building from time to time. I want to know if any of the ghosts are familiar with him.”

Indie’s face went blank for a couple of seconds, then she nodded. “Beauregard says they’re on the way,” she said. “They’ll report back as soon as they know something.”

“Okay, then,” Sam said. “As soon as we finish breakfast, we need to get busy.”

It only took a short time for them to finish up, and then they all headed back upstairs. Roger said he would let Sam know as soon as he had retained an attorney, and they all went to their rooms.

Indie sat down at the table and looked at her computer monitor. Sam pulled one of the chairs around beside her as she began clicking links that were visible on the screen.

“This is Ramirez,” she said, as a photo appeared on the screen. It showed a swarthy man who appeared to be in his mid-fifties, smiling into the camera. “Looks like your typical bureaucrat, right?”

Sam shrugged. “I suppose so,” he said. “How much do we know about him?”

Indie clicked another link. “Waldo Ramirez was born and raised here in Atlanta, and he’s fifty-six years old. He has no criminal record of any kind, but he’s been married and divorced four times. All four of his ex-wives cited mental and emotional cruelty as the reasons for divorce, so he’s probably got a temper. Credit score’s pretty high, so he’s likely doing pretty well for himself.” She clicked another link. “Quite well, actually,” she said, her eyes wide. “He must be making some good investments, because he’s got over two million dollars in various bank accounts. I doubt he’s making that kind of money on a government salary.”

She clicked another link. “He’s got a couple thousand friends on Facebook, but he isn’t real active on it. Probably one of those guys who accepts every friend request he gets, just to keep his friends list growing. He’s been working for the state for over twenty years, and before that he was in a lot of different jobs.”

She suddenly blinked. “Sam, get this,” she said. “His mother is still living, and still working as a medium. She claims to be able to contact the dead for people, and Waldo has worked with her on various occasions. In his twenties, he went on the carnival circuit with her for almost two years, claiming to be a medium himself.”

“That’s interesting,” Sam said, leaning toward the monitor. “Is there any kind of indication whether they might actually be for real?”

“I don’t see much on him,” she said, “but Juanita Ramirez, his mother, is quite popular with a lot of people around the city. She’s got her own Facebook page, and look at the testimonials. People swear that she’s told them where to find things that were lost, things that only a deceased loved one knew the location of, and that she’s been able to give them important answers that proved to be correct.” She turned to look at Sam. “If Mom and I can hear ghosts, then I guess it makes sense that there are other people who can.”

“But you guys can only hear these two,” Sam said. “This woman apparently claims to be able to contact and communicate with any ghost. You seem to have inherited your ability from your mom, so it’s not that big a stretch to wonder if Waldo inherited his mother’s.”

“Now I wish your mom and Beauregard were here,” Indie said. “If Ramirez is able to hear ghosts, then there’s no way he could be unaware of how many are in that asylum, right?”

“Assuming he’s actually been in the building, I’d have to say you’re probably right,” Sam said. “I’m just not sure how that would fit into our case, but something in my gut says that it does.”

“Then we need to have your mom and Beauregard check him out as soon as possible. The ghost that talked about the ‘bad man’ said she was the only one who could see him. Could it be possible that someone with the abilities of a medium might be able to conceal himself from ghosts?”

“We don’t know enough about how these abilities work to even make a guess,” Sam said. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of such a thing in stories, but it would make sense that if anybody could do that, it would probably be someone who was capable of seeing or hearing a ghost. Whatever the case, Mr. Ramirez has just become a person of interest as far as I’m concerned.”

“Yeah, no kidding. And if he is the bad man the ghost talks about, then we need to find out all we can about him and this trap room. That phrase keeps coming back to mind, the trap room; I keep wondering what it could mean, and how it could be connected to Emerson’s death.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Me, too.”




Six


Beauregard and Grace arrived at the asylum a short time later, and settled onto the ground outside. They paused there, because there were several vehicles in the parking area in front of the building. Some of them were police cars and others were unmarked, and a large van was parked right in front of the doors, which were open.

“This may be fortuitous,” Beauregard said. “The police seem to be examining the scene of the crime. Perhaps we can find out a bit of what they know, or at least what they suspect.”

“Well, not standing out here, we can’t,” Grace said. “Come on, let’s get in there.”

They entered the building through the open doors and made their way to where Emerson had fallen. Several uniformed policemen were standing in the day room while crime scene technicians were examining the floor and the stairwell.

“Hello, again,” they heard, and turned to find Lawrence Dunstan floating toward them. “Did you come to watch all the excitement?”

“Excitement?” Beauregard asked. “What do you mean?”

“All the liveys,” Dunstan said. “They’re all upset about the guy who died the other night. I haven’t seen this many of them in here for years and years.”

“Indeed,” Beauregard said. “Do other ‘liveys’ come here often?”

“No, hardly ever,” Dunstan said. “That’s why I like to watch them. Most of them are scared to death, it’s really funny.”

“What other liveys come here?” Grace asked. “There must be some, if you like watching so much.”

“There’s a few who come every once in a while,” Dunstan said. “Like, a couple times every year some people come just to walk through the building and see if it’s still standing, but usually it’s teenagers who break in to see if the place is really haunted.” He giggled. “We like to put on a show for them when that happens. That’s a lot of fun, watching them start screaming and running around like idiots.”

“That sounds cruel,” Grace said. “Why do you like to scare people?”

“Well, that’s why they come here,” Dunstan said. “They want to get scared, so we just play along. It isn’t like we hurt them or anything.” He looked away. “Not usually, anyway.”

“Not usually?” Beauregard asked. “What does that mean, Mr. Dunstan?”

“Nothing,” Dunstan said. “It doesn’t mean nothing.”

Grace stepped closer to him. “You said you usually don’t hurt them,” she said. “That means that some of them got hurt, right?”

“Yeah, well, only a couple,” Dunstan said, avoiding her gaze. “It wasn’t my fault, it just—it just sort of happened.”

“What happened?” Grace asked. “Tell us, it could be important.”

Dunstan shrugged and made a face. “Okay, fine,” he said. “A couple times, some of the guys got a little carried away, and a couple people got hurt. Most of them got out, so I guess they were okay. There was only the one that never got away.”

“Do you mean one of them died here?” Grace asked, her face aghast. “Dunstan, tell us about it, now.”

“Okay, okay. It was about ten or fifteen years ago, I don’t really know for sure. A bunch of teenagers, about ten of them, broke in through the kitchens and started running around the place acting like idiots. There were a bunch of boys and a couple of girls, and they all acted like they were just about crazy or something. Some of the boys kept calling for the ghosts to come out, so some of us decided to have some fun. We started moving stuff around and making noises, just stuff to scare them a little bit, you know? And we could tell it was working, even though they kept acting like they were crazy, and finally they all went up the stairs. They kept running around and yelling and acting stupid, and then some of the boys went up on the third floor. I don’t like it up there, so I didn’t go, but a bunch of the others did. I guess those boys got even crazier, because some of the ghosts up there got pissed off, and they started throwing things. One of the boys got hit by something and he fell down the stairs.”

“And he died?” Beauregard asked softly.

“Yeah, he died. I mean, like, all of a sudden he was dead. I guess it broke his neck or something, but the rest of them all quit acting stupid and then they really got scared. They left him where he was and grabbed the rest and they all took off out of here. It was only a few months later when one of the people who come to look the building over found what was left of him.”

“Is he still here?” Grace asked. “His ghost, I mean?”

“Oh, yeah,” Dunstan said. “After he figured out what happened, he thought it was all pretty funny. He hangs out on the second floor most of the time, but he loves to mess with the liveys.”

Grace shook her head. “That’s terrible,” she said. “His family must’ve been worried sick about him, not knowing what had happened.”

“I don’t know about that,” Dunstan said. “He always said that nobody cared what happened to him.”

“Well, I’d like to talk to him,” Grace said. “What’s his name?”

“His name? I don’t know, let me think. I think it was Robbie, or maybe Robin. Something like that, anyway.”

“Hey, Bennett?” called a voice, and all three ghosts turned to look in that direction. It was one of the forensic investigators who was standing near the bottom of the stairs. He was looking at another man, who came toward him. “You might want to see this,” the technician said.

Detective Bennett leaned into the stairwell and looked where the technician was pointing at the wall, and Beauregard hurried to look over his shoulder. “What the heck is that?” Bennett asked.

“That is a bloodstain,” the technician said. “And it’s fresh. I don’t know why it wasn’t seen during the first forensic review, but I would guess that it’s from the night when Trooper Emerson died.”

“Was it his?” Bennett asked. “As far as I know, there were no marks on the body other than around his throat. He wasn’t bleeding anywhere the best I recall.”

“I don’t know whose it is,” the technician replied, “but I’m going to take it for analysis. If it’s his, we will know it later today. If not, then we need to find out whose it is.”

Bennett nodded. “Yeah, and how it fits in. Could be from one of those ghost hunter guys, too.”

The detective stepped back as the technician scraped the sample from the wall into a small envelope, which he sealed and put into a pocket of his jacket. Beauregard watched, then turned back to Dunstan.

“Did you see any sign that any of the people here that night were scratched or bleeding?” he asked.

“The liveys? Not that I saw, no.”

“Beauregard?” Grace asked. “What are you thinking?”

“That fresh blood in a place like this is simply another mystery. Dunstan, have you seen Doctor Chatsworth this morning?”

“Not me,” Dunstan replied. “I’ve been down here since these guys showed up early this morning. You ought to check the second floor, that’s where he usually stays.”

“Indeed,” Beauregard said. He started up the stairs with Grace right behind him.

“Where are we going?” Grace asked.

“In search of Chatsworth and Judith,” Beauregard said. “I hope they might’ve had some success in learning how we might identify the bad man.”

“Okay,” Grace said. “You can handle that. I’m going to see if I can find this boy Robbie. If he was actually killed by a ghost, we need to know about it.”

“I can agree. If there are spirits here that can inflict such harm, we need to be certain of it. Perhaps by working with Samuel, we might convince the authorities to seal this place permanently.”

“I doubt that,” Grace said. “And even if you did, there will always be the daredevils who will break in, either to prove their own courage or to try to see a ghost. We don’t need more young people ending up like Robbie, but I don’t really know of any way to prevent it.”

“Nor do I. Perhaps this is something else we should ask the good doctor.”

They reached the second floor. “All right, you go find the doctor and his nurse, and I’ll see if I can locate Robbie. I’ll meet up with you when I’m done.” Grace turned and started down the hall, looking for any of the ghosts who might appear talkative.

Beauregard watched her for a second, then turned in the opposite direction. He had gone only a short distance when he spied Judith coming out of one of the rooms.

“Ms. Judith,” he said. “I have been looking for you.”

Judith smiled at him. “Lieutenant Beauregard,” she said. “Hello.”

“Good morning,” Beauregard said. “And I am only Beauregard, please. The former rank I held in the Confederate Army means nothing today.”

“Oh, I disagree,” Judith said. “I was descended from a Confederate officer, and those of us here in the South still honor what our soldiers achieved.”

“I understand, but the modern world today sees the Confederacy as something evil, regarding it as nothing but a defense of slavery.”

“Then I guess I was lucky I died before that attitude came about. I’m afraid I might have had things to say about that.” She grinned. “But that’s not what you came to talk about, is it?”

“This is true. I’m hoping you might have had some success with Ms. Margaret.”

Her grin turned rueful. “Not so far, I’m afraid,” she said. “The only thing I got her to tell me was about the trap room. It turns out that it’s the old maintenance room down in the basement. It’s where the janitors and maintenance people used to keep their tools and equipment, but I’ve been down there and I can’t see why she calls it a trap room.”

“Indeed. Perhaps you could show it to me?”

“Certainly, just follow me.”

Beauregard started to follow her toward the stairs again, then stopped. “Before we go,” he said, “would you know a young fellow named Robbie? I understand he was one of some youths who broke into the place once and met his demise here.”

“Robbie? Oh, you must mean Robin. Yes, he’s usually with some of our younger patients. Do you need to see him?”

“Yes, if it is convenient,” Beauregard said. “Ms. Grace would like to speak with him, and she’s gone looking for him now.”

“Oh, then let’s go.” She started off again, headed in the direction Grace had gone earlier. It took only a moment to find her, and she had already located Robin.

“Beauregard,” she said excitedly. “This is Robin. He’s the young man Dunstan told us about.”

Beauregard looked at the ghost of the young man. “Indeed,” he said. “It is a pleasure to meet you, young sir. I understand that you came about your transition to this plane at the hand of one of the spirits here?”

Robin smiled at him. “Sure did, Pops,” he said. “And I probably had it coming. I was a pretty bad kid, to tell the truth.”

Beauregard’s eyes went wide. “Really? So bad you believe you deserved to die?”

Robin shrugged. “Woulda happened sooner or later, anyway,” he said. “Like I said, I was pretty bad. Most of that was probably because I was scared, that’s what Doctor Chatsworth says, but things have been better for me since I got here.”

“How intriguing,” Beauregard said. “Most people, I believe, are less than pleased to find themselves in our condition.”

Robin shrugged once more. “They probably had things better than I did, then,” he said. “It’s not that bad a life, being dead.”

“Isn’t that amazing?” Grace asked. “I was afraid he was going to be all miserable and unhappy, but he’s actually pretty well-adjusted, I think, don’t you?”

“I would certainly say so,” Beauregard said. “However, Ms. Judith has learned something about the trap room. She was just about to show it to me, and I thought you might like to come along.” He winked at her.

Grace looked at him for a couple of seconds, her face registering confusion, then broke into a smile. “Of course,” she said. “Let’s go.”

Judith suddenly had a grin of her own, but she said nothing as she turned and led them back to the stairs. They followed her down to the day room, then through the hallways to another stairwell leading downward. A short time later, they found themselves in the basement of the building, and there were several rooms branching off of the central hallway.

“This was the maintenance room,” Judith said, leading them into one particular area. The door was closed, but they simply stepped through it as if it wasn’t there. There were several workbenches and a number of large cages, where cleaning supplies were gradually rotting away.

“Oh my goodness,” Grace said, looking at the cages. “Did they keep inmates in those things?”

Judith followed her gaze and then smiled. “Oh, no,” she said. “Those cages were for locking up supplies. Some of the residents here would use absolutely anything as a weapon if they could get their hands on it. It always just seemed safer to keep mops and such locked away when they weren’t being used.”

“That was probably wise,” Beauregard said. Grace nodded, grinning slightly in embarrassment at her assumption.

Beauregard returned to looking around the room. There were a few tools lying about, but what caught his attention was a newer-style toolbox sitting on one of the benches.

He walked up close and looked at it. The top was opened, and he could see that the top layer held screwdrivers and a socket set. All of them were relatively new, not rusted like the other tools scattered about.

“It appears that Ms. Margaret was correct,” he said. “Someone has been coming down here to do some sort of work.”

“But why would anybody want to make traps in a place that only has ghosts?” Grace asked. “Or has he found some way to trap a ghost, do you think?”

“I don’t know of any way to trap one of us, beyond what seems to happen at the moment of death. Most of us find ourselves confined to a particular place for a time, at least, but it’s something that appears to be part of our existence, rather than any contrivance.”

“I agree,” Judith said. “I don’t think there’s any way for the living to physically trap us. Back when I was alive, I heard about things like exorcisms, but I’ve never seen any proof that they actually happen.”

“Nor have I. The only things I’ve ever seen that could affect one of our kind are those dark ones that come sometimes shortly after death. I’ve seen newly dead spirits try to flee from them, but they never do escape.”

“Yes, we’ve seen that here on several occasions,” Judith said. “And yet, there were a number of times I expected them to show up when one of our worst patients died, but they didn’t.”

“This does not surprise me,” Beauregard said. “I believe that our final destination is something that is decided by the Divine. I’ve seen some very evil men die and still be offered the light, rather than the darkness.”

“Yes, so have we,” Judith said. “Sometimes it’s very hard to understand.”

Beauregard nodded. “So, why does Ms. Margaret refer to this as the trap room? Something about this is not making sense to me. What kind of trap could the bad man be making here, and for what reason?”

“Maybe the trap isn’t for ghosts,” Grace said. “What if it was for Emerson? I mean, we’re looking for a killer, right? We haven’t found anything to indicate that a ghost was involved, so maybe Margaret is right and it was the bad man.”

“This does raise a possibility,” Beauregard said. “The fact that there was blood on the wall in the stairwell doesn’t fit with him simply choking. Where could that blood have come from?”

“Well, the CSI said they were going to check to see if it was Emerson’s blood,” Grace said. “You know Indie can find out the results as soon as they do. Maybe it’s time we take this back to Sam?”

“I believe you may be correct. However, I would like to speak with Doctor Chatsworth before we leave. Judith, would you know where to find him?”

“Certainly,” she said. “He’s on the third floor today. Come with me, I’ll show you where he’s at.”

They went back up the stairs and all the way to the third floor, where Chatsworth was surrounded by several other ghosts. He saw them as they came out of the stairway and excused himself, coming directly to Beauregard.

“Mr. Beauregard, it’s good to see you,” he said. “Have you learned anything further?”

“Margaret told Ms. Judith about the trap room,” Beauregard said, “and she took us down to the basement to see it. I confess I’m confused about what the bad man might be doing there, but I see that he has brought along some tools. I don’t suppose you might have any idea what kind of traps he might build?”

“No, I certainly wouldn’t,” Chatsworth said. “To be honest, nothing she says about the bad man makes any sense to me. I cannot fathom what he could possibly want with much of anything in this place.”

“We are working on the theory that he may have been involved in the death of Trooper Emerson,” Beauregard said. “The police found a small trace of blood in the stairwell, just near the point where Emerson was when he began to fall backward. If it turns out to be his blood, then it’s possible that some sort of device was used to injure him and cause the fall.”

Chatsworth looked doubtful. “I would think it would take something fairly severe to do that. Was there any sign of a device in the stairwell?”

“None that I’m aware of. We shall be returning to our friends to share what information we learned with them, but I’m certain that we will be back before this is over. Please continue to consider any possibilities that might help us.”

“Of course we will,” Judith said. “We’re not sure what would happen if this building were to be demolished, but it’s been home to so many of us for so long that we would hate to see that take place. I’m personally afraid that this death may be the one that leads to that eventuality.”

“I can see the reasoning for your concern,” Beauregard said. “I wish I could give you some reassurance that the building will remain, but I’m sure that is going to be beyond anything we might do.”

“In that case,” Chatsworth said, “we will simply look forward to your next visit. Good luck, Mr. Beauregard, and Godspeed.”

“One more thing, if I may,” Beauregard said. “Would you happen to know, Doctor, if any of the patients here were ever involved in professional murder, or if they might have had specific training in killing techniques?”

Chatsworth suddenly seemed guarded. “May I ask why it would matter?”

“It seems that Trooper Emerson suffered a crushed larynx, such as might be caused by a blow to the throat. That sort of blow is not something easily accomplished except by those who have been trained in how to do it properly. Since we have not yet discovered a living person who might have killed him, we are forced to consider the possibility that it was in fact one of the inmates here. Hence my question.”

“Julian,” Judith said, “tell him.”

Chatsworth appeared to sigh. “The only one of our resident spirits who could fit that description would be Albert Roland, but I can’t imagine why he would do such a thing. Albert has been quite content with his current existence, and has not displayed any sign of violence in several years.”

“Indeed?” Beauregard asked. “W ell, I believe we should speak with him in any case before we leave.”

“Very well,” Chatsworth said. “We’ll find him in the library, most likely. He enjoys reading.”

Once again they returned to the ground floor, and Chatsworth led them through the day room and into what had once been the library of the institution. It was surprisingly neat, and while there were only a few hundred books remaining out of the thousands that must once have been there, they were neatly arranged on the shelves.

Three of the spirits were present, and each of them was sitting on air near a table. On each of the tables, a book lay open, and Grace was surprised when one of the ghosts reached out and, with some difficulty, managed to turn the page.

“How do they turn the pages?” she asked. “I can’t even make a feather move, most of the time.”

Judith grinned at her. “Remember what I said about emotions? The more frustrated they get trying to turn the page, the easier it becomes to do.”

Grace’s eyes were wide. “I’ll have to remember that,” she said.

Chatsworth led them to one of the tables where a large man seemed to be engrossed in a book.

“Albert,” he said, “these visitors would like to speak to you. This is Beauregard and Grace, and they are interested in determining what happened to the man who died here the night before last.”

“Are they now,” Albert said, looking up at Beauregard. “A Confederate? How quaint. How can I help you, sir?”

“I hope you’ll accept my apology for intruding on your reading,” Beauregard said, “but I’m given to understand that you have some history in violence. A professional killer at one time, perhaps?”

Albert laughed, a wide smile appearing on his face. “Some would say so,” he said. “I was actually in the service of the OSS before my breakdown. It was necessary for me to employ certain tactics from time to time, I will confess, but I never considered myself professional. However, the fact that you have asked the question tells me that the unfortunate living soul must have met with a particular type of end. He was murdered, do you think?”

“I’m afraid there is little doubt. While he fell down the stairs, that is unlikely to cause the injury that was discovered in his autopsy. The man suffered a crushed larynx, and there were the marks of hands upon his throat.”

“Ah, I see. That is indeed the mark of an assassin. However, I’m afraid I am not the culprit. I tend to spend most of my time here, reading, but when the living come in I tend to retire.”

“So, you did not see the people who came in that night?”

“Oh, I did see them,” Albert said. “However, as I said I tend to retire from their presence. Ingrid was here with me, and we decided to go to her room when the commotion began.”

“Why do you hide from the living people?” Grace asked. “What is it about them you want to avoid?”

Albert smiled at her. “When I first came here, still among the living myself, of course, I was quite insane. I understand that it was not uncommon for me to lash out at anyone who drew near, and I seriously injured a few of the staff. When I began to respond to the treatments I was given, it became a habit for me to avoid the staff members as much as I could. Since my demise, I have come to understand myself far more fully than I did at that time, but the habit of avoiding authority has become ingrained in me. Since I am no longer among the living, I tend to see them as somehow superior, and it’s easier to just avoid them than accept their presence.” He shrugged. “That likely makes little sense to you, but it’s the only reason I can find for my reluctance to be around them.”

“I actually agree with him,” Chatsworth said. “Albert tends to become irritated with those of our kind here who enjoy teasing and frightening the living visitors. He has often said that they were only going to bring trouble down upon us.”

“I see,” Beauregard said. “And Ms. Ingrid would confirm what you’ve told us?”

“Of course I do,” said a woman at another table. “Albert and I usually go off together when the living come in.”

“Then I thank you both for your time,” Beauregard said, “and I shall leave you to your reading.”

He took hold of Grace’s hand and led her out of the building. When they were outside and away from the building itself, she looked at him.

“Did you get the feeling there was something fishy about Albert?” she asked.

“Fishy? I saw no reason to doubt his word, particularly after it was confirmed by the lady. Why?”

“I don’t know,” Grace said. “I just got the feeling he wasn’t telling us everything.”

“Then we shall bear that in mind. For now, however, we should report back to Samuel.”

They lifted off the ground and flew toward the hotel once more.

* * *

Sam was on the phone when the two ghosts entered their hotel room, and they remained quiet while he was on the call.

“Mr. Kincaid, it’s very important that I get a chance to look at the scene,” he was saying. “My client, Attorney John Marshall, is representing the video crew that was present at the time, and it appears that the police suspect one or more of them of being complicit in Emerson’s death. I’ve been retained as a consultant on this case, and I need access to the building in order to help them prepare a defense.”

Sam had the phone on speaker so that Indie could hear Kincaid, as well. “I’m afraid that’s not going to happen anytime soon, Mr. Prichard,” Kincaid said. “The situation is rather precarious, as I’m sure you can imagine. Perhaps we could revisit this possibility in a few weeks, but there’s no way I’m going to agree to it this soon. I mean, the police have only just begun their investigation, so I’m not going to allow anything that might interfere with that.”

“Mr. Kincaid, I’m afraid that’s not acceptable. Building a proper defense means having timely information, not giving the state an opportunity to clean up or modify the crime scene to fit the narrative they want to present. I need access to that building, and I need it today.”

“Mr. Prichard, I know who you are,” Kincaid said after a short pause. “I actually have a great deal of respect for you, especially for the work you’ve done for the government over the years, but that doesn’t change the fact that…”

“Let me be clear, Mr. Kincaid,” Sam cut him off. “Are you going to force me to get a warrant? Because, if you do, I’m going to make it a federal warrant, and I’m quite certain I will find things that might interest various government agencies that oversee state-owned abandoned buildings. How much would you like to bet I can find evidence that the state properties office has failed to keep that building secure enough to avoid people being injured inside it? I’m sure you know how people respond to allegedly haunted old buildings; teenagers in particular are bad about breaking into such places, and I would bet I can find proof that someone has been injured there at one time or another. Since it seems your job is to oversee that department, I’d say it’s a pretty safe bet you’ll be the one all the crap will roll downhill onto.”

Kincaid let out a sigh. “And, there it is. You are every bit as tenacious as your reputation suggests. Okay, tell you what I’ll do. I’ll go ahead and authorize your entry into the building at two o’clock this afternoon. I’m going to arrange for the two troopers who were there with Emerson when he died to be your escorts. Just do me a big favor and don’t get yourself killed while you’re there, all right?”

Sam smiled. “That’ll be perfect,” he said. “I’ll be there on time.”

He ended the call and looked at Indie with a big smile. “All set,” he said. “And I got the added bonus that the two state troopers who were there at the time will meet us at the building to let us in. That means I will get the chance to question them at the same time.”

“That’s great,” she said. “Now we just…” Her eyes went wide. “Okay, your mom and Beauregard are back. Beauregard says they have some things to report.”

Sam instinctively looked around the room for a second, then turned back to his wife. “Tell them to go ahead,” he said. “Relay for me.”

“Okay, here goes. The ghost they were talking to about the bad man had told them about a place she called ‘the trap room.’ Another ghost, the nurse, found out that it was the old maintenance room in the basement of the building and took them down there. Beauregard found a toolbox, one that was fairly new and full of tools, but didn’t see any sign of what the bad man might be doing there. He didn’t see anything that looked like a project he was working on, nothing like that.” She paused for a second to listen. “The police forensic team found a small spot of blood that was apparently pretty fresh on one wall of the stairwell, just about where Emerson was when he started to fall backward. They were going to check to see if it was his blood, but there were apparently no wounds reported on his body. Beauregard is wondering if the bad man made some sort of device that might have caused a very small injury and made Emerson fall backward, but he can’t imagine what it might be.”

“Hmmm,” Sam said. “Neither can I. Still, we need to know if the blood turns out to belong to Emerson, and we might as well get the full autopsy report while we’re at it. If there was any kind of wound or injury, the medical examiner should’ve found it.”

“Right,” Indie said. “I’ll put Herman on that right now. In the meantime, your mother says they ran across something else. There was a teenage boy named Robin who died in the building some years ago, when kids broke in on a dare. It turns out that he was actually killed by the ghosts on the third floor, but she got a chance to talk to him and he said—wait, seriously? Okay, he said that his life as a ghost is so much better than his life as a human that he’s glad it happened.”

Sam looked at her for a couple of seconds. “Okay,” he said slowly. “That explains why Kincaid didn’t want me to go poking around the place with any federal agents. I just wonder, though, is it somehow relevant to this case?”

Indie’s eyes bounced around for a second as she listened again, but then she shook her head. “Probably not, according to Beauregard. Just something that your mother apparently got upset about.” She cocked her head as if listening for a moment, then looked up at Sam again. “As for your question about any ghosts who might have been serious professional killers, it turns out there is one. There is a ghost there who was once part of the, what was that? The OSS?”

“The OSS,” Sam said, “was the precursor to the CIA. Spies, that kinda stuff.”

“Okay, well, this guy was apparently one of their agents, but he had a nervous breakdown. Beauregard says he has an alibi, but your mom says she doesn’t trust him. She thinks there’s something not right about the guy.”

“Okay, then, I’ll bear that in mind but unless it somehow becomes connected, I don’t want to spend too much time on it. Now, let’s tell them about Ramirez. You want to do the honors?”

Indie nodded. “Sure, no problem,” she said, then cleared her throat. “Grace, Beauregard, we have something that needs your special touches. The chief building inspector for the state is a man named Waldo Ramirez. We learned that his mother is a professional medium, and she’s still working today here in the Atlanta area. Her name is Juanita Ramirez, and she claims to be able to contact any ghost. Now, the interesting thing is that Waldo, her son, used to work with her doing the same thing on the carnival circuit. People apparently swear by their ability, although Waldo hasn’t worked at it professionally in many years. We need you to find out if he has real ability, because he goes in and out of that building a couple times a year. If he’s for real, he’d almost have to be aware of the ghosts that are there. We don’t know for sure where this might fit in, but right now he’s our best possible suspect for the bad man. If we can tell you how to get to his office, do you think you can go and check him out?”

“I’m certain we can,” Beauregard said. “If he is sensitive to our kind, we should be able to make him aware of us and gauge his reaction.”

Indie looked at Sam. “Beauregard says they can do it,” she said. “Okay, can you see my computer screen? This is a photo of Mr. Ramirez, so you know him when you find him. Now, let me show you a map of Atlanta, showing the route from our hotel to his office. Can you follow that?”

“Sure we can,” Grace said. “Do you know if he’ll be in his office today?”

“Good point,” Indie said. “Your mom wants to know if he’ll be in his office.”

“I’ll tell you in a moment,” Sam said. He googled the number for the state building inspector’s office and dialed it quickly, then smiled into the phone a moment later. “Hello,” he said. “My name is Sam Prichard, and I’m an investigative consultant for Attorney John Marshall. I’d like to speak with Waldo Ramirez, please.”

Sam waited for a moment, and then he smiled into the phone again. “Yes,” he said. “I was wondering if Mr. Ramirez might be available today. I’d like to make an appointment to speak with him.” He listened for a few seconds, then nodded. “All right, but he will be in the office all day today? I may need to send some paperwork over, and it would be very important that he see it as soon as possible.” Another pause, and then he smiled one more time. “That will be fine,” he said. “Thank you so very much.”

He ended the call. “Ramirez will be in his office for another two hours this morning, and then he has a lunch appointment. He should be back by one thirty if you miss him this morning.”

“Please tell Samuel,” Beauregard said, “that we will report back as soon as we can. We will be leaving now.”

“Wait a moment,” Indie said. “Sam and the video crew will be back at the asylum today at two. Some of the troopers who were there the other night are going to meet them and let them in.”

“Very good,” Beauregard said. “Will you be there as well?”

“Me? Yes, I’ll be going along.”

“Very good. That will make it possible for us to provide Samuel with information we may learn while we are there.”

“You guys be careful,” Grace said. “There’s something really fishy going on in that building.”

Indie nodded gravely. “Yes,” she said. “We feel the same way.”

A moment later, Indie turned to Sam. “I think they’re gone,” she said. “What’s next?”

“Let’s get Ichabod and the gang down here,” Sam said. “I want to see their reactions once we tell them we’re going back into that building. That’ll give me some insight into whether any of them actually were involved or not.”

Indie picked up the room phone and punched a couple of numbers. “Ichabod? It’s Indie. We need all of you guys to come to our room, please.” She listened to his reply and nodded at Sam as she hung up. “They’ll be here in a moment.”

There was a knock on the door less than a minute later and Sam opened it to find Ichabod and Sandy standing there, with the rest of the crew coming down the hall. Everyone filed inside and took seats on the beds, then looked at Sam.

“A couple of updates,” Sam said. “First off, our private ghost patrol reported in, and they found the place the one ghost had called ‘the trap room.’ It’s the old maintenance room from when the place was operating, and Beauregard said he found what looks like a new toolbox down there. We don’t know what the so-called bad man might be doing there, but it’s a relevant bit of information.”

“If it’s called a trap room,” Roger said, “then it stands to reason somebody is making some sort of traps down there. Are they trying to trap the ghosts, maybe?”

“Calm down, Ghostbuster,” Ichabod said. “I don’t think anybody has actually invented the ghost trap, yet.”

There were a couple of chuckles. “We don’t know,” Sam said. “I plan to take a look at it this afternoon, when we all go back into the building at two o’clock.”

All of them looked surprised, but Sam was watching for other reactions. The only one who seemed reluctant to return to the building was Bruce, but Sam figured that was understandable since he was the one the police were focusing on. Everyone else actually seemed a bit excited about the prospect.

“Roger, your attorney has agreed to work with me,” Sam said, “so I was able to convince the governor’s office that it’s necessary for me to look the scene over. They’re sending a couple of the same troopers who were with you all the other night to let us in.”

“Good,” Ichabod said. “You might want to talk to them, as well, Sam. I don’t think any of them really believed Bruce had anything to do with this.”

“I was planning to,” Sam said. “Now, something else. We don’t know for sure if it’s going to be important or not, but it turns out that the state senior building inspector, Waldo Ramirez, used to work with his mother who claims to be a medium. Years ago, he went with her on the carnival circuit and it seems they both made quite an impression on people. It’s possible he truly does have the ability to hear or communicate with ghosts, which would mean he has to be aware of the ghosts that are present in that building. Mom and Beauregard have gone to check him out and find out if he’s for real. They should be able to get back to us before we actually go into the building.”

“Why would that be relevant?” Ichabod asked. “He wasn’t with us the other night.”

“We’re trying to identify the bad man, the one the ghost girl spoke of. According to her, the bad man was there and had something to do with Emerson’s death. As it stands right now, Ramirez is the only possible suspect we have. If it turns out to be him, we need to figure out just what his motive might have been for getting rid of Emerson. We know that they knew each other, and that they’ve had conflicts in the past when Emerson worked in the buildings department. Ramirez let him go, but he joined the Highway Patrol only days later, so it may have been arranged as some sort of payoff. It seems Emerson disagreed with the way Ramirez did things, and he may have felt that the chief inspector was covering up situations that needed to be dealt with.”

“Okay, then,” Ichabod said. “Let’s find out if he’s the guy.”




Seven


For the first time, Beauregard let Grace take the lead as they left the hotel and headed toward downtown Atlanta. She followed the interstate loop for a few moments, then veered off toward the city and followed a particular street. The entire journey of nearly six miles took them less than ten minutes, part of which was because Grace lost count of the intersections and had to go back a few blocks and start over.

There were a number of ghosts around the state office building, but all of them seemed to be preoccupied with something of their own. Grace and Beauregard paid little attention to them as they flew into the building, then found the chief building inspector’s office listed on a building directory. Ramirez’s office was on the fifth floor, and the two ghosts simply rose upward rather than trying to ride an elevator.

They emerged on the fifth floor in the middle of the hallway, and Grace found the proper office a moment later. As they slid through the door, both of them spotted Ramirez walking away from the receptionist’s desk and followed him back to his own office.

As soon as the man was settled behind his desk, Grace started to say something, but Beauregard cut her off. “Let’s give him a moment and observe,” he whispered, watching Ramirez.

The man showed no sign that he was aware of their presence. He was looking intently at some papers on his desk, and then picked up the desk phone and dialed a number.

“Jimbo? It’s Waldo,” he said. “Listen, we need to figure out what to do with the old shirt factory out on Timko Road. We got two different companies interested in the land underneath that building, but there may be some hazmat problems. Yeah, the place was built in the twenties and there is a lot of asbestos. What’s it going to take to get it all cleaned up?” He paused and listened for a moment, then seemed frustrated. “Geez, that much? Isn’t there some way we can just knock it down and bury the crap that’s left over? So? We just cover it with concrete or something, won’t that seal it up well enough?”

Once again he paused to listen, then let out a sigh. “Okay, okay, I get it. Let me talk to the property disposal people and see how much they think they can get out of it. If we can get enough to cover the cost, I’ll give you a call back.”

He said goodbye and hung up the phone, then opened another folder. He read through several pages inside it, flipping them over as he finished each one, then reached for the phone again.

“Stanley? Waldo. Listen, I got the okay from the engineers on the two old school buildings your people are looking at. Both of them are suitable for occupation, which means all the nasty stuff was removed years ago. Yeah, if you want to take them over for the highway department, that’s fine. Although, to be honest, I don’t know why you need both of them. You surely don’t have enough people to fill up all those empty classrooms, do you?”

Whatever the reply was made him laugh, and then he said goodbye again. When he hung up the phone this time, he leaned back in his chair and ran his hands over his face. A moment later, he sat up again and picked up another file folder.

Beauregard looked at Grace, then nodded. She grinned as she moved closer to Ramirez, then leaned down by his ear and said, “Hello, Waldo.”

Ramirez didn’t even flinch, but Beauregard noticed that his eyes darted to the left, where Grace was standing.

“I know you can hear me,” she said. “Why do you try to pretend that you can’t?”

Again, Ramirez’s eyes flickered for a second, but he did not respond. Grace looked at Beauregard for a moment, and the old soldier nodded for her to continue.

“Waldo, what are you up to at the old Mayhew Asylum?”

This time Ramirez sat up straight and looked around. His eyes focused on the spot where Grace was standing, and he seemed to be squinting at her.

“Oh, now you can hear me just fine, can’t you?” Grace asked. “I take it you didn’t like my question?”

“Why are you asking me about that place?” Ramirez asked softly. “You’re not one of the spirits from out there, are you?”

“No,” Grace said. “I’d just like to know what you are doing there.”

Ramirez hesitated a couple of seconds, then shrugged. “Just my job,” he said. “I have to go out there and inspect the place now and then, make sure it isn’t going to fall down or anything and that all the windows and doors are sealed up to keep squatters out.”

“That’s good,” Grace said. “But what’s going on down in the basement? Why do you have tools there?”

The man’s eyebrows suddenly came down. “Tools? I’m sure there are a lot of old tools there. What’s so important about that?”

“It’s not the old tools I’m talking about. What’s with the newer toolbox full of tools? Those are your tools, aren’t they?”

Ramirez cocked his head to the side. “There are new tools in the basement? I’m not aware of that.”

Grace looked surprised and turned to Beauregard. The old soldier stepped forward.

“Mr. Ramirez,” Beauregard said, “you have the ability to communicate with the dead. Since you have been to the Mayhew on several occasions, I’m sure you are aware that it is heavily populated with our kind.”

Ramirez turned to him. “Yes,” Ramirez said, “of course I am. It’s never been a problem, though. Is there something going on I need to be aware of?”

“Are you aware that a state trooper died there a few nights ago?” Beauregard asked.

“Yes, certainly. Bill Emerson was an old friend of mine, used to work with me. I’m planning to go to his funeral tomorrow.”

“You and Emerson were friends?” Beauregard asked. “I was given to understand that he had caused problems in the past, and that you had terminated his employment with your office.”

Ramirez grinned. “You are very well-informed for a spook,” he said. “There’s actually some truth to that, but it didn’t change the fact that we were friends. We butted heads quite a few times over different issues, to the point that he finally asked me to help him get on with the Highway Patrol instead of staying with us. I called the governor and he pulled a few strings. Now, would you tell me what’s behind all this?”

“Mr. Ramirez, can you actually see me?” Beauregard asked. “You appear to be looking directly at me.”

“See you? Not clearly, no, but I see sort of a hazy outline of where you are. Does that trouble you?”

“Not at all,” Beauregard said. “I’m simply not accustomed to it. It seems that it takes a lot of emotional energy for most people to see one of us at all, and even those with whom I am most familiar have never seen me with their earthly eyes. It’s simply a phenomenon that I am interested in learning more about. As for our questions, however, I must needs explain myself. My name is Beauregard, and I was a second lieutenant in the Army of the Confederacy. I have a living friend, a lady, who is able to hear my voice, and her daughter is wedded to a former private investigator who now serves as a consultant to law enforcement agencies and attorneys. He has been engaged to help determine what caused Trooper Emerson’s death, and my companion and I are endeavoring to assist. Incidentally, my companion is Ms. Grace, and the investigator of whom I speak is her son.”

Ramirez’s eyebrows went up. “Seriously? Are you talking about Sam Prichard?”

“Indeed we are,” Beauregard said. “You have heard of him?”

“Not until today,” Ramirez said. “Apparently he called a short time ago and asked about a chance to see me. I googled his name and found a great deal of information online about him. He’s rather famous, and so are you.”

“In any event,” Beauregard said, “Ms. Grace and I have been visiting with the ghosts in the old asylum, and we have learned that there is someone, a living person, who goes there from time to time and may be up to some mischief. Most of the entities there claim not to be aware of him, but there is one who says she sees him clearly. She refers to him as ‘the bad man,’ and has said that he was present when Emerson died. She holds the opinion that he is somehow responsible for the trooper’s death. Based on what she has told us, we found the tools in the old basement maintenance room, which she refers to as ‘the trap room.’ It seems that this person may be constructing various projects there, and we are attempting to learn whether one of those projects might have contributed to the demise of Trooper Emerson.”

“Okay,” Ramirez said. “That would explain the questions you’re asking, but the tools are not mine. There are very few people who have keys to that building.” He pursed his lips and thought, then turned and tapped the keyboard of his computer to bring the monitor to life. His fingers tapped on the keys for a few seconds, and then he looked back at Beauregard. “There are only eight sets of keys, and I have two of them. A third set was given to the state police a few days ago, when they were appointed to escort the video people. The water department and the electric company each have a set, and so does the city police and the fire department.”

“That’s only seven,” Grace said. “But you said there were eight sets of keys. Where’s the other one at?”

“That’s my problem,” Ramirez said. “I honestly don’t know. Every set of keys for every building is supposed to be accounted for in this database, but that set doesn’t have a notation as to who took it. All it says is NP, which stands for not present.”

“How many people would’ve had access to them?” Beauregard asked.

Ramirez shrugged and made a face. “Probably way too many,” he said. “Just about anyone in this building could get them, and there are occasional reasons for other departments to want to look at the buildings. To be honest, I don’t have a clue who might have them or be messing around in the basement, there.” His eyes suddenly brightened. “But we can find out,” he said. “The toolbox is in the maintenance room?”

“Yes,” Beauregard said. “Sitting on the workbench.”

“Hang on a second,” Ramirez said. He picked up the phone and dialed a number. “This is Waldo Ramirez, chief building inspector. I understand you have some troopers who will be out at the Mayhew Asylum this afternoon?” He listened for a moment, then smiled. “All right, then while they are there, I would like someone to go along who can take fingerprints. I’ll meet them there and show them what I need them to look at, but it seems somebody has been up to some sort of mischief in that building.”

He said goodbye and hung up, then turned to where Beauregard was standing again. “We’ll see if we can get fingerprints off the toolbox and identify whoever our intruder is. Now, let’s talk about Bill Emerson. I know the police think one of the video people did something to him, but I took a look at the footage they have on their website and that just doesn’t make any sense to me. What troubles me is that he supposedly had handprint marks on his throat. Do you know anything about how he died?”

“No more than you do,” Beauregard said. “This is why Samuel has been brought in on the case, to try to prove that there was no involvement by any of the video crew.”

“Mr. Ramirez,” Grace said, “we’ve talked to a lot of the ghosts at the asylum but none of them really know what happened. One insists it was the bad man who caused the trooper to die, and she talks about how he goes to the trap room to make traps, but none of this is really making any sense. We honestly thought you might be the bad man.”

“Me? I’m sure there are a lot of people who might think of me that way, when I’m condemning buildings they don’t want to see demolished, but I do my best to be as good as I can. Now that you’ve come to me about this, I’m going to do everything I can to help get to the bottom of it. Prichard is the one who is going into the building this afternoon, right? Well, I’ll be there as well, so we can talk.”

“Can I just ask one question?” Grace asked. “Just out of curiosity.”

Ramirez grinned. “You want to know why I don’t do this publicly, like my mother?”

“Well, yes,” she said. “It seems to me that someone like you could actually do a lot of good, helping people connect with spirits of their departed loved ones.”

“Let me tell you about that,” Ramirez said. “First off, ninety percent of the people who go to a medium don’t really believe anything the medium says. They go for entertainment, to see a spooky show and maybe get a little chill down the spine, not because they really want to know anything about dear old Uncle Joe. The other ten percent, they believe and want the truth, but nine times out of ten they don’t like it when they get it. That leaves one out of a hundred who actually can be satisfied with the truth.” He paused for a moment, as if collecting his thoughts.

“Now, Mom, she learned how to read people a long time ago, so she can tell within a couple of seconds which one she’s dealing with. If it’s a thrill seeker, she gives them an exciting show and they happily pay what she charges and go off talking about how fake it all looked. If it’s a believer who is likely to be disappointed, she’ll give them the truth and temper it with a bit of BS so they still leave happy, even though they didn’t get exactly what they wanted. But the one percent, the ones who really, truly want to know the absolute truth? For them, she gives them exactly what they came for. No punches pulled, no wool over the eyes, just the pure truth the way she gets it from the spooks.”

“But you don’t read them so well, do you?” Beauregard asked. “Your clients are less than happy when you tell them what they claim to want to know, and that leaves you feeling used and unfulfilled.”

Ramirez nodded. “That about sums it up,” he said. “I try not to let on even to the ghosts I encounter that I’m aware of them, because some of them can be just as disappointed when they want me to give a message to their living loved ones. I find it’s best just to try to stay away from all of it.”

“Do the ghosts at Mayhew know what you can do?” Grace asked.

Ramirez shrugged. “I do my best not to acknowledge any of them, but that doesn’t mean they can’t tell. Sometimes, no matter how I try, the ghosts will realize that I hear what they’re saying. Happens a lot in some of the old buildings I have to deal with. I just do my best to ignore them and get out of there as soon as I can.”

“How interesting,” Beauregard said. “I take it you cannot conceal yourself from them? Make it so they cannot even see you?”

“What? No, I can’t do that. Why would you even ask?”

“Because that is apparently what we are dealing with in this case,” Beauregard said. “As far as we know, only one of the ghosts at the asylum is able to actually see the person she calls the bad man. It appears that he is able to keep other ghosts from being able to see him at all.”

Ramirez chuckled. “Trust me, if I could do that, I’d be in heaven. That’s a gift every medium would love to have. You have any idea how hard it is just to get a break from all the spirits who want to talk to Aunt Susie or Grandpa John? It’s like a never-ending flood.”

“Let us consider something else,” Beauregard said. “You say that you and Emerson were friends; can you think of anyone who might’ve wanted to do him harm? If we could determine a motive, it may lead us to his killer.”

Ramirez’s grin faded slightly. “Now you’re asking a question that nobody would want to answer,” he said. “Bill was a great guy, but he did have some enemies. Back when he worked here, he was the supervisor in the utilities division. He managed a crew of people who inspected the electric, gas and water connections to every state-controlled or contracted building, and he was a stickler for detail. He shut down a number of places over fairly minor problems, and some of the time it would take months to get everything up to his standard. That caused a lot of grief, especially for the independent companies who were leasing former government buildings. Quite a few of them went completely under before they managed to get repairs to the point that he would let them reopen again.”

“And can you think of particular individuals who might have held a grudge this long?”

“I’d have to go through the old files and make a list,” Ramirez said. “But that isn’t all; he’s made quite a few enemies since he’s been with the Highway Patrol. Just like when he was here, Bill believed that if you’re going to do something at all, you do it right. That put him right in the crosshairs of a lot of troopers who seem to think they can bend or break the rules. To be perfectly honest, if I was looking for somebody who wanted to hurt Bill Emerson, I’d look there, first. I’d probably check out the troopers who were with him that night first, then start on any that he worked with on a regular basis. I can guarantee you that, if you go through all of his records with the patrol, you’ll find a lot of cases where he wrote somebody up for taking shortcuts. There is your main list of suspects, right there.”

“Seriously?” Grace asked. “You think it was another state cop who killed him?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time one police officer killed another,” Ramirez said. “I don’t care how good a law enforcement agency is, it’s going to have its bad apples.”

“That is undoubtedly true,” Beauregard said. “And we will take that advice back to Samuel. We will also let him know that you will be present during his inspection of the crime scene, today.” He snapped himself to attention. “Mr. Ramirez, we thank you for your time and your cooperation. We will also be at the asylum this afternoon, so we will undoubtedly speak again. Good day to you, sir.”

“The honor is mine,” Ramirez said. “It’s been a genuine pleasure to speak with you folks. Most of my interactions with people in your condition are far less intelligent, and I look forward to speaking again.”

Beauregard nodded to Grace, and they left the office without another word. Rather than make their way back down to the ground floor, Beauregard took Grace’s hand and lifted off from the hallway, passing through the upper floors and the roof and then angling toward the hotel where Sam and Indie were waiting.

“I believe him,” Grace said. “Do you?”

“Indeed I do,” Beauregard said. “Mr. Ramirez is rather open, and fairly easy to read. I did not detect any feeling that he was trying to be deceitful. There was even a genuine sense of grief in his voice when he spoke of his friend Emerson. I believe that he may have given us a legitimate guidepost, in suggesting that Samuel should investigate Emerson’s associates in the Highway Patrol.”

“We’ll be back shortly,” Grace said. “I’m sure Indie can find out quite a lot about them.”

“I certainly hope so.”

* * *

“That’s what we intend to do,” Sam said, responding to Ichabod. “I’m sure our personal secret agents will have an opinion on that when they get back.”

“Undoubtedly,” Indie said. “Listen, Ichabod, I wanted to ask you a couple of things. When we talked last night, Sam asked you why you don’t use all the electronic gadgets that all the other ghost hunter shows use. I know you said some of them are basically just flashy and for show, but what about the electronic voice phenomenon thing, when people seem to record voices of the dead? Is there any truth to that at all?”

“Oh, there certainly is,” Ichabod said. “My problem with it is that I can’t be certain of what’s really a ghostly voice or just a burst of static that sounds like somebody talking. I’ve heard pure static that can even sound like a complete sentence, such as, ‘you don’t belong here,’ things like that.” He imitated a ghostly voice as he quoted the phrase.

“Okay,” Indie said. “Is there a way to determine what’s real and what isn’t?”

“Sometimes, in postproduction,” Sandy said. “Our microphones pick up some things, and sometimes in postproduction I can clean it up enough to make out what’s being said.”

“Could you show me an example?” Indie asked, and a moment later she and Sandy left the room to go check out Sandy’s computer.

Sam, Ichabod and the other men talked for a few more minutes and then the men wandered off as well. Sam relaxed on the bed and thought about everything they had discussed until Indie returned, and he could see the excitement on her face as she came through the door.

“What are you up to, babe?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she said. “I just had an idea, but I don’t know if there’s any validity to it. Did you learn anything new from the guys?”

Sam shook his head. “Not really,” he said. “I do want to talk to the troopers that will meet us today, get their opinions of what happened the other night. Other than that, I guess I’m just hoping that Beauregard and Mom will come back with something helpful.”

“Mm-hmm,” Indie said, as her fingers flew over the keyboard of her computer. “Maybe they will.”

Sam cocked his head and looked at her, but she was obviously deep into whatever she was doing. He decided to be quiet and just let her work.

A half hour passed, and she seemed pleased with whatever she had done. Sam sat up on the side of the bed and tried to look over her shoulder at the monitor, but she was blocking his view.

“Okay, what are you doing? Don’t say nothing, I can tell you’re up to something over there.”

“You’ll know in a little bit,” she said, grinning at him. “Assuming it works, that is.”

“But you’re not going to give me any hints?” Sam asked, returning the grin.

“Nope. If it works, you’ll know. If it doesn’t, then you don’t need to know about it.” She looked like she started to say something else, but then her eyes went wide. “They’re ba-ack,” she said.

She leaned forward suddenly and started tapping on the keyboard, and then she looked up. “Beauregard says Ramirez is not the bad man,” she said. She typed something else, then said, “It turns out he and Emerson were actually good friends. When they had a problem working together, Emerson actually asked Ramirez to help him get on with the Highway Patrol, and Ramirez pulled strings with the governor in order to accomplish it.”

“But Ramirez actually can hear ghosts?” Sam asked.

“Indeed he can,” said a voice from Indie’s computer speakers. “He can even see us in a vague, transparent fashion. He says it looks like a slight distortion in the air wherever we might be.”

Indie broke out into a huge smile and Sam’s eyes went wide. “What am I hearing?” Sam asked.

“Oh my goodness,” said Grace’s voice, through the speakers. “Sam, can you hear us?”

“That’s what I’ve been working on,” Indie said. “I used Herman to help me write a program that records electronic voice phenomena and then plays it back on a half second delay. Sam, this way you can actually hear and talk with Beauregard and your mother without having to have me or Mom as your relays.”

Sam was staring at her, his mouth hanging open. After a second, he closed it. “Mom? Is that really you?”

“It’s me, Sam,” Grace said, and Sam could hear the excitement in her voice. “Indie, you’re a genius.”

“It was more Herman than me,” Indie said. “I just gave him all the information that Sandy uses to clean up the EVP they record, and he did the rest.”

“Then Master Herman is entitled to our gratitude,” Beauregard said. “Samuel, while we have spoken before, it has either been through Ms. Kimberly or during unpleasant episodes in your life. I find this to be far more satisfying.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Now all I have to do is keep Indie and her computer close to me all the time.”

“Well, about that,” Indie said. “I let Herman take it a bit further. Give me your phone, Sam; we’re going to install an app that will let you hear them all the time, through your phone.”

Sam’s eyes looked like they were going to pop out of his head as he handed over his phone. Indie connected it to her computer and let her fingers dance on the keyboard for a few moments, and then handed it back.

“The app will run in the background all the time,” she said. “If it makes too much noise, like if there are too many ghosts around, you can turn it off by tapping this icon. The same one will turn it back on when you’re ready. Now, just a second…” She tapped some keys on her computer and then closed the laptop. “Okay, test it now.”

Sam looked at his phone and said, “Beauregard? You there?”

“I am, Samuel,” came Beauregard’s voice through the phone speaker. “This is absolutely incredible.”

“No kidding,” Sam said. “I see a problem, though. I think this is something we need to keep rather highly classified, because if too many people got wind of it, it could cause a great deal of difficulties in the world.”

“I agree with you, Samuel,” Beauregard said. “Human nature is such that most people will use anything they can for their own personal gain. Can you imagine how the unscrupulous might use the ability to communicate directly with spirits? And even more so, can you imagine the effect if someone had direct communication access to spirits like those at the asylum?”

Indie’s eyes grew round. “That’s definitely a frightening thought,” she said. “Okay, so we need to keep this quiet. In that case, Sam, you need to keep the volume down and use your Bluetooth headset. That way, only you can hear them and it’ll look like you’re talking to someone else.” She blinked. “This means we can’t even show it to Ichabod and the others, right?”

“I don’t think we dare,” Sam said. “On top of everything else, I think giving people something that is so convincing about life after death might be bad for mental health. People need the benefit of having faith, and we don’t want to take that away from anyone.”

“Okay,” she said. “Then we keep it to ourselves.”

“If I might add something?” Beauregard said.

“Go ahead,” Sam said. “What is it?”

“Samuel, you want to avoid letting any other spirits know about this, as well. If you don’t, I’m afraid you will find yourself suddenly mobbed by them quite often.”

“He’s right, Sam,” Grace said. “That’s the very reason Ramirez quit the medium business.”

“That’s a good point,” Sam said. “I’ll try to be sure I don’t ever let on.”

Indie took his phone and made a few adjustments, and then Sam put the Bluetooth headset on his ear. “Okay, testing,” he said.

“Can you hear me, Samuel?” Beauregard asked. The sound only came through the headset, rather than through the phone speaker.

“Perfect,” Sam said. “This is incredible. I can think of a dozen ways this is going to help us.”

“No kidding,” Indie said. “We can even split up, let me and your mom go check out one thing, while you and Beauregard do something else, and then you and I can communicate by phone. I see a lot of potential in this.”

“For us, yes,” Sam said. “Just make sure we never let Harry find out about it. Somehow, I don’t like the idea of the government being able to talk to the dead.”

“If you’re done playing with your new toys,” Grace said, “we do have some information to give you. Mr. Ramirez made a suggestion that we think is a good one. It seems that Trooper Emerson is sort of a perfectionist or something, and one of the reasons he didn’t work out in the building department was because of that. He kept shutting things down over apparently minor infractions, and it made him some enemies. According to Ramirez, that’s one of the main things they argued over and the reason he wanted to leave.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “And did he happen to mention any particular individuals who might have had a grudge against Emerson?”

“He said he would have to make a list,” Beauregard said. “However, he did say that Emerson probably made even more enemies in the Highway Patrol. He suggested it’s far more likely that someone within that organization would want to silence him than anyone else. He is of the opinion that you should take a look at Emerson’s closest associates there, and perhaps examine any reports he might have written regarding them.”

Sam looked at Indie, who was already opening her computer.

“I’m on it,” she said. “This shouldn’t be too much trouble.” She typed quickly and then sat back as Herman did his job. Chimes began sounding almost immediately and Sam moved over to where he could see the monitor.

Over the next few minutes, they found numerous reports written by Emerson regarding misconduct and abuse of power by other troopers. Sam let out a low whistle when he saw how many there were.

“Okay, let’s look at any that include references to violence, first,” he said. “How many of those do we have?”

Indie typed for a moment and a series of links appeared on the screen. “It looks like eleven of them,” she said. “There are a couple that reference the same individual. Trooper James Morgan, Emerson accused him on three occasions of using excessive force during an arrest, and Trooper Alvin Dietz, accused of two counts of beating a suspect. None of the complaints resulted in any kind of disciplinary action, though.”

“That’s normal in any police force,” Sam said. “They tend to take care of their own. Who else did he write up for violence?”

“Trooper Wayne Linklater, Trooper Arthur Thompson, Trooper Allen Stevens, Trooper…”

“Wait a minute,” Sam said. “Allen Stevens is one of the troopers who was on their escort detail—he’s the one who checked and said Emerson was dead that night. After that, Trooper Harold Sykes stayed with the body while Stevens escorted the video crew outside.” He bit his bottom lip for a couple of seconds. “Did Emerson write up Sykes for anything?”

Indie’s fingers danced on the keyboard. “Yes,” she said a moment later. “A few weeks ago, he wrote Sykes up for planting evidence. According to Emerson, he saw Sykes produce a bag of pills from his own pocket and claim that it came from the pocket of a man he was searching. The suspect had no record of drug abuse or anything else, so the accusation was actually sent to Internal Affairs for review. It’s still in their hands at the moment.”

“And without the main witness,” Sam said, “it’s undoubtedly going to end up being dismissed. I think we may have found a motive for Emerson’s murder.”

“But Emerson was supposedly strangled,” Indie said. “According to Stevens, he was already dead when he hit the floor. Who could have strangled him that quickly?”

“Nobody,” Sam said. “On the other hand, we only have Stevens’s word that Emerson was dead at that point. Once he took the rest of them outside, Sykes could easily have finished Emerson off if he was only drugged.”

“Emerson’s toxicology report didn’t show any drugs in his system, though,” Indie said. “I suppose whatever made him fall could have caused him to hit his head and lose consciousness.”

“You got the rest of the autopsy report?” Sam asked.

“Yes, just a bit ago. It shows all the signs of strangulation, along with injuries consistent with falling down the stairs. They ran a full tox screen and came up with nothing as far as drugs.”

“What about a bleeding injury?” Beauregard asked. “The forensics team found a spot of blood on the wall of the stairwell.”

“The only place he was bleeding was on the back of his head,” he said. “The medical examiner said it was consistent with hitting his head on the floor when he fell.”

Sam was silent for a moment, chewing on the inside of his cheek as he thought. “Or, maybe,” he said slowly, “it was consistent with an impact to the back of his head that might have made him fall.”

“The trap,” Indie said. “The ghost said the bad man was making a trap. Maybe it was something designed to whack Emerson in the head?”

“If we’re on the right track,” Sam said, “then we are about to come face-to-face with two men who were involved in the murder. The bad man, whoever he is, would be the third. We’re looking at an actual conspiracy to murder Trooper Emerson.”




Eight


“You guys ready for lunch?” Sam asked, calling Ichabod. “It’s almost noon, and we have to be back at the asylum at two.”

“Yeah, we’re ready. Meet you down in the restaurant?”

“That’ll work, see you there.” He hung up the phone and then he and Indie stepped out of the room and headed for the elevator. Ichabod, Sandy and Roger caught up with them, with the rest following a moment later. They all rode down together and entered the restaurant, where the hostess directed them to a spot where two tables could be put together.

“I wanted to bring you all up to speed,” Sam said, after the waitress had taken their drink orders and walked away. “It turns out that Mr. Ramirez is probably innocent, and may very well be a lot of help to us. Mom and Beauregard had found a toolbox in the basement, a fairly new one that is out of place. Mr. Ramirez is going to arrange to have fingerprints taken from it to see if we can identify the bad man.”

“You think this ‘bad man’ is the killer, then?” Roger asked.

“One of them,” Sam said. “If I’m right, it was a conspiracy that involved at least three people. We don’t know who the bad man is, but the other two are the state troopers who went into the building with you guys. Emerson was strangled, according to the medical examiner’s report, and that’s how he died. Stevens was the first one to get to Emerson, and he said he was dead when he fell. Since nobody could have strangled him in the few seconds that he was falling, I’m theorizing that Trooper Sykes is the one who strangled him after Stevens took the rest of you out of the building.”

Ichabod’s eyes went wide, and the effect was made even more startling by his lack of eyebrows. “Holy cow,” he said. “What you’re saying is that they used us to set up an opportunity to kill him. Right?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Sam said. “Now, we are about to meet both Sykes and Stevens at the asylum. I need all of you to keep this thought out of your mind while we’re there, because I need to observe how they act. Our special agents will be watching them, as well.”

“This is wild, man,” Bruce said. “Hey, can we take cameras in with us on this?”

“I’m going to say yes,” Sam said. “If anyone gives you any static, just scream about freedom of the press and I’ll back you up. From my point of view, having everything recorded on video will just help me figure out what’s going on.”

“Awesome,” Roger said. “We’ll just record for the moment, but I’d like to put this up on our website as soon as we can.”

“I can understand that,” Sam said, “but wait until we have this case figured out, okay? The last thing we need is to tip our hand and let anybody guess who we suspect right now.”

“You got it,” Roger said. “We won’t post anything until you give us the okay.”

Their food arrived a few moments later, and they ate rather quickly. All of them were excited about getting back out to the asylum, and Sam wanted to be there a little early. The plan was to have Grace and Beauregard go on in and observe anything that might be happening inside the building before the rest of them entered. They could tell him about it once he was inside along with the troopers.

They were all loaded up in the van by one o’clock, and Ichabod put it in gear and headed toward the asylum. They all made small talk on the way, carefully avoiding the subject of who the killers might be in order to put it as far out of their minds as possible before coming face-to-face with the troopers again. Beauregard and Grace had elected to fly on ahead and were already inside the building as they were leaving the hotel.

* * *

“Lieutenant,” Judith said as they alighted on the second floor. “Anything new?”

“We are pursuing some leads,” Beauregard said. “Has anyone reported any strange activity here in the last few hours?”

“Not that I’m aware of. Margaret is back in the toy room, if you want to speak to her.”

“I’d like to try,” Grace said. “She seemed to respond to me a little bit better than Beauregard.”

“Okay,” Judith said. “Do you remember the way?”

“I’m certain we can find it,” Beauregard said. He and Grace started down the hall and arrived at the door to the toy room only a moment later.

“Wait out here for a minute,” Grace said. “Let me see if she’ll talk to me before you come in.”

“As you wish,” Beauregard said. Grace melted through the door and Beauregard listened carefully as he waited.

Inside the room, Grace saw Margaret sitting on the floor once again, just where she had been the last time they had seen her. “Hello, Margaret,” Grace said. “How are you feeling today?”

“Busy,” Margaret said. “I’m busy.”

Grace looked at the toys sitting on the floor in front of her. There was a group of small dolls, just a few inches high. It looked like Margaret had arranged them as a family, with mother and father and two children, a boy and a girl. They were old and worn, the paint chipped and fading in different places on each one.

“Is that your family?” Grace asked.

“Mama and Papa,” Margaret said. “And Larry and me.”

“I see them,” Grace said. “Are they a happy family?”

Margaret shook her head. “No, not very happy.”

“I’m sorry. Can you tell me why they weren’t happy?”

“Papa was crazy,” Margaret said matter-of-factly. “Mama was scared of him. Larry and me couldn’t go out and play.”

“I see. Why couldn’t you go out to play?”

“Because of Benji. Papa said Benji was our fault.”

“Benji?” Grace asked. “Who was Benji?”

Margaret seemed to shiver for a second, but then she reached out and picked up another doll, a taller boy. She set it beside the other boy doll, but said nothing.

Grace looked at the display for a moment, and then her eyes became wide. “Benji was your older brother?”

“Used to be,” Margaret said. She looked at the dolls for a moment, then reached out and knocked over the Benji doll. “He’s gone, and Papa said it was our fault.”

“Margaret, I’m so sorry. What happened to him?”

“Benji’s gone.” She picked up the doll again, with Grace marveling at how easily she seemed able to manipulate physical objects, and quickly wrapped a string around its neck and tied it off. She held the string, letting the doll dangle by its throat. “That’s how.”

“Benji hung himself?” Grace asked, and Margaret nodded. “But how is that your fault?”

“Benji was bad,” Margaret said. “Larry caught him doing bad stuff. He did bad stuff with me.”

Realization dawned on Grace. “I see,” she said. “And what did Larry do?”

Margaret pushed the Larry and Margaret dolls closer together. “Larry told,” she said. “Larry told the teacher. Benji got in a lot of trouble.”

“And is that when Benji hung himself?”

Margaret nodded again. “Papa said it was our fault,” she said. “Papa said Larry shouldn’t tell things like that. Papa made us stay in a room, and Mama wasn’t allowed to talk to us anymore. She brought us food, but wouldn’t talk.”

“I’m so sorry, Margaret,” Grace said. “That was very wrong for them to treat you that way.”

“Real wrong,” Margaret said. “Then we got hungry and Larry said we had to go. When Mama came with food, Larry hurt her, and then Papa came and Larry hurt him. Then we went and got food and ate everything we could, and then we went to help Mama but she wouldn’t wake up.”

Grace sat down beside her as Margaret knocked over the Mama and Papa dolls. They sat together for several minutes in silence, and then Margaret suddenly looked up at her.

“You’re nice,” Margaret said. “I like you.” She looked back down at the dolls again.

“I like you, too,” Grace said. “Can I talk to you about something else for a minute?”

Margaret nodded. “Okay.”

“Have you seen the bad man again?” Grace asked.

Margaret nodded once more. “He was here last night,” she said. “He had to take away something.”

“Take away something? You mean he took something away from the building?”

This time Margaret shook her head in the negative. “He had to take away something, one of the traps. He had to take it away and hide it.”

“Margaret, do you know where he hid it?” Grace asked, feeling the excitement rise within her.

The girl shook her head again. “I don’t like to follow him,” she said. “He knows I’m there, and he’s ugly.”

“Does he try to be mean to you?”

Margaret looked at her for a second, then reached out and picked up another doll. This one was a man, and it was taller than all of the others. She set it on the floor, then picked up the doll she had been using to represent herself and set it near him. She put several other dolls around him, but then she took the man doll and turned it so that it was looking directly at the Margaret doll.

“Are you the only one he can see?” Grace asked, and Margaret nodded.

“And you’re the only one who can see him?”

Margaret nodded once more. “He hates me,” she said. “He hates me bad.”

“Why does he hate you, Margaret?”

Margaret glanced at her, then picked up the doll she was using to represent the bad man and set it at the feet of the knocked-over Mama and Papa dolls, then took the Larry and Margaret dolls and put them beside the heads. She let this scene stand for a moment, then picked up the bad man doll and used it to knock down the dolls representing herself and her brother. She set it back down where it was and then looked at Grace.

Grace looked into her eyes. “The bad man hates you because of what happened to your mother and father?”

Margaret nodded slowly.

“Margaret,” Grace said, “do you know who the bad man is?”

Margaret only looked at her for a moment, but then she nodded once. “He was the bad man who made us come here.” She looked down at the dolls again. “And then he hurt me.”

Grace stared at her. “The bad man hurt you? How did he hurt you, Margaret?”

She sat there for a moment looking at the dolls, then turned back to Grace. “He made me dead,” she said. “He made me dead, but nobody saw him.”

Grace’s eyes went wide. “The bad man is the one who killed you? He’s the one who beat you against the walls and everything?”

Margaret nodded. “It hurt real bad,” she said. “I was glad when he made me dead, because then it didn’t hurt anymore.”

Grace sat and stared at her for several seconds. “Margaret, you said he was the bad man who made you come here,” she said. “Do you mean he was somebody from this hospital?” she asked, but the girl turned back to her dolls and refused to say another word. Grace tried a few more times, but it was obvious Margaret had given her all the information she planned to offer. Grace reached out and touched her shoulder, then got up and walked out of the room.

“There’s a lot more to Margaret’s story than we thought,” she said. “It seems the bad man is somehow connected to her case, because she said he’s the reason she and her brother had to come here. And then, she told me that he is the one who killed her.”

Beauregard’s eyes narrowed. “How fascinating,” he said. “Did you get anything that might identify him? Was he perhaps the judge or a doctor?”

“She wouldn’t say,” Grace said. “All she would tell me is that he hates her because of what happened to her parents.”

“This is interesting. It would seem that he would hate her brother as well, would it not?”

“He might, but she didn’t mention her brother in connection with him. Beauregard, I think we need to tell Sam about this.”

“I agree, but he wanted us to wait here. I think we should go back to the day room and await their arrival.”

“Okay,” Grace said. “Maybe we’ll find Lawrence there. I’d like to see if he knows who his sister is talking about.”

* * *

The van carrying Sam, Indie and the video crew pulled up in front of the gate and stopped. It appeared that no one else had arrived yet, but Sam pointed out that they were actually early.

“It’s only a little past one thirty,” he said, “and we are supposed to meet them at two. I would imagine they’ll be along shortly.”

“Somebody’s coming now,” Bruce said. “There’s a car pulling up behind us, but it doesn’t look like a highway patrol car.”

Ichabod looked in the side mirror. “It’s got government plates,” he said. “Maybe it’s that Ramirez guy.”

The car stopped just behind the van and the driver got out. He walked up toward Ichabod’s window and glanced inside at everyone else.

“You the video guys?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Ichabod replied. “Ichabod Lane.” He extended a hand out the window and the two men shook.

“I’m Waldo Ramirez. You got Mr. Prichard with you?”

“Right here,” Sam said from the next seat back. “Give me a second and I’ll get out.”

“No need,” Ramirez said. “Our escorts will be here any minute, and we can talk as we go inside. I had a very interesting conversation a little while ago. You know what I’m talking about?”

Sam grinned. “I do,” he said. “I hope they didn’t cause you any problems.”

“No problems, just lots of questions. Bill Emerson was a good friend, and I want to know what happened as much as anybody else does.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Sam said. “It’s imperative that we find out what really did happen, because I’ve seen the video and there’s no way I believe one of these guys killed him.”

Ramirez nodded. “I agree with you,” he said. “When I heard about what had happened, I looked up the show and found the website. I was able to watch the video that evening, and it doesn’t look to me like any of them were close enough to Bill to have done anything to him.”

“Thank you,” Bruce said, his eyes wide and round. “You can’t imagine how good it makes me feel to hear you say that.”

“You think I’ve never been accused of something I didn’t do?” Ramirez asked with a grin. “I understand, trust me. The problem is that I probably wouldn’t be considered any kind of expert witness, so you need to put your faith in Mr. Prichard, here, rather than me and my opinions.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I do,” Bruce said.

“Mr. Prichard, we…”

“How about just Sam?” Sam asked. “Mr. Prichard was my dad, and he’s been gone a long time.”

Ramirez narrowed his eyes and shot Sam a grin. “Really? You sure he’s not hanging around somewhere?”

Sam blinked. “Well, not as far as I know. Anyway, you were saying?”

“I was going to say that we should probably wait until everyone is here. I do have keys, but I’d like to have the troopers and the forensics team here before we go in.”

“That’s fine by me. I understand you’re going to have the toolbox that Beauregard and Mom found checked for fingerprints?”

“That’s right,” Ramirez said. “I’m hoping we might get an identification on whoever brought it down there, especially since your ethereal friends seem to think he might be the killer.” He glanced inside the van, looking around. “Are they here?”

“I don’t think so at the moment,” Sam said. “I actually sent them ahead into the building. They want to see if they can come up with any more information for us on their own.”

Ramirez looked at him and grinned. “You know what I’d give for a couple of spooks like them to help me deal with some of these old buildings? They could go in and inspect sections that are too dangerous for a crew to enter.”

“I think these two are enjoying the work they’re doing,” Sam said. “On the other hand, considering that you seem able to communicate with more than just one or two, you might consider putting the word out to see if any might be interested in helping you. To be honest, Beauregard has given me the impression that a lot of them are bored.”

The grin got wider. “Might be worth a shot,” Ramirez said. “I’ll give it some thought.”

“Hey,” Ichabod said. “You have any problem with us bringing our cameras along into the building? We’d like to document everything that happens here today, and it will give Mr. Prichard a video record in case he needs to go back and look at something again.”

Ramirez nodded. “I don’t see any problem with that,” he said, and then he looked back down the driveway. “Here comes our escort. I’ll open the gate and we can go on up toward the building.”

He stepped up to the gate and took the keys out of a pocket, unlocked the chain that held it secure and swung it open. As Ichabod started the van and pulled through, Ramirez hurried back to his car and started it up to follow.

Two minutes later they were all in the parking lot of the old asylum. There were two highway patrol cars and a large van from the state crime lab. Two men and a woman climbed out of that vehicle while Troopers Sykes and Stevens got out of their cars. Sam noticed that the two officers acknowledged each other only with nods, but he didn’t say anything.

That was partly because he was having trouble concentrating. In his ear, through the Bluetooth headset, a steady, soft roar of voices was coming through. He caught Indie’s eye and motioned for her to come aside with him for a moment.

“Sam?” she said, curious and a little concerned. “Is something wrong?”

“I think I can hear every ghost within a hundred yards,” he said quietly. “We should’ve thought of that. Since it works on the same principle as EVP phenomena, it’s bound to pick up any ghostly voices, right?”

“Oh, my gosh,” Indie said. “I kinda figured you’d be able to hear other ghosts, but I didn’t think about what would happen when you got close to a lot of them. Of course, that would just make sense that you would hear all the background noise. Sam, can you make out anything they’re saying? Or is it just noise?”

“I can make out a few words here and there,” he said. “Nothing really coherent. Maybe if Beauregard or Mom is standing right beside me, I can pick out their voices from the background, but I don’t really know for sure.”

“Well, we’ll probably find out when we get inside. At least you’ll be able to use it sometimes, when we aren’t surrounded by hundreds of ghosts.”

“Yeah,” Sam said, grinning at her. “It’s still a brilliant idea.”

“Okay,” Ramirez said, standing on the bottom step of the building. “We all know why we’re here. Mr. Prichard, here, who is a world-renowned investigator, wants to take a good look at the scene where Trooper Emerson died the other night. Stevens, Sykes, you guys were here when it happened, so Mr. Prichard may have questions for you. The governor wants us to give Prichard every possible cooperation, so bear that in mind. You crime scene techs, I want you to stay close to all of us in case Mr. Prichard has any questions for you, and then we’ll go down to the basement. There’s been some kind of activity down there that might lead us to a person of interest in this situation. Everybody got it?”

Everyone mumbled some sort of assent, and Ramirez turned to unlock the doors of the building. He stood back afterward and motioned for Ichabod to lead the way. Just as they had done previously, Barry followed Ichabod closely with his camera, while Bruce and Danny hung back and tried to keep the rest of the people in their viewfinders.

They made their way through the lobby and to the day room, and then Stevens explained about hearing something happening behind him as he was going up the stairs and turning back to see Emerson already sprawled on the day room floor. He recounted how he had hurried down and checked on Emerson, finding no pulse and then declaring that he was dead.

“At that point,” Sykes said, “since I was senior officer, I checked and confirmed that he was dead. I then instructed Trooper Stevens to escort everyone else out of the building, and then I called on the radio for the other troopers and the EMT crew that was on standby. All of them came in and the EMTs confirmed what Stevens and I had already determined, that Emerson was in fact deceased. Because there were obvious marks that looked like handprints on his throat, I made the call to declare this area a crime scene and then called the local authorities to report a possible murder. They arrived approximately fifteen minutes later and I surrendered jurisdiction to them.”

Sam looked at the outline of Emerson’s body that had been drawn on the floor with a yellow grease pencil, and then moved into the stairwell. He climbed the stairs part of the way, until Bruce told him that he was approximately where Emerson had been when he cried out and began to fall.

Sam looked around, noting the square hole in the wall where the apparent spot of blood had been removed for analysis.

“Have we gotten a report back on that blood sample?” Sam asked. “Do we know if that was Emerson’s blood yet?”

“Yes, sir,” said the woman with the crime scene crew. “I saw the report on that about an hour ago. They confirmed by DNA that it was Emerson’s blood, but there’s no determination on how it came to be on the wall.”

Sam nodded and went back to looking around the stairwell. He didn’t see anything obvious, but then he heard a voice through the earpiece.

“Sam, we are here,” he heard his mother’s voice say, and he was glad to note that he could hear her clearly over the other voices in the background. “We learned one thing that might be useful so far, but we’re trying to find one of the other ghosts to see if we can get more information. The bad man is connected to a case from back in the eighties, when a couple of young teenagers were committed here because they had murdered their parents. The girl, Margaret Dunstan, told us that the bad man was somehow linked to their being committed here. She said he was the reason they had to come here, and that he is actually the one who killed her. She was beaten to death, and the nurse told us that it was one of the most horrible scenes she had ever witnessed.”

“Interesting,” Sam said softly. “So he’s definitely a killer, and he’s connected to law enforcement or mental health in some way. On the other hand, we’re talking about almost forty years ago. He’d be a lot older, now, maybe even retired.”

“That’s why we’re looking for Margaret’s brother, Lawrence,” Beauregard said. “We are hoping he might shed some light on who the man might be, or at least what position he held at the time.”

“Good, good,” Sam whispered. “That would help a lot. And, by the way, this gadget picks up every ghost noise around me, so I need you to come close and speak up when you want to talk to me. That’s the only way I can hear you over them.”

“Oh, goodness, Sam,” Grace said, raising her voice. “Can you hear me now?”

“I can hear you fine, Mom,” Sam whispered, “as long as you’re close to me. I’m guessing all the other ghosts are some distance away, because it just sounds like any kind of crowd noise in the background.”

“All right, Samuel,” Beauregard said. “We understand. We will endeavor to find Lawrence and let you know if we learn anything.”

“Sounds good,” Sam said. He turned back to the people waiting at the bottom of the stairs. “Trooper Stevens,” he said in a normal tone of voice. “Can you show me where you were standing on the stairs when Emerson fell?”

Stevens scowled, then climbed the stairs until he was about ten feet past Sam. “I was right about here,” he said. “I heard a noise and turned around, but Bill was already on the floor down at the bottom.”

Sam nodded. “And who was behind you in the line?”

Stevens blinked, then pointed to Danny, Roger and Bruce. “Those two with the cameras, and that skinny guy. That cameraman was right behind me and I had to dodge around him,” he said, indicating Danny, “and then the skinny guy and the other cameraman were behind him.”

“And how far behind you was the last cameraman?”

“Well, the other one was literally right behind me. The skinny guy was a step below him, and the other one was maybe two steps behind that.”

“Bruce,” Sam said, “would you come up here and stand where you were at that moment?”

Bruce came up the stairs and stopped on a particular step. “I was here,” he said. “I know because of this nail sticking out of the wall. When I turned around, I scraped my shoulder on it.”

Sam counted five steps between where he was and where Bruce was standing. “Okay,” he said. “Now, when you account for the angle of the stairs, Trooper Emerson’s throat would have been just a little lower than mine. Bruce is roughly five feet away from me, and almost two and a half feet higher. Bruce, point your hand at my throat.”

Bruce did so, and there was still a good three feet between his hand and Sam’s throat.

“Based on the positioning as you remember it, Stevens, I’d have to say there’s no possible way that Bruce Richardson could have reached Emerson to cause him any harm. Can you agree with that assessment?”

“I can, yeah,” Stevens said. “I never thought he did anything to Bill, anyway, not really.”

“But Emerson was at the very back of the line, is that correct?” Sam asked. “There was no one behind him?”

Stevens nodded. “I would say there was no one behind him that we were aware of,” he said. “I’d even go far enough to say that no one could’ve attacked him on the stairs and then disappeared before I got down there to where Bill was lying. Whatever happened, I don’t think it had anything to do with somebody actually attacking him.” He shrugged. “At least, nobody we could see.”

Sam looked up at him. “Trooper Stevens,” he said, “are you actually suggesting that Trooper Emerson might have been killed by, shall we say, something supernatural?”

Stevens stared into his eyes for a few seconds, then nodded. “I can’t account for this any other way,” he said. “I think Bill was killed by a ghost. I know how crazy that sounds, but it’s the only thing I can think of.”

Sam turned to Trooper Sykes, who was standing at the base of the stairs. “Trooper Sykes, do you have an opinion on this?”

“Well,” Sykes said slowly. “I got to Bill about ten, maybe fifteen seconds after Allen did, and I saw the marks on his throat just as clear as day. But like Allen said, there was nobody around, nobody in sight, anyway. I can’t say as I’ve ever really believed in ghosts, but there wasn’t anybody alive who did this to Bill. That much I’m sure of.”

“So, then, do you concur with Trooper Stevens that Emerson was killed by some supernatural force?”

Sykes shrugged and made a face. “I guess I’d have to say I do,” he said. “Lord, this is going to end up costing me my job, isn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t worry about that just yet,” Sam said. “To be honest, I know a lot more about ghosts than most people and, while it’s possible a ghost could hurt someone, I personally think it’s unlikely. I believe we’re going to find that Emerson was killed by a perfectly natural agency, which means that there was a person behind it. A living person, just to make a clear distinction.”

“I’d sleep a lot better if it turns out that’s true,” Stevens said. “But what about the blood? Like you said, nobody was close enough to touch Bill, so how did a spot of his blood end up on the wall in here?”

“Well, that will probably depend on where the blood came from,” Sam replied. “Do we have any kind of answer on that?” he asked, looking at the crime scene technicians.

The same woman answered again. “The only mark they found that could account for it was a tiny spot on his cheek, his right cheek. That’s not in the official autopsy report, but I was given that information. Almost looked like a needle mark or something, but there was nothing in it. They even did a microscopic analysis to see if maybe he was injected with something, but nothing turned up.”

“Thank you,” Sam said. “Now, let’s take a good look around the day room.”

* * *

“Maybe we should split up and look for him,” Grace said. “I’m surprised he’s not down here watching the activity.”

“Indeed,” Beauregard said. “By his own admission, he enjoys watching the living who enter the building. I wonder why he is not doing so today?”

“Okay, then,” Grace said. “I’ll take the second floor. You can check anywhere else you can think of.” She hurried up the stairs as Sam and the others came out of the stairwell.

Beauregard watched Sam for a few seconds more, then started up the stairs himself. He was halfway up the first flight when he suddenly stopped and came back down. Rather than go up, he decided he would go to the basement and check in on the maintenance room.

While Lawrence Dunstan was nowhere in sight, there were other ghosts around the day room who seemed curious about what the living people were doing. As Beauregard passed through toward the hallway that would lead to the basement stairs, a tall, thin man caught his attention. “You,” the man said. “You’re with the liveys, aren’t you?”

“I am,” Beauregard replied. “I am attempting to help them determine how the man who died here a few nights ago was killed.”

“Yes, I heard. You can communicate with them?”

“With some of them. One of the young ladies can hear me, and…” He stopped himself before mentioning the smartphone app that Sam was using. “The man who seems to be in charge can hear me, as well.”

The tall man looked toward the people for a moment, then turned back to Beauregard. “Would any of them carry a message to my wife for me?”

Beauregard’s eyes went wide. “I could only ask,” he said. “Do you know where she is?”

The ghost nodded. “She would be at our home over on Spring Street,” he said. “Her name is Lydia, and if you could get one of those people to take a message to her, I would be eternally grateful.”

“What is the message?” Beauregard asked. “As I said, I can only ask them if they would be willing.”

“My name is Eric Longview,” the ghost said. “When I was brought here, I was unable to communicate, almost catatonic. I had done something terrible, and the shock of it had apparently caused my condition. I simply need someone to tell Lydia how sorry I am, and that she was not at fault for what I did.”

Beauregard looked at him for a moment. “Eric,” he said, “how long have you been here?”

“Oh, I have no idea,” Eric said. “A long time, I can say that. It took quite some time for me to accept that I had passed away, and that I was now confined to this place for eternity.”

“Do you know what year you were brought here?” Beauregard asked.

“Oh, yes,” Eric said. “I came here in June of 1959.”

Beauregard’s eyes widened a bit more. “Eric, do you know the current year? 1959 was more than sixty years ago. You appear to be in your fifties; how old was your wife?”

Eric’s face fell. “Oh, my goodness,” he said. “Has it been so long? Lydia has almost certainly passed away, then. How sad, but she never knew how sorry I was.” He turned and started to walk away.

“Eric,” Beauregard said. “If she has left the mortal plane, I can possibly find her if she remains in the same state as we. I will attempt to do so, and if I am successful I will deliver your message.”

Eric turned back to him. “Thank you,” he said. “Even so late, that would help to ease my mind.”

The tall ghost turned again and walked away, and Beauregard proceeded to the basement stairs. He thought of Eric as he made his way through the hall and down the stairs, and about how many of his own loved ones had passed away wondering what had become of him.




Nine


“Okay, he was lying right here,” Sam said. “Stevens, you said you saw the marks on his throat when you first approached him?”

“Yeah,” Stevens said. “Well—I mean, at first I didn’t realize he was dead, but when he wouldn’t respond and wasn’t moving, I put my fingers on his throat and couldn’t find a pulse. By then, Harold was down there beside me and he told me to get everybody else out of the building. We went out, and everybody else came rushing in. When I came back inside, somebody pointed them out and then I could see the marks on his throat real clear.”

Sam nodded, grinning. “Okay, that makes some sense. You were probably shocked to realize he was dead, so you might not have seen it right off the bat.” He turned to Sykes. “How quickly did you notice those marks, Sykes?”

“About as soon as I looked at him,” Sykes said. “Allen had said he was dead, so I was naturally looking for what could’ve caused it when I got to him. There was no blood that I could see, I mean like if he had been shot or something, so I looked at his throat and it was red and purple. I realized right then that he must’ve been strangled.”

“But wouldn’t you think that strangling him would take more time than just the seconds that elapsed between his fall and your arrival?” Sam asked. “That strikes me as kind of odd.”

“This whole thing strikes me as odd,” Sykes said, somewhat irritated. “How in the hell does a perfectly healthy man like Bill suddenly drop dead like that? As weird as that is alone, I’m not going to be too shocked at other things that seem to be out of kilter, you know?”

Sam nodded. “I get it,” he said. “Okay, then, the medical examiner has confirmed that Emerson died by asphyxiation, is that correct?”

“Yes,” said the CSI technician. “By the way, my name is Julie. I’m the forensics liaison with the medical examiner’s office for Atlanta, that’s why I get all that information.”

“Then we are very lucky to have you with us, Julie,” Sam said. “And the cause of the asphyxiation was determined to be manual strangulation which caused a crushed larynx?”

“Not exactly,” Julie said. “There were definite handprints on his throat, but the asphyxiation was actually caused by a fractured C3 vertebra. The fracture caused a piece of bone to affect the larynx, which then became swollen and closed off his throat. He was unable to breathe, but he was not conscious enough to realize it.”

“You have any idea how that fracture occurred?” Sam asked.

“Based on the bruises on his body, it appears that he may have struck the back of his neck on one of the steps as he fell. That would be consistent with this type of injury.”

“Okay, so what you’re telling me,” Sam said, “is that Emerson was basically suffocating while he lay on the floor. Wouldn’t that imply that he was still alive at that point? And yet, Trooper Stevens said he was unable to find a pulse.”

“I actually do agree with you,” Julie said, “but there are some other factors to consider. It appears that Trooper Emerson’s vagus nerve was damaged as a result of the fracture, and this might well have restricted his heart rate sufficiently to make it undetectable. So, yes, he was alive and suffocating, but there might’ve been no visible signs he was still living that could be detected without medical equipment.”

“In that case,” Sam said, “it almost sounds like this was simply an accidental death. How can we account for the apparent handprints, then?”

“Actually, the ME is still classing this death as a homicide, specifically because of the handprints. The fact that they exist at all indicates that someone was taking action to ensure Emerson’s death, and he’s concluded that whatever caused him to fall was part of that action. There’s still more testing going on to try and determine exactly how he ended up falling, but the medical examiner’s confident that it will support his finding of homicide.”

“That’s very interesting,” Sam said. “Now, let’s take a good look around the day room. If another person was involved, someone who by whatever unknown means managed to leave those handprints, then he had to have escaped this room somehow. I want to know how.”

All three of the crime scene techs looked at one another, and then joined the others in examining every window, every door and all of the walls.

* * *

Beauregard had just made it down the stairs when a sound came out of the maintenance room. He rushed forward, lifting off the floor as he did so without worrying about what anyone might think if they saw him. A second later he flew through the doorway into the maintenance room and found a gray-haired man hastily gathering tools and shoving them into a toolbox.

“What a surprise,” Beauregard said, musing to himself, but then he caught the darting eyes of the man in front of him. The man looked as though he had heard Beauregard, and was glancing around the room as surreptitiously as possible, trying to see where the voice had come from.

“How very fascinating,” Beauregard said. “I have never before encountered so many people who can detect my presence. Who are you?”

The man did not speak, but he stopped trying to be sneaky about looking around. His eyes roamed around the room and then he took a deep breath as he turned back to his task. Within seconds the box was filled and closed, and the fellow grabbed the handles on each end and hoisted it up. It was heavy, but even though he seemed rather old, the man was strong enough to handle it.

And then Beauregard gasped, as the man seemed to fade from sight. Even the toolbox he was holding simply faded away until it was invisible.

Beauregard was standing just inside the doorway of the room, and he backed up until he was blocking it. A second later, he felt the cool breeze-like sensation that he always experienced when someone walked through him.

He spun quickly, but still saw nothing. He hurried out of the room and looked both ways up and down the hall, but there was no sign of the man or the toolbox. He was simply invisible, and Beauregard was fascinated at the same time he was incredibly annoyed.

To the right, back the way he had come, he heard the creaking of one of the stairs and hurried in that direction. While he could not see the man, he could detect the sound of his footsteps as he climbed the stairs, and he flew up them to stand at the top.

“I don’t know how you can make yourself invisible to me,” Beauregard said, “but I do not intend to let you escape. You have matters for which you must answer, and it would serve you best to answer my questions before you are discovered by the authorities who are now present in this building.”

For a split second, the man wavered into view, but then he faded out again. He was only halfway up the stairs, and the silence indicated that he had stopped where he was.

“It takes a great deal out of you to maintain your invisibility,” Beauregard said. “No wonder the other ghosts here cannot identify you. However, I’m sure you remember Margaret Dunstan. Your ability doesn’t seem to work on her, now does it?”

“Shut up and leave me be,” the man said in a sharp whisper. “You cannot stop me.” His footfall sounded on the stairs once again as he came closer to where Beauregard stood.




You can hear me,


 
Beauregard thought,

 

but I don’t believe you can see me.




Without a word, Beauregard flew off toward the day room where Sam and the others were still searching for how a killer might have made an exit. He rushed up to Sam and said, “Samuel! The bad man is here now, and is making his escape with the box of tools. He is on the stairs leading to the basement, and he can somehow make himself invisible to my kind.”

“He what?” Sam asked, his eyes wide. “Which way?”

“Which way what?” Ichabod asked. “Mr. Prichard?”

“The door to your right leads to a hallway,” Beauregard said, “and the basement stairs are near the end of that hall. You must needs hurry, Samuel, or he will make good his escape.”

Indie was standing beside Sam and had heard it all. “Sam?” she asked. “What should we do?”

Sam looked around the room. “Ramirez,” he called out. “The man we’re looking for is trying to get out of the building right now with that toolbox. He’s coming up from the basement and looking for a way out.”

Ramirez did not hesitate. He hurried over to the door to the hall and unlocked it quickly, then snatched it open and led the way running toward the stairs. Beauregard flew past and on ahead, trying to determine whether the man was still on the stairs or had already made his way out of them.

Ramirez, followed immediately by the two state troopers and Sam, skidded to a halt at the top of the steps. Seeing no one on the stairs, he looked around frantically. “Not here,” he said. “Which way did he go?”

Beauregard cursed softly to himself. “I cannot tell,” he said. “This man has the ability to hide from me, to become invisible to my sight. I was able to hear his footsteps on the stairs, but I hear nothing now.”

“Damn,” Ramirez said, and Sam remembered that Ramirez could hear Beauregard without any assistance. “Gentlemen, spread out. We have somebody in the building trying to get away right now and we want to find him. There’s a good possibility that it’s our killer.”

Stevens and Sykes took off in different directions, while Sam and Ichabod began looking in the various rooms along the hallway. The others simply stood back out of the way, unsure of what to do other than the cameramen, who had instinctively split up and were following those who were searching. Barry stayed with Sam and Ichabod, Danny went after Sykes and Bruce was following Stevens. All three of them kept their cameras rolling.

Fifteen minutes of searching proved unfruitful, and they were forced to conclude that the man had already gotten away. Sam and Ramirez were furious, but there was nothing they could do. When everyone began gathering together once again, Ramirez led them down to the maintenance room in the hopes that they might still pick up latent prints from other things the man may have touched.

It was Roger who noticed first. “Where’s Danny?” he asked. “He didn’t come back.”

Sam turned to Sykes. “He followed you,” he said. “Where did you see him last?”

“He followed me? I never saw anybody, I was busy looking for whoever was trying to skulk his way out of the building.” He looked around. “You mean the cameraman?”

“Beauregard, find Danny,” Sam said. “Sykes, show us all where you went while you were searching.”

“I’ll stay here with the forensics team,” Ramirez said. “Good luck, Prichard.”

Sam nodded, and then they followed the trooper back up the stairs and toward the back of the building. Another hallway branched off both left and right, and Sykes led them to the left, looking into each room along the hallway as he did so.

Beauregard had rushed on ahead once he saw the direction Stevens was going. He was a dozen yards ahead of the search party when he spotted the ghost of a woman looking at him strangely.

“Miss, please forgive me,” Beauregard said. “Have you perchance seen a living man with a camera on his shoulder come this way?”

“A living man? No, I’m afraid not. Has he become lost?”

“It appears that he has,” Beauregard said. “Do you know Margaret Dunstan?”

“Of course,” the woman said. “The little minx is always getting into some kind of mischief. She has something to do with this?”

“Not directly, but she speaks of a bad man that only she can see. Do you know about him?”

“I’m afraid I’ve not heard her speak of such a person,” the woman said. “Of course, Margaret does look at the world through her own eyes. I doubt such a man actually exists.”

“He certainly does,” Beauregard said. “I encountered him myself, but he has the ability to conceal himself from us. Apparently only Margaret is immune to that talent, but she seems frightened of him. Thank you, but I must continue my search.”

“Must you go? You’re not one of us, and it’s refreshing to speak to someone new.”

“Perhaps another time,” he said, glad that Grace had not been there to hear her comment. He flew down the rest of the hallway, slipped in and out of all the rooms and then decided to go in the opposite direction.

Sykes and the others were just coming back up the hall they had explored when Beauregard reached the far end in the other direction. In the last room on the right, behind a rack of shelves that had once been used for storing kitchen supplies, he found Danny Milner. The young man was seated on the floor leaning against the wall, his face white.

He was also standing beside himself, looking down at his own body. He looked up at Beauregard’s entry and stared at the old Civil War soldier for several seconds.

“Oh, God,” he said. “I’m dead, right?”

Beauregard nodded sadly. “I’m afraid so,” he said. “What happened to you?”

Danny shrugged, holding his hands out to his sides. “Don’t have a clue,” he said. “I was following the cop, and then something hit me in the head. Next thing I knew I was standing here looking down at—at me, I guess.” He glanced at his body again, then looked back at Beauregard. “That’s a Civil War outfit,” he said. “You must be the famous Beauregard.”

“I am that man,” Beauregard said. “I can only wish that we were meeting under better circumstances.”

Danny nodded. “Yeah, no kidding,” he said. “You know, it’s kind of weird. I’m—I’m not nearly as upset about being dead as I thought I would be.”

“Indeed,” Beauregard said. “It appears that we leave much of our anxieties behind when we depart the mortal world. I have seen this in others when I have been present at the time of their crossing into this existence.”

“Yeah,” Danny said. “It’s like it really just doesn’t matter all that much. Oh, boy, Mom is really going to be upset, though. I was supposed to have dinner with her next weekend.”

“Her grief will pass,” Beauregard said. “We have all been looking for you. When you didn’t return with the others, I think we all knew that something had happened to you. I regret that we were not able to find you in time.” He knelt down to look at Danny’s body, and that’s when he saw there was blood leaking from a gash on the back of his head. It had run around his neck and down into his shirt, but then he noticed marks in the dust on the floor of the room that indicated Danny had been dragged inside. “I’m afraid you were murdered, young man. I can only assure you that Sam will not rest until he finds your killer.”

“Murdered? You think it was one of the ghosts?”

“I’m actually quite certain that it was not,” Beauregard said. “It was most likely the man we were all searching for who struck you, and left you here to die.”

The sound of the others approaching could be heard in the hallway, and Beauregard leaned out through the door. “Samuel,” he said. “I have found him. You all need to come here, the last room on the right.”

Sam didn’t hear, but Indie did. “Sam, Beauregard found him. Last room on the right, he says.”

Sam glanced at her, then hurried down the hallway. When he got to the last door on the right, he grabbed the knob and twisted, throwing it open and rushing in. The rest of them followed quickly, and caught up with them just as he saw Danny’s body.

“Oh, Danny,” he said.

“I’m really sorry, Mr. Prichard,” Danny said. “I didn’t mean to mess things up like this.”

Sam blinked and then his eyes got wide. “Danny? Is that you?”

“Yes, sir,” Danny said. “Oh, you can’t see me, can you? And, hey—I thought only your wife could hear a ghost.”

“Long story,” Sam said, aware that Ichabod and the others were suddenly staring at him. “Danny, what happened?”

“It’s like I told Mr. Beauregard,” Danny said. “I honestly don’t know what happened. I was following the trooper and then something hit me in the head. I’m afraid I never saw whoever did it. The next thing I knew I was standing here looking down at what’s left of me.”

Sam shook his head as Ichabod stepped around him to kneel beside Danny and check for a pulse. He looked up a moment later and shook his head. “Nothing,” he said.

“Where’s his camera?” Roger asked.

“Geez, Roger,” Sandy said, standing there with tears running down her cheeks. “Our friend is dead and all you can think about is your precious equipment?”

Roger stared at her, his eyes wide. “No,” he said, “I don’t care about the damn equipment. I was just thinking that maybe there would be something on the camera that might help. Maybe when he got hurt or something, maybe the camera fell and got a look at whoever did it.”

“That’s actually not bad thinking,” Sam said. “Unfortunately, I don’t see the camera anywhere. Danny? Can you tell us where you were at when this happened?”

“Where I was? Um, yeah, we had just gotten to the corner, where the hall went both directions. Trooper Sykes had stopped in the crossway and looked both ways, then he started down toward the left, and I remember pointing the camera in the other direction for a couple of seconds, and that’s when everything just suddenly came to an end. All of a sudden I was here, like, as if no time had passed at all.”

Sam stood there for a couple of seconds just digesting what he had said. “It sounds like you and Sykes had passed by the man we were looking for,” he said. “Sykes? Did you see anything out of place before you got to the intersection?”

Sykes shook his head, his eyes wide and round. “No, nothing,” he said. “If there was anybody in that hallway, he must’ve been invisible. I’m telling you, we’re dealing with a ghost, a murderous ghost.”

“Somebody get the CSI tech. I want her to look at the body before anything else happens.”

“I’ll go,” Roger said. “Stay here everybody, I’ll be right back.” He hurried out the door and down the hall and Barry rushed out after him.

“That’s a good idea,” Sam said. “None of us should go anywhere alone in here right now. We don’t know for sure that the killer has left the building.”

“And I’m afraid I cannot be of assistance to you, Sam,” Beauregard said. “I do not know how he does it, but he can make himself invisible to me.”

“Well, some people can hear ghosts, and some people apparently have other abilities. Maybe there are those who can somehow block a ghost from even being able to see them.”

“Indeed,” Beauregard said. “When Margaret first talked about how she was the only one who could see the bad man, I had assumed she was talking about a ghost. It appears I was mistaken in that assumption.”

Sam nodded. “Where’s Mom?”

“She was still looking for Lawrence,” Beauregard said. “I should probably go and find her. Are you done with me for the…” He suddenly trailed off.

“Beauregard?” Sam asked. “You okay?”

“Forgive me, Samuel,” Beauregard said. “But something is happening.”

Danny, who had been standing by and only listening, suddenly said, “Mr. Beauregard? What’s that?”

“That, my young friend, is an invitation to you. It is your opportunity to move on, to go to whatever permanent destiny awaits you.”

Danny was staring at a bright light. “You mean—is that Heaven?”

Sam’s eyes went wide and his mouth fell open, but he did not speak.

“I believe it is,” Beauregard said. “I have not myself been there, so I cannot tell you what awaits you, but I believe that it is something good.”

“Do I have to go?” Danny asked.

“I believe that is your choice,” Beauregard said, “but I do not know if you will ever get the opportunity again. It came to me shortly after I entered this existence and I declined to go, and I have never had another such chance.”

Danny stared at it for a few seconds longer. “You said my mom will probably be okay, right? That her grief and pain will pass, right?”

“It generally does, yes.”

Danny took a step toward the light, then stopped and looked at Beauregard again. “Thank you,” he said. “I think I need to go.”

“Then I wish you Godspeed,” Beauregard said. “Goodbye, young man.”

A few seconds later, Beauregard turned to Sam. “He is gone, Samuel,” he said.

Sam closed his mouth. “That was—that was rather incredible,” he said. “I almost feel like I should have stopped listening.”

Beauregard seemed to chuckle. “I do not think it hurt anything for you to hear that.”

Sam grinned, trying to keep it to himself. “It certainly didn’t,” he said. “If nothing else, I have more peace inside at this moment than I have ever known before.”

“I heard part of it,” Indie said. “I could hear Beauregard, but not Danny.”

“Too bad,” Sam said. “It was actually very beautiful.”

Ichabod and the others were staring at Sam, and it was Ichabod who finally asked what Sam was talking about. He took a deep breath, looked at Indie for a moment, then answered.

“Indie was able to create a way for me to hear Beauregard and my mother,” he said. “But we didn’t consider the fact that it also picks up any ghostly voices that might be in the area. Danny was here, his spirit, and he just made the transition to what we believe is Heaven.”

Ichabod stared at him, but Sandy began crying. Indie put an arm around her and held her as she wept, finally turning to cry on Indie’s shoulder.

“You have a device that lets you hear and speak with a ghost?” Ichabod asked, incredulous. “Where can I get one?”

“You can’t,” Sam lied. “Indie was just fooling around and it happened to start picking up Mom and Beauregard. We actually don’t know how it works, so there’s no way to recreate it.”

“Bull,” Ichabod said. “If she can do it, so can somebody else. Just tell me what you were doing, please? What were you doing that came out with this result?”

“Nothing I can really name,” Indie said, catching on to what Sam was doing and playing along. “I was really just trying to figure out how electronic voice phenomena works, that’s all. I just happened to hit the right frequency and it worked, but I don’t even know what frequency it was.”

Ichabod stared at her for a moment, then grinned. “Okay, I get it,” he said. “You don’t want anyone to know about this, right? That actually makes a lot of sense, because it takes a certain mindset to be able to deal with disembodied voices. Still, you can trust us; we just want to use it to confirm when we are actually dealing with the spirit world. You fix us up with one of these, and I promise we’ll never let it be seen on one of our shows.”

“It’s my turn to call bull,” Sam said. “Sooner or later, the temptation would be too great. I’m sorry, Ichabod; this is something that just happened by accident, and we’re not going to try to recreate it. You have to stick to your old-fashioned methods, I’m afraid.”

“Come on, Sam,” Ichabod said, but then Roger, Barry and Ramirez came into the room, followed by the entire CSI team. Julie ran past them and Sam pointed to Danny’s body.

The young woman knelt beside him and carefully turned his head to get a better look at the back. “Oh, God,” she said. “He was struck by a hard object, directly on the lambdoid suture. That’s the point where the parietal and occipital bones meet, and it’s caved in nearly an inch.” She looked at Sam. “There’s absolutely no doubt about this one,” she said. “This man was murdered, and the killer did it deliberately.”

“I was sure that’s what you would say,” Sam said. “We need to notify the police now. Let’s get them out here so they can get started on this, and in the meantime we can keep looking for any trace of the killer. Nobody goes off alone; travel in pairs at least. Stevens, Sykes and I all have weapons, so we can make up three teams. I’m sure the guy is long gone, but anything we can find might help us identify him.”

“Sandy and I will go with you, Sam,” Ichabod said. “How about if Barry and Bruce go with Stevens, and then Roger and Mr. Ramirez can go with Sykes?”

“Everybody okay with that?” Sam asked. No one answered, so Sam nodded. “That’s how we’ll do it then,” he said. “I doubt the killer would’ve gone upstairs, so we stay on this floor. Anybody finds anything, sing out as loud as you can. If necessary, ask any nearby ghosts to come and get me.”

Ramirez looked at him, and winked. “Let’s do this, Prichard,” he said. “We need to catch this bastard.”

“You’re damn right we do,” Sam said. He drew his pistol out of the holster on the back of his belt and kept it in his hand as he led the way down the hall. He’d been on his feet for quite a while by then, so his hip was beginning to give him a little bit of trouble, but he wasn’t going to let that slow them down. Indie, Ichabod and Sandy stayed close behind him as he went from room to room, holding the weapon out in front of him as he cleared each one.

Stevens led his team down to the other end of the hall and started going through the rooms there, while Sykes, Roger and Ramirez went back up the hall toward the day room. Some of the rooms were relatively dark, and the troopers made use of the heavy flashlights they carried. Indie activated the light on her phone and gave it to Sam.

It was about fifteen minutes later when they heard sirens approach, and Sam called out for everyone to move back toward the front lobby. They were all waiting there when Detectives Bennett and Levine arrived.

“Well, well, well,” Bennett said. “Here’s my favorite ghost chasers again, and what are they doing? Messing around with another dead body, right? Who did you manage to kill this time?”

“Back it down, Detective,” Sam said. “A man’s been murdered, all right, but none of these people had anything to do with it. All of them were within eyesight of multiple witnesses, and we were all looking for the killer when this happened.”

Bennett looked him up and down. “And you are?” he asked.

Sam reached into his pocket and pulled out his ID, the one Harry Winslow had given him that confirmed him as a contract agent of the Department of Homeland Security. Bennett glanced at it, then did a double take. He examined the ID closely, then looked at Sam’s face.

“You’re Sam Prichard,” he said. “How did you get involved in this mess?”

“I was employed as a consultant to help determine what happened to Trooper Emerson,” Sam said. “We were here with Waldo Ramirez, the state building inspector, when this murder took place. The victim is one of the video crew, and we actually have some of your CSI people here already.”

One of the men with the CSI team stepped forward. “Detective Bennett,” he said, “I’m Jim Mulroney. We’ve met a few times in the past. This is Marvin Standish and Julie Consuelo, my team. Julie is our liaison with the medical examiner’s office; she’s the one who confirmed that the victim was deceased and made a preliminary conclusion as to the manner of his death.”

Bennett glanced at Julie and started to say something, but Levine cut him off. “Hey, Julie,” he said with a wide smile. “Remember me?”

“How can I forget?” Julie asked, rolling her eyes. “Sorry, Levine, but this is neither the time nor the place for your flirtations. Can we show you gentlemen to the crime scene?”

“Sure,” Levine said, his eyes sparkling. “I’ll save the flirting for later.”

Julie scowled, but Sam caught a hint of humor in it. He suspected the two of them might be a lot closer than they were letting on, probably because of some departmental rule against internal dating.

“Right this way,” Julie said, and they all began walking back into the building once more.

* * *

Beauregard found Grace on the top floor, talking with Judith, the nurse. When he emerged onto the floor, Grace saw him and waved for him to come over.

“Something strange is going on,” Grace said. “Judith says Lawrence hasn’t been seen since yesterday, and a few other ghosts have suddenly gone missing.”

Beauregard glanced at Judith. “Indeed? Has this happened before?”

“A few times, yes,” Judith said. “Every now and then it seems like a few of them just disappear. We generally assume they have moved on, but Lawrence passed up that opportunity a long time ago. Grace and I have spoken with several that know him, and no one has seen him at all since yesterday.”

“Could he be hiding?” Beauregard asked. “We know that his sister is somehow frightened of the so-called bad man, and he has been in the building today. In fact, he has struck again; one of the video crew has been murdered downstairs.”

Grace spun and looked at him. “Murdered? Oh, my God. Beauregard, are Sam and Indie okay?”

“They’re fine,” Beauregard said. “I’ve spent the last fifteen minutes or so looking for you, so they’re probably waiting for the police to arrive.”

“Well, what happened? Who was killed?”

“It was Danny, one of the cameramen. We were searching for the bad man and Danny had gone with one of the troopers. When the trooper returned without him, we searched and found his body. He had been struck in the head from behind, and didn’t even see what happened to him.”

“Is he still here?” Judith asked. “Is there anything I can do for him?”

“No,” Beauregard said. “The light appeared, and he chose to go. However, his killer has gotten away. I got a look at him down in the basement, where he was gathering up his tools in preparation for removing them, but—he is somehow able to make himself invisible to our kind.”

Judith’s eyes went wide. “A live person? Lieutenant, how is that possible?”

“I certainly do not know. He was able to hear me when I spoke, and I tried to question him but then he picked up the toolbox and simply faded away. I believe it takes quite an effort for him to do so, because I managed to catch him another time on the stairs and he came into view for just a second, but then faded out again. I’ve no idea whatsoever how he can do this.”

“Well, he’s not really invisible, though, right?” Grace asked. “Could any of the others see him?”

“They never got the opportunity,” Beauregard said. “We did not find him again, and then it was necessary for us to be concerned about Danny. However, I suspect his ability applies only to those like us. We exist on some sort of energy, and I believe there are powers in the world that can affect that energy in different ways. Perhaps what we see when we look at the living is actually only what we would see if they were our kind, and this man has somehow learned to block it from our perceptions.”

“What? Beauregard, make sense,” Grace said.

“I think he is making sense,” Judith said. “The living can’t see us most of the time, because their eyes can’t pick up the emanations of energy that we put out. It’s possible that every living person has the essence of his ghostly form within him, in general appearance just like the way he physically looks, and that’s what our visual perceptions actually see. If he can alter the frequency, perhaps that would make him invisible to us.”

“Now, wait,” Grace said. “You saw Danny’s dead body, right? Wouldn’t that disprove your whole theory?”

“Not necessarily,” Judith said. “There may be some residue of spiritual energy that remains with the body, so that it doesn’t fade from our view. Remember the young man who died when he and his friends broke in here? Many of us saw his body, but a few days later it was simply not there, at least as far as we were concerned. However, one of the inspectors who came to the building a few months later stumbled across it, and it was obviously quite visible to him.” Her eyes widened. “Now that I think of it,” she said, “I think the same thing applies to animals. We’ve had animals get in here and die, but within a day or two they seem to be gone. It may be simply that we can’t see them anymore, because that energy is gone.”

“This is all very fascinating,” Beauregard said. “However, it isn’t helping with the current trouble at hand. We need to find some way to identify the killer, and that was our hope in finding Lawrence. His sister says that the killer is the reason she and her brother were brought here, and we were hoping that Lawrence might be able to figure out to whom she refers.”

“Well, we haven’t seen him,” Judith said. “I suppose it’s possible he’s hiding, but I wouldn’t know where to look. Perhaps Margaret might have some idea?”

“We can try,” Beauregard said. “Do you know where she might be found?”

“The toy room,” Judith said. “She hasn’t left it since your first visit the other day.”

The three of them hurried down to the second floor and into the toy room. Margaret sat there, in the middle of the floor with several more of the little dolls standing in front of her. One of them was lying down while the rest appeared to be gathered around him. She looked up as they entered the room.

“Lawrence is gone,” she said sadly. “The bad man took him.”

“Took him?” Grace asked. “Do you know where he went?”

Margaret nodded, turning to look at the dolls again. “He’s just gone,” she said. “The bad man found him with his machine and touched him with it, and he was gone. I ran away so he couldn’t get me.”

Beauregard stared at her for a second, then turned to Judith. “Have you heard of anything like this before? A machine that can get rid of a ghost?”

Judith shook her head. “No, never,” she said. “Margaret, how did this happen?”

Margaret suddenly turned to look at them. “The bad man,” she said. “He got Larry, and he got some others, too.” She cocked her head slightly at Beauregard. “You saw him.”

Beauregard nodded. “I did,” he said. “But then I could not see him. I believe I caught him unawares, and it took him a moment to prevent me from being able to see him again.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “He’ll be back. He isn’t finished here, not yet.”

“He isn’t finished?” Beauregard asked. “Margaret, do you know what he’s doing here?”

Margaret nodded. “He’s trying to make the world end.”




Ten


“Damn, what a mess,” Bennett said. He was squatting down beside Danny’s body, while Julie was showing him the injury to the back of the young man’s head. “You’re absolutely certain, Prichard, that none of these people had anything to do with it?”

“I’m pretty sure,” Sam said. “We knew that another man was in the building, someone we’ve been trying to identify, and we all split up into teams to search for him. We weren’t able to find him, but when we gathered together again Mr. Milner failed to show up. We went looking for him and eventually found him here, like this.”

“So who’s the guy you’re looking for?” Bennett asked. “Oh, wait, you just said you were trying to figure that out, right?”

“Detective Bennett,” Sam said, “there’s no reason in the world for you to be sarcastic with me. I’m giving you the facts as I know them, and I’m not holding anything back. No, we don’t know who it is just yet, but we are determined to find out. Now, you can either help with that, or you can just get out of my way.”

Bennett got to his feet and turned to face Sam. “Listen, Mr. Big Shot, I don’t give a royal flying fig who you’re supposed to be. You don’t come in my jurisdiction and start telling me what to do, you understand me? Remember something, buddy, I’m the cop here. You’re just a, what did you call it? A consultant?”

“I’m also an official operative of the Department of Homeland Security,” Sam said. “You continue to give me your crap, and I’ll have this place crawling with federal agents before you can say Uncle Sam. Now, I’m trying very hard to cooperate with you because this is your jurisdiction, but I’m not going to put up with any more of this. Are you ready to stifle your attitude and get busy?”

Bennett bristled. “I’m ready to…” He stopped, as Levine put a hand on his arm.

“Ease up, Jerry,” Levine said. “He’s trying to do his job, and we have to do ours. No matter how you look at it, we have a murderer on our hands. Let’s try to solve it together, shall we?”

Bennett looked at him. “You’re such a wimp, Levi,” he said. “Fine, whatever.” He turned and walked away, leaving Levine there standing in front of Sam, who was looking at him curiously.

“Your name is Levi Levine?” Sam asked.

Levine grinned. “It’s a wicked joke my parents came up with,” he said. “Listen, Jerry’s

really not that bad a guy; he’s just had a rough year. Seems like we had quite a few cases that we haven’t been able to solve, and Jerry takes it personally.”

“No problem,” Sam said. “I’ve had some tough ones of my own. This one seems to be trying to line up as one of those, now.”

“You’re telling me? First, we lose a state trooper, and now what looks like an innocent bystander is murdered in almost the same place. We don’t find this guy pretty soon, this is going to be a black mark on all our records.”

“I don’t plan on putting up with that,” Sam said. “We’ll get him, just hang in there.”

“Oh, I’m hanging, I’m hanging,” Levine said. “So, what is it you actually know about this guy, the killer?”

“I know that he comes and goes in this building as he pleases, and he was using the old maintenance room downstairs for some purpose we haven’t been able to determine. He had brought some of his own tools to use down there, but that’s what he was retrieving today. The fact that he was here grabbing them just as we were planning to go down and fingerprint them makes me believe he’s got some sort of information about what’s going on in the governor’s office. Besides Ramirez, the inspector, only the governor’s office knew we were going to be here today.”

“That’s interesting,” Levine said. “You got any particular suspects in mind?”

Sam motioned for Levine to follow him out into the hallway. “Here’s the deal,” Sam said. “At the moment, there’s only one person I can be certain could have had the opportunity to kill this young man, and he may have had the chance to kill Emerson.”

Levine’s eyes opened wide. “Well? You gonna tell me, or what?”

Sam took a deep breath. “I’m referring to Trooper Sykes. When Emerson fell, Stevens hurried down and couldn’t find a pulse, but it was Sykes who told Stevens to get everyone else out and leave him alone with the body. It’s conceivable to me that he may have strangled Emerson, just trying to make sure he was dead. As for this victim, when we split up to search for the man who was retrieving his tools, Danny Milner followed Sykes with his camera. When Sykes returned without him, we started looking for him and found him dead. I think it’s conceivable that Danny might have turned his back on Sykes for a second, and Sykes could have hit him with something. Bear in mind, I’m not saying that I am certain that’s what happened; I’m simply saying it’s the only theory I’ve got at the moment that fits the facts perfectly. I’m still holding out hope that our intruder is actually the killer, because there’s nothing I hate more than a dirty cop.”

“Yeah, that makes both of us,” Levine said. “On the other hand, that’s a pretty compelling stack of circumstantial evidence. He definitely had opportunity to kill both of them, but that leaves us looking for motive. Even if he had some kind of grudge against Emerson, why bother whacking this kid?”

“That’s another question I don’t have an answer to, Detective,” Sam said. “And I’ll give you one more: when Sykes sent Stevens out of the building, he also radioed out for the paramedics. It probably didn’t take them more than a minute to get inside to where he was waiting with Emerson’s body. While you can’t actually strangle someone in that short a time, you can crush his larynx. According to the medical examiner, that’s exactly what happened. Once that took place, there was no hope for Emerson to survive.”

“I get it,” Levine said. “More circumstantial evidence, but still very compelling. Now, where do you suggest we start looking for the proof?”

Sam opened his mouth to speak, but suddenly froze. In his ear, a familiar Southern drawl was talking.

* * *

Beauregard and Grace had stared at Margaret after her pronouncement, but then Beauregard found his voice. “End the world? Margaret, what do you mean by that?”

“He knows about us,” she said. “He hates me, but he doesn’t like any of us. He thinks we are the reason for all the bad things in the world, so he wants to end the world for us.”

“For you?” Grace asked. “Margaret, how would he end the world for you?”

“By making us go away from it. He’s figured out how to kill us all.”

“He has learned how to kill a ghost?” Beauregard asked, his eyes wide and incredulous. “How does he propose to do that?”

“It’s a secret,” she said. “He won’t tell me the secret, but he has a little machine that does it. It gets rid of us, but only one at a time. He wants to get us all at once.”

Grace started to speak again, but Beauregard suddenly froze, his eyes wide and staring at nothing. Grace looked at him, and an expression of realization appeared on her face.

“Beauregard?” she asked. “What is it? You got something, what is it?”

“We must get to Samuel,” Beauregard said. “We have to get to him while there is still time for them to escape.”

He turned without another word and went through the door, and Grace hurried to follow. Judith was right behind her, and they passed Doctor Chatsworth in the hall.

“Lieutenant Beauregard?” Chatsworth called.

“Sorry, can’t stop, in a hurry,” Grace said as they raced by. Judith looked at Chatsworth and shrugged, hurrying to keep up with the other two ghosts, and the doctor fell in behind her.

“Judith, what’s going on?” he asked.

“I don’t have any idea,” Judith said. “I just don’t want to miss out on the excitement. We haven’t had this much fun in years.”

They all followed Beauregard down the stairs, and he moved preternaturally fast through the hallways until he arrived at the room where Danny’s body had been found. Sam and another man were standing outside the room in the hallway, and Beauregard stopped beside them.

“Samuel,” he said. “You must listen. You must get everyone out of this building, now. The bad man is not gone, and he intends to destroy this building this very day. If you do not get everyone out, all of you are going to die.”

Sam stood perfectly still for several seconds, and Levine looked at him oddly. “Prichard? You okay?”

“I’m fine,” Sam said. “Listen, Detective, we have to get everyone out of the building now. I have reason to believe that the man we were pursuing may try to destroy this place, even with all of us in it.”

“Destroy it? What on earth are you talking about?”

“Look, I know it sounds crazy, but you have to believe me. We have to get everybody out, and we have to get them out now.” Sam stepped back into the room and clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention. “Folks, I don’t have time to explain, but everybody has to leave the building right now. Julie, is there any reason we can’t pick up the body and take him with us?”

Julie stared at him. “I—I suppose not,” she said. “We’ve already taken photos, and I’ve documented the scene. Mr. Prichard, what’s going on? Why do we have to leave?”

Sam shook his head. “Seriously, no time to explain. A couple of you guys, grab the body and let’s go. Indie, I want you and Sandy to lead the way—I want you out of this building as fast as possible.”

Indie looked at him. “Sam, I’m not going to…”

“Indie, there’s no time to argue, just move. Think about it, and you know why I’m saying this.”

Indie’s eyes suddenly went wide. “Beauregard?” She grabbed Sandy’s hand and pulled her along, moving out the doorway as the two men from the CSI team picked up Danny’s body. Sam pushed Ichabod and Roger out the door, and the rest followed. Sam was the last to leave the room, and he motioned for them to get going.

“Move it,” he said. “Let’s get out of this building, now.”

Bennett suddenly came from one of the other rooms. “What the hell is going on?” he asked. “Where do y’all think you’re going?”

“Prichard says we have to get out of the building,” Levine said. “I don’t know what’s going on, but everybody else seems to think they’d better do what he says. Come on, Jerry, let’s beat it. If Prichard is right, something bad’s about to happen to this building, and we don’t want to be inside when it does.”

“You’re all crazy,” Bennett said, but he fell in behind them.

Chatsworth looked at Judith and Grace. “What is the lieutenant talking about?” he asked. “Something is going to happen to the building?”

“Beauregard gets glimpses of the future,” Grace said. “He doesn’t always get details, but if he says something’s going to happen to this building, then he’s probably right. Correction, he’s definitely right; the guy has never been wrong, and that’s not an exaggeration.”

“Yes,” Chatsworth said. “I recall him telling me he had that ability, but I didn’t expect to see it in action. What are we supposed to do? Many of us can’t leave the building.”

“Who cares?” Grace asked. “You’re all dead, it’s not like you need a roof over your heads, right? Nothing’s going to hurt you if the building falls down.”

“But we’ve been making some great progress with a few of the patients,” Chatsworth said. “I’m not sure what this will do to them.”

“Then you can start over,” Grace shouted. “Now, excuse me, I’m following my son and daughter-in-law.”

She hurried after Beauregard, who was following Sam. Chatsworth and Judith stood where they were, watching them go.

“What was that you said about fun?” Chatsworth asked. “This isn’t sounding very much like fun to me.”

“I suppose not,” Judith said. “Margaret told him that the bad man is trying to end the world for us all. Do you think this could be what she was talking about? That he was planning to destroy the building we think of as our home?”

“End the world?” Chatsworth asked, his eyes wide. “Good heavens, Judith, this could be worse than you imagine. I’ve often theorized that our essence is somehow tied to the electromagnetic spectrum, and I wondered what would happen if we were exposed to an electromagnetic pulse. Almost anything that operates on electrical impulses is destroyed when that takes place, and I personally have speculated that it could mean a complete and total dissolution of any ghost who was caught in it. If this man has stumbled upon that same theory…”

Judith’s eyes were wide once again. “Then the world would end,” she said. “Julian, Margaret said the bad man got rid of Lawrence and some others. She said he had a machine that would get rid of us one at a time. If it’s what you’re talking about, that could actually work, right? And if he had a really big one, the world really would end for any of us who were there when he used it, is that what you’re saying?”

“I’m afraid I am,” Chatsworth replied. “Judith, we have to get out of here ourselves.”

“But, our patients,” Judith said. “We can’t just leave them.”

“My dear, if the lieutenant is correct and it’s anything like I’m suspecting, there isn’t going to be anyone for us to leave.”

Judith looked at him for a moment, then threw her arms around him. “Then let’s go,” she said.

* * *

Sam and the others were almost to the lobby when the first explosion went off. It was somewhere close by, but not inside the building, and they all skidded to a stop for a moment.

“What the hell was that?” Bennett asked.

“Electrical transformer,” Ichabod said. “That’s the only thing I know of that makes that sound when it explodes.”

“Well, there’s no electricity here,” Ramirez said. “That shouldn’t have anything to do with us.”

“Lieutenant,” Chatsworth said as he and Judith flew through the walls into the room. “Grace said that Margaret told you our world is about to end. I believe I may know how.”

Ramirez spun around toward where the ghosts were standing. “Holy crap,” he said. “Electromagnetic pulse, right? Something that will interfere with your ectoplasm or whatever it is?”

Chatsworth looked at him. “You heard me?”

“Yeah, yeah, I can hear you,” Ramirez said. “We can talk about that later, if we live through this, or—oh, hell, you know what I mean. Thought is nothing but electrical impulses, right? That means that you guys are probably some kind of electrical impulses as well, am I right?”

“That is my own theory, yes,” Chatsworth said. “How can you know that much about it?”

“I’m an engineer, but my mother makes her living talking to you guys. Unfortunately, while I inherited her ability, I’m nowhere near as good at selling it as she is. It’s not that big a stretch for an engineer to think about electromagnetic impulses, and when you match electromagnetic impulses with an electromagnetic pulse, you end up with a prescription for disaster if I’m not mistaken.”

“You’re saying that whatever is going on could actually kill us?” Grace asked, her voice slightly shrill.

“Yes,” Chatsworth said. “Well, I can’t really say that for certain, but I believe it would certainly disrupt our existence in this world. Perhaps we would move on, or perhaps we would end up in some sort of limbo, I don’t know, but I’m fairly sure we would no longer be here.”

“You are correct,” Beauregard said. “I do not understand the mechanism, but what’s going to happen will certainly remove any of us who are caught in it from this world. That’s why we have to get out of the building, particularly those of us who are still living.” He turned to Sam. “Samuel, this debate can continue elsewhere. You must get out of the building, now.”

Sam snapped out of his surprise at the conversation between the ghosts. “Okay, let’s go,” he said. “Out of the building, everybody.” He glanced over his shoulder at where he thought the ghosts were standing. “Everybody who can, anyway.”

Trooper Stevens got to the door first and pushed on it, but it refused to open. He hit the crash bar again and pushed, but the door was somehow blocked on the outside. He turned and looked at Sam.

“Won’t open,” he said. “Something’s got it locked from out there.”

Sam’s eyes went wide and he looked around, examining each of the windows, but they were all covered with iron bars. “Can we get any of those open?” he demanded. He and the other men who were not burdened with Danny’s body hurried to the first window that was open and began pushing and shaking the bars, but they wouldn’t move. When they had no success, they moved on to the next window, and then the next, but none of the bars would move at all.

“We left those damn bars on to try to keep people from getting in,” Ramirez said. “I never thought I’d be trapped in here trying to get out.” He stood there and thought for a moment. “There are five other exits from the building, so we’re going to have to try to make it to them.”

“Then lead the way,” Sam said. “We don’t know how much time we’ve got, so let’s not waste any.”

“Follow me,” Ramirez said. He took off back through the hallways at a slow jog, trying to make sure the men carrying Danny’s body could keep up. He went all the way through the day room and to the intersecting hall near the back of the building, then turned left. At the end of the hallway was another door leading outside, and he had the keys out of his pocket and in his hand by the time he got to it.

The key turned in the lock easily, but the door refused to open. He and both troopers tried pushing with everything they had, but it wouldn’t budge. After a moment, he turned to Sam.

“Plan C,” he said. “Upstairs, second-floor fire escape.”

They hurried back to the stairs that led up from the day room and Ramirez charged up them. Sam and the others followed, but the men carrying Danny’s body were beginning to slow down. They had to stop halfway up the stairs and rest, before making it up to the top.

That was when Ichabod stepped up. “Give him to me,” the big man said. He reached out and took Danny’s body in his arms, lifting him like a child, and then motioned for Sam to get moving again. Ramirez was already thirty yards ahead, so they rushed to catch up.

Indie and Sandy were staying as close to Sam as they could, and Sam glanced back at his wife to see how she was holding up. She was obviously frightened, but she managed to grin when she saw him looking at her.

“Don’t worry, babe,” she said. “You’ll get us out of here, you always do.”

Sam swallowed hard and kept running. When Ramirez went into a particular room, Sam stopped at the entrance to make sure everyone else got inside before he followed, and Indie saw that he was favoring his hip.

Ramirez was standing at the window, which was broken. He turned to Sam with a sick look on his face. “It’s gone,” he said. “The whole damn fire escape, it’s gone.”

“Then let’s go out the window,” Sam said. “We have to get out of here.”

Ramirez shook his head. “The fire escape went down into a loading dock that opened into the basement before we walled it off, almost forty feet straight down. There aren’t any handholds, Prichard, and nobody would survive trying to jump down into that concrete. Our only option is to try another window with something softer down below.” He hurried out the door and they all followed once again as he entered a room on the other side of the hall.

This window had bars over it like the ones downstairs, but the years had been less kind to them. They were hanging somewhat loose, and it only took a few good twists before the bars tumbled away to the ground below. Ramirez looked out, then motioned for Sam to come closer.

“It’s about twenty, maybe twenty-two feet to the ground, but that ought to be pretty soft down there. If a couple of us lean out the window and hold on to the others by their hands, we can get them down to within a little more than ten feet of the ground before they drop. We should all be able to handle that fairly well, don’t you think?”

“I don’t think we have time to worry about it,” Sam said. “Indie, Sandy, Julie, you girls first. Sykes, Stevens, you two are both pretty stout. You get up here and brace yourselves, then lower the girls as far as you can before you let them go.” He reached out and pulled Indie close. “As soon as you hit the ground, you get away from this building. Go as far as you can away from it, then wait for the rest of us. Don’t worry, baby, I’ll be there.”

“You’d better be,” Indie said. “Your daughter will never forgive you if you don’t come home.”

“Why do you think I’m determined? She scares me a lot worse than anything this place has to offer.”

Sykes and Stevens leaned into the window and then took hold of Indie’s hands and helped her climb over the sill. When they were sure they had a good grip on her, she slipped off and let them lower her down as far as they could, then relaxed her own grip as they let go. She fell about ten feet and landed on her butt, but bounced back up and called up that she was okay.

Sandy was next, going through the same process and landing the same way. Indie helped her up and then they stood back a few feet.

“Ichabod,” Sam said. “You’re going to have to leave Danny here. If everything goes well, we can come back and get his body later, but…”

“Not going to happen, Sam,” Ichabod said. “We don’t leave one of our own behind.” He set Danny’s body down against the wall by the window, then motioned for the troopers to get out of the way. He threw his legs over the windowsill and then hopped out, landing on his feet below and actually managing to stay on them. He turned around and called up to the window.

“Okay, lower Danny out the same way you did the girls,” he said, “and I’ll catch him.”

The troopers looked at Sam, who nodded. They both let out a sigh, then picked up Danny’s body and carried him to the window, pushed his feet out first and then lowered him as carefully as they could. When Ichabod called up that he was ready, they let go.

Ichabod caught him, just as he had said he would. He turned and looked at the girls, then told them to follow him as he moved away from the building. The three of them went straight back away from the building about a hundred yards, then turned to watch what was happening as Ichabod laid the body of his friend down on the grass.

Julie was the next one to go out the window, even though she protested. She hit the ground and rolled, then got up and ran toward the others. A few seconds behind her, Roger was dropped out, and then Bruce and Barry. The two men from CSI followed after that, and then Bennett and Levine, leaving only the troopers, Sam and Ramirez inside the building.

“Samuel,” Beauregard said suddenly. “You are almost out of time. The bad man has finished his preparations, and the next explosion will be the one that he has been preparing for.”

“An EMP isn’t going to damage the building,” Sam said. “What kind of explosion is he planning?”

“I don’t know what it’s called, Sam,” the old ghost said. “I only know that he had to make electrical connections to this building, and then he had to destroy another transformer in order to divert power here. I don’t understand how it all works, but there is some sort of device in this building that will cause the disturbance he wants. Unfortunately, in order to accomplish that he had to make another bomb, the kind that you and I both understand. When it goes off, it will accomplish everything he has set out to do. Those of my kind who remain here will suddenly be gone, and the building itself will also be destroyed.”

“Then you and Mom need to get out now,” Sam said. “Get going, and don’t give me any static. If anything does happen to me, I’m counting on both of you to watch over my family.”

Grace started to argue, but Beauregard took hold of her hand. “He’s right, Grace,” the old soldier said. “We must go, and we must be prepared to watch over Ms. Indie and the children if it becomes necessary.”

“But, Sam,” Grace said, but then Beauregard pulled and the two of them were out through the wall and gone.

Sam listened for a moment but didn’t hear them. “Beauregard? Mom?”

“They’re gone,” Chatsworth said. “And we must join them.”

“Then go, whoever you are,” Sam said. He turned to Ramirez. “You’re next, get out there.”

“You go next, Prichard,” Ramirez said. “You have a family, I don’t. I should be the last to go.”

“Like hell,” Sam said. “On the authority of the Department of Homeland Security, I’m assuming control over the situation. That puts me in charge and you under my orders, so shut up and get out the window.”

Ramirez sighed. “Fine, whatever,” he said. He went to the window and put his legs through, then hopped out the way Ichabod had done. A moment later he had regained his feet and waved up to Sam that he was okay as he turned and jogged toward where the others were waiting.

“You’re next, Mr. Prichard,” Stevens said.

“Wrong,” Sam said. “I’ll help one of you lower the other, and then whoever’s left with me will have to jump, same as I will.”

“Oh, come on,” Stevens said. “Stop trying to be a hero…”

“I’m not,” Sam said. “I’m doing my job. Sykes, grab his arm. Stevens goes next, then you and me.”

Sykes reached out to grab Stevens’s arm, but the man growled and turned to the window. He grabbed the top and hoisted his legs up, then launched himself through it. He landed on his feet and rolled, bouncing back up a moment later. “That’s how you do it,” he called up to them. “Just like landing with a parachute, hit and roll. Remember that, hit and roll.” He turned and ran toward the others.

Sam and Sykes were alone in the room. Sykes looked at Sam and grinned. “I’m guessing you want to be the last one out the window?” he asked.

“That depends,” Sam said. “I actually wanted a moment alone with you, but we need to make it a short one.”

“A moment alone?” Sykes looked at him, his face indicating that he was confused.

“Give up the act,” Sam said. “I’ve already figured out that you and whoever is behind this have been working together. You want to tell me why?”

“Do what?” Sykes asked, looking shocked. “Mr. Prichard, I don’t know what you’re trying to say, but…”

“Here’s the thing, Sykes,” Sam said. “I wasn’t kidding about this device that lets me hear the dead. Before he got the chance to move on to Heaven or wherever, Danny told me everything that happened before he was hit, and what he told me was that when you got to the intersection of the hallways, you looked both ways but then started toward the left. Danny stepped out and pointed his camera toward the right, and that’s when he got hit. Now, if the other man had done it, you would’ve undoubtedly heard the sound of the strike, and you would have turned to see what was happening. Since you came back pretending not to know what happened to Danny at all, that tells me you’re the only one who could have hit him. What I want to know is why?”

“You’re crazy,” Sykes said. “Have it your way, you can be last.” He reached for the top of the window and started to lift one leg, but Sam grabbed him and pulled him back.

“No, sir,” he said. “Neither one of us leaves until you tell me the truth. What was it that Danny got on his camera that you had to prevent the rest of us from seeing? That’s it, right? Danny was following you with his camera running, recording everything that happened. Your accomplice must have been visible for at least a moment as you went through the hallways, and maybe Danny didn’t even notice it, but you’re sure it would show up if anyone got to see the video he’d taken, right?”

Sykes looked at him for a moment and tried to shake his head, but suddenly he began to chuckle. “Okay, okay,” he said. “You’re pretty close to the truth, yeah. Yeah, the camera might have seen him, my partner. I wasn’t sure about that, but I wasn’t going to take any chances, either. I figured as soon as we got back, some of you were going to look at all the video. I had to get rid of him and the camera, so I threw the camera down a laundry chute and then dragged the kid into that other room.” He grinned. “If it’s any consolation, the kid never saw it coming. I hit him with the butt of my pistol, caved his head in instantly.”

“And Emerson? Why did he have to die?”

“Let’s just say he knew things we didn’t need him remembering after we got done with what we were doing,” Sykes said. “This place and all the ghosts inside it? The world isn’t big enough, they all got to go.”

“But why? What do you have against the ghosts?”

“All I’ll say is that I have my reasons for hating them,” Sykes said. “But now, you and me, we have a problem. I’m sure you’ve already figured out that you aren’t getting out of here, right?” He grabbed for his pistol, but his eyes suddenly went wide as his hand found an empty holster.

Sam reached behind his back and came out with Sykes’s gun. “You looking for this?” he asked. “I took the liberty of relieving you of it while you were helping the others get out the window. I figured you were busy concentrating on not losing their grip, so you weren’t paying a lot of attention to what I might be doing behind you.”

Sykes stared at him for a moment, then grinned again. “I guess you’ve got me,” he said. “And I guess that means you want me to go out first, right?”

Sam nodded. “Yes,” he said. “You first, then me. And just remember that I have the guns.”

Sykes shrugged and stepped away from the wall where Sam had pushed him. He took a couple of steps, then suddenly spun toward Sam as he snatched another small pistol out of his pocket. He raised it up toward Sam’s face, and Sam saw his finger begin to squeeze the trigger.
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Suddenly, Sam heard a horrible shrieking sound, and Sykes’s eyes flew wide open as he looked past Sam. Instinctively, Sam turned in the direction Sykes was looking and his own eyes went wide as he saw what looked like an enraged, demonic little girl come flying toward the trooper. Sykes fired his gun twice at the apparition, but then the horrifying creature was upon him. It beat at his face and Sam saw bloody marks appear as fingernails that looked more like claws raked Sykes’s flesh, and then Sykes stumbled backward and the back of his knees hit the windowsill. He tumbled out with the little monster still roaring at him, and hit the ground with a sickening crunch.

An explosion went off at that moment, and the building shook. Sam bounced off of the wall as he regained his balance, then ran across the room.

Indie screamed at the sound of the explosion, but Sam hurried to the window and waved out to let her know he was okay. He looked down below and saw Sykes’s body, his neck twisted so severely that his head was completely under his body, which was on its back. The man was undoubtedly dead, but there was no sign of the little monster that had attacked him so Sam put his legs out the window and then pushed off as hard as he could, taking Stevens’s advice to hit and roll.

Landings like that weren’t good for his injured hip, and Sam barely managed to stifle the scream of pain that wanted to escape his lips. He got slowly to his feet, looked at Sykes once more, and then began limping across the yard as quickly as he could. Indie started to run toward him, but a couple of the men held her back. Sam was glad, but then another figure detached itself from the group and came running across the grass in his direction.

“Need a lift?” Ichabod asked. “Come on, Sam, let’s get you away from there.” He grabbed Sam’s hand and swung his arm over his own shoulders, then wrapped an arm around Sam’s waist and all but picked him up as they jogged together across the lawn. When they got to where Indie and the others were waiting, Ichabod let him down and Sam sank onto the grass. Indie slid down beside him and threw her arms around his neck.

Bennett was standing over him. “What the hell happened in there?” he asked. “What happened to Sykes?”

“Sykes was the killer,” Sam said. He looked at Levine. “He confessed up there. It seems Danny had accidentally caught his accomplice on his video camera, but he probably didn’t realize it. Sykes figured we would look at the video when we all got back together, so he had to get rid of Danny and the camera as well. As for Emerson, he said he strangled him just as a safeguard, to make sure he was dead. When I asked why, he only told me that Emerson knew something that Sykes and his accomplice didn’t want him to remember later. By later, he was referring to whatever is happening with this building right now.”

Another explosion went off inside the building, and Sam looked with the others to see flames coming out of some of the windows on the ground floor. Seeing that suddenly made him think of the ghosts, and the possibility that they were all being destroyed at that moment. He turned to his wife and raised an eyebrow.

“They’re okay, Sam,” she said. “There were some others with them, and Beauregard said one of them said they needed to get further away, so I told them to go.”

“That’s good,” Sam said. “Another one attacked Sykes. I had figured out that it had to be him, so I had slipped his gun out of his holster while he was busy lowering you all down, but he pulled a backup piece and got the drop on me. He was just about to shoot me when—I swear, it looked like a little girl, but it had this demonic look, and claws… He saw it at the same time I did, and that was the shots you heard. When it attacked him, I swear I saw scratches appearing on him, but then he fell out the window and broke his neck. I don’t know what happened to the thing that got him.”

“I’m right here,” said a soft, feminine voice. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I was trying to scare him, so that’s why I was looking that way.”

Sam froze and looked around, but the source of the voice was not visible. “Well, I thank you,” he said. “But why did you help me?”

“Because I like your mother,” Margaret said. “She’s been nice to me, and so has Mr. Lieutenant.”

Sam nodded. “You’re the little girl they told me about, right?” he said. He saw Bennett and Levine staring at him, but ignored them. “You’re the one who saw the bad man, right?”

“Yes,” she said. “My name is Margaret. I didn’t know I could leave the hospital. I used to try, but I gave up a long time ago.”

“Okay,” Sam said. “Margaret, I think you need to get farther away. My mother and Beauregard were with some others like you, and they said they needed to be further from the building. You should probably go and see if you can find them, but at least get farther away so nothing happens to you.”

She was silent for a moment, but then Sam felt a feather touch on his cheek. “I’ll go,” she said. “Thank you for trying to save us all.”

The silence grew heavier, and Sam knew she was gone. He turned to Indie and grinned. “Now you know how I was feeling when you could hear them and I couldn’t,” he said. “That was the ghost that attacked Sykes. Turns out it was the little girl Beauregard and Mom told us about. She said she made herself look like that because she was trying to scare Sykes and keep him from shooting me.”

“I wish you’d told me sooner,” Indie said. “I would’ve loved to have told her thank you.”

Sam grinned. “I suspect she understands,” he said.

“Now, wait just a damned minute,” Bennett said. “Are you honestly going to try to tell me you were just talking to a ghost?”

“Nope,” Sam said. “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about, Detective.” He looked around at the others. “Anybody know anything about talking to ghosts?”

A chorus of, “Not me,” and “Don’t know a thing,” sounded off, and Levine began to chuckle. Bennett glared at all of them, then turned and stalked away a few yards. He took out a cell phone and called someone, but they couldn’t hear what he was saying.

“So, what happens now?” Ichabod asked. “Sykes was the killer, but he’s dead and we have no way to prove it.”

“That’s not entirely correct,” Sam said. He reached into his pocket and took out his cell phone, then pressed an icon. A moment later, they heard the entire conversation between Sam and Sykes. “Again, while Stevens and Sykes were lowering the last couple people out, I decided to turn on my voice recorder. I figure this ought to prove Bruce didn’t do it.”

“I agree,” Levine said. “That’s good thinking, Prichard.”

“Which only leaves us one problem,” Sam said. “We still don’t know who Sykes’s accomplice was. As far as I’m concerned, he’s as guilty of murder as Sykes himself was.”

“We’re on the same page there,” Levine said. “Got any ideas how we’re going to track this guy down?”

“I’ve got a few partial ones floating around in my head. Let me get a chance to clean up and get some rest, and maybe we can talk about them tomorrow.”

Levine nodded. “I can go along with that.”

* * *

“Ooh,” Sam groaned, as he lowered himself into a tub full of hot water. They had waited where they were until the medical examiner’s van had shown up, and then made their way around to where the vehicles had been parked. By that time, the flames were showing on the second-floor windows, fire engines were on the way and parts of the building were beginning to crumble.

Whatever the perpetrator had done, there had obviously been a major electromagnetic pulse. None of the vehicles in the parking area would start, so Levine and Bennett ended up calling for patrol cars to come and pick them all up. Sam, Indie and the video crew were taken back to their hotel, but were ordered to show up at the city police department the next morning. The medical examiner had taken Danny’s body, so they all decided to get cleaned up and get some rest before meeting in the restaurant later for dinner.

“Oh, that feels good,” Sam said. He had the water as hot as he could stand it, and it was soothing his aching hip. “I won’t be very long, babe, but I just need to let this soak for a few minutes.”

“It’s okay, Sam,” Indie said. “You soak, I’m going to call Mom and the kids.” She sat on the toilet beside the tub and took out her phone, putting it on speaker so Sam could listen in on the conversation.

“Indie?” Kim answered. “How’s it going up there?”

“It’s been pretty wild, Mom,” Indie said. “It seems we had a mad killer on the loose up here, but Sam figured out who it was. The only problem now is that he had an accomplice, and we still have to track him down if we can. How are the kids doing?”

“Those little monsters? Well, Mackenzie decided she wanted to decorate her room with pictures she got out of a magazine, which wouldn’t have been so bad if she hadn’t decided to use a bottle of superglue that she found in Sam’s desk. I’m afraid it’s going to take a sander to get the residue off the wall. And Bo, he’s been more active than I’ve ever seen him before. That little stinker has learned how to climb out of his playpen and he can disappear into another room in the time it takes me to blink. Come to think of it, you were about that bad at the same age.”

“Wow, sounds like you’re having a lot of fun,” Indie said. “Are they close by?”

“Oh, yes,” Kim said. “They heard my phone with your ringtone, and both of them came running. Kenzie has been playing with Bo in the wading pool, and I’m sitting on the deck under your umbrella.”

They heard Kim and Mackenzie talking off mic, and then Kenzie grabbed the phone.

“Mom? When are you coming home?”

“Well, not just yet,” Indie said. “Your dad and I have a few things to finish up here, but maybe we can be home in two or three days. Are you guys behaving yourselves for Grandma Kim?”

“Of course,” Kenzie said, sounding disappointed that her mother would even ask. “It’s just that Grandma won’t let us do some things when you’re out of town. I wanted her to take us to the park, but she didn’t want to. I tried to tell her how much fun it is, and Bo would love it, but she just said no.”

“It’s up to her, Kenzie, you know that. When we’re gone, Grandma is in charge. What else have you been doing besides playing in the pool?”

“I’ve been working on writing a story,” Kenzie said. “It’s called ‘The Monster of Flagler Beach,’ and it’s about a friendly monster that lives on the beach just outside of town.”

“Wow, that sounds interesting,” Indie said. “What kind of monster is it?”

“A big, fluffy kind,” Kenzie said. “He’s shaped like a dragon, but fluffy and furry, and he can’t breathe fire. Instead, he burps puffs of cotton candy.”

“A monster like that would give me nightmares,” Indie said.

“But he’s a nice monster,” Kenzie said. “He wouldn’t hurt anybody.”

“No, but all that cotton candy would mean a lot of trips to the dentist.”

“Mom,” Kenzie said, stretching the word out to vent her exasperation. “Can’t you ever just relax and have fun with something?”

“Okay, okay, I’ll just wait until I can read the whole story. That okay?”

“Yeah, sure. Where’s Daddy?”

“I’m right here, sweetheart,” Sam said. “I was listening, and I think the monster sounds pretty cool.”

“You always spoil her,” Indie said silently, mouthing the words. Sam grinned and stuck out his tongue.

“I knew you’d like it,” Kenzie said. “Hey, when you get home, I think we need to take Samson to the vet. He’s been acting funny lately.”

“Funny? Funny how?” Sam asked.

“He keeps trying to get out. I don’t mean just outside, I mean he keeps trying to get out and go off into the brush. He’s never done that before.”

“Yes, well, I suspect that may have something to do with that pretty white cat that wanders around out there sometimes. I’m pretty sure she’s a girl, and Samson is, after all, a boy. Don’t be surprised if one of these days you find out there are kittens outside.”

“Kittens? Can we keep them?”

“We’ll talk about that if and when the time comes,” Sam said, keeping an eye on his wife’s face. Indie was shaking her head in the negative.

“Where is your brother?” Indie asked. “Is he there with you?”

“Yes,” Kenzie said, pretending petulance. “He’s staring at the phone and trying to see where you are.”

“Okay, I’ll tell you what,” Indie said. “I’ll get Grandma to get one of the video phone apps, and I’ll get one, too. Then we can actually see each other on these calls.”

“That would be cool,” Kenzie said. “Oh, I wanted to ask while you’re on the phone, can I have a friend stay over this weekend?”

“I’m going to tell you to take that up with Grandma,” Indie said. “We may be back by then, and if we are then I’ll say okay, but it’s up to Grandma if we aren’t there yet.”

“Okay,” Kenzie said. “Just be sure to let Grandma know you said that, okay?”

“I will,” Indie said with a chuckle. “Put her back on the phone.”

“Okay, here she is.” They heard the sound of the phone changing hands, and then Kim came back on the line.

“Don’t worry, I heard enough,” Kim said. “I know the little girl she’s talking about, and I don’t think it would be a problem to have her stay over. Do you think you might be back before the weekend?”

“I hope so,” Indie said. “We just need to try to wrap this case up, but it’s kind of confusing.”

“Aren’t they all? How are Beauregard and Grace? And don’t tell them, but it’s been awfully nice not having to listen to them all day while you were gone.”

“I’m pretty sure they’re okay,” Indie said, chuckling. “We got separated from them a while ago, and they haven’t come back to the hotel yet. On the other hand, I have a big surprise for you. You and I are not the only ones who can hear them, anymore.”

“What? What do you mean?”

“Well, believe it or not, I was playing around with Herman and the computer and thinking about something these ghost chasers said, and Herman stumbled across a way for Sam to hear them through his phone.”

“Oh, that’s fantastic,” Kim said. “Now when Beauregard has something to tell Sam, I don’t have to get in the middle of it.”

“Right,” Indie said with a chuckle, and Sam managed a few snickers of his own. “Well, Sam is actually soaking in the tub right now because he fell on his hip, so I’m going to let you go. Give us a call if you need anything, and I’ll probably call you again tomorrow afternoon.”

“Okay, you kids have a good time. We’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

Indie hung up the phone and looked at Sam. “Kittens? We’re not going to talk about that when the time comes, because one cat in the house is more than enough. Do you understand me, Sam? Samson is all we need, no kittens.”

“Fine by me,” Sam said. “I just didn’t want to get into an argument with Kenzie over the phone.”

Indie started to say something, then froze. “Your mom and Beauregard are back,” she said. “Sam’s in the tub, Grace,” she called out, “we’ll be out in a few minutes.”

Sam climbed out of the tub and got dressed, and then they went out into the room again. Sam picked up the Bluetooth earpiece he had laid on the nightstand and put it back on his ear, then turned on his phone again. It took several seconds to get started, and then Sam heard his mother’s voice coming through the earpiece.

“… and we ended up helping them round up the few that got away in time.”

“Round up what?” Sam asked. “Sorry, the phone was off and it took a moment to come to life.”

“She was saying,” Beauregard said, “that we were with Doctor Chatsworth and his nurse. They were the ones who came out with us, Samuel, and they were concerned about the ghosts who were able to get out of the building. We found most of them, we believe, but many of them seem to have simply ceased to exist.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Sam said. “It seems like perhaps there’s more than one kind of death.”

“The doctor and I have discussed this at length, but we simply don’t know enough about this phenomenon. This electromagnetic pulse seems to wipe out our kind, but we don’t know if that is an actual end of their existence, or simply a step toward another plane that we cannot see. Doctor Chatsworth even suspects that the light we see when we are invited to move on may be somehow connected. When Danny moved into the light, he simply ceased to be there. It may be that he experienced the same thing that the others did in this explosion.”

“I suppose that’s possible,” Sam said. “As you said, we really don’t have enough information to even make a guess.”

“In any event, we were able to find almost a dozen. They had somehow become alerted and had left the building, some of them for the first time ever.”

“What about a little girl named Margaret?” Sam asked. “Did you happen to find her?”

“She found us,” Grace said. “She told us a little bit of what happened, Sam. Did she really help you?”

“She saved my life,” Sam said. “But I’ll tell you this much. I hope I never see anything again like the way she looked at that moment. My scalp is still crawling, every time I think about it. She looked like every demon of hell, all wrapped up in a little girl with fangs and claws. Scared me half to death, and I wasn’t even the one she was after.”

“But that’s not how Margaret looks,” Grace said. “She just looks like a typical little girl, very early teens. She’s small, so that makes her look even younger.”

“I know what Samuel is saying,” Beauregard said. “It takes practice and effort, but one of our kind can change our appearance. After all, what we look like is really nothing but a manifestation of how we imagine ourselves to look. I’m sure that if you can find any of the old photographs of me that were once taken, you might find that I was not nearly as handsome and well-proportioned as you see me today. To be honest, besides missing a limb, I believe I was actually rather portly.”

“Really?” Grace asked. “Then you keep right on imagining yourself this way—I like the way you look.”

“So, Margaret is okay, then? She actually seemed okay when she spoke to me after everything happened, but I couldn’t see her then.”

“I think she’ll be fine,” Beauregard said. “I think that perhaps this was something she needed to do, to be free of that place. She was keeping herself from showing her own maturity, even though she’s actually quite intelligent and vocal. She seemed entirely different after the building burned than she did when we saw her inside.”

“As long as she’s going to be okay,” Sam said. “Like I said, she saved my life. Sykes had gotten the drop on me, and was about to pull the trigger. If she hadn’t come in like she did, he probably would have.”

“All’s well that ends well,” Grace said. “At least you’re okay, Sam.”

“And yet,” Beauregard said, “we have still to identify the bad man. It seems Lawrence, who was probably the only other one who might have been able to tell us who he was, got the chance to move on and took it. We asked Margaret again if she could tell us who it was, but all she would say was that he was the man who made them go to the asylum.”

“Well, then,” Indie said, “maybe we can find out. There’s got to be records somewhere about their case, even from that many years ago. Let me put Herman on it and see what he can find.”

“That’s an excellent idea,” Sam said. “Do we know enough to be able to track down those records, though?”

“Look for records pertaining to Lawrence and Margaret Dunstan,” Beauregard said. “At the time their parents died, I understand that Lawrence was sixteen and Margaret was only eleven. However, it was two years later when they were finally committed to the Mayhew Asylum.”

“That should give me enough,” Indie said. “Let’s see what he can find. Bear in mind, he’s most likely going to be going through records that were archived, so it’s going to take a while.”

“We ain’t got nothing but time,” Sam sang, joking around. “Turn Herman loose, and let’s see what he can come up with.”

Indie’s hands flew over her keyboard and a moment later she sat back. “He’ll probably have something for us later this evening,” she said. “Right now, I’m thinking it’s time to relax for a bit. What time is it, anyway?”



“It’s just after six o’clock, babe,” Sam said. “We’re supposed to meet the
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gang for dinner at seven, remember?”



“I’ve got a better idea,” Indie said. “How about if we just order pizza and eat here in the room?”

Sam was sitting on the bed and leaning back against the wall. “That sounds good to me,” he said. “The less I have to walk on this hip right now, the better I like it.”

Indie picked up the hotel phone and called down to Ichabod’s room. Sandy answered, and Indie asked how they would feel about just having pizza and watching television for the evening. Sandy said it sounded good to her, and called back a few moments later to say that everyone else agreed. After Danny’s death, none of them really felt like going out for dinner, anyway.

Indie ordered pizza and it was delivered to the room almost forty minutes later. She called Sandy again to let her know the pizza had arrived, and the entire crew filed in over the next few moments. They found seats where they could, but Sam absolutely refused to move from his spot on the bed.

Slices of pizza were passed around and the soft drinks that came with them were opened. Sam asked if anybody had a preference for what to watch on the television, but Ichabod asked if they could hold off on that for a bit.

“I suppose so,” Sam said. “What’s up?”

“Look, Sam,” Ichabod said. “I know that you want to keep your ghost communication thing a secret, and I can understand that, I really can, but—Sam, you have to understand that none of us have ever actually spoken with a ghost. We—I mean, it’s like a lifelong dream to us, and you’re doing it like it’s just no big deal.”

Sam looked at him for a moment. “I do understand,” he said, “but I’m not going to agree to letting this get away from us. Ichabod, think about what would happen if someone were to get hold of a copy and reverse engineer it. Imagine the average person being able to get an app on their phone that would let them talk to the ghost of their dead mother or father? Can you really imagine that would be healthy for anybody?”

“Why wouldn’t it be?” Sandy asked. “I mean, wouldn’t people like to be able to talk to their departed loved ones?”

“At first, maybe,” Sam said. “But on an extended basis? Think about it, would you? How would it feel to be able to hear the voice of someone you love, someone you miss, but you can’t see them, you can’t touch them… Trust me, I know what I’m talking about. Today, for the first time since she died, I actually got to have conversations with my mother, but I can’t see her, I can’t give her a hug like I want to. Indie and I are accustomed to Beauregard, and Indie’s gotten used to my mother’s ghost, but all of this is kind of new to me. Right now, I would have to call the experience bittersweet. I’m not sure the average person would be able to handle it very well, to be honest.”

Ichabod sighed. “Okay, and maybe you’re even right. Still, Sam, we’re professionals. Having this technology would only help us do what we do best.”

“Look,” Sam said, “here’s what I’ll do. I’ll turn this on through the speaker, and let you talk to our own family ghosts. Will that work for making your dream come true?”

Five pairs of eyes suddenly lit up, and Sam grinned. He reached up and turned off the Bluetooth, then took it off his ear and set it on the nightstand. Then, he looked at his phone and hit the speaker button on the app.

“Beauregard?” Sam asked. “Mom? You guys there?”

“We are here, Samuel,” Beauregard said. “And we are quite pleased to meet your new friends.”

“Oh my goodness,” Sandy said.

Ichabod stared at the phone in Sam’s hand. “Mr. Beauregard,” he said. “It is an amazing pleasure to speak with you, sir. After I learned about Sam, Sandy showed me the website where Indie talks about all of you, and I was just—I was absolutely overwhelmed.”

“And I am looking forward to an opportunity to watch your program,” Beauregard said.

“Me, too,” Grace said. “It looks like it would be very entertaining. Of course, I probably won’t find it very scary anymore, but back when I was alive it would have probably terrified me.”

“Holy cow,” Roger said. “Did you hear that? How easily she mentioned when she was alive?”

“Please understand, Roger, that we are quite accustomed to our existence. While I have been in this state for more than a hundred and fifty years, Grace has been with me for about a year, now, and she has grown used to it. We don’t have trouble thinking of ourselves as no longer living, although we don’t truly think of ourselves as dead, either. I suppose we actually consider ourselves as simply being in a different phase of life. We continue to exist, so that is essentially a form of life, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Roger said. “I mean, I mean, just knowing that you exist, that we’ve actually spoken to you now, that’s just… Oh, wow, I can’t even find words.”

“If you’ll allow me,” Ichabod said, “I’d love to ask you some questions. I’m something of a history buff, and the Civil War time period is actually very interesting to me.”

“I should be delighted,” Beauregard said. “What would you like to know?”

“Well,” Ichabod said, “could you tell me a bit about your own military service?”

Sam and Indie sat there for a while, just listening to Beauregard telling the stories of his time in the Confederate Army, a captive audience hanging on his every word. Indie had joined Sam on the bed, and was snuggled up against him.

“You know,” she said softly, “this is really kind of nice.”

“What? Us trying to cuddle and snuggle with a bunch of people in the room?”

She poked him in the ribs playfully. “No, silly,” she said. “I mean, letting them talk to Beauregard and your mother. Look at their faces, Sam. They’d been chasing ghosts for who knows how long, but the reality is that they probably never really believed they exist. Now, they do, not only because you were able to prove it to them, but because they get to talk to them directly. They don’t just believe in ghosts, Sam; they are now certain that life goes on beyond the grave. That’s got to be something really powerful.”

“Of course it is,” Sam said. “On the other hand, I think there’s something to be said for faith. When you know that something is true, something that can shape your entire life, then it’s easy to be confident in it. When you only know it through faith, however, then you have to put effort into it. Think about all the things that used to take a lot of work and are now easy because of technology. If our appliances all became useless because of an EMP, how hard would it be for you to go back to washing clothes in a tub full of water, or cooking over an open fire? Just because something becomes easier to do, that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s good for us. I think that humans, most of us, need the exercise of faith to keep us from becoming complacent.”

“You may be right,” Indie said. “But let me ask you a question, Samuel Wayne Prichard. Just what do you intend to do with that part of life beyond the grave?”

Sam grinned at her. “Knowing everything I know now? Let’s see, my hip won’t hurt anymore, and we already know that ghosts can have some kind of intimate relationship that my mom even says is better than sex, so I think you can expect me to spend most of eternity as close to you as I can possibly get.”

She poked him again.




Twelve


The phone conversation between the living and the dead went on until after ten, and then Sam called a halt to it.

“Come on, people,” he said. “We all have to get up in the morning and go down to the police station. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m an old man who needs some rest.”

“Old man?” Roger asked. “I have a feeling I’m older than you.”

“Who cares? I still need my beauty sleep. Everybody head out, and we’ll meet up in the morning for breakfast at eight, okay?”

They all agreed and finally left the room, and then Sam and Indie were alone. They both got up and stripped off their clothes, then climbed back into the bed and turned out the lights. An hour or so later, they finally went to sleep.

Seven in the morning comes early, even when you feel like you had a full night’s sleep. Sam and Indie rose and headed toward the bathroom, took care of their morning necessities and got showers, dressed for the day, and then Indie checked her computer. She told Sam that Herman was still working, so they would have to check it after they got done with the detectives. A short time later, they headed down the elevator to find the video crew already waiting in the restaurant for them.

Once they were seated and drink orders taken, Ichabod looked at Sam. “I’ve got to tell you, Sam,” he said. “That was the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me last night. I really can’t thank you enough.”

“We all feel that way,” Roger said. “I think that you gave us all an answer we’ve been looking for for years. Just knowing that we’ve actually spoken with ghosts, that’s so incredible.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Sam said. “Just remember, that was kind of a one-time deal. I’m not saying you’ll never get the chance again, just don’t expect it to happen all the time. I mean, after all, we don’t exactly live next door to each other.”

“Yeah, well, about that,” Roger said. “We were thinking, and—well, we were wondering how you’d like the idea of coming to be part of the show.”

“What? You mean, come be part of the ghost chaser business? I’m afraid I’d have to pass on that. To be perfectly honest, this is not something I thought I would ever be involved in at all, but I’ll admit that it’s been an adventure so far. I’ve learned an awful lot, and I think there’s actually a place in the world for folks who do what you do, but I don’t feel any need to be one of them.”

“I agree with Sam,” Indie said. “My mom has talked to Beauregard, a ghost, for as long as I can remember, and now I’m able to hear and talk with him myself. It’s part of my life now, but it’s not something I really want to be focused on full-time. Does that make any sense?”

“Of course it does,” Ichabod said. “And I told Roger you would feel that way, ask him.”

“Yeah,” Roger said, nodding, “he did.”

“That being said, I’d be a liar if I didn’t say that I hope you might consider joining us from time to time, anyway. I mean, look at it this way: with your blog out there, thousands and thousands of people already know that you deal with ghosts on a daily basis. Would it really be so bad to let people see you working with those ghosts on our show?”

Sam looked at him for a moment, then turned to his wife. “What do you think? Think you could stand to be a part-time TV star?”

She looked at him for a moment, then grinned. “You know, it might be fun,” she said. “As long as it wasn’t all the time, if you know what I mean?”

Sam turned back to Ichabod. “I’ll say that we will consider it. That good enough for now?”

Ichabod broke into a big smile. “Absolutely,” he said.

The conversation turned to small talk, and continued when the food arrived a few minutes later. They ate together and enjoyed the camaraderie of new friendships, and then it was time to get ready to go to the police station to give their statements.

Roger had arranged a rental car the night before, an SUV that was big enough for all of them. Sam and Indie climbed into the Mustang, which got a lot of attention from Ichabod, Bruce and Barry, and they made a small convoy as they headed into the city. They arrived at the police department at shortly after nine thirty, and were directed to Detective Levine’s office when they identified themselves at the front desk.

“Good morning,” Levine said as they entered. Bennett was sitting at the desk beside his, and he looked up with a scowl on his face as they all came in and took seats.

“Okay, I’m sure you’ve got some idea how this goes,” Levine said. “We simply need to get a complete statement of what took place yesterday, all the way from when you arrived at the asylum to when we got there to start looking into Mr. Milner’s death.” He looked at Sam. “You’ll need to take it even further, and give us a detailed account of what took place upstairs in that room, where Sykes fell out of the window. Everybody okay with that?”

They all agreed that they were, and Levine started with Ichabod, so the rest of them were led out to a waiting room. Inside the office, Ichabod explained how Sam had arranged for them to get inside the building again, and that they went along to help try to determine what had happened to Trooper Emerson. He gave a clear and detailed account of everything that had taken place, all the way up to the point where the two detectives arrived and were shown Danny’s body.

Roger was next, and did the same, and then the rest of them were taken one after the other. Each of them seemed to take about thirty minutes, so it was already past noon by the time they got to Indie. Sam would follow her, so Levine suggested they break for lunch and meet back at the office around one thirty.

All of them welcomed the suggestion, but Sam had one of his own. Since the rest of them were all finished, he suggested they could go back to the hotel and get lunch on the way. Sam and Indie would grab some lunch close by and come back by one, because Sam wanted to get this out of the way.

Levine agreed, and the video crew were allowed to leave. Sam and Indie went and found a nearby café and both of them decided to try the specialty burger the place boasted. When it arrived, they both looked at it with faces that could almost be described as reflecting sheer terror. The burger was almost as big as the plate, and they knew that neither of them would be able to eat the whole thing.

Sam made a good effort at it, but Indie only managed about a quarter of hers. At ten minutes to one, they broke down and asked for a to-go box, then paid their check with a generous tip and headed back to the detective’s office.

Indie went inside first, and gave her statement in less than twenty minutes. When she was finished, Sam was called in and his wife was allowed to stay, though she was cautioned not to interrupt.

“This is the statement of Samuel Prichard, regarding the events that took place on yesterday’s date, yada yada yada,” Levine said into a recorder. “Mr. Prichard, can you tell me how you came to be at the Mayhew Asylum yesterday?”



“Yes. I was employed as a consultant by the attorney for the
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video crew, who were with State Trooper Emerson when he died. The purpose of my consultation was to assist the attorney in developing a defense strategy if any of the crew were to be charged with Emerson’s death, and in order to perform those duties I felt it necessary to examine the scene. I was able to contact Russell Kincaid of the governor’s office and obtain permission for us to enter the building with two of the original troopers who were also present when Emerson died. Our entry was scheduled for two o’clock yesterday afternoon, and that’s when we met the troopers there.”



“And was anyone else there with you?” Levine asked.

“Yes, Mr. Waldo Ramirez, who is the state building inspector for buildings owned by the state of Georgia. I had spoken with him by telephone yesterday morning and told him some of the things I suspected, and he decided he wanted to go along and bring a forensics team just in case some of those things turned out to be true.”

“Now, what were the events that led to the death of Daniel Milner?”

“During our visit to the building, we became aware there was someone else inside who was not a part of our party. I suspected that person might have been implicated in Emerson’s death, so we began searching for him. Mr. Milner followed Trooper Sykes, Bruce Richardson followed Trooper Stevens, and Barry Sanchez, the third cameraman, followed along with me and the rest of the video crew. When we were unable to find the suspect, we gathered together again and Mr. Milner failed to appear. Trooper Sykes said he had not even noticed that Milner wasn’t behind him, so we began a search for Mr. Milner. A short time later, we found his body at the place where we showed it to you when you arrived.”

“And did you suspect anyone of being implicated in his death at that time?”

“I had circumstantial evidence indicating that Trooper Sykes could possibly have been involved, but I was not convinced of his guilt.”

“Now, not long after Detective Bennett and I arrived, you became somehow aware that there were forces in play that could damage the building and endanger our lives. Can you tell me now how that information came to you?”

“Sure,” Sam said. “I played a hunch.”

Levine grinned. “Very good,” he said. “Now, we all attempted to get out of the building and found that most of the exits were blocked. The only way out turned out to be through a second-story window, and can you tell us how that escape took place?”

“Yes,” Sam said. “I arranged for Troopers Stevens and Sykes to assist the others, including yourself, in climbing out the window and dropping down to the ground. That included dropping Mr. Milner’s body, which Mr. Lane caught and carried away from the building. When Trooper Stevens went out, he left myself and Trooper Sykes alone in the room, at which point I decided to confront him with my suspicions.”

“Had you become more suspicious of him by that time?” Levine asked.

“Yes, I had. When we were attempting to escape from the building, I happened to notice Trooper Sykes’s face when he realized that someone had locked us in. While the rest of us were concerned and frightened, Trooper Sykes seemed surprised and angry. Combined with the fact that he was the only one who had had opportunity to kill both Mr. Milner and Trooper Emerson, I came to the conclusion that he was working with the other party we had yet to identify and was shocked and angry that he had been locked in, supposedly to die with us.”

“So you confronted him. Can you describe that to us?”

“I asked him to tell me why he had killed Mr. Milner, and he attempted to brush it off and say I was mistaken. When I explained to him why I was convinced of his guilt, he began to laugh and even answered my questions. He told me that Milner had to die because there was a possibility that his video camera had actually captured an image of Sykes’s accomplice, and Sykes was worried that we would want to look at the video when we all got together again. He said it was possible Mr. Milner had not noticed, but he was sure it would be noticed when the video was reviewed. He decided that he needed to get rid of the camera, and that meant getting rid of Mr. Milner. He told me that he struck Mr. Milner in the back of the head with the butt of his pistol and then disposed of the camera before hiding the body. He did not tell me where the camera was hidden. At that point, I asked him why he had tried to strangle Trooper Emerson, since both he and Trooper Stevens said it appeared that Emerson was already dead. He told me that he simply felt it would be a good idea to make sure, and when I asked why Emerson had to die, he said that Emerson knew some things he and his accomplice did not want remembered after the building was destroyed.”

“And did he tell you why the building needed to be destroyed?”

Sam allowed a slight grin onto his face. “Yes. He told me that the building and the ghosts inside it were evil and dangerous, and therefore needed to be eliminated.”

Levine chuckled. “What happened then, Mr. Prichard?”

“Trooper Sykes reached for his weapon, and I believe he was planning to use it to silence me. However, I had suspected something like that might happen and had removed it from his holster while he was distracted with helping people out the window. When I showed him that I had the weapon, he pretended to surrender and turned away from me for a moment, but then he pulled a small pistol out of a pocket and turned back toward me. He was aiming the pistol at my face when the first explosion took place, and it caused both of us to lose our balance. Sykes got a hand on the wall and recovered before I did, and by the time I got my own balance he had the gun aimed at me once again. He was about to fire when he suddenly looked to my right and began screaming, and then he fired two shots into the wall behind me. At that point he stumbled backward and hit the windowsill, then tumbled out and apparently landed on his neck. When I looked out the window, it was obvious that his neck was broken and that he was dead. I then climbed out the window and jumped myself, then managed to get up and move away from the building. Mr. Lane saw me struggling—I’ve got a bad hip—and came to help me. He assisted me in getting to where you and the others were waiting, and then I sat down on the ground.”

“Very complete and concise,” Levine said. “Now, you recorded the conversation between yourself and Trooper Sykes, is that correct?”

“Yes, it is,” Sam said. “I took the liberty of having my wife copy the recording onto a thumb drive for you.” He reached into his pocket and removed the small device and handed it to Levine.

“Thank you,” Levine said. He plugged the drive into the USB slot on his computer, then searched until he found the recording and told it to play.

Both Levine and Bennett listened intently to the recording, and both of them seemed shocked at the way Sykes screamed as it neared its end. The screaming continued for several seconds, then Dopplered away as Sykes fell out the window. The recording didn’t pick up the crunch Sam heard when he hit the ground, but the screaming stopped suddenly at that point.

Both detectives were obviously shaken when it was finished, but they didn’t bother to ask any more questions. Levine finally looked at Sam.

“Obviously,” he said, “there were other things that took place that are beyond anything we could cite as evidence. I myself have never been much of a believer in anything paranormal, but I’ll confess that this case has had an impact on what I believe. Since those things are not admissible in a court of law, and would probably only confuse the issue, we’re going to simply stick to the statements we’ve got from all of you. Those, combined with this recording, are more than sufficient to eliminate the possibility of any criminal charges being applied to any of the video crew, so I guess I’d have to say you have accomplished what you were hired to do.”

“It doesn’t feel like it,” Sam said. “The other man involved is still on the loose. I don’t like leaving loose ends, Detectives. I don’t plan on leaving until              I figure out who that was and make sure that you fellows bring him into custody.”

Bennett scowled, but Levine simply nodded. “Under circumstances like these, I’ll confess that we would be glad of your assistance. There is something really strange about this whole case, when a respected state trooper is going on about evil buildings and ghosts, you know what I mean?”

“I sure do,” Sam said. “Gentlemen, is there anything else I can help you with right now?”

Levine shook his head. “No, not at the moment. I suppose you can go, and we’ll call you if we have anything else we need to know. And of course, if you do find any information about Sykes’s accomplice, we want to know about it.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” Sam said. “I’m determined to find him, but as far as I’m concerned the collar is yours. I don’t think I really want to be to publicly associated with this case, if you know what I mean.”

Levine chuckled. “I’m sure I do,” he said.

Sam and Indie got up and left the office, then made their way out of the building and got back in the Mustang. Sam started the big car up and put it in gear, leaving the parking lot slowly. When he turned onto the street, he headed back toward the hotel.

“Sam?” Indie asked. “You’re thinking something. What is it?”

“You know me,” he said. “I hate loose ends. Beauregard, are you here?”

“We are, Samuel,” Beauregard said. “We simply felt it best to remain quiet while you were dealing with the authorities.”

Sam grinned. “Probably a good idea,” he said. “You said you got a brief look at the accomplice, right? Can you describe him to me?”

“I believe so,” Beauregard said. “I would say that he was approximately your height, Sam, but rather thin. His hair was gray, and I took his age to be at least in his late sixties, perhaps even up to his mid-early seventies. He was somewhat thin, not quite what one would call skinny but certainly not robust. His face was thin and seemed rather drawn, as if he had suffered a great deal in his time. I also noticed that his hands were quite large, particularly for his frame.”

Sam’s eyes suddenly went wide. “He had really big hands? Like, really big?”

“Yes, surprisingly so. In fact, they were so large that he could only fit two fingers into the handles of the toolbox. You or I could’ve gotten all four fingers inside it.”

“Sam?” his mother’s voice asked. “Does that mean something to you?”

“Damn right it does,” Sam said. “It was yesterday morning, just before you and Mom came in from your sightseeing trip. We were having breakfast and I asked Roger who he had spoken to in the governor’s office that got them permission to go into the asylum. He told me who it was, a guy named Russell Kincaid, but then he went on to talk about how Kincaid was an older man, apparently ugly as sin, and with the biggest hands he’d ever seen in his life.”

“And you’re thinking this might be the man who escaped us yesterday?”

“Of course I am,” Sam said. “How many people have you ever seen who had hands that big? That’s a pretty unusual trait, especially when someone would refer to them as the biggest hands they’d ever seen.”

“Sam,” Indie said, “let’s get back to the hotel. Maybe Herman has found something by now, and if we can connect this guy Kincaid to the Dunstan case, that would just about clinch it, don’t you think?”

“Excellent point,” Sam said. He pressed his foot down on the accelerator a bit harder, and moved through the city streets as fast as he felt he could get away with.

When they got back to the room, Indie went directly to the computer and opened it up. Herman could run in the background even when the computer was closed, and he had obviously been busy. He had found dozens of references to the Dunstan case, and Indie began clicking the links.

“Oh my goodness,” she said after several minutes. “Sam, it’s a good thing I started reading through these completely. This article about the case has one mention of the decision to send the Dunstan children to the asylum, and guess who was the assistant director of the state mental health department at the time.”

“Too easy,” Sam said. “Russell Kincaid, right?”

“You got it. He was in his early twenties, then, and had worked for that department for more than ten years, but that’s not all. It turns out that Mrs. Dunstan, the kids’ mother, was the sister of Kincaid’s wife. He even testified in their hearing that he had known the children for years, and that they had always displayed violent and psychopathic tendencies.”

“That explains it,” Grace said. “Margaret kept insisting that the bad man hated her, and it had something to do with the way their parents died. If her mother was Kincaid’s sister-in-law, that would explain why he might hate her, or at least why she would think so.”

“Yes, I see that point. The question is why she wouldn’t just tell you that it was her uncle. That would’ve led us to Kincaid before all this happened, and the asylum would still be standing. All of those ghosts would still be there.”

“Samuel,” Beauregard said, “do you remember we told you that she said the bad man was trying to make the world end? Have you considered the possibility that Margaret, at least the way she was inside the asylum, might have seen that as a good thing?”

Sam chewed on his bottom lip for a moment. “I guess that’s a possibility,” he said. “Anyway, we can’t spend a lot of time on what ifs. Kincaid is our man, I’m certain of it. Now we just have to prove it.”

“How do you plan to do that, Sam?” Indie asked. “He’s probably not going to admit it to you.”

“No, this is going to take some good old-fashioned police work.” He took out his phone and then found Levine’s business card. He looked at the number for a moment, then dialed it quickly and put the phone on speaker.

“Detective Levine,” Levine said as he answered.

“Levi,” Sam said, using the detective’s first name, “it’s Sam Prichard. I’m pretty sure I just identified the accomplice, but it’s going to be up to you to prove it.”

Quickly, he explained the connection between Kincaid and the Dunstan children, and Levine didn’t even ask how he knew so much about the case. When he said that the only glimpse any of them had gotten of the man who was taking the toolbox out of the asylum was of his extremely large hands, and that Kincaid had such unusual and enormous hands, Levine was ready to sign on.

“Give me an hour and I’ll have a warrant to search his place,” the detective said. “He’s bound to have some trace of explosives or something to connect him to the bombs that were used. Once we have that, we can go for an arrest and see if we can’t pound the rest out of him in interrogation.”

“Okay, you tackle it from that angle,” Sam said, “while I take the direct approach. I’m going to see the man at his office, and see if I can trip him up. I know a lot that he doesn’t think anybody knows, so maybe I can get him to slip.”

“You think so?” Levine asked. “Then just do me a favor, and keep that recorder running. I want to hear everything you get, and so does Jerry.”

“You got it,” Sam said. “I’m heading for his office now. I want to get there before he decides to leave early for the day.”

“Call me when you’re done,” Levine said. “Later.”

Sam hung up the phone and put it into his pocket. “Beauregard, Mom,” he said. “Let’s go catch us a killer.”

“But I thought Sykes was the one who killed everybody,” Grace said. “Isn’t this guy just like an accomplice or something?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Sam said. “When someone dies during the commission of the crime, everyone involved is guilty of murder.”

Indie got up from her chair, but Sam told her to wait in the room. “It’s always possible this guy could be dangerous,” Sam said. “I don’t want to take a chance on you getting hurt.”

Indie grinned at him. “How many of these arguments have you ever won?” she asked.

Sam swallowed. “Well,” he said, “I guess, none.”

“Then why try to ruin a perfect streak. I’m coming with you, and that’s that.”

Sam shrugged and let out a sigh, then picked up his car keys and they headed down to the parking lot. Moments later they were back in the Mustang, and Sam suddenly hesitated before starting the car.

“Beauregard? I’ve got a question for you.”

Forty-five minutes later, they arrived at the state capitol building. When they went inside, they had to stop at the security desk on the way. Sam flashed his DHS ID and told the security guards that he was there to see Russell Kincaid, special assistant to the governor. The security guard carefully compared the picture on the ID to Sam’s face, then picked up a phone and called Kincaid.

“Mr. Kincaid? I have a Sam Prichard down here at the front who says he wants to see you. He’s from the Department of Homeland Security, sir.” The guard listened for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, sir, right away.”

He turned to Sam as he hung up the phone. “If you’ll take the elevator up to the third floor,” he said, “then turn right when you come out of it, Mr. Kincaid’s office is three doors down on the left. He said he’ll be waiting for you.”

“Thank you,” Sam said. The security guard had them sign in, handed Sam and Indie each a visitor’s pass that they clipped onto their shirts, and then Indie followed Sam into the elevator and up to the third floor.

They found Kincaid’s office without any problem, and Sam walked through the door without bothering to knock. A receptionist inside looked up and smiled.

“You must be Mr. Prichard?” she asked. “Mr. Kincaid said you would be coming right up. He’s in his office, please go right on in.”

Sam thanked her and went through the door she’d indicated. Kincaid rose from behind his desk as Sam and Indie entered, and Sam was absolutely shocked when he saw just how large the man’s hands truly were. They were more than twice the size they should have been for the rest of his body, some sort of genetic anomaly that had probably gotten him teased as a kid. Sam reached out to shake hands with him, and actually marveled at how much of his own hand disappeared into that massive grip.

“Mr. Prichard,” Kincaid said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you in person. Please, have a seat and tell me what I can do for you today.”

He indicated a sofa, and then took a chair that faced it. Sam and Indie sat down on the sofa and Sam leaned forward, putting his elbows on his knees.

“Lawrence and Margaret Dunstan,” Sam said without preamble. As he’d expected, Kincaid’s eyes widened slightly. “Yes, I know you recognize the names. They were your niece and nephew, and they were judged insane after they murdered their parents. I know that you were the family member who was called to the scene when it took place, and that you were a deputy or assistant to the director of the department of mental health at the time. When they were finally judged to be criminally insane, almost two years later, you were the one who testified that they needed to be committed for the rest of their lives.”

“You are amazingly well-informed, Mr. Prichard,” Kincaid said. “May I ask why you are bringing this up to me today?”

“Because I’m here to discuss an entirely different crime,” Sam said. “As I’m sure you know, yesterday the Mayhew Asylum was destroyed by bombs. I have it on good authority that you were in fact the man who created and planted those bombs.”

Kincaid looked into his eyes without flinching for a couple of seconds, then broke into a smile.

“On good authority? May I ask the source of your information?”

“Certainly,” Sam said. “I received that information from Margaret Dunstan.”

“Mr. Prichard,” Kincaid said, his voice condescending. “I’m sure you realize that is impossible. Margaret Dunstan passed away years ago, beaten to death in that very asylum. Unless you have some means of speaking with the dead, there’s absolutely no way she told you anything.”

“Well, you see, Mr. Kincaid, I do. Not only that, but I also have a couple of ghosts who work with me, sort of like my own private secret agents. They spoke with Margaret and shared with me everything she said. She kept talking about someone she called ‘the bad man’ and said that the bad man was the reason they were sent to the asylum. Since you were the one who made sure they were sent there, I’m certain that you are the one she was talking about.”

Kincaid shook his head, chuckling. “Mr. Prichard, do you honestly expect me to believe that a dead girl gave you such information? Do you know how ridiculous you would sound if you tried to present any of this as evidence in a courtroom?”

“Of course I do,” Sam said. “Fortunately, that is not all the evidence I have. You see, Mr. Kincaid, I also have a witness who saw you at the asylum yesterday. You were in the process of removing a toolbox, one that you had apparently brought there sometime before. I’m guessing that you found out Waldo Ramirez was planning to have it checked for fingerprints, and that this might have even stepped up your timetable. Was that the case? Were you planning to destroy the building later, but decided you’d better take care of it while you could? Maybe even eliminate a few nuisances like Ramirez and myself, and your own partner, State Trooper Sykes?”

Kincaid blinked. “Again, I have to say that you sound rather crazy. I’m quite certain that no eyewitness could’ve put me at that building, because I was not there.”

“Beauregard? Is this the guy?”

“It most certainly is, Samuel,” Beauregard said.

“Mr. Kincaid, Beauregard is the ghost of a Civil War soldier that has been connected to my family for some time. Yesterday, while we were there investigating the death of Trooper Emerson a few nights ago, Beauregard went to take a look in the maintenance room, where your toolbox sat. Imagine his surprise when he stepped in to find you there packing up the tools, preparing for their removal.”

“Mr. Prichard, this is approaching something so fantastic as to be completely ridiculous. I’m afraid I have no idea what your motivation in making these accusations could be, but…”

“How do you manage to disappear in front of a ghost?” Sam asked suddenly. “Is that some sort of special ability you have? You have some way to make yourself just completely vanish from their sight?”

Kincaid froze. He set perfectly still for several seconds, then drew himself up and took a deep breath. “Mr. Prichard,” he said slowly, “you have now reached the point where I begin to worry about your own mental state. I’m going to have to ask you to leave, or else I shall have to call security and have you removed.”

“Don’t even think about it,” Grace said, standing just behind Kincaid and leaning down so that she was speaking directly into his ear. He flinched, jerking away from her and spinning his head to try to see where she was.

“Your world is collapsing, Mr. Kincaid,” Beauregard said loudly, directly into his other ear. Once again, Kincaid flinched away, and he seemed to tense visibly.

“He’s gone, Samuel,” Beauregard said. “I cannot see him.”

“Oh my God,” Grace said. “Sam, he just vanished.”

“Not for us, he didn’t,” Sam said. “That was my ghostly friends you just heard,” he continued. “And they just told me that you have pulled your vanishing act again. I’d really love to know how you do that. Heck, it might even come in handy for me once in a while. Can you tell me how to pull that off?”

Kincaid was staring at him, his eyes wide. “This has gone quite far enough,” he said, his voice gruff and hoarse. “I’m afraid I must insist that you leave, now.”

“Why?” Sam asked. “I thought we were getting along rather well. Kincaid, it’s all over for you. While you’re sitting here letting me drive you half crazy, city detectives are descending on your home with a search warrant. Now, I don’t care how careful you were, I’m sure they’re going to find something to tie you to those explosions. After all, how many people can rig an explosion that can turn out an electromagnetic pulse? That must’ve taken quite a bit of research on your part. How did you accomplish it? Blow up a major transformer that you had hidden in the building?”

Kincaid leapt to his feet. “Get out!” he said loudly. “I want you to leave this instant.”

“Sure you do,” Sam said. “You want to try to figure out how you’re going to make your escape, but I’m not going to let that happen. Even if you managed to throw me out of the office, I can still keep track of you. It won’t even be difficult, and do you know why? Because your little trick doesn’t work on everybody, now does it? Sure, you can disappear as far as most ghosts are concerned, but not all of them. Some of them can still see you, can’t they?”

Kincaid’s eyes were so big and round Sam worried they might pop out and drop to the floor. He stood there, staring at Sam, his breathing rapid and ragged, and then his eyes tried to become even bigger.

“Hello, Uncle Russell,” said a soft voice. “You remember me, don’t you?”

Kincaid’s mouth opened, but the only thing that came out was a barely audible scream. Sam sat there and stared at him as he tried to look around the room, looking for the source of that hated voice.

“That’s right,” Sam said. “That’s your niece, Margaret. You know, the one you told me I couldn’t possibly have heard from? She’s a ghost, Mr. Kincaid, but you already knew that, because you’re the one who killed her. You beat that poor child to death in her room, so badly that her blood was all over the place. Ever since then, you’ve been going into and out of that building for so long, always looking for her, trying to torment her even after she was dead. She told us how badly you hate her, but I just—I don’t know, I just couldn’t believe that anyone could hate a child that much. Why would you hate her so badly, Mr. Kincaid?”

Sam just looked at him for a moment, then continued. “Could it possibly be that the death of your sister-in-law and her husband hit you that hard? I thought about that, but it would sound kind of strange, because most people aren’t that close to their in-laws. Sure, they might be friends and even fond of each other, but when your wife’s sister died, you almost seemed to be out for the most horrendous personal revenge you could manage. And now, even years later, no, decades later, that thirst for revenge is so strong that you were even trying to kill what little was left of Margaret. You had built yourself an electromagnetic pulse generator, right? Something small that you could carry, and I’m sure that all you had to do was touch a ghost with it to make them vanish forever. The thing is, I don’t think you really cared about the other ghosts in the building, because you could hide yourself from them. The only reason you could possibly want to destroy a ghost, any ghost, is because you wanted to destroy Margaret, to take the most final revenge you could manage on her.”

“Get her out of here,” Kincaid said, gasping for air. “Please, you’ve got to get her out of here.”

“But, Uncle Russell,” Margaret said. “I thought it was time we finally got to know one another, don’t you?”

Kincaid began shaking, and he dropped back onto the chair. Sam leaned closer, looking him in the eye. “I’m going to take a guess, Kincaid,” he said. “I’m going to hazard the guess that it wasn’t that you were so close to your in-laws, it was that you were close to your sister-in-law. The two of you were having an affair, weren’t you? You were in love with her, and that’s why her death hit you so hard. That’s why you spent the last thirty years trying to take revenge against a little girl who had been so abused she didn’t even know right from wrong. What about Lawrence, your nephew? Did you hate him just as much?”

“You don’t understand,” Kincaid gasped out. “You can’t possibly…”

“Try me, you old bastard,” Sam said. “Tell me all about it. I really want to know what can cause a man to hate so much for so long, even after the object of that hate has died.”

“She was a monster! That child was a total monster, the kind that should have been drowned at birth. She should never have even existed, but her mother was weak. No matter what she did, no matter how much trouble or damage, her mother was always ready with an excuse. It wasn’t her fault, she would say, it was Lawrence’s doing, and she would never see the truth. I tried to, God, how I tried to tell her, but she refused the truth, and that truth is what finally killed her.”

“And that’s what you couldn’t handle,” Sam said. “This little girl that you considered a monster, you blamed her for the death of the woman you loved. Did your wife know? Did she know that you were having an affair with her own sister? Or did her husband find out? I’m just curious—I really want to know what could have contributed to so much hate.”

“It was because she was mine!” Kincaid shouted. “I knew, oh, I knew that I should never bear progeny, that the curse inside of me would be passed on, and I was right! That little monster was the result, and even when she was only a baby, I could see the evil in her. I saw the curse, and I tried so hard to tell Janine the truth, but she simply would not listen. Even when the children were locked away, she refused to understand that the little monster would eventually destroy her.”

He stopped speaking for nearly half a minute, gasping for breath, and then he began to laugh. “Do you know what she told me?” he asked. “She told me how happy she was that she had borne my child, even while I was telling her that the curse would end up destroying her and the rest of her family.” He shook his head. “But she wouldn’t listen. I knew what would happen eventually, but I tried, oh how I tried to avoid it. I went to see her every chance I got, every time her husband was away for even a few hours, I would go to her and tell her how much I loved her, and try to warn her about the curse.”

He fell silent. Sam sat and looked at him for a moment, and then reached out and touched him on the knee, shaking gently to get his attention.

“Kincaid,” he said. “What was the curse?”

Kincaid focused his eyes on Sam. “Don’t you know?” he asked softly. “Haven’t you figured it out? The curse has affected my family for seven generations, seven generations of Kincaids who were cursed with the ability to hear those spirits.” He shook his head. “Evil spirits, they are. The truly dead, they move on to Heaven or Hell, but the spirits that remain—those are the evil in the world, those are the source of all evil. I was the first in four generations who managed not to go insane from listening to those voices. Only me, I’m the only one who was able to cope, to find a way to block them out. You asked me how I make myself invisible to them? It’s just a matter of refusing to allow them to touch the essence of me. When I block them, they cannot see me.”

“But you can’t hold it constantly, can you?” Sam asked. “It drains you, blocking them that way. And then, and then when you thought you had figured out how to beat this curse, you killed little Margaret. You must’ve been called to the asylum when they found her body, right? You probably went to identify the body, am I correct? And when you got there, probably using your gift as hard as you could to block out all of the ghosts who were already there by that time, you suddenly came face-to-face with the one who could still see you, the one you couldn’t block out. Margaret could see you, couldn’t she? Maybe it’s because she was your daughter, maybe the trick didn’t work on her because of that, but whatever it was, you couldn’t block her out.”

“Yes,” Kincaid said softly. “And even worse than that, she was the only one I could see. The rest I could only hear, but she appears before me and looks as real and solid as you do. No matter what I did, every time I had to go to that place, she would find me and follow me around. She would talk to me constantly, and it was driving me crazy. When they closed the place down, I was elated. Finally, I thought, I could be free of her, but something—oh, my God, something kept drawing me back there. I tried to stay away, but I kept going back, going to look for her and try to make her understand just how evil she was. She was just like her mother; she simply refused to see the truth.”

“And so, somewhere along the line, you decided that you had to find a way to get rid of her. That research, it wasn’t just about bombs, was it? I don’t know where you found your information, but you must’ve done years of research on how to get rid of a ghost. How did you come to the conclusion that an EMP would do it?”

“Geisler,” Kincaid said. “Wilhelm Geisler. He was a paranormal researcher in Austria, one of the most renowned in the world. Despite the fact that he was an electrical engineer, he devoted most of his life to studying ghosts and spirits, and he was the one who first discovered that ghosts generate electromagnetic fields. He was the one who theorized that an electromagnetic pulse would disrupt that field, destroy them. He never tried, because he considered them to be some sort of angelic things, like guardian angels of some sort, but I knew the truth. They are evil, because they reject their final destiny. They become evil itself, the very force that evil is. People talk of ectoplasm and spiritual energy, but what they are really made of is simply pure evil.”

“And where did Sykes fit into all this? How did he get involved with you?”

Kincaid’s eyes widened again. “Perhaps you’re not as well-informed as I thought,” he said. “Harold Sykes was my nephew, the son of my sister Anna. The curse drove Anna completely insane. When Harold was only seven she was caught trying to drown him, and she is to this day in an asylum outside Marietta. Her husband, Harold’s father, was a truck driver who had the bad fortune to lose control of his truck on a steep downgrade. Harold was only seventeen at the time, and suddenly he was alone. Alone, and cursed, and he didn’t even know that the curse was part of our family. His mother had never told him, and his father—I suppose his father probably didn’t even know about it. He reached out to me, and one night he confessed that he thought he was going insane with all the voices he could hear. It was left to me to explain it to him, and I did the best I could. He seemed to come to grips with the curse, and so I helped him along. I paid for his schooling, and made sure that he did well so that he could come back to Atlanta and assist me as I tried to end the curse forever.”

“But you lied to him,” Sam said. “You told them you were trying to end the curse, but what you were really trying to do was get rid of Margaret. Sykes respected you and loved you, and you used him and manipulated him. I’m curious, Kincaid, what was it about Emerson that you were so worried about?”

Kincaid looked at him, and the expression on his face told Sam that the old man had decided there was nothing left to lose.

“Bill Emerson used to be in charge of that building,” Kincaid said. “There were a few times when he came to inspect its condition that he found me there, and I told him I was simply curious about it. After all, I had been one of the people in charge of it for many years, so he accepted it was natural I should be interested in the old monstrosity.” He closed his eyes. “But then one day he came in and I didn’t hear him. He was up on the second floor, and he said he heard voices. At first he thought it was something supernatural, but then he realized it was only one voice and he followed the sound. Of course, what he was hearing was me, and I was raging and cursing at Margaret, screaming to her about the curse and how she had taken the only good thing in my life away. I told her that I was going to destroy her, that I was going to destroy all of the ghosts and the building they lived in, and that’s when I heard a sound and turned around. Bill Emerson was standing there, just staring at me. He didn’t even bother to ask me what I was doing, can you believe that? He just shook his head and turned to walk away.”

“But he had heard you,” Sam said. “He had heard you saying that you intended to destroy the building. That was what you didn’t want him to remember once you carried out your plan. If he did, then the police might look at you for the crime, might actually investigate you. You couldn’t have that, could you? Did you have to pull strings to get Emerson on the escort detail that night? I’m sure you did, and you pulled those same strings to get Sykes on with him. The only question left is how you managed to make him fall. Tell me, would you? I’m really curious.”

Kincaid chuckled, but there was no mirth in it. “That was so easy,” he said. “I knew they would be going up the stairs, so I just rigged a little air gun. It was hidden inside the wall, not terribly powerful but strong enough to shoot a pebble into his face. I rigged it up with a remote control, and gave that to Harold. I had shown him exactly where it was, and exactly where Emerson needed to be when he pushed the button, and it came off flawlessly. The pebble struck him in the cheek and made him fall backward, just as I knew it would. All Harold had to do was make sure the accident was fatal.”

“Really? Accident? It must’ve shaken you up pretty badly when the police started talking about murder. And then you heard that someone had discovered your toolbox and that it was going to be examined for fingerprints. You decided it was time to go ahead and execute your plans, right?”

“Why not? The devices were in place, I had simply been waiting for all the attention to the building to die down. If Emerson’s death had been called an accident, they would’ve closed the building up and that would have been the end of it. A few days, maybe a week or so later, I could have finished what I had set out to do.” His eyes narrowed. “And then you had to come along and screw it all up.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Some people think I’m good at that.” He got to his feet and Indie followed. Her eyes were wide and there were tracks of tears on her cheeks. “You wanted me to leave, so that’s what I’m going to do. Of course, everything you’ve just told me is going directly to the police. By now, they’ve got their warrant and shown up at your house. I’m sure they’ll find something to back up what I’m going to tell them, and your days are undoubtedly numbered.”

“Wait,” Kincaid said. “Wait a moment.” He got up shakily and moved toward his desk. Sam watched him carefully, keeping a hand on his own gun as he did so, but the old man picked something up off the top of the desk. He brought it back and handed it to Sam. “Read it,” he said.

Sam looked down at the paper in his hand. There, typed neatly and double spaced, was a complete confession. Kincaid had even signed it.

Sam looked up at him. “What is this?” he asked. “You were actually going to confess?”

The old man laughed again. “No,” he said. “But I considered the possibility that one of those young people might be accused of what I was doing, and I didn’t want to die with that on my conscience. You see, Mr. Prichard, my days truly are numbered. Not only am I an old man, but I have the cancer. My doctors tell me I have months, possibly as many as five or six months left. That confession was going to be left in my desk, so that when I die, it would free any of those innocent young people who might have been accused.” He shrugged. “But I’ve already told you everything, so there’s no point in waiting anymore, is there?”

He turned and went back toward his desk. He sat down in his chair and looked at Sam. “You may go, now,” he said. “With that, you have everything you need. Please, just go and leave an old man alone in peace.”

Sam looked at him for a long moment, then nodded for Indie to precede him out the door. They stepped out and Sam pulled the door shut behind him, but he stood there with his hand on the knob.

“Sam?” Indie asked. “What’s the matter?”

“Something doesn’t add up,” Sam said. “Why would he give me a confession like this? It just doesn’t make sense.”

Suddenly his eyes went wide. “Unless…”

The sound of the gunshot came from Kincaid’s office, and his receptionist screamed. Sam turned the knob and threw the door open, but the old man was dead, slumped back in his chair. He had put the pistol into his mouth and pulled the trigger.

“Oh, my God, Sam,” Indie said. “He’s killed himself.”

Sam just stood there, staring, his mind racing. Kincaid’s receptionist came to the door and screamed, then ran away again.

“Beauregard?” Sam asked. “What’s happening?”

“I can’t see, Sam,” Beauregard said. “He is still not visible to me.”

“I can see him,” said Margaret’s sweet little voice. “He’s out, now, and he’s standing there looking at himself.”

“Oh my God,” Indie said. “Sam, I heard her.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Me, too.”

“Margaret?” Kincaid’s voice said, coming through the phone. “You’re really here?”

“Yes, Uncle Russell,” Margaret said. “I’m here.”

They were silent for a few seconds, and then Kincaid spoke again. “This is interesting,” he said. “Now that I’ve died, everything I was so intent upon no longer seems important.”

“I understand that’s how it works,” Sam said. “The things that mattered in your mortal life just don’t seem all that important anymore, other than those you loved.”

“Really? But I never loved anyone, not truly. I wanted, and sometimes I even possessed, but I never truly loved. Is it too late now, I wonder?”

“I don’t think it’s ever too late to love,” Sam said. “But that’s something you have to discover for yourself.”

“He has relaxed, Sam,” Beauregard said. “I can see him again.”

“And I can see you, old soldier,” Kincaid said. “I know that voice. You were the one who confronted me in the basement.”

“I am that man,” Beauregard said.

“I’m glad you got out,” Kincaid said. “I hope a lot of them got out. I was so wrong, so wrong to do what I did.”

“If you believe that,” Sam said, “then there might be hope for you yet.”

“Sam, I think he’s crying,” Grace said. “He’s looking at his body, and I think he’s crying.”

“I am,” Kincaid said. “My soul is weeping, weeping for so much of my life that was wasted. How could I have been so blind? How could I have been so full of hate and anger and rage that I could simply pass through life without ever once knowing love?”

There was silence in the room for a few seconds, and then a soft voice was heard. “I can show you,” Margaret said. “All the time you hated me, I was so sad. I wasn’t mad at you, not even for making us go there. I was just sad, because you were my uncle Russell, and I always loved you.”

“He is approaching her, Samuel,” Beauregard said. “And the look on his face is one of peace.”

“Beautiful little Margaret,” Kincaid said. “You never knew that you were my own daughter, did you? How could I have been so blind that I failed to love the most precious thing in the world?”

“Sam,” Grace said suddenly. “It’s the light! Somehow, he’s gotten the light.”

“Light? What’s happening, tell me?” Sam said.

“He is looking at the light, Samuel,” Beauregard said. “He is standing beside Margaret, and he is looking at the light.”

“Is that for me?” Kincaid asked. “Could I possibly have done anything to deserve something so beautiful?”

“I don’t know,” Sam said. “They say that even the worst of us have some good in us. Maybe you did.”

“But if I go,” Kincaid said, “I’ll never know you, Margaret. Perhaps I should stay.”

“No,” Margaret said. “You need to go. Come on, Uncle Russell, you need to go.”

“Beauregard, do you see?” Grace asked, her voice full of wonder.

“I do,” Beauregard said. “Samuel, she has taken his hand. She is leading him directly to the light and—they are gone. Samuel, she went with him into the light.”

Indie was openly weeping, and Sam reached out to put his arm around her. Tears were slowly running down his own cheeks. They stood there like that for another minute, and then suddenly security guards came rushing into the room.

“It was a happy ending, Samuel,” Beauregard said. “And if I had not seen it, I would never have believed.”




Epilogue


All of them were gathered in the detectives’ office. Ichabod and the video crew, Waldo Ramirez, Sam, Indie and even the ghosts that had become friends of Beauregard and Grace. They had been there for hours, going over everything that had taken place until they were certain they had all of the details down correctly.

“I think that wraps it up,” Levine said. “Smart thinking, Sam, recording your visit to Kincaid. I’ll admit I don’t understand a lot of it, all that stuff about ghosts, but we can just chalk it up to the guy being nutty as a fruitcake, right?”

“That’s probably the best solution,” Sam said. “Trying to explain anything else might be pretty difficult.”

“No kidding. Well, I guess you’re all free to go. We know how to reach all of you, so if there’s anything else we need, we can reach out to you. You folks take it easy and if you ever decide to come back to Atlanta, do me a favor and change your minds.”

Sam and the others got a chuckle out of that, but they took the opportunity to file out of the room. When they were outside the building, Sam held out a hand to Ramirez.

“Waldo, you’re an interesting fellow,” Sam said. “And I have a little bit of a surprise for you, I think. Remember your comment about wishing you had some ghosts who might work with you?”

“Yeah, I remember,” Ramirez said. “Of course, I was only kidding.”

“Well, you might want to reconsider. I mentioned it to Beauregard, and he passed it along.”

“Passed it along?” Ramirez asked. “To whom?”

“To us,” said Doctor Chatsworth. “My name is Julian, and I have with me my dear friend Judith. With the hospital gone, I’m afraid we are looking for something new to occupy our time. Mr. Beauregard says you might be interested in having some assistance of our kind.”

Ramirez’s eyes went wide, but he smiled. “Seriously? You guys think you’d be interested in looking around old buildings?”

“Why not?” Judith asked. “We’ve been living in one for decades. Besides, it’s time we had some time for ourselves. We don’t mind helping you out, and it’s actually kind of nice to have friends among the living.”

Ramirez laughed. “Well, I’d be a fool to turn you down,” he said. “Why don’t you folks follow me and we’ll talk about it when we are all alone. That sound okay to you?”

“That sounds perfect,” Chatsworth said.

Ramirez shook hands with Sam and the others, then walked away. That left Sam and Indie alone with Ichabod, Sandy, Roger and the rest of the crew.

“Sam,” Ichabod said, “we’d really like to get you guys on camera before we part company. Let you tell our viewers how all of this came about, would you do that?”



“I don’t know about that,” Sam said. “I told you, Ichabod, I’m not too sure about doing the whole gho

 
st hunter bit.”



“Okay, then you could at least come on one episode and talk about how you cleared Bruce from any accusation about Emerson’s death. How about that?”

“Oh, go ahead, Sam,” Indie said. “It’ll be interesting to write about it on the blog.”

“I suppose we can,” Sam said. “But only this once, right?”

Suddenly, through the headset, Sam heard a chuckle. “I wonder, Samuel,” Beauregard said, “if you really believe it will only be the once?”
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