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 Chapter One: July
2nd,
1863

 


Explosions from cannon and musket alike
deafened the once quiet city of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. Panicked
screams of women and children echoed through the tightly-packed
buildings as families, young and old, fled from their homes onto
the streets. Antsy horses pawed at the ground, whinnying and
nickering nervously, they awaited the retreating citizens to board
their wagons and ride north.

The battles had been going on for nearly a
full day in the surrounding fields and hills. The college on
Seminary Ridge, the enormous bricked building that it was, had
become a Union stronghold, but it was anyone’s guess as to how long
it would remain that way.

Occasionally, individual Union soldiers or
even clumps of them would march quickly through the town square, on
their way to the bloody fields. Dirty, fatigued as they were, they
tried to remain calm and brace on the second of July. Most of the
Union men were veterans by no and knew their way around a
battlefield disturbingly well. Some were fresh to the line, unaware
but not unconcerned, as to what would be waiting for them on the
blood-soaked grounds.

Off in the distance, though uncomfortably
close to the city, unnatural clouds of thick, white smoke rose into
the clear, blue sky. That was the direction in which the soldiers
marched, guns in hand, gravely silent. It was also the direction
from which wounded soldiers were trickling into the city. Both
veterans and newcomers went a little bit paler, sweated a little
bit more, at the sight. Hopefully that wouldn’t be them.

Though some barns had been turned into field
hospitals on the farms nearest to the warring Yankees and Rebels,
they weren’t nearly enough. Where necessary, doctors in town opened
their offices, homes, as well as several churches and inns for the
wounded. These sanctuaries, almost welcoming in appearance from the
outside, contained only death and despair within.

Young and old soldiers were suffering,
dying, in the stifling, crimson-dyed cots throughout the crowded
aisles. Cries and shuttering moans for God and water, for death and
wives and mothers, echoed through the unfeeling, stone hallways -
calls that could rarely be answered. Try and try as they might,
there were too few aids and surgeons in the tiny, unprepared town
to handle such drastic and dire circumstances. Many good, once
strong men were treated too late or forgotten for those in more
serious condition, but left prone to infection and death.

The beautiful fields, once quiet and
peaceful were filled with chaos. Men were shooting, blindly firing
metal killers into their fellow countrymen. Officers on horses
galloped back and forth along their lines, bellowing orders, hoping
to be heard over the cannon blasts and terrified screams.

In the Union lines, barricaded behind
log fences and hastily piled stones, what remained of the
74th Pennsylvania soldiers
worked quickly, if not haphazardly, to lad, fire, and reload their
rifles. They barely spoke to one another, aside from the
occasionally call for more ammunition or cover fire; the only
things on their minds were staying alive and killing their enemies.
They had been there for hours and the sun was just beginning to
peak in the sky. Beads of sweat trickled down their dirt-stained
faces, leaving clear trails along their cheeks as the sun beat down
on their wool-encased bodies.

Sandwiched between two particularly stinking
older men, a young private, a native to the besieged town, packed
the last of his gunpowder into the barrel of his gun. Despite the
grime and filth from months of living in camps in the country’s
open fields covering his face, James O’Leary was a handsome man.
Intense, vivid emerald eyes narrowed in fierce concentration as he
took aim at a thick-bearded Rebel colonel. His dark mahogany mop of
hair was longer than usual, but it framed his smooth, oval face
attractively. It was limp, now, uncared for from his months at
war.

The women in town would be shocked by his
unkempt, almost wild appearance. But he had little time to consider
them; not with what was occupying his attention. His popularity
with the young single women couldn’t be further from his mind, as
he stared down he long barrel of his twisted, battle-worn
rifle.

Narrowing one eye, he focused everything he
had within him, blocking out the raucous noises around him, on this
one soldier.

God, don’t let me
miss, he licked his once plump, pink lip, hoping to
wet the chapped, cracking skin, damn it,
don’t let me miss…

His finger pressed down on the trigger and a
sudden plume of smoke and a blast of thunder exploded from the gun.
James was used to the recoil by now, unflinching as he searched for
his - hopefully - fallen enemy.

He let out sudden breath of relief; there.
He was being eased to the ground from his horse by his fellow
Confederates, a steadily spreading patch of scarlet staining the
back of his faded gray uniform. No one else paid attention to the
exchange, too caught up in their own conflicts to care.

James’s relief was short-lived. His face
contorted in pain, dark, heavy brows pulling downward into a
confused, disbelieving scowl. Hands instinctively flying to his
stomach, his bright, emerald eyes widened as he pulled them away;
crimson, slick and thick, coated them.

The pain didn’t register at first - when it
did, it brought him to his knees. He was on his back before he knew
it; his whole body convulsing. His suntanned skin lost color
quickly, turning a sickly, ashen hue. He couldn’t fathom a thing,
except for the fact that he was, most certainly, dying. The
intensity of the pain stabbed at every fiber of his being. He was
vaguely aware of screaming, raw and terrified - it sounded like his
own voice. Calls for a doctor, a surgeon. He didn’t know who he
called for; probably everyone he knew.

He felt hands grabbing him suddenly, and,
instinctively, he threw fists, punching and kicking at his
assailants. He couldn’t concentrate. His thoughts began slipping
away, a delirium settling over him. Voices, some he
half-recognized, urged him to calm down, assuring him that he would
be fine. They were false promises, whether he realized it fully or
not.

Time meant nothing any longer. James dropped
in and out of consciousness, waking periodically but never in the
same place.

Once more, he was jolted awake, but this
time he was being set down quite hastily on a solid, wooden
surface. Panicked, he looked around, cloudy-eyed and reaching out
blindly. He recognized, barely and in passing, that he was laying
on his own foyer floor. Spread-eagle, he was surrounded, but this
time he knew every single face.

“M-mom?” his trembling hand clawed at the
air, trying to grasp the aging woman’s hand. His normally strong,
smooth-timbred voice was weak, filled to the brim with an
uncontrolled fear that no one would be able to tame.

She was there, kneeling at his side,
accompanied by his father and each and every younger sibling still
living at home. Each one, even his father, the harsh, stern
businessman that he was, had tears of shock and sorrow glistening
in their eyes.

By now, James was cold, terribly cold. He
couldn’t feel the bullet wound anymore; he couldn’t feel his
father’s wizened, bent fingers running through his sweat-soaked
hair, his mother’s shaking hands trying to staunch the bleeding,
gaping hole in his stomach. He couldn’t feel himself choking on his
own coppery blood, though he was partially aware of the metallic
taste in his mouth.

The younger children were screaming, their
pale faces now red with the intensity of their shrieks, and yet, he
couldn’t hear any of it. His own heartbeat was thudding
thunderously in his ears, but even that was beginning to fade. No
longer did he hear his own shuddering, labored breathing.

His vision was quickly fading into a milky,
blinding white light. He wanted to point out the steadily
increasing phenomena to his family, but the words didn’t seem to
come. With a final breath, the cold, stark light overtook him and
he fell, limp, into his father’s lap, another casualty of the young
country’s first and only civil war.


 Chapter Two: June
27th,
2011

 


The police station was a flurry of
activity as I entered, but I focused entirely on my goal - get in,
get out, never come back. Law enforcement had caused me
nothing but pain and a truckload of
disgusting, horrible memories, and I had absolutely no intention of
staying there any longer than I possibly had to. Keeping a sunny,
well-faked smile plastered on my face, I approached the flustered,
overworked receptionist, Philippa.

“Hello, how can I help you?” she questioned,
a similar smile on her own face. It was nice to know I wasn’t the
only one who didn’t feel like being genuinely happy today.

“My name’s A - Helena Cooley, Helena
Cooley,” I cursed my slip up, hoping that it wouldn’t be quite as
frequent as last time, “could you tell Captain Jones that I’m here
to see him?”

“Sure, Miss Cooley,” the fortunately
frazzled, heavyset granny replied, absently grabbing for the
telephone.

Glancing upward and letting out a
silent thank-you, I grinned slightly. Yay
for not noticing that I don’t even know my own name! I
thought, stepping over to the lobby’s uncomfortable plastic
chairs.

‘It’s busy for a Sunday morning’ was my
first thought, but then, I didn’t really know the busy-ness of
small town police stations.

The man next to me was slumped over in his
seat, head thrown back and tongue lolling out of the side of his
mouth. He stunk of sweat and alcohol, a strong whiskey by the smell
of it. A small yet steady trickle of blood streamed from his
forehead, a doozy of a gash below his hairline. He was moaning and
muttering under his breath, but no one seemed to pay him any
heed.

I made no show of noticing him and if he
noticed me, he made no move. It was better that way - I didn’t need
those looks from the people around me again. If I had realized he
was sitting there when I first sat down, I never would have taken
that seat. Keeping my gaze focused on one of those enormous South
American plants, the ones with the surfboard-sized leaves, I tried
to remain indifferent to the drunk beside me; everyone else
was.

Don’t draw
attention, I chanted, reprimanded myself,
I don’t need that. That’s
done enough… don’t let him notice me…
please…

“Hey pretty layyy-deee,” the gruff,
bleary-eyed man spoke, his head swiveling down to face me. I
couldn’t help but automatically return his stare, no matter how I
wanted to remain invisible and aloof. He stared, with a cold,
unfeeling stare… I hated when they had that look.

Forcibly turning my gaze away from him, I
felt myself go rigid and could only hope he wouldn’t realize that I
had acknowledged him. If I just pretended that he wasn’t there…
that I had never looked…

He stretched a grubby paw toward me
but still I didn’t flinch. I bit the tip of my tongue to keep from
speaking out, screaming out,
but I couldn’t keep my breathing steady.

“Miss Cooley, Capt…”

Before she could finish, I was on my feet,
crossing the room and failing to suppress a shudder. Philippa gave
me an odd look, but must have been tactful enough not to say
anything. She didn’t even glance back to the lobby to see what
caused the unsettled, tense look on my face; part of me was
thankful for that.

“Thank you,” I blurted, sounding much more
grateful than she was probably expecting. Quickly slipping down the
now familiar hallway, away from what could have been a disaster in
the lobby, I ran a hand through my now Halle Berry-esque hair,
unused to the lack of dark chestnut locks cascading down my
back.

I couldn’t understand why Captain Jones
refused to come to my temporary residence at the huge, Civil-War
era hotel. Maybe it was all of the ghost stories he heard on a
daily basis - I was certain that, in a place like Gettysburg, the
police were notified on hundreds of occasions about unusual
occurrences in more than half of the buildings around town. That
was why he point-blank refused to accompany me inside the house I
had opted to buy. After hearing that history, I guess the majority
of people avoided it like the plague.

But really, I was getting tired of
having to make the trek back and forth between my hotel and the
police station because the head of the force was scared of
ghosts. Be a man, Jones… and stop
summoning me to the precinct…

Pausing in front of the captain’s
door, I knocked quickly. A deep, emotionless ‘enter!’ echoed through the hallway and I pushed
the door open, stepping inside and smiling politely at the
ex-retired police chief.

“Take a seat, Miss Pierson,” he cut to the
chase, gesturing to the plush, leather chair across from him. The
forty-seven year old wasn’t much for small talk, I guess.

I obliged, glad to hear my family name
again. I hadn’t expected it, but I was grateful for it.

“How are you feeling, Miss Pierson?” he
inquired, switching from crotchety chief to concerned father. He
would be smart to keep a distance and not care so much. I’d only
end up putting him in danger.

“I’m alright, thank you,” I answered with
practiced ease. That was always my response, automatic and
polite.

He nodded mechanically, before rifling
through the files splayed across his desk. A man of few words if I
ever saw one. His blond mustache twitched slightly as he mumbled to
himself, questioning where the memo he was looking for was, as if
it would just jump out and land in his hand.

I waited patiently, one eyebrow quirked in
interest. He, like the other police chiefs I’d encountered before,
only asked for me when they had news. Before, it was when they
needed my help. Now, it was news.

Having been to his office more times than I
had been to inspect my new house, I was already familiar with it.
It was a large room, enough for a few people, but, really, there
weren’t that many officers on the police force there in Gettysburg.
It was one of the newer buildings in town, full of windows and
architecturally modern. The whole wall behind Jones and his desk
was glass, covered in floor-length mini blinds. A set of
bookshelves and filing cabinets ran along the other walls,
sometimes a family photo or some souvenir from a trip placed here
and there. The walls were a soft gray, the carpeting a darker
shade.

“Here we go,” he found the file he needed -
that file held the physical bane of my existence. It didn’t help
when the other was inside of me. He sighed heavily, flipping
through the voluminous folder.

I glanced away as the subject’s picture
caught my eye. That quick peek had my heart pounding and me
struggling to regain my composure… and it would probably give me
nightmares for only the next few nights, if I was lucky.

“I got a call this morning from Chief
Masterson in Augusta,” Jones stated, clicking his pen and
scribbling something down. I leaned forward, my heart galloping
awkwardly as I awaited the news.

“What’d he say?” I found myself eagerly
questioning. This was something I needed to know. Believe it or
not, my life honestly depended on it.

“Frederickson was denied parole - again,”
Jones commented, a darkly pleased tone to his voice. I bet he got
like that with every perp he had to deal with. “He’s not eligible
again for a while.”

Nodding, I rubbed my sweaty palms
against my jean-clad knees, “Good. I’m okay then…” He wasn’t really
meant to hear it, but he did and nodded in agreement.
For now, I couldn’t help but
add, until they decide parole might be
good for him…

Shaking that thought from my head, I glanced
up at the thin man in front of me. His bespectacled, periwinkle
eyes met mine questioningly. “Thank you for letting me know,
Captain,” I stated, truly appreciative, “I really am grateful for
all the help you’ve given me. I know it’s potentially putting you
and the city at risk; you could’ve turned down the request. Believe
me, I would’ve understood completely…”

He waved off the comment and shrugged
slightly, “It’s my job. And if, for some reason, he does get out,
he won’t find you here. My boys and I’ll make sure of it.”

Praying that he was right, I stood, smiling
and shaking his hand, “Well, I did mean what I said. Have a nice
day, Captain.” He returned the gesture and I made my way to the
door. I had to pause before leaving, turning and fighting the urge
to roll my eyes, “Captain Jones, my home and the hotel I’m staying
at aren’t haunted. Sometimes you can drop the news off there,
yeah?”

He looked like he wanted to retort; no, he
wasn’t afraid of the stories he had heard, he just didn’t want to
leave the comfort of his office. In the end, he just shook his head
and waved me away, offering his usual farewell, “I’ll let you know
when I hear something.”

And with that, I was gone.

As I made my way through the lobby once
more, bidding Philippa good-bye, I took a subtle glance toward the
chair, where I had left the drunken man. He was still there,
trembling violently and shouting, his tone so loud that he had me
jerking back slightly in surprise. Philippa was now the only one in
the room, aside from me, and she was completely oblivious to the
bellowing and hollering going on a few feet from her.

“Something wrong, Miss Cooley?” she
questioned. For being completely unaware of the man’s presence, she
noticed my hesitation, a perplexed, curious expression playing on
her wrinkled face.

Clicking my tongue, I just shook my head,
eyes wide and a look of innocence on my face, “Nothing at all,
thanks. Just… thinking, that’s all.”

Without another glance at the enraged man, I
strolled out of the precinct, hoping that I wouldn’t have to come
back for quite some time. But in the end, I knew Captain Jones
wouldn’t be paying me any visits, no matter how many times I asked
him to. He was right in one respect, though I would never admit it;
the hotel I was staying at and my new home… both were full of
ghosts.

 


Gettysburg, Pennsylvania.

It certainly wasn’t my first choice when the
officers at the Witness Protection agency in Augusta, Maine had
been on the mad search for somewhere to put me. In fact, I
specifically remember asking to be put somewhere with as little
death-filled history as they could think of. Maybe a brand new city
or something? Jeez, maybe just a little piece of land out in the
middle of nowhere, no other people around, no history to speak of
at all. That sounded perfect for someone like me. Maybe then I
could pretend like this ‘gift’ that I had never existed.

But, in the haste of the moment, the urgent
need to get me anywhere but there, they had sent me to the scenes
of one of the bloodiest battles fought on American soil.

Lucky me.

As I made my way down the quaint streets of
the now quiet city, it seemed that almost everywhere I looked was a
soldier, dressed to the tee in their uniforms, circa 1860s. If I
tried hard enough, I could pretend like they were simply
re-enactors, getting ready for some replica of a battle in the
fields near town. But that usually just ended up giving me a
headache and a good laugh.

They were, honest to God, Civil War
soldiers. Yanks or Rebs, depending on the color of their uniform -
when it wasn’t stained a deep, murky red or brown. They didn’t
notice me, which I couldn’t help but be thankful for. They were too
caught up in the action around them… well, the action around them
two hundred years ago.

And the citizens of Gettysburg, bless them,
had no idea that they were strolling through the thick of battles
or chaos and panic. They simply walked on, straight through the
soldiers on occasion. They would shudder, the people would, as if a
sudden chill or a cool breeze came over them, but then they
shrugged it off and continued on their merry way.

If only things were that easy for me. No, if
one of them happened to catch me staring, he would start to follow
me. Maybe try to figure out if we really had made eye contact and
what he would do about it if we had. He would have tried calling to
the living people who passed him day in and day out, and it always
would have failed. But this one time, he had made eye contact with
me and I knew he was there.

It was then that I hoped that something
would sidetrack him; maybe a fellow soldier would come by, get him
back into fighting mode, or someone from the hospital would call
his name and he would forget about me. I could get lost in that
split second of his distraction. Believe me, I was a pro at getting
lost in situations like that.

So when Captain Jones was afraid of some of
the stories he had heard, I could do one of two things for him.

I could confirm them and tell him that, yes,
the hotel I was at had soldiers making their rounds at night,
explaining the heavy, invisible footfalls that guests reported to
hear. Yes, a man had died there, in the basement; it had been used
for a hospital during the battle of Gettysburg, and that explained
the moans and cries that people claimed to hear every night. Yes,
two children stood in the windows of my new home, watching for
their parents in the faces of the passers-by, but they never did
find them.

Or, on the other hand, I could deny it all.
No, there was nothing there. People were just hearing things or
seeing shadows that appeared to be moving but really weren’t.
Everything was explainable, everything was real and solid and true.
There were no invisible soldiers wandering the streets or the
buildings; even the police station. It was all in people’s
imagination. They were just susceptible to the idea that there
should be plenty of ghosts in town because of the tragedy over
those three days of fighting. I would know; I was an expert.

I always chose the latter when people were
afraid. If the spirits they thought were there weren’t doing any
harm, then it wouldn’t do any harm to tell them that they were
completely alone and their fears were unfounded. Maybe it was a
mouse or a squirrel in the attic. Maybe the house was just old and
the floorboards and walls creaked on their own. The howling wind
was the perfect excuse for a dying soldier’s moans.

When walking through the crowded - well,
dead, no pun intended, to the normal person out for a stroll -
streets, I kept my gaze forward, almost unfocused, though
completely aware of everything going on around me. On occasion, I
allowed a spirit to walk through me, fighting back the gross chill
with feigned oblivion, just so they wouldn’t follow me back to the
hotel.

As I noiselessly made my way into the
enormous Gettysburg Hotel, my home for the past few weeks, I
sidestepped those I knew to be alive, and made my way up the stairs
to my room. I refused to acknowledge the Union officers on patrol
when I passed them, hoping to just make a beeline to my room and
check on the whereabouts of my U-Haul-delivered belongings.

Apparently the police made it an issue to
keep a person’s boxes from making it directly to the destination.
Didn’t want anyone to track them. God knows, neither did I.


 Chapter Three:
Moving In

 


The next morning, I woke to hear the
sharp, surprisingly loud sound of Journey’s Wheel in the Sky blasting from my phone. With a
slight groan, I rolled onto my back, reaching through the darkness
for the stupid thing. I grabbed it, flipping it open and inquiring,
“Yes?”

“Miss Pierson, Captain Jones, here,” came
the response. Straight, emotionless.

“Mornin’, Captain,” I answered groggily,
glancing at the clock on the nightstand. 10:30 a.m. Peering over at
the heavy, light-blocking curtains, I could see the bright rays
peeking through around the edges. I overslept.

“Just thought I’d let you know that the
moving trucks are just about to the house now,” he answered, “tell
the clerk at the front desk that you’re checking out today and have
them fax me over the bill. Don’t worry about them not believing
you; they already know the bill’s on us.”

I wonder how their reaction to that
was. Hello, I just want to let you know,
Andie Pierson… er, wait, Helena Cooley… yeah, that’s it… she’s
going to be staying at your hotel, but put it on Captain Jones’s
tab, got it? No, you won’t be getting paid up front. Just send the
bill over when she leaves. No questions asked, got it?

Yeah, that had to have gone over real well.
Actually, I bet I was the talk of the town. How often did someone
new come flying in, hidden away in a hotel and only going back and
forth between there, the police station, and an old house for sale?
Didn’t go to any job, didn’t even go out on the town like young
women my age did when they got bored.

Mmhmm, I bet there was more than one person
dying to ask me questions. In addition to the hundreds of already
dead that had questionnaires miles long, I could have myself a
regular interrogation. That is, if I let anyone try. If possible,
I’d be keeping to myself as best I could.

It didn’t take long for me to get ready.
Distracting myself with the radio blasting over the slapping rhythm
of the shower and then as I did my hair and make-up, I was done and
done. In a light, flowing sundress, pale orange in color, and a
pair of comfortable flats, I grabbed what few belongings I had
hastily gotten together and made my way for the door, completely
ignoring the elderly Union officer sitting in the suede recliner
beside my bed.

Before I left the hotel, I made sure to stop
at the front desk, just as Captain Jones had requested. The clerk
smiled brightly, a peppy morning person like I could never be. She
was a little younger than me, probably around eighteen, with a
bubbly, grating voice, “Morning, Miss Cooley; checking out?”

I didn’t question as to how she knew
my name by sight. In fact, I think I only saw this particular clerk
once or twice in my comings and goings from the hotel in the last
few days and I was sure I never talked to her. Well, at least I know I was right about what I said
earlier, I thought, inwardly rolling my eyes and
snorting in a mixture of amusement and disgust, talk of the town… at least they can’t say Jones was in here
visiting me for a little overnight stay… I outwardly
shuddered at the thought; no offense to Jones but I wasn’t into
guys who were old enough to be my father.

“Yep, that’s right,” I answered, glancing at
the digital wall clock behind the desk, “bet the manager’s glad to
finally get my room free again, huh? And to get paid…”

The girl shrugged slightly and gave a
chittering sort of laugh, “I wouldn’t know anything about that,
Miss Cooley…”

Mmhmm, I’m sure you
don’t, I thought dubiously, just like I’m positive that you’re not waiting for me to walk out that door so you
can tell the rest of the staff, your best friend, your boyfriend,
your family, the dog groomer, the mailman, and half the town that
you met the girl staying at the hotel under police
orders…

With my checking out all sorted out, I
hoisted my bag over my shoulder, dragging one of those annoying,
wheely suitcases behind me. Slipping on a pair of sunglasses to:
a.) combat the blinding summer sun and, b.) keep any of the spirits
making their way through the city from realizing that I’m looking
right at them, I made my way to the parking lot.

Usually, I didn’t like driving if I could
help it. Walking through crowds of spirits was one thing, but, when
behind the wheel of a two-ton metal death trap, it was downright
dangerous. I could walk down the street and let them walk through
me, but when driving, especially when it wasn’t obvious who was a
ghost and who wasn’t, people running through the middle of the
street tended to have me slamming on the brakes. And, well, when
there wasn’t anyone there who could be seen, it was hard to explain
it to the driver behind you.

But this time, the house was too far away
for me to walk to it. So I made my way over to my rental car - the
police had been adamant that I couldn’t use my own car or I would
be more easily recognized. So I had them scouring the local papers
for some used cars for sale and was stuck using this monstrous
Dodge Ram. I wasn’t usually a truck girl, myself, but I did like
being so high above the other cars. And it was a pretty impressive
vehicle…

Tossing my backpack and suitcase into the
bed of the truck, I hoisted myself into the cab. Removing a small,
crinkled-up sheet of paper from my purse, I clipped it to the visor
above my head. The address of my new house was hastily scribbled
onto it; the minute I saw the house, the choice was made. If I had
to live there in Gettysburg after being uprooted from my life for
the umpteenth time, I was picking this house, come hell or high
water.

Pushing one of my rock mix CDs into the
player, I set off across town. It wouldn’t take long to get there
driving and it was close enough to the police station that, if
anything were to happen while I was at home - God forbid - then it
wouldn’t take Captain Jones that long to get there.

The streets were busy, tourists
arriving in full force for the reenactments that were going to go
on in a few days. This had to be the busiest time of the year for
this little city; July 1st
through the 3rd. The
Battle of Gettysburg. The decisive battle in the Civil War that
turned the tides in the North’s favor. Of course I knew my history.
Originally being from a border state myself, I knew well the
hostilities between the states above and below me on that testy
time in American history.

The tourism could be good or bad for me,
depending on the situation. I could blend in real easy with the
crowds, disappear, get lost in the sea of faces that would be
parading around town, oohing and aahing at every quaint little
thing. Or, on the other hand, I could be at risk in the off chance
one of the tourists wasn’t there looking for a piece of American
history.

Either way, I’d lay low. The reenactments
didn’t really hold much enticement for me; I mean, they did, but
the fields would be so crowded with actors and real soldiers, I
wouldn’t know where to look. Watching the fake deaths was one
thing, but seeing the real deal, especially when no one else could
see it, wasn’t my idea of a good time.

Every time I ‘hit’ one of the nineteenth
century soldiers with the grill of the truck, I had to wince a
little bit. It was an automatic thing; even though they were
intangible, misty vapors that couldn’t possibly be hurt, it always
looked to me like I was running down a real person. The flinch was
unavoidable.

In a few minutes, I was out of the central
hub of town. Getting out of the turnabout would be a joy, but in
just a few more minutes, I would be driving up to one of the large,
brick buildings that I would be calling home.

As I predicted, the streets were
loaded with tourists and their cars. It was slower moving progress
than I wanted, being rather impatient myself, but
c’est la vie. I just drummed my
fingers against the steering wheel, humming along to
Spirit in the Sky, and waited for
traffic to get a good move on.

Running a sweeping hand through my short,
dark hair, I was least glad it didn’t look weird on me. Actually,
it looked pretty cute. At a red light, I regarded myself in the
rearview. Bright, round hazel eyes stared back at me on an equally
round yet somehow thin pale face. High eyebrows, small nose, thick
pink lips. I looked normal. Yep, it wouldn’t be hard to hide away,
undetected.

Finally, I made it to the right building. It
pretty close to the others around it, but the walls were solid
brick so I wouldn’t be bothered by anyone in the nearby buildings;
or vice versa. There was little lawn to be heard of in the front
and a small one in the back. Maybe if I got a puppy, he’d have
enough room to run around outside. I didn’t usually like bringing
animals into the house until I knew what kind of spirit lived
there. If they were unobtrusive and pretty calm, the animals would
have no problem, but if they were menacing, bitter ones, then it
was best to keep any pets out of there. It would be bad enough with
me having to deal with it, let alone forcing a dog or cat to handle
it.

In front of the building was a large elm
tree, its branches calmly swaying in the morning breeze. That would
be nice shade during the summer, keep the house cool. I managed to
squeak into a parking spot - there were no driveways or garages
around so I’d have to parallel park, one of my biggest peeves -
before climbing out and approaching the bustle of activity in front
of my new place.

The U-Haul van was there, its movers busily
hoisting the boxes from the back onto the sidewalk. One of the
captain’s officers was there, dressed down, of course, being about
as incognito as he could be, still having that air of authority
around him.

He caught sight of me as I crossed the
street and sent me a short wave, a frazzled grin on his face. I had
met him a few times before and every time he offered me the deepest
sympathy for my situation. Of course, I was pretty sure he was
skeptical about the whole seeing dead
people part. He hadn’t even really said the words,
taboo as they were. Ghosts, spirits; it was all very hush-hush.
Murder, mayhem, intrigue he could handle, but not the
supernatural.

“Hey, there, Miss Cooley,” he stated,
politely but with a hint of a sigh to his voice, “didn’t want to
get things started without you, but the Chief told me to get this
done as quick as I could.”

“No problem, Keith,” I answered with a
sheepish smile of my own, “sorry I overslept. Did Captain Jones
give you the keys?” I had noticed that nothing was inside just yet
and no one seemed too intent on doing so.

It was Officer Keith Tyson’s turn to look
abashed as he fished the keys from his pocket. His tanned face went
a little red and he pursed his lips under his mustache. He gave a
quick glance toward the house with warm, chocolate eyes before
turning them back to me, “Here; didn’t want to go inside without
you going in first. It’s your house after all…”

Right. That was code for: I’ve heard the
stories about this place and it gives me the friggin’ creeps, so
I’m not going in until I absolutely have to. I’d heard it all
before.

Sending him a knowing smirk, I accepted the
keys from him and climbed up the few steps, onto the tiny,
sheltered porch, and unlocked the heavy, wooden door. I was
instantly hit with an almost musty smell; this place hadn’t been
lived in for years and, well, it was a couple hundred years old.
The second thing, I was sure that I was the only one who would pick
it up. The slightest, metallic odor caught my attention, almost as
though it had been buried away for so long but hadn’t been gotten
rid of completely. Ignoring the cool rush of air that definitely
shouldn’t have been blowing out of an old, locked up house, I
turned back to the crew of movers and Officer Tyson with a
reassuring smile.

“Come on in, guys; just put the boxes
wherever you want and, well, the furniture you can just put where
it looks like it should go…” With my warm, unperturbed response to
the supposedly haunted house, everyone seemed much more at ease.
Keith was the first to grab one of the heavier boxes and maneuver
his way past me into the living room.

Wanting to make another sweep of the house,
I made sure to avoid a large portion of the foyer, instead hanging
closer to the wall and the large mirror that hung there. A man had
died there, in the middle of the floor, and, even though it was
just bare wood now, I could still feel it. So I shimmied my way
toward the narrow flight of stairs and made my way up to the second
floor.

The place really was too much for one
person, but I reasoned that if the worst did end up happening, I wouldn’t get an
apartment building full of people involved or in harm’s way. Like I
said before, though, if the vibe I had gotten from the house before
remained the same as it had when I first checked it out, I’d be
getting a puppy or two. Maybe a gerbil and a rabbit while I was at
it.

The stairs were creaky; a plus and a minus
at the same time. I’d know if someone was coming, but it would
definitely wake me up in the middle of the night and scare the
boogers right out of me.

C’est la vie.
Did I want to be safe and prepared or a little startled every now
and then?

Reaching the landing, I noticed a flash of
color dart into one of the rooms. It looked like the hem of a dress
and was relatively close to the ground. Kids.

I hated dealing with the spirits of kids;
they always made me sad. Not that the others didn’t, but something
about their stolen innocence just made things worse. No matter how
much I wanted to follow the soft giggling and address the child
face to face, I wouldn’t. I didn’t want them to know I could see
them if it was unnecessary.

When I was younger, I was always scared of
seeing people that others couldn’t. After a while, I just got used
to it and accepted it and started talking to them. That in itself
ended me in loads of trouble, but I think my parents understood. At
least, Dad did for sure. I think he was like me; every so often, I
caught him glancing at the air beside me, as if he could really see
the person standing there.

Unless I caught them in a replay of what
happened to them, they always looked normal; no disfigurements, no
hideous appearances. Just… invisible people that I happened to be
able to see.

But ever since the first incident, I tried
to pretend like I didn’t notice them, too furious with the whole
lot of them to sit and talk like I had before. They hadn’t done all
they could to help me and my family. They saved me, yes, but I was
the only one… How could they do that? How could they let that
happen?

It seemed to make things easier that way.
Plus, it usually worked until I would happen to accidentally,
absentmindedly answer one of their questions or acknowledge their
presences.

The rooms upstairs weren’t very big, but,
like I said, they were pretty much unnecessary for me anyways. I
just needed a kitchen, a living room, and a bedroom; anything else
would be spare space. Maybe an office and a junk room would be kind
of nice.

Each room that I passed, I instantly knew
which of the spirits it belonged to. The children that people saw
in the windows as they passed by, yes, they were there. Two of
them, a boy and a girl. Give me some time and I’d be able to tell
which one was the older of the two, what their lives were like, how
they died.



They weren’t the only ones in the
house, of course. The man who died in the foyer; he was there. That
was a given. I felt him, his pain and frustration. Oh yeah; I
hadn’t seen him yet, but I could tell he was there.
How long’s it gonna be until he tries to get me
outta here? I thought to myself, letting out a huffy
laugh. It’d never work. As far as I knew, they were the only
spirits left in the house. Later on, when everyone was gone and I
was “alone” again, I would do a full sweep of the house just to be
sure.

My room was the easiest to pick out. I
avoided the children’s rooms; they’d be sure to chatter and giggle
incessantly, playing while I was trying to sleep if they weren’t
trying to wake me up. And I wasn’t going to test the man; no, if we
could keep out of each other’s hair, that would be perfect. The
other rooms were small and cramped, so I opted for the one at the
end of the narrow hallway. It wasn’t huge, but neither was I, so it
would work out nicely.

The floor was wooden, only a squeaky
floorboard here or there. The windows were narrow but the sun
filtered in and lit the place up. I would have them set up my bed
along the wall on the left of the threshold, maybe put a nightstand
there. There was a built-in bookshelf on the other side of the
room, each shelf dustier than the last. Maybe I’d even set up a
fish tank in there, give me something to feel a little less lonely.
I was willing to talk to fish; they’d never interrupt me at least.
I would set up my vanity directly to the right of the doorway,
facing the windows and away from my bed. That way, if I ever had a
late night visitor of the supernatural kind, I wouldn’t see their
startling reflection.

When I turned around to head back
downstairs, I had to do my best to keep from jumping and gasping.
My tongue was the unfortunate recipient of my restraint and the
metallic tang of blood filled my mouth. The kids were standing at
the end of the hall, peering out from the little girl’s room. Their
wide, round eyes followed me as I walked, forcefully at ease, over
to the narrow stairwell and downstairs. Their whispers followed me
as I returned to the land of the living, greeting the movers with a
smile.

A delayed shiver ran down my spine, an all
too familiar reaction, but I brightly offered, “Anyone want
something to drink?”

 


Standing in the kitchen amidst the dozens of
boxes filled with electronics, plates, silverware, and any other
kitchen necessity imaginable, mixing together some lemonade for the
guys, I again caught sight of the children out of the corner of my
eye. This time I had expected them, having heard the soft
pitter-pattering of their shoes on the hardwood floor. They, being
the curious children they were, made their way over to me, blinking
innocently up at me.

It was hard, ignoring them. It always
was, but they were going to make it ten times worse.
Should’ve found somewhere without
kids, I thought ruefully, then again, try explaining that
one. Yes, I’d like to find a place without
the ghosts of children… well, I mean, I can see
them, so, yeah, a bit distracting,
depressing…

“She’s so pretty!” the girl gasped, her
voice high and soft, an excited tone to it. Concentrating on
stirring in the sugar, I tried not to smile.

“I hope she’s nice an’ won’t try an’ send us
away,” the little boy added quietly, dejectedly.

My heart sank at his reaction; most of the
time, when someone tried to get rid of the spirits, it was so that
they didn’t have to hang around anymore. There was a better place
for this little boy to be, not hanging around in this deserted old
house.

“Jenny, Kevin, get over here.”

Slowly, methodically stirring the lemonade,
I resisted the urge to look at the newcomer. His voice wasn’t deep
or accented, it was a nice, pleasing tenor. If I knew he hadn’t
been speaking to the unseen children, I would’ve been certain he
was one of the workers. It would’ve been nice to see who the voice
belonged to, but then again, there would be plenty of time for
that.

“James, I like her; she’s pretty… don’t make
her leave,” the girl was adamant, I’d give her that. And she didn’t
want me to leave, that was a plus - even if it was strictly because
I was pretty.

“Don’t scare her,” the little boy echoed his
sister’s sentiments (their emotional attachment was obvious from
the feelings I got from the two of them so I was banking on
siblings). Peripherally, I could see them moving about at my sides,
slight, cool breezes reaching out to me when they got too
close.

“Miss Cooley, the boys an’ me are just about
done…”

The kids were gone in an instant, across the
room with the seemingly solid figure of a tall, slender man. Acting
oblivious was one of my perfected skills, so I turned to Keith as
he ambled into the room and grinned easily, “Thanks for all of your
help; I really appreciate it.” The perfect hostess, I poured some
lemonade into a few plastic cups and offered him one.

“Thanks,” he answered, leaning against the
counter and running the back of one hand across his sweaty
forehead. He took a long drink and sighed, before glancing at me,
“I’m sure you’ve been asked but… you heard the stories about this
place, right?”

Unflinching, I mimicked his actions and
nodded, folding my arms across my chest.

“I mean, the ones with people running out of
the house in the middle of the night and never coming back,” he
continued, warning laced in his tones. His chocolate eyes glittered
in the soft artificial lighting overhead, narrowed in concern,
“There’s a soldier’s what they say. Won’t let anyone stay here for
very long. Throws things, slams doors… scares the bejeezus out of
everyone… Think you’ll be okay here?”

Raising an incredulous eyebrow, I
laughed, “I think I’ll be alright. I already told you outside,
there’s nothing to worry about in this house.” At least, nothing
that would worry me… I
couldn’t be sure about anyone else.

Whoever this James was, he seemed to take
offense to my easygoing attitude. A box full of books - thank God
there wasn’t anything breakable in there - toppled onto the floor
from its anything but precarious perch on a sturdy wooden
chair.

Keith’s reaction was thoroughly amusing.
Unlike me, as I stood calmly, never looking away from him, he
nearly jumped out of his skin. The plastic cup in his hand bounced
off the floor, lemonade splattering on his shoes and pant legs. His
eyes were round as saucers and his neck had to have hurt as his
head snapped around toward the box. He shoved his trembling hands
into his pockets and looked nervously back at me.

Casually, aloofly, I studied the books now
scattered about on the floor. I hadn’t moved a muscle, too used to
behavior like this to be very surprised. The kids were whispering,
rather loudly, their complaints to James.

Still refusing to actually look at them, I
began making my way over to the box. Keith grabbed at my arm but
didn’t stop me. He simply questioned, his anxiety evident no matter
how hard he tried to sound like the brave officer he probably was,
“What uh… what was that? Was that…”

“The box fell, Keith,” I answered, sending a
disparaging smile over my shoulder, crouching down in front of the
tattered novels and, by default, the spirits. Their eyes were on
me, as were Keith’s, but I shrugged off the uncomfortable feeling
and replaced them lovingly in their home. “That’s all. These
stories are really getting to your head, aren’t they?”

Keith let out a deep, uncomfortable
chuckle, “Yeah, guess so. You… didn’t see anything, did you? I
mean, you know what I mean…” From my crouching position on the
floor, I glanced back at him. His eyes darted from corner to
corner, trying to find what only I could see. Of course, I didn’t
want them getting any ideas
so I shut him up quickly.

Jumping back up and hitching the box on my
hip, I scoffed amusedly, “Didn’t see a thing.” Lying,
unfortunately, came very easy to me now. What would I do without
it? Sometimes it was better that way; keep people calm and relaxed,
leave the worrying about the dead to me. Not a light burden, I
assure you, but one that I decided a long time ago to shoulder
alone.

He nodded, trying to reassure himself that I
was telling the truth. Finally, he seemed to take note of the mess
he had made on my kitchen floor and started, looking around for a
rag or paper towel, all the while apologizing profusely.

“Don’t worry about it,” I waved it off,
hurrying over and handing him the box, “if you could take this
upstairs and put it in my room, I’ll clean this all up. It’s the
one at the end of the hall.” He gave the room one last sweeping
glance, his anxious frown returning, before (gladly, I think),
booking it out of the room. Watching him go, I couldn’t help but
yell after him, “And stop apologizing, it’s fine!”

Nothing was unpacked just yet and the boxes
weren’t specifically marked - in all the haste the officers back in
Augusta hadn’t been able to write more than what room each one’s
contents belonged to, so I had no idea where the dishrags were.
Tapping my foot lightly in thought, I decided to just dig through
each one until I found what I was looking for. Picking up the
fallen cup, I tossed it into the sink and moved toward the nearest
box.

The spirits began talking to one another;
mostly James arguing with Jenny. It was a hushed conversation but
instead of straining to catch it, I ignored it. Pretend they
weren’t talking about me. I didn’t care what they were talking
about.

Nope.

Ohh, why is it always
harder than I think it will be? I shook my head, arms
deep in cookware. Truth was, I wanted to know what they were
saying. I wanted to acknowledge them. At least I would have people
to talk to when I was getting too wrapped up in my own thoughts and
memories. Yet, the more logical part of my mind would end up
reminding me of all the problems that had happened with interacting
with spirits in the past. It was better to ignore them… even if I
didn’t want to.

When I pulled out an old dishrag and dropped
it to the floor, I casually glanced around, as if I weren’t trying
to see what was going on with my new housemates. They were gone,
though, off to investigate what the other workers were doing or
hiding away from them. Blowing a heavy sigh out of the corner of my
mouth, I simply kept quiet and cleaned up the mess.


 Chapter Four: Won’t
Last Long

 


My first night alone in a new house was
always strange and uncomfortable for me. For one thing, I was
followed around almost constantly; the only reprieve I got was in
the bathroom and that was only at the incessant urging of James for
the children to leave me alone. Though, I’d have gone
regardless.

Another thing was, moving into a new
place dredged up all of the wondrous thoughts about why I had to move.
Again. Alone. Not a thing I enjoyed doing by any means. I could get
drunk, but well, that wasn’t really my style; I’d suffer through
the memories if I had to, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try to
forget.

Usually, I just whipped out a CD or a
DVD, any one of my favorites - it didn’t honestly matter; just
something to keep my mind busily focused on something else. I might
have a marathon, maybe watch the Lord of
the Rings trilogy or something, or play my entire
collection of Keith Urban while taking a bubble bath. Really, it
didn’t matter, but these moves did
mean I had to make an extra, conscious effort to
forget.

“Live to forget,” I mumbled, dropping myself
into one of the barstools I placed around the marble-topped island
in the kitchen, reaching for my phone. Quickly dialing the nearest
Papa John’s, I got myself an order of cheesesticks; those things
were fabulous.

Tapping my fingers on the counter, I avoided
looking over at the sink, where James stood, leaning and watching.
He had his hands on the matching marble surface on either side of
him, one booted foot crossed over the other at the ankle.

His eyes were penetrating. Burning a hole
right through me and he didn’t even know it. Maybe, just maybe, I
would feel uncomfortable, get a slight, edgy feeling. I’d look over
my shoulder, glance around to try and see what I knew was
impossible. Eventually, I would get so unnerved that I would have
to leave, with or without a good reason.

Of course, what he was
expecting was never going to happen;
I kinda wanted to just acknowledge him and be done with it.
Wouldn’t have to sit through all the awkwardness…

I still hadn’t gotten a very good look at
him. Slight glances out of the corner of my eyes were all I saw of
the Union soldier. But I had made a promise to myself. No talking
if I could help it. And I would stick with it for as long as I
possibly could. I just prayed it would work.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he commented
suddenly, breaking the silence and leaving the empty air ringing.
There was a bitter sorrow lacing his words and I couldn’t help but
feel sorry for him. I always felt sorry for them; especially the
ones like himself and the kids, the ones who had their lives cut
short. He didn’t want to be there just as much as he didn’t
want me to be
there.

Glancing at the clock on the microwave - it
was just next to James, unfortunately, so I had to look in his
direction- I eyed the time. At least I didn’t have to walk over
there…

Hopping to my feet, I hummed lightly to
myself and grinned, “Cheese sticks…” Deciding it would better if
the delivery guy didn’t get freaked out by coming up to the door, I
made my way to the miniature front porch and plopped myself onto a
plastic deck chair. Would James and the kids come outside? Could
they? Sometimes they were too attached to the place that they died;
when that happened, they never left. But sometimes they were free
to come and go as they pleased. I had the feeling that none of the
spirits in my new house had left since their deaths.

“I wish she could see us.”

Damn, why does Kevin have
to be so adorable? I thought to myself with a frown,
absently watching a bat flitter overhead in the streetlamp light.
It made it all the more heartbreaking to see him so young and still
stuck there.

“We’ll get her attention sometime,” Jenny
replied assuredly. I assumed - I wouldn’t turn around and look;
that would be too obvious - that they were in the doorway, their
voices so close. “She’ll have to notice us then… especially if
James…”

“He’ll scare her,” Kevin sounded absolutely
miserable at the thought. I could almost imagine his huge, innocent
eyes widened with fear. My heart flopped painfully.

Though, I couldn’t help but scoff at
his comment, Kid, you have no idea what’ll
scare me… I had plenty to be scared of and, believe
me, resentful Union soldiers were not on that list.

“I think she’s different,” Jenny
confided in her younger brother, her tone a whisper as though she
knew I could hear her. A terrified tingle raced up my spine;
did she know? “She didn’t even jump
when he pushed the books over!”

Hmm, yeah, maybe I
should’ve thought that one out a little more carefully,
I winced slightly, narrowing my eyes in concern,
could’ve, I dunno, screamed or something… Totally
let them know I’m used to that kind of thing…

Suddenly, a crappy, beat up car - it
had to be at least
twenty-five years old - zoomed up to the front of the house,
coming to an abrupt halt. The heavy, thudding bass was audible from
my spot on the porch as I stood and headed over to the top of the
steps; it hurt my head just thinking about it. The car idled there
for a moment and, as I waited, I wondered if those dark splotches -
the sun was sinking rapidly and it was getting harder to see - on
its side were rusted holes. Wouldn’t have surprised me…

Finally, after a minute or two of awkwardly
standing around, I jogged down the few steps and waited. I wasn’t
going any further. Jeez, I could’ve just gone and gotten it myself
if it wasn’t actually going to be delivered to my front door. What
kind of stories were floating around about my house?

This must’ve been good enough for the
delivery kid, because he hopped out and hesitantly made his way up
to me, pizza box in hand. His eyes never left the house, even as he
came to a stop before me. I wanted to wave my hand in front of his
face and give a loud, long “hellooooooo”… or maybe just jump at him
and scare him. Or was that too much?

“Here ya go,” he commented almost nervously,
his voice probably an octave or two higher than it should have been
(at least I hoped so), offering me the box.

Thanking him, I fished out the cash
from my pocket and handed him a couple bucks as a tip. I bet he and
the other pizza delivery kids played Rock, Paper, Scissors to
decide who had to come here tonight. He hovered uncomfortably,
still staring at the front door with nervously flicking eyes, as if
he just knew something was
going to happen.

And it did. The door, which had been
completely still, burst open, slamming hard against the side of the
house. Even I started on that one. The kid, well, needless to say,
he probably always wanted to peel off down the street like
that.

Turning and staring at the house, I caught
sight of James for the first time. He had a smirk on his
exceedingly handsome, defined face. Even from where I was, his eyes
looked bright, intense, but I wouldn’t be sure unless we were
actually face to face. And I was avoiding that at all costs. He
took up most of the doorway, but had left enough space for Jenny
and Kevin to peek out. Of course, I made sure to notice that all as
quickly as I could and prevent myself from making direct,
noticeable eye contact with the uniformed soldier in my
threshold.

Shaking my head, I jogged back up the steps
and hooked a hand around the doorknob, pulling it shut and trying
to obliviously walk through the three specters. I couldn’t help but
comment, “Well, at least he’ll have something to tell his friends;
that’ll make his night.”

Jenny and Kevin giggled and, though I
refused to turn and look at them, I felt certain that James would
have a grin of some sort on his face. Maybe that same smirk as
before…

I tried to eat my dinner and ignore
their presences around me; they made it hard to concentrate on the
book I was reading, that’s for sure. I just couldn’t seem to get
into Jane Eyre (for the
millionth time) when they were having their own conversation all
around me. Jenny and Kevin were on my right on the couch and James,
having decided to stick around, was on the armchair to the right of
the comfy, scarlet sofa.

As I bit into another cheese stick, flicking
the page with one finger, I felt a small, cold body press against
mine. It was light, feeling nothing like the true, solid form of a
living, breathing person, but I was still very aware of it. With a
quick glance at my side, I fought the urge to spill my guts to all
three of them then and there; Kevin was resting his head on my arm,
looking exhausted and so incredibly alone.

Jaw clenching, I forced myself to return to
the book. There, though, I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep this
medium thing to myself. That boy would make sure of it, whether he
knew it or not.


 Chapter Five: Agent
Noah Alexander

 


I had nothing to do. Well, that’s not
entirely true. There was always unpacking and rearranging the
furniture. But I never really wanted to get everything in place, on
the off chance I would have to pack up and leave as soon as my
cover was blown. And, for me, that was only a matter of
when.

It had been a few days since I had
moved into my new house and only the most necessary things were put
away in the closet or the dressers. The boxes still littered the
house, full and unopened, though I did put them in some order. I
still hadn’t gotten the job that Captain Jones had promised me yet,
so I spent most of my time reading, watching movies, or filling the
pages of well-worn notebook. Though, I always promised myself I
would get a real book, one of those leather-bound journals or
something. With the memories and thoughts I had to put in there, it was worth more than a
coffee-stained, yellowing school notebook.

The most pressing thing to do,
however, was ignore my housemates. It had only taken a few hours to
find out that Jenny, Kevin, and James weren’t the only ones in my
house. I hadn’t been wrong
thinking they were the only human spirits; the fourth and
final ghost was a cat. He looked soft and sleek, a bright white
with vivid green eyes. The kids called him Fido. Ha, bet he hated
having a dog’s name… Fido must’ve taken an instantaneous liking to
me, just like the kids, because he followed me around everywhere.
He curled up against my legs in bed every night, the lightest of
purrs rumbling through the sheets.

James was still wary of me; I knew he had
every right to be, but that still didn’t make it any less unnerving
when he sat there and stared at me. It wasn’t a particularly
hostile stare at the moment; he went back and forth. Sometimes he
gave off the vibe that he wanted to yell at me, force me from his
home, and then others, he just watched me. They always had the same
intensity, but they were more curious than anything. Fortunately
for me, he was very easy to read and his mood changes became pretty
predictable. Which was always good; I hated having an unpredictable
spirit in my house.

Occasionally he questioned me, startling me
almost every time, but thankfully I kept it all inside. Every organ
in my body jumped, but I never moved a muscle externally. I could
thank lots of practice and desensitization for that.

So, after a few days of my increasingly
boring routine, I sat silently, motionlessly on the couch, curled
up with a Stephen King thriller. Had to love that man’s
writing…

Absently aware of the kids’ dull, thudding
footfalls on the floor above me, I was completely engrossed in the
novel. Unsure where James was, I wasn’t all that concerned. Eyes
wide, heart in my throat, I quickly flipped to the next page,
chewing on my bottom lip anxiously.

Suddenly, a loud, startling knock at the
front door had me gasping and leaping from my seat. A hand to my
heart, I glared toward the foyer, embarrassed at being so
surprised. Thankfully, none of the spirits, not even the silly cat,
had been around to see me nearly pee myself, so I simply tossed the
book onto the couch and made my way to the door.

Standing on the tips of my toes, I
peeked out of the nearest small, rectangular window, catching sight
of, well… that was weird. Normally drop dead gorgeous guys didn’t
show up on my front
porch.

Ay Chihuahua…
I thought, eyebrows high on my forehead, debating whether or
not to actually open the door. Despite the yummy looking fella,
with his nearly black eyes and matching hair, waiting for
me to open the door, I couldn’t help
but be a little bit wary.

It wasn’t like I had been moved into the
Witness Protection Program for no reason…

The man took a step back, glancing at both
curtained windows on either side of the door, before knocking
again. His eyes - I didn’t like how much I wanted to know if they
really were black - didn’t turn to the window on the door,
thankfully. If I had been embarrassed before, getting caught
peeping on my newest visitor would be the I’m-going-to-die icing on
the cake of mortification.

He knocked once more, making amusing,
unconscious little expressions as he waited. Turning slightly, he
scanned the sidewalk, as though I’d magically appear on the front
lawn or something.

There was a cool breeze beside me and I cast
the most furtive of glances to my left, where James had appeared,
peering out the highest of the windows. His mouth settled into a
thin, unamused line and his emerald eyes hardened. I turned my gaze
away just in time, as he looked down at me before stepping straight
through the door in a wispy mist.

Jenny and Kevin raced down the steps and
shot straight through the door as well, intent on investigating my
unaware visitor. I wanted to get his attention before he noticed
anything funny… like, a cool breeze as Jenny reached for his hand,
or as James got in his face, dark brow settled into a scowl.
Kevin’s little hand stretched forward, intent on tugging on the
man’s pant leg.

“Oh, God,” I muttered, quickly yanking the
front door open with a bright smile, “sorry, I was upstairs
unpacking; wasn’t sure if the knock was for me or next door!”
Inwardly, I winced; I think I had successfully sounded like an
idiot. Then again, I shouldn’t have been surprised; it tended to
happen when I was dealing with attractive men.

And by golly, gee willikers - any old-timey
saying you could come up with - was he attractive. With the grin on
his extremely chiseled face, his black - yes, black - eyes were
softer than I expected. The dimple in his chin was small, but
noticeable, though it suited him rather nicely. He was tall,
probably a good six-two, three maybe, and solidly built. His black
hair was spiked in the front, more from running his hand through it
a couple times than intentional styling. His skin was light, a
sharp contrast from James’s tanned form beside him.

Though, if I were comparing the two
looks-wise, the mystery man was much more intense, sexy. James had
that handsome, boyish look about him (when he wasn’t scowling and
trying to mess with me, that is). James had bright eyes and
mahogany hair, and, though he was probably the same height as this
guy, he was leaner.

“No problem,” the man answered, his tone
pleasantly deep, matching his look completely, hands shoved in the
pockets of his jeans. Being early July, I didn’t know how he could
stand it - I was dressed in a pair of shorts and a tank top, since
the house didn’t have air conditioning yet.

“So… hi, what can I do for ya?” I
questioned, wanting desperately to kick at Kevin, who had almost
gathered a fistful of jeans. James must’ve had the same idea,
because he quickly shooed him away from the stranger.

“I don’t know if Captain Jones has talked to
you lately…,” he answered, resting a forearm against the doorway as
he leaned down, keeping his voice low, as though we were being
eavesdropped on. Ha, little did he know; at least these
eavesdroppers couldn’t do anything if they wanted to. “But did he
mention anything about me stopping over?”

It didn’t take long to wrack my brain for
the conversation… I had had soo many since I’d been there. The only
time Jones had mentioned anything about anyone coming to talk to
me, besides nosy, curious neighbors, was a federal agent assigned
to my case. I had had them before, so this wasn’t anything new.
Though, the level of attractiveness had certainly gone up.

The agent pulled out a badge from his
pocket, holding it out to me. Accepting it, I studied it and the
man in front of me. It wasn’t a fake, I could tell; this guy, this
Agent Noah Alexander, FBI, was legit (as much as I hated using the
term). I’d have to call Captain Jones just to satisfy my paranoia,
but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to let him in.

So, with three intrigued spirits looking on,
I handed his ID back with a smile and opened the door fully,
stepping back, “Come on in, Agent Alexander.”

He grinned, replacing his ID and waved off
my comment with an assured, “Call me Noah, Miss Pierson.”

Quickly shutting the door and following him
into the living room, I couldn’t help but beam, “Andie…”

“But, I thought her name was Miss Cooley,
James,” I could hear Jenny comment, pure confusion lacing her soft,
high voice. So it begins… I really didn’t want them hearing
anything about who I was or what I could do, but I didn’t think
we’d actually get around to talking about any of that. The agents
the WPP usually sent me would check in, give the house a good
sweep, make sure that it and I were fine, before offering a
business card to keep in touch. Usually I only saw them routinely,
once a month or so.

“Right,” Noah turned, shooting me a killer
grin, before he continued to glance around the house, “mind if I do
a run through? You can call Jones if you want… I heard about what
you did to that first agent…” His eyes were warm and teasing, his
smile amused.

“Well, he acted like I knew why he was
there…,” I toyed with my fingers sheepishly, feeling a flush rising
to my face, “and it was right after everything happened…”

“Nah, I know; he deserved it,” Noah replied,
strolling toward the narrow staircase, “I’ll be right back.”

At my nod, he disappeared from sight, Jenny
and Kevin hot on his heels. Praying they didn’t mess with him or,
if they did, he wouldn’t know they were there, I turned to my cell
phone laying on the couch.

Muttering absently to myself,
“He did deserve to get his
nose broken by a fifteen year old…”, forgetting that James was
still in the room. Only when I heard him chuckling over the ringing
did I curse myself for talking to myself. Especially about my
past…

“Gettysburg Police Department, this is
Philippa, how can I help you?”

“Philippa, this is Helena Cooley,” I replied
after she finished her spiel, “is Captain Jones around?”

“Oh, yes, let me get him for you, dear,” she
replied, sounding much more eager once she found out who it was.
Even she must’ve been soaking up the gossip like a sponge. Great.
She put me on hold for a grand total of three point five seconds,
before Jones gruffly took over.

“Captain Jones, it’s Andie Pierson,” I
commented flicking off a chip of the old, flaking orange nail
polish on my forefinger. It was hard to be anything but hyperaware
of James as he hovered beside me. His interest was oozing off of
him.

“Miss Pierson, glad you called,” he
stated; he sounded distant and the rustling of papers nearly
drowned him out. Must be a busy day for crime in Gettysburg. “I bet
you’re calling about the agent I sent over; I was gonna call you
but we’re getting ready for all the tourists to come flooding in.
But I did send Agent Noah
Alexander this morning - Agent Sanso shifted the case to him;
didn’t want to have to move again.”

Ouch, that was harsh. It wasn’t
my fault Sanso had to keep moving to
follow me around. I didn’t mean
to keep getting discovered. He was the one who was supposed
to keep me hidden anyway.

But that was good. Noah was supposed to be
scoping out my top floor at the moment. I didn’t have to try and
attack him with a knife or anything. It really would have been
disappointing.

“Okay, thank you, sir,” I answered, my tone
a little more bitter than I intended it to be, “if you talk to
Sanso, tell him I’m sorry for the inconvenience…”

He was silent for a moment, either taken
aback by the vehemence in my voice or sympathetic that I had been
ditched by my latest protector, before commenting quietly, “Sure,
kid.”

With that, we both hung up; I tossed
my phone back beside the book, though I really wanted to chuck it
at something. Preferably Sanso’s head. While he had been the one I punched in the face, he had
helped me through two of these moves. This was my third one; he had
gotten tired of being moved across the country. Hey, that made two
of us…

“Who are you, Andie Pierson?” James
questioned, his voice startlingly close. I fought the urge to turn
and spill the beans; instead I strolled over to the kitchen,
keeping an ear open for Noah’s footfalls above me. It was obvious
which one he was - the kids’ steps were light, though still
noticeable on the creaky floorboards. I bet he was getting nervous,
having the boards behind him groan when no one was there.

Ignoring James as he trailed behind me, I
dug through the cabinets for a few glasses. When I set one down, he
easily swiped it from the counter, shattering it into a million
tiny pieces on the floor beside me. Unfazed, I simply sighed,
squatting and gathering the larger of them.

“Everything all right down there?” Noah’s
voice echoed through the wooden hallway as I listened to him jog
down the steps. He was through the threshold and by my side quicker
than a flash, helping me pick up what we could.

“Oh yeah,” I answered with a wave of my
hand, keeping my face neutral, “just set it too close to the edge,
I guess.”

But James was having none of that; the other
glass - which was nowhere near in danger of somehow tipping over
the counter’s edge - met its mate’s fate across the room against
the wall. If I was acknowledging James, I would’ve shot him a dirty
glare. As it was, Noah and I just looked at the newly destroyed
glass.

Maybe I’d have to invest in some sturdy,
unbreakable dishware…

Noah knew what I was, what I could do
(whether he actually believed it or not was another thing), and his
dark, intense gaze soaked in my own wide, hazel one, before he eyed
the room around us. The glass he had gathered sat, forgotten, in
his hand as he questioned, “Are there…”

One look silenced him and he seemed to
understand what I was trying to do. Was pretending to be normal too
much to ask?

“…any open windows in here?” he
amended easily, this time making a show of looking for said
problem. I would have to thank him when we were out of earshot of
my transparent housemates.

“Must be,” I answered, relief evident enough
in my tone that he shot me a grin, his eyes twinkling at the
thought of our own little inside joke, “I’ll take these…,” I cupped
my hands and he carefully transferred the jagged bits to me, “and
then sweep the rest of this up.” I hopped to my feet and tossed the
glass into the garbage, retrieving the broom from the small utility
closet beside the little drop-leaf table in the middle of the
room.

Noah got to his feet and gestured
questioningly toward the same chair that James had knocked the box
of books from. Peripherally, I caught James, Jenny, and Kevin
standing near the refrigerator, the latter two looking utterly
perplexed and the former, with his arm folded tightly across his
chest, looking beyond pissed.

“Sure; I was going to get some lemonade,” I
replied, feeling completely ridiculous. Not only was I being
scrutinized by a gorgeous FBI agent, but three unseen spirits. This
wasn’t my idea of a good time.

“I’ll get it,” Noah replied, crossing the
room in a few strides with those long legs of his, and quickly did
just that. The glass didn’t take long to clean up - I would just
have to remind myself not to go barefoot and vacuum the whole
kitchen later. Glass was excellent at camouflaging itself.

“So, everything checks out?” I questioned,
finally settling across from him at the table, spinning my cool
glass between my hands, “didn’t find anyone, anything? No one
hiding in the attic?”

He chuckled, taking a sip, and shrugging one
shoulder. Everything about this man screamed ease, relaxation.
Except for his concern at the shattering glass - probably thought
it was someone breaking in through one of the front windows, he was
completely fluid, undaunted.

“Not anyone that I could see,” he replied,
ooh, that twinkle was back. I’d come up with tons of little secrets
to have between us if only to see that glint in his pitch eyes.
“The house only has two entrances; more window than I would like
but they’re all pretty secure. Squeaky floorboards’ll be useful if
anyone ever does come in that shouldn’t be here. Annoying, but
useful.” He sat back in his chair, lips pursed in thought, “I’d
suggest getting an alarm system; I’ll install it myself if you need
me to. Other than that, it’s a nice place - neighbors are clean, I
checked ‘em all out. Some are pretty nosy so I think if they saw
someone coming here that they didn’t recognize, they’d let ya
know.”

“I’ll go around and talk to them later,” I
replied with a nod, “introduce myself, visit every once in a while;
it’d be nice to have my own little alert squad in case anything
happens…”

Noah made a noise of agreement, “And I’ll be
around; I know Sanso came once a month but I’ll stop in more often
than that. Just to be on the safe side.”

The smallest of smiles slipped onto my face
and I thanked him, “I think Captain Jones’ll be more involved, too.
I wouldn’t be surprised if he had Keith patrol the streets every
night.”

“Might be a good idea,” he replied, draining
his glass and glancing at his watch, “okay, I’ve got to get going;
got a meeting at three thirty back in D.C.” It was almost two now
and it was nearly two hours to get there, minus the heavy traffic
closer to the capital.

He retrieved his wallet and pulled out a
business card, holding it out to me, “This has my work number and
my cell number. I don’t have a home phone and I’m usually not in my
office, so you’ll want to use the cell if you ever need to get in
touch with me.” He looked away from the card and met my gaze, a
slight grin tugging at the corner of his mouth, “Even if you just
want to talk, give me a call or shoot me a text.”

It was ridiculous to feel giddy, but, with
all the drama and the constant moves, it was sort of exciting to
get an attractive guy’s number, even if it was his job to keep an
eye on me. I was borderline pathetic.

“Because there are so many people tying up
my line,” I teased, accepting the card and pocketing it, getting to
my feet. He followed, a proper gentleman, and took his glass to the
sink.

“I can’t see why not,” he replied, smirking
slightly, before offering me his hand, “well, Andie, it was nice
meeting you, but I’ve gotta get going.”

I shook his hand, thanked him for all of his
help, promising to give him a call or text so he had my number
saved, and led him to the door. As I watched him jog around the
side of his deep blue Dodge Charger, I had the feeling that I
wasn’t the only one seeing him off. As he climbed inside, he turned
back toward the house. He mimicked my wave, but something in the
upstairs window caught his attention. He shot me a mystified,
exaggeratedly surprised look, before it melted into a grin and he
sped off.

There were two things I was left to wonder
about as he drove off toward Washington: how many of my neighbors
watched him leave as well, and was that meeting he would be late to
about me?


 Chapter Six: Welcome
to the Neighborhood, Andie

 


Dressing in a cute, lilac sundress, I
made sure to look presentable for my neighbors. Who knew when they
would come in handy? Though, I wouldn’t want to get them involved
with the people I knew, but
they could end up saving my life. Wouldn’t want to pass up that
opportunity, now would I?

As Kevin and Jenny called out,
‘good-bye!’, I slipped out of the house, hastily locking the door
behind me. Jogging down the front few steps, I headed down the
short walkway and to the house on my right. It was brick, like
mine, though a darker shade, with a somewhat wider porch. I was
jealous of that. A cement brick was placed under the black, rusted
mailbox that read Established 1861.
Ha, mine said 1745.

It only took several seconds after I rang
the doorbell for a short, plump woman a few years older than me to
answer the door. Excited yelps from what sounded like a huge dog,
followed by the giggling squeals of at least three young children
drowned out her greeting.

Shooting a frazzled glare over her shoulder,
she stepped out onto the porch and shut the door behind her. It
helped a bit.

Her smile was warm, a mother’s one if ever I
saw one, “Sorry about that; they’re excited for the parade tonight,
and we’ve got Mia’s little friends over for their first
sleepover.”

“Oh, it’s fine,” I replied, amused with the
normalness of the conversation. Honestly, I wasn’t used to this
kind of carefree small talk. I liked it. “I just thought I’d stop
by and introduce myself. I’m sure you saw the moving van the other
day…”

“I did,” she replied, letting out an
apologetic laugh, flipping her blonde ponytail over her shoulder,
“I was going to stop by, but never got around to it…” Was that the
truth or was she just trying to cover up the fact that my house
probably scared her half to death? I didn’t have a full household
to run so I couldn’t be sure.

Waving it off, I offered her my hand and a
genuine smile, “My name’s Helena Cooley; I just moved here from
Maine.”

Her handshake was vigorous; I think she was
eager to have someone around her age to talk to, “Maine? I’ve never
been there! What’s it like? Oh, I’m Kelly, by the way; Kelly
Masterson.” She gestured to two plastic lawn chairs, hastily
kicking the scattered toys that I just now noticed out of the
way.

“Oh, very nice,” I answered, reminding
myself to bring over some pictures I had taken later on, since
Kelly seemed overzealous at the prospect of having another friend
and I couldn’t afford not to have any, “I lived on the ocean so I
got to see some pretty cool things; whales, a water spout or two…
all the ships coming in.”

“That sounds so wonderful,” she replied with
a wistful sigh, “I’ve been trying to get Davey to take me there,
or, well anywhere for that matter, but with the kids so young and
the dog, we don’t really get a chance to leave…”

I wish I had that problem. The woes of
domesticity. She had no idea.

“If you ever did decide to go away, I
could watch your dog for you,” I stated; what better way to make
friends than offer to do a favor for them? The kids I wouldn’t take
on because I wasn’t exactly sure how they would react to
my kids, but a dog, why not? I was
thinking of getting one anyway.

“Would you do that?” She seemed
surprised.

“Sure,” I answered with a shrug and a smile,
“it wouldn’t be a problem. And the weather there now would be
perfect. If you ever decided to go, I could tell you the best
places to visit.”

“Well, thanks, Helena,” she replied with a
bright smile, “do you go away often? I could look after your house
if you went on vacation with your boyfriend…”

Ah, couldn’t expect
her not to snoop a
little, I thought to myself, smiling inwardly. “Oh,
Noah’s not my boyfriend; we’ve just known each other for a long
time and he lives in D.C., so he decided to stop up and see me.”
Yep, we’re such lifelong friends; half an hour.

“Oh,” she sounded apologetic again,
consoling, “so you live alone, then? What made you leave
Maine?”

“Yep, I’m by myself over there; I just
felt like a change,” I replied. From
murder, mystery, misery…

“Well,” she leaned in as though this
were some great secret, “I wouldn’t say by yourself exactly…” Here
we go again, I moaned, partially amused and partially
irritated, this is going to happen
at every house I go to
today. They’d have to let me in on the chilling,
gruesome details of the house, fluffing it up to make it even more
terrifying than they knew it was.

“How do you mean?” I questioned, feigning
ignorance, one of my other specialties. Being clueless and lying
through my teeth.

“Well, I’ve seen the ghosts in there;
so has Davey and Mia,” Kelly commented lowly, casting a furtive
glance toward the door as though Mia and her friends could hear us,
“we don’t tell her and her brother that they’re dead… There’s two
kids and a Civil War soldier for sure; who knows what else is in
there?” A cat. Named Fido. That’s
all. I refrained from letting her in on that tidbit.
“Have you felt anything weird in there? Heard or seen
anything?”

Shaking my head adamantly, I vowed,
“Nothing. Are you sure it’s haunted?” She shook her head
sympathetically at my naivety, so I continued, “Well, I’ll
definitely let you know if I see anything; and don’t worry, I won’t
tell Mia anything if I do.”

Speaking of Mia, the door opened and four
tiny puppies, a huge German shepherd, and three small girls raced
out of the house. Kelly and I shot to our feet; she went for the
big one and I quickly scooped the squirming puppies up to keep them
from tromping down the steps.

“Mia, why’d you do that?” Kelly scolded,
shoving the enormous black Shepherd back into the house, before
gathering the puppies and doing the same. The little girls laughed
before looking up at me shyly.

“It was all Benny’s idea,” Mia replied, the
six year old giving her mother a cheesy, toothy smile, “he wanted
us to come outside…”

“Benny’s asleep, Mia,” Kelly sounded
unimpressed, fists on her hips as the other two girls started for
the toys, “and he can’t talk yet…”

Letting out the slightest of laughs, I held
up my hands, “I’d better go, anyways; I’ve gotta introduce myself
to House-on-the-Left.”

Kelly laughed and Mia giggled, now safe to
join her friends until her mother remembered what she had done. As
I headed down the steps, the former called out, “Oh, by the way,
make sure you don’t miss the parade I was telling you about! It
starts at the Gettysburg Hotel, do you know where that is?”

“Sure,” I answered, waving, “I’ll try to
make it over.”

“You should invite your friend,” she
commented, too innocently, “I’m sure he’d be interested in
going.”

Mmhmm, I’m sure you just
want to get a better look at him, I thought to myself,
laughing.

“Oh, one more thing!” she added as I passed
my house and was almost to the next one, “want a puppy? We’ve got
to get rid of at least two of them; I’d like to know they’re going
to a good home.”

“Definitely,” I answered with a smile, “that
way Mia can check up on him…” The little girl, who had been nearly
climbing her mother in protest at her suggestion, grinned broadly,
cheering. Kelly didn’t seem too happy about that, but she assented,
telling me to stop by later and pick one out.

Yay, puppy…

 


My other neighbor was just as
congenial, but with less enthusiasm and zeal. She
was in her 80s, after all. She put
in a batch of cookies, despite my protests, and questioned Noah’s
arrival and departure as well. I knew they were a nosy bunch. She
had given me the same story about my house, warning me to be
careful even though I “hadn’t seen anything yet”.

Even if I told her about my identity, I
wouldn’t have the heart to tell her that her house was just as
haunted as mine. With her late husband and a few Civil War privates
chillin’ in her living room playing poker, it might not have gotten
the best reception.

“We’re going to get swamped over the next
few days,” Mrs. Harvey commented, shoving a plate full of warm,
mouthwatering Macadamia nut cookies my way, dropping herself into
her chair with a heavy sigh, “I’d stay off the streets if I were
you.”

“Kelly Masterson told me about the parade
tonight; I thought I’d check it out,” I replied, “but I wasn’t
planning on going near the battlefields tomorrow.” Or ever. Not if
I could help it…

“Take that young man with you tonight,” she
all but ordered, “a pretty girl like you alone on the streets isn’t
safe, especially when the crowds get as big as they do.”

That wasn’t such a bad idea, really… if I
was ever going to get caught alone and unaware, tonight would be a
prime time. But I didn’t want to weird Noah out. Maybe I’d just
hang with Captain Jones or Keith; then again, that could lead to
even more rumors and I wanted to keep those as on the down low as I
possibly could. No more tangled webs for me, thank you.

 


I stopped at two other houses, the two
directly across from mine, before calling it quits. Toby and Kyle
Carleton were two twin brothers who attended the nearby Gettysburg
College; I could automatically assume (thanks to their blatant
ogling), that they would keep an eye on me. That was both
comforting and unnerving at the same time, depending on how they
planned on doing so. In the house next to them was a middle-aged
couple, Sara and Alan, who were polite and deeply concerned about
my living alone in a haunted house. My getting a puppy didn’t seem
to ease their anxiety.

So I had made some new acquaintances,
something I hadn’t been expecting on my move. All my previous
attempts at garnering friendship had gone so well, after all. And I had even gotten
cookies and a puppy out of it. Win-win situation if you asked
me.

And they all seemed interested enough to pay
attention to the goings-on in my house. I mean, I doubted any of
them were gutsy enough to actually walk through the threshold of
the infamous place - except maybe Toby and Kyle, but that would be
more of a bravado, ‘I’m-so-macho’ move - but they would pay mind to
some strange thugs entering my house. Which was all I could ask
for. I had left my number with Mrs. Harvey, Kelly, and the Wilders,
but held off on giving it to my young male neighbors. Didn’t want
to get bombarded with texts all the time, did I? I considered
giving it to them later on.
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