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My name is Mike Ross and I’m a Ferryman - like the Greek Myth. I didn’t ask for or really want the job, but I’m trying to make the best of it. Most ghosts are okay and just need a little help to get where they need to go. Unfortunately, there are lots of exceptions like power mad psychopaths, spirits still trying to fight battles long since lost, and the worst of the lot - the Skinwalkers.  They live vicariously by possessing people and controlling them like puppet masters. Then they toss them aside when they’ve outlived their usefulness.
 

One of them stole my father fifteen years ago and I’m going to make that ghost pay.
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Episode 14: Alabama Mercy
 

 

“Amos!” I screamed. “I need help!” I was wrestling with a maniac – a ridiculously strong one in fact. Damn, I hated ambushes!


To say chaos ruled my life would be a gross understatement. A year before this, I was newly discharged from the army and trying to restore some semblance of order to my existence. The big adventure I foresaw? Starting community college in suburban Maryland, but things changed.


“Hang on, Mike. I’m coming!” Amos bull-rushed my attacker, receiving a straight arm to the face for his effort. The attacker dropped like a sack of potatoes, and melted into the ground.


Yeah, Amos Sweet was a ghost, and the crazy man trying to kill me was one as well. Other than the blind holy man sitting in the car, I was the only living guy around. I’d gotten used to it - funny how twelve months could change a person’s perspective. Instead of enjoying a Maryland summer, I was in a graveyard near a small church in the middle of Nowhere, Alabama, in the midst of a downpour, getting my butt whipped something fierce.  


The spirits of the dead had the ability to touch me; it brought a whole new meaning to the phrase “making contact with the other side.” Good thing I could touch them back, or in this fellow’s case, jam my thumb into his eye.


He grunted, but wasn’t bothered too much.


Less than a year ago, I discovered - the hard way - that I, David Michael Ross Junior, was a Ferryman, descended from other Ferrymen. For those interested in applying … don’t. In short, the job blows chunks. The pay, which didn’t come often, sucked. Work locations included cemeteries (in the middle of the night in this particular instance) and other assorted places where I hope I don’t get charged with trespassing. There was always the bonus of idiotic looks from people who don’t believe in the supernatural. It doesn’t get much better than that.


Besides, most living folks can’t see ghosts. That limited the pool of available applicants to lucky souls like me-- who can also help spirits cross over. On the plus side, my great, great illegitimate grandfather just so happened to be Edgar Allan Poe. Assuming I survived this conflict, I’d have to try that as a pickup line in college bars. I think it’d be a hit with the English majors. 


In addition to being a noted writer, and a tortured soul, Edgar and his brother were probably the most powerful Ferrymen ever to live in North America, and they waged a war with the ghost population on the east coast. The spirits who, for lack of a better word, survived that battle refer to it as “The Great Cleansing.”


Then again, it didn’t end well for Edgar or William either.


Some ghosts were glad to see me, others ignored me, and a few tried to put an end to my not-so-fantastic life. They were already dead and didn’t have much else to lose. I, on the other hand, was very much alive and was trying to stay that way.


The ghost currently trying to kill me had a vice-like grip. It relented just enough for me to deliver a hard strike with my elbow and dig the fingers of my left hand into his neck. Amos slammed into us and rolled the attacker off of me. My buddy wasn’t much in a fight, but he soaked up the damage like no one’s business.


Having backup, even a lightweight of a Civil War soldier like Amos, had a certain appeal. It was more than I usually had to work with. The heroes in the movies or on the tube always tried that “go it alone” crap which definitely didn’t fit into my plans.


My life didn’t resemble the movies, or I’d be getting paid big money instead of the chump change I received every month from my medical discharge. So, no cool plasma packs or any of the other toys the guys in Ghostbusters used when they were battling the bodiless. Old fashioned iron constituted the best weapon against a spook. My arsenal included a pipe wrench, a bottle of filings, and even a frying pan. I wasn’t terribly picky, and in a scrap, I was open to anything. 


Hell, I didn’t know why this guy attacked me in the first place. This whole episode should’ve been another unpaid “courtesy call” for Pastor Duncan. He’d been nice enough to loan us his Caddy for my little road trip to the southwest. All he asked in return was that I run a few errands along the way. In this case, it meant stopping by his sister’s grave and making certain she had moved on or was otherwise resting in peace.


Simple, right?


His sister’s ghost informed me that no one around these parts rested, thanks to one extremely agitated spirit. She encouraged me to go have a talk with him. Like an idiot, I listened. Though I was a big fan of irony, it didn’t mean that I wanted another firsthand experience.


My attacker towered over me. Had he still been alive, he’d have had a shot at playing pro ball – in the position of his choice. He was huge! Of course it didn’t help that I was only about five foot six on a good day. Still, if I wanted to complain about my genetics, I’d start with the cornea transplant that gave me this ability with ghosts rather than my vertical shortcomings.


Most spirits were simply lost souls looking for help crossing over to the other side. Those were the easy ones who just need to pass a message to someone or finger their murderer. I actually liked the latter, because sometimes those included cash rewards. 


Others, such as the one trying to pulverize me, were just plain nasty. Vindictive, murderous spirits who weren’t moving on because … well, I had no clue. Maybe he feared what came next. Perhaps he was as nuts in this life as he’d been in the previous one – or he just didn’t like me. I’d given up caring about his motivations.


“Lynchin’ me wasn’t enough for you bastards! You coming back for more! Not this time!” I guess the irate ghost didn’t die on a positive note. This scuffle was an ugly reminder of a time in this country when someone wouldn’t get a job or a loan because of their skin color. Instead, a person was killed.


“Get off!” I shouted. The ghost remained uncooperative and pinned me against a slick, granite tombstone. I could barely wiggle around. Fortunately, my left hand was still free and I shoved it into my pocket. Fumbling for a little plastic cylinder of iron filings, I popped the top on it and spilled the contents all over my damp fingers. Most wouldn’t think ground up bits of iron could be very useful, but it was what I needed.


The same energy that allowed me to interact with these spirits also charged the iron. Pulling my hand out, I grabbed the spirit’s hand, grinding the bits into his ghostly skin. Unlike my failed poke in the eye, he felt this attack.


“What the hell!” The ghost shouted, jumping backwards like he’d been burned. I used the break to rub my hands together and spread some of the filings to the right one as well. His eyes darted back and forth, no doubt seeing the fiery glow.


I growled and stepped forward, saying, “Got your attention now, don’t I? Ready to be reasonable?”


He responded by reaching into a nearby tree and pulling out a thick, knotted rope – a hangman’s noose. My thoughts drifted back to Fredrick, Maryland and a beating I got at the hands of a bitter Supreme Court Justice with a bullwhip.


“We don’t have to do this,” I cautioned. “Let’s try talking this out.”


“You know who else wanted to talk? The deputy who said to meet him here and he’d help me. When I showed up, there weren’t nothing but a dozen men in sheets waiting! That’s what I think about talk!”


I guess he didn’t like ambushes either.


Amos came up alongside of me, looking pretty haggard. “I’m sick of this! Let’s get him!”


He headed left while I went right. The slick, damp grass made traction difficult and, unlike Amos, I needed to dodge the headstones instead of running right through them. Okay, I probably arrived slower than Amos on purpose; he didn’t bleed like me. Sure enough, the big man went for my ghostly companion and was in the process of giving him a good thumping when I got there. One hand held Amos to the ground and the other forced the noose down over my panicked friend’s head.


Some of the filings had been lost due to the rain, but I still had plenty on my hands. 


He sensed my approach and spun, tossing Amos aside like a rag doll. I closed the gap before he brought the rope around and plowed into him. His meaty paw glanced off my shoulder – and by glanced I meant damn near knocked me on my ass – but I grabbed onto his shirt with one hand and gave him some sizzle. 


Six years ago, I was a pretty decent high school wrestler. I might have even earned a scholarship somewhere if I’d been able to stay on the team. The US Army added to my “short, tough guy” image before a roadside bomb sent me home to be patched back together and discharged. After that, I’d received some dubious martial arts lessons which helped toughen me up quite a bit. They weren’t as useful as I would’ve liked when I had to destroy the ghost who taught me. Not surprisingly, I hadn’t found another instructor since.


In close like this, I had an advantage - considering my palms were still coated with tiny bits of metal. To a phantasm, they might as well have been burning coals. If I’d been thinking, I would have brought the cotton gloves that had four or five times the amount of iron worked into the fabric. Planning ahead wasn’t one of my strong points. The gloves, along with all the other useful metal things, were sitting in a duffel bag in the back seat of Pastor Duncan’s Caddy.


He swung again, but I performed a textbook high-block to deflect it and then snapped my wrist around, grabbing his arm as his fist sailed by my noggin. He burned in two places now. Amos Sweet jumped on the guy’s back and had one arm wrapped around his neck. Amos pounded on the assailant’s head with the other. The rope slipped out of the angry ghost’s hand and fell to the ground.


I started feeling good about our chances until the bear of a ghost reached back and yanked Amos forward, flipping him into me and caused several words, most not suitable for the nearby church, to come out of my mouth.


Pushing Amos off of me and burning him a little bit in the process, I rolled out of the way before the big ghost pounced. Whipping my leg around, I got it tangled up in his legs and sent him sprawling. He fell half-through headstone and struggled to get up, but I was faster. Scampering around the grave marker, I drove my size eight sneakers into his ribcage and he fell back down. Leaping on his back, I put him in a headlock. It wasn’t one of those “friendly” holds either. If my old wrestling coach just happened to be walking by, I’d be off the team again.


The ghost tried that same weak crap that he used on Amos, but this time, I possessed leverage. There couldn’t be much iron left on my hands and the burning didn’t seem to injure him anymore, but I had him well under control.


“Amos, go back to the car and get the knife.” I said wondering if this ghost was too powerful for my phantom dagger to hurt him. Still, I was more than willing to find out. The pipe wrench would be better, but Sweet didn’t have the ability to carry real objects. 


“Do you want talk now?” I demanded, scanning the grounds for that thick length of rope. “You’ve got about two minutes to convince me why I shouldn’t cross your ass over.”


“Don’t matter what I say, you’re gonna do it anyway!”


He deflated, but I didn’t ease up on my hold and yelled for Amos to hurry up. Staying in contact with a powerful ghost for too long worried me. It seems I have a bad reaction to that and I’m not just talking about a rash, though that occurred. In the worst cases I explode — some sort of energy overload as far as I can figure. It has happened twice before. The first instance knocked my heart out of rhythm and leveled a historical landmark. 


Believe it or not, that was the more pleasant of the two experiences. The second time a few city blocks of Baltimore lost power, dozens of windows were blown out, and I had a heart attack; that wasn’t nearly as much fun.


“Amos, what’s taking you so long?”


“He was helping me,” a deep baritone voice answered. I looked up into the disapproving face of Brother Silas Parker, a tall gaunt man with short salt and pepper hair. Unlike me, he had the good sense to carry an umbrella.


“I’m a bit busy here, Silas.” The blind man saw ghosts and me as well, which unnerved me to no end. Sadly, Silas couldn’t hear them. Sometimes meaning I played interpreter. 


“So what have you learned about this particular spirit, Michael?” Silas asked.


“Well, he’s not much for talking, but his actions speak pretty clearly. He tried to kill us.”


“Yes, I saw he was carrying a noose for a weapon. The gentleman might not be interested in speaking with you; however I hope he would consider having a conversation with me.”


“He’s with you?” The ghost said, dumbfounded. 


“Yes, he’s with me,” I replied. “You see, he’s the brains of the outfit and I’m the one who does the dirty work. Are you ready to be calm?”


He nodded as I released him, brushed some of the mud away and said, “Amos, the knife please.” 


Sweet hesitated, but I walked over and took it. To the large black ghost, who had finished standing, I said, “Make a move I don’t like, and I won’t hesitate.”


Normally I’d joke about how Brother Silas has too much “blind faith” in people, be they living or dead, but I really wasn’t in the mood. Colonel Strong Vincent created this knife as a bon voyage gift for me, which kind of made up for the times he tried to kill me.


Yeah, I had an odd assortment of friends.


Silas gave me another sour look and said. “How about we start with introductions? I am Silas Parker. The Union private is Amos Sweet and you’ve already met Michael Ross.”


“Morris Solomon Jeffries.” The ghost growled.


I repeated the ghost’s words to Silas and explained that Silas couldn’t hear him. We were treated to the life and death story of Mr. Jeffries. It went down pretty much as I expected – ignorant, bigoted, people didn’t like change and did something about it. They killed a man for nothing more than trying to make his way in the world.


“Walk with me, sir,” Silas said to the spirit.


“Do you need me to go with you?” I asked.


Silas shook his head and led the ghost off in the direction of the church. Amos shuffled around and looked at me before saying, “So, if Silas is the brains and you’re the brute strength, what about me?”


“I don’t know. How about comic relief?”


Amos laughed before responding, “That works. But think about this, who is standing out in the rain getting soaked? It just passes right through me. Kinda itches though.”


Sadly, he had a point.


 

Drying off in the car, I watched Silas and the ghost sit on a bench at the church entrance. After awhile, I drifted off, until the sound of the door opening woke me up. Silas, following Sweet’s lead, settled onto the passenger seat. He shook the umbrella off before closing it and then the door.


“Are we good? Where’s Jeffries?” I said looking out into the darkness.


“He’s gone. Faded away before my eyes and moved on.”


I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and asked, “How’d you do that, Silas?”


“His greatest fear was being lost and forgotten. I told him about the struggle of our people – how far we’ve come and how far there is left to go. I told him the things he didn’t know, like the brave folks who marched with Doctor King and how no one who sacrificed would ever be forgotten. When it comes down to it, Michael, people facing their own mortality need to know they mattered in life. I even went so far as to mention that young Senator from Illinois who is running for President.” 


“You don’t seriously think that guy can beat Hillary?”


“I won’t rule out any possibilities. Considering the influence of the spirit world on our own, I believe we shouldn’t rule anything out. Now, let’s go back to the hotel.”


“Did you happen to see that rope still around?”


He gave me a disapproving glare and I responded, “What? It would be useful for tying up a spirit. Handcuffs won’t work.”


“Perhaps Michael, but things like that are symbols and some are best…”


“Forgotten,” I offered.


“No, never forgotten. Consciously discarded because we have chosen to become better.”  


As I told the recently departed Mr. Jeffries, Silas was the brains of the operation – for a reason. I turned over the Caddy’s engine and started down the road.


 

We stayed at a mom and pop hotel just off of Interstate 65. I didn’t splurge on one of the chain hotels, mostly because I was a cheapskate. Growing up as poor white trash left its mark. Besides, after one complete and one half-finished tour in Iraq, I had low standards. It also helped that Brother Silas couldn’t see, but he sniffed the air a few times and shrugged. We were an odd couple, a tall, thin, aging black man and a scruffy short twenty-four year old white guy. We didn’t look like we had a thing in common, but appearances were deceiving. 


Amos Sweet slept in the car, snoring heavily. Many ghosts maintain quirks from when they lived. Best I could tell, most spirits still imitated the actions of the living like sleeping and breathing. I found it somewhat reassuring because they’re clinging to their humanity. The ones that don’t, they’ve given up on being human. Those were the really dangerous ghosts.


“Remind me to call Pastor Edmunds in the morning and tell him our business at his church is finished.”


Toting the luggage, I grunted and said, “As long as he doesn’t mind the fact the graveyard looks like someone played a game of tackle football in the mud.” 


He chuckled and I flipped my suitcase on a double bed and fished around for some clean clothes, while lamenting that we’d need to do laundry in a couple of days. Silas had found one very uncomfortable looking chair and sat down. The air conditioning unit struggled and made lots of noise, but did little else.


“Do all Pastors believe in ghosts?” I asked. I’d done a few of these errands for Pastor Duncan in the past and two on this trip so far. Thankfully, the first one was a false alarm. This one made up for it.


“I doubt it, Mike. Look at it this way, when a family encounters something they can’t explain, who do they go to for an explanation? Their spiritual leaders.”


“Makes sense I guess.” I muttered and glanced at the wobbling ceiling fan.


“Mike, just like those who don’t share our special gifts, preachers of all faiths encounter things beyond their experiences and then word reaches certain people, who get the word to us.” 


“Let me know when we get a hotline or something. I’m going to grab a shower. Do you need anything before I do that?” I asked politely, hoping he wouldn’t.


“I’d like a pop from the vending machine, if you wouldn’t mind.”


“Ever notice how some people say pop and others soda? I ran into that all during my stint in the Army.”


Silas smiled and opened a Braille Bible. “We can be united in our differences.”


“Good point. Different strokes for different folks, I guess. No problem. I’ll be right back.”


Opening the door, I walked along the concrete path under the leaking metal awning toward the overpriced beverages. I didn’t mind the drinks we had in the cooler, even though we hadn’t picked up any ice in the past two days, but Silas liked a nice cold beverage on a sweltering night like this.


Who was I to refuse a request from a man who went willingly, and repeatedly, into Viet Cong tunnels armed with two puny pistols? At least in Iraq, I had good equipment and backup. Silas had old-school guts if you asked me.


Brother Silas possessed a weakness for grape soda and tonight, he was in luck. For the ridiculous price of one dollar and twenty-five cents, he could get a cold twelve-ounce can. I shook my head, knowing a two-liter bottle cost a buck at the grocery store.


After taking my dollar and my quarter, the blasted machine shut down as the lights flickered and died.


“Great!” I said thinking the ongoing lightning must have knocked out the power, but then I saw the motel sign on the road was still lit. “Damned piece of shit machine!”


“I’m afraid the fault is mine, Mr. Ross. Electrical devices often do that in my presence. The irony is I find them utterly fascinating.”


The pleasant, female voice sent a shiver up the old spine. Her accent and pronunciation sounded odd and out of place for modern day Alabama. That, and the fact she knew my name set off a few alarm bells.


Turning around, I regarded the ghost behind the words. She was short woman, unnaturally pale with dark eyes and very black hair, pinned up in the back. Her pretty face I’d seen a number of times when I was getting acquainted with my family tree. Though I knew she died at twenty-four, by her looks I wouldn’t have guessed she was more than eighteen.


Edgar’s child bride, Virginia Poe smiled back at me.


“Hello, Mrs. Poe. What can I do for you this evening?” I asked.


My words might have been polite, but I took nothing for granted. Her bright aura meant she was powerful. William Henry Leonard Poe, Edgar’s nearly-departed brother, stated she had an unusual gift of foresight. I believed him even though when he was telling me this, William was trying to possess and eventually kill me.


Darren Porter, the deceased paranormal investigator and distant family member, whose donated cornea was in my right eye, had a visit from her after his death. Darren tried to possess me as well. I just hadn’t realized it at the time. Blood might run thicker than water, but if my adventures had taught me one thing it was to be wary around family members. The ones that lingered were usually up to no good.


She clucked her tongue and acted bemused while saying, “Mrs. Poe makes me sound like an old lady. Please call me Virginia. By the way, well done with that restless spirit this evening.”


“You were there?”


“I watched from afar, Michael.”


“It was more Silas in the end. I didn’t do anything special with the guy.” Mentally, I kicked myself for not sensing her, but I’m not exactly Spider-man or anything.


“You underestimate yourself. You had the wherewithal to destroy the spirit, but opted to defer to the Preacher. Having power is one thing. Possessing the fortitude to not use it is another. Therein lies your success.”


She reminded me of a seasoned spokesperson doing some “spin control.” I considered offering her the job while saying, “Please call me Mike, if we’re being informal. Michael makes me feel like I’m in trouble. That assumes that I’m not in trouble, which I guess depends on what you are about to say.”


Virginia smiled and said, “Eddy once said that a Ferryman is never truly out of trouble. Obviously, when I was alive, I never found any facts to refute that claim.”


She gestured and led me to a bench, I offered her the dry side, which wasn’t below one of the leaks, but Virginia took the other one and I watched the droplets pass through her body and splatter on the wood slats.


“Speaking of my power, did Edgar ever learn how to control it without hurting himself?”


“No, he never mastered that ability. He was most successful when he forced the energy out through his hands rather than releasing it from his chest. I’m not sure how one practices without being in mortal danger.”


“I guess I’m back to the original question. What can I do for you, Virginia?”


“I wanted to meet you, Mike. After Eddy died, the gift did not manifest itself in the line until just recently. Frankly, that doesn’t bode well and it signifies a time of great unrest and strife is on the horizon.”


I sighed and said, “Tell me something I don’t know. What happened between you and Darren Porter?”


“I came along too late to help him. The passing of a Ferryman, especially one who has realized his power, is always a traumatic event. Darren was not prepared for it mentally and he was quite insane when I arrived. It was much the same as when William died, but my cousin was able to fool us and we were blind to his awful transformation until he turned on us.”


“Yes, let’s talk about William,” I said calmly.


“You want to know if he’s still in this existence or not, don’t you?”


“Yes.”


“I can’t tell you.” Virginia smoothed the gossamer ruffles of her dress.


“Can’t or won’t?”


“Both I’m afraid. After his death, William discovered the ability to avoid my senses. That said, even if I could, I would not.”


One of my flaws, of which there were many, was impatience. I never liked someone helping-but-not-really-helping me. “Why not? I don’t like looking over my shoulder and though I’d like to trust you, you can bet your ass I don’t.”


“You’re on the path you need to be, right here and right now, Mike. If I did tell you William was still in this realm, what would you do?”


“You’re the savant, clairvoyant, or whatever. You already know exactly what I would do.”


“Yes, hunt him down. That would take you away from your current path. Similarly, if I told you he was gone, I’d be lying, because I truly do not know one way or another. If you thought he was, you might let your guard down at a critical juncture.”


Needless to say, my head was already hurting. I was more of a “what is” versus a “what if” kind of guy. I replied, “So, if we’re not talking about William, what are we here to discuss? Edgar? Other delightful members of the family?”


“Eddy is long gone, I’m afraid. He fought his war to the best of his ability and well deserves his eternal rest. There are others in the family still around, but you don’t have to concern yourself with them at this time. I came to warn you, Michael; my kin suffered terribly during the Great Cleansing which covered the area from the Carolinas up to New York City. William is likely the oldest spirit you have encountered thus far. Further west, you’ll find less organization in the spirit world, but many of them are far older and, as you can guess, much more dangerous. Expect them to be powerful, ancient, and utterly ruthless if you involve yourself in their affairs.”


Her switch back to “Michael” wasn’t lost on me. “Well, aren’t you a ray of sunshine? Anyone in particular that I should be on the lookout for? Let me guess … you’re not going to tell me, are you?”


“I think you are beginning to understand the situation, Michael Ross. Too much knowledge can be just as dangerous as too little. Your journey must be your own. I will do what I can, when I can, but my time for action has long since passed. Your time is now.”


Her motivational skills were somewhat lacking. She should hang out with Strong Vincent because he delivered the goods and made men want to rush into live fire.


She stood and I sensed my impromptu audience with the “All-Seeing-but-not-All-Telling” Mrs. Poe had concluded. 


“Any other nuggets of wisdom, before you leave, Virginia?”


“Gather allies, be practical, look before you leap, and learn from your mistakes.”


“In other words, don’t be Mike Ross.”


Virginia laughed and began to fade away as her voice trailed off, “I think I would prefer to say, learn to be a better Mike Ross.”


Obviously, she didn’t know me as well as she thought.

  



Episode 15: Saving Jesús in Twenty Minutes or Less
 

 

“Hey Mike, look over there!” Amos Sweet pointed to the other side of the highway. For a moment, it didn’t seem like anything special, another motorist with car trouble. The driver was a reasonably attractive bottle blonde. Given the generous nature of men who drive along roads, when it came to a pretty woman in distress, someone would likely stop to give her a hand soon enough. Not that it would help. I wasn’t a car mechanic, but I could diagnose her problem, even from a couple of hundred yards away. 


In my professional Ferryman opinion, the dead guy standing in the car’s engine block had everything to do with it. Powerful ghosts can wreak havoc with electrical systems without trying, frightened or angry ones more so. A truck belonging to a buddy had problems turning over for weeks after an encounter with Colonel Strong Vincent.


“Wanna see what’s going on?” Amos asked, a bit too eagerly.


“It’s too early in the morning for this crap,” I grunted and shook my head. After my less than helpful, I’m-not-going-to-give-you-any-straight-answers meeting with Virginia Poe yesterday, I hadn’t slept well. Yeah, big surprise, I know. We’d hit the road real early and were on Interstate 10 in the sweltering heat of a Mississippi summer morning. Things were only going to get worse as the day progressed.


Naturally, Silas had fallen asleep in the back seat. Call me jealous.


“Alright, but if this takes longer than twenty minutes, I’m holding you responsible.”


I drove on for another mile before finding one of those “authorized vehicles only” crossovers and duly authorized myself – official Ferryman business and all that jazz. If I had some bubblegum lights on the top of my car and a siren, it’d complete the look. Wait, Hollywood already did some movies like that. Pulling up behind the woman’s Toyota, I touched Parker’s shoulder. 


“Something wrong, Mike?”


“There’s a woman with car problems on the side of the road, and it’s a ghost that’s causing them. I’ll be back in a minute.”


He nodded and rolled back over as I got out of the Cadillac. Amos left the car through the passenger side window.


Walking toward the Toyota, I stared right at the ghost. The translucence made it hard to tell for certain, but I pegged him for a Latino.


The ghost took one look at Amos and bolted. Sometimes I considered running from him too, but Sweet was decent enough for a spirit. My pal took off in pursuit, leaving me to play the part of the guy who “touches a wire” and makes the car start.


“Hello? Do you need some help?” I said while approaching. The woman looked around from behind the hood at me.


“The damn car won’t start and I forgot my cell phone.”


After a glance under the hood, I found an easy way out. “There’s some build up on the battery terminals,” I said wiggling the wires. I felt a mild buzz as the energy left behind by the ghost drained into my arm. “Why don’t you try it now?”


Seeing the crease on her brow told me she was skeptical, but the woman did it anyway. The Camry protested on the first two attempts, but then sputtered to life on the third time.


I put the hood down and gave her two thumbs up. She flashed me a thin smile and pulled away rather quickly. Having met my Boy Scout quota of one good deed for the day, I went back to the Caddy and waited for Amos to return.


A couple of songs on the radio later, Amos came running up with the other ghost right behind him.


I climbed out again. “What’s the deal Amos?”


“C’mon Mike, she left her baby in the woods to die!”


“Aw hell! Show me where.” So much for good deeds – this day was heading straight into the crapper.


 

“He can really see us?” The young Hispanic spirit said, easily pacing me as I chased him and Amos into the trees. They, of course, could run right through them while I got to relive my glory days of exercising on an obstacle course.


“I can also hear you,” I casually mentioned. His name was Hector Lopez – no relation to George. 


“Oh, right! Thank God you came along man. Amy’s trying to kill my little boy! Bitch!”


“Why?” I grunted, dodging a cluster of trees and tripping over an exposed root. The woods changed over into swampland. Usually, I’m whining about stomping around graveyards, but I wouldn’t have minded one right then. This muck was for the birds.


“He starts, you know, having these seizures like a week or two ago. The doc at the clinic wasn’t sure if it’s just a development thing or something worse, and wanted her to take Daniel to the hospital for some tests, but she don’t wanna spend no money. You … you, Ferryman, better sic the police on her skanky white ass!”


It never ceases to amaze me how often the root cause of a ghost’s problems end up being the living.


“He’s right there! He’s right there!”


Running up to the bundle, I saw a little baby boy wrapped up in a towel with some duct tape across his mouth. Hector said that little Jesús (pronounced “hay-soos”) was only three months old. It’s probably providence that the skanky bitch in question was not here. I wouldn’t have been responsible for my actions.


Honestly, I’m not good with babies. Under the circumstances, I was forced to be Mary Poppins and Doctor Spock rolled up into one short, cranky package. Of course, I wondered if the late Mrs. Poe had anything to do with all this. With a good night’s rest, we’d still be two hours and a hundred miles away from this spot and the woman would’ve been long gone.  Ever had a notion that someone’s pulling the strings? Now seating in the marionette cafe – manipulated, party of one – answers to the name Chump.



Either way, I’d mention this to Mrs. Poe when I next saw her. The little tyke needed help. My concern was for the living, not the dead. Removing the duct tape as gingerly as possible, I was rewarded with his cries. That was about par for the course, but I couldn’t blame the kid. I’d be in a bad mood too, if I were him. Jesús had a couple of red blemishes where some mosquitoes visited, but on the whole, he wasn’t in terrible shape.


As the product of a “broken” home, I had a lot of sympathy for baby Jesús – or Daniel Jesús Aldridge. Sure, this hit a bit close to home, as the saying goes. I’m glad my mom had kept it together when my dad left. Funny thing was, David Ross, Senior didn’t actually run off on his own accord. A Skinwalker had snatched him. Those were a type of ghost that possessed the living. Fortunately, not everyone met the criteria to be Skinwalker bait. Dad qualified; I did, too. But the Skinwalkers that have tried it to-date haven’t had what you’d call a smashing success.


Philadelphia, of all places, had a “body market,” where hapless souls could be traded like used cars. Should I ever get my powers under control and enough support from spirits like Vincent, I planned to shut that place down!


In my rather biased opinion, Skinwalkers are the vilest of the ghosts I’ve encountered. They steal people’s lives and some consume the bodies, leaving them an empty shell. When I get to Texas, I plan on tracking one of these monsters down.


I slowly made my way out of the woods – baby on board and all that. The trip took about ten minutes and “little DJ” wasn’t very fond of strangers.  I noticed his eyes kept darting over to where his father walked next to us. Maybe there was something to the online crap about toddlers and babies being sensitive to the paranormal. Heck, the neighbor’s dog back in Maryland got an obedience school upgrade because of all the ghostly traffic at Casa de Ross. Now instead of going into a barking fit at anything that walks by the house, it mostly whimpers. I’d be sad about that, but it’s an improvement over how obnoxious he was before.


Finally back at the car, I woke Silas up, handed him the little bundle of tears, and got the cell phone out. Time to call the man.


 

“Yes officer,” I said, trying to maintain my cool. “She had sunglasses on, and what looked like a peroxide blonde wig. I saw a bit of brown hair sticking out and she was acting pretty strange.” 


Twenty minutes my ass, Amos! At least they’d taken DJ to the emergency room to get checked out. Hector had followed and, hopefully, the baby would get the attention he needed.


“What do you mean by ‘strange,’ Mr. Ross?” He kept quizzing me while brushing the crumbs of god only knows how many donuts out of that mangy shrub growing all over his face.


“In a hurry – slightly panicked. Said she left her cell at her house.”


“Still you wandered a couple of hundred feet into the woods and found a baby … who had tape on his mouth.”


“Like I said, ‘I’m a medium.’ The spirits of the departed tell me things. I can give you the numbers of some officers I’ve worked with in Virginia and Maryland if you need a reference. Either way, you don’t have to believe me. All you have to do is go and ask this Amy Aldridge where her baby is and why she needed to borrow the neighbor’s Toyota.”


“How do I know you’re not doing this for some kind of weird publicity stunt?” “Buford T. Justice” here wasn’t quite ready to hitch his wagon to the Mike Ross Express yet. “Trying to get your own reality Tee Vee show, kid?”


“Think I should call it The Clairvoyant and the Old Blind Deacon? Gimme a break! I was at a hotel off of I-65 last night and it’s pretty easy to confirm my whereabouts.”


“You’re a bit of a smart ass, aren’t you?” Some spittle made its way out of his mouth and onto his beard.


“Yes, but it doesn’t change the facts, officer. Fine let’s give you a little proof.” I stood up and stepped away from his desk. “I’ll go stand over here and you can write something, anything you want, on that notepad. Then I’ll tell you what you wrote. I’ll even turn around and look straight at the wall.” 


Buford took me up on it as Amos floated next to him. My Civil War buddy could’ve crashed his computer, but that wasn’t impressive. 


“His handwriting’s awful,” Amos said. “I think it says, ‘Get this wrong and I’ll stick my foot up your ass.’ Better make sure, because he’s got some pretty big feet, Mike.”


My mouth got me into a lot of trouble. Sometimes I couldn’t help it. “So if I get it right, officer, where do I get to stick my feet?”


 

“Well this is boring,” I said, using the touchpad on my laptop to move a four under a five. Without any internet access, or anything watchable on this hotel’s lousy cable package, computer games constituted the only entertainment available.


Not wanting to venture outdoors on such a hot day, I’d already done a hearty “Herschel Walker” style workout after breakfast and showered. I regretted picking this fleabag motel and not finding a place with a gym and a connection to the digital world. Still, I was on a fixed budget and didn’t have a huge bankroll for this little adventure.


“Maybe if you hadn’t been so stubborn, Michael, we’d be back on our way,” Silas stated while casually strumming his fingers across his Braille Bible. 


Ms. Aldridge wasn’t going to be arraigned until Monday morning and we’d been told to not leave town. It was all the fun of being a material witness without the police paying for the hotel, courtesy of my sunny disposition and smart remarks to Officer Fatass.


“Yeah, hopefully the next time I decide to piss off a cop, you’ll be around to talk some sense into me.”


He guffawed for a few seconds and stopped when it morphed into a coughing fit. “Sorry,” he apologized. “I’ll try, but I ‘spect it won’t take.”


“Thanks,” I deadpanned back to him. 


A smiling Hector came through the door. “My parents … they are coming down from Jackson to take custody. I was such a disappointment to them, but I know they will not hold it against their grandson.”


“That’s good. How is DJ?” I asked.


“Jesús had another seizure at the hospital, but my touch stopped it. I’ve lived a very sinful life. Is this penance?”


And they say dying people are quick to find God! I shrugged, pointed at Silas. “Ask the preacher, that’s his department. I’m the guy who tows away the wreck. He fixes the car. Silas, Hector’s touch stopped one of the baby’s seizures. He wants to know if that is his penance.”


Silas’ fingers kept moving across those tiny bumps. “Mr. Lopez, if that is the case, you shouldn’t think of it as atonement, but a responsibility. Your baby … he knows when you’re around, so be around for him. That is, unless you have something better to do.”


Hector Lopez nodded, proving Silas could talk sense into some people – myself excluded. He turned to leave, “You’re right. Thank you both for my son’s life. There’s nothing I can do to repay you, but I told some of the others nearby. Perhaps one of them will have the means to pay you.”


“You didn’t,” I said, a familiar feeling of dread settled over me.


My reaction must’ve confused Hector. He said, “Yes, yes I did. Is this not what you do? Help ghosts? They followed me from the graveyard and are waiting in the hallway to speak to you. Please accept my apologies, but I must go.”


Hector faded away from view, obviously anchored to his kid. I brought Silas up to speed about the slew of ghosts waiting to bug me for freebies. Naturally, he started laughing at my expense again before saying, “Well, you did say that you were bored. Maybe you’ll remember this the next time you think about saying that.” 


 

On Monday, I met the Assistant District Attorney, Hank Olsen. He was a nice enough guy – for a lawyer. 


His attractive and rather friendly secretary brought me coffee and a couple of muffins as I waited in the lobby for about twenty-five minutes. She and I made small talk until the buzzer alerted Janey and she sent me inside.


 “So Mister Ross, do you prefer David or Dave?” he started. 


“Actually, it’s Mike,” I didn’t want to get into why I didn’t care for my first name.  


“Alright then, Mike it is. I spoke with a couple of departments you’ve helped in the past and they corroborate your story. The sheriff verified that you were, in fact, a couple of hundred miles away the night before that little baby boy was abandoned. Tell me something, what’s life like in the ghost business?”


“Most of the customers are already dead. Makes paying the bills difficult. Even when I help someone out, people still look at me like I belong in a nuthouse.”


The man guffawed. Hank was a thin and wiry man, with black hair just starting to collect a bit of grey in it. He was going for the picture of a “southern gentleman” look. I was sure, if he smelled blood in the water, Hank’s pleasant demeanor would disappear in an instant.


“So, what happens next, sir?”


“We’ll take your sworn statement and use it at the arraignment tomorrow morning, but first I was hoping for a little demonstration.”


“Unfortunately, there aren’t any ghosts here right now,” I answered. Amos was still tracking down a few odds and ends from the crowd of spirits that had been harassing me all weekend and Hector was with his kid.


“Fair enough, but I reckon I know where we can go find us one. You game, Mike?”


“Sure.”


“Well then, let’s get to it!” He toggled the intercom and said, “Janey, Mister Ross and I are taking a ride out to the old Compton place, and we’re going to meet up with Gae. I expect to be back after lunchtime. Be a dear and reschedule my eleven o’clock.”


I walked out of the building with him. “Do you want me to follow you? My car’s over at the hotel.”


“No,” he answered, pointing to his four wheel drive, full-size truck. “Where we’re heading, the road’s a bit rough.”


“Where’s that?” I was starting to feel a bit uncomfortable. 


“Wife’s into real estate and got this one property she picked up in at auction a few years ago. Place’s changed hands all kinds of times since it first went on the market, but it’s sitting on about twelve of the prettiest acres you’d ever see down this way.”


“I’m guessing it’s haunted.”


“That’s what everyone keeps telling my wife. Gae thinks she could sell the land off to a developer or even remodel the house into one of those Bed and Breakfast places. So, you ever meet those plumber fellows on the TV?”


I knew who he was talking about. They liked doing this and had also figured out how to make a few dollars along the way. I was pretty much the exact opposite on both counts. “No, can’t say that I have.”


“Oh well, I figured I’d ask. Gae loves that show. She’s even sent them an email to see if they’d consider coming down here. I’m sure she’ll be asking you at some point.”


“So, what should I be looking for when we get there?”


“Don’t you psychic types say you don’t want to know and that you’ll figure it out for yourself?”


“No, I’m more of the ‘go ahead and tell me what I’m getting myself into’ type.”


“Well, it kind of goes like this…”


 

“Water! Water!” I heard the faint moan. Every few minutes it would repeat. The old steps creaked under my weight as I carefully went upstairs. Hank, Gae, and I had been standing in the holed-out shell of the kitchen when I first noticed the sound over the constant stream of questions the lady had. I’d followed it all through the first floor before tackling the rickety staircase. Thankfully, Gae took one look at the steps and decided to wait downstairs.


My personal opinion was that Mrs. Olsen’s best bet would be to flatten the place and subdivide the land into individually marketable parcels of land. Refurbishing this place would require a lot of time and a considerable amount of money.


I found a sad-looking ghost of a man in a wheelchair in one of the upstairs bedrooms. He was very old and his voice had a hoarse quality to it. Sunken eyes and loose flesh hanging from the neck greeted me as he turned to stare. 


“Water! Water!”


“Isaiah Nixon, I presume,” I said.


The ghost’s semi-vacant stare sharpened and he said, “You can see me?”


“Sure enough.”


“Can you get me some water?” His request tied into the story Hank told me on the way to this house. Nixon was an old man who’d been confined to a chair because of a car accident. His equally old wife, Eunice, took care of him, but snapped one day, killed him, and dumped his body into the well outside. Next day, she called and had a new one dug.  Since they were a reclusive pair, the wife got away with her crime. That is until some relatives came to take care of her during an illness, and discovered no trace of her husband. Fortunately, depending on how you looked at the situation, Eunice didn’t live long enough to go on trial.


“Is that all you want?”


“More than life itself, young man.”


“You do realize you’re a ghost? You could get right out of that chair, if you want to.”


“Take a closer look, sonny boy,” he replied.


Upon closer inspection, there were phantom pieces of rope lashing his hands to the arms of his chair. His ankles were the same way.


Frowning, I said, “Let me see if I can get you out of those.”


“She ain’t gonna like that.”


“Your wife’s still around?” I look over my shoulder while loosening the first knot. 


Isaiah’s laugh was one part insane cackle and the other a phlegm-laden cough. “I was kind of hoping for the old death-do-us-part thing, but I was sadly mistaken.”


“Where is she?” I’d deal with “granny” if and when she showed up. Hopefully, it wouldn’t get violent. He certainly didn’t sound sane and it was a good bet his wife didn’t have her oars in the water either. 


“She usually takes a walk this time of the day, but may be on the way back if she done heard the cars coming down the dirt road, or saw a dust cloud.”


When I finished untying his left arm, he started working on his right arm. I moved down to his legs and asked him the question on my mind. “So you died a few years before she did. Why’d you even hang around?”


“I kept hoping that when her time finally came, we could forgive each other for the way our lives turned out, but she was too damn angry. A few days after she died, I’d thought we’d reconciled, but that witch done cold-cocked me and I woke up tied to this. Look at my hands! That crazy bat brings a switch back from the woods each night and whips my hands like some kind of Catholic school nun!”


Wishing Amos, or more specifically, the ghost knife at my buddy’s side, was here, I still made decent time undoing all those knots. I helped Isaiah Nixon to his feet and he stumbled a bit, which was funny for a ghost.


“Well, if you help me outside to the well, I can get me a drink and get on out of here afore Eunice gets back.”


I shrugged. Without her husband to vent her anger on, she’d likely run out of steam and maybe I could talk her into leaving. It sounded like a good plan, which was obviously why it was doomed to failure.


“Crazy” Eunice was standing right by that well outside, waiting for us, phantom switch in hand. “You ain’t getting one single drop out of this well! You hear me?”


Her aura was definitely stronger than his, but nothing I couldn’t handle if need be.


“Get outta the way, you fool woman. I’m done. I’m sick and tired of you! Boy, help me get by her and get some water!”


“Why don’t we all take a moment and calm down?” I offered.


“You let him free, boy! I’ll deal with you after I take care of him.”


Sparing a glance over my shoulder, I saw the Olsens staring out the broken window at me and listening to me talk to no one. I wondered what mom’s favorite daytime guru would say. “Alright, let’s talk it out. Isaiah says getting some water will allow him to leave. I think it’s time to let him go.”


“Let him go!” the woman howled. “That water makes him stronger. He ain’t nothing but a big old liar … been one since the day he was born.”


I wasn’t in mom’s favorite show. I was in the ones where the guys in the black “security” shirts hold back the two parties yelling and screaming at each other. Great. Just great.


“She’s lying,” Isaiah said. “It happens every time her lips move!”


“How dare you!” Eunice exclaimed. “After all you did to me. You wrecked my life!”


“You up and killed me!”


“You sucked the life right out of me long before that!”


The accusations were tossed back and forth, faster than a pro tennis match and I had to ask myself if this was really worth all this nonsense. I kept them from directly attacking one another, but I’m no psychologist. My background as a therapist comes from being forced to sit across from the military ones, and a single community college class in abnormal psychology. Though they definitely qualified as abnormal, I wasn’t any good at that kind of stuff.


“Shut up, both of you!” I’d had enough. “You’re both dead. Get over yourselves. What’s the phrase? Do you want to be happy or do you want to be right?”


They both stopped and stared at me with blank looks. “No. Crap! It’s the other way around, but you know what I’m saying.”


I took my hand off of Isaiah’s flannel shirt and said, “Did you forget to tell me some things while I was untying you? I don’t care how powerful that well water can make you; it might be plenty for her, but it won’t help you against me. I don’t like being lied to.”


Mr. Nixon looked suitably cowed by my threat as I turned my attention to his “slightly” better half and said, “Alright, I heard his story. Let’s hear yours.”


“He made my life a living hell after he was dead. I knew he was there. I don’t know how many times he’d push me down the steps, or trip me. I stopped using the stove after he tried to burn the house down. For the last six months I was alive, I lived on canned soup that I couldn’t even heat up!” She’d turned on the tear pumps and I don’t know if her husband felt anything, but I could tell this was a classic lose-lose situation.


“You both are a pair of idiots,” I concluded. “I’m guessing neither of you wants to move on and you just want to terrorize the other. Am I getting warm? Don’t bother answering. Go ahead, Isaiah, take a swig from the well. If it’s all that’s keeping you from moving on into the afterlife, I won’t stand between you and whatever comes next.” He hesitated. “So you were lying to me? Alright then, what’s it going to take to get you two to move on? Why don’t you go your separate ways?”


“We can’t leave the property,” Eunice answered. “We’re tied to it.”


To hell with the daytime talk show people. I really should have brought Silas. Fortunately, I had the hotel’s number on a card in my pocket. “Stay right there and don’t do anything. I’ve got to make a phone call.”


 

Ten minutes later, I approached and saw the truce was still in effect. “Alright, my friend and I talked things over and here’s what we think. You’ve got to go together and that means getting rid of all the hate.”


“And how do you suppose we do that?” Eunice demanded.


“Well, you can start by getting him a drink of water.”


“What?”


“Silas thinks it was his way of controlling you all these years. That’s why it gave him power over you. If you do it voluntarily, he’s not the boss of you anymore. Once he’s got his power back, he returns the favor and the two of you walk hand in hand off the property and set yourselves free.”


“What if that don’t work?” Isaiah said.


I answered, thinking back to my time with a naked school marm and the spirits trapped inside an iron-ringed barrier in Pennsylvania, “Well, I’m here too and I’ve had some success at breaking through barriers holding ghosts in.”


The old rusty crank on the well worked, and I lowered the bucket down, fetching a pail of some of the nastiest looking muck I’d ever seen. Eunice dipped her hands in it and let her husband drink it in. I saw his aura flare and strengthen.


“Your turn,” I said.


He hesitated, but it only took a stern glare from me for him to comply. Eunice’s glow matched his and I ran back inside to let the Olsens know I was walking them down the dirt road to the edge of the property. The Olsens were looking at their digital camera and debating if they really saw some water floating in the air or not.


It took about twenty minutes to walk down the poorly maintained path. Navigating my way, I held them up. The husband said, “Here’s as far as we’ve ever been able to get. There’s a wall here and it’s still stopping me.”


Stepping around them, I walked to the gravel road right next to the rusted-out, old mailbox and held out my hands. “You two hold hands and give me your free ones. I’ll pull you through.”


They both looked at each other like they’d rather grab live snakes. Eunice huffed and grasped his hand before holding the other out to me. Not to be outdone, her husband grabbed my other hand. The barrier resisted and for a moment, I thought the two weren’t going to make it, but like a champagne cork popping out the bottle, they came through to the other side and we fell onto the ground in a heap of stupidity.


If powers such as fate and destiny actually existed, they probably meant for the two of them to stay there until they forgave each other or some kind of crap like that. Forgiveness wouldn’t have happened any time in the near future, so I didn’t have any remorse about speeding up the process. Sometimes people need to go their own way. Isaiah nodded his thanks and faded from existence. His wife started down the gravel road in the direction of civilization.


“Aren’t you going over to the other side?”


“No young man, I always wanted to travel. He didn’t. I’ll go on eventually, but first I’m going to see Paris.”


 

“Ghost free?” Gae Olsen asked. Hank was looking up at the roof and wondering aloud how much it would cost to replace it.


“As far as I can tell,” I answered and explained how the Nixons had been there playing this angry little tug of war with each other. She said it reminded her of some Michael Douglas movie. “We can bring the deacon I’m traveling with out here, and he can bless the grounds. It might help get rid of any negative energy left behind. But if you want my advice – bulldoze the house and start over even if you decide to do the bed and breakfast thing.”


She gave me a genuine smile and said, “Thank you ever so much. Is there anything we can do for you, Mr. Ross?”


I immediately revised my opinion of the “deep south.” Not too many people ask me that after I’ve helped them out with a sticky situation. They usually try to brush the whole experience off and go back to their “normal” life, but the Olsens were genuinely impressed. So in return for Brother Silas coming out to the property for a blessing, Hank called the hotel and had the lion’s share of our stay shifted to his department, which greatly eased my immediate financial burden. He also granted me one final request.


As the long arm of the law grabbed hold of Amy, she tried to pin this thing back on me, saying that a man in a Caddy broke into her house and stole her baby. Her attempt was pretty feeble, what with half her house already boxed up and her telling her neighbors the baby was already living with some relatives. Still, I didn’t like that and wanted a little payback of my own. It was definitely against the rules, but it’s nice when “the man” looks the other way.   


“You!” Amy said sitting down across the thick plexiglass and grabbing the phone. I wonder who she was expecting – maybe her public defender.


“Sorry. I almost didn’t recognize you without the wig on.” 


“What do you want?”


“I’ll make this quick, Aldridge. Your boyfriend’s ghost told me what you were up to. He’s here right now. You can believe it or not, but in about five seconds; the lights in this room are going to flicker. That’ll be him.”


I glanced at Hector, who jabbed his hand into the light switch on the wall. Sure enough things got darker, and the guard - along with the others - stared around.


“You’re lying!” she said, but there was a hint of fear in her voice. I actually would be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy that on some level.


“Now, he’s going to do it again in three … two … one ….”


While everyone murmured, I smiled, leaned forward, and said, “Hector will spend most of his time looking out for little DJ, but I think he’ll have time to visit you every now and then. When the lights do that, you’ll know he’s around. Have a nice life, Amy. I hope you get everything you deserve.”


With that slick line, my business in Mississippi was concluded. Sometimes living with these powers was a pain in the ass. Counting the late paranormal investigator and distant relative Darren Porter, every Ferryman I’ve heard about died early. Edgar Allen Poe just barely made it into his forties. Darren was in his early thirties and William Poe shuffled off the mortal coil when he was my age. So, miserable pay aside, the life expectancy was downright discouraging. Even so, there were times that doing something good, like saving Daniel Jesús Aldridge, made me feel a little bit better. I wasn’t sure what to think about the Nixons, but on some level, that felt like a win too. Either way, I had a few more dollars in my pocket than I originally thought I was going to have, and I slept well that night. 


That was about all I could hope for.

  



Episode 16: Old Flames and Mushrooms
 

 

There’ve been times in my life I dreaded ringing someone’s doorbell. Back in my early teens, there was that day Jimmy Wilkes fell out of a tree and broke his wrist and I had to go get his mom. I’m fairly certain she still blames me.


Perhaps “dreaded” was the wrong word in this case. The door opening didn’t frighten me and the woman behind didn’t either. What she stood for did. Heather happened to be my last successful relationship. Sadly, it was only “successful” in comparison to my recent adventures in that arena. 


“I’m coming!” A rushed voice called from inside the small ranch-style house. Considering that the last time I’d seen Heather, she’d been living in a trailer with a couple of other dancers, this was an upgrade. Luckily, one of those girls still lived there and told me where to find Heather.


The door finally opened. The woman in the doorframe took a good look at me. “Mike Ross? What the hell are you doing here?”


“Hey Heather, I was back in the neighborhood and wanted to stop by and say hi. How are you doing?” My old flame actually looked better than when I was dating her. As a dancer, she was really skinny, didn’t eat enough, and compensated for that by drinking too much. Being a stay at home mom and not straddling a pole six nights a week had resulted in some additional “meat” on her frame, but it made her look healthier and, at least to me, more attractive.


“I’m married now, Mike.” She stated, holding her ring up for inspection. There was a hint of caution in her voice. We’d called it quits a few weeks before I deployed to Iraq for the last time. She had been searching for a meal ticket and I didn’t fit the bill. Rumor has it that by the time I was humping my gear onto a transport plane, she was already humping … well dating … someone else. Like I said, it was only successful in relative terms. Apparently, Heather thought I was here for some kind of hook up.


“Yeah, I’d heard,” I answered and tried to look as casual as possible.  “I actually wanted to visit Don’s grave and then look up Sonya to see how she’s doing. I was hoping you might know where she is these days.”


Oddly enough, Don Hodge’s ghost was the one that told me Heather had finally latched on to someone who would marry her. Shortly after that, Don betrayed me, possessed me, and then finally begged for his un-life before I gave Colonel Strong Vincent the go ahead to finish my former friend. Visiting the graveyard was on my list, but it sure wasn’t to pay my respects to old Donnie.


“Oh,” Heather said, somewhat put off by the fact that I wasn’t begging her to take me back. “It’s not something to talk about on the porch. C’mon in. Want something to drink? I’ve got lemonade and iced tea. Probably too early for a beer and I’m not sure if we have any. Sorry, I wasn’t expecting any guests.”


“No worries, water will be fine.” Killeen was sweltering in the early summer. I hadn’t really missed it. Too bad my mom and others talked me out of coming down here in the spring, when the heat wasn’t so suffocating.


“What have you been up to, Mike? I see you’re walking fairly well.”


“Yeah, I’m still a bit hard of hearing in my right ear and every now and then my eye gives me fits,” I said, enjoying the inside joke that she wouldn’t get. “I finished my first year of college. Better late than never, I guess.”


Mom had this crazy notion about me finishing my freshman year instead of immediately leaving to track down the Skinwalker possessing my dad. Somehow, despite everything that got in the way, I had. In a way, that simple accomplishment made me proud. It was a hint of normalcy in my otherwise chaotic life. That was me, David Michael Ross, Junior - “B” student at Montgomery Community College by day and Ferryman to the dead at night.


“Good for you,” she said gesturing to the couch before heading into the kitchen. She stopped and blew kisses at her baby. Given the pink outfit, I guessed a girl.


I looked around the living room, which consisted of mismatched furniture, a small flat panel TV mounted to the wall, and a playpen complete with a wide-eyed ankle biter giving me the once over.


Could’ve been my life, if I’d wanted it.


“Cute kid.” I glanced around for signs of her older boy. “Where’s Dominic? How’s the little squirt doing?” 


The grinding of the ice dispenser made it difficult to hear Heather. “He’s great, going into second grade in the fall. Right now, he’s up visiting his grandparents for a couple of weeks. I’ll have to tell him you stopped by. Kaitlin here is a handful already. When she starts walking, I’m in so much trouble.”


Dominic always called me “Unca Mike.” He was a good kid whose mere presence managed to scare the willies out of me. I definitely wasn’t ready to be a stand-in father to some other guy’s kid.  


“Is she sleeping through the night?” It’s a popular question whenever parents with toddlers gather. Since we were still doing small talk, I figured it was appropriate and it got me away from long-buried thoughts associated with being Dominic’s stepdad.


“No, she’ll sleep about three or four hours at a stretch. Just long enough for me to get the house clean and catch a nap. My parents come down every other week and give me a hand, but I’ll be grateful as can be when Sam comes back from Afghanistan.”


“How long has he got left on his tour?”


“Four months. He says things are pretty shitty there right now. It’s funny. When you were going over to Iraq, things were okay in Afghanistan and hittin’ the fan in Iraq. Now, it’s just the opposite.”


“What’s his MOS?” I asked, hoping the guy didn’t spend his days in the line of fire.


“He’s a welder in the motor pool, keeping the Hummers humming and all that jazz. Long days in a welder’s kit repairing vehicles, but thankfully no fighting.”


The sad thing was, it sounded like she’d traded up. Sam was smart enough to have a skill that meant something in the real world, which was more than I could say about my time in the service. I haven’t seen too many classifieds asking for machine gunners.


After handing me the glass of water, she said, “So why’d you want to see Sonya? You two never really got along.”


I lied. “It’s more for me, to be honest. I was with Don when he died. My rehab hasn’t been all smooth sailing. I’ve got some issues with it and thought that talking to her might help me sort them out.”


Heather tilted her head and arched an eyebrow. “Wow. That’s not at all what I was expecting, Mike. You’ve changed.”


She doesn’t know the half of it. “Yeah, deep huh?”


“Guess so,” Heather said and twirled some of her hair around a finger.  She used to do that when she was uncomfortable talking about something. “Sonya might not see you. She’s in a psychiatric hospital up in Dallas. At first, it seemed like she took Donnie’s death in stride. She was pretty composed through the funeral and for a few weeks after. Even quit dancing, once the life insurance money came in.”


“What happened?” I wanted to hear it from her perspective. I had a better idea of what really might have happened, but Heather had a normal life. There was no need for me to stir the pot with crazy-sounding talk of ghosts and Skinwalkers.


“A few months after the funeral, she started to crack. I figured it was nothing at first, but it got worse. About six months ago, she called me at two in the morning and I dragged my pregnant ass over there. She said she wasn’t in control of her life and I had to talk her out of swallowing a bottle of pills!”


I blew out a long breath and felt some sympathy for Sonya Hodges. Who knows how long the Skinwalker, Cassandra Von Eckels, had held Sonya as a thrall? The time frame of her breakdown coincided nicely with Cassandra and Don coming up my way with their sights set on ruining my life.


“That’s pretty rough,” I said. “Well, maybe if I talk to her, it might help out her situation.”


Heather thought it over for a minute, turned and went back into the kitchen. She grabbed a pen and wrote on the back of an opened envelope. “Here’s the name of the hospital and her doctor’s number. I’d call him first and see if he thinks it’s a good idea.”


“Thanks, Heather. I’ll do that.” It was probably another partial lie. As much as I despised lawyers, they couldn’t hold a candle to what I thought of psychiatrists.


“What’s that under your shirt?”


At first, I didn’t know what she was asking, but then I pulled down the collar and showed her.


“You never wore a necklace when we dated. What’s that little thing?”


“A cross.” I toyed with her.


“No silly, the other one.”


“Oh, that’s a waterproof pill container. It has a nitro pill in it. Turns out that in addition to the other stuff, I’ve got a minor heart problem.”


“Oh Mike, I’m so sorry.”


I lied again, it was becoming easier. “It’s nothing really, just an instance or two where my heart got out of rhythm.”


The reality was that a full release of my powers put too much strain on my heart. I had a full blown heart attack in Baltimore and got a prescription for nitroglycerin pills. It’d be nice to have my own little defibrillator to keep handy, but there’s the cost problem and the tiny problem that I’d be counting on a blind man to use it on me. I’d put in paperwork with the VA to up my disability from thirty percent, but that was moving with the usual speed of bureaucracy, so I didn’t expect to hear anything for months.


Heather required a few more white lies to relax, but I was touched that she was concerned. She offered to make me a late lunch, but as I was fully aware that she was poorer than I was, so I ended up dipping into my frugal budget and ordering some delivery. We ate, laughed over some good times and, as she played with Kaitlin, I got to see how motherhood changed a person.


However, at some point, it started to get awkward and I knew it was time to go before we ran out of stories, or something happened. When the baby went down for a nap, Heather seemed a bit more flirtatious. I’d be lying if I didn’t say that part of me liked the idea of a fling. The Mike Ross of yesteryear would have been on the fence in this situation, but not me. I choked on my “moral fiber” and made for the door before either of us did something we’d regret.


Driving away, I was rather maudlin about it all. The fact that she was better off without me was unsettling and put me in a bad mood. It made me wonder, what kind of girl would be better off with me?


 

Fortunately, I had a place to go and blow off some of that anger the next day. I stood in front of Don Hodges’ tombstone with Amos right next to me. Heather was able to tell me where Sonya was, but I figured the ghosts in this cemetery might let me know where Cassandra was. 


My options were the carrot or the stick and, to be perfectly honest, I wouldn’t have minded a little stick about then. Technically, my stick was a cast iron pipe wrench dangling from a tool belt.


That said, the ghost population of this graveyard was surprisingly large and I suspected that the Skinwalker had everything to do with it. Skinwalkers need energy to hold on to the body they’re possessing and they need other ghosts to harvest the power for them. I fully intended to shake her supply line and see where that took me.


Some of the ghosts stared with curiosity. After all, there was a Civil War era ghost next to me, following me around.


A swaggering major, buried in his dress uniform, marched on over and addressed Amos. “Soldier, unless you’re one of those idiot kids who reenact battles, you ought to know better than just to walk into someone else’s territory without permission and carrying no offering.”


Ghosts harvest the emotions of the living. The more powerful the emotion, the greater the energy they gather. They barter this energy, or “spook juice,” as I often refer to it. Some use it to become more powerful and work their way up the ghostly ladder. If they gather enough energy or get angry enough, they can do things like move or throw objects, crack mirrors, disrupt electrical devices, and so forth. 


 Along with the pipe wrench, I was wearing my leather gloves that were coated with iron filings glued to the surface.


Looking up at the major, I said, “He’s with me. I’m looking for Von Eckels. She and I have business.” 


As an enlisted man, I had an instinctive dislike for officers that placed them just slightly above the shrinks and the lawyers.


“I’m guessing that makes you Ross? She said you’d probably be by.”


“Good guess, Major.” I kept the words to a minimum and tried to guess whether there was going to be a fight. 


“She didn’t tell us where she was going and skipped out on us.”


That made sense with what I knew about Cassandra, but I had no intention of letting down my guard.


“Why should I believe you, Major? I know she ran this operation.”


“You don’t know nothing, boy!”


Apparently, the good Major didn’t like his authority being challenged. I wondered if he was the original “Don Hodges.” That gave me an inspiration.


“Well, that’s what Hodges said before I destroyed him,” I said realizing how easy it was to lie to the spirit in front of me.


The other ghosts aboveground kept their distance. I couldn’t account for the ones moving below, nor could I trust that the officer was giving me a straight answer. So, I took my case to the other ghosts in the graveyard and whistled as loud as I could.


“First ghost to tell me what I want to know about Cassandra gets to go to the other side with no strings attached. Tired of this graveyard and this town, then it’s time to head on to the next life and finally rest in peace. Who’s up for it?”


“You got some balls kid! You don’t go offering to free my people.”


“Fine. Let’s do this the hard way! Try and stop me, Major.” Pulling the wrench off my belt and advanced on him. I thrust the other hand in the front pouch of the leather tool belt and filled it with iron filings. 


“Get him!” He shouted. 


The two that came up behind me ate the cloud of charged filings I tossed behind my back. I didn’t even bother turning, Amos would let me know if there were more. A third appeared on my right side. I backhanded him with the wrench and seriously rang his bell. Before that one could sink back into the ground, I snatched him up by the neck with my left hand and spun him around. 


He thrashed, screaming, “It burns! It burns! For the love of God, stop!”


I let it go on for a few more seconds. It wasn’t to be needlessly cruel, but they needed to see that I could hurt them … badly if necessary. Some of them hadn’t felt anything in decades. The sudden prospect of pain had to be disheartening.


The half dozen ghosts behind the Major had been running toward me. My little display stopped them in their tracks. Obviously, when Cassandra told them I’d be stopping by; she neglected to inform them how dangerous I could be.


“Wait!” One of the others separated himself from the wary-looking second wave of attackers. “The Major’s right! She didn’t tell us where she was going. All I know is that she was heading west. She did tell us if we could force your spirit out of your body, we could keep it.”


That’s when I remembered Virginia Poe’s comment about how there hadn’t been a Ferryman in this area to her knowledge. Von Eckels could have told these idiots any damn thing she wanted.


“Cassandra is good at many things, lying is one of them. No Skinwalker has been able to hold my body for long and I’ve destroyed everyone that has tried.” 


Amos maneuvered around the trio of yowling ghosts on the ground and came up next to me, with Vincent’s knife in his hands. “Hey Mike, notice that there isn’t a single female ghost?”


I looked straight at the major. “What does she do with them?”


“She leads them off and we never see them again,” the nervous spirit answered.


Amos laughed and added, “I bet she’s got one of those French things around here.”


“Huh?” One of the ghosts said.


“There’s a cage that can be made out of iron and in the shape of The Eye of Horus. It’s called an oubliette. Ghosts can’t get out of it and can’t get any more energy. After awhile, you just fade away.”


From the looks of horror on the deceased men’s faces, most didn’t know it. The major wasn’t one of them. A couple of the ghosts walked toward him, but he started to vanish. I was too far away, but Amos hurled the knife at him. The spectral dagger slammed into his chest and he fell to the ground. With a hateful expression on his wounded face, he disappeared from sight. The Skinwalker probably had his anchor with her.


“Dammit! He took the knife with him.”


“S’okay Amos, he won’t last long. That throw was perfect. With any luck, he’ll pass on before he can tell her anything.” 


I reassessed how dangerous Cassandra Von Eckels was. These dupes in front of me were a bucket of mushrooms, kept in the dark and fed whatever bullshit she felt like. With the exception of a taskmaster or two, she kept them ignorant and that’s the way she liked them.


I gave my compadre a wide grin. “Today’s your lucky day, gentleman. Private Amos Sweet here has been around since taking a bullet at Gettysburg. He’s come all the way from the great Commonwealth of Pennsylvania to tell you all those things Madame Von Eckels didn’t want you to know. Amos, indoctrinate these boys and let’s see if we can get them to the other side without resorting to more violence.” 


The leads in Killeen, Texas had all dried up. If there was any trail to pick up, it would be in Dallas, but I wanted to make certain that if Cassandra ever came back here that she’d have to start from scratch.

  



Episode 17: Dallas, Texas – Paranormal Population: One
 

 

I’m mostly a ‘suburbs’ kind of guy. Despite being close to DC, I generally avoid the big city. Maybe it was some kind of claustrophobia, but anything approaching a metropolis always gave me the “willies.” Who knows? Maybe before, it was my dormant powers sensing all the dead spirits in one area.


Dallas felt different, empty, like a real pretty picture frame with nothing in it, and that had to be a bad sign.


I really should listen to my instincts more often.

 

We dropped Silas off at a cousin’s house. He had family down this way and they were looking forward to seeing him. Despite his assurances, I felt like a fifth wheel after the first thirty minutes. His relatives had decided I was some type of wayward youth that Brother Silas was mentoring.


Oddly, it wasn’t that far from the truth, but let’s not discuss that. Besides, I had a job to do.


The Angela Chase Mental Health Center was a small, exclusive nut house tucked away near some expensive residential communities, and built for people who liked their privacy. The place obviously cost a fortune. The building had a rustic, estate appearance, with large brick walls hiding immaculately manicured landscaping, tennis courts, a swimming pool, and a guard shack barring the entrance. I wondered if it was Sonya’s money paying for it or Cassandra’s.


After copying my driver’s license and verifying I had an appointment, the burly private security officer at the gate informed me that I had to park along the brick wall and walk up the driveway. Only staff and emergency vehicles were allowed on the property. Naturally, he couldn’t see Amos, but I thought it best not to speak to or even look at my buddy. I didn’t want this visit to become an extended stay, if you know what I mean.


Either way, something told me that if Mike Ross ever got tossed into the loony bin, it wouldn’t be a place like this. It’d be some hellhole where they still do electroshock therapy on a regular basis. He says he can see and talk to ghosts, Fred. Turn the juice up a little more!


Amos walked off to take a stroll around the grounds on the off chance that Sonya might be able to see him. It wouldn’t go over very well if she just started freaking out. 


It felt like I was visiting someone at a hotel instead of a hospital. I checked in with a professionally dressed receptionist, not someone in hospital garb. The sharply dressed black woman, in her mid-thirties, who escorted me to see Sonya, had a name tag that identified her as Ellen Forrester, RN. Her title was Visit Facilitator. She had a kind, motherly face coupled with a friendly demeanor.


Yup this place had the lingo down pat. It even dulled my natural apprehension toward the mental health community.


“Now, Mr. Ross,” Ellen began, “before you go in and speak with Mrs. Hodges, I wanted a few minutes of your time to ask you about the topics you wish to speak with her about.”


Internally, I went to “yellow alert” and contemplated “raising shields.”


“I wanted to see how she’s doing and talk to her about my time in Iraq with her husband.” I repeated the same lie that I’d used with Heather. “He was my best friend.”


Ellen hesitated. “Sonya’s in a difficult place. When she first came here, she claimed that she’d been talking to his ghost and that he was answering her. For her sake, please be respectful when broaching the subject with her. We don’t intrude on our patient’s privacy, but we will be watching from a distance if she becomes agitated and upset. This has happened on a few occasions when Sonya was visited by her parents and her brother.”


“I understand.” Honestly, I was surprised Sonya had family. She’d never once mentioned them, but that was Cassandra’s influence. For the umpteenth time, I was forced to separate the two women in my mind. The reality was that Sonya Hodges is a familiar looking woman, who I’ve never really met and only heard stories about.


Entering the parlor, I almost didn’t recognize her. Her hair was back to its natural brown color and had been straightened. The clothes were very conservative and the makeup wasn’t applied with a paintbrush to withstand dancing under a spotlight. All things considered, she looked like a regular woman.


She stood and reached out her hand. “Mike Ross, I almost didn’t believe them when they said you were coming to see me.”


I took the hand and gave it a light squeeze. “I was out this way with a friend. We’re heading further west in a few days and it seemed like the right thing to do. Heather told me to say hello and that she’d try to get up here in a few weeks.”


Sonya smiled and looked away. “She’s a good friend. Better than I deserve. We never really got along, did we, Mike?” It was one part question and the other part statement. She sounded like she barely knew me.


“No, I suppose we didn’t, but that’s not really that important. How about we sit down and talk about some of the good times? How are you getting along?” I took a seat on the chair across from the small couch she was using. There was a table, with a couple of magazines on it, between us.


As much as I wanted to just cut to the chase and start asking her a bunch of questions about Cassandra, I needed to take this nice and slow.


“I’m better … I think,” she said slowly.


“How’d you end up in a place like this?” I asked making a show of looking around. “It must cost a fortune.”


“My parents,” she looked away, probably embarrassed. “They’re hoping I’m serious about getting help, this time. So am I.”


“Oh, I never remember you talking about your parents,” I said this for show, because Skinwalkers have a habit of making a clean break, and taking anything of value with them.


“They’re pretty well off. Dad’s a real estate developer up in Tulsa. I’m trying to earn back their trust. Right now, all I have is their pity.”


“You’re probably making a good start. I’m just curious, but why didn’t you go to a place in Tulsa? Why’d you choose Dallas?”


Sonya paused, as if she was trying to compose a proper answer. “This is going to sound stupid.”


“Try me. I’m all about stupid.”


She chuckled. I must’ve been doing something right for a change. “Cassandra was afraid of Dallas.”


The startled look on my face was genuine. The fact that the Skinwalker was afraid of this place was noteworthy.


Sonya shook her head, misinterpreting my reaction. “I knew you wouldn’t believe me.”


“No,” I tried to reassure her. “I believe you. Tell me more about Cassandra.”


“Well, the doctors say that she was a manifestation of a split-personality and that Don’s death traumatized that part of my psyche and allowed me to regain control. I came here because I thought I’d be safe from her in Dallas.”


“Any idea what’s special about Dallas?”


“No. Everything is kind of foggy. It’s like I watched my life on TV.”


“Was I at least the comic relief?” I sort of borrowed the line from Amos in hopes of keeping the tone from getting too tense.


She scrunched her nose and replied, “No, you were my husband’s idiot best friend. Now, how about you? They said you wanted to talk to me about Don.” 


It was my turn to pause. Sonya deserves some honesty. She’d lost entire years from her life.


“Not really. I want to know more about Cassandra Von Eckels and Skinwalkers.”


Sonya sat up straight and went rigid. “She … they don’t exist! My doctors told me.”


I motioned for her to calm down. “Sonya, listen to me. I bet you haven’t told your doctors all the things you remember – things like hanging around in graveyards and speaking with the dead.”


The color drained from her face and her left hand had a death grip on the armrest.


“Look, I know that Cassandra was a ghost who possessed you. I know that she’s real. She and Don tried to come after me when she left you, but I beat them.”


“No, they’re not real,” she repeated in a hushed whisper.


“Remember sending me Don’s dog tags?”


“I never …,” she stopped and trailed off before her eyes opened wide. “I did do that, didn’t I?”


“That was Cassandra doing it, Sonya.”


“You said you beat her. How?”


I shrugged and felt strangely self-conscious. “I’m a Ferryman.”


“Ferryman? Ferryman? Cassandra was once in love with a Ferryman, but they don’t exist anymore.”


“William. Yes, I know they had something together. It turns out I’m related to William and Edgar.”


Her posture lost some of its stiffness. My words were getting through to things buried in Sonya’s subconscious. “Ferryman … they send ghosts on. Did you send her on?”


“Not yet, that’s why I’m here. I want to make sure she’s gone.”


“You can’t let her know where I am!” 


Aw hell! She was getting louder. Nurse Forrester on the other side of the room was looking at us.


“I won’t. If she’s afraid to come to Dallas, you’re safe. Tell me about her. Where would she go? Is there an object that she’s very possessive of?”


Sonya seemed to shrink back into the cushions. “I don’t want to remember. I don’t want to be Cassandra anymore! I’m Sonya! I need to be Sonya.”


“C’mon Sonya, give me something about her that I can use. I’ll make sure she never finds you again.”


“You can’t look for her. I don’t want her to find me!”


“I can get rid of her once and for all. Just give me something, anything.”


The approaching footsteps told me I didn’t have long. Two orderlies and the Nurse arrived on scene. “Mr. Ross, I’m going to have to cut this short. Sonya let’s go back to your suite.”


Sonya fought as the two men helped her stand. She didn’t have the size or strength to mess with these two hulks, but she was getting an “A” for effort.


After about ten seconds, she sagged in their arms. Her head snapped up and she locked eyes with me. “Amarillo,” she said. “Look for her in Amarillo.”


She offered no further resistance as they took her away. I was left to face the ire of Nurse Forrester. Her kind motherly face looked much different now. “I don’t know what that was about Mr. Ross, but you might have just undone months of progress. I will escort you to the door. If you ever attempt to set foot on this property again, I’ll have you arrested. Are we clear on this?”


“Yeah, I won’t be back.” I’d gotten what I needed at the expense of Sonya Hodges. Maybe these head doctors could put her back together, given enough time. They could only treat the symptoms. They’d never get to the root cause of her problems. I could. My job was to make certain that Cassandra would never come after Sonya again. As soon as I was sure William was truly gone, I’d send Cassandra to join both him and Donnie.


Exiting the building, I heard a loud thunderclap. The sky had gone from overcast to black, but that was the weather in Texas. Several car alarms on the other side of the brick wall were going off and there was a crackle of ozone in the air. Whatever just happened was pretty close.


From the doorway, the nurse pointed toward the driveway and didn’t really appear bothered that she was sending me out into a thunderstorm. 


Shrugging, I picked up the pace, but so did the rain. Getting to the guard shack, I flipped my visitor’s badge to him. Hopefully, Amos would be waiting for me. Loitering in the parking lot might be a problem. The rain was falling and the smell of ozone was stronger. I wondered if there hadn’t been a lightning strike right in the area. 


Like so many other times, I was wrong. Something was in the area alright, but it wasn’t natural.


Amos was suspended in the air like a rag doll. The ghost holding him was choking my buddy while Amos’ feet kicking feebly at the spirit. The angry ghost wasn’t fazed and was instead demanding answers from Amos. He raised his free hand and, I shit you not, a lightning bolt went right through them. Amos grew alarmingly dim, while the other guy got brighter and the sky opened up with the rain turning into a torrential downpour.


That wasn’t good. This guy’s aura was stronger than Taney’s. Hell, he might’ve been in Poe’s league. Good thing I was too! I charged while scooping a pair of cloth baggies filled with iron filings out of my pockets – my ghost fighting equivalent of brass knuckles.


The attacker swept his hand, trying to shoo me away like a fly and I definitely felt something. It was like brushing up against an electric fence – with my teeth. Every car alarm in the parking lot was going off now. The noise was everywhere.


Apparently, he was surprised that his little stunt didn’t hurt me worse or send me flying. I did notice that my hands were glowing brighter than normal. The combination of iron and my powers must have absorbed some of his attack. Part of his power was now mine and I was more than happy to return it to him in a second.


He threw Amos at me, but I sidestepped out of the way. Amos Sweet was in a bad way. I didn’t even spare him a glance and focused on punching.


“Get out of here Amos!” He’d just end up destroyed if he lingered.


The ghost was strong, but not prepared for close combat. Between my wrestling skills, Donnie’s lessons, and my army training, I was off to a quick start. My opponent seemed like he had skills, but was very rusty. He clearly wasn’t used to someone standing up to his first attacks. I got him with a left hook that staggered him and followed with a right to the gut. For some reason I was reminded of the old boxing game that Jimmy Wilkes had on his Nintendo – maybe it was because the guy reminded me of the first guy you had to fight.


Problem was, he was soaking up the damage. He rolled with my next set of blows and got enough distance between the two of us to do his wave thing again. This time, I brought my arms in front and focused on blocking it. It still hurt, but I was right. My defense stopped even more of it this time. This infuriated him. He pounced on me filled with berserker rage.


“What kind of Skinwalker are you? How many souls did Travis sell to get you here?”


Blocking his flailing arms was tough. Were he still living, I’d be surprised if he weighed one sixty-five, but it felt like I was sparring with Don Hodges’ two fifty plus frame.


He knocked me backwards. I used the momentum to whip around and club him with a spinning backfist. I’d never hit anything other than a punching bag that hard. It was like hitting a cinderblock. Pain shot all the way up my arm to my shoulder and I was sure that I’d snapped my wrist.


Clutching it, I saw that I wasn’t the only one who was feeling the pain. The ghost was sprawled on all fours and trying to get up. I delivered a pair of kicks to his side, intending to keep him there.


He caught my third kick and pulled me down. The look on his face was crazed and I felt the air crackling with energy. He was going to do that lightning thing again. That scared me, but not as much as the fire building inside me. My body reacts badly to massive amounts of ghostly energy.


The first bolt hit. It was like doing a belly flop onto that aforementioned electric fence. I thrashed in agony, but didn’t pass out.


The cleansing power in me was building and my chest was on fire. I fumbled with the plastic container on my necklace. The nitro pill came out and I got it into my mouth. It was time to see if it was going to save me. With a little prayer, I slid it under my tongue.


Using my remaining focus, I pushed the power out through my arms at the deranged ghost. It left me as the ghost called his second bolt and the world exploded.


There was a split second of weightlessness, followed by me slamming into the ground. The wrist felt better. Actually, it was just the rest of my body catching up to the pain there.


I took stock of my situation. I was still alive and mostly conscious. That counted for something. My heartbeat pounded in my head, but I was grateful to still have both the head and heartbeat.


About twenty feet from me, I saw the outline of the ghost. Holy shit! He’d survived! He looked about as good as I felt. His aura was dim and flickering. It explained why Cassandra avoided Dallas.


Finding the energy to stand, I made my way over to him.


He glared at me and said, “So, it’s you, Governor. You came back to finally finish me after all these years?”


“I’m not a Governor. I’m not a Skinwalker and I have no idea who Travis is. My name is Mike Ross and I’m a Ferryman. I’m looking for a Skinwalker. Her name is Cassandra Von Eckels.”


The man stared in surprise. “You’re not dead?”


“Not yet, don’t plan on dying anytime soon, but I’ve got a score to settle with her.”


“Eckels? I’ve heard of her. Almost killed her once, but she’s a slippery one. Last I heard she’s south of here, down around Killeen.”


Despite the fact he’d almost killed me, we had a common enemy. “Why’d you attack Amos?”


“He’s a ghost,” the ghost answered, as if it made sense.


“Well … yeah, but I’m guessing you’re the head of the ghosts in Dallas.”


“I’m the only ghost in Dallas.”


“Really?” Things started to get interesting.


“Yes. I get rid of any others.”


The rain was starting to let up and I didn’t want to be seen talking to myself in the parking lot of a loony bin. That couldn’t possibly end well.


I pulled the ghost to his feet and said, “Let’s get in my car. We can talk there.”


Out of the rain, I realized that I was drenched. Hopefully the upholstery in Pastor Duncan’s Caddy wouldn’t need replacing by the time my little adventure ended.


The ghost was a white guy, short curly hair, about my size, but skinnier. We both looked like hell. 


“Alright, why do you destroy all the other ghosts?”


“They could become Skinwalkers.”


“Yeah, I guess so,” I said. “But they need to figure out how to do it first.”


“You can’t give them a chance!”


His outburst caused the car’s horn to beep and the wiper blades to jump halfway up the windshield. Here I thought I had an ax to grind. Suddenly, this guy didn’t seem so friendly. “So, who is that Governor guy, you were talking about?”


“He’s the Skinwalker I’m after. Ancient sonnuvabitch. I almost got him about fifteen years ago, but he got away. I wasn’t strong enough to kill him, then. I’ve killed dozens of others since, but I haven’t been able to find him again.”


“How about Travis?”


“You don’t know much history do you?” He asked.


I resented that. “I’m okay, but tell me what I don’t know.”


“Obviously you don’t know crap about Texas history. William Travis? The Alamo? Ring a bell?”


“I know Crockett and Bowie.”


“Yeah, that’s what all the tourists remember. Part of the reason he’s such a bastard. He was the real commander at the Alamo. He runs South Texas. Every now and then, he sends some of his boys up here to test me. He wants to expand this way, but he won’t while I’m around. Most of them run home to their anchors, like your little friend did. The ones that are too stupid to do that, I destroy.”


Yeah, that meant Amos was back in Gettysburg. I was without his services for a time.


While I was thinking about that, the ghost continued, “I swing by the mental hospitals looking for Skinwalkers after I search the graveyards. I thought your ghost was one looking for a body.”


“Not all ghosts are interested in becoming a Skinwalker. Trust me; I’ve met more than a few.”


“You can never trust a ghost,” he replied. I ignored the irony of his statement.


“Eckels and Travis must have had dealings,” I said drawing a logical conclusion.


“Oh, you better believe that.”


“Her last host was in that building. She thinks I should look in Amarillo.”


“Travis would probably know for certain. He’s probably still her supplier. He might even know where the Governor is.”


“Yeah maybe.” I paused to think it over. This dude was all kinds of powerful and Virginia did say I should gather allies. “What do you propose?”


“Travis is nowhere near as strong as either of us, but he surrounds himself with numbers … large numbers. Together, we could take him.”


“You seriously want to attack the Alamo?” My bad idea alarm went off. I’d already wrecked one historical monument in my short Ferryman career. Quite honestly, no one outside of Maryland gave a rat’s ass about the Roger B. Taney and Francis Scott Key museum. It was barely filler on a slow news day. Something told me that if the Alamo ended up in rubble, people wouldn’t look the other way.


“If necessary, but we should try to lure his men out and get him alone,” the ghost said. I wasn’t certain I liked the gleam in his semi-translucent eyes.


“Let’s take things slowly. I don’t even know your name yet,” I added. After being burned by Donnie, I wouldn’t jump into something headfirst.


The ghost shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Man, Ross, you don’t know shit about history, do you?”


“Okay, I’ll bite. Who the hell are you?”


He threw his head back and laughed. “I’m the one and only Lee Oswald.”


“You mean Lee Harvey Oswald?” Okay, I didn’t see that one coming. Despite all I’d been through, there were still things that could shock me.


“Never really cared for my middle name, but everyone insists on using it. Now that you know who I am, I’ll give you three shots to guess why I hate Skinwalkers.”

  



Episode 18: Walking the Walk
 

 


I vaguely recalled the lovely, and unfortunately attached, Jenny Goodman tell me that I could use my powers to uncover all sorts of juicy tidbits about conspiracies. At the time, I’d laughed her off. Yet, there I was sitting in my car with the answer to the “mac daddy” of all conspiracies.


“So, you really didn’t kill Kennedy?”


“My body pulled the trigger, but it was the Governor aiming the rifle. I was a pretty good shot and probably could have made it, but he was better. Also, I doubted he trusted me. Originally, he planned to kill both Kennedy and his wife, but he hesitated. I’m not sure why.”


I didn’t know what to make of that, so I just tried to concentrate on learning more. “Okay, why did this Governor Skinwalker guy want Kennedy dead?”


“Cuba. He had friends in Cuba. His title of Governor comes from when he was the actual governor of Spanish Cuba. After the Bay of Pigs and the Missile Crisis, his friends there called in a favor to remind the puppet masters in Washington to mind their own business.”


“And you went along with it because you were Pro-Castro. So is Castro a Skinwalker, too?” My head throbbed, both from the battle and now this. It was an occupational hazard.


“I am not sure. If I had to guess, I would say yes - probably another conquistador. The man’s been in charge there for a really long time.”


“Let’s get back to the Governor,” I said. Oswald was easily distracted. Considering he kills every ghost he finds, he must be starved for conversation.


“Yeah, the Governor is a sly one. He built me up and told me how much power I would have and the hero I could become. In the end, he abandoned me to my fate before I had even left the building. That’s when I realized that I really was a patsy. When it looked like I might get away, he tried to possess me again, but whatever happened during the assassination left him low on energy, and I was able to kick him out of my body. That’s when he possessed that cop and tried to take me in, except he forgot that I still had the revolver.”


“He could have triggered a nuclear war.”


“Well, he didn’t, but here’s a newsflash for you kid,” Oswald answered. “He was dead already and didn’t much care.”


I wondered what the guy behind the JFK movie would’ve thought of that. The history lesson was interesting, but I wanted to hear more about the Governor. “Alright, you said you couldn’t beat this guy. Why? Who is he? You implied that he was one of the Conquistadors. Every Skinwalker I’ve ever run into has been weak, other than being able to use a body. None of them can come close to doing what you can do.”


Oswald shook his head and said, “Every ‘walker’ has their little tricks. Trust me; I’ve killed plenty of them. This one, he knows things other Skinwalkers would gladly kill for. He’s been a ghost for close to five hundred years. His name is Hernando De Soto.”


I only knew of two things that fit the name De Soto, and since we weren’t talking about cars, I said, “He was the one who beat the Aztecs, right?”


Oswald gave me a look that made me rethink what my “B” in history really meant. Okay, just maybe I did need to know more about this Governor.


“No, wrong Hernando – that was Cortez. Hernando De Soto did some work for Cortez, but he was pretty low on the totem pole. His big break came down in Peru where he was working for another guy named Pizarro. Then he went back to Spain with a bunch of gold, got married, and met the Queen of Spain. She gave him a couple of fancy titles and he decided to get a bunch of thugs and go searching for gold all through the American southeast.” Oswald had a way of making it sound like a mafia operation. Depending on the point of view, he wasn’t that far from the truth.


“Not a lot of gold to be found there,” I said looking out at the last of the rainstorm clearing up. Sudden storms in Texas aren’t surprising, although the weather guessers would be pretty surprised to learn that this one was caused by a ghost.


“Yeah, all he found was a bunch of ticked off Indians. He eventually died somewhere along the Mississippi river and history considers him a huge failure. After he died, he cozied up to some Indian spirits and learned everything he could from them. When he got all their secrets, he betrayed them and destroyed his teachers. Now, history has come full circle and it’s time for me to destroy him.”


“So what can he do that other Skinwalkers can’t?” I was a little worried about how Oswald kept going back and forth on De Soto. Part of the time he sounded like an admirer and in the next breath, he was adamant about destroying him. Frankly, Oswald wasn’t all that right in the head, even for a ghost. His “all ghosts could become Skinwalkers therefore they must all be destroyed” act didn’t help his case.


“He’s strong. When I forced him out of his last body, I thought I had him. He looked weak like any other ‘walker,’ but then it was just like flipping a light switch … bam! He was more powerful than I was. We fought and I had to flee, but at least I left him without his body.”


“What did you do?”


“It was near New Orleans, a little over fifteen years ago. I ambushed him when he was driving a car out on the highway. The car wrecked and killed the flesh he was wearing. At least, it made him go looking for a new body.”


I noted that my new “friend” obviously had no qualms about killing a living person. Of course, other alarm bells were going off in my head. “You said he had to go get a new body about fifteen years ago? Where do you think he is now?”


“The few leads I’ve come across say he’s out west. I go out that way every few months, but I’ve never been able to find him and if I stay away from Dallas too long, the ghosts start showing up here and I can’t let that happen.”


Even though my knowledge of history might not have been as good as advertised, I could still do basic math. Oswald destroyed a powerful Skinwalker’s host body fifteen years ago. That’s right around the time that David Michael Ross Sr., up and left his family to go live in the southwest. I later learned he’d been kidnapped by a Skinwalker in the employ of Roger Taney and sold on the “Body Market” in Philly. There were just too many coincidences, for it not to be the answer. Hernando De Soto was probably “driving” around in my Dad’s body and if I wanted to stop him, I needed to team up with this homicidal lunatic.


Nice advice about gathering allies, Virginia … thanks a bunch!


 

“Well, what do you think? I need all the sense you can talk into me, right about now.” I said to Brother Silas while changing into a clean shirt. Oswald left me to go gather energy and recover from our fight. I wasn’t so lucky. I had to fight the traffic snarl around Dallas to get back to Silas’ relatives. I didn’t know if it was a sign, but I was flipping the channels on the Caddy’s radio when I hit a classic rock station. Procol Harum’s Conquistador was halfway through.


Oh, did I mention that I looked like a drowned rat that’d gotten his ass kicked right before getting struck by lightning? My clothes were ripped, I had a scraped knee and my leg reinforced with a metal rod throbbed enough to make me wonder if I’d grown a second heart down there. Fortunately, my friend’s cousin, Marcus, and his wife, Sheri, accepted the story that I was caught outside in that nasty thunderstorm that just popped up on the other side of town, but that didn’t stop them from looking at me funny. I guess I was living up to the troubled youth label. Hell, when I looked in the mirror at my reflection it wasn’t a pretty sight.


Truth be told, I probably should have gone to the hospital and gotten checked over. But my heart rhythm was normal as I loaded a replacement nitro pill in the holder. I also had no real desire to go back out into traffic and spend more time in a hospital. Too much of my life had already been spent being poked, prodded, and analyzed by those white coat wearing ego maniacs. All I needed was a good night’s rest. Yeah, they might have their pieces of paper, but I could talk to ghosts! That wins in my book. Maybe it was my exhaustion and superficial injuries talking, but doctors, in general, were starting to climb up my list of professions that I hated.


The old preacher was looking at me. Other than ghosts, I’m the only other thing he could see. It was pretty disconcerting, but I was used to it. Silas sighed and scratched the coarse white stubble on his neck. 


“Mike,” he said. “This man ain’t no Colonel Strong Vincent. Everything you’ve told me so far shows how disturbed Oswald is. Is his help worth having to watch your back?”


“You think I should turn him down? We can always head for Amarillo and see if Eckels is there, but if this De Soto really is the guy driving around in my dad’s body, I might need him.”


“Back in ‘Nam, we had this crazy Filipino kid in our unit. His name was … hell, I must be getting old if I can’t remember his real name. It don’t matter. Either way, we called him ‘Pit Viper’ after the snakes you could find in the Philippines. He was real small, just a gnat’s hair over the size you could enlist. Looked like a strong breeze could knock him over and a rainstorm could drown him. Tell you what though … that boy could clean out a tunnel like nobody’s business. He liked killin’ a bit too much. The lieutenant spotted it and was going to send Viper to get checked out by one of those head doctors you’re always going on about.”


“What happened?” I had a feeling that whatever it was, it wasn’t good.


“He caught wind of it and snapped, shot two of the guys in the unit and went running toward the jungle, straight through a minefield. Didn’t get very far.”


“What about the two guys he shot?”


Silas paused. “One died from his injuries and the other just had a flesh wound on his leg. He recovered from that one, but was later blinded and sent home. The moral of that story is, Oswald might be someone you’d want going into a tunnel, but what’re you gonna do when there ain’t no tunnels around?”


I was about to answer when my friend’s cell rang. He reached into his jacket and pulled it out. “Hello. Oh yes, Karen. No, Michael is fine. He just had a run in with a very powerful spirit. I’ll put him on.”


“Hey Mom,” I said. “How are things?”


“Mike,” she said in a panicked voice. “I got home and the ghosts left notes saying that you were in trouble. What happened?”


You could go on the internet and look up haunted places in Maryland and find museums and battlefields. One thing you won’t find is a nondescript one level house constructed in the early seventies in Gaithersburg, Maryland. Anywhere from two to as many as ten ghosts are in it at any given time. The Ross family residence is an “outpost” for Strong Vincent’s modest empire which runs from Rockville west to the Antietam battlefield and then north to Gettysburg – a substantial chunk of real estate that I helped him take by force. In return, he has his ghosts guard my mom and watching over her house.


We had a bunch of those magnetic letters on the fridge, just like most parents with kids do at one point or another. It was the easiest way for the ghosts to communicate with her by moving the letters around.


“I’m okay,” I replied, wanting to avoid going into all the details. This obviously meant that Amos had made it back to his anchor in Gettysburg and sounded the alarm. “Turns out the ghost I had a misunderstanding with was Lee Harvey Oswald.”


To put it mildly, Karen Ross was more than a little skeptical of my talents and associates. “Yeah right, Mike.”


“No, it’s the truth.”


“Really?”


“Yup.”


“Okay then, did he really do it?”


“Sort of, he was possessed at the time,” I answered. Mom had seen what I was like in the brief minutes that Don Hodges had possessed me.


“Still doesn’t excuse him for killing the president,” she said after a pause. There’s that old question that people in Mom’s generation always ask about where they were when JFK was shot. She’d only been a toddler, but it obviously left some scars. It made me wonder if someday I’d be talking to one of my kids about September Eleventh and they wouldn’t really be able to understand. That was assuming I could find someone and eventually have kids.


“I’ll tell you the story behind it sometime. There’s a good chance I’m going to have to go San Antonio for a few days.”


“Ghost business?” I noted the caution in her tone.


“Yeah, at the Alamo.”


“Do I need to say be careful? I still don’t think there’s any point in being out there.” I’d been too busy crawling away from Taney’s museum to see it collapse, but she had a perfect view from the “getaway car.” I opted not to tell her about my near heart attack earlier. It would only add to her concerns.


“Don’t worry. I’ve got Silas here to keep me safe.”


She asked me a few more questions, while I toyed with the idea of telling her I had a lead on Dad. Whatever hurtful memories were still around from the Kennedy assassination paled in comparison to the time when her husband cleaned out the bank account and ran off to start anew right after Grandpa Warren died.


One could say that Mom didn’t really approve of my little spin around the southwest. She and Dad were having problems long before any Skinwalker showed up and I had no illusions that there would ever be any kind of reconciliation.


Eventually, the conversation wore down and Mom’s fears were diminished by use of clever omission on my part. I got updates on how “Grandma” Meg was doing and a little on how Mom’s relationship with the assistant manager at Pizza Hut was going. Finally, I left word with her for Amos to rejoin us in either San Antonio or Amarillo, assuming he could catch a ride on a bus or a train. Other than ‘walkers, ghosts don’t really fly all that well – most preferred ground or ocean travel.


 

Two days later, I led Brother Silas around Dealey Plaza. Ultimately, it was the only place to meet up with Oswald – the scene of the crime. While we walked along the perimeter of the reflecting pool, I was lost in reflections of my own. 


I’d spent my time studying up on Oswald, William Travis, and the Alamo. My pair of brass divining rods didn’t pick up anything near the Texas School Book Depository. Oswald’s anchor was nowhere to be found. Nothing felt out of sorts when Brother Silas and I took the tour of the museum either. The only other obvious suspects were his wedding ring, which was last left in his wife’s care and was rumored to be in some attorney’s safe in Austin, the rifle he shot Kennedy with, the pistol he killed Tippet with, and, my personal favorite, the missing first tombstone from his grave. Both the rifle and the revolver were at an undisclosed location, under lock and key, in the National Archives all the way back in College Park, Maryland.


My plan wasn’t to betray Oswald at the first opportunity, but Silas was dead right – I couldn’t trust this crazy bastard any further than I could throw him. He has this policy about destroying all ghosts with no questions asked. Honestly, I don’t know whether destroying a ghost, or simply helping them pass on causes them to end up in the same place. Even the “all seeing” Virginia Poe doesn’t know the answer to what comes next. All I knew was that it feels “right” to help one cross. In a fight, I was usually a little too busy to stop and consider my feelings on the subject.


The hope was that when we nailed the Governor, Oswald would be finally ready to let go. If he wasn’t, well … I’d cross that bridge, and probably that spirit, when I got to it.


“So this is the Negro preacher you were talking about?” Oswald said approaching us. It was a good thing Silas couldn’t hear what the assassin said. If he weren’t dead already, I’d have invited him to walk down the street in Montgomery County saying that and see how long he lasted.


“Yes.” I made introductions and didn’t see a point in trying to correct Oswald. We were supposed to be coming up with a plan for getting to William Travis.


“Here’s what I came up with,” Oswald said, trying to act the part of being a former US Marine.  “We go down there. I make some noise and take out a few of his boys. He’s too yellow-bellied to come out there, but will send most of his men, in the hopes that one of them gets lucky. That clears the way for you.”


Silas was right; this ex-jarhead was no Strong Vincent. I counter with the plan Silas and I worked out. “If our goal was to destroy him outright, that might work, but we need him for information first. Look, you mistook me for a Skinwalker right off the bat. It’s not the first time that’s happened, trust me. There’s no reason he and his group wouldn’t think the same thing, if I walk into the Alamo. Maybe I can make him believe that I really am one that needs to set up shop in San Antonio temporarily.”


“He’s going to want something from you, Ross. What have you got that interests him?”


“I tell him I’ve got a way to get to you.”


“What’s that?” Oswald said looking less crazy and angrier than usual.


“I’ll tell him that I figured out what your anchor is.”


“What do you think it is?”


“Your wedding ring. You left it with your wife. If it was either gun, one of the ghosts up in DC would’ve already been using someone as powerful as you are, unless you’re fool enough to link yourself to a building. They eventually get torn down.”


“You’re not getting anywhere near that ring!” Oswald snarled.


“Easy there,” I tried to reassure him. “Getting it would take way too much time. I’m going to go to a pawn shop and get a cheap wedding ring and pretend that I have your anchor. I act like I’m a big tough Skinwalker who has you by the balls and I want to barter you for the location of Eckels and De Soto.”


Oswald calmed down and thought it over. “What if it doesn’t work?”


Sadly, it was a valid question. My professional acting resume was mighty thin. Jimmy Wilkes once told me that the only thing I could “act” was “guilty.” The plan we had concocted hinged on me being able to pull off the role of a Skinwalker.


My answer was, “We start ambushing his ghosts and disrupting his operation. Frontal assaults only work when you have numbers. Two isn’t a very big number. So, we take out his troops and force him to deal with us before his little empire is down to nothing.”


“I suppose,” Oswald said. “I’m not the only thorn in his side. There’s a whole group of Mexican ghosts who still want to take back everything the United States pretty much stole from them.”


Cringing, I was sorely tempted to remind him how the Soviet Union pretty much imploded with a whimper and the “dirty, stinking capitalist pigs” won – sort of. It was getting harder to tell every day. Either way, I wasn’t there to have an ideological debate with an avowed Marxist.


“That’s good. If he’s feeling pressure from the south and we happen to start weeding out some of his forces, he’ll be more likely to give us what we want.”


 

“Hey buddy, just what are you looking for? I ain’t got all day!” The guy at the pawnshop was giving me a look – torn between a paying customer and the baseball game on his television.


This was the fifth pawn shop I’d been in trying to find a used wedding band. 


I’d been in enough pawn shops in my life to know that they always had this feeling of desperation hovering about. It didn’t matter whether the place was well lit and the people wearing shirts with logos on them, or some shady place with bars on the few windows and a guy behind the counter with sweat stains in his armpits.


Of course anytime I’d been in one, it was to sell something from my life at a discount.


No, I wasn’t too picky about what the ring looked like, but for my little plan to work, it had to have a touch of the supernatural to it. Our fallback plan was to get one plain ring and glue a few iron filings to it, so I can “charge” it and make a suitable forgery.  A real one anchor would be better, of course there would probably be a ghost attached. That was another fun obstacle in my way.


There’s that phrase the NCOs in the Army used all the time, “Work smarter, not harder.” I’d long since given up on that. Now, it was only a matter of how hard did I have to work. Right now that consisted of touching ring after ring and seeing if anything had some kind of spark accompanying it.


“Gimme a break,” I said preparing yet another lie. “I spent all my money on my girl’s ring, but still have to get something for me. I’ll know it when I touch it.”


The man grunted and pulled out another little felt box filled with rings somebody had exchanged for a few dollars.


A few rings down was this rather unspectacular looking gold band. My index finger tingled a little when I touched it.


“Let me see this one.”


It was dinged up and too large for my ring finger, but there was definitely something there.


“How much?” I asked


“Really? That one?” He sounded puzzled.


“Yeah.”


He raised his eyebrows in surprise, and his expression turned calculating. “One forty.”


“How about ninety?”


“Shit, I could melt it down and get that much for the metal. I can do one twenty, but that’s it.”


“Fine. I’ll take it.” I watched as more money left my “vacation” fund. If this kept up, I’d have to switch to staying at campgrounds instead of cheap hotels.


I hated spending money. I always had. There are different kinds of poor. Some just don’t know how to stop spending. I wasn’t one of those. I was the “never had it to begin with and never gonna have it” type. 


Even though I tried many times to put it behind me, money – more specifically the lack of money – was always a problem for me. 


Making matters worse, buying a secondhand ring got me thinking about the sad state of my love life. Girls like Jenny Goodman or even Candy wouldn’t want an engagement ring bought from a pawn shop. Considering all I got from my injuries in the Army was a mediocre disability check, two months worth of my salary wouldn’t get much else.


So there I was, walking out of the shop and into the blistering afternoon heat. My thoughts weren’t on how I was going to trick William Travis into thinking I was a Skinwalker. No, I was thinking about how any girl, who wanted to become a fixture in my life, wasn’t going to be doing it for the money. Danger and fear of the unknown were about all I had to offer at that moment and I had that by the boatload.

  



Episode 19: Trying to Forget The Alamo
 

 

Other than the whole Ferryman thing, I was like most people. I ate, I drank, and I slept. Usually, I could only remember a tiny bit of what I was dreaming about and that typically faded before I’ve finished breakfast.


Miscalculating the traffic, it took close to seven hours to travel from Dallas to San Antonio. Once there, Silas, Lee Harvey Oswald, and I bunked in one of the budget, chain hotels near the airport. Oswald wanted to get right out there and start sniffing around downtown San Antonio. I wanted to get the most “bang for my buck” out of the hotel and be rested for my foray into acting.


Plus, I still needed to warm up to the idea of Oswald as a partner in crime. He didn’t exactly have a sterling track record, to say the least. 


Realizing that I couldn’t chain him up or anything, I told Oswald to scout the area around the motel and stay out of trouble … something his history showed he wasn’t able to do. After a tiring drive, with nothing but garbled static on the radio and malfunctioning cruise control (thanks to the presence of a very powerful ghost in the backseat), I desperately needed some rest. After making certain Silas was comfortably situated, I climbed in – not bothering to take off my clothes because I was too tired to unpack.


 

My eyes opened and I could smell the sea air.


“Have a good nap, Paul?” A female voice asked. “I told you to put on some suntan lotion. You know how you burn!”


I opened my mouth to ask who the hell Paul was. What came out, though, surprised even a guy who could talk to ghosts.


“We haven’t been married for two days and you’re already nagging me.”


The curly redhead put her book down, adjusted her white hat, and smiled at me. She wasn’t a stunner, but the woman had a “girl next door quality” to her. Somehow, I knew her name was Tabitha. She said, “Should’ve run when you had the chance, sucker!”


Standing up, I felt the hot sand between my toes and could hear the shouts of children along the beach. My companion wore a green one piece that looked like something out of those old surfer movies from the sixties. Gazing around, I noted that everyone else was wearing similar attire. At any moment, I expected the music would start and everyone would start dancing like all those cheesy beach movies.


“Why run when I can do this?” I replied reaching down and hoisting her into the air. I threw her over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes and marched toward the water. The strange thing - I could really feel her weight on me. Everything was so vivid.


“Don’t you do it! Don’t you dare do it!” Her shrieks were punctuated by laughter while she kicked and beat her hands on my back.


“Let’s go for a swim and cool off.”


“Paul? Paul? Put me down! I told you I didn’t want to go swimming today.”


“Then what’s the point of coming to the beach for a honeymoon?”


Waist high in the waves, I unceremoniously dumped her. She came up looking like a drowned rat covered in freckles. The nasty glare on her face was a sight to behold.


“What’s the matter, Tabbycat doesn’t like water?” I playfully asked.


“My hair is ruined!” She pursed her lips in a sexy pout.


“Good thing I love you and not the hairdo.”


Her expression softened. She smiled and wrapped her arms around me. “You are impossible to stay mad at. You know that?”


Not saying a word, I leaned down and kissed her. The taste of the saltwater covered her lips.


 

“Mike, you okay?” The scene fades and I feel a hand on my shoulder shaking me.


“What?” I said sitting up in the hotel bed. Wiping my hand across my face, I could still taste saltwater and my toes twitched like when they had muddy sand in between them. Even in my bizarre new life, this kind of stood out as being odd.


“You were mumbling something,” Silas said. “You were also glowing way more than usual.”


“There was a beach. I was there with a girl.”


“Who was it?”


“Her name was Tabitha and she called me Paul. They’d just gotten married. What the heck was that about? It was like I was just there.”


“Interesting,” he commented.


“Interesting, how?”


Silas was thoughtful for a moment. “Mike do you still have that wedding ring on you?”


“Huh?” I was still trying to wake up. It took me a moment to figure out what he was asking. “Yeah, it’s in my pocket. Why?”


“Take it out. Yes, it looks brighter now.”


I examined it. It did feel like there was more to it than before. “What do you think it means?”


“I’ve heard about things like this before. It’s called psycho … psycho … shoot! I can’t remember. You can probably turn on that computer of yours and find out, but it’s some kind of thing that you can touch something and see things from the object’s history.”


“Great. More proof that I’m a psycho,” I deadpanned, while imagining myself on some show you’d see on at three in the morning. “You really think I pulled that vision from the ring?”


“Mike, after all we’ve been through together, you still sound like a doubter.”


Okay, I was a little slow, but hey, I just woke up from a pretty nice dream and got told that I’m a little more psycho than I originally thought.


“Guess I shouldn’t keep it with me anymore,” I said. “Damn shame though, Tabitha was a good kisser.”


“What are you worried about, Mike?”


“That it’ll possess me.” Donnie’s dog tags and Cassandra’s little jade trinkets came to mind.


“Are you tired? Do you feel drained?” Silas asked.


“Not really. How long was I out?” I was refreshed and felt good.


“Only a couple of hours. I’d say be careful with it, but if it’s just a memory stuck in a ring, you might be alright.”


I set the ring down on the nightstand and broke out the laptop. The idea of using this thing like a shot of one of those energy drinks appealed to me, but I’d learned to be suspicious of things that seemed too good to be true – the hard way.


Psychometry or psychoscopy was the term Brother Silas was trying to remember. Now all I needed to do was learn how to read tarot cards and I could be employed at carnivals across the country!


I gave Silas the car keys.


“And just what am I supposed to do with these?”


“Keep them for now,” I said. “I’ll give this ring another try after a workout, but if it does possess me, I won’t get too far without the Caddy.”


“Fair enough,” the blind man said. “I think I’ll settle in for a nap while you’re doin’ your thing.”


Being a Ferryman didn’t really come with an instruction manual. It was more like trial and error, with an emphasis on the error part. Things happened along the way and I tried to be a bit more open. 


Part of me felt like a voyeur for psychically spying on Paul and Tabitha’s honeymoon – a kid getting caught with a rented porno tape or an open bottle of booze. It was sad enough that some of my ghostly acquaintances had better love lives than I did. Now, I had an old ring that was obviously having more fun than me.


It just didn’t seem fair. Either way, I needed to clear my head and a workout followed by some swimming seemed like the right way to deal with my newly acquired alertness. I quickly changed into my swim trunks and grabbed the plastic room key. Slipping into the corridor, I followed the signs for the gym. Not being such a tightwad had a few benefits. Besides the small but serviceable gym, the pool had water that actually looked the right color. 


I started with one of the exercise bikes. Treadmills don’t agree with all the metal in my leg; the bike provides less wear and tear. For the hundredth time that day, I wondered why I was even bothering with this madman’s quest to begin with. 


Already it was bigger than just finding the Skinwalker who was controlling my father. He was Kennedy’s real assassin and not just some run-of-the-mill bastard that I could steamroll over. One minute Oswald would sound afraid of De Soto and other times, he’d sound envious. I won’t bother lying; that scared the willies out of me.


As for Oswald, he was a crazed animal on a flimsy leash. There was no question about if I’d have to put him down. It was only a matter of time. 


On the TV, they were still talking about that earthquake in China, from a few weeks ago. Also, it looked like Clinton was actually going to lose the nomination to that guy who - I’d recently told Silas - didn’t have a shot in hell of beating her. My psychic powers obviously didn’t extend to the future, only the past.


I spent the next thirty minutes on the bike getting my pulse up while stopping every five minutes to do twenty-five sit-ups and fifty pushups. No one would ever confuse me for my idol Herschel Walker, but I was doing my level best to become a cheap knockoff. The guy was a tank! I’d settle for being an armored fighting vehicle.


During that time, I tried to imagine all the other things I might be able to do, but had no idea. William Poe was able to knock me back with a wave of his hand. Oswald tried the same thing. It would be cool, not to mention damn helpful, to have some kind of telekinesis. I’ll never admit to staring at the television plug for five straight minutes and trying to pull it out with just my mind. Nope, that didn’t happen at all.


Swimming laps helped me cool down and, by the time the pool was closing, I was more than ready to go back, clean up, relax, and give the ring a second try. Naturally, I kept it in my pocket - just in case the ring was really out to get me - and settled down for a second nap. It took some time, but I finally drifted off.


My eyes opened and I could smell the sea air. Okay, it wasn’t telekinesis, but it definitely was interesting. 


 

The memory inside the ring was definitely residual. It went a little further this time – a few more minutes of making out in the waist-high water for one thing. I was a little more self-conscious this time. The first time was an accident. This time around, I had a good idea where this was headed.


The rejuvenated feeling was still there and that wasn’t such a bad thing as we grabbed breakfast and drove into downtown San Antonio. It was time for my acting debut. 


Playing the part of disgruntled Skinwalker from St. Louis in the program today – Mike Ross.


The funny thing was that in all the time I was stationed at Fort Hood, I never got down to San Antonio to see The Alamo. Museums weren’t really my thing back then. Wasting my time at stripper bars, partying at clubs, and playing first person shooters on gaming consoles was more my thing. My repaired eye gave me fits if I tried to play any games for more than thirty minutes and my finances simply couldn’t support my other old hobbies.


Fortunately for me, recent events had given me a new appreciation for places of historical significance. As far as money went, it was fairly inexpensive to go visit a museum, but I had to constantly be aware of the “hidden” costs. Heck, I even had some snapshots from Dealey Plaza of me, Silas, and a slight blur that most would say is a trick of the sun off the reflection pool, but in reality was Lee Harvey Oswald to prove it.


The first thing I noticed about The Alamo was that it wasn’t nearly as big as I thought it would be. The chapel looked almost insignificant set against the backdrop of all the buildings surrounding the park area. Countering that was the feeling of approaching hallowed ground. Immediately, I started looking around for ghosts. There was one hanging around on top of the Chapel and a couple of others walking near where the cavalry corral would have been.


Oswald was back at the hotel. If things got messy, Silas had the number of the hotel programmed into the cell and he’d call the number and let it ring four times and hang up. That’d be Oswald’s cue to come in ready for a fight. Silas took a seat on one of the benches across the street from The Alamo. Since toting around a pipe wrench, the work gloves, or any other assorted piece of cast iron in the Caddy’s trunk wasn’t really advisable, I was relying on my trusty bottles of iron filings once more.


Nearing the entrance, I reminded myself that I needed to get the ghosts out of the building. Leveling this place wasn’t a good option.


I tried to picture the legendary battle in my mind on the approach. I was near where the low wall had been … where Crocket and his Tennessee volunteers had been stationed. Since there were a couple of spirits roaming the outside, I approached them instead of going inside the chapel.


“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” I said.


They were startled and I enjoyed the irony of me scaring ghosts.


“I’m looking for Colonel Travis. I’ve heard he’s top dog around here.”


“Who are you?”


“My name’s Charlie Snowden.” I borrowed the name of an asshole that crossed my path a few months ago. He wasn’t in any position to protest. “I’m from St. Louis and looking to relocate either here or further west. I want to stop in and pay my respects.”


From my other adventures, I’d learned that it was customary for a ghost or Skinwalker to pay their respects to the “head honcho in a particular area. The ghosts sized me up. The larger and more menacing of the two men said, “No one walks up here and gets to see Colonel Travis. Who the hell do you think you are?”


Great, tough guys! “Like I said, my name’s Charlie Snowden. I’m here to pay my respects and see if I like San Antonio. If I stay, I’ll need a pipeline and would be willing to offer my services.”


“Wait here,” the taller ghost commanded and walked off. “Keep an eye on him, Clark.”


The thin and haggard looking man, named Clark, glared at me. The other man had been in regular clothes while Clark was in a uniform. I decided that he was probably a member of the New Orleans Greys. After suffering a few sour looks about my knowledge of History, I used the last few days to take a crash course on The Alamo. 


“Nice weather today,” I offered trying to be friendly.


“Why’d you up and decide to leave St. Louey, Skinwalker?”


“Got a new body and decided to take it somewhere else – the usual. How are things down here?” I answered nonchalantly and realized how adept I was becoming at lying.


“You ain’t gonna see Colonel Travis today. If yer lucky, you’ll meet Capn’ Forsyth.”


“Why not? I’ll need some energy pretty soon.” I didn’t want to sound desperate, but I wanted them to think there was some urgency.


The ghost spread his lips in a smile and I noted the gaps in his teeth. “I guess that’s yer bad luck then on account that Colonel Travis ain’t here right now.”


“Where is he?”


Clark started to answer, but clammed up, probably realizing that he was giving away too much information. After about ten minutes, the ghost who’d left came back with another pair following him. The mustached ghost stepped forward.


“I’m John Hubbard Forsyth. To whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?” He was a New Yorker originally, but the years had significantly altered his accent.


“Charlie Snowden. Pleased to meet you, Captain Forsyth.” From my reading, Forsyth would have been the next in line for command after Travis died at the start of the battle and Bowie being sick and stuck in a bed. He was a cavalry man and my innate distrust of military officers reared its ugly head.


“What brings you to The Alamo, Mr. Snowden?”


“I’m looking to stay in these parts for a time and was hoping to do business with your Colonel and the rest of you.”


Forsyth stroked his mustache and said, “I’m afraid the Colonel is away on pressing matters at the moment and I am uncertain if he will be interested in taking on another Skinwalker. We’re not terribly interested in the matters of the mortal world.”


This wasn’t going so well. “No disrespect intended sir, but I’d like to make my case to the Colonel personally.”


“None taken, Mr. Snowden. I reckon that the Colonel will be back in forty-eight hours. He’s out reviewing the forces in Austin and making a visit up to Killeen. I can extend a ration of energy to you if you don’t think you can wait that long.”


“No, I’ll be fine,” I answered and smiled. It was partly from the hospitality, but mostly because I knew Travis would find all the ghosts in Killeen were gone. It was a good bet that when the ghosts in Austin stopped getting energy from Killeen, they weren’t sure what to do.


“I can send a messenger when he arrives, if you’d like.”


“I appreciate the offer, Captain, but I’ll return in two days time.”


“As you wish, Mr. Snowden. Until you have been granted official residency by Colonel Travis, do restrict your activities in this area.” The Captain nodded to me and turned to leave. I had no doubt they would try to find or follow me.


Walking away, Silas rose to follow me from a safe distance. I did my best to act like I didn’t notice him. From the corner of my eye, I spotted a ghost wandering through the road in our direction. It was the one I’d spoken with, Clark. My guess was that he would get our license plate or find out what type of car we were driving. They probably had a Skinwalker out there on a police force either here or in Austin.


At the entrance to the parking lot, I let Silas catch up. I looked around as I brought my friend up to speed. “Travis is up in Killeen right now. They don’t expect him back for two days. My guess is he’ll be there longer trying to figure out where all the ghosts went to.”


“One of their ghosts is following us,” Silas said.


“I know. I’ll just tell them that you’re another Skinwalker, or someone from my body’s previous life.” 


The Caddy didn’t turn over until the second try and I was starting to worry that I might have to call Pastor Duncan and see where I could take this thing in for warranty service on the “mysterious” problems with the electrical system. I couldn’t escape the suspicion that car trouble was going to become an occupational hazard in my life.


Nodding to Clark, I paid the lot attendant and pulled out onto East Crockett Street. 


Oswald was waiting for me like some kind of caged beast. “When do we strike?” He demanded.


“We can’t do anything until Travis gets back. They said he wouldn’t be back for about two days. Things went pretty well. I think I sold them on me being a ‘walker from St. Louis.”


“I don’t want to wait two days!”


“Then go back to Dallas, Oswald. I’ll come back and get you when I have the information,” I said. Frankly, working with Lee Harvey Oswald was starting to sound like a losing proposition. Our trip down here was filled with him lecturing me on the failures of the current president’s administration. Honestly, I didn’t care for the man either, but the ghost was pretty far over on the fringe left.


Oswald shook his head and a semblance of sanity settled over his face. “No Mike, I’m cool.”


“Good to hear,” I replied. “I’m going to go hit the pool and relax.”


 

“Paul, what are you thinking?” Tabitha asked after Paul brought her back up to the beach and toweled her off. I justified my “paranormal” voyeurism by thinking about it like a science experiment. The interesting thing about it was each time I fell asleep the story of Paul and Tabitha kept advancing a few more minutes. I was wondering how much of their life was stored in this ring.


 “Just how lucky I am to have you,” I said. “Sorry I ruined your perm.”


She flashed a smile at me and said, “Keep complimenting me like that Mr. Lawrence and I may just remember why I married you in the first place. Besides, I should be able to do something with it back at the hotel before you take me out for an expensive dinner.”


“I saw a hot dog cart over there. I should be able to barely afford that, if your father is to be believed.”


Tabitha rolled her eyes. “Give him time. He’s just a little frustrated at losing his youngest daughter. Mom says it makes him feel old.”


“Actually it was more of him telling me that you were worth more than just a high school English teacher, who could only afford a week in Galveston instead of a cruise in the Caribbean for a honeymoon.”


Tabitha placed a hand on one hip and gave me a wry smile. “I happen to like Galveston and English teachers.  The islands are overrated. Give me Texas any day of the week! If he had his way, I’d have married one of his junior partners at his practice.”


“Doctors … bleh, can’t stand ‘em,” I said. It was nice to see that Paul and I were of a like mind.


“Hush! Now, be a dear and put some of that lotion back on that just got washed off. Unlike you, I care about what happens to my skin.”


Grabbing the plastic bottle and putting some of it on my palms, I waited for her to get comfortable on the large beach towel. She had very soft skin. Like most redheads, it was dusted with freckles.


Opening my eyes, I was back in the hotel room in San Antonio. For a second, there was the distinct smell of suntan lotion in the air. Maybe it was my senses fooling me, or a manifestation of my Ferryman abilities. The sad part was I was enjoying being Paul Lawrence. I’d seen the newspaper he was reading and it was August of sixty-six. That was almost forty-two years ago. If they were still alive, they’d be in their late sixties.


There wasn’t much to go on, but I started googling Paul, Tabitha, and various locations in Texas to see. After a couple of hours, I gave up and decided to catch up on some emails. I deleted a bunch of spam and wrote a quick “I’m okay” email to mom. It was both short on words and details. My mouse hung over the one from Jenny Goodman. We’d shared a little kiss before she left to go to Europe for the summer with her well-to-do boyfriend, Carleton – otherwise known as Chaz. 


Did I really need to see how good of a time she was having? No, but I clicked it anyway.


Dear Mike,


Europe is unbelievable! Everything is so old and cool at the same time. I just saw the Leaning Tower of Pisa today!!! I bet there are some really old ghosts over here. How is everything back where you are? Have you found your dad yet? I worry about you and hope you’re being careful.


Jenny


Attached was a picture of her smiling and doing a “hands over head” jump with Pisa’s famous monument in the background. At least she was having the time of her life. Just to be a little turd, I attached the Dealey Plaza picture in my reply.


Jenny,


Glad to hear you’re having a great time. Wish I was there instead of here. Haven’t found Dad yet. For your entertainment, here’s a picture of me, Silas, and a blur named Lee Harvey Oswald in Dallas. I’ll tell you the real story behind it when you get back.


Mike


Okay that was probably mean, and I knew that she’d give me hell for it, but I considered it appropriate.


After taking care that, I started compiling a list of so-called “Gentlemen’s Clubs” in the vicinity of Amarillo. While I looked through the offerings, I idly wondered if I had somehow set up a legitimate paranormal investigation business, could I have deducted going to them as an expense.


I filed that question away for the next ghost with accounting skills I ran into.


The next two days were things of beauty. Oswald checked in before breakfast each day and then left us alone. I had nothing else to do but exercise and take Silas out on the prowl for the best Tex-Mex San Antonio had to offer. For a short period of time, it was almost like a real vacation, which was a foreign concept to me. This time last year, I was nursing my injuries. The year before that I was in Iraq. It was difficult to remember the last time I had free time and was healthy enough to enjoy it.


The only downside was that cash had started to become scarce. It wouldn’t be too long before I’d have to break out the plastic.


 

I parked the Caddy in the same lot on East Crockett Street where we’d been just a short time ago. The sun was going down. I’d wanted to confront William Travis while it was still light out, but waiting for the missing Oswald had cost time and there were too many living people around during the day. 


“Where do you think he is?” I asked Silas. Oswald was nowhere to be found.


The preacher shook his head and said, “I wish I knew. Do you want to wait here for a few minutes and see if he shows?”


I couldn’t stop the tiny alarm bells ringing in my head. “No, he’ll either show or he won’t,” I said reaching back into the car and grabbing the gloves coated with iron filings. I went ahead and stuck them in back pockets of my jeans and hoped they wouldn’t be too noticeable. Just to be sure, I dropped two plastic bottles filled with iron filings into each front pocket.


“Wish me luck,” I said to Brother Silas after helping him to the bench.


He patted me on the arm and replied, “You don’t need luck if you have faith, Michael.”


“I’ll take what I can get, Silas. Besides, the guys in there,” I said gesturing to The Alamo. “They probably had all kinds of faith back in 1836.”


Crossing the street, I didn’t see any ghosts. Even the one that had been on top of the structure was gone. The little alarm bells in my head were ringing a bit louder. There were plenty of folks at the entrance, but it might as well have had a big poster of that fish alien, from the Star Wars movies, screaming that it was a trap. I decided to walk through the park surrounding the structure. If someone was in there, they’d see me soon enough and come out.


“Ross,” a voice said. “You’re late.”


I spun around and spotted Oswald stepping out from behind a tree. Maybe it was the sunlight, but he seemed noticeably dimmer.


“There he is! Destroy him and his ally!” 


I didn’t like what that implied. The sinking feeling in my stomach was only matched by the trickle of bile that made its way in to my throat. Ghosts came charging out of the chapel directly at us.


“You didn’t!” I practically spat at Oswald. I yanked a bottle of filings out of my pocket and poured it into my left hand. As soon as that was done, I discarded the bottle and jammed my right hand into one of the gloves.


“Your plan stunk, Ross.” Oswald cackled like a schoolboy. “But you did tell me Travis was out of town. I came down here and cleaned a little house, to give him a proper welcome home. Old ‘Billy-boy’ is missing most of his little ghosties, now!”


Needless to say, I was furious. He’d gone in “guns blazing” and then hid until I was here.


“I should let them have you,” I countered and released the handful of charged particles into the air. I might as well have thrown a canister of napalm. The ghostly screams rattled my teeth and sent a shiver up my spine.


The first four that had run headlong into the filings collapsed onto the ground.


Oswald pounced on one, laughing while saying, “Quit your whining! We’re still going to get the information we need. This is the way it had to be!”


More a savage animal than the remnants of a rational human, Oswald tore at the injured ghost. The hapless spirit leaked vapors for a moment. There was only a second for the ghost to process the horror before he lost his material form, disappearing into the ether and gone forever. The malevolent specter was already on the second injured spirit before the grey smoke from the first had fully dissipated.


The others who hadn’t been hurt by the filings skirted the area and came at us from both sides. I barely had time to get the other glove on my hand. There were maybe ten of them and only two of us. Oswald didn’t care. The energy still trapped in the filings didn’t bother him in the least. His wail of pain wasn’t an injury, but caused by ghosts three and four disappearing back to their anchors before he could destroy them.


“Destroy Oswald first and then we’ll finish his Skinwalker!” The shout was full of authority and the mouth that uttered it belonged to William Travis. He looked a bit different than the drawings and portraits of him. I didn’t have too much time to dwell on it; my hands were a bit full.


“You meant to say, ‘Ferryman’ Travis!” I yelled, latching onto one of the first few that tried to pile on Oswald. The ghost screamed in Spanish at the burning touch of my gloves. I tossed him aside and hoped he would take the hint and flee.


If a ghost could look ashen, Travis did. “Ross? You can’t be here! She said you weren’t real.”


Leaving Oswald to his fate, I locked horns with Travis. He tried some kind of directed burst of energy, like Oswald’s lightning strike, but the gloves blocked most of it and sent the rest behind me. There was a crack of wood where and several thuds as tree branches fell.


What did get through hurt like hell, but I’d endured worse. I bowled him over and grappled with him. 


“I’m guessing Von Eckels lied to you as well. I want to know where she is – De Soto too. Tell me and I’ll spare you!”


He responded with a knee to my gut and a punch just above my nose that made me see stars for a second.


Fighting past the pain, I howled and slammed into him.


“Don’t you … ever … do … that … again!” Each pause was punctuated by my fists pounding into him. Travis’ arms were curled up and he was trying to protect against my onslaught. God only knows what this was looking like, but I couldn’t spare the time to see if people were watching.


I could feel Travis trying to disappear to his nearby anchor, but my presence prevented it. My knee was jammed into his side at the ribs as I rained blow after blow down on him. The heat was starting to build inside me. 


He whimpered and was screaming something. Through the blind rage I was experiencing, I managed to make out, “I’ll tell! Stop! I’ll tell!”


Standing up, I pulled on his arm and whipped it around behind his back. I panted, and tried to force the heat away from my chest and out into my arms.


“Talk! Now!”


“Eckels is in Amarillo. Last I heard of the Governor, he was either in Phoenix or down in Mexico.”


Releasing his arm, I stepped away in disgust and clutched at my chest, debating whether or not to go ahead and take the nitro pill. Oswald held a ghost by the neck in each hand and was kneeling on a third.


My questionable ally tossed the ghosts away and charged at Travis, “Time to meet your maker, little man!”


Oswald was so fixated on Travis that I was able to take one step and put everything I had into a right cross. The haymaker sent the lunatic from Dallas crashing into the dirt. His aura looked substantially diminished and I knew that if it came down to it, I’d finish him once and for all.


“It’s over Oswald! We have what we came for.” I wasted no time, jumping on him, and getting him into a half-nelson.


“No! No! No! Let me go! I’ll kill you!”


Virginia was right; the ghosts out here were ruthless. I needed to be as well.


Hissing in his ear, I said, “You already know you can’t take De Soto without me, but I might be able to take him without you! You want it to end right here and now, Oswald? Do you?”


The heat I’d pushed aside roared back into the center of my being.


“Times up!” I shouted. “What’s it going to be?”


“You win, Ross,” Oswald said. “You win.”


I let go and stepped away, barely able to hear in my one good ear over the pounding of my heart. My fingers worked the case and I shoved the pill into my mouth.


“Go back to Dallas. I’ll pick you up there,” I ordered. He started to protest, but something in my expression must have told him I wasn’t kidding. Seconds later he was gone.


There was only me and Colonel William Travis left. The rest of his command was either destroyed or had fled. We both looked like we’d seen better days. My head throbbed and I was riding wave after wave of nausea. I rubbed my right eye and was somewhat shocked to realize that I was able to see Travis out of my left eye. When had that happened? Up until now, I’d only been able to see ghosts with my right eye! Were my powers changing?


“You know he’ll turn on you at some point,” Travis said, rising from his prone position. “When he said, ‘You win’ it only meant this round.”


I nodded, still partially lost in this new revelation. Denying it would only make me sound delusional. Of course I was speaking to a ghost, so delusional was a relative term.


“This wasn’t how it was supposed to be, Travis,” I said. “All I wanted was the information.”


“I hope it’s worth it to you, you’ve desecrated this place! I’ve only got a handful of men left and as soon as someone finds out, they’ll come here and finish me off.”


“History repeats itself, Travis.”


“What?” he asked before recognizing the truth.


“Don’t lose this time,” I said. 


“You think it’s that easy, boy?”


I started to move away. My triumphant march was more like a limp, but I tried not to let it bother me. Pausing and glancing over my shoulder, I said, “Compared to my life Colonel, you’ve got a walk in the park.”


Out in front of the monument were two uniformed officers and a squad car waiting for me.


“You! Halt right there!”


I thought fast and pointed back behind me. “They went the other way when they saw you.”


“What?”


“The guys who were trying to mug me.” Technically, Travis was still there, but it was doubtful they’d be able to catch him. 


Not sure what to believe, one stayed with me, while the other called for backup and walked further into the park shining his flashlight. I was ordered to sit down on a bench.


Usually, I don’t like being told what to do, but given my current aches and pains, I had no problem obeying Johnny Law. After a few minutes, I asked if I could go and get Silas and bring him back. If I was going to make a statement, I’d look like less of a hellion with a blind preacher at my side.


I hadn’t lied to Travis. I didn’t come out west just to kick over everyone’s hornets nests and stir up a world of trouble. It was fast becoming an unfortunate side effect. When I’d flattened Taney’s museum, it was with no regrets at all. The bastard had it coming. This was different and felt wrong. In the darkness, The Alamo looked even smaller than in the daylight.


Just like Santa Anna, I’d emerged victorious from this spot. What worried me was that I’d end up like him.

  



Episode 20: A Helping Hand
 

  

After the debacle at The Alamo, I was beaten both physically and emotionally. Ninety minutes with the police, just so I could lie about the people that attacked me and feed them some crap about being an amateur ghost investigator, had a way of doing that to me. To add minor insult to minor injuries, it added a few more dollars to the parking fees when we finally were able to leave. 

On the way back, I brought Silas up to speed. “At this point, I’m not sure we should even go back to Dallas and get Oswald.”


“Let’s go back to the hotel and get some rest, Michael,” Silas said, offering some encouragement. “A good night’s rest makes everything a bit clearer.”


“At least you’re not saying it’ll be better in the morning,” I added.


“Cheer up, Michael. You didn’t flatten the place.” 


“Yeah, that would have gone over well. They banned Ozzy from the state just for taking a whiz on it. I can’t imagine what they’d have done to me.”


The talking helped prevent me from going to sleep. It was a small miracle that I didn’t have an accident on the way back to the hotel. I’d never been so glad to see a simple hotel bed in my life. For some stupid reason I kept thinking of that bouncer movie Swayze starred in a long time ago. His sidekick or mentor buddy said that he’d get all the sleep he needed when he was dead. Of course, that guy died later on in the movie, so I didn’t want to go there.


Somehow, I doubted that would apply to me. After a hot shower that helped soothe some of my aches and pains, I climbed into bed. On the dresser was Paul Lawrence’s wedding band. Every time I’d had it with me, I felt refreshed the next morning. It was fast becoming my drug of choice, but hey, I could stop any time I wanted to. Before, I’d worn a pair of shorts to bed and kept it in my pocket. This time, I slid it onto my middle finger and it still was a bit loose.


One thing was certain; Paul had some big ass hands.


 

“You’re a real looker, Tabbycat. I could’ve sworn Lauren Bacall just walked into the room,” Paul said. Tabitha had done more than salvage her wet hair, she had this blue dress on that accentuated her figure. Paul was definitely happy. Heck, I wasn’t even there and I was happy.


Tabitha’s smile said that all was forgiven. “Do you want me to go back into the room and make another entrance?”


In Paul’s body, I stood up and walked over to her. “If you did what I really wanted you to do, we’d be late for dinner and dancing.”


“I bet you say that to all the girls,” she replied patting Paul’s face with the tips of her fingers. 


“Only the ones I marry.” I concentrated on Paul’s reply. Maybe if I wore this ring long enough, I’d pick up some decent pointers from Mr. Lawrence. I’m sure he wasn’t any good at fighting ghosts, but he had me by a country mile when it came to smooth talkin’ with the ladies. 


Paul wasn’t really paying attention to anything but his new bride, I couldn’t blame him. I looked around the room. It was obviously the honeymoon suite and I got the sense that he had scrimped and saved to give Tabitha the best honeymoon he could afford. 


To my “modern” eyes, the place had a dated look, but I guess that was to be expected. One thing I had noticed on my last journey into the phantom past was how helpful people were in the places Paul and Tabitha went. From the corner of Paul’s eye, I saw a gas station with an attendant checking the oil and tire pressure while a second one pumped the gas – all for a price that boggled my mind. The waitress at the local diner they’d had lunch at wrote their order down and put the slip on one of those circular things for the cook to see. There were no computers, no cell phones going off during the meal, and even some scratchy songs playing on a jukebox. People smoked unfiltered cigarettes at over half the tables and there was no such thing as a No Smoking Section.


At any minute, I half expected Gidget to come out of the restroom. It was that surreal and gave me a new appreciation for all those home movies, from Grandpa Warren’s eight millimeter camera, that he forced me to watch those times I went over to his house.


Catching up to the present, I finally saw what Paul Lawrence looked like. He was much taller than I was, but that didn’t say much. I guessed he was somewhere around six two. His shoulders were big and his tuxedo stretched across his large frame.


But could he fight a ghost? Yeah, that’s right. I don’t think so! With that thought, I smugly reclaimed my manliness.


 Reaching the stairs Paul said, “I don’t know about you Mrs. Lawrence, but I am having the time of my life.”


Tabitha spun gracefully and leaned against the metal railing before smiling and saying, “I hope it’s always like this.”


She started to say something else, but there was a snap and the part of the stairwell she was leaning against broke free. Paul’s terror was my own as she floated for just an instant with a horrified look on her face. His large arms were too slow, like the tuxedo had turned to lead. Tabitha fell with her arms flailing and a shriek that found its way into every corner of my brain.


I bolted upright panting and weaving from side to side. The waste bin next to my bed was as far as I could get before spewing what little I’d eaten that day. After that was gone, I dry heaved and wretched for what was probably thirty seconds, but might as have been five minutes.


There was a bump against the frame of my bed and Silas found his way to my side. In a deep voice, made gravelly by long hard years of living, he asked, “Everything okay, Mike?”


Coughing for a couple of seconds, I managed a reply, “Different shit. Different day. Same old Mike Ross. You should know better than to ask that question.”


“Want to talk about it?”


I took the ring off my finger and put it on the night stand. “I’m going to go rinse out my mouth and then get dressed. We can talk about it on our way to Galveston.”


“Galveston?” the preacher asked. “What about Oswald?”


“He can wait. I need to go to Galveston.”


 

“Was it that important that we needed to leave this early?” Silas grumbled from the back seat and adjusted the pillow. I checked out, filled up a thermos of coffee from their “free” continental breakfast and grabbed six of the packaged breakfast pastries. I figured that squared the books for us leaving five hours early.


“Well, we’re going two hundred and fifty miles in the wrong direction. I need to see if Tabitha’s ghost is still there.”


“Why is that?”


I didn’t have a good answer. “I just do. It’s important and I could tell it was something haunting Paul for the rest of his life.”


“Fair enough, Michael. I’m just along for the ride. Maybe when we get to Galveston, you can find a good barbershop,” he said while scratching the scruff on his neck. “I need a good razor shave.”


I started the Caddy and pulled out of the hotel’s parking lot into the early morning traffic. “Admit it; you just don’t want to watch me make a fool out of myself in front of a dead girl.”


He laughed. “I’m sure you’ll do just fine. If you’re lookin’ for me to talk you out of it, I ain’t gonna. If the woman’s still there, helping her cross on to the next life is a good thing and something worth doing. One thing I know about this life is that you may never get the time to do enough of these good things, so make the most of what time you do get.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. “Before you go back to sleep, I noticed something during the fight last night and forgot about it until now. I could see Travis out of both eyes.”


“Really?”


“Yeah. I’m not sure what it means. My powers are getting stronger. Do you think I should be worried?”


He paused before he answered. “Worry about the things you can control and not the ones you can’t.”


That was the problem with my life … too many things I couldn’t control.


 

While stationed at Fort Hood, I’d never been to Galveston. Given my limited interests at the time, there was plenty to do in the local area without driving for several hours. Going to the beach, was usually the most extravagant vacation Mom’s threadbare budget could afford. In high school, the other kids would talk about the exotic destinations for spring break. Mine was just on the other side of Washington DC at the parks and public beaches along the Chesapeake Bay.


I don’t want to sound like an ungrateful shit. Mom and I had a great time, but my anger was usually a matter of circumstance. A day at the beach, in my mind, was associated with being poor and not having enough to do anything else. 


Imagine how much fun Iraq was when it was all sand and no water?


One year, I got a pretty good tan and a girl - whom Jimmy Wilkes had just started dating - asked me where I’d gotten it. I lied and said I went to Ocean City. Unfortunately, that had been where she went and she started asking me about where we stayed and the places we ate.


Not being a terribly good liar back then, I said a few things and then asked her point blank why Jimmy was interested in such a “nagging bitch.”


That went over as well as could be imagined. Jimmy always did sort of blame me for the two of them breaking up.


 Galveston had obviously changed in the years since Paul Lawrence lost his bride there. There were few landmarks to go by. First I tried finding the hotel they stayed at, but the best I could tell, the hotel had been torn down and some expensive condos put in its place. After parking and getting Silas to a barbershop, I figured my chances were better on foot. Clutching the ring in my hand, it felt warm, so I took it out and placed it on my finger.


If there was anything to this pyschometry thing I was doing, I supposed it would help lead me in the direction I needed to go.


Hunting amongst the buildings was no use. Everything had changed, so I went down onto the beach and walked along the sand. It was getting close to lunchtime and many were abandoning the waters for something to eat. I moved among them, wishing I’d traded my sneakers in for some flip flops. That’s when I noticed the gentle tug on the ring and let it lead me.


About thirty yards down the way, I spotted a translucent lawn chair with someone in it under an equally spectral beach umbrella. Getting closer, I saw that there was an ethereal basket next to the chair and some objects that looked like books in it.


It was her! She had a similar hat on to the one in the memory trapped in the ring and the bathing suit was the same one piece. In her hands, she had a ghostly image of a magazine.


Tabitha didn’t bother glancing at me, but an expression of displeasure crossed her face as my shadow fell across her.


“Guess I have to move again,” she said aloud.


“Actually, I came a long way to see you,” I replied.


Okay, now that got her attention. Startling ghosts was a guilty pleasure of mine. It was one of the few perks of the job.


“What? You can see me?”


“My name is Mike Ross. Why don’t we take a walk and find someplace more private before people start gawking at me and think I’m talking to no one?”


She crinkled her nose and stood up. The phantom magazine she was holding slipped to the ground. I picked it up and placed it in her basket, which made her do a double take.


“Well, it’s a change from sitting out in the sun and reading. Lead on Mr. Ross.”


“Actually, since it’s your beach, you lead and I’ll follow.”


“Okay then, this way,” she started off north and east, where the beach narrowed into a rocky strip. She looked over at a couple just settling and spreading out a blanket and told me to wait here.


I watched her skip across the sand and to the couple. The woman was smoking a cigarette and I watched Tabitha put her finger on it as the woman brought it to her mouth and pull a spectral duplicate of it away. The woman looked sharply to her right, the kind of way that people do when they think something is there. She frowned and shook her head as Tabitha walked back to me.


“Sorry,” she said taking a drag. “Haven’t had my morning cigarette and something tells me I’m going to need it.” She stopped and looked at me sideways. “What? It’s not like it’s going to kill me!”


I chuckled and said, “I guess you’re right Mrs. Lawrence. Still, I’m pretty impressed that you can do that so easily. Most ghosts I know struggle with doing what you just did. Even the really powerful ones.”


“Is that so?” she answered. “Guess I’m lucky then. My husband always used to say that I had a knack for getting what I wanted. So should I ask how you can see me, or should I skip to the more interesting question of why are you here?”


I pulled off the ring and held it up for her inspection. “Paul’s wedding band. I got it in a pawn shop. I’m sensitive to the memories he left impressed on it. As for who I am, I’m what’s called a Ferryman. I help the dead pass on to the next life.”


“Well, if you think I’m ready to go, you’re barking up the wrong tree, Mr. Ross,” she said crossing her arms and flicking the end of her cigarette. “I am waiting for my husband. He promised he’d come for me.”


“Do you know if he’s still alive?”


Tabitha grimaced and admitted, “I haven’t seen him in a long time. He’d come down here once a summer on the day of my accident. Paul would tell me about his life and all kinds of other things, but he hasn’t been back for the last eight years.”


“Do you know where he lived?” I asked fearing the answer.


“Dallas,” she answered.


“Damn!” I looked down at the sand. “That’s what I thought. I can go to the car and get my laptop and find a place with internet access, but I’m guessing he won’t be coming here.”


“Why not?” Tabitha answered looking both angry and afraid.


“There’s a powerful ghost in Dallas. He destroys other ghosts. He probably destroyed Paul.”


“Why on Earth would anyone want to hurt Paul? He’s a good man!”


I opened my palms and said, “The ghost is crazy. If it explains anything it’s Lee Harvey Oswald.”


She scowled for a few seconds before I added, “Seriously, I’m not kidding.”


“This doesn’t make any sense.” She threw the phantom cigarette into the sand and stamped on it.


“Mrs. Lawrence … Tabitha. Let’s just say that most of the ghosts I encounter aren’t the friendly type. Take a good look at my eye. I got that from a ghost at The Alamo.”


“I was meanin’ to ask you about that. I just figured someone beat you up. Nice little shiner you got there.”


“Comes with the job, I guess. It was William Travis, if you need to know.”


“You’re pulling my leg now aren’t you?” She seemed momentarily distracted from her anger. The way her moods changed at breakneck speed was something that both frustrated and amused Paul to no end. “Did you meet Bowie and Crockett too?”


“No, he was the only famous ghost there.” One of the few left now, I added to myself.


“Alright, I guess I followed you so far. So, how does the ring work into this?”


“When I slept, I had dreams. The memories in it were from your honeymoon with Paul. They were his memories. It was like I was there.”


I could see the skepticism on her face building. “How do I know you’re not pulling a fast one, Ross?”


“He dragged you out into the water and dumped you. You said he ruined your perm. Then you went and had lunch in a little deli. He had a B.L.T and a coke. You had a tuna fish sandwich and a glass of water. You made him play Sonny and Cher’s “I Got You Babe” on the jukebox along with “You’ve Lost that Loving Feeling.” You pretended to get mad at him when his third selection was “I’m Henry the Eighth I Am.”“


Tabitha thought it over, pursed her lips, and said, “He knew I hated that song. Okay Mister Ross, let’s get your fancy little computer thing out and see if you’re right about Paul.”


Sensing we’d be there more than just a few hours, I picked up Silas at the barbershop and found a hotel with a room available. Glancing at my diminished funds, I reluctantly pulled out the credit card.


Maybe I can call my autobiography: Saving the World on a Modest Budget.


Fortunately, Tabitha had listened to her widowed husband when he came here and sat on the beach. Her knowledge helped narrow the search parameters. With her help, I knew that Paul served a tour in Vietnam with the US Army, married again in ‘74 and had three children with his second wife. It was his oldest son that I eventually spoke with, pretending to call on the behalf of Silas looking for a combat buddy he’d served with.


Hanging up the phone, I looked at Tabitha for a moment before breaking her heart. “He died three years ago and was buried in Dallas. I’m very sorry.”


She sniffled and glanced away before standing. “I’m going to step out onto the balcony for a moment.”


We didn’t have a good view of the ocean, but she stood out there gazing at Galveston Island and bawling her eyes out. I quickly reached my breaking point and walked out there to join her.


Tabitha collapsed against me and I gritted my teeth. The pain I felt when a ghost was in physical contact with me varies from spirit to spirit, but as my powers had grown, it was noticeably less than my first adventures. Still, there was some discomfort, but for Tabitha Lawrence’s sake, I endured.


“You know what the last thing I ever said to him was?”


I nodded and replied, “That you always wanted it to be like this.”


“And it was! It was going to be so beautiful, but that’s never going to happen now, is it?”


I didn’t tell her about the Lou Gehrig’s disease. She was upset enough already and didn’t need that crap piled up on top of what she was dealing with. Knowing that Paul suffered, as he witnessed his body slowly betray him, wouldn’t ease her pain one bit.


“I just can’t understand it,” Tabitha mumbled a few times in between sobs.


“Do you want to go back in and talk to Silas? He’s got a better grip on things like this than I ever will.”


“No,” she said wiping phantom tears from her face. “I’m talking about a ghost who came here a few years ago. She claimed to be able to see the future and told me, ‘When he comes, teach him what you know.’ Why did she lie to me?”


A shiver went up my spine. “Come on inside, I’ve got something I want to show you.”


Tabitha was still clinging to me when I called up the internet service and brought up the Wikipedia entry for Virginia.


Gesturing to the picture I asked, “Was that the ghost?”


Tabitha nodded and replied, “Yes that’s her. I told her all about Paul and she told me to wait for him so I could teach him what I know.”


“I think she deliberately misled you, Tabitha,” I said swallowing that large lump in my throat. The puppet mistress was pulling the strings again. “I’ve had dealings with this one before. I’m guessing that when she said ‘He,’ she really meant me.”


“Why would she fool me?”


Straightening up, I couldn’t bring myself to lie to her about this. I was probably just as innocent as she was, but I still felt dirty. “If she told you Paul was never going to show up, you wouldn’t have stayed around. You’d have gone somewhere else or just faded away and crossed over.”  


“What’s so damn special about me?”


“Mike,” Silas asked from his armchair. “Can you catch me up on what’s going on?”


“Virginia Poe was here a few years back. She lied to Tabitha and gave her hope that Paul would be coming … hope that sustained her. All so Tabby here would teach me how to pull phantoms from objects.”


I pointed at the magazine in the hands of Brother Silas. The copies were so good that he could read the print and see the pictures. 


Returning my gaze to Tabby I knew she didn’t seem particularly powerful, but I pointed to her basket filled with her romance novels. “Like I said before, even the really powerful ghosts I’ve met, struggle with what you can do pretty easily.”


“What’s so useful about some books or a cigarette?” 


Admittedly, if I learned this, I would never have to buy another newspaper again, but it wasn’t just a parlor trick. Putting a finger to my eyes, I reminded Tabitha about my “souvenirs” from the tussle in San Antonio. “Tabby, a lot of ghosts are violent. My best weapon against them is iron. Somehow my energy is channeled through it. The problem is I can’t always go walking around with a foot long pipe wrench in my hand. Look, I run into some ghosts who are unusually good at things. I know this one lady named Elsbeth. Her focus is so sharp that she can see through that little silver stuff they put over lottery tickets. I haven’t met another spirit that can do it yet.”


The crying shame was that Elsbeth gave it up. I blame Kevin McNeil, the lying cheat of a deceased dentist, who has turned over an undead leaf and thinks things like me actually making some money while risking my life are “wrong.”


No, I’m not bitter at all about that one – not at all.


“Well, why should I help you? You just blew into town this morning and turned my life upside down!”


She had a good point. What exactly did I have to offer? “I guess the ring,” I said. “I felt everything he felt that day. If we free the memory from it, I think it will help you pass on into whatever comes next.”


“Is Paul there?” She wasn’t exactly warming up to my peace offering and I so didn’t have her late husband’s easy-going charm.


“I won’t lie to you. No ghost has ever been able to tell me one way or the other. I’m not sure if a ghost that’s destroyed goes to the same spot as one who is ready to cross over on their own. I don’t have the answers, Tabbycat.”


When it comes down to it, I was a master of saying the wrong things at the … well, wrong time just doesn’t cover it, so I’ll go with the worst possible time.  Using Paul’s pet name for her came out of nowhere and she had a bad reaction to hearing it.


If possible, she paled even further, while her mouth hung open. When the words came, her voice was shrill. “Don’t talk to me like you know me! You’ve got no right to call me that! Don’t you dare!” She paused and surged with energy fueled by her anger. The lights dimmed. She buried her hands in her head and ran through the wall cracking the mirror over the dresser when she passed through it.


Pulling out the ring, I knew I could track her down with it. I was pretty angry with her. She didn’t understand. The memory was more than just an image. I’d felt everything that Paul Lawrence did that day – every single thing!


“Give her some time. She’s grieving,” Silas said. “Let her work it out on her own. Even the dead need space.”


“You’re right,” I replied trying to agree with him and convince myself as I shook away my irritation.


 

The warm night air and the smells of the Gulf of Mexico surrounded me while I sat on the balcony. I was tired, but still too jittery to sleep. I looked at the three empty Corona bottles and contemplated whether or not to open a fourth. It wasn’t doing my physical fitness regimen any good, but after the last few days, I’d earned a break, or even if I hadn’t earned one, I was damn well going to take one.


The tingling of the ring alerted me to her presence and I let the fourth bottle slide from my hand and back into the carton. Silas was already asleep and I was out here, on the off chance that Tabitha would return.


There she was. I felt the same nerves I usually got around girls I was attracted to and scolded myself for it. She’s dead Mike. Give it up!


“Are you okay?” I asked when she phased through the sliding glass door.


She smiled and looked almost as nervous as I was. “Better I guess. Redheads still have the same temper they had in life.”


“I’ll keep that in mind,” I replied. “I’m sorry for using that name. It was way out of line.”


She sat on the chair opposite from me and looked out across the island before saying, “It was, but I overreacted. I’ve been known to do that.”


“You don’t have to teach me anything Mrs. Lawrence. I don’t care if that upsets Virginia Poe’s little master plan for me right now. You’ve waited long enough and deserve to be happy.”


“Why’s that?” she asked.


“Silas. He reminded me that good deeds don’t come with strings attached.”


“You’re sweet, for someone who’d likely be my grandchild’s age,” she said. “So this ring, it lets you see our entire last day together.”


“Yeah,” I said the word slowly and drew it out. I had a feeling I knew where she was headed. There was that period of time, before the fateful dinner date, where Paul had slipped into the shower with her with the perfectly noble intention of helping her wash the sand and suntan lotion off.


“Aren’t you a naughty little boy,” she replied with a throaty laugh punctuating her sentence.


“If it makes any difference, I had no idea …”


She cut me off by saying, “Then you didn’t know Paul. I’m just having a go at you, Mr. Ross. Do you want to start tonight, or tomorrow?”


“You still don’t have to,” I said.


“I realized I wasn’t angry at you, but this Virginia woman instead. Taking it out on you isn’t really fair. Sounds like you’ve got more problems with her than just little old me.” Tabitha reached over and pulled a phantom image from one of the Coronas and twisted the cap off. She sipped it and shook her head, “Paul liked rum and coke. I doubt he would have liked all this new fangled garbage. Lite beer? Spray on tans? Seriously? What on Earth are people thinking these days?”



I pulled the fourth bottle out and joined her. The first sip tasted different and I wondered if that was because what she had just done to it.


“That’s someone else’s problem, not mine, Mrs. Lawrence.”


“You can call me Tabitha, but only if I can call you Mike.”


I tapped my bottle to hers for that gesture of kindness.


“Of course,” she continued. “I do have one request.”


“What’s that?” I asked.


“Give Virginia a piece of my mind for me next time you see her.”


“I was planning on doing that anyway, Tabitha.”


 

The “school of Tabby” opened for business in the morning. In front of me were a phonebook, a deck of playing cards, and one of the hand towels from the bathroom.


Tabitha casually reached down to a copy of the Bible on the nightstand and pulled an image out. She handed it to Silas and said, “Mike, tell him that he’ll like this better than reading about that Hilton girl.”


The old man choked up as she placed it in his hands. He whispered, “Thank you.”


There must have been something in my eye as well. I smiled at her.


She pointed at the remote control. “It doesn’t work with gadgets and gizmos. I usually have to follow the maids, or slip into someone’s house if I want to watch the soaps. Can’t do a lighter and then a pack of cigarettes either … I have to grab one that is already lit.”


I was already thinking about how that applied to my situation. I could do a lit Molotov cocktail, but I’d still have the real one to deal with. Odds were that bullets wouldn’t fire either. On the other hand, a bow, or better still, a crossbow could still work. As much as I liked the gritty feel of filings on my hand having something that had a range of greater than a few feet appealed to me. I watched her remove copies of the items on the table while trying to explain it.


“I just kind of pinch my two fingers together and pull it away real slow like,” she said. “That’s all there is to it. Grab something else and try it.”


“Um, why can’t I use these?” I supposed it was a fair question.


“I’ve never been able to pull another one from the same object after I’ve done it before. It’s not like them copier things. You just can’t make a bunch of Xeroxes.”


Her terminology was a bit dated, but considering she hadn’t really had much in the way of conversation for the last couple of decades, I couldn’t blame her.


Placing one of the washcloths on the table, I felt the cotton and pinched it between my index finger and thumb.


Amazingly enough, it felt like a hotel washcloth!


“I don’t think it’s working,” I said. The only thing that was sustaining me was that Virginia wanted me here to learn something. Despite my current feelings about the widow Poe, I could really use something like this.


Tabitha frowned and my gaze was drawn to the way she pursed her lips together. I hated that damn ring! My “stupid boy” routine was really just a hangover from Paul Lawrence’s feelings for her.


“Alright then, let’s try this.” Grabbing my hand, she wrapped my palm around the back of her wrist. “Maybe you can feel what I’m doing when it happens. Put your fingers on top of mine.”


I did as instructed and had that stupid scene from the Patrick Swayze movie with him and that woman at the pottery kiln flash through my mind. She reached inside the washcloth and pulled a duplicate from it as slowly as she possibly could. With what little concentration I could spare, I took my other hand and put it right on the edge of the “real” washcloth to see if I could sense anything else. It didn’t work either.


There were a few other attempts, like trying to feel the inside of one of her phantom constructs, but they were just as real to me. Disheartened, we took a break after two hours. I was hungry and frustrated. Ask people that have known me for a long time to pick some words to describe Mike Ross. I can personally guarantee that “patient” wouldn’t show up on the list. 


Fortunately, Tabitha loved to talk. Paul’s memories confirmed this, but her long isolation, broken only by the rare encounters with another spirit, had only intensified her loneliness. I grew less interested in what she was trying to show me and more interested in her conversation.


While Silas and I stepped out for food, Tabitha lounged and watched her soap opera and told us to hurry back. After grabbing a bite, Silas said he wanted to sit out and listen to the surf.


“Are you sure that you don’t want to come back upstairs?”


“You sound like you want me there, Mike. What’s wrong?”


The two of us were long past any point where I needed to lie to him, or make up something equally stupid. Still, the words weren’t really coming out, but my pause was more than enough for the savvy preacher to put his finger on it. “You’ve got something for her, don’t you?”


“No, well Paul did and I felt everything he did while I was wearing the ring. It’s complicated,” I answered and slapped my head to emphasize my irritation.


“Maybe that’ll help you when it comes time for her to move on,” he replied while resting his weathered hand on my shoulder. “This is something you and the lady have to figure out on your own. Even a blind man can see when he’s in the way. You’re probably not gonna learn a thing from her unless you can relax around her.”


Previous encounters, especially with the lovely and often nude Eva Kuntz in Pennsylvania, led me to create a rule – no dating ghosts, ever. Odds were that it would lead to no good.


Helping Silas over to a bench, he wished me good luck. As I walked back to try and sort this thing out with Tabby, the cruel irony struck me. Many times I’ll gripe about how my powers get in the way of the everyday problems most people face. Apparently, the same fickle person that gave me the Ferryman job in the first place had heard my bitchin’ and moanin’ and discovered a new method of torturing me.


What I wanted to know was who I pissed off in another life.


 

“Oh good you’re back. I was getting bored!” Tabby exclaimed and sat up on the bed. “Ready to try again?”


“Don’t you want to finish watching your program?”


“Nah, they just keep rehashing the same old plots they were using twenty years ago. You’d think after a while they’d realize that every time somebody has a baby, someone else is going to steal it. Plus, hardly anyone ever dies and stays dead. You can guess how much that bothers me.”


I laughed. It was easier than trying not to and the smile on her face was disarming.


“Alright,” I said returning my focus to the task. “What are we going to try next?”


She gestured at one of the pillows and reached through it. “Let’s try something that has layers already. You’ve got the pillow case, the fabric of the pillow, and then the stuffing inside the pillow. Maybe that’ll do the trick?”


Somehow, I was uncomfortable getting on the bed with her. I grabbed one from Silas’ bed and set it on the dresser. “Okay, let’s try it over here.”


She shrugged, like it didn’t matter and came over to the mirror with the crack running through it. “I did that, sorry,” she commented while running her finger over it.


“Yeah, we called and complained to the front desk about being put in a room with a broken mirror. They asked why it took so long for us to tell them and Silas told them that he was blind and I’m a little slow when it comes to noticing things. Bottom line is that they aren’t going to try and add it to the bill.”


“That’s good,” she said. “Now, stand behind me and put your hands on the pillow. I’m going to see if I can reach through you and pull out the pillow.”


She rested her palms on the back of my wrists and pressed down. That’s all that seemed to be happening. Frowning, she picked up my left hand and examined it closely.


“What are you doing?”


“Thinking,” she replied. “Let’s try this.”


She pinched the tip of my index finger and pulled. At first there was just the pressure, but I saw the area glow brighter, and it was like Tabby was using a pair of pliers to rip my fingernail off. It definitely wasn’t the usual stinging sensation. Like an electrical shock, it coursed through my whole body.


“Ow! Shit! Ow!” I eloquently responded yanking my hand back from her grasp.


“Are you okay? Let me see,” Tabby said and reached for my hand. She appeared very concerned.


Feeling stupid, I held up my finger for inspection and both of us were surprised by what we saw. My finger was intact, but at the end of the fleshy tip was an extra quarter inch of a ghostly finger – almost as if I hadn’t clipped my fingernail in six months.


Tabby touched my “extension” and I felt her do it. “Well, look at that,” she said. “How’s it feel?”


“Okay, I guess,” I answered. “It’s weird though, like my finger is asleep.”


We stared at it for another twenty or thirty seconds and then the tip disappeared back into my finger. I was actually somewhat relieved.


“Let me try the thumb this time,” Tabby said.


“It kind of hurt,” I replied.


“Don’t be a baby,” she answered.


She yanked again, harder. This time there was an extra inch to my thumb. Tabitha didn’t stop there. She went back to the original finger and pulled again.


“Alright, now touch the two together.” Between the tingling sensations, I felt the two digits connect for a second and then immediately retreated back into my fingers.


My companion bounced in delight. “I think we’re close. We’ll do this again and, real quick like; you reach down onto the pillow and try to pull the copy of it out. Okay?”


By that time, I should’ve been used to suffering pain. If I ever got a chance to write The
Idiot’s Guide to Being a Ferryman, I’d need to dedicate a few chapters to the subject of pain. Lacking a good idea of my own, I nodded.


A few seconds and a couple of electric shocks later, I had my own pair of spectral tweezers on the ends of my fingers. I jabbed my hand down onto the pillow and the two tips went in. Pinching, I managed to feel something for a second. As I pulled back, the real pillow lifted slightly as the duplicate came out. The image fell back in when the two tips went back to where they were supposed to be.  


“So close. I thought you had it that time.”


It wasn’t shocking that it took three more attempts to get a phantom copy of the pillow. Less than five minutes later, I stood there holding it in my left hand. It barely registered on my mind, because I’d become distracted by something else. 


Sometimes the world slows down. First there was the cry of excitement from Tabby when I did it. Then she threw her arms around me in congratulations. That was certainly a nice gesture, but it was when our lips touched for the first time, that’s when the pillow really became irrelevant.

  



Episode 21: Crossing Certain Lines
 

 

It’d be nice to say that I instantly realized that kissing the ghost of Tabitha Lawrence was a dreadful mistake and I immediately stepped away like a gentleman and apologized for my behavior. In that perfect world, we’d both laugh and say it was just something that shouldn’t have happened and we should get back to me learning how to pull images from real items.


Of course, it would all be one big lie.


No instead of that pleasant scenario, I kept kissing her despite the raw feeling it left on my lips. Hell, I even stuck my tongue in her mouth. Fortunately, I kept my eyes closed and no one else was in the room. Lord only knows how stupid it would have looked to someone who can’t see ghosts.


It was Tabby who backed away first, only after one of my hands had roamed a little too far south on her backside. “I’m sorry. This isn’t right. I shouldn’t be taking advantage of you like this.”


“Funny,” I answered. “Considering all the times someone actually has taken advantage of me, this doesn’t seem so bad.” It was actually one of my more witty comebacks. Maybe wearing Paul Lawrence’s wedding band was helping in that department.


Tabby shook her head and stepped a few paces away from me. “No,” she replied. “I’ve just been lonely for so long. Before yesterday, I can’t remember when the last time I spoke to anyone else. I’d almost forgotten what my voice sounded like.” She thrust her hands downward in disgust or frustration. “Now look at me! Less than a day since I found out Paul’s never coming back and I’m already dishonoring his memory.”


Of course that left me feeling like I was taking advantage of the lonely, older woman. Technically, she was still in her twenties, but she’d seen JFK when he was alive … so there was still some “ick” factor there.


“It takes two to tango, Tabitha,” I said. “My last girlfriend dumped me the moment things started getting dangerous. I just saw another ex a few days ago and she’s doing great without me. I’m beginning to doubt I’ll ever have a normal relationship ever again.”


“Why’s that?” I’d managed to interrupt her guilt.


“Based on what I know about the people who’ve been Ferryman before me, the last one in a successful relationship married his thirteen year old cousin.”


She made and “ew” face before smiling and saying, “Don’t sell yourself short, Mike. You’re a handsome young man, but this isn’t going to work. I’m smart enough to know that you’re my last link back to Paul.”


“His memories made you out to be the impulsive one.”


“I was alive back then, sweetheart. I’ve had a lot of time to think about things since then. Let’s just be friends.”


Exactly how bad is it when even the ghosts of women are shooting me down? “Yeah, you’re probably right.”


Turning away, I looked at anything but her eyes. I settled on the phantom pillow that was resting on my shoe. I leaned down to retrieve it and it felt solid enough to me. Looking at my left hand, I saw that both the thumb and the index finger looked like I had a tiny bit of white nail polish on the edges of the nail. Using my right hand, I grabbed the left thumbnail and tugged on it gently.


The sensation wasn’t the “finger in the vice” like when Tabby had just done it. It was more like pulling off a particularly large scab. With a little more effort, my thumb was almost a full knuckle longer. I seriously started to wonder what would happen if I just kept pulling, but suddenly, I was overwhelmed with dizziness. 


Eloquent as ever, I managed to say, “Maybe we should take another break,” before doing a header onto the dresser.


 

There was a cold compress on my noggin when I woke up. Brother Silas was sitting in a chair reading the phantom Bible Tabby had made for him. The female ghost was nowhere in sight.


“How are you feeling?”


“Got a fierce headache.” I winced and squeezed my eyes together several times.


“From what I could make out from Mrs. Lawrence’s gestures, you missed the pillow on the dresser by a foot. You’re going to have a big old knot to go along with that shiner. There’s some aspirin in my small travel case along with the rest of my meds.”


“Where is Tabby?” We hadn’t really finished our little discussion. Unlike my first girlfriend in high school, I didn’t fake an injury to get out of an awkward conversation this time. Maybe this was karma paying me back?


“She took a walk. Was fit to be tied when she came running down to fetch me”


“Did she say if she was coming back?”


The preacher laughed. “Did you forget that I can’t hear ghosts like you do? Exactly, how hard did you hit your head?”


I fumbled around and found the aspirin and went to the bathroom for a glass of water. “I used to not be able to, until Eva ‘fixed’ me. Maybe you could learn how to as well.”


From the other room came his reply, “It’d be nice, Mike. But seeing the way you end up learnin’ new things, I think I’ll pass on all that pain.”


“You missed your calling. You should’ve been doing standup comedy,” I replied after swallowing the medicine. 


“Sides,” he continued ignoring my verbal barb. “I’m a little too old to start fighting ghosts. I think I’ll just stick to the mentoring business. A lot less bumps and bruises that way.”


I had to admit, it was a better line of work than I was currently in and I told him so.


“Pay still stinks,” he said cackling a bit more before breaking into a coughing fit.


Taking notice, I emerged from the bathroom and said. “How about you? You’ve been coughing a whole lot lately, are you okay?”


“It’s nothing much. All this heat is draining out my sinuses and that’s been making my throat raw. Nothing a few lozenges won’t take care of.”


His dismissal was pretty casual, but I got the sense that there was more to it than that and was reminded that just because I didn’t feel the need to lie to him on account of everything that we’d been through, it didn’t mean Silas Parker was ready to tell me everything wrong in his life. Grandpa Warren was like that. He kept his medical conditions close to his vest. In the final year of his life, he was in and out of the hospital … come to think of it, my dislike of the medical profession probably started back then. It was a real crappy time in my life.


Either way, it was best to change the topic. “I should probably wait for Tabby to come back, but do you want to see my latest trick?”


“Are you sure you’re up for it?”


“Yeah,” I held up one of the miniature soap bars from the bathroom and sat down on the middle of the bed. “I’ll stick to small things and I’m doing it here. If I pass out again, at least I’ll be in the right spot.”


 I pulled on those spots again, not too hard mind you, and recreated my “tweezers.” I tossed the result to Silas, who was happy to be able to reach up and catch it.


“Hmmm,” he said holding it to his nose. “I can even smell it.” Silas peeled away the wrapper and used his fingers to snap it in half. “Let’s see how long it lasts.”


“If it does, I need to go visit some pawn shops.”


“What are you thinking, Mike?”


“Another knife, some brass knuckles, a crossbow, and maybe even a bullwhip like Roger Taney had. I don’t know, all kinds of things I can’t just walk around in public with normally, I guess,” I answered.


“Well, if you’re heading down that route, you might want to look at things like handcuff keys and a set of lock picks.” 


My jaw dropped. That was definitely not what I’d expected him to say. 


He shrugged and continued. “From what you said about the group in New Jersey and at The Alamo, they have Skinwalkers who were on the police force. It wouldn’t be too hard to pick you up on some trumped up accusation.”


“I don’t exactly know how to pick a lock. I suppose I could find someone out there to show me how.” True, I was a juvenile delinquent in my youth, but I was strictly an amateur. Jimmy Wilkes and I never opted to “turn pro” and lose our college eligibility.


For my next trick, I waited five minutes and then did a copy of my Swiss army knife. It was harder than the bar of soap and I did get a sensation of dizziness again, but didn’t pass out. I slumped back against the headboard and waited for it to pass. My head took about five minutes to clear. 


“It might be on account of it being made of metal or because it’s more complex than the soap,” Silas offered an explanation as I gulped down some tap water.


After the feeling passed, I used the little snips on the knife and cut through a piece of paper. It worked just fine, but I could sense that the action was sapping power from inside me like a conduit for my energy.


“At least it isn’t giving me a heart attack.”


“So far,” Silas added.


“Always the optimist,” I said wondering if the old man would like to see someone flip him off for the first time in decades.


 

“What are you doing?” I got tired of waiting for Tabby to come back and after a few hours, I went looking for her. I didn’t have to go very far. She was sitting in her beach chair at the very spot I first found her. Tabby’s basket of paperbacks was untouched and she was just staring out into the ocean.


“Just doing a little thinking.” She sounded melancholy.


“About what?”


“I’m not sure what to do with myself now.”


“You could always come with me,” I said, a little too quickly. “Or, do some traveling. There’s a whole big world out there.”


She looked up at me and I couldn’t exactly tell that she’d been crying. It was just a hunch. “Maybe that’d be nice, but I don’t know. For all these years, I pictured Paul running across the sand and into my arms. It’d be like something out of a Cary Grant or Rock Hudson movie. I don’t feel like I have a purpose anymore.”


I sat down on the sand next to her and said, “I can relate to that. After I got back from the war, I was just kind of coasting on autopilot. All my friends from before I’d enlisted had passed me by and all the friends I’d made in the Army were still back in Iraq, or dead.”


“I’ve got an excuse, Mike. I’m dead. You shouldn’t waste your life. Trust me; it can be gone in a split second. Here, I got you something.”


She reached on the opposite side of her and pulled out a large knife with a sheath and presented it to me. “One of the houses up the street has a big display of knives in the living room. Do you like it? I think it’s a Bowie replica.”


I felt it and said, “Close, I think it’s actually an Arkansas toothpick.” Donnie Hodges would’ve known for sure. This was more his thing than mine. It was virtually a sword with a blade of over a foot and a half. 


“Either way, it’s very nice. I managed to pull ghost images out of a couple more items,” I said trying to change the topic. “Does it get easier with practice? Do larger things take more effort than smaller ones?”


“The lawn chair and umbrella are probably the largest things I’ve ever pulled,” she answered. “I’d say practice and work your way up. Try not to smash your head into furniture along the way.”


“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


“Well, I guess that means you don’t need me anymore,” she replied.


I rolled my eyes. “Back home there’s this pair of ghosts – Kevin and Elsbeth. They met each other and fell in love after they were dead.”


Tabby made a hollow laugh and said, “Are you saying that you’re in love with me, Mike?”


Yeah, just what the hell am I saying? “No, I don’t think so, but I do like you. I haven’t been wearing the ring since we met. Of course I’m attracted to you. I’d be an idiot not to be, but I could use a friend. You’re one of the first ghosts, hell, first people, that hasn’t wanted something from me. Why don’t you stay around and see if there’s more out there for you too? We can kick a little sand in Virginia’s face together.”


“Did you bring the ring?”


“Right here,” I said and fished it out of my pocket.


Tabby stood up and stretched. She reached her dainty fingers into the palm of my hand and “pulled” on the ring. The image was very bright and she slid it onto her thumb. She sucked in a breath and I saw her eyelids flutter - propelling tears down her face.


“Are you okay?” I asked.


She opened her eyes and smiled. Tabitha looked younger and, if possible, more radiant. “Thank you for bringing this to me, Mike. Now, I really know how much he loved me and I’m sure it’s time for me to move on. Tell Mr. Parker I said good bye.”


“Don’t go!”


Stepping forward, she kissed me again before pushing me away. “It’s a tempting offer and you’re a sweet man, but my time is over and I need to go find my husband. This is what I’ve been waiting for all along. Goodbye.”


Her hand cupped my cheek and Tabby faded away. I was left standing there alone with a battered old ring in one hand and a phantom blade in the other. Putting the ring on my finger, I felt nothing. It was just a hunk of meaningless metal. Whatever spark had been in there was gone. I started to chuck it into the surf, but reconsidered given how little money I had. 


Somewhat numb, I closed the umbrella, picked up the basket, and folded the beach chair. Maybe I’d need them down the road.


With arms carrying items no one else but Silas could see, I made my way back to the hotel.  


Tabitha Lawrence … she made me a new knife and it felt like she stuck another one right into my heart. I should’ve been happy for her, and I would eventually be. But for the moment I was licking my wounds and wondering for the thousandth time if all this was worth it.


 

“Do you want to talk about it now?” Silas asked as we drove out of Galveston the next morning. 


“Not really,” I said as we crossed the city limits. “I know I’m supposed to feel good about what happened last night, but I don’t.”


“They say time heals all wounds.” 


“Honestly, I’m beginning to think that they are wrong when it comes to that. Look at that ghost couple back in Mississippi, time didn’t heal their wounds. They were dead for a couple of decades and still torturing each other. Oswald’s been like that since nineteen sixty-three. He doesn’t look healed one bit and, if that sociopath is to be believed, I’m on a collision course with the ghost of a conquistador who has been dead and still causing trouble for hundreds of years.”


Admittedly, I might have been a little too snappish there, but Silas took it in stride replying, “I have to concede the point there, Michael. But you aren’t them. They chose to become twisted by their hatred. You’re hurting because someone, you felt something for, left you.”


I answered, “The way I see it, the universe likes to kick me when I’m down.”


He laughed really hard and then coughed for a few seconds before saying, “Well the way I see it, the universe keeps kicking, but you ain’t stayed down. You’re like a stubborn mule who doesn’t know when to quit.”


“Is insulting me supposed to make me feel better?”


“Oh, I ain’t insulting you. Look at the Poe brothers, the one was famous, the talk of the town, but he wasn’t happy. The other one was jealous of his brother’s fame. They couldn’t rise above their shortcomings and they were doing this for years. You? You haven’t been doing this for a full year yet and you’ve already passed what they could do as a Ferryman.”


I might score a point here and there with Silas, but winning an argument wasn’t in the cards. He was too intelligent for a “stubborn mule” like me.


There was a pause before the holy man asked, “So are we headed back to Dallas, now?”


“No, I want to go back to The Alamo first.”


“What for?” he asked, but I could see the start of a smile.


“I told Mom to tell Amos that I’d be there. I also want to set things right with Travis.” I stopped. “What?”


“Exactly my point from before.”


I could almost smell the smugness around him. Deciding to shut up while I was ahead, or at least not too far behind, I drove onward.


We’d stopped by a pawn shop, but my “spectral shopping spree” got off to a poor start. The dude behind the counter didn’t want to leave me alone with the knives or any of the bows he had in the shop. I needed some privacy to pull a phantom out of an object. The attempt got me thinking about Tabitha and that created an additional distraction. 


The only thing that came out that side trip was the fifty bucks the cheap bastard gave me for Paul’s wedding band. I’d paid over twice that a week ago. Oh well, I wasn’t going to keep it and the Caddy’s tank needed filling. On the other hand, that knife she made me, I had no plans to let go of that.


 

“See, I told you he’d come back here. Hey Mike, how’s it going?” Amos Sweet asked.


“Been better, been worse,” I replied. “It’s good to see you too.” 


“Why have you returned?” William Travis asked rising from the ground. He didn’t appear happy to see me. It was justified. Lee Harvey Oswald and I did wreck his little operation a few days ago.  


“For one, Amos was here. Plus, we have unfinished business.”


The long dead legend looked apprehensive and said, “And what is that, Ross?”


I handed him the phantom image of the Caddy’s tire iron that I’d pulled out when I was packing the trunk before we left Galveston. “I figured I’d make a deal with you, Travis. I’ll make you a few weapons so you have a better chance against your rivals and you forget I was here.”


“That’s all?” he said tapping the tire iron against the palm of his hand.


I shrugged before replying, “I wouldn’t mind some cash, if your Skinwalkers have any to spare.”


The ghost scratched his chin and nodded. “If you can show me how to do this, I think we can come to an arrangement.”


“I just learned myself, I don’t know if it will work for you, but we can try.”


“I’ll send someone to contact my semi-living allies. Return in one hour.”


 

Three hours later, we were at the house of the Skinwalker working for Travis. The detective’s name was Joe McKinney, or at least that was what the body was called. After the policeman sent his wife and kids to dinner and the movies, he took me up to his office where he had a small arsenal of weapons spread out on a table. 


Before starting, I asked for and put on a pair of latex gloves. There was no telling where the Skinwalker had gotten these from and I wasn’t taking a chance and put my fingerprints on anything. Just because I was attempting to make “nice-nice” with them didn’t automatically translate into trust. To quote my old friend Jimmy Wilkes, “Oh, hell no!”


Travis tried for the better part of ninety minutes and gave up. I certainly couldn’t hold a candle to Tabby and Travis made me look like a paragon of patience. Best I could tell he had no aptitude for it. That just reinforced how some ghosts can do certain things, while others could not. This put me behind schedule and I knew I wasn’t getting out of San Antonio in the next day. At the rate I was going, I started worrying that I wouldn’t get out of Texas before it was time to go back to college.


“So who are you really?” I asked the detective. As Skinwalkers go, he was pretty hospitable and seemed like he worked with rather than for Travis. “Are you famous?”


“Not really,” he answered. “You might have heard of my brothers though.”


“Who were they?”


“Tom and Frank McLaury,” he said. The names sounded familiar, but like every other pop history quiz this summer, I couldn’t seem to place them.


“I’ve heard the names before, but I’m not up on this region’s history like I should be.”


“The Earps and Holliday murdered them in Tombstone or killed them in a fair and square gunfight depending on what version of history you choose to believe.”


That caught my attention. I’d seen both the Costner movie and the other one with Kurt Russell in it. “No kidding.”


“Yeah, I’m really Will McLaury, former judge, lawyer, and farmer. Spent all kinds of time and money trying to get those so-called heroes swinging from the end of a rope, but they got away with it.”


I’d already learned enough to be suspect of what was supposed to be history wasn’t quite the full story. “So what really happened there?”


“I was a lawyer in Fort Worth at the time, so I can’t really say, but back in the day, everyone’s hands were dirty. You could be a gambler and a wanted man in one town and a sheriff and a respectable businessman just a couple of hundred miles away.”


I was impressed. “So what are you?”


“I’m a lawman. Slip out of my body and I can search a house without a warrant, follow a suspect and find out if they’re the perpetrator, I spend my time catching the bad guys. It’s all I want to do.”  


“Handcuffs are harder than I expected,” I said after finishing a set. McLaury probably had loads of guilt issues over not being able to avenge his family, whether they were guilty or not, but he seemed to be the first ghost I’d met who had an obsession that was actually useful to society.


I waited for a few minutes before pulling the image of the keys out of the real thing. I’d like to say that it was getting easier, but I’d be lying. I handed them to Amos as McKinney put another set in front of me. Tabby was right - it wasn’t possible to pull a second image out of an object.


My head was swimming after doing the cuffs and a bow with five arrows. When I touched the first knife, I caught a flash of something vile and dropped it.


“What’s wrong?” Amos and Will McLaury asked at the same time.


“I caught an image when I touched it. Some guy was using it to kill a woman.”


McLaury looked at the evidence tag on the item and then at me. “You can see what happened?”


“Sometimes.” I was too tired to try and explain my object reading skills.


“Can you grab it again and tell me what you see? It’s from a cold case - dead coed from back in ninety-five. I’d appreciate a fresh lead.”


“Give me a minute.” I didn’t relish watching a real life murder, but it seemed like the right thing to do.


That night, I made friends with a real Skinwalker over the license plate number of a killer who raped and gutted some pretty young thing who had the misfortune of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.


Add another check mark under the doing something right for a change column. 


“Stick a fork in me. I’m done. I’ll come back in the morning and finish up.”


“I’ll have the money then,” the detective answered. Two hundred and fifty bucks was all he could spare on such short notice, but he said if he could get a conviction based on my object reading, there’d probably be some reward money in it for me and the possibility of some work with the cold case unit. Reading objects seemed loads safer than fighting ghosts and it might actually pay something.


What a novel concept!


 

“Why in the hell are you still here?” The screaming voice woke me.


If I’d been thinking ahead, I wouldn’t have used the same hotel by the airport, but thinking ahead has never been something I was that good at.


This explained the furious face of Lee Harvey Oswald hovering in front of mine while I tried to shake the cobwebs out of my head.


I kept my voice down, not wanting to wake up Brother Silas and said, “Actually, I just got back from Galveston. I came back here to meet up with my friend and we were planning to come get you tomorrow.”


“We should already be in Amarillo beating the information out of that bitch! You’re wasting time!”


“It’s nice to see you too, Oswald,” I said, on guard because he was that much of a nut job. “I’m cleaning up the mess you made here and, last I checked, I told you to wait in Dallas.”


“You don’t boss me around, Ferryboy! I do as I please.”


I turned on the light on the nightstand. It flickered because of his proximity and anger. “You know, for someone that hasn’t been able to find De Soto on your own for the last fifteen years, you’re awfully impatient. Now, I’ve still got some business left with Travis in the morning. I’ll be able to finish up sooner if I have a good night’s sleep. Take a hike, Lee. Come back tomorrow.”


“What are you up to with Travis?” 


“I’m making him some weapons,” I answered.


The look on his face was priceless. “You’re what?” He screamed. The bulb in the lamp shattered. Silas bolted up from his bed.


“Oh, will you relax?” I motioned to Silas to lie back down. The blind man looked at Kennedy’s assassin and then at me before returning to his resting position. “Like a phantom weapon is capable of injuring you. I’m sure Travis has sent people with them after you before and I’m guessing they didn’t harm you one bit. Besides, he’s too worried about the Mexican ghosts in the south to even consider taking a shot at you. I’m doing this for him so he keeps his mouth shut and doesn’t try warning De Soto that we’re coming for him, you dumbshit. I’d rather take him by surprise.”


The psychopath deflated slightly, but a dangerous look crossed his face. “Fine! I’ll be back at sunrise. Don’t even think about double crossing me, Ross.”


Watching him float through the wall, I was certain someone else could have handled that better, but I couldn’t stop being Mike Ross anymore than I could stop being a Ferryman.


If I was lucky, the crazy son of a bitch would cross when De Soto was finally finished. If not, I hadn’t merely considered “betraying” him. No, I was already planning on it.

  



Episode 22: The Dirty Dillo
 

 

The road trip to Amarillo was quite possibly the most annoying and unsettling experience I’ve had in a long time. With the notable exception of that one time in Iraq when I had a Humvee blown out from under my ass, the absolute worst.


I had Silas riding behind me, looking like he’d rather be squirming through a Viet Cong tunnel. Amos was in the front seat trying really hard to not say anything that would provoke the lunatic behind him. The giant knife Tabby made for me held protectively in his lap. He kept staring down at it, probably wondering if it would do him any good if the ex-jarhead, whack job snapped. 


Oswald was in the passenger rear seat, but the hairs on my neck wouldn’t stay down. It was like I’d borrowed someone’s rabid mutt and said that I’d drive him ten hours to the vet, based on a promise that, “Oh, he won’t bite!”


After a hundred miles, two stalls, and the air conditioning cutting out because of the increasingly “flaky” electrical system in the Caddy, I politely … or as politely as I could, given the circumstances, instructed Oswald to sit in the trunk for the rest of the trip. He wasn’t pleased, but I didn’t want to push a car a few hundred miles because he couldn’t keep his temper tantrums to himself. The loss of the air conditioning wasn’t so bad with the ghosts in the car absorbing the sweltering Texas heat, but the power steering cutting in and out and the sudden stalls were a bit much. 


At this rate, Pastor Duncan’s Cadillac would be lucky to make it back to Maryland. Fortunately, he was a very forgiving man. Truth be told, I counted on it. The car would likely be headed for the scrap heap when I returned it in hopefully one piece to him. I was just thankful the car was still under warranty and made a note to lease cars from now on. It would be simpler that way with all the mechanical and electrical problems I expected to have in the future.


Every time I looked in the rearview mirror, I could see him staring back at me. If William Poe was still out there, I’d be able to tell him that I’d run into someone that “out crazied” him by a country mile. I don’t know how many times the notion to reach into my pocket, charge some iron filings and fling them out the window crossed my mind. The little fantasy of me doing that and Oswald screaming and falling off the trunk and into the highway, as we sped off kept a smile on my face.


Maybe Kennedy’s assassin wasn’t the only one who was a little unhinged.


I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. Texas is one big effin’ state. Take the six or seven hours that it took to get from Dallas to San Antonio and add a few more hours to it. Over five hundred miles separated San Antonio from Amarillo.


I’d like to say that “before we knew it” we were entering the city limits of Amarillo, but that would be a big, fat, stinking lie. It was a tedious trip and coming from an Army vet where all you could do was “hurry up and wait,” that was saying something.


It was after midnight when we finally rolled into our destination and I was too beat to go out to the stripper clubs looking for an elusive Skinwalker. Suddenly, I felt like a very “old” twenty-four. I could almost hear the voice of Donnie Hodges in the back of my mind, taunting me about not being up for a late night on the town. Of course, this wasn’t exactly something I was doing for fun.


On my last legs, I stood in the hotel lobby while the clerk located a room for us to crash in. Casting a glance over at the mirrored glass, I looked like death warmed over and then run through the garbage disposal. 


Cassandra Von Eckels was supposed to be in the neighborhood. The dirty skank of a Skinwalker was responsible for at least one attempt on my life and who knows how many other lives she’s ruined. She was long overdue for some payback. As much as I wanted to cross her as soon as I found her, I needed to get some answers. Old Cassie should know if William still existed and she obviously had dealings with the Walker who is running around in my dad’s body.


So, I sent Amos out to “scout” the adult establishments and, against my better judgment, Oswald to go see what was happening in the graveyards. Settling into the welcome embrace of a hotel bed, I pitied any ghosts he ran across, but I really didn’t think I could sleep with him in the room. Letting the feral animal off his “leash” might make him a little more manageable. 


The sad truth of the matter was I needed Oswald in case Cassandra had something up her sleeve, which was likely. She wasn’t a threat when it came to power, but despite that, she’d hung around for close to two centuries.


After a long shower where I mostly stood with my forehead resting on the tiles under the showerhead and let the water run down my back, I collapsed into my bed for the night. I pulled a phantom pillow to give me a third one on my bed and let out a little sigh wondering why a nice gal like Tabitha left me high and dry, and how I can’t afford to get rid of someone like Lee Harvey Oswald. The world just wasn’t fair.


 

I slept out of sheer exhaustion and missed the feeling of rejuvenation that Paul Lawrence’s ring once provided. Groggy was the order of the day, and I wasn’t thinking about any pirates either. I’d have to look into finding some more objects with spiritual connections. Some of them might be as useful and I needed all the help I could get.


Amos stood in the corner. My normally happy-go-lucky friend looked haggard and worried. 


“What’s wrong?” I didn’t need to ask - I already knew the answer.


“Oswald,” Amos said. “I kept an eye on him. He cleaned out a graveyard and destroyed six spirits last night. I thought I was gonna have to stop one or two of them from escaping and letting the woman know we’re here, but Oswald … he was merciless!”


I shook my head. “I know. I’m not even sure he’s the lesser of two evils anymore. Did you find out where Cassandra is?”


He nodded. “I saw a couple of ghosts hanging around a place called, ‘The Dirty Dillo.’ I’m pretty sure that’s where we’ll find her. Since they didn’t seem that interested in the girl’s inside, I figured they were her bodyguards.”


When Silas came out of the bathroom, the three of us put our heads together to formulate a plan … one that maximized my chances of getting information out of von Eckels and minimized the chance that Oswald would throw a giant wrench in things.


 

Blending in with the dozen or so customers, I took a seat away from the main stage and nursed an extremely overpriced light beer that was included in the cover charge. The odd thing was, even though I’d been in dives like this since I’d first enlisted in the Army, I felt out of place. Maybe it was the knowledge that there was something after this life that made this seem so superficial, but I knew this wasn’t for me anymore.


With no small measure of irony, I remembered how, back in Killeen, Donnie and I were around so much that we became the “unofficial” bouncers at the club where Sonya and Heather danced. We helped out when things got out of hand. In a military town, it occurred rather often. This place was a bit more upscale than I was used to, but it was still just a strip joint.


The woman on the main stage danced to the Lenny Kravitz remake of “American Woman.” I could tell that she wasn’t Cassandra. I’d seen her dance enough in the body of Sonya Hodges. Those weren’t her moves and she looked awkward on the pole. The Skinwalker I was looking for could work that metal bar like no one I’d ever seen before. Decades of practice had refined her routine to near perfection. Even if the lights were too bright to see the slight spectral glow around her body, I’d be able to spot her.


Originally, I’d wanted to bring Silas along with me. With his ability to see just ghosts, we could have identified her in seconds. Plus, there was a joke about bringing a blind man to a strip club, but he wasn’t interested in any kind of spectacle.


An almost topless woman approached and interrupted my musings. She was attractive enough, brown hair done up in pigtails, about my age, and trying to affect the naughty schoolgirl look. With an exaggerated smile and an arch of her back to display her wares, she said, “Get you another drink? How about a lap dance?”


“Maybe later on both counts, thanks though. Who’s the headliner?”


“Misty V. She’ll be on in about thirty minutes,” The dancer answered without much interest, while already scanning the crowd for the next person she could approach. Sadly, I didn’t look wealthy enough for a more determined sales pitch and I felt a bit miffed.


For the most part, I feigned interest in the next few dancers, except for the brunette with the tassels, she was good. If I’d been here for recreation, I’d have probably followed her over to one of the side stages and tipped her personally. Instead, I gave one of her coworkers collecting tips a few dollars and redeemed my voucher for my second overpriced beer.


As the latest song finished, the DJ made a few announcements while the dancer collected her clothing and tips from the “ringside” crowd as a male employee wiped down the pole.


The pair of ghosts hanging around outside gave me hope that Cassandra was indeed here. The next few minutes would determine whether I’d been right or just wasting my time.


“And now, get your money ready and give it up for Misty V!”


The ever familiar sounds of Billy Squier’s “Rock Me Tonight”
began and she came out. Cassandra hadn’t even changed her song. Misty was a leggy platinum blonde. The body wasn’t too different from what the ghost inside of her looked like. After a few dance moves on the floor and a couple of twirls around the pole, she pulled herself up onto the metal and in seconds was hanging upside down. The crowd clapped and wolf whistled as she unbuckled that complicated looking corset while moving herself up and down using only the strength of her legs wrapped around the pole.


I’d seen Sonya do it hundreds of times and it was just as impressive. Now that I’d been actively working out and trying to stay in tip-top shape, I could really appreciate the kind of muscle control it took to do that.


Most of her routine took place on the pole. Spending a good deal of time around Cassandra in Sonya’s body, I’d asked her why she didn’t dance in better clubs for the “big” money. She used to say that she liked the atmosphere around Fort Hood. 


Watching her now, I knew the real reason. She was already rich and probably had tons of money stashed away. Cassandra did this because she liked having power over men. My research into her was limited. The internet was pretty useless. The juiciest nugget I’d gotten on her came from her collection of “toy soldiers” back in the graveyard at Killeen. She’d been some minor Austrian noble back in the early 1800’s. Since she was more connected to William than Edgar, I’d guessed she met him during the older Poe brother’s merchant seaman days.


There were likely several interesting stories behind her relationship with the Poe family, but I wasn’t here for a history lesson. My future was a more immediate concern. When the performance ended, I pulled out most of my ready cash and walked to the crowded area by the stage. She collected cash in her waistband, doing little poses for the guys nearest her.


I slid a couple of Andy Jackson’s onto the part of the stage I was closest too to grab her attention. It took a minute, before she got over to me. She wasn’t really looking at my face when she came.


“Thank you very much,” she cooed plucking each twenty off the stage and taking her time running them over her body before inserting them in her waistband. She still hadn’t bothered to look me in the eyes yet.


“It was just as good as a girl named Sonya I used to watch out at Fort Hood,” I said. “She danced under the stage name of Cassandra.”


That got her attention in a hurry. Her head snapped up and she focused on me. “Wasn’t expecting to see you so soon, Mike. Got a death wish or something?”


“If you want to know, come over for a visit when you go on break,” I said gesturing to where I was sitting. “Don’t take too long.”


“Thirty minutes, Ross,” she answered not looking terribly pleased by my presence.


“You’d think forty bucks would at least buy a smile.” I turned and headed back toward my table.


 

For the next half hour, I watched Cassandra work the semi-private area doing lap dances for one hundred twenty a pop. Even after the house’s cut, she probably cleared more than my meager monthly pension in that short span.


As the girls on the three stages rotated once more, Cassandra pulled on a halter top and turned down an obvious invite to go back to the screened-off area from an Asian man and his fist full of cash.


She slid into the booth I was occupying. “Time is money, Mike. You’re costing me a cool grand just by sitting here.”


“Nice to see you too, Eckels. Give me the info I want and I walk out of here. If not, things just might get unpleasant.”


She shook her blonde mane and rolled her eyes. “Oh please, I wave my hand to that group of steroid abusers and your little Ferryman ass will get dragged out into the alley and beaten to a pulp.” She leaned forward and thumped the table to emphasize her point. “And when they’re done, my other friends will move in and finish the job.”


“Sounds like a good time, Cass. There are a couple of problems with that. More than likely, your other friends aren’t there anymore and the moment I get tossed out of here, my buddy comes in, and I don’t think you want that to happen.”


She wasn’t impressed by my “tough guy” talk. “Aw, did little Mikey go make some new friends? It’s going to take more than a couple of civil war rejects to scare me.”


“No, my friend is from around these parts. More specifically, Dallas. He’s got a few issues with Skinwalkers and because I’m a nice guy, Cassandra, I’m trying really hard to forget that the last time we saw each other you tried to kill me.”


Sucking in a breath, Cassandra let a look of genuine fear cross her face. It only lasted a second before she banished it and reclaimed her composure. “Mike, you shouldn’t be dealing with a lunatic like Oswald.”


“Travis said that too,” I quipped, taunting her with the implication of that little bit of information. “You’re both probably right. If word gets out, it’ll ruin my rep,” I said. “Besides, William wasn’t terribly stable either. I think this is definitely a case of the pot calling the kettle black.”


She crossed her arms. “William was just a megalomaniac. Oswald is a sociopath. There is a difference.”


“Yeah, I took abnormal psych during the winter semester. You can save it.” I didn’t bother telling her I’d gotten a “B,” though in my defense, I was a bit busy during that whole time.


I could see her searching for an angle and continued, “So, are we going to talk like sensible people, or are you going to call in the goons? It’d be worth a few bruises to be finally rid of you.” 


“Okay Mike, since you haven’t come looking for a fight nor turned your wild animal loose, you must want something bad. What is it?”


“First thing is William. Is he still out there?”


“You were in a better position to know, Ross. I was busy trying to get out of the range of your cleansing burst.”


She could be lying, but I decided to believe her for the moment. “Pity you weren’t just a bit slower. Unfortunately, I didn’t see whether or not he was destroyed. So he hasn’t been in contact with you?”


“No. If he is still among us, he’d be weak. He wouldn’t come out of hiding until he was strong enough,” she answered. “I ran in Baltimore and didn’t stop until I could possess someone at BWI who was flying west. It’s possible he is still alive, but he hasn’t come after me.”


“Come after you?”


“William would see my sense of self-preservation as betrayal.” 


“That actually makes sense. Still, you don’t sound terribly worried,” I said, glancing at the bouncers to make sure she hadn’t given them some kind of secret signal. It actually looked like I might get out of this without being beaten up; that was certainly a change of pace. I tapped my knuckles on the lacquered wood, just in case I was jinxing myself. 


“It wouldn’t be the first time I talked William out of destroying me,” she answered with a shrug. “So, if that’s all you’re looking for, you’re leaving empty handed. Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on the way out.”


“Don’t screw with me, Skinwalker.”


“Oh, we’ve already done that, Mike. Not interested in doing it again.”


I’ll admit that one threw me. “What?”


“Oh come on! Do you honestly think it was always you and that dingbat, Heather?”


I felt a little repulsed and was reduced to monosyllable questions, “Why?”


“If you’ve teamed up with Oswald, you already know the answer.”


“The Governor,” I said as my suspicions crystallized into a rather ugly picture.


With a sarcastic grin and fingers drumming on the tabletop, she continued, “You deserve a cookie, Mike. That means you also know what body he’s in.”


“Yeah.”


“Good, I’m glad we can skip all the emo-melodrama. The Governor was keeping tabs on you. When you enlisted, he sent me to see if you had any powers or potential. Frankly, you didn’t seem special at all, but he wanted me to stick around and keep an eye on you. So, I settled in and started grooming dear old Donnie. Such a waste. He had such potential.”


“Yeah, dear old Donnie … too bad he tried to kill me. Well that covers the good old days. So you work for De Soto?”


“More often than not, yes. But not always by choice. The question is what are you planning to do about the most powerful Skinwalker I’ve ever met?”


“First, I need to know if there’s anything left of my dad worth saving.” It was the million dollar question.


“I’m pretty sure there is. There have been a couple of times that I’ve been around David Michaels that he’s acted differently.”


“Should’ve seen the name change thing coming. If that’s the case, do you think my dad is a willing participant?”


“Well, De Soto surrounds himself with beautiful women, lots of money, drives expensive cars, and goes to all the best parties. Draw your own conclusions. So knowing that, are you still going to try and eliminate Hernando?”


“Does he know that I’ve become a Ferryman?” I answered her question with another. I’d just warmed up to the notion that Dad wasn’t a complete dick for abandoning our family when I was nine. Did Dad have any say in the matter?


“That topic hasn’t come up in conversation, but since you’re in the area, I’m sure he’ll hear about it soon enough.”


I exhaled a long breath. “Marvelous. I’m guessing he’ll come after me.”


“Count on it.  Your dad is over the hill and out of shape. You seem to be taking good care of yourself, and are in your early twenties. I’m sure De Soto would love to trade in on a newer model of Ross.”


“A Skinwalker in Jersey tried that. It didn’t end well for him.”


She clucked her tongue. “Yes, I’ve seen firsthand what happens when someone who isn’t prepared attempts to possess a Ferryman.  But De Soto is not some little Mafioso with delusions of grandeur. Even with Oswald, you will need luck to beat him.”


“Why is that? What exactly can De Soto do?” Oswald was never very certain about what this Governor character was capable of.


“He can be outside of a body and still have a piece of him inside controlling it. He can somehow split himself off into separate parts.”


“What?” I almost asked how that was possible, but stopped myself. Things had progressed to the point where I couldn’t rule out anything in the world of the paranormal.


“The original Skinwalkers in this part of the world were Indian shamans. All those legends about spirit guides, they were ghosts possessing animals. Possessing humans was supposed to be a taboo. De Soto learned their secrets and then wiped most of them out. He can control a pack of wild dogs, or a murder of crows, and still be inside a human host. That is how he can stay so powerful. That’s why it’ll be nearly impossible to surprise him.”


“How does that work?” This was sounding much worse than I imagined.


“He can store his extra power inside animals so that he is able to Skinwalk without burning up a host, but he can control the animals. If he leaves the body, he can summon all that power back to him. He’s only vulnerable for a few seconds and then you’re facing a ghost every bit as powerful as William … perhaps even more.”


My suspicious nature kicked in. “Aren’t you just a fountain of information all of the sudden? Tell me why I should believe you?”


“He’s the most powerful spirit in these parts. My existence would be much easier without him around.”


“So, you want the Governor out of the way. Typical. The only problem being out in front is you’re always watching your back. I guess that’s what you wanted William for.”


“Clever deduction, Mike. William had enough power and guile to have a good chance of pulling it off. You and Oswald combined have more power, but lack the necessary cunning. If you’re going to destroy him, you’re going to need my help.”


“You’re delusional if you think I’m going to trust you,” I said.


She smiled. It wasn’t the face that launched a thousand ships, more like the one that launched a thousand schemes. “Mike, I will tell you this one truth about me. It’s the only thing you’ll ever need to know. I will always do what is best for me. As long as working with you is that, I won’t turn on you. Can you say that much about, Oswald?”


At that point, I came to the conclusion that Virginia Poe hated me. “Gather allies,” she said. A few more allies like this and I would be stabbed in the back before I ever ran into De Soto.


“Alright Cassandra, we work together. Don’t make me regret this.” 


“Do you have a pen and something to write on?”


“Here.” I handed her a pen and a pad of sticky notes.


“The number of a body I use in Phoenix. Give me twenty-four hours before you call it.”


“All I need is the Governor’s address,” I said.


“I’ll give that up along with everything else I know when we meet up there. Call it an insurance policy, Ross. I’d use this body, but she is booked here for the rest of the week. I’ll leave her here and catch up with you. This deal is between you and me. Keep Oswald away from me and out of it! I’m not coming within spitting distance of him.”


I shook my head and said, “Is that all she is to you, a body?”


“This one? Don’t waste any time feeling bad on her account. She spent two years lying to her middle class parents about being in medical school and bleeding them dry, while supporting her nose candy habit. The closest she’s ever going to get to medicine is dressing up in a nurse’s costume. I like them pretty and pathetic. Would you be surprised to know that Sonya’s family was rich?”


Shrugging, I brushed it off. Cassandra didn’t need to know I’d been in contact with her former host, who had seen enough to want to turn her life around. Maybe I’d become jaded to the point where I knew there was an endless supply of people for Cassandra to use.


“I’ll get Oswald out of town. If I don’t, you might be the only ghost left by tomorrow night.”  


“See to that,” she said, giving me the impression that the local spirits meant less to her than her host bodies. “I’m due back on shift. If you want to hang around, I’ll throw in a freebie for old time’s sake.”


I stood. “No thanks, that part about you possessing Heather is more than enough to turn my stomach. See you in Phoenix, Cassandra.”


When I stepped outside, Oswald drifted over to me. “Do you have what we need? Can I deal with the Skinwalker now?”


“No, we’re meeting up with her in Phoenix. She’s going to help us get rid of De Soto.”


His face contorted and he said, “We don’t need the likes of her! You can’t possibly trust her.”


“I trust her to do what is best for her. Right now that means teaming up with us.”


Lee Harvey Oswald started past me toward the strip club. “I don’t deal with any damn Skinwalker.”


I grabbed him, spun out of the way of his punch, and stepped inside his guard while sweeping his leg out from under him. This dumped the ex-Marine onto the broken asphalt and gravel. Already, the energy was starting to build up around him and the neon sign out in front of the place flickered.


“Don’t be an idiot! She’s already told me how he stays so powerful. I’m betting she knows more of his secrets. Do you want De Soto or do you want to spend the rest of your existence wiping out random spirits? How many people die every single day? You’ll never wipe them all out!”


My argument penetrated the fog of craziness and seemed to reach him, for the moment. “I’m getting sick and tired of you telling me what we’re doing.”


“I’m right and you know it,” I answered and offered my hand to the unstable specter. He took it and I hauled him to his feet.


“We leave for Phoenix in the morning. Stay out of trouble until then and more importantly,” and I couldn’t believe I was about to say this, “stay away from Cassandra.”


Heading back to the Caddy and ignoring the looks of the guys getting out of a nearby car, I reckoned my life had turned into a bad paranormal remake of The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly. Which part did Mike Ross play? I didn’t know for sure.

  



Episode 23: The Wrong Impressions
 

 

“You’re staying there? That’s a dump, Ross! Have a little class. I wouldn’t be caught dead in that part of town.” 


It was hard to follow the thick accent of Cassandra’s current body, a Latina named Isabella. The hotel wasn’t that bad, and it was near enough to the Cadillac dealership. Pastor Duncan’s ride finally gave out and we were towed the last ten miles into Phoenix. I told the techs there was something wrong with the electrical system. Thankfully it was under warranty.


“That’s a laugh coming from someone who spends her nights in strip clubs. So what wonderful establishment are we meeting at? Let’s make it someplace semi-public.”


She agreed and gave me the time and the name of a gym. I responded, “I suppose it’s different than the usual strip club.”


“Not all my bodies are strippers,” she said with a scolding tone. “This one is a personal trainer and the club is an exclusive one. Try not to look like a vagrant. Check in at the front desk and say you’re one of my clients.”


“That’ll work,” I said and hung up on her.


“What did she say?” Silas asked.


I stared at the bus schedule in my hand and was already plotting how to get from point A to point B. If Pastor Duncan had been here the dealership might have given us a loaner. The two of us were flat out of luck. Back to public transportation for me.


“We’re meeting at a fancy gym around two. Amos and I are going early to make certain it isn’t an ambush.”


“I should come too,” Oswald stated and I could feel the temperature in the room dip. If I lived long enough to retire in Florida or this part of the country, I needed to bring a powerful ghost with me. It would save on air conditioning bills something fierce.


“You’re the reason she’s not coming here,” I answered. “Eckels wants De Soto out of the way as much as we all do. She’s going to drive me by his neighborhood so I can get a good look at the place. Then, I’m coming back here with the address and we’ll look for the area on the internet and see if there are any satellite pictures of the neighborhood, so we can plan our attack.”


Oswald, as usual, didn’t look pleased. I tried to throw him a bone, “Keep your eye on the real prize, Lee. We’re this close to the Governor. This is what you’ve been waiting for.”


It mollified him. Or at least he acted like it did. Divining the truth out of an insane person was beyond the single class I’d taken in Abnormal Psychology. Either way, I didn’t have time to sit around and debate the issue more, not if I wanted to be early for my physical trainer appointment. I said a quick goodbye to Silas and left with Amos.


It was a good thing that I arrived early. There were waiver forms to fill out and a whole bunch of other useless paperwork waiting for me. I also got to listen to the sales spiel from the overly perky, but attractive, female trying to get me to sign up for a longer package than the trial membership. In the Army, I’d tolerated all the mundane sheets of paper; it seemed like nothing could actually be done without it.


Adjusting back to civilian life, my so-called tolerance vanished. Under my breath, I told Amos to go check out the grounds, while I started scribbling away on the clipboard. The gym was nice with flat panel televisions all over the walls, racquetball courts, and all the other trappings of places I couldn’t afford. The gyms when I’d been a grunt were pretty well equipped, but heavily used. Between paydays, also known as the times I was broke, I’d spent much of my time in the gym or hanging out with Donnie Hodges or other workout warriors.


After I finished filling out the forms, Felicia started me on a tour of the facility, which seemed like it was taking way too long. I caught her checking her watch on two occasions and a casual glance at the wall clock showed it was twenty after two. I got that feeling that I was being stood up when a second female approached.


“Felicia, is this Isa’s new client?”


“Yes,” the sales girl responded.


The newcomer was about five foot nine, with straight reddish brown hair pulled into a pony tail. “She’s running late with some car trouble, but wanted me to assure Mr. Ross that she is on her way. Isa asked if I wouldn’t mind filling in until she gets here.”


“He’s all yours, Karla. If you have any questions about membership here, Mr. Ross, please stop by my desk.”


I nodded, but couldn’t take my eyes off the trainer. It wasn’t just because she was hot either. There was something … no, it couldn’t be. “Karla Thompson?”


The woman tipped her head to one side and said, “I’m sorry, do I know you from somewhere?”


She looked much better than the last time I’d seen her, months ago. Under the command of Roger Taney, Strong Vincent and some rather nasty ghosts held her hostage in a hunting cabin in Pennsylvania, terrorizing her because she was Darren Porter’s girlfriend. I guess she didn’t recognize her knight in shining armor. Of course, on that day I was wearing a heavy jacket with a hood obscuring most of my face and she’d been driven to near insanity – all minor points.


I weighed my options and the best I could come up with was, “Um, your parent’s cabin and the ghosts.”


Her hazel eyes practically bulged out of their sockets. “What are you doing here? Are you stalking me? Get the hell out of here before I call the cops!”


In a perfect world, she’d be thanking me for saving her life, we’d have a laugh, and maybe something from the juice bar. Unfortunately, I lived in my world and I got crap like this … all the damn time. “Hey, I’m here meeting Isabella. I didn’t even know you were here!”


She wasn’t really listening. Our unlikely reunion didn’t exactly bring out the best in Darren Porter’s girlfriend. Unless a shrill scream at the top of her lungs actually was her best. In that case, Darren might actually be glad he’s dead.


With all the eyes in the gym on us, I couldn’t really do much other than stand there while she went completely spastic on me. When she started whacking me with the clipboard, I blocked it and smacked it out of her hand, but she pressed with the strength only the deranged possessed, pushing at me and trying to generally inflict personal injury on my body.


After a couple of fingernail wounds to my forearms, I caught her wrists and held her while she continued her foaming at the mouth breakdown. The crazy broad spat on me!


A minute or so passed before some of the staff members came over and I let her go. She tried to come at me again, but this time they restrained her.


Felicia was much less pleasant this time. “What the hell did you do?”


“Nothing,” I said over Karla’s shouts of, “Get him out of here!”


“I think you should leave, Mr. Ross,” she commanded.


“I’m supposed to meet Isabella,” I answered, pointing a finger at Karla. “She attacked me. What kind of place are you running here?”


“Do you want me to call the cops?”


“Fine, suit yourself,” I said and snatched up my gym bag. Fuming, I walked out, chucking my temporary member pass on the front desk while being flanked by a pair of staff members. I could have easily stood my ground and even pressed charges against Karla, but if De Soto had any people in the police department, it wouldn’t be worth the risk of showing up in their system.


Amos rose out of the ground and followed me over to a nearby bench. “Mike, I got the impression that the lady doesn’t like you that much.”


I pulled out the Silas Parker’s phone and acted like I was talking into it. “Tell me about it!”


“I remember seeing her at that Porter fellow’s grave back in Gettysburg. Of all the places to run into her! You know, I volunteered to be part of the squad that kept her company, but General Reynolds handpicked the worst of the lot instead,” my companion said. “I told my buddies that I sure wouldn’t want to be her.”  


Yeah, I felt bad for Karla Thompson, but not that bad. I got the impression after watching all those cable access episodes of Darren Porter and his ghost chasers that Karla was some kind of trust fund baby and was the one financing that group. She never expected the ghosts to start chasing her back. After I set her free, she ran and never looked back. I won’t ever have that choice. Yeah, I wasn’t bitter or anything like that.


Taking the phone away from my ear, I call Cassandra while wiping off the blood caused by Karla’s nails on a towel I’d borrowed from the hotel. 


Von Eckels answered and I could hear her annoyance coming through the speaker, “I’m almost there, Ross. Just be patient.”


“Change of plans, pick me up outside,” I answered.


“Don’t you trust me?”


“For a change, it’s not you, Eckels. Karla Thompson knows me and had a nuclear meltdown when she remembered what I do for fun.”


I obviously caught Cassandra off guard. There was a second or two of dead air before she said, “What? How do you know her?”


“Long story,” I said and sighed. “The short version is she was the girlfriend of the last guy that was on his way to becoming a Ferryman. He died and a bunch of Taney’s crowd held her hostage for a few months. I got her out of there, but the incident might have left her with a few screws loose. The end result was either I stay and talk to the cops or take a hike.”


“Marvelous,” she grunted and added a few nasty words in Spanish. “I should just keep driving. You could screw up a wet dream, couldn’t you?”


All I’d known was Karla had headed west. Apparently, that meant here. “Yeah, whatever … This wouldn’t have happened if you showed up on time. So what’s your excuse?”


“Isabella’s jeep had a flat tire. Girl can keep herself in shape, but her car and her house are a mess. I’m coming around the corner. Where are you?”


I stood up and looked for the jeep and she pulled over to the curb. When the door opened, paper bags, empty water bottles, and a few other items fell out. Cassandra was right. Isabella wasn’t much for cleanliness. Amos shrugged and hopped in the back seat. 


The Latina woman behind the wheel had long, thick black hair, a tattoo of a heart on her neck - with a guy’s name crossed out - and big sunglasses. Naturally, the Skinwalker picked a looker. She liked her toys to be pretty. I tossed my gym bag into the backseat and climbed in. My feet crumpled some of the remaining water bottles and I yanked on the seat belt a few times before giving up on it.


Shaking her head, she accelerated back into traffic and cutoff a guy in a Honda. When he laid on his horn, she gave him the finger without missing a beat.


“Asshole,” she said. “I’ve been driving since they had cranks on the front of these things.”


“I don’t know. I’m kind of with him on this one.” My comment drew a laugh from Amos Sweet.


“That’s funny, Ross. You assholes must stick together,” she said, stabbing her fingernail at the buttons on the radio like she was poking an eye out. After three stations, she stopped at a country-and-western one that was at the beginning of The Yellow Rose of Texas. There was an immediate change in her demeanor and I could see her lips moving to the song. 


Searching the corners of my mind, I remembered that Donnie Hodges said that was her favorite tune. Considering she usually danced to pop and rock songs, it was odd. With no other real small talk available, I went ahead and asked, “Why do you like this song, anyway?”


She shushed me until the song was over. The second it finished, Cassandra changed the station. “Because it’s about me, idiot. That’s why.”


“Come again?” Having just brushed up on my early Texas history I was a bit surprised.


“I was Emily West. The girl from the song.”


“No shit? I thought her name was Emily Morgan.” Apparently, I still sucked at this subject.


“Pick up a book sometime. Morgan was the man she was indentured to. After William died and came back as a ghost, things began to deteriorate for Edgar’s merry little band. I hung around for a few years, but I saw where things were headed. It was time for a change and one of the few instances where I thought William was going to destroy me. There was some ugliness in New York and I ditched the body I was using and slipped away on a schooner bound for Texas.”


“So the thing about her and Santa Anna…” I began.


Cassandra smiled at me. “The historians say that there was no way Emily could have known when the Texans were going to attack. They didn’t know about the ghost she had inside her, who could get to the spirits behind the Free Texas movement and make the necessary arrangements.”


“So you did seduce him?”


“Of course,” she said with a wistful smile. “It is funny how the people who think they know history try to make things fit. The truth is much closer to the folk tales.”


“Someday, I’d like to hear more about the Poes,” I casually mentioned to see if she was interested.


“There are things I could tell you,” she said, mulling over my request. “Maybe if we survive this, but not today. Today, we need to worry about Hernando De Soto instead of things that happened over a hundred and fifty years ago.”


Whatever details she might have concerning the family Poe, she’d hold onto like a bookie would a marker. If she needed something from me, Cassandra would use that to collect. That much was certain.


 

Dad had himself an adobe fortress in an affluent Phoenix neighborhood. It’s the kind of place you’d see on those shows where they go into rich people’s homes – big walls, gate with a call button and a black Bentley in the driveway. Using Isabella’s finely manicured fingers, she pointed out a home belonging to a guy playing for the Cardinals and two others, where guys on the Diamondbacks lived. 


“He usually has one or two living bodyguards and five ghosts at any given time,” Cassandra went down the checklist of what she knew and handed me a map she’d drawn of the interior. Isabella occasionally did a personal training session with dear old dad, which was when the two Skinwalkers conducted their business.


There was a slight reality check at this point. I wasn’t some Army Ranger; I’d just been a grunt. The idea of killing real live people didn’t appeal to me. Sure, I’d fired weapons in Iraq and on at least a couple of occasions something bad happened to the person on the other end. But this was different. There was no congressional authorization to use force here. 


I could deal with breaking and entering just fine. I tempered my uneasiness with the knowledge that Hernando De Soto had done many bad things in his men’s presence. With luck, this wouldn’t be a problem. Of course, the luck I usually had wasn’t terribly good.


“How powerful are the ghosts?”


“Strong, but nothing you or Oswald can’t handle. The Governor has lackeys and servants, not potential opponents.”


“Can I sit up now?” Amos asked from the back seat. “My head is inside a bag with a half-eaten sandwich.”


“No,” Cassandra replied. “Portions of his spirit are in the birds in the neighborhood. I’ll tell you when it’s safe.”


Amos made a little whining noise and Cassandra told him to quit acting like a child. One thing that I’d noted through all of this is that human nature doesn’t really change in the afterlife. There were the exceptions like Elsbeth’s dentist boyfriend, who had supposedly given up his cheating ways, although I didn’t believe him for a second. Amos died in his early twenties on the battlefield at Gettysburg. Other than updating his vocabulary, he wasn’t much different from the person he was in the early 1860s. 


Cassandra was another, far more complicated, story. So far, I’d been able to discover that she was part of a minor noble family in Austria and that, at some point, she became entangled with William Henry Leonard Poe during his merchant seaman days. Where, and more importantly, how she died was a mystery. I attributed her secrecy to the petty squabbles and intrigue of being part of the privileged class, who were taught from birth that they were better than peasants like me. As long as it was in her best interest to work with me, she would. The moment it wasn’t, she’d betray me in a heartbeat. It would be someone else’s heart doing the beating, but it’s the thought that counted.


As we drove out of the neighborhood, I asked, “So what’s with the heavy accent anyway?”


The driver glanced at me and said without any inflection, “It’s easier to let the host control certain things. They put up less resistance, which brings me to another point – don’t believe a word that comes out of your father’s mouth. De Soto can and will try to use David Michaels against you.”


I was still smarting about Dad’s name change. His name adjusted to his new and much wealthier lifestyle. David Michael Ross, Sr. was gone and David Michaels was his new identity. Bitterly, I wondered if that meant I could drop the Junior from my name. 


Cassandra must have known she’d hit a raw nerve with me and didn’t push the issue anymore. With only the radio playing, we weaved through traffic until she abruptly turned into a restaurant. 


“I thought you were taking us back to the hotel.”


“I think better when I’m not hungry,” she said. “This one has such a high metabolism that I feel like I’m constantly starving. Come on, I’ll buy.”


“Does that mean I can finally get up?” Amos said.


“Yeah,” she answered. “But stay in the car and try to stay out of sight.”


I remained on edge, looking for any hint of trickery on her part, until the drinks and nacho appetizer arrived and she began to eat like someone who’d spent the winter with the Donners. It would be interesting to meet the real “Isabella.” She seemed to irritate Cassandra quite a bit, which improved my opinion of the unfortunate woman. Scarfing down the cheese and beef covered chips, the Skinwalker confessed to purposefully overeating when in this particular body as a way of getting back at Isabella for her bad habits. It was like listening to a renter complain about their landlord, or maybe I had that backwards. Either way, in between bites we discussed how to get me in Dad’s compound or whether we should try to lure the Governor into a trap. Naturally, I favored some kind of trap.


It wasn’t exactly your everyday kind of chitchat, but I stopped living an everyday kind of life last year. Go figure.


 

After eating on Cassandra’s dime, she dropped us off at the hotel. Four hours in her company was about three too many as far as I was concerned. Using the plastic keycard, I opened the door to find Silas wasn’t alone. I’d expected Oswald to be there, but he was nowhere to be found. That worried me, but my immediate concern was the other living person in the room. Silas was speaking to a female sitting on the edge of the bed. No, it wasn’t like that. Yes, that would have been awkward. This went way beyond that. 


The old blind deacon’s guest was Karla Thompson.


Her face was a mixture of confusion, embarrassment, and anger. She stood up like a teenager, who was caught doing something bad, even though she was five years older than me.


I started by ignoring her. Yeah, I was that cool. “Where’s Oswald?”


“I asked him to leave the room. His presence was causing Ms. Thompson some distress.”


Making what was probably a distasteful look on my face, I hoped Oswald didn’t use this as an excuse to go take in the sights of the city. We didn’t need to alert anyone to our presence. As for Karla, perhaps during her captivity or some other time in her life, she’d developed a measure of sensitivity to the paranormal.


I looked at Amos. “Go walk around the building and look for him. Let him know what we found out.”


“Sure you don’t need me to stay and protect you from her?” Amos said with a wide grin.


“Har har. Very funny, Amos. Get the hell out of here!” Turning back to Karla, I held up my arms and displayed the band-aids I’d used from Isabella’s emergency kit in the jeep and said, “What can I do for you, Karla? You only got an ounce or two last time. Are you here to get a full pound of flesh?” 


“I deserve that,” she said, smoothing her palms on her knees. “I lost it when I realized who you said you were. All those things I’d tried my best to forget came back in an instant. I’m sorry.”


“How’d you find me?”


As soon as I said it, I knew the answer. “I had the waiver form you filled out on my clipboard. When I calmed down, I looked at it and I came to the conclusion that I needed to apologize. You weren’t here, but Mr. Parker was nice enough to let me wait for you. I’m really sorry, Mr. Ross.”


At least she wasn’t here to assault me. “Fair enough, Ms. Thompson. If these scratches are the worst I get out of my time here in Phoenix, I’ll be a lucky man.”


“What?” she asked.


“It’s nothing for you to worry about, Karla. Thanks for stopping by. I’m glad you were able to bounce back so quickly.” 


As I made a show of stepping to the side, so I wasn’t blocking the door, Karla looked miffed that I was just dismissing her like that. Seriously though, what else did we really have to say to each other? I didn’t really feel like shooting the breeze over the paranormal or her deceased boyfriend. I suppose we could have talked about physical fitness, since we’re both into that. And when that dried up after ten or fifteen minutes, she’d probably start asking about ghosts and Darren.


Beyond her, I could see the disapproving scowl of Silas. I doubted that I’d ever quite be the better man he hoped I would become. It was hard enough just being Mike Ross.


She took a cautious step or two and handed me her business card. I looked at it while she said, “Okay. Thank you for your time. If the police should come around, you can have them contact me and I’ll clear things up.”


My hand darted out like a cobra and gripped her arm. “What?”


“Felicia insisted on filing a suspicious person report,” she stammered, trying to break my hold, but I wasn’t letting go. “I didn’t want to. Look, it’s my fault and if they contact you, I’ll tell them I had a breakdown because you knew Darren and I’m still dealing with it.”


“Shit! Just shit! Silas, we gotta move. If De Soto does have a Skinwalker on the police force here, we’re screwed. Did the dealership call and say the car is ready?”


Silas shook his head, while Karla struggled. Finally, I just let her go.


“What’s wrong?” she demanded.


A much more even tempered Mike Ross, maybe one on anxiety medication, might have just sent her away and dealt with the problem and not the cause. I wasn’t that guy. 


Looking her in the eyes I practically barked at her, “What’s wrong? I’ll tell you what’s wrong, Karla. That little ghost world, the one that you and Darren kept trying to get proof of, it’s a lot uglier than you would’ve liked. There’s a five hundred year old ghost in this town living in my father’s body. He’s not exactly a nice person. We’re trying to get rid of him. If he figures out we’re here, he’ll try to kill me just like those other ghosts killed Darren. Thanks a bunch! Now do me a favor and get the hell out of my life!” 


“Mike,” Silas said in a serious tone. “Calm down. We’ll pack up and go somewhere else. We can check in under my name. You’d best be leaving now, young lady.”


Karla was standing there, stunned. I didn’t care. I had already thrown my suitcase on the bed and flung it open. My meager existence would be crammed inside in less than three minutes.


Hustling into the bathroom, I collected everything in there while unleashing a string of profanity that would’ve impressed the guys back in Fort Hood. Emerging, I chucked it into the suitcase and looked to see what Silas needed help with.


The man was calmly folding his clothes, the model of serenity, compared to my chaos. I also noticed the stupid bitch was still standing there and called her on it. “Why are you still here?”


“I want to help.”


“Karla, I’m not sure I can take much more of your help today.”


With her cheeks burning red she replied, “Okay, tell me something, Brainiac. You just said your car is in the shop. If you go get on a bus, it won’t be too hard for the police to find the driver who remembers picking up a blind black man and the white guy with him, will it?”


My silence was all she needed to continue. “Yeah, I thought so. Listen, I’ve got two spare rooms in my condo. If you’re really in this much trouble and I caused it, I won’t turn my back on you. Fine, I screwed up! I admit it. But I still owe you for saving my life back at the cabin.”


I opened my mouth, but Silas cut me off. “Mike, whatever you’re about to say, don’t. Just thank her and take her up on this generous offer. Harsh words create more problems than they ever solve.”


Karla, I could yell at and not feel a bit of remorse, but not Silas Parker. I couldn’t … wouldn’t go there. More than once, I’d privately thought that I’d come out here looking for the father I’d never had and found the fatherly influence I’d always needed, in the car with me. Say what you want about me, but don’t you dare say a bad word about Silas Parker.


At his request, I swallowed my anger and nodded to Karla.


Once again, I wanted to kick myself for not getting a ghost whistle or something else to “call” my companions. It was always times like these where I’d think, “Wouldn’t it be great to have this right now?”


Packing and getting the suitcases out to Karla’s SUV took less time than locating Amos and the lunatic. As I was doing that, Silas checked us out and spread a little misinformation. He asked the night manager about some of the church shelters in the area.


I sat in Karla’s passenger seat while Amos went to fetch Oswald. I was almost calm enough to talk and knew, even without any prompting from the man behind me, that I should bury the hatchet with our driver.


“Thank you for doing this, Karla. You didn’t have to get involved, but you did.”


“You’re welcome. Like I said, you did save me. I owe you and I want some justice for what they did to Darren. He left a message for me that he was going to finally meet General John Reynolds. Next thing I know, I’m getting a call from Darren’s dad saying he died at the hospital.”


“Reynolds got his in the end,” I said. “I took care of him.”


“What about Strong Vincent?” Karla growled.


I didn’t want to lie, but didn’t necessarily want to offer up the truth. Taking a second, I decided she deserved to know what happened. “More complicated. Most ghosts have a focus. It’s an object they are attached to. If another ghost has possession of that focus, the other ghost doesn’t really have much choice but to obey. Vincent tried to kill me on two occasions, but after I freed him from Roger Taney, he’s saved my life once and risked his own existence on a couple of other occasions. Taney was the real villain behind what happened to you and I took care of him.”


I guessed she wasn’t too happy with my answer. “What about Amos and Oswald? Why do they work with you if your job is to destroy ghosts?”


“I destroy the bad ones. I help the ones that want help,” I stopped and checked to see where the duo was. “Amos, I consider a friend. Oswald is very dangerous, but I need his help. Try not to talk about him.”


“Why?”


“Oswald isn’t his first name. It’s his last. The rest of it is Lee Harvey, if you catch my drift?”


“You’re screwing with me now, right?”


“Wish I was, but no. He’s the real deal. The ghost we’re trying to get rid of … that’s the real killer. Lee really was a patsy and saying he’s pretty bitter about it is an understatement.” 


Karla silently mouthed, “Wow.”


“Silas said that you could sense he was in the room. Is that something you’ve always been able to do?”


“No,” she replied staring straight ahead. “It developed when I was in the cabin. Darren interviewed lots of people who lived in haunted houses and he had a theory about us becoming attuned to their energy. Was he right?”


“I’m no expert, Karla,” I stated and pointed back to Silas. “Together we’ve seen a lot of crazy shit in the last year. Darren could be right, or it could be all you.”


“What do you mean?”


“Silas, you’re better at this kind of thing.”


He threw me a bone and took over as the two ghosts entered the vehicle. “Faith and belief, Miss Thompson, it boils down to that. There aren’t many things stronger in this life,” Silas paused and looked at Oswald before finishing, “or the next one. Those two things can sustain a person who doesn’t have food, water, or even the ability to see. They can allow a man or a woman to accept what others dismiss and at the same time inspire them to do great things or even terrible things. It might be that your belief in Mister Porter’s theories makes it so you can sense the presence of ghosts nearby because you choose to believe.”


“I didn’t really have much choice,” she said while Oswald scowled at the words of my friend. It made me wonder about what went on those times the two of them were alone. 


“Yes, things will happen that leave us no choice,” he said. “But when you make a choice based on your faith and belief, it’s seldom the wrong one. I think you made one of those this evening.”


I noticed Karla shivering slightly. She gulped and asked, “Everyone’s here now, right?”


“Yup.”


She eased her Honda Pilot out into traffic. “Nice ride,” I commented. I remembered her having a big truck back at the cabin. She obviously liked big spacious vehicles. I did as well, but lacked the means to afford anything close to this. Choices indeed, Silas.


I decided to change the topic. “So did you really like being on that show?”


“Oh god,” she said without much emotion in her voice. “You’ve seen that.”


“I got the whole collection in Gettysburg.”


“Darren had us all go as guests to some of the conventions they have for paranormal groups one year. Do you know what the first thing the audience wanted to hear was?”


“Let me guess, you screaming at the top of your lungs.” I remembered the one at the gym this morning. People probably thought I was killing her.


“Well, that proves you’ve seen them,” she continued. “Everybody thought it was a trick our sound guy did, but I’m really that loud. A small Indy producer actually had me go into a studio and do some screams that he could use in his low budget horror movie.”


Along with her very impressive pipes I also recalled the cameraman on their team had a certain fascination with her backside, but decided against mentioning that. 


“That’s pretty cool. So how’d you become a personal trainer?”


“My degree was in kinesiology and sports medicine. I really enjoy the gym,” she said. “Not many people get to go to work at a place they really want to be all the time.”


Karla had me there. Being a gym rat was a helluva a lot better than all the places where I ended up. So there I was, sitting next to this very attractive woman, who believes in ghosts, likes working out, and doesn’t really have a financial care in the world. Needless to say, I was more than willing to overlook her breakdown when we first met last winter and the scene that morning in the gym. I was usually the one who made lousy first impressions – second and third, if we’re being completely honest.


For a brief shining moment, the world of ghosts out for my blood and even the two spirits in the third row keeping the temperature down didn’t matter. Later, I’d realize that it was the first time in the days since she’d “moved on” that I didn’t think about Tabitha Lawrence.


I’m allowed to have dreams too, you know.

  



Episode 24: Dog Days of Summer
 

 


 

“Nice place,” I said taking in the sights. Karla had a sense for design as well. The furniture and décor were attractive, but without being too garish. The fact that it was also clean impressed me, especially after my trip in Isabella’s vehicle.


“Thanks,” she answered. “Is Mr. Parker going to be okay?”


“He can see me and the things I am touching or sitting on,” I replied and walked to the couch, putting my hand on the coffee table so my blind friend could find his way. 


The auburn haired hostess stopped and looked like she wanted to ask a question or three, but shrugged it off and said, “Can I get you two anything?”


“Since you’re being so kind, we’ll spring for take out,” I offered. The bright spot in staying here was my credit card ceased its ascent toward the max limit.


“You two have been on a road trip since the beginning of June,” she said in a no nonsense manner. “When’s the last time you had a real meal?”


I had to think about that one. “Does a cookout in Dallas count?”


Karla crinkled her nose, “Not really. There are some flank steaks in the freezer. Let me defrost them.”


We’d come a long way in the span of seven hours from when she had the mother of all panic attacks to the point where Karla was about to cook me dinner. No complaints here. Usually, things take a turn for the worse and not the better. I glanced around for some wood to knock on for good luck. 


Silas motioned at me to go into the kitchen and whispered, “You should help her.”


“Okay,” I said while nodding. Maybe he was trying to live vicariously through me, which frankly wasn’t the greatest idea.  


Karla tasked me with cutting up red potatoes and prepping the ingredients for a salad as she busied herself with the steaks.


“Where’d the ghosts go?”


“I asked Oswald to stay at the other end of the street in those places up for sale. He has a tendency to cause electrical problems and such. Amos is acting as a go between and he’ll be close by.”


She seemed relieved. “I hope he isn’t planning to stay next door,” Karla said pointing at the wall. “They’re nudists.”


“He’d probably get a kick out of it.”


“Did I mention they were a pair of gay middle aged men?”


I chuckled. “No. I’ve got half a mind to suggest he go over and take a look.”


“You play pranks on the ghosts?”


“Just Amos. He’s my sidekick. Strange life huh?”


She snorted. “Yeah. What’s Isabella got to do with all this?”


“I wondered when you were going to ask that,” I replied. Actually, I was dreading it. “There are some ghosts who can possess people. They’re called Skinwalkers. Some just want to continue experiencing life as a human being and others use it as a free pass to do whatever they please - like shooting John F. Kennedy.”


“That’s disgusting. So one of those Skinwalkers is in Isa? Using her like some kind of puppet?”


“Yeah, her name is Cassandra and she’s a scheming bitch like no other. The one controlling my dad, David Michaels, is the ghost of a Spanish Conquistador named Hernando De Soto.”


“I’ve heard of him.”


“Yeah, but I barely knew what he was famous for the first time I heard his name.”


“No Mike, I meant David Michaels. He’s your father right?”


No one ever accused me of being the swiftest boat in the water. “Sorry, I thought you meant the other guy. Strangely enough, we’re probably talking about the same person.”


“He’s bad news, Mike. Sorry to be the one to tell you that. He’s got this squeaky clean image, but people say he’s well connected, if you know what I mean?”


“Yeah. I’m sure he’s got his fingers in all kinds of pies. With a bunch of ghosts working for him, I’m guessing any incriminating evidence disappears and that bad things happen to the detectives and district attorneys that try to build a case against him.”


Sadly, I had already experienced how that could come in handy. Amos, before I met him, happened to be one of the ghosts that helped get rid of any clues that I’d been at Roger Taney’s museum and caused its collapse. It was easy to see how to abuse something like that. Travis had a detective in San Antonio to clean up any messes for him and there were all those factions back east vying for control.


To borrow a phrase from Alice in Wonderland, sometimes it was difficult to imagine how far down the rabbit hole goes.


“Maybe you should just walk away and leave it alone,” Karla said, sounding concerned.


“Even if I did, he’d eventually find out about me. I owe De Soto for stealing Dad when I was nine.” Technically, the Conquistador “bought” Dad from some other Skinwalker that stole him, but I wasn’t one to quibble over the details.


“But he sounds so powerful. What exactly can you do against that?”


“Oswald thought I was a Skinwalker when we first fought.” I tried to explain things in my usual fumbling fashion. “Our little scuffle knocked out the power to at least a city block and might have been responsible for a sudden thunderstorm that hit Dallas.”


She began processing that nugget of information and I decided to steer the conversation away from how much havoc my powers were capable of wreaking. Seeing all the meat in her freezer, I asked, “So are you on one of those high protein diets?”


“Yes and no. Mostly it gives me an excuse to eat lots of steak.”


She continued, ignoring my snicker, “Hey! I just like it. When I was growing, Dad was into hunting and I used to tag along. What can I say? I’m a meat eater. If you’re feeling adventurous, maybe I’ll break out the deer venison or the buffalo tomorrow night - assuming you’re not doing something related to ghosts.”


I hadn’t had my first dinner with Karla and I was already looking forward to a second one.  Damn! I needed to kick myself in the ass and stop acting like a junior high student talking to the pretty girl in the hallway.


“It really depends on what kind of trap Cassandra can come up with,” I answered.


She nodded and pointed to the living room. “Say, what’s Mr. Parker doing?”


“Reading his Bible.”


“What Bible?”


“A ghost made it for him,” I said. I didn’t really feel like going into any details about Tabitha at the moment. “Hang on a sec. I’ll be right back.”


Running into the spare bedroom where my luggage was, I rummaged around, pulled out a ghost knife, and scampered back into the kitchen. For a change, I could show off my abilities to someone that would appreciate them.


“Watch this. Nothing up my sleeve,” I said using the phantom blade on the remaining potatoes. The energy to cut them was coming from me, channeled through the blade, but Karla was sufficiently impressed. Like any good ghost hunter, even a semi-retired one, she peppered me with questions. When Amos checked in, she had a bunch more to ask him. I played translator. For a moment, I began having Jenny Goodman flashbacks and recalled Karla’s initial enthusiasm I’d heard on Darren Porter’s audio files.


When I admitted that I could also make phantom objects, she said, “Damn! I wish I had some equipment here. All of it is back in a storage locker in Gettysburg. It’d be pretty sweet to get some readings on your knife or even the ghosts if they’d let me.”


“Amos wouldn’t mind, but Oswald is powerful enough to drain the batteries or even break any meter you have. Why do you think our car is in the shop? It’s only a two-year-old Cadillac.”


Karla’s thoughtful expression darkened until I asked her if she was okay. She wasn’t too far removed from her panic attack and I worried that my life, for lack of a better word, was overwhelming her.


“I’m fine,” she answered. “I was just thinking how much Darren would’ve loved all this.”


“If he was in your shoes, Karla, I’m sure he would. Trust me, it is way different from my perspective. I don’t think he’d enjoy being me.”


“You’re right,” she conceded. “He’d be too busy asking questions and making notes to notice that the ghosts were trying to kill him. You don’t really like doing this do you?”


“What gave it away? My sunny disposition or the rampant paranoia?”


The sarcasm made her smile. “That’s probably why you’re so good at it.”


I hoped the scruff on my face obscured the blush that appeared. Maybe she was misinterpreting the stories I’d been telling. The sheer amount of mistakes I’d made to this point boggled my mind.


Trying to keep my answer nonchalant, I said, “If you call getting your ass kicked on a regular basis and more weirdness than any ten people should have to experience good, then I’m your man.”


For the next few minutes, we talked about my abilities until I steered the conversation toward her area of expertise, physical fitness. I described my routine based off of the legendary Herschel Walker and she offered a couple of observations.


“That’s an excellent way to build strength and endurance, but you should really incorporate exercises that help both your burst and agility.”


Why didn’t I think of that? I attempted a recovery by saying, “Well, I practice my martial arts and wrestling drills too.”


“Those probably help, but I could show you a few things that might help you get more out of your workout. Would you like that?”


“Yes,” I said, not even caring what I just agreed to.


Mercifully, Karla waited two hours after dinner before taking me into her converted garage workout room. She didn’t skimp on the equipment either. Even the dumbbells were high quality.


“I’m so jealous right now,” I said picking up a ten pounder and holding it in my hand.


“Can’t you just make a copy with that thing you can do? That’s what I’d do if I had your power. I’d have closets full of stuff. They’re only solid when you’re touching them right?”


I looked at her, down at the dumbbell, and then back to her, not sure if the hunk of metal in my hand or the person holding it was the real dumbbell. 


“Go ahead,” she said. “I want to see how you do it.”


Sitting down on the bench, I tugged on the “psychic tweezers” on my left hand and reached them below the surface of the weight and pulled. The density of the metal resisted and I needed a few minutes to let my head clear when it came free. Still, I was definitely getting better at it.


“Maybe I should open the world’s first Ghost Gym?” Even though physical strength didn’t necessarily count for all that much in the spirit world, it couldn’t hurt to equip Colonel Vincent’s forces with an extra advantage. Still, the most powerful spirits I’d encountered weren’t the ‘roid ragers or gym rats. Hulks like Donnie Hodges and Charlie Snowden paled in comparison to the shriveled up Roger Taney, malnourished looking William Poe, and my whack job ally just down the street.


Karla chuckled, bringing me back to the moment. “I’m picturing the spinning class now,” she said. “One instructor up at the front and a dozen bikes with no one on them and their wheels moving. Sorry, too creepy, I’d have to pass on that.”


“Yeah, it probably wouldn’t last long. Besides trying to keep the help around, it’d be a bitch collecting membership dues. Most of them can’t pay and the ones that could would look for ways to skip out on it.”


“So, if you’re up for cracking jokes you must be feeling better now, right?” Karla asked and put her hands on her hips. The smile slowly disappeared and was replaced with a predatory stare as I nodded.


“Well then,” she continued and turned on a treadmill. One finger pressed down on the incline button until the machine was maxed out. “Let’s see what you’re really made of Mr. Ross.”


I knew I was going to regret this.


 

“Where in the hell are you?” Cassandra demanded in Isabella’s rapid fire accent. “I went to the hotel and you were gone!”


My body was still fielding complaints from the muscle groups Karla proved I’d been missing with my workout regimen. She could have just told me and I would’ve believed her. By the end of that first hour, I was fairly certain that behind that pretty face lurked a sadist.


“We had to move, Cassandra,” I replied. “That gym from yesterday filed a report with the cops and I didn’t want to take any chances. What have you come up with?”


After an angry pause, she answered, “David Michaels is in town. I’m going to suggest we meet at his kennels. He’ll just have a driver and maybe one other bodyguard with him at most. I picked up a couple of tranquilizer guns and a taser to take care of them.”


I liked the sound of things so far. Dogs tend to go nuts when ghosts were around. Just watch the mutt at the house next to my mom’s back in Maryland. I felt bad for the critter, with all those spirits coming and going from there, but I never asked for this lifestyle and we all had to make some sacrifices. “Where’d you get the tranq gun?”


“This body knows a game warden,” she replied in an all business tone. “Back to the original question, where are you right now?”


I started to answer, but hesitated and then changed my mind. Karla didn’t need another encounter with less-than-friendly ghosts. “Let’s just call it an undisclosed location, for the moment.”


“And what if I need to meet with you face to face. You better not be thinking of double crossing me, Ross!”


“Then we’ll set one up, just like before. I’m still in town, princess and I plan to see this through. Considering your history, Cassandra, you’re the one who’d be voted most likely to be a turncoat, so excuse me for taking a precaution or two of my own. Just do your part and get De Soto out of his lair where we have a chance of beating him. Oswald and I will handle the rest.”


“Oswald … yes good old Oswald. Do you still think including him is the right idea?”


“If you’re worried he’ll turn on you after we finish De Soto, I’ll stop him, Cassandra. You’ve got my word.”


There was another pause and then, “Fine, Ross. Just be ready when I call. He doesn’t give much notice when we meet. It’s usually a call that says, ‘Be at this place in thirty minutes.’ We’ll only get one chance at this so, when I call, you’d better damn well be ready to move!”


The Skinwalker disconnected before I could make a comeback. She pouted like a child because I didn’t trust her one hundred percent; there was no shortage of reasons after all.


To Silas on the couch, I said, “And here I thought she and I were finally becoming friends.”


The old man guffawed and said, “I knew it! I just knew it!”


“What?”


“You’ve got a thing for the lady,” he guffawed, slapping a knee.


“Cassandra? Not a chance in hell, Silas.”


He looked at me like I was a school kid, caught in a lie. “I ain’t talking ‘bout her. I was referring to young Miss Thompson.”


Suddenly, I was glad Karla was over at a client’s house feeding some pets and getting the mail while that family was on a vacation to Hawaii.


“Huh?” My command of the English language failed me in times like this.


“You’re protecting her.”


“Well, yeah,” I answered. “She doesn’t need any more ghosts screwing with her life.”


“And here I thought you were carrying a torch for young Miss Goodman, but I don’t think you are now.”


Now he’s bringing Jenny into it? “I think you’re imagining things, Silas.”


“Oh quit trying to deny it, Mike. We’ve been working together for close to a year now. Most times you’re the one thing I can see and with the Lord as my witness, I ain’t never seen you acting the way you are around Karla.”


“What’s going on?” Amos asked as he walked through the closed door.


“Silas thinks I’ve got it bad for Karla.”


The Union soldier shrugged before saying, “She’s easy on the eyes, takes good care of herself, seems to have gotten over her problems with ghosts, and, most importantly, every time I’ve come in here and the two of you are together, you’re smiling Mike. So, you’ll forgive me if I agree with the deacon on this one. Shucks, if you weren’t sweet on her, I’d be more surprised.”


This was one battle I couldn’t win. Throwing my hands up in mock surrender, I countered with, “Okay, I like her. I’d be stupid not to. But both of you know what we’re up against and I don’t want her involved in this … not one bit!”


 

Knocking on Karla’s bedroom door at three in the morning wasn’t exactly something I wanted to do.


It opened and she was silhouetted in the darkness. I did my level best to not gawk. Even with shoes on and her in bare feet, she was still taller than me. “What is it Mike?”


“Sorry, I need to borrow your car,” I mumbled. “Cassandra just called. He wants to meet her in thirty minutes.”


“I guess the dead really don’t rest. Do you know where you’re headed?”


“She gave me an address. I should be able to plug it into the gps on the cell phone.”


“I can drive,” she said. “You need to finish waking up and get your ‘A’ game together.”


“You’ve done more than I could have wished for, but I need someone to stay and look after Silas.”


Karla opened her mouth, ready to argue, and I knew I was not going to win this unless I got out in front of it. Holding up a hand, I said, “You don’t have to face one of them to prove you can. Even if you feel like you do, this isn’t the one to confront. If you come along, that’s one more thing I have to worry about.


She placed her hand on my right shoulder and said, “Okay. The keys are in my purse on the counter. Be careful.”


We’d come a long way in such a short time and at least half the butterflies in my stomach at that moment had nothing to do with the ghost of a conquistador. I covered that hand with my own and we stood there for a few seconds as the barriers between us shuddered on their foundations. She could have moved first or it might have been me … I can’t really say, but we embraced in the dim lighting of her hallway. Karla’s hair was down and it brushed the side of my face. I took in her smell, the sensation of my arms encircling her waist, and the way the hot air from her breath felt on my neck.


If we kissed, I doubted I’d leave. There was an old saying that goes around the various branches of the armed forces. It’s called the “fifty-fifty-ninety rule” and it basically went like this. If you have a fifty-fifty choice, ninety percent of the time you’ll make the wrong one. My two choices were kiss her and stay or leave and go risk my life. Yeah, I was a dumbass.


Letting go, I stepped back and broke the embrace, ruining that moment. She followed briefly, but I grabbed her hands and gave them a gentle squeeze before saying, “Just to make sure, your car insurance is paid up, right?”


The expression on her face changed. The softness and uncertainty replaced by her normal half-smile. “Not a scratch, Mike Ross. Otherwise, your next workout … I’ll stop going easy on you.”


“Are you talking about scratches on the car or me?” She was brutal as a trainer, but despite the soreness, there were some distinct advantages to working with her.


She chuckled and answered, “Both.”


“Okay. I’ll do my best,” I said and hoped that would be good enough.


 

Three minutes later, I parked in the driveway of that vacant house down the road and flashing the headlights into the front window. Amos Sweet and Lee Harvey Oswald exited the building and made a beeline for Karla’s pilot. The engine sputtered as Oswald’s spirit passed, but I tapped the accelerator and compensated.


They climbed into the back and Amos began fumbling through the phantom weapons in the seat behind him. He came up with two knives and the crossbow. Oswald glanced sideways with a look of contempt on his face and he voiced the words I was thinking.


“The odds of those toys hurting someone as ancient as Hernando De Soto are laughable.”


Of course, I would’ve been nicer about it. I had my filing coated gloves on, plastic bottles filled with more iron dust in my pockets, and that foot long plumber’s wrench I’d picked up so long ago resting in the passenger’s seat. Cold iron, charged with my energy was still the best weapon in my arsenal that wouldn’t cause a heart attack. Thinking about that, I patted my chest and felt the cross and the pill container resting beneath my shirt silently hoping for help from one and not to need the other.


Amos wasn’t bothered by Oswald’s contempt. “It might be only a speck of dust to him or like spitting in his eye, but tell me something, ever had dust get in your eye or been spit on? Irritating, ain’t it? Maybe I’ll get one shot in that distracts him that lets you or Mike finish him for good.”


I pulled out of the driveway and accelerated out of the development. Passing Karla’s townhouse, I looked, wanting to catch one more glance of her form. I was out of luck or maybe my luck was saving itself for what was ahead.


“Let’s do this.”


Twenty minutes and a brief phone conversation with Cassandra later, we slipped in behind Isabella’s parked jeep and I tried to cut the lights. Of course this failed because most new cars have that feature that automatically turns on the lights when the motor was running. I was smooth like that.


Turning off the engine, I answered Silas Parker’s cellular phone.


The Skinwalker fifteen feet in front of me said, “Ross, I want you in the jeep with me. We go up two blocks, turn right and it’s the third building on the left. Send the ghosts underground and have them ready to enter the building through the sides. They need to stay out of sight until we’re in. You’ll go in through the door first, blocking the view of the dart pistols I’ll have. I’ll hand you one and we take out the bodyguard and David Michaels. Without a body, Hernando must come out and fight. When that happens, I’ve done all I can and the rest is up to you and your allies.”


“Sounds like a plan. I’ll be there in a second.” I hung up. “Guys, stay under the road to prevent being seen if De Soto has any animals watching the area. Oswald, pick whatever side you want to go through and be ready to go as soon as we enter the building. Amos, stay right under the jeep and follow us when we go in. You should be able to get some shots in and he’ll have to go through me to get to you. Any questions? Okay, then I guess it’s go time.”


Walking briskly through the dimly lit street, I climbed into Isabella’s jeep. The mound of garbage that had been there was gone and the inside of the car had been detailed. Apparently, Cassandra couldn’t take Isabella’s habits anymore.


“Are you ready for this, Ross?” If anything, the seriousness of the situation made Isabella’s accent even thicker and more difficult to understand. Cassandra was clearly as concerned as I was.


“As ready as I’ll ever be, Cassandra.”


“You realize that your father won’t appreciate you ruining his perfect life,” she mentioned, starting the engine.


I’d given that considerable thought since I realized the former David Michael Ross, Senior was probably going along with letting his body being used in exchange for the women, the money, and the fame. Was I bitter? Yeah.


“Well, my life has been anything but perfect for the last fifteen years, so you’ll forgive me if I don’t really care. After De Soto is destroyed, maybe he’ll have to stop coasting through life and actually make a few decisions on his own.”


Isabella’s body made a curt, chuckling laugh. “Good. That’s what I wanted to hear.”


Less than a minute later, we parked in the mostly empty lot in front of a trio of those prefabricated steel buildings people on late night television were always trying to sell. There weren’t many windows and it appeared that the nearby warehouses were vacant.


“I’m guessing he doesn’t like nosy neighbors.”


“Yes,” she answered, staring forward lost in her own thoughts. “Dog fights are held here … sometimes cockfights as well. Hernando enjoys violence.”


My opinion of the ghost had already hit rock bottom. I didn’t think it could go any lower, but it did. He’d probably do gladiator matches if he could get away with it. Was I nervous about walking through that door while knowing my father and a really dangerous ghost were on the other side? Yeah. Off the top of my head, there were at least a dozen things that could go wrong and I was trying not to think about it.


Grabbing the handle, I opened the door slowly. An unlit waiting area greeted me. To the right was the manager’s office which was also dark and empty. Cassandra motioned to the metal door with the small window that led down a lighted hallway.


Internally, I laughed at all the posters adorning the walls, especially the sad eyed cocker spaniel on the “help prevent animal cruelty” poster. Growing up, I never really had a cat or a dog for very long. We couldn’t afford to keep one. Lately, the closest I’d come was the ghost of a dog that now keeps Elsbeth Snowden company when she’s not out with her deceased dentist. I might never understand the mechanics of who or what becomes a ghost. With all the livestock and domestic pets that die every single day, it made me wonder why there weren’t animal ghosts everywhere. The best theory Silas and I could come up with revolved around the owner of the pets and whether they “dragged” the poor animals along with them.


“Are we just going to stand here?” Cassandra whispered, interrupting my mental wanderings.


“Let me have one of the tranq guns,” I said and thrust out a hand.


She handed it to me and said, “Are you happy now?”


“Yeah, let’s go. Oswald will be coming any second.”


The metal door wasn’t locked and I yanked it open and charged down the hallway while having flashbacks to my time in the Army doing house to house searches in Iraq. The object was to move quickly and prevent them from reacting. Cassandra, in Isabella’s body, followed right behind me. As the first door closed, we were already through the next door and into the main area.


Cages lined the walls and in the center area, most of the dogs were asleep or making only a little noise. Two men sat at a table in the center area playing cards. The first was a thick hulk of a man in his thirties. He had bodyguard written all over him.


The second? Dear old Dad. Face to face with him after all this time! It wasn’t like I’d imagined. To be honest, it was kind of pedestrian. Alarm bells rang in my head. The fact they just looked up without much in the way of surprise screamed “trap.” Then there was the matter of the stabbing pain in my left butt cheek, as a dart hit me right in the fleshy part.


All this happened in the span of seconds. I wheeled and shot Isabella in the stomach. She winced, looked down at the dart, and laughed. The dogs, awakened by the commotion, barked and howled. Outside, I heard and ominous rumbling followed by a thunderclap and knew Oswald had also run smack into an ambush. Hopefully, he was faring better than I was.


“Bitch!” I screamed as I could already feel my body start to wobble. The tranquilizer pistol clattered to the floor. I couldn’t believe she rolled over on me!


It turns out she didn’t. The slight aura around Isabella strengthened and the Skinwalker inside of the young Latina stepped out. It definitely wasn’t Cassandra Von Eckels. The man looked like the sketches and drawings I’d seen on the internet - a thick, pale beard and mustache along with wavy hair. Like most people of that time, he was about my height.


Hernando De Soto threw his head back and laughed. “Cassandra is already being disciplined for her treachery. As for you, Mr. Ross, a word of advice - if you make deals with a Skinwalker, make certain the spirit in the body is the one you think it is.”


Maybe it was my already blurring vision, but the energy field around him grew even brighter. Thinking was becoming difficult. I lunged at him hoping to grab him with the filing coated gloves. He sidestepped my attack and laughed at my efforts.


The room flashed with his anger and I tried to figure out what I’d been able to do. It wasn’t me. It was Amos. The shaft of a phantom crossbow bolt protruded from De Soto’s shoulder. The conquistador reached up and disintegrated the offending object.


“Run Amos! It’s a trap!” The words came out slurred and I fell to one knee. My field of vision shrank and the last thing I saw was the angry scowl of Hernando De Soto.


His angry voice followed me down into the pitch black I descended into. 


“You will pay for this affront, Michael Ross. This I promise.”


 

Waking up proved to be difficult, like times when I’d dreamed so hard that I’d wake up and not know where I was. That’s was today. I struggled to focus and remember, but everything … memories, vision, hearing, taste … it was all fuzzy.


Feeling sick and wanting nothing more than to sleep, I concentrated on the feeling of imminent danger that gnawed at the back of my mind and the loud noises that assaulted my hearing. Dry mouthed, I salivated and needed something to drink.


Drugged! That’s what had happened. Memories started to return. There was an ambush and Cassandra betrayed … no! That wasn’t her. It was De Soto. The drugs made it difficult to see and messed with my hearing. What kind of crazy crap did they shoot me up with?


Suddenly and without warning, I moved. I smelled water close by and I needed to get to it. The thirst overwhelmed my scattered thoughts.


I found a bowl and shoved my face into it, not even bothering to pick it up. The noises were louder here, but I pushed them aside to quench my all-consuming thirst.


My mind cleared as I drank and I could think better. There were bars. I’d been put in a cell. All the noise was coming from the dogs in the kennels. They were jumping around and growling, probably in response to all the paranormal activity here tonight.


Deciding to call out and attract someone’s attention, I figured I’d get this show on the road. De Soto would come and threaten me, likely trying to steal my body. Whatever it was, I wasn’t going to let it happen? It didn’t work for that bastard in New Jersey and it wasn’t going to work for him.


The words that were supposed to come out of my mouth were laced with numerous profanities and, among other things tell someone to get their ass over here.


What came out utterly terrified me and I had to stifle the wave of panic and disbelief that washed over me.


I barked three times and let out a low growl. Trying it again netted the same result. 


Mike Ross was still alive and kicking, but somehow I was in a dog’s body! What the hell?

  



Episode 25: Barking up the Wrong Tree
 

 

Ever woke up and not really felt like yourself? Whatever drunken “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas” story anyone could come up with, I’ve got that tale beat hands down. Or perhaps I should say, “Paws down.”


Somehow, Hernando De Soto had evicted me from my body and stuck me inside one belonging to a dog … some kind of beagle. Making matters worse, I didn’t have any control over the mutt either. This wasn’t like being a Skinwalker. I was trapped inside of the tail wagging little prison. Yeah, talk about an out of body experience!


There’ve been numerous instances of sheer panic in my life and this bounded right to the top. Some of it must’ve bled over to the canine because I started baying like a true hound dog. This got the other dogs in the nearby cages going as well. After a few minutes of noise, a pair of human legs wearing sneakers appeared in front of my cage and smacked the bars with his hand.


“Shut up!”


I could feel the dogs fear as it let backwards and huddle in the back of the cage, shivering. It didn’t help, or maybe it did. I focused on the dog’s emotions, hoping that was the key to gaining control. According to what I discovered about the legends surrounding American Indian spirit guides, they were ghosts using animal bodies. After learning their secrets, the ghost of Hernando De Soto destroyed these older spirits and this is what he must use as punishment for ghosts that betray him. I wasn’t dead, at least not yet. Maybe the rules were different for me.


Fido, since I had to call my body something, looked around as I wondered if other dogs in the cages surrounding me held even more people trapped inside of them.


“Is that the little mutt in cage ten?” a second voice asked.


“Yeah,” the first answered.


“Mister Michaels said to call him when it was up.”


The first guy said, “What? Since when did he care about some stupid bait dog?”


“Since he signs the checks, I don’t give a shit what he asks for. Just wait here, I’m gonna to call him.”


I really didn’t like the idea of being a dog in general. A bait dog, well that was one of the hapless creatures used to train the fighting dogs for matches by giving them a taste of blood. My day had just gotten that much better. Now, both the beagle and I were afraid.


Trying to push my own panic aside, I focused on figuring out how to control this body. Without it, I sincerely doubt it that I was ever going to walk on two legs again, unless it was for some stupid trick. First, I tried sheer willpower in concentration. That didn’t work. Next, I imagined lifting my legs up and trying to walk around. My host body stayed curled up in the back of the cage and I was getting frustrated.


It’s not like the damn thing came with an owner’s manual! So, I thought of everything Tabitha Lawrence had taught me about pulling images out of objects. Maybe I could pull myself out of there, but where to start? That reminded me of the header I did into the dresser at the hotel back and Galveston. More than likely it would be a painful experience, but I had no plans to just stay here and take whatever was going to happen to me.


One hour, or was it seven in dog hours, later I still was still at square one. Frustration was rapidly turning into depression. That’s when my floor level cage opened and a pair of gloved hands pulled me out and attached a leash to my collar.


“Is the other one awake?” The man on the receiving end of the leash asked. It was none other than dear old Dad. If I knew how to raise my leg and take a whiz, he’d have been in trouble.


“I’ll go check, sir.”


“Do that. If it’s asleep put it in a carrier.”


I wasn’t sure who the other dog would be. Did De Soto capture Oswald, or is it Amos? Cassandra, yeah it could be her too. For my own selfish sake, I hoped it was either my union soldier buddy or the female Skinwalker. At that moment, Lee Harvey Oswald was my best chance of salvation.


Meanwhile, Dad looked down at me and said, “I don’t know if you can hear me in there yet, Mike. Tough break, kid, but you tried to go up against him and that was stupid! Bad things always happen to people who cross him. Listen, I’ve been where you are right now and I know it ain’t very fun, but you’re going to have to accept it for now. He won’t let you out anytime soon. I’m guessing you’re going to be ticked off at me, but by now you know how much choice I have in the matter. Best I can do for you until then is keeping him from using you down in the pit. You shouldn’t have ever come out here looking for me.”


I stood next to him, wagging my stupid tail, and on the lookout for any sign of affection. Rock bottom approached at breakneck speed. I hadn’t had a good chance to look at him last night. He was overweight and looked out of place in a sweat stained shirt and jeans. His hair was mostly gone and I swore if I ever got my body back that I wouldn’t end up like that.


A black Labrador retriever appeared, walking dutifully at the other man’s side. Dad accepted the second leash and I got my first experience sniffing another dog’s ass. That went on my list of things not to ever tell anyone about. It wasn’t all that it was cracked up to be.


Dad led us out to a van in the parking lot. I spotted Karla’s Honda had been moved into a space in front of the building nearby and I started worrying about whether De Soto would go after Karla and Silas. We were put into the back and Dad reached in and tossed us a couple of chew toys. Fido pounced on the squishy plastic bone and I felt simple unmitigated joy coming from the doggy. Apparently, the lab felt the squeaky baseball was inadequate. He came over and a tug of war ensued.


It was a pretty one-sided affair. Fido lost and was pretty miffed. One thing that I found fascinating was how fast the animal’s mood changed. The feelings surrounded me. He was definitely slighted, upset, and wanted that toy back. When he moved toward the lab, it let out a low growl in warning and wasn’t keen on my host body getting anywhere near. Unfortunately, the other toy was between the lab and the side of the van. I wasn’t even in a menacing dog.


As amusing as Fido’s problems were, I had bigger ones. Since focusing, concentration, and willpower hadn’t worked, I was willing to give relaxation and meditation a try. Given the circumstances, it wasn’t all that easy, but I didn’t have many options. Silas would approve, I’m sure. That led me to start worrying about him.


 

Seeing my body again was interesting, considering I wasn’t in it. There I was relaxing on a leather couch and drinking a beer and watching a flatscreen television. It was a damn shame I wasn’t exactly enjoying the good life right now, but at least my body was. Fido wasn’t really that interested. He was eyeing up the female poodle curled up on the other end of the couch. I had a pretty good idea who that little bitch was.


“Here they are, sir.” Dad sounded every bit like the errand boy he was.


“Thank you, David,” my voice came out, but it had a regal tone to it that just didn’t sound like me. “So here we are. You three thought you could destroy me. You made your schemes and plans, but in the end you were sadly mistaken. Of course, I was aware of your machinations since your meeting with that oaf Travis in San Antonio. There was a bird watching your fight with him and I was quite impressed with your skills. My bird flew to Amarillo to see you mongrels conduct your little clandestine meeting with this little traitorous snake.”


De Soto paused and petted the poodle and fed her from a little bag of treats. “Ah Cassandra, what am I going to do with you? I’d like to say I expected better from you, but we both know that would be a lie. Treachery is something you breathe. It is like air to you, isn’t it? If we investigated your lineage, I do believe we’d find a connection to the Borgias. Perhaps if you spend enough time in this new body I’ve provided for you, you’ll learn some loyalty and respect!”


My hand, well technically it wasn’t mine at the moment, pounded the cushion next to little Fifi. She yelped and dived under the coffee table.  De Soto threw his head back and laughed before scooping up the treat bag and pouring a few in that same hand. I could feel Fido’s tail wagging. He wanted a treat as well. The poodle inched forward and ate them.


Yeah, he was playing a little mind game with us. After the poodle finished and was licking his hand clean, he yanked it back up to the couch by the scruff of her neck and held her down on the cushion.


“Let’s see what she has to say for herself,” he said.


Even with my messed up vision, I could see the glow surrounding him and seconds later, he pulled Cassandra’s head out by her hair.


“Please!” I heard the whining in her voice. “I’ve learned my lesson, Hernando. This will never happen again.”


He pushed her back in, causing the poodle to whimper in discomfort. “If only I could believe that, young lady. Perhaps, given enough time to understand your foolishness, you will mature. For the moment, you are where you deserve to be. Think of it as a learning opportunity. Lesser animals can be controlled, but it’s much different than humans. The secret resides solely with me. When you’ve proven to me that you can do this, we will talk again. Do try to remain sane in there. I would hate to invest this time with you and have you come out as a gibbering idiot.”


I had to hand it to De Soto. His monologues were better than Roger Taney’s or William Poe’s. My poor jaws were probably getting a workout under the new management. I sure as hell didn’t run my mouth like that.


Satisfied with his demonstration, he turned his attention to the two of us. His hand tossed a few treats onto the Berber carpet. Fido and Blackie raced to scoop them up.


“Now, I must decide what to do with you two children, who dare to challenge me! Lee, you insignificant gnat, even if you prepared for another thousand years, you’ll never be able win. Far better than you have tried … and failed. I know you better than you know yourself and you’re weak. What will become of you? I think I’ll put you in the ring and make you fight for me. Humiliation works for someone like Cassandra, but for you I think it shall be pain. When the animal holding you is killed, you carry some of that pain with you.”


More treats landed around Fido and I knew he’d turn his attention to me. “Mister Ross, first I must thank you for bringing this well-maintained body to me. I am wary of mortals that possess the ability to affect the spirits, so I will take my time breaking you. As insurance, I’ll be sending someone to watch over your mother. That should ensure your cooperation for the time being. The only reason you are still alive is out of consideration for your father’s long years of service.”


If I hadn’t planned on destroying him before that point, I’d have changed my mind. 


“But to show you that I’m considerate, I placed you inside a dog that hasn’t been neutered. Coincidentally, neither has the animal imprisoning Cassandra. The two of you will make wonderful parents.”


Again, he did the maniacal laughter thing while I vowed eternal vengeance.  He stopped when a buzzer rang. Grabbing a remote, he changed the channel to what must be surveillance cameras. A Mustang was at the front gate with a pair of bimbos in it. “Ah, it’s time for my massage. David, why don’t you take our new pets out back and let them run and play and then take the rest of the day off. I plan to test out this new body.”


Yeah, I was furious and a little jealous. It doesn’t take two girls to give a massage. I wasn’t certain how, but Hernando De Soto was going to suffer before he died. Dad looked a bit put out as well, no doubt realizing his days of getting “massages” were coming to an end.


Dad grabbed the treat bag and we obediently followed with our tails wagging. The only thing that I knew at the moment was if relaxation and meditation were my way out of this mutt, I wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon. I was that pissed.


The backyard was as hot as an Arizona summer could be. Anyone shoveling that “dry heat” bullshit should try it wearing a coat of fur. Little Fido ran around like a maniac and started lapping up water. This didn’t get my mind off of what was likely happening in the house, but it did give renewed focus. Outright control didn’t seem a possibility. 


It was time to try something else. Skinwalkers can either kick a person out leaving an empty shell for them to inhabit or they can do like Cassandra does and leave the person in charge, and “steer” them in the direction they wanted the body to go. I’d settle for that right now.


At community college I was trying to get into computers. Given all the electrical mishaps that follow me around, it now seemed like a dubious choice. Still, all the background information gave me a place to start. After all, a brain is a really complex computer. I needed some kind of interface to Fido. Direct mental commands didn’t work. I couldn’t think “bark” and make him do it. 


Next, I went with emotions. I thought “happy” thoughts. Ten minutes of trying to be upbeat and cheerful produced nothing but a turd. That, I’m pretty sure, was a coincidence. Anger, I didn’t bother with, because Fido had been getting a steady dose of that since I figured out what was going on.


What did the dog want? The only thing I came up with was the damn chew toy. The back door opened and Dad let us inside. More water and actual dog food followed. Fido didn’t mind, but I did. After eating, he wandered around the house for a little while before curling up on a blanket.


No, don’t close your eyes! I don’t want to …


 

When Fido woke up, the sun was in a different position and I hadn’t known what to expect. Time had definitely passed. It was a dreamless sleep. I thought maybe I’d be awake the whole time, but it was like a switch had been flipped off and then back on. My computer comparison came back and I guess I just exited hibernation mode. The frustration came in waves - small wonder De Soto made that comment about sanity. 


Fido trotted over to the food bowl giving the sleeping lab a wide berth. If it was any consolation, I’d have a shiny coat after all this. Food, water, and play - those were the only things that got my dog host’s attention. It didn’t understand commands or emotions. I wondered what it could understand.


Thinking about that chew toy, I tried to make a three dimensional image of it in whatever part of this was “my mind.” When I finished, I attempted to push it into the rest of the mind with no luck. Then I imagined it over on the carpet just by the couch.


Fido stood up and started walking toward in that direction. Hope surged inside of me, but I didn’t want to get carried away. I moved the image of the chew toy to over by the wall and the dog stopped and looked around. His anticipation and curiosity surrounded me and he turned and moved over toward the wall.


Success! Or at least it was a start. I had the beginnings of what I wanted to call DOS or the Dog Operating System. Yeah, that was a programming joke. In reality, it was more like a Windows interface. The chew toy image became like a mouse pointer to tell Fido, “Go here.” Using it gave me some measure of mobility. Now, I needed to figure out other images to produce different results. At a mirror attached to a closet, I got my first good look at my host body. Fido was white with brown markings, maybe a year old and far cuter than dangerous looking.


In the back of my mind, I recalled De Soto mocking us and saying how it would take a long time and thought, “Well, up yours, buddy! Maybe you thugs with your black powder rifles looting the New World just weren’t all that swift. In less than a day, I’ve got my dog out and about, because that’s how I roll!”


Moving toward something was good, so I decided to try making Fido move away. I put the image of Blackie with the chew toy at the wall. Fido stopped, but didn’t back away. It needed something more. After another twenty minutes, I fooled the dog into thinking the image growled. Adding an audio component did the trick. I could now make my dog back away from something. 


Images and sounds worked. Smells and taste could as well, but I wasn’t sure how I could emulate that at the moment. Like learning how to walk, I was going to need lots of practice. It reminded me of trying to play a computer game using just the keyboard and no joystick. Still, I didn’t have anything to do at the time, so got to work, even though I wasn’t certain what I could do with it. Did I really want to bite my own body?


 Deciding to see if I was limited to things Fido had actually experienced, I started making up stuff. A fake “belly rub” could make the tail wag. I wasn’t sure what that would do for me other than answer the question about whether or not the tail wagged the dog. The baying and barking from when I first awakened in Fido were recycled and I got the impression that he thought he was joining in with another dog.


The person who let us outside wasn’t Dad or the earlier bodyguard. De Soto must have them working in shifts. Circling the yard, I noticed a bird perched on the high privacy fence, watching us. Hernando might be enjoying my new body, but he wasn’t going to let his guard down, so I’d have to be careful about how much I influenced Fido. Would the piece of De Soto still in it “die” if Fido did his best impression of a bird dog? Of course, it made me wonder what happened if my dog dies while I’m in it. De Soto said that a ghost would feel the pain of death, but it was established that I’m not a ghost. 


For the moment, the point was moot. I had no way of making my canine host attack something and taking a runner out of the second floor window might not kill the dog even if I wanted to give it a try. If I was desperate enough, I could always find the nearest power cord, once I figured out how to make Fido bite, and make like the cat in that Christmas Vacation movie. I’d keep that for a last chance gamble and I wasn’t quite there yet.


Blackie left me alone, but obviously wanted to be the dominant male. The poodle was skittish and I watched it for a short time looking, to see if Cassandra had been able to figure out how to control her animal, but couldn’t discern anything from her movements.


 

De Soto kept us in the kitchen that night with a couple of dog gates preventing us from getting anywhere. Fido was enjoying a hearty dinner of what was left after Blackie ate. Cassandra’s poodle was already resting on the newspaper and staring at the light in the living room.


As my host finished up, I projected the chew toy around the room, so I could make sure there were no cameras in the kitchen. There didn’t seem to be any, but I couldn’t be sure. No birds were currently on the sill or the back porch.


I had a window of opportunity to let Cassandra know I was learning something, but did I want to do it? She’s a self-serving bitch if ever there was one. To borrow a dog term, would she roll over on me the first chance she got?


Blackie wouldn’t let me get close to him, so I had to gamble on Von Eckels. I put the image of the chew toy right in front of her had Fido walk in front of her and turn to face her.


Fifi moved out of my way, probably uncertain of what my dog was doing, but I didn’t care about her. I was trying to let her passenger in on my secret.


Under my direction Fido moved in front of her again. I made him wag his tail for good measure and bumped into her like I wanted to play. I did it three more times to make certain she got the message and then went back to lie on the floor away from the newspaper and behind the large kitchen island which would block any view from the windows. At least if Fido went, someone would have to clean up the mess. Yeah I was being petty, but they stuck me inside a damn dog! 


Thinking of the usual canine tricks, I worked on the shake hands thing for at least a full hour before I could get Fido sitting on his haunches with a raised paw. 


That was about as far as I could get before my host decided it was time for some rest and I blacked out with him.


In the morning, I ate and listened to the housekeeper bitch about Fido pissing on the floor. I got my nose rubbed in it which was pretty bad, but didn’t approach stuff we did to each other for fun back in the Army. At least Fido didn’t crap!


After my disciplining, I hid in the corner behind where Fifi was sleeping. Since I was there, I wanted to try out the whole paw thing I’d been working on last night. Putting the image out of a paw on Fifi’s side, I had Fido reach out and touch her with the left paw. That’s when things got interesting.


I felt Fifi wake up and Cassandra as well.


Her thoughts came through, “… another miserable day. I don’t think I can take much more of this!”


“Cassandra!”


“Ross? Mike?”


I lost my focus and Fido pulled his paw back. Forcing him to do it again I reconnected.


“Sorry, I’m not very good at this,” I said keeping the image of Fido’s paw on her side.


“How are you doing it? Can you get us out of here?”


“Not yet. As for how, use images and sounds. This dog likes that damn plastic bone. I imagine it in his vision and he goes in that direction.”


She responded, “Okay, I can do that, but how does that help us?”


“I’m not sure, but it’s a start.”


“What else can you … shit!” Cassandra exclaimed as Fifi stood up and walked away, not enjoying my dog pawing her.


The strange thing I noted was a few minutes later when I came up on her side, I tried it with the right front paw and noting happened. Quickly, I shifted to my left and I could speak to her again. At first, I thought it might be a left brain and right brain thing, but then I remembered Tabitha and my “psychic tweezers.” 


After a close examination of the left paw, I wanted to laugh. Damn if there wasn’t just the slightest tinge of whiteness where the tips of the nails were! Now I was getting somewhere. Of course, lacking an opposable thumb, I couldn’t pull a phantom image or in this case a ghost from inside an object, but that was just a minor setback. I’d figure out how to work this to my advantage.


Naturally, this led me to wonder about the increasingly sinister role of my not-so-innocent benefactor, Virginia Poe. Did she know this was coming? Was this situation behind her manipulation of Tabitha Lawrence? If I - correction - when I got out of this, I planned to ask Edgar’s wife.


During our morning session out in the yard, I kept an eye on the poodle to see if my advice had helped the Skinwalker in directing the animal she was inside. When she started trotting alongside of me for a minute, I was fairly certain she had at least gotten the basics of the technique down. The presence of the watching crow prevented me from trying to communicate with her again until we went back inside.


Once we were in the kitchen, I tried to “get in touch” with Oswald. Despite Fido’s and, quite honestly, my own misgivings, I made the dog try and put the left paw on the larger black Labrador retriever. It turned and snapped at me right as I tried to yell for Oswald.


Fido yelped and my primitive control interface crashed against the animal’s self-preservation instinct. There was a decent amount of pain as the beagle scurried to the other end of the kitchen. The dog shivered in the corner for a minute and then determined that the other dog wasn’t going to pursue the matter, so Fido went prone and licked the where we’d been nipped.


I could feel, if that’s the best word for it, the tongue on my tweezer ends. There was a sensation there and an idea was born. Could I use Fido to pull me out? I’d have to figure out a way for him to bite his own paw, but if I could get a hand out, then I could grab onto something like a chair leg and make the beagle back off to get more of me out.


This idea sounded painful, but it seemed to fall into line with all my other stupid plans.

  



Episode 26: The Dogs of War
 

 

Learning to read Fido’s signals was an interesting exercise to say the least. Other than fear, his main concerns involved eating, drinking, and where to go to the bathroom. He could’ve easily been a college freshman. Since I nothing else to do, I paid attention and became a student of all things beagle. The most astounding discovery that came out of it was the little guy had a very touchy digestive tract and it showed … all over the place.


Both Fido and I jumped, startled by the sound of a vacuum cleaner. I put the chew toy image up at the gate from the kitchen to the living room and Fido reluctantly shuffled over there. My real body was nowhere in sight, but my father sat on the couch leering at the maid’s ass as she went about her business.


Who’s the real dog here, anyway?


Figuratively letting go of Fido, the canine wandered away while I got pissed off about my situation. This whole trip had been to free this loser from the life he was living. It turned out that he doesn’t mind being a slave so much. Yet another instance where I should’ve listened to Mom.  Now, I was the one that needed rescuing and there weren’t many people, living or dead, that would be able to do it.


Silas? It didn’t seem very likely and there wasn’t much he could do. Strong Vincent? No, I was too far away and even if he brought every ghost in his little kingdom, he wouldn’t stand a chance. To be honest, the only ghost I knew with the necessary kind of pull was Virginia Poe. Her agenda remained a mystery. She told me that this was the path I was supposed to be on! Hah! For all I knew, this could’ve been her plan all along and she might be out cutting a deal with De Soto while I am literally chasing my tail.


Needless to say, spending a couple of lonely days in a dog’s body can lead to bouts of paranoia. It probably wasn’t a picnic for the dog either as all my disjointed mental ramblings were causing the mutt to have a canine meltdown. 


Back when the lecherous couch potato and Mom were still together, they’d drop me off at Grandpa Warren’s house one weekend out of the month and I’d hang out with him. He’d play his harmonica and let me jump around like the energetic little eight-year-old I was until I was tired. Afterwards, he’d say, “A body’s only got so much room for crazy in it, boy. Sometimes you just got to get some of it out of your system.”


I used to think he did it to wear me out so we both could take a nap, but now I was beginning to believe Grandpa W. was a man ahead of his time.


 

A few minutes later, Fido continued working off the nervous energy I’d been feeding him. He was calm enough that I could take control and go bumping into Cassandra’s poodle. Oswald’s dog still didn’t like my beagle and I’d only been able to exchange a couple of words before Fido’s flight or fight instincts got the better of the body and I’d scamper off.


Cassandra wasn’t the best conversationalist. She wasn’t doing so well as a prisoner either, but she was the only one I could talk to without getting bit. 


“You making any progress?” I asked.


“Some,” came her faint answer. She “sounded” tired, if that was possible. “I can move the dog, but only toward a general area, and I’ve figured out how to make her pant.”


I watched as she demonstrated. If I ever made it to the late night talk show circuit, I suppose I could show the one guy a really stupid pet trick or something. Still, any measure of control we achieved was a step in the right direction.


“See if you can figure out a way to make her bite,” I said. “Try images of food or aggression. Maybe try to put your dog into Blackie’s personal space or whatever.”


“Have you been able to speak to Oswald?”


“Only a couple of times,” I answered. “His dog and mine don’t get along.”


“A poodle bite isn’t going to count for much,” she replied.


“Just do it. I’m working on a plan and learning how to bite is part of it.”


“Care to share with the rest of the class?”


“When I’ve got something beyond biting, I’ll let you know.” I broke the connection. I lied to her, but she has a long history of selling people out. The possibility existed that she was already working for De Soto. I wouldn’t put anything past her and wasn’t going to give her any more info than necessary. In truth, I didn’t know if I could get Fido to bite his own paw and would rather have a poodle biting me over the other choice. Yeah, I’m stupid - just not that stupid.


Moving away from the poodle, I watched the irate housekeeper open the gate and enter the kitchen muttering something in Spanish. I took careful note of the still open gate and figured she wouldn’t get in that much trouble. Sneaking out of it, I didn’t see my good-for-nothing father. His laptop was open and the webpage being displayed was a gambling site. If I better control over this little guy, I’d have started placing all kinds of longshot bets.


Instead of being petty, I decided to explore. In the hallway near the entrance, was a massive staircase. If I had to guess, I’d say it was probably that Italian marble stuff people always rave about, but what the hell did I know about interior decorating. When I was growing up, Mom and I were lucky if the pieces of furniture in the living room were the same color.


Making him climb up the steps was a bit more difficult. I think that, on some level, Fido knew I was getting him into trouble. He reluctantly climbed the stairs. At the top, we turned down the hallway as I looked for open doors.


It goes without saying that a dog’s sense of smell is considerably better than a human’s. Based on the scents, I guessed which rooms were bedrooms and which were bathrooms as I travelled the right side of the hallway toward a set of double doors that were cracked just slightly. It was definitely the master bedroom suite and I was interested to see what curios and trophies a ghost like Hernando De Soto kept around him in the hopes that I might find something useful.


With Fido’s snout as a prod, I opened the door and caught a whiff of a foreign odor. My doggie host didn’t like it one bit, but I nudged him into the room. He scanned the area and immediately locked onto the source of the smell. It was one of those big tropical birds, not a parrot, but a macaw I think, but I know less about exotic birds than I do decorating. There was no leash or rope tethering it to the stand and I thought back to Cassandra saying that De Soto can put pieces of himself in animals as a way of storing extra power. Wings flared and it made a sound to try and frighten me. That beak looked mighty sharp and those claws weren’t exactly trimmed. I half expected Fido to bolt with his tail between his legs, but I felt his instincts kicking in and he growled. He was a bird dog! It was in his blood. 


This might be the image I can use to make him bite.


The bird flared its wings as a warning and let out a loud screech that would likely get someone’s attention soon, but the beagle wasn’t about to give up so quickly. He charged and leapt up at the bird on the stand, jowls snapping and yipping like a deranged mutt. The bird bolted from the perch and flew over to the canopy of the bed. Fido jumped onto the bed and barked at it.


Fido’s barks became a low growl as a chill swept through the room. A shimmering apparition drifted downward. It looked like De Soto, but was much less substantial and I knew that the spirit must be one of his “pieces.” Even as Fido backpedalled, I grew more curious about the wraith staring at my dog host. How much intelligence did it have? Could De Soto see through its eyes or did he have to rejoin with it? If he could, my cover was probably blown. If he couldn’t, it would be when the piece reconnected. Either way, I thought I was screwed and didn’t have anything else to lose.


Using my “doggie OS,” I superimposed the image of the bird over the piece’s face and decided to see if my miniature attack dog could do any damage to a ghost.


The portion of De Soto in front of me didn’t really flinch when the dog leapt, charged, and jumped off the end of the bed. He or it probably fully expected the animal to pass through. I was counting on a different result because of my presence in this beagle’s body.


For a change, I wasn’t wrong. Fido slammed into the specter and all three of us went to the ground. My dog was nipping at the arms of the De Soto shade, who was frantically trying to defend himself from my four-legged avenging ball of fury. Even though I was in contact with it and De Soto’s mouth was moving like a scream, I couldn’t hear him/it.


These shades must be mute or not fully intelligent. 


I sensed the power contained. It wasn’t that intimidating. This piece of De Soto wouldn’t give a ghost like Amos problems. Keeping the image of the tropical bird fixed over the creature - I really couldn’t call it a ghost - I helped Fido open a can of “whoop ass” all over this thing amidst the angry squawks of the bird.


Little wisps of smoke, tiny geysers of impending doom, leaked from where the beagle bit and it was the first real nugget of good news that I’d had since I’d found myself in this predicament. 


“Mini-De Soto” managed to push Fido off and tried to rise. It became more difficult with a beagle’s jaws suddenly attached to his calf. He tumbled back to the ground and was unable to phase through the floor.


On some level, I should’ve been a bit repulsed by my version of When Animals Attack, but I wasn’t. Maybe that’s a poor reflection, or at least an accurate reflection, on me as a person. It didn’t matter. He could have hundreds or even thousands of these things. If … when I got my body back, I’d need to get used to destroying these abominations. 


Still, the only noises were Fido’s growls and the bird’s shrieks. The shade wasn’t really mounting anything other than a weak defense let alone an intelligent offense. In my opinion, the shade was damaged enough that it wouldn’t survive. If I’d been in a pit bull or even the dog Oswald occupied, it’d already be over.


My sensitive ears picked up the sounds of footsteps in the hall. I threw up an image of Blackie to make Fido scamper under the bed and hoped it was just the maid. Maybe she wouldn’t notice the leaking apparition trying to make his way back to the angry bird now balanced on top of the large flat panel television on the dresser.


“What in the hell?” It was a man’s voice. At least, it wasn’t my voice. A hand reached down and grabbed the shade and lifted, but larger chunks of it came away and the rest evaporated in a cloud of smoke.


A couple of seconds later the face of my father appeared parallel to the floor, looking at me under the bed and I actually wondered if Fido here could take him.


“C’mon, get out here,” He said with hand beckoning. I put the image of Blackie on that hand to keep my beagle scooting backward.


“This isn’t good,” Dad muttered. “He’s going to be angry. Out here! Now!” His hand slapped against the floor for emphasis and the dog responded with a startled little yip.


What little respect I had for the man went away over the next few minutes. I was more than happy to keep Fido out of his reach.


“Fine!” He exclaimed and gave up. “I’ll just let him deal with you.”


Dad stood and walked out of the room. When I was certain it wasn’t a trick, I had the beagle creep out from under the bed. The angry bird was still there. It now was perched on top of a dresser and eyed me. A good deal of effort was involved keeping Fido’s attention off of the bird. If I was going to be in trouble, I might as well look around some more.


On the wall opposite where the bird was, several things caught my attention. Ever since I’d been stuck in this body, my vision was off with colors being off, but I could see a soft glow coming from objects sitting on a set of glass shelves. De Soto had himself a trophy stand and I couldn’t help but think that some of these items were anchors from ghosts he controlled or souvenirs from previous adventures.


Without causing a huge mess, my dog’s body could only reach a couple of things on the lowest shelf. The one that glowed brightest was a necklace. Making Fido extend his left front paw, I touched it. There was a shudder and I knew that my little gift of object reading still worked, even in a dog’s body.


 

“Ah, you always give me the nicest gifts,” a woman said to the man in the mirror behind her. She admired the necklace around her neck and using her hands to lift the thick, jet black hair off her shoulders as the man behind her finished clasping it. She spoke Spanish and despite only knowing enough to place an order in a Mexican restaurant, I easily followed it. We were in a bedroom, at a vanity with a large mirror in front. I was seeing all this from her perspective. Before, I’d have probably let go of the object out of the shock of seeing things from a woman’s eyes, but considering I was actually in a dog at the moment, it didn’t bother me too much.


“I do so love surprising you, my dear,” the man’s voice answered. “Have you given any more thought to my offer and putting aside our past differences? I, for one, believe it is time for a reunification.”


“Such a pity, I had hoped this was a visit motivated more by pleasure and not business. Of all my loves, Hernando, you were always the most persistent. My island suits me. It is mine and more than enough for me. I’ve no interest in expanding my reach. I hope this does not disappoint you?”


“Did I not just remove a thorn in your side?” His tone was still conversational, but I could feel the bottled up feelings of annoyance starting to build from inside the woman.


“Did I ask you to do something about Kennedy? It was a grand gesture, but one I do not recall requesting.”


“I see,” De Soto said. “Allow me to refresh your memory, dear wife. Your small empire exists because I helped you make it. It continues to exist because I allowed it to. Yet, even now, after I removed a threat to its existence, you spurn my offers of alliance. It is time to repent your rebellious ways and return to your rightful place.”


She stood and turned to face the man who De Soto was possessing. “Perhaps if I thought we could actually coexist as equals this time, it would be different, dear husband. Alas, you are always looking for the next conquest. The centuries have proven one irrefutable truth about you, Hernando. That truth is you are never satisfied! It is never enough, is it? I spent the first two hundred years getting out from under your yoke and I have no desire to revisit the past. Now I see that the leopard does not change his spots, so begone! Do not bother returning for a long time, husband.”


The anger and frustration erupted. His hands encircled her neck and glowed with power. The man’s body staggered away and even though I wasn’t really there, I could feel the rush of power entering De Soto’s spirit. The surprise in the woman’s eyes was evident.


“Your host will be dead before your guardians can arrive. And when they do, they will bear witness to your final destruction.”


“Guess again!” She managed to croak. It even felt like I was being choked.


All around the room, dozens of specters rose through the floor. Some had the look of conquistadors and others were more modern. Most were men, though a few were female. One of the females looked very familiar – Virginia Poe. She was in the background, trying to blend in.


The spectral hands fell away and De Soto stepped back. I could see his eyes, cold and calculating. He was attempting to figure out if he could win or perhaps more importantly if he would lose. “I see your treacherous ways continue to this day. Very well, if it is a war you want, let us end this, today!”



“You assault me and have the nerve to call my actions treacherous!” the woman exclaimed while ripping off the necklace and hurling it at his ghost. “You are nothing but a wild animal, Hernando. Take this and go back into exile.”


The necklace hovered in the air in front of De Soto before dropping to the ground. “Keep it. One day I’ll come back for it … and you.”


The vision ended and I saw an entire finger extending from the dog’s paw. While I’d been in contact with the necklace, I’d come out a little! The moment I’d realized that, it started retracting. Desperate, I tried to hook it in the necklace and hold on. The object moved with my finger until that tiny tip from before was exposed. Damn it! I had a shot at getting out of Fido and missed it. Concentrating, I tried to extend that finger one more time. For a second, I thought any movement was in my imagination, but then it inched forward exposing the entire fingernail and up to the first knuckle. I felt dizzy and weak. Fido whimpered and I was losing my control over him. Blackness descended and I did the spectral equivalent of fainting.


 

Coming around, I found myself still inside the beagle and Fido was in a dog carrier. We were back in the van. Sniffing about, I sensed Blackie and Cassandra’s poodle were here as well.


“The gang’s all here,” I thought trying to squash any feelings of panic. At the start of the summer – what seemed like an eternity ago – Virginia had warned me that the ghosts out here were, “Utterly ruthless.” Having seen that Hernando De Soto had returned for that necklace made me wonder about the fate of the ghost he referred to as his wife. It probably didn’t end well for her.


At least I finally understood what Virginia meant.


Taking stock of my doggy-buddy, Fido was alert and a bit hungry, but otherwise okay. Glancing out through the bars that held us prisoner, I could see it was nighttime with the blackness occasionally broken by a streetlight.


The van stopped and the driver cut off the engine. At least I’d slept most of the way. That meant less time for worrying about my situation.


Dad and the other guy I’d seen playing cards with him opened the back. “These two first,” my father said. “Then we’ll come back for the big one. The other guy grabbed my carrier and hoisted me out of the back of the van. I could see that we’d returned to the kennel. There were more cars in the lot this time and I got the impression that we weren’t here for some upscale grooming.


Fido bounced around the cage with each hurried step the man took past a sign advocating a, “Kennel Club” meeting. The poor little mutt yelped and yipped his way all the way to the cages. I saw that a couple of the empty ones had been moved and there was an opening behind them with steps that descended. The beagle’s sharper hearing picked up the sounds of voices and the acrid smell of tobacco and alcohol.


It didn’t take a genius to figure out that we were heading down to De Soto’s dog fighting pit and, for the umpteenth time, I wondered what would happen if Fido died with me in him. I wasn’t a ghost and was pretty determined to keep things that way.


In the center of the small group of people I spotted my body with a bottle of liquor in one hand and a cigar in the other! I wanted to gag, but a cold shiver went right to the core of my being. Most everyone else was having a grand old time except for two other “guests.” One sat with a dignified calmness and the other resembled the caged animal that I portrayed at the moment. A very dangerous looking man sat behind the rigid duo holding a Glock pistol.


He’d kidnapped Silas Parker and Karla Thompson.


“Ah, the guest of honor has arrived,” De Soto said setting down the bottle and then slapping a knee. “I’ve heard that you were causing a bit of a ruckus at my home today. Like any misbehaving dog, I see you must be properly trained, little child. First, I’d like to reacquaint you with your friends. They were kind enough to come looking for you and save me the trouble of tracking them down. You, old man! You were quick enough to spot that I’m not really your Michael. Perhaps you’d like to use your gift and confirm the identity of our guest?”


Silas looked at me curiously and said, “What have you done to him?”


“Young Michael is in obedience training and the shell of a dog is suitable for that. Would you not agree?” 


Silas scowled and replied, “I suspect that one day you will reap what you have sown, Conquistador, and be held accountable by a power greater than you can imagine.”


“Oh, so you seek to invoke God? He has had nearly five centuries to come for me, yet here I remain. Certainly, I have done any number of things more worthy of his wrath than this. If we had the time, I would indulge you with the sins I’ve committed since my last confession, but I fear I would be talking nonstop for a month. Still, you asked about the Almighty, I will humor you with an answer. I have given much thought to the matter and have concluded two things, Negro. Either God does not exist or he does and allows me the freedom to do as I please. Tell me, lesser being, which of those frightens you more?”


Silas huffed loudly before his reply, “It’ll take more than that to shake the foundation of my beliefs. The wicked use any means necessary to justify their actions. You don’t frighten me, Hernando De Soto. You are a failure in death as much as you were a failure in life.”


If I could have yelled, it would’ve been, “Shut up, Silas!” For a moment, I’d thought my friend had finally snapped. He was deliberately provoking De Soto and I couldn’t figure out why until it hit me. De Soto was going to kill one of them to “teach me a lesson.” He was going to sacrifice himself to spare Karla.


Fido growled picking up on my anxiety. That drew De Soto’s attention. “Ah, another party heard from. I am curious to discover how much control you have over this animal already. I had not believed such a feat to be possible, but you have managed to surprise even an old soul like myself. What were you looking for up in my rooms? How is it you destroyed the part of me I left there? I am not fond of mysteries. I will have answers. To this end, I offer you a choice. You may select which one of your friends dies tonight.”


He paused to allow me to digest this information before continuing. “This will be your chance to demonstrate how much you have mastered the body you’ve been placed in. If you do not pick, I’ll simply kill them both. After all, I can always pick up the phone and bring your mother here. I suspect she will make a fine bit of leverage. David always thought of you as a Mama’s boy.”


Yeah, I was going to destroy him. He’d guaranteed that when he stole my body. Now, I was ready to make sure he suffered while I did it.


Unfortunately, my evil glare and bared teeth did nothing to stop his little bad guy monologue. He took a puff on the cigar and blew the smoke into my cage causing Fido to wretch. “So you see; both of these humans are expendable. Who will you ask me to spare, Michael? The old man seems eager enough to die, but from what I am told, you barely know the woman. Still, she is young, attractive, and quite possibly has a very full life left in front of her. Such a dilemma, is it not? Now, I’ll let you think it over while we watch some entertainment and then I will ask you to choose. After that, I will point to each of your friends. Bark three times when I gesture to the person you wish to spare.”


He turned my carrier around, so I could see the action. Only one other carrier joined mine on the rough wooden bench and I could smell it was the poodle. Blackie was obviously on his way to the pit down below us. 


I wasn’t worried about Oswald or his dog. Other things were on my mind. The little bars on the front of the cage. If I could get enough of my finger extended and hooked around one of them, it might give me a shot at pulling myself out of Fido. There was only about ten inches in the back of the cage, but getting Fido all the way back to it would free a whole hand.


First I needed to get his paw up on the bars and he wasn’t cooperating. With the loud noises and all the strangers around, my beagle was being skittish. The growls coming from the pit down there didn’t do anything to help either. Blackie was fighting some kind of mixed breed that was smaller than he was and already missing an ear.


After a few seconds, I knew one thing - if I never see another dog fight again, I’d die a happy man. It was ugly and brutal. Considering ghosts like De Soto don’t even care about human life, how could I expect him to care about the animals he was making fight?


The gruesome sight of the lab attacking that mongrel actually helped me concentrate because it drove home the seriousness of what was happening. Concentrating and focusing, I pulled Fido’s attention to the bars by putting that image of the chew toy in front of it. Fido edged forward and then back. I enlarged it and the beagle moved closer. Next, I started to flex my finger and stretch it outside of the paw. Difficult didn’t begin to describe this. Fido wasn’t a human. He was easily distracted.


By the time I got him into position, Blackie had finished mauling his opponent. De Soto used my hands and spun the porto-prison around.


“So young Mister Ross,” he began. “Will it be the young woman or the old man?”


I saw the look on Silas Parker’s face and the slight nod of his head. My life often degenerated into a collection of terrifying moments. There were firefights in Iraq and a certain roadside bomb that nearly did me in. Those paled in comparison to tangling with ghosts who were already dead and had no fear of repercussions stalking me. When forced into a fight, I could go at it like a caged and desperate animal, but I still knew fear.


Silas was different. He might have known fear at one time, but somewhere along the way, he’d dismissed it. It was humbling to see that much courage in the face of the unspeakable.


I barked three times when he gestured to Karla. 


“So,” De Soto said, “You do have control of your animal already. Most impressive, Mr. Ross. When you have mastered this form, we shall try an avian or a reptile next. Each type of animal presents different challenges. Even so, I will have to keep my eyes on you. How noble of the two of you to spare the woman.  Perhaps chivalry, she is not dead after all.”


The sound of my voice was really starting to get on my nerves.


“Truly, I respect your decision and salute you, even though I’m going to kill the woman anyway. You see; a living being with a gift is quite rare. Mr. Parker holds no interest for me personally, but others I know may wish to examine him in more detail.”


He was toying with me all along! Fido and I answered with a long and, for a beagle, rather menacing growl. Good dog.


“Much like the animal you currently reside in, this is about breaking you. You will either be broken, or you will be destroyed. When you have existed as long as I have, time is all you have. Take her down to the pit and put two of our finest down there. I wish to hear her screams.”


Over Brother Silas’ protests, Karla was pulled to her feet, but she managed to spit in De Soto’s face. Wiping it away, the conquistador chuckled and then gave a polite wave goodbye to her.


“Damn you to hell!” Silas said, shaking a fist at him.


“Ah, and here I took you for a turn the other cheek kind of holy man. Instead, I find myself in the company of a man spewing fire and brimstone. Go ahead; call on him to strike me down. You won’t be the first. All the rest have been disappointed just the same.”


The conversation continued as my carrier was repositioned and I wasted no time. Perhaps Fido and I had come to an understanding about the urgency of the situation. The beagle practically mashed his snout into the thin metal bars as I pawed at the bars looking for a spot to hold onto.


Straining, I forced the tip of my phantom index finger outward and slowly bent it around a vertical bar. It was exhausting, like trying to do a pull up with only one hand, but I’d made it this far. Now for the hard part … hanging on. Pasting the image of Blackie just outside of the cage made Fido jump backward and I immediately lost my grip. 


Damn it! I’d have to try again and take it slower. By the time, I coaxed the dog back to the front of the cage; Karla was already in the pit. One man untied her hands while the other held a gun on her. Thankfully, De Soto was too busy gloating and describing the action to the furious Silas Parker to notice what I was doing. Taking a figurative deep breath, I looped my finger around a bar for the second time and conjured the image of Blackie. This time, I put it further out and made inched it closer. 


Fido whimpered, but my index finger was out to the second knuckle and I could see the left middle finger starting to emerge. Quick as could be, I slid it around the bars as well. 


C’mon thumb! As soon as that comes out, I know I can make it!


I could feel the toll the effort was taking. There was probably ten easier ways to do this, but Karla’s time was running out. My phantom thumb emerged - the other side to my “tweezers” - and I hooked it through and getting a “solid” grip on the bars.


Too many lives were at stake. Praying this would work, I made the illusion of Blackie charge the carrier. One of the “benefits” of my adventures was I’d been conditioned to expect excruciating pain - small wonder there wasn’t a high demand for people in this line of work. So, it wasn’t a huge surprise that it hurt - quite a bit in fact. The best way to describe it would be to imagine pulling off a really long scab, except in this case, I was the scab being ripped free of the howling beagle.


Fido cowered in the back of the carrier while I pulled my way to freedom.


“What is going on here?” De Soto shouted and turned the plastic crate toward him. I got the satisfaction of seeing my eyes go wide in shock.


My whole ghostly left hand was out, with the right one behind it. Stretching my pinky through the bars, I brushed it against the flesh of my body and the result was explosive.


I snapped out of that beagle like a broken rubber band. One of the first things I’d ever learned as a Ferryman during the fight with Jenny Goodman’s mother was what happened when a spirit came into contact with a person they were anchored to.  Even though I was alive, the principle was just the same.


Energy surged into my spectral form drawn from my body and the chump who’d stolen it. The “physical” Mike Ross slouched almost like a drunk or someone suffering a fainting spell.


Going straight for the throat, I bowled him over onto the lap of one of the confused bimbos De Soto had at his side and screamed, “Get out of my damn body!”


“What the hell is going on?” the woman shouted and shoved De Soto aside. His eyes regained focus and fury. My body convulsed and went limp as he separated from it and came out swinging.


For the first few blows, I had the element of surprise and the fact he was more than a little groggy working for me, but I could sense he was regaining his strength, just like Cassandra said he could do. The air around us crackled and swirled with energy as the people who couldn’t comprehend what was happening instinctively scrambled away from us.


De Soto wasn’t used to someone who could play his reindeer games, or was anywhere close to his league. That much was immediately apparent. When I hit him sparks literally flew. Fluorescent lights shattered, sending shards of crystal raining down from the overhead. My punches and kicks knocked him all over the wooden bleachers as I looked to do as much damage as possible as quickly as I could. Power and energy shunted through my ghost form and I found I was absorbing some of his energy cloud as well. The blazing power inside me swelled. Free of the confines of my body, I didn’t have to worry about a heart attack.


The conquistador’s eyes opened wide in recognition and perhaps even fear. I could tell he understood the situation. “Help me!” De Soto yelled and three of his dead lackeys responded.


They attacked me, pulling me away from De Soto. Glowing with the fires of retribution, I slammed my fist into the face of the first one, knocking him a good five feet backward. The other two were pawing at me - one from the left side and the other trying to wrap himself around my back. De Soto distanced himself from us, so I couldn’t take any more of his returning energy.


“Come back,” I grunted while pushing the one behind me away with an elbow jab. “It’s only fair, you stole something from me and now it’s my turn!”


Rounding on the ghost to my left, I looped a right hook around that was partially blocked by his shoulder. His counterpunch landed at the same time and we both stumbled awkwardly. I couldn’t waste time with these thugs and let De Soto get back to full strength. The ghost grabbed me again. I let him and slapped my hands on his shoulders. Virginia had said to push the energy out from my hands. It was time to see if she was right.


All I could see was the look on the ghost’s face. I didn’t know him from dirt. He was a thick bodied man with a bent nose and a shaved head who tried to frantically push me away from him at the last second as a torrent of energy engulfed us.


Instead of the shockwave explosion like my cleansing bursts in Maryland or even when I was fighting Oswald in Dallas, this one was focused and directed, more like Lee’s lightning strike. My opponent fell backward and simply disintegrated into vapors before his head would have passed through the wooden bleachers.


The two closest ghosts were noticeably dimmer and they immediately fled in different directions. Scanning the area, I couldn’t spot De Soto, but I could sense his energy moving rapidly away through the wall in front of me for a brief second before the trail faded into nothingness. I started to pursue, but someone grabbed my shoulder.


Spinning, I was prepared to deal with another one of De Soto’s minions only to find my father standing behind me. I cocked my hand further back ready to deck him.


“Don’t!” he said, throwing his hands up.


“Give me one reason not to,” I replied.


“I’ll give you two. You shouldn’t stay outside of a body for too long and take a look at your friends,” he said gesturing to behind him.


I glanced where he pointed. Silas was face down on the floor and an unhinged Karla was in cowering in the corner of the fighting pit against the chicken wire with a couple of dogs who were currently barking at me, but could turn on her any second. Though I didn’t feel weaker, I wasn’t exactly an expert on this whole out of body experience. Plus, my boosted energy levels were taken from De Soto. What would happen if that ran out? Perhaps the worthless dirtbag had a point.


Jabbing a finger in the direction of my injured friend, I commanded, “Help Silas. I’ll drive off the dogs.” The animals howled bloody murder as I charged at them. Concentrating as I ran my hand across one of the gates that led back to the pens, making it fly open. It took another minute to force both of the mutts to run through. Quickly, I sealed it.


Karla’s face was a study in shifting emotions. Panic, anger, and anxiety dominated, but the darting eyes took in every detail. No wonder that despite all the times Darren Porter broke up with her, he kept coming back. She’s quick on the uptake and intelligent. Clearly, she’d make a better Ferryman than a walking brick like me. Then again, my innate stupidity probably blinded me from the danger I always seemed to find myself in.


“Is that you, Mike?” she asked. “I can feel you near me.”


For a second, I considered going to her side and trying to speak with her, but then I realized how stupid that was when I had my body only a few dozen feet away.


Drifting through the fencing, I surveyed the damage. Dad was … gone. Should I have expected anything else? Stopping at the overturned cage belonging to the poodle yipping for attention, I reached my hand inside and below the surface of the animal, and rummaged around while wondering how many lives an alley cat like Cassandra actually had.


“Ross!” I felt her hand grasp mine. “Pull!”


I yanked and moments later she was free. She sized me up and said, “I keep underestimating you, Ross. William and Edgar were never capable of existing outside of their bodies.”



“I don’t want to make a habit of it. De Soto got away and we need to get out of here. See if you can find Oswald.”


She looked horrible and I didn’t know whether it was from her time inside the poodle or her proximity to the fight and the energy discharge. Turning, I reached down and touched my body. It was a long overdue reunion.


The old expression ‘I feel alive’ pretty much covered it. It was a little like a hangover and I had a bump on my head where it smacked into the bench, but I reasoned it was a good pain. Silas groaned when I turned him over.


“You okay?”


“Mike?”


“Yeah, I got my body back. Do we need to get you to a Doctor?”


“No, I was watching you and De Soto fight when your dad sucker punched me. There’s a joke in there that I should’ve seen it coming.”


Shaking my head, I said, “Typical. He hasn’t changed one bit. I swear! This whole trip has been one big mistake!”


The old man touched the welt on his head and answered, “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’ve done a lot of good.”


“If you say so, but let’s forget about that for now. Wait here and I’ll get Karla and the others and figure out our next move.”

  



Episode 27: What Happens in Phoenix
 

 

Descending a small staircase leading below the fighting pit, I found a dimly lit room filled with a cluster of animal carriers containing several irate animals. The bodies of a couple of dead dogs were tossed in a heap on a table. The handler had run off in all the commotion from my encounter with the ringmaster of this disgusting circus.


Ignoring the distasteful bit of cigar and alcohol flavored bile that crept up into the back of my throat; I hunted in the dark for Blackie. Oddly enough, the low lighting made it easy to find the slightly glowing pooch serving as a four-legged jail cell for the ghost of Lee Harvey Oswald.


After finding the mutt, I pondered how best to retrieve my not-so-friendly neighborhood ghost without getting bit by a dog that was fighting for its life a few minutes ago. My “phantom tweezers” only extended less than an inch from my fingers. Looking over at the table, I saw several objects that appeared to be tools a dog catcher would use, but lacking the training on how to use this junk, I figured that I’d have to “wing it,” which was par for the course.


“Hang on, Lee. Grab onto my … hand,” I said fumbling for the right words.


Using the same principle that just got me out of a smallish beagle, I pulled on those little tips to get something long enough to reach down into the carrier and fish Oswald out. Like most painful Ferryman experiences, this seemed easier now that I’d done it once. I only felt dizzy, not the whole passing out thing. Still, crouching by the carrier was necessary and the room didn’t move nearly as much from down here. It was like peeling a banana. The real flesh went one way and my spooky hand the other and immediately felt like it had gone to sleep.


Blackie was somewhere between frothing mad and batshit insane. The good news for me - the carrier wasn’t really big enough for the dog to spin around as I reached in through the back of the cage. The dog howled, spit, and tried to turn his head back to bite my ghostly extremity. It took a couple of tries, but I got my fake hand around Blackie’s right hind leg. The dog yelped in pain and I got some feedback as well, but I could grasp Oswald’s right leg and pull.


I played tug-o-war with what felt like a sumo wrestler for a solid minute, but Lee popped out of there and we both sprawled onto the ground. Gasping for breath, I pushed my phantom forearm back in and shook it violently to get the stinging sensation to go away.


Lee didn’t look so good. His aura was much dimmer now than I was used to seeing it, even compared to our fight in Dallas. If ever a ghost could look disheveled, it was him. “Did you get him?”


“He escaped,” I answered his demand. “Right now, we need to get out of here. The police could be on the way.”


“Who gives a shit about the police? We have to track De Soto down! Now!”


The words reasonable and Oswald didn’t really belong in the same sentence. “Get real, Lee. You’re in no shape to take him and I’m pretty beat myself. I won’t be able to do squat from behind a jail cell except be a sitting duck. Now, c’mon.”


“No!” he exclaimed, “We tried it your way. This time we do it my way. We’ll storm his compound!”


I shook my head and turned away. “Do whatever you want, Oswald. I’m not going to stop you. I have real living people who need me right now and he just vanished. I couldn’t track him now if I wanted to and I really doubt he went back to the one place I could find him.”


“Coward!” he shouted. “Just go on then. I’ll kill him myself.”


Reaching the steps, I turned and stared. He looked pathetic. My buddy, Amos Sweet, might be able to take him in this state. “I’m guessing you tried that already and he beat your ass and stuffed you into a dog’s body. At least with me, he did it while I was knocked out. He had surprise that time and I had it this time. If you’re smart, you’ll stick with me.”


If looks could kill, I’d have lost my newly reclaimed body right then. 


He glared at me before saying, “I’ve killed more Skinwalkers than you can ever dream of, boy. Just because you got one over on him doesn’t make you some kind of authority. It just makes you lucky.”


I considered that he might be right, but at the moment, it didn’t really matter how I got my body back. Going up the steps, I shouted at him, “They’ve probably got a stash of energy nearby, Oswald. Better tank up before you go hunting for him. If you come to your senses, find me. If not, good luck.”


Karla and Silas were waiting for me. “Oswald’s free, but I don’t think he’s coming with us. Where’d Cassandra go?”


“I’m in here, Mike.” Karla said. The look of panic on her face spoke volumes.


“Oh dear God! Why?”


“Relax. All of you!” Cassandra addressed us. “I’m just riding shotgun with Princess Panic to get a quick recharge off her and some additional safety in case De Soto comes back looking for a rematch.”


Come to think of it, she hadn’t looked all that good either, but not nearly as bad as Oswald.


“Get out of me!” Karla hissed sounding like the very definition of a schizophrenic.


As tempting as it was to look for a wall to beat my head against, this wasn’t the time. “Okay, whatever. We get to safety and you get out of her. If you don’t, I make you. Are we clear?”


Karla’s eyes said hell no, but the ghost in charge of her vocal chords nodded and replied, “Crystal.”


“Then let’s get out of here … Wait!” I hopped over some benches and grabbed the carrier with the nervous beagle in it.


“You’re taking the dog?” Cassandra said. Maybe it was Karla. I didn’t care.


With a shrug, I answered, “I might need to practice and I’ve grown attached to the little bugger. Want yours?”


Cassandra made a dismissive motion with Karla’s hand that reminded me of the way Sonya Hodges acted. “No thanks. I’ll stick to humans. Better get rid of the collar, Ross. It probably has a tracking device in it.”


The dog was scared, but I reassured him while unhooking the collar. Sure enough, there was a little silver cylinder attached to it. Tossing it onto the benches, I closed the cage on my new pet. Suddenly, “Fido” didn’t seem like the right name anymore. From this perspective, it no longer fit.


“Lucky,” I said, recalling Oswald’s words to me. “I’m gonna call you, Lucky.”


“I think it would be best if we left, now,” Silas said after clearing his throat.


“Couldn’t agree more. Take Karla’s hand and I’ll go first.”


With Cassandra taking up temporary residence in Karla’s body, Silas didn’t have a problem seeing her. That made our exit much easier. Out in the parking lot, we were faced with our next minor problem – a lack of transportation.


“Who’s up for a walk?” I asked.


“Don’t you have keys in your pocket? De Soto didn’t exactly walk here.” That was definitely Cassandra. The sneer looked out of place on Karla’s face.


I set the dog carrier down and checked my pockets. No key’s, but I had a brand spanking new wallet with several shiny credit cards and a thick wad of cash. That thing rubbing against my side was the latest and greatest Blackberry, probably loaded with the secrets of De Soto’s empire. Not a bad little haul, but short of calling for a cab, nothing that would get us out of here anytime soon.


Opening my hands, I said, “Maybe they’re back inside.”


“What now, genius?” Cassandra was more than a little crabby.


“My car is over there,” Karla sputtered and jerked her right shoulder. “Just let me control my damn body for a minute!”


“You don’t exactly have a purse, Karla,” the Skinwalker replied.


“Keyless entry. Push button start. Dumbass.” Karla fired back … at herself.


“Very well,” Cassandra said. 


Karla slouched for a second, almost like fainting, and then straightened immediately.


“C’mon,” she said storming off, forgetting to take Silas Parker’s hand. I picked up the dog carrier and grabbed the preacher’s arm as a bolt of pure white hatred erupted from the ground. The air around us crackled with power and anger. Oswald must have found some energy hidden down there. We locked eyes as I pulled Silas closer to me. Oswald sneered and shot into the sky.


Looking at my friend, I said, “All in all, not exactly one of our better nights.”


“Beats being back in the jungle for me, or the desert for you don’t it?” he answered with a question. “At least we know exactly who’s trying to kill us instead of having to guess. Why don’t we discuss this where there is air conditioning? Even this late, it’s still too hot out here. Everyone keeps saying, ‘Dry heat’ like it’s supposed to make things better, but honestly, I’ll be happy when we can get back to a plain old hot day in DC.”


Part of me enjoyed how Silas could show irritation at times. It reminded me that he was human after all.


Helping him to Karla’s vehicle, I stopped and tensed, noticing a ghost in a dead run across the parking lot. Though I wasn’t in any shape to go up against De Soto at the moment, I already knew he didn’t pal around with folks anywhere his level of power.


“Mike! Is that really you?” Amos Sweet yelled and I breathed a sigh of relief.


“It’s me. Where’ve you been? I thought you were a goner,” I said, but privately my suspicious nature coiled up like a rattlesnake ready to strike. Ever since my best friend, Don Hodges, turned out to be a lackey for Cassandra and betrayed me I found myself less trusting of ghosts in general when they turn up unexpectedly. That probably wasn’t fair to Amos, but being suspicious was part of my new reality whether I liked it or not.


“I ran after you went down and it was obvious Oswald wasn’t going to win. They probably thought I’d gone back to Gettysburg, but I hid in the warehouses a few streets over during the day and watched the place when those birds of his weren’t circling around at night.” Amos said gesturing to the three birds perched on the power lines across the street.


“Crap. I’d forgotten about his animal spies. We better kill them.”


“Nah, I saw the things inside ‘em leave and go into the building right before that big burst of energy. I’m guessing that was you. Anyways, best I can tell, they’re just birds.”


That was good enough for me, but as sad as it sounded, I’d be keeping an eye on Sweet for the time being.


An impatient beep from a car horn got us moving and we piled into Karla’s vehicle.


“We can’t go back to Karla’s place,” Cassandra said.


“We’ll figure it out along the way,” I answered pulling out the Blackberry and giving it a cursory inspection. Seeing that it was password protected, I cursed and opened the back to remove the sim card and the battery. After watching enough detective shows, I knew these things could be tracked by the pings off of cell towers. It wasn’t going to do me any good, at least in the immediate sense, but since De Soto no longer had access to the information on it, this ended up being a net win for “Team Ferryman.” He might not be able to summon reinforcements as quickly.


“We can stay at the McGill’s,” Either Karla or Cassandra said. 


“Who’s that?” The other one in that body asked.


“The family I’m house sitting for. They’re still in Hawaii. I’ve got their garage door opener in my glove compartment.” Now, I knew which one was Karla in the conversation.


I realized they were looking at me for the decision. Sure, ask the guy who never made it past corporal for leadership! “Sounds like the best option. Karla drives since she knows where she’s going and the last thing we need is to get into an accident because you two are fighting over the body.”


Yeah, it sounded every bit as ludicrous coming out of my mouth, too.


Looking for any other ways we could possibly be tracked, I was glad she didn’t have a GPS. Silas Parker’s cell phone was taken from me when I was first captured, so I didn’t have to worry about it and I’d heard of implantable chips in pets, but spirits have a way of shorting out electronics and there had already been a transmitter on Lucky’s collar.


Satisfied that I’d covered as many bases as possible, I rested my head against the passenger side window and relax for the first time since getting my body back as the lights of the sprawling Phoenix suburbs blurred around me.


Dozing for anywhere between twenty and thirty minutes, I woke up to Karla shaking me and asking for the garage door opener. I was a bit groggy, but managed to fish it out of the glove box. We pulled in next to a silver Mercedes.


As tired as I was, I didn’t even entertain the usual jealous feelings about people who had it better than me. Odds are any one of those shiny new pieces of plastic in my wallet had more credit on it than I had any business having.


Was it really stealing if it’s in my name? Should I ever get an opportunity to write A Ferryman’s Survival Guide, I planned to include a chapter on odd ethical situations. Stupid shit like this made my head throb harder than usual.


“Mike,” Karla said, breaking me out of my fog as the door lowered behind us. “Make her get out of me.”


“Where’s the love, Karla? You like me when I’m Isabella.”


“Eckels,” I muttered. “Just honor your word.” I considered adding, “for once,” to that sentence, but didn’t. She wasn’t Oswald and she still might be useful.


“Humans,” Cassandra said, forcing Karla’s shoulders to shrug. “Can’t live with ‘em. Can’t live without ‘em. Don’t worry sweetpea, you’re not a keeper anyway. Too much bitch in you.”


She stepped out of Karla’s body and exited through the roof of the car. Miss Thompson shivered violently and I gave her a sympathetic look.


Karla gave me a scathing glare in reply. Obviously, she doesn’t like being the guest of honor at a pity party. 


“I’ll turn off the alarm system,” she said and then proceeded to slam her door a bit too hard.


Looking back at Silas and Amos, I decided that there might be a nugget of truth to Cassandra’s last comment. Women, both living and dead, remained a mystery that I didn’t even bother trying to solve.


 

“I’ve got a handful of ghosts who are loyal to me, Mike. I’d better go get them and figure out what to do next.”


Standing between me and a blissful night of sleep was Cassandra. Over this summer, I’d spent too many hours thinking about the Skinwalker floating in front of me, but still had no idea what her next move would be. The only thing I did know was that her only loyalty was to herself. Perhaps that was the key.


“The way I see it, you’ve got three choices: run and hide, come back here and help me, or sell me out and beg for forgiveness from De Soto.”


“You can forget about the third. He isn’t known for turning the other cheek. It’ll take months or perhaps even years before he won’t destroy me on sight.”


“I recall you saying something similar about William,” I commented. Silas was the smart one, as usual. He’d already gone to bed. I was exhausted, but was still on my feet through sheer force of will.


“Occupational hazard when dealing with powerful ghosts, but I manage. What about you? What options do you have? I can slip out of town. The world is large and I am very good at being small. You should be able to make it out of Phoenix too, but he’ll go after your mother and eventually you.”


“Amos,” I said calling Sweet back from where he’d been looking at the items decorating the living room. The doctors who live here appeared to be Scottish descendants and the walls were decorated with evidence of their heritage. The sword with a pair of spears crossed over it caught my attention and would be a nice start to replacing my lost arsenal.


“What do you need, Mike?”


“Time for you to go to your anchor. I need you to get back to Colonel Vincent and have him protect my mom, maybe convince her to get out of town for a few days.”


“You might need me here. Just call her and tell her,” he said. I couldn’t fault the Union soldier’s bravery. He was woefully outclassed, but didn’t hesitate. Part of me was embarrassed for being wary of him only a little while ago.


“I’m sure I could use you,” I conceded. “But if De Soto sics the police on me, they’ll check calls to my mom. I’m planning on sitting tight for a few days, so that gives you time to get there and back. Plus, I’m not even sure what to say to her at this point. Give my regards to the Colonel and see if he can spare a few men. Who knows, maybe Oswald will get lucky and take him out for us.”


Amos patted me on the shoulder and nodded to Von Eckels before disappearing and taking the long trip home to his grave in Gettysburg. There was a momentary hollowness left in his wake.


“You don’t honestly think that Oswald has a chance against De Soto?” Cassandra said.


“I won’t ever underestimate the power of the criminally insane. After all, you were pinning your hopes on William doing your dirty work.”


“Megalomaniacs can be directed and guided. Psychopaths are a different breed altogether.”


“I need three days,” I said abruptly.


Cassandra had a moment of confusion, but recovered quickly. “Three days for what?”


“Three days before you betray me.”


“I thought we just established that Hernando isn’t one to forgive so easily. Betrayal simply isn’t worth the effort at this time.”


Hardly believing what I was saying myself, I continued, “If we don’t lure him out into the open, he’s just going to lay low and come after me when he’s ready. I’d rather force him to act now. He doesn’t have to forgive you and you can just as easily call him and let him know. He does have to believe that you’d be willing to turn on me. If you ask me, that’s the easiest part.”


She crossed her spectral arms and adopted a sour look in the light of my accusation. “So, you want me to try to bait a trap and force an endgame. Why do you think he’d fall for it?”


“Maybe you heard a different conversation with Amos just now. Instead of me asking him to try and get some ghosts from Colonel Vincent, you heard me tell him to pass along the message to the Colonel that I want to invade now while De Soto’s forces are scattered and to have his troops here in five days.”


The gears began to spin in her treacherous mind. “It has potential, but we’re going to need something more. From my spot in the carrier, I could only sense the battle with De Soto. Tell me what occurred?”


Stifling a yawn, I sat down in a very expensive recliner and talked her through the fight. Karla, holding Lucky, sat down and watched me talk to thin air. She appeared to be exhausted and I knew that Cassandra’s recharge was responsible for it. 


Still, I probably looked pretty stupid. Cassandra stopped me at the point where I was absorbing a portion of the power he was drawing into him and seeing all those images. “So, you can use energy like a departed spirit when you are outside of your mortal shell.”


“Wouldn’t have put it that way, but yeah. That’s about the sum of it.”


Von Eckels nodded and seem satisfied with my answer. “Yes. This works. I’ll tell him that you are having Vincent send along some of the anchors of spirits that he considers expendable. Your plan is to absorb the energy released when they are destroyed and use that power to beat De Soto.”


“You think I could really do that?” I asked. The very notion of it made me feel a bit dirty.


“William could and did on several occasions after the death of his physical body. Edgar worried, quite correctly in fact, that the power would go to William’s head.”


I was wide awake now. Cassandra came up with that scheme too quickly. Either she thinks really fast or that had been her plan all along. “So that’s how you were going to make sure William could win. Those ghosts that are loyal to you … you were going to sacrifice them to William. You’re about as cold hearted as they come, you know that, bitch!” 


“Oh spare me the righteous indignation, Mike. It’s bothersome and dated. William, Edgar, and Virginia each gave me the ‘all life is precious’ speeches years ago back when they thought they occupied the moral high ground. The funny thing is … it’s not. People live, people die, some move on, and others don’t. Charles Darwin was even more correct than he’d ever imagined. If you manage to stick around long enough without going insane, you’ll see what I mean.”


If Hell did exist and Cassandra finally made it there, I wondered if she’d look around and say, “I could run this place better.”


There was no reasoning with her. I doubted that even my cagey preacher friend could craft an argument that could penetrate Cassandra’s cold and bitter heart.


“Tell him whatever you think will get him to try and attack me, Cassandra. Now, we just need a place to fight.”


 “Why not here?” Cassandra said. “I’m sure the house is heavily insured. The home next door is for sale and it looks like the owners are also on vacation. You’re already here, that means no chance of discovery while moving to the next location.”


“Would you rather go back to her place?” She gestured at Karla. Before I could answer, she continued, “Otherwise, if I tell him somewhere else, he’ll get there first and lay a trap for you. That kind of defeats the purpose. Doesn’t it?”


Sadly, she was right. I could send Karla and Silas away the day before. Still, I didn’t have to wipe out a neighborhood in the process.


“Is there a park or something nearby?” I asked Karla.


“There’s one about a mile away.”


I turned to Cassandra and said, “We’ll do it there. That’s where you can tell De Soto that I’m meeting up with Strong Vincent and his ghosts.”


“Fair enough, Ross. I’d better get out of here and catch a ride back to Texas. You’ll probably want to stash your body here and fight him without it. He’ll try to incapacitate you like he did last time.”


“I don’t know if I want to leave my body behind.”


“Have the holy man bless the house. It would only slow De Soto down, but it should stop most of his lackeys.”


Nodding, I agreed with her logic. She was probably full of useful advice, along with several other things. “So what happens if I win?”


“I’ll scoop up as much of his empire as possible. I’ll probably try to make a deal with your simpleton of a father. He’s nowhere near your abilities, but he’s more of the self-serving sort. He already makes a nice puppet for Hernando. It shouldn’t be that difficult.”


“You’re not even going to make me an offer? I’m hurt.” Whenever someone bad mouthed my mother, it lit a fire in my soul and I’d get pissed. I couldn’t even muster a glowing ember to come to “Pappy’s” defense.


Cassandra laughed, stepped next to me, and bent down leaving an ethereal kiss on my cheek.  Then she answered, “You’ve got too much of William and Edgar’s noble streak in you and I can see Virginia’s stamp all over you. The fact that you’re already suspicious of her puts you years ahead of poor Edgar, but you’re not jaded enough for me just yet. Good luck, Mike Ross. The world will be a better place without a certain conquistador in it.”


As she left, I felt a little better. Of course, she could also be throwing some flattery my way for when she does try to ensnare me in some kind of web. At least the lesser of two evils was better looking. Shaking my head, I knew that I was being paranoid again. Hopefully, I’d live long enough to learn how to deal with my trust issues.


With Cassandra’s departure, the only folks left in the house were of the living variety. Karla was holding Lucky in a protective manner.


“I could see your friend Amos while that evil bitch was inside of me,” she said. “I finally saw a real ghost.”


“Every paranormal investigator’s dream come true, huh?”


“Har har, very funny,” she replied. “I already gave the dog some water and there was some luncheon meat in the fridge.”


“What kind of pets do the people here have?” I asked after remembering that Karla was pet sitting.


“Fish and Chinchillas. No dog food.”


“Sounds like something you’d order off a menu,” I said through a yawn. My condition was catching up with me.


When she didn’t say anything for a minute, I asked, “So what did Silas say to convince you to try and come rescue me.”


“It was actually my idea,” she confessed and then yawned.


“Really?”


“Call it a lapse in judgment,” she answered. “Amos came back and was able to communicate that you’d lost. I tried to bluff my way into De Soto’s house, but we were caught at the front gate by his bodyguard. Looking back, it wasn’t one of my better plans.”


“Thanks anyway,” I said standing up. “I’m about to drop off and need to get some rest. Which way is the nearest bed?”


She pointed and said, “I’m going to stay up and watch some TV. G’night, Mike.”


 

Walking away from her, I was somewhat humbled. She actually tried to rescue me! In this case, it really was the thought that counted. Maybe I wasn’t such a chump after all?


Sleeping the whole next day away was an option, but I only made it until noon. Even so, waking up in a real bed and in my real body added up to something to be thankful for.


After taking care of my bladder, I surveyed my situation. Without anything else to change into, my options were limited to the black slacks and the white dress shirt that Hernando so generously provided along with a pair of black dress shoes that weren’t terribly comfortable.


The dresser had a mirror on it and the guy staring back at me looked like he was trying too hard to look good. A tiny and somewhat annoyed part of my mind wondered if De Soto had been doing a better job of running my life.


Muttering a couple of not-so pleasant words under my breath, I plastered a smile on my face and went to face the first day of the rest of my life. When the door opened, Karla stood there with her fist cocked back about to knock on the door. From the expression on her face, I could tell something was wrong.


“What’s the matter?”


She paused, trying to find the right words, and then blurted out, “We’re on the local news.” 


My fake smile vanished. “Great,” I said with the knowledge that whatever it was, it wouldn’t end well.


Thanks to the magic of Tivo, I could see what she was talking about. Next to an attractive midday anchorwoman was a rectangle filled with a fairly recent picture of my ugly mug, from my driver’s license.


“ … and in local news, police are on the lookout for this man, Mike Ross from Gaithersburg, Maryland. He is considered a person of interest in the disappearance of Karla Thompson, age twenty-nine. She was last seen two days ago at the midtown fitness club where she is employed as a personal trainer. Coworkers say that she left early that day after an encounter with Mr. Ross upset her.”


The pictured changed to show a smiling Karla probably from the club’s website.


“Ms. Thompson is also known from a cable television ghost investigation show that enjoyed success on the east coast. Police have already searched her residence and found several items belonging to Mr. Ross and the elderly, blind African American male he is traveling with, but are not releasing any further details at this time.”


The scene cut away to that nasty piece of work who called the cops to the fitness center and made Karla fill out a report. If you ask me, she seemed to enjoy being on camera a little too much. The story mercifully ended with a crime spotter’s number and my face next to it.


Karla was about to cut it off, but I stopped her. The next story panned out to both anchors as they spoke about the mysterious lights and power outages that occurred in the predawn hours over portions of the city. Since this happened after my fight with De Soto and I was now a person of interest in a crime, it didn’t take a genius to put two and two together and come up with Oswald getting beaten … probably for good this time.


On one hand, I was slightly disappointed, but on the other it was like, “Good riddance!” Everyone always jokes about the phrase, “The Lesser of Two Evils,” but after experiencing it firsthand, I’d never look at it the same way again.


Exhaling the breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding, I said, “Well that didn’t take long.”


“What do we do now?” The woman I was under suspicion of abducting asked.


“De Soto is hedging his bets,” I answered. “He still wants my body, so he’s trying to get to police to capture me, but he won’t implicate me for a serious crime or anything. That’s probably good news for you. You’ll just have to play ball if we lose.”


“What happens to you and Silas?” She asked, not really calmed by my assessment.


“Our prospects aren’t quite as sunny, my dear.” Silas volunteered. “However, if we win, we simply show up with smiles on our faces saying we left town to go sightseeing.”


“I guess that means we’d better make certain we win,” I said to no one in particular.


Silas chuckled and coughed to clear his throat before continuing, “I think for now, we just sit tight and follow the plan. I don’t really have the tools to properly bless this house, but I should be able to make do. For me, it’s always been more about the faith behind the ritual than the objects anyway.”


Karla smiled and added, “I can help. We did a few house blessings when I was with the Eye of Horus.”


She sounded eager to be useful and I was willing to bet that Karla worried she’d be relegated to making lunch or watching the dog.


Realizing that I should actually be doing something as well, I said, “I’ll … I’ll look around and see what kind of iron is in the house and pull out some phantoms of that sword and those spears on the wall.”


“Can you do it to a Glock?”


I arched an eyebrow at Karla, who added, “Doctor McGill likes to shoot and has a couple in the master bedroom.”


“No. The bullets won’t fire. Something like a bow and arrow would work, you know, simple machines. Then again, maybe it would if I tried to use it outside of my body. What the hell? Let’s give it a try!”


Karla left to go get the gun and Silas asked if I really thought that would work while I surveyed the sheathed broadsword.


“Probably not, but if I have it, it might make De Soto think twice. Sorry I got you all messed up in this.”


The apology felt lame, but I needed to say it anyway.


“This is life, Mike,” he replied as I stepped on the couch and gripped the end of the sword. With a slow and unfortunately draining pull, the blade came free. I’d been hoping that it would be easier, but it wasn’t.


Stepping backward and off the couch, I gathered my wits while Silas finished his thought. “We’ve got to live it and do our best each day to make the world a better place. For some folks, it means volunteering at a food bank or being kind to those less fortunate than they are. You and me … well our paths just a bit harder than most.”


“Understatement of the year,” I quipped.


His gravelly laugh answered my sarcasm, “Oh now don’t get me wrong, I get a thrill out of mentoring troubled kids and trying to help them make their way through life, and I can’t wait to take a break from all of this and tend to people with more common problems.”


He had a point, my problems were about as far from normal as you could get. “Yeah, let me just take care of this pesky little ghost problem and we can blow this hot dog stand.”


“The Spaniard thought he could shake my faith with his skepticism. Truth be told, it only reaffirmed my faith in the Almighty. You’re doing His work, Mike. Never forget that. Carry that in your heart when times are difficult and soldier onward.”


“I suppose he’ll forgive me if I gloat a little when I finish that bastard.”


“Normally, I’d advise being humble, but in this case I think I’ll let you make the call.”


With a dramatic flair, I lifted the ethereal sword and said in a cheesy Spanish accent, “I’ll go up to him and say, ‘Hello, my name is Michael Ross. Fifteen years ago, you stole my father. Prepare to die!’ Think that’d go over well?”


Sadly, Silas didn’t get The Princess Bride reference, but I heard Karla’s throaty laughter as she came down the steps. “I always loved that movie,” she said. “You should totally do that.”


When she entered the room, my attention was immediately drawn to the Glock in her hand. Call it a holdover from my Army days, but the sight of a gun in someone else’s hands when I didn’t have one, always made me nervous. Karla looked very comfortable carrying the pistol and I recalled her mentioning that she went hunting with her father.


“Set it down on the table and I’ll get to it in a couple of minutes. I want to get the sheath for this sword first. Do you shoot much?”


“Yes,” she said. “Does that surprise you?”


“A little, I guess.”


“This is Arizona. You should be more surprised when you find someone who doesn’t shoot. Were you a good shot in the Army?”


“I’m no sniper, but I was decent. I preferred machine guns to be honest. Most of the time in Iraq, I was the vehicle gunner.”


There was one notable exception to that statement, but I had no desire to go into that day. No sense in dredging up the past. There was too much to do to worry about the worst day of my pre-Ferryman life, like trying to avoid another day that would top it.


 

Much later, I stripped down to my boxers and sprawled onto the guest bed I’d claimed. My broadsword had a sheath and I had a pair of spears to round out my ensemble. The Glock image didn’t fire, but by that point, I’d been too beat to try and step out of my body and try it in my ghost form. Karla called it Astral Projection, but that just seemed a little too wordy. I still liked my “stepping out” term.


More than half asleep, I barely heard the door open. Turning my head on the pillow, I looked at the person framed in the dimly lit hallway. It was Karla, in a man’s t-shirt.


“Can I come in?” she asked. Apparently, I can go from almost asleep to wide awake in four syllables.


“Sure,” I said, sliding over from the center of the bed and making room for her.


She moved hesitantly across the carpet. It wasn’t one of those scenes where the girl floats through the room. The uncertainty added a layer of innocence to it.


Karla climbed into bed next to me and we stared at each other in silence for a moment.


“Are you okay?” I asked trying to break the ice. My recent experiences hadn’t exactly prepared me for this. My time with Candy had been a comedy of errors. Other than that, there was only the ghost of Tabitha Lawrence that had turned my heart into a jackhammer. Both Candy and Tabby were the fun and flirtatious type who you’d want to dance the night away with. Karla? She could certainly pull it off, but when it came down to it, she was a girl next door - a sweetheart kind of woman that you’d curl up with on a couch and watch television or read a book with. Despite the fact she was five years older than me; she seemed younger and more vulnerable. It was a whole new level of “hot” that I’d never really encountered before.


“I didn’t want to be alone,” she said, hugging her knees to her chest.


“Don’t worry, I won’t try anything.” Every fiber in my being said to try and take advantage of the situation, but I fought it back while cursing Silas and his morals all the way. It had to be him. It sure as hell wasn’t because I was growing up or anything like that.


She smiled. “What if we just hold each other for a little while and see what happens?”


“I can do that.” The air conditioning might be on, but it felt pretty warm in here all of the sudden. I’d been on my stomach, but I rolled onto my back and adjusted the pillow. She settled in next to me and placed her head on my left shoulder and my hand came to rest on her hip.


Moving my nose and face through her hair, I nuzzled while she sighed. Mostly, I was thankful that I’d showered before coming to bed. Obviously she had as well. Her hair smelled like she’d used a vanilla scented shampoo.


“I haven’t had a boyfriend since Darren. I haven’t even gone on a date,” she confessed. “It’s been a long time.”


“Yeah, me too,” I said.


She giggled. “You and Darren? I never knew.”


“You know what I mean,” I replied to her teasing. “I dated this one girl a few months ago, but it wasn’t going anywhere and she broke it off as soon as she saw how dangerous my life could be.”


“Really?” Karla moved her head back so she could look at me.


“Yeah.” I thought about adding how Cassandra had possessed her too, but even I knew enough not to talk about other women at a time like this.


“That’s so sad. I’m sorry.”


“I’m not.”


“Why? You shouldn’t have to do this alone.” Her words seemed more like an offer than said out of pity.


If my heart beat any faster, I’d be in trouble without my nitro pill. I mustered what courage I could scrounge and everything I’d learned from the brief time I’d channeled Paul Lawrence. “Because if I was still with her, I’d feel too guilty to do this.”


Leaning in our lips touched and I felt more alive than I’d been in years. Karla responded with enthusiasm. She had her own reasons for being in this place at this moment, and I’d like to think I was one of them. Unlike my former girlfriend, Karla Thompson knew all too well the danger surrounding me and she didn’t run for the hills. That fact wasn’t lost on me, but there was a nagging feeling that Karla might be thinking about Darren.


Still, it was difficult to continue stringing together coherent thoughts and wondering about her motives. There’d be plenty of time for that later. Silas always said I should “worry less and enjoy more.” Pretty good advice from a wise man, if my opinion counted for anything. For the moment, someone was in my arms and the world didn’t seem as lonely.

  



Episode 28: A Life Worth Living
 

 

In a half-conscious daze, I’d watched the sunrise through the glow of the shade from my position in the queen sized bed. The lovely shape of Karla Thompson nestled next to me with only a thin sheet covering us. We fit together rather nicely. Despite the fact that I should be sleeping or at the very least trying to rest, I was awake with a mind racing over all the uncertainties in my immediate future.


 The most unavoidable of my thoughts centered on the ghost of Hernando De Soto and our pending showdown. Like some old west gunfight, we were going to have it out in a park nearby … my very own O.K. Corral. The real question was my fate. Was I an Earp, Clanton, or McLaury? Personally, I wanted to be Holliday, because he had that cool mystique about him. Maybe, I could do the “I’m your huckleberry” line instead of my earlier line. Although, the part about him dying from rotted out organs didn’t appeal to me so much.


The prize in all this wasn’t control of cattle trade and mining rights in southwest Arizona. No, it was my body, and I had no intentions of bringing it along. 


“To the victor go the spoils,” I mouthed. The outcome wasn’t certain. I’d roughed him up pretty bad only a short time ago, but he’d come ready for a fight this time with who knows how many of his lackeys.


Competing with the ominous portents of my less than sunny future was the woman I snuggled up against and the whirlwind we’d been swept up in. Her restful breaths fought my fears to calm me. Karla’s hair, freed from the ponytail during our activities, brushed along my chest with every slightest move.


I could get used to something like this, but a quick check of what I knew about previous Ferrymen didn’t mesh with stable relationships very well. 


My mind was adrift in a sea of “what ifs.” Some swirled around whether I was still going to be alive in forty-eight hours and others wondered what Karla would say when she woke up. Was I a diversion or therapy so she could finally close the door on Darren? The old noggin hurt just thinking about it. Then again, I didn’t want to fess up and tell her the last woman I kissed was a ghost and, technically, old enough to be my grandmother.


Karla shifted in my arms and I felt her coming to. She wriggled free and slid out of the bed. I’m sure there was a sour expression on my face me when I thought she was headed back to her room, but I sighed in relief when the door to the bathroom just outside this bedroom opened and shut. I took the opportunity to shake the arm that had been pinned under Karla awake.


Two minutes and a flush later, she crept back into the room, stopping only when she realized I was awake.


“What’s wrong?” she asked.


“Too much to think about,” I answered, enjoying the fact that she was still naked. “Can’t sleep.”


“You need to rest,” Karla said sitting down on the bed next to me. “Roll over onto your stomach.”


“Why?”


“I give a good deep tissue massage. You’re obviously wound up tighter than a spring. Let’s see if I can unknot you.”


“You can go back to sleep,” I argued. “I’ll be fine.”


“No Mike, I’d just feel guilty. Now c’mon and let me show you what I can do.”


I complied while grinning at her, until she clucked her tongue and said, “Good grief! Whatever you’re thinking, it’s so not happening.”


“It already did,” I countered. “Twice.”


“Three times isn’t always a charm,” she chided and worked the base of her palms against the small of my back. She pressed down and rotated in concentric circles against aching, corded muscles.


I’d received plenty of massages during my rehabilitation period. Karla wasn’t quite up to their level, but the fact she was doing it in her birthday suit more than made up for it.


“That feels good,” I said.


“Just relax, Mike. Try and let go of the tension.”


I spent a few seconds just enjoying things before offering, “Maybe I should step out of my body and just let it pass out?”


She made one of those distasteful sounding noises and said, “Yeah, but then I wouldn’t be able to sleep knowing you’re creeping around.”


For a moment, I started to protest that I wasn’t a pervert or anything, but then I did something that I don’t usually do - I thought about something other than me.


“How are you dealing, Karla?”


“What? Oh, I’m fine,” she said. Not that I believed her one bit.


“Got a bridge you want to sell me while you’re at it?”


Her ministrations stopped. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


Propping myself up on my right arm I turned so I could look directly at her and say, “It means I’m not so wrapped up in all my problems that I can’t spare a few moments to worry about how you’re holding up. Your whole world has been turned upside down in the last few days and I’m the reason for pretty much every bit of it. Just don’t feel like you need to lie to me.”


Where those words came from, I wasn’t really sure. My guess was all that crazy moral fiber crap Silas keeps feeding me all the time. Either way, I said it with a sincerity and maturity that most twenty-four year old guys likely couldn’t muster. 


She was speechless for a minute and I worried that, given my excellent people skills, I’d screwed things up. Instead, her expression softened and I could see a small smile. “That’s sweet. I’ll … I’ll be honest. I don’t know how I am.” 


Karla paused and traced her fingernails along my free arm. “I went nuts when you first showed up. Then I felt guilty over how I treated you and offered to help to make up for it and maybe in some ways get them back for Darren. Then things got really serious and I thought I was going to die. Now, it’s just plain crazy.”


Sitting up, I put my arms around her and whispered into her ear, “I wish I could say that everything will be okay, but I have no idea how this is going to play out.”


The embrace was raw and about as emotionally honest as I’d ever experienced - two people clinging to something in the middle of an unbelievable situation. 


After a couple of minutes, I said, “Thank you.”


“For what?” Karla asked while her breaths kissed the skin on my neck.


“Reminding me that life is worth living.” Somewhere out there, I hoped Tabby and Paul were smiling. 


Her embrace tightened. “Just win, Mike.”


We slid back onto the bed. “I’ll do my best.”


 

Tugging on the exposed tip of my phantom fingers I worked my way out of my body. It was like pulling a loose tooth. Just like creating phantom images, it wasn’t any easier than before and I didn’t have the same urgency that someone was about to die.


My senses distorted as I slowly eased out of my body. The advice from Silas sounded muffled and I had a nasty case of double vision. But when it cleared, I was staring down at my body. I’d fallen forward off the couch and smacked my head on the coffee table. That was probably going to hurt.


Karla lifted me back onto the couch and checked my vitals as Lucky jumped up next to me and put his head on my lap. “He’s okay … or at least he’s breathing. Mike? Are you there?”


“He is,” Silas said as I gave him a thumbs-up. 


She looked around and I reached down and brushed her cheek with my fingertips. Her nose crinkled and Karla touched the spot. There hadn’t been any awkwardness between the two of us this morning. Karla wasn’t acting any different and I threw myself into trying to improve the limited control over my powers. Part of me wanted to see her acting like a giddy schoolgirl, but given the circumstances, it was probably best if we kept this new development in perspective.


Taking time, I took stock of my situation. How did I feel? The answer was okay, so I went to the next step. I went to the center of the room where I’d pulled images of the free weights owned by the doctor and started my normal workout consisting of pushups, crunches, and the weights.


I did several reps, staying near my body. There might have been a nugget of truth to what my father said about being out of my body too long. Just like Karla was looking over my physical form, Silas had his blind eyes trained on me. If I suddenly collapsed, he’d have Karla drag my body over to where my spirit form was.


At the thirty minute mark, I was bored with the workout and went to some of the curios on the shelves and made phantom copies of the objects displayed there.


The first two attempts were easy enough, but on the third, a sensation of dizziness almost overcame me. I ambled back to my body and was about to get in but my head cleared.


“Mike, are you okay?”


“I’m fine,” I said before recalling he couldn’t hear me. I resorted to some makeshift sign language to communicate with him. Pulling so many copies was probably the culprit. It definitely would have overwhelmed me in my body. It meant that I was stronger when my flesh wasn’t around to interfere.


The thought was scary. William probably realized that being alive was holding him back after he died. Yeah, no potential for going crazy there … not one bit! Fortunately, I wasn’t lying to Karla this morning. As screwed up as things seem to get in my life, it was still my life and I happened to be pretty attached to it. 


Silas called out to me as the end of the first hour approached and I climbed back into my body. This test was a qualified success. It’d be nice to know whether it was a matter of time or energy that would force me back to my flesh, but I couldn’t exactly cut loose and draw attention to our little hideout. During the fight with De Soto, it’d be just another thing to worry about.


Sure enough my head throbbed and Karla had some Motrin and a glass of water waiting for me. Within thirty seconds I felt like I hit a brick wall as exhaustion swept over me. There was the punch line I’d suspected all along. My out of body experiences were payable upon return. The old saying about power corrupts came to mind and I was another step closer to mastering my powers.


“Your pulse is racing,” Karla said after putting her fingers on my neck for a few seconds.


“Feels like I just ran a five K,” I replied. Use my powers too much in my body and risk a heart problem. Use them too much outside and the same risks applied. Still, I had to play the hand I was dealt with and I suspected I’d find out what my limits were in the near future.


“Are you still going to try getting into the dog, Mike?” Silas asked.


The next test we planned was to see how quickly I could get into and out of Lucky, but I reconsidered and called it off. “No, this was enough for now. If I get to the point where I need to get out of an animal again, it means he won.”


Back in school, I’d never been much of a science student - making theories, trying them out, and all that jazz. So figuring out my next move would require a clear head and free time. I didn’t have either of those at the moment.


I must’ve looked like hell. Karla went to get the peanut butter and crackers. It was what passed for gourmet fare in the house.


“You two need to start thinking about when you’re going to leave.”


Silas shook his head and said, “I’ve got a problem imagining that young lady turning her back on you. Can’t really drive myself, so I guess I’ll have to stay as well.”


“I really don’t need this right now, Silas. I’ll have enough to worry about without the two of you added to it.”


“If you lose, I’m pretty sure I’m a goner too.”


Rolling my eyes, I answered, “Well I’m really glad, there’s no pressure on me. I can’t even say I’m going to go fight with a clean pair of undies on.”


While I indulged in a bit of gallows humor about not having any of my stuff, something else tugged at the corners of my mind. Yeah, I didn’t have anything but what I wore out of De Soto’s little canine fight club.


Silas and Karla were in the same boat. For the lady, it wasn’t too much of a problem, but my preacher friend took at least six different pills a day. He was fairly guarded about his medical condition, but I knew he wasn’t in the best of health.


“How are you feeling Silas? All your pills are still at Karla’s.”


“Don’t worry ‘bout me, Mike. I’ll be fine.” His words were calm, but I didn’t believe him. Grandpa Warren kept telling us how “fine” he was right up until they admitted him to the hospital for the final time.


I scowled and asked, “Would you believe me if the positions were reversed?”


“My body’s held up all these years. Another day without all those damn pills might do me some good.”


Apparently he went to the fifth doctor, the one who was always disagreeing in those four out of five doctors agree spiel. Looking down at the carpet, I grimaced as another thing added to my ever growing list.


“Nothing we can do about it now,” I conceded. “Just let me know if you start feeling bad. Even though we both can vouch for an afterlife doesn’t mean you should be in any hurry.” 


Silas guffawed while internally, I decided that I could use this as a reason to make Karla leave the house tomorrow if she decided to be stubborn as well. Also, I needed to mention it to Karla so she could keep an eye on him. On one hand, it was refreshing to know that someone out there was willing to take a little personal risk, but seeing Silas get harmed bothered me on several levels. 


Life just kept handing me lemons, but despite my best efforts, the lemonade didn’t taste any better. Maybe I should try mixing in some vodka with the next batch.


 

Crawling into bed, I wondered if Karla would come back tonight. After resting, I did one more test and stayed outside of my body for ninety minutes, but didn’t really exert myself. Upon returning, my heart rate was slightly elevated, but it was easily manageable. Just as everyone suspected, the amount of energy I used was what mattered.


For dinner, we raided the few items left in the pantry. Karla had the last of the chicken soup. My selection was a can of corn with a chaser of peas and carrots. Silas finished off the crackers and most of the remaining peanut butter. Poor Lucky got a chance to lick Karla’s bowl and a few other odd morsels we could scrounge up for him. The strange thing was it reinforced my desire to live. I really didn’t want to admit my personal last supper consisted of vegetable side dishes.


Naturally, I feared if she did come back, I’d have a bad case of gas.


Hearing the footsteps in the hall made a slight smile appear on my face. Seconds later, my door opened.


“You couldn’t sleep either?” I asked.


“No. I kept thinking about tomorrow and then I couldn’t seem to shut my mind off,” she said.


Chuckling, I slid over and made room for her while stating, “Not too many people would ever accuse me of over thinking a problem.”


“I don’t want to get too caught up in you, Mike,” she blurted out and then had the decency to immediately look embarrassed about how that came out. “That’s not … What I meant was …”


“S’okay,” I said to reassure her and prevent this from turning into a heaping helping of awkward, or at least bigger than it already was. “Let’s keep it casual tonight and save any serious talk for tomorrow night. Right now, it sounds like we could both use a distraction. Am I right?”


She nodded and our arms intertwined. The sense of urgency from last night wasn’t there. The difference a day later was we still wanted it and somehow that seemed just as important.


“Okay then Mike, let’s see you distract me,” Karla said between brushes of our lips that were rather encouraging. “Make me forget about everything but you.”


I didn’t bother trying to argue with that request.


Two hours later, I left her sleeping figure in my borrowed bed and tiptoed out into the living room. I stood in the middle of the room, in my boxers, and tried to shut out all the scenarios running through my head.  


Lucky was at the sliding glass door, whimpering slightly, and pawing at the glass with a foreleg.


“Gotta go out, boy?” I asked and reached for the handle. My hand stopped when I saw what the beagle was staring at and my blood ran cold. There were a dozen of them … crows … perched on the concrete and brick fence in the backyard. Every one of them glowed softly in the predawn night.


A thousand thoughts raced through my head, trying to figure out how he’d found us and whether Von Eckels had decided to “modify” our little arrangement. Still, it no longer mattered. We’d been found and my date with destiny had arrived just a little ahead of schedule.


Running to the front of the house, I saw a trio of glowing dogs pacing on the front lawn as a fourth came running up to join them and more birds perched on the house across the street.


It was like Mr. Hitchcock and Mr. King decided to tag team me! The blessed barrier Silas created might keep them out, but I didn’t really care for the concept of “might” at that juncture.


“Probably what attracted them in the first place,” I muttered as I sprinted down the hallway and back into my bedroom. “Karla! Karla! Get up. De Soto is here!”


Yeah, there were probably a million better ways to wake her up, but that was all I could come up with at the moment. The memory of Cassandra calling Karla, “Princess Panic” came to mind as the auburn beauty snapped awake.


“You’re joking right? Please tell me you’re joking!”


I shook my head from side to side and tossed the shirt she’d come in with to her. “There’re dogs and birds gathering outside. He’ll be here soon. Get Silas and get into the upstairs bathroom. Take the phone and call the cops if the animals break in.”


“What about you?” Karla demanded.


“I’m going to the bathroom in the hallway and barricading the door to protect my body. Then I’m going after him.”


She nodded and pulled the shirt on. As Karla stood and started to leave I grabbed her arm. “The next time you see this body, it might not be me. We need a safe word.”


“Chicken noodle soup,” she said recalling the last thing she ate.


“Right. If I don’t say it, don’t hesitate to shoot me. I mean it!”


Her eyes opened wider, but she understood what I wanted her to do. I’d be dammed if I was going to let De Soto have my body, even if I was a goner.


I called for Lucky, who reluctantly came, and we went into the bathroom. A ludicrous thought about how we could try and explaining this to the cops occurred while I was locking the bathroom door. They’d find me in my boxers with a dog here. With my luck, I’d end up being featured on that website that gives people awards for their stupid death stories.


Locking the door, I turned and sat, putting my back against it. It’d be pretty difficult to force open, but then again some of those mutts De Soto had out there looked like they could chew through it.


Either way, I needed to get moving. Lucky bounded around the small room barking and expressing his general displeasure about the whole situation while I regretted my choice to bring him in here. I should’ve sent him with Karla.


Exiting my body required some focus and it wasn’t terribly easy all things considered, but I managed. Lucky watched my spectral form and confirmed that dogs could see me, which is why that neighbor’s dog at Mom’s house was always going through the roof. 


Mom. I hadn’t thought about her except to send Amos to warn her. It’d been well over a week since I last called or emailed. Part of me knew it was stupid to be thinking about her at a time like this, but there was that awkward feeling that I had been neglecting her.


“Growing up sucks!” I exclaimed passing through the bathroom wall and back into my bedroom. I grabbed the broadsword and one of the spears. That was me - a regular gladiator in boxer shorts ready to face a conquistador.


The sound of a window breaking set me in motion. I ran down the hallway to find a pair of angry dogs had smashed through the large window in the front. Needless to say, De Soto occupied more fearsome specimens than a beagle. The pieces of De Soto had been ejected at the barrier Silas created and floated in front of the opening. The mutts snapped at me and growled. Instinctively, I flinched, but their teeth passed through without doing any harm.


Praying that Karla and Silas would stay in the relative safety of the master bathroom, I stepped by the dogs and eased into the barrier. There was a sensation like pushing past a heavy curtain. At least, I didn’t have to break it to get out. The nearest De Soto copy lunged for me and I jammed the spear into his gut in response. It wasn’t very satisfying and I had the feeling that this was only the beginning. The copies didn’t appear to be all that bright, but my guess was that they could easily make up for that with numbers.


Swinging the sword from side to side, I kept the second spirit at bay as I wrenched at the spear buried in his disintegrating counterpart. More possessed dogs came charging in my direction and with a spirit in them, I somehow doubted that they would pass through me.


Letting the spear go, I switched to a two handed grip on the sword and went after the second copy to finish him before I was overrun. One thing I was coming to grips with – the difference between swinging a sword at something and actually trying to maim something with a blade.


The copy screamed soundlessly when I slashed an arm. It dived into the ground. Turning, I saw the spear was lying on the ground and hadn’t vaporized along with the De Soto copy. With the dogs almost on top of me, I had to make a fast decision. I didn’t want to try stepping back into the house because it would probably break or weaken the protective barrier. Going under the ground was an option, but I wouldn’t be able to see. That was no good. My old Army training told me to do something different and use the terrain to my advantage.


I ran into the landscaping, specifically a thick based palm tree of some sort. It could protect most of my legs and torso from the physical form of the dogs.


The first dog, a German Shepherd ran headlong into the tree and it shook under the impact. I actually felt that! Wasting no time, I slashed at it. The dog howled like the dickens and staggered drunkenly away. A few seconds later I noticed the decapitated head of a copy fall free from the animal and the rest of a human body slough out of the dazed canine before it too collapsed. Part of me hoped that it wasn’t dead. Unfortunately, I couldn’t stop and worry about the dog’s condition. Two others had taken a more cautious approach than the direct frontal attack and were circling around me and the tree where I was half-hiding. I dodged in and out of the palm in a crazy kind of dance, hacking away with no real form or skill.


One of my swings connected and another crazed animal fell whimpering. The hound’s front legs looked uninjured, but they flopped uselessly on the ground while phantom smoke rose from the fur.


With only one more a threat to me, I prepared to go on the offensive, but an object filled my vision. I’d been so concerned about protecting myself from the dogs and watching the ground surrounding me, that I’d forgotten all about … birds!


A pair slammed into me, and I backpedalled almost dropping the sword as I came under assault from a mass of feathers, claws and pecking beaks. The dog pounced on me and we all went sprawling to the lawn. The scratches and the injuries from the birds stung, but the dog latched onto my leg and it felt every bit like a dog bite, even more painful than that one time I’d fought a bunch of animal spirits imprisoned by that ghost in western Maryland. Using my free arm, I smacked the birds away and gave the possessed mutt gnawing on my ankle a kick with my other leg. I should’ve put on pants and shoes, damn it!


The temptation to start flinging around energy passed through my mind, but I knew I’d need to save my strength. De Soto had a whole legion of these things. A clumsy thrust of the sword dealt with the dog who was still reeling from my kick. Climbing to my feet and limping slightly, I could see people looking out their windows from the neighboring homes. Lord only knew what they must be thinking right now. One of the birds thrashed on the ground with a broken wing. The ghost inside lunged with only one working arm. I smashed the hilt of the sword across his face and reversed the blade, delivering a thrust straight down into the duplicate’s back. 


I could feel De Soto’s power before I saw him. He wasn’t bothering to hide it or my senses were sharper outside of my real body. Whatever the reason, I sensed him and others.


Fighting against the pain of my injured ghostly foot, I gimped over to the spear. There was my father stepping out of a large black SUV with a dozen other ghosts surrounding him and the bodyguard that I was fairly certain was a Skinwalker as well. Armed with a spear and a sword and in just a pair of boxers, I was like some poor man’s version of that King Leo… what’s-his-face from that movie I liked, 300, facing down that Persian army. It was probably what those poor slobs at the Alamo thought when they saw Santa Anna’s horde as well.


The only problem was … things didn’t really end that well for the Spartans or the Texans in those instances and I wasn’t really interested in an epic final stand. About thirty feet separated me from that group and I prepared to hurl the spear.


“What’s the matter, Conquistador?” I yelled. “Don’t think you can take me by yourself?”


Dad’s face twisted in a cruel smile as he said, “Oh, I could, but what’s the use in having soldiers if you aren’t willing to use them?”


The spear might hurt De Soto, but I hesitated since it would definitely hurt Dad. I simply looked at the middle of the ghosts and stepped into the throw…


…only to be tripped by the one duplicate who had gone into the ground earlier. My throw went wild and the spear stabbed into the dirt and stuck there.


The duplicate grabbed my sword, but I punched him in the face and delivered a backhand slash, that might or might not have been enough to finish him.


“Pathetic, Ross,” De Soto said emerging from my father’s protection and drawing his duplicates and their power back into him. “Beyond pathetic, actually.”


As the copy I’d just injured was sucked back to De Soto like a spectral vacuum cleaner, he looked at his bodyguard and said, “Go, fetch his body and kill anything in your way.”


“How’d you find me?” I asked moving just enough to make the large Skinwalker hesitate.


“My animals,” he said opening his arms wide. “They can spot a blessed house and such a strong one at that! You might just as well have put up one of those neon signs indicating your location. So very sad - undone by your need to protect your human allies. Does that make you happy, whelp?”


Actually, it did. It meant Cassandra hadn’t betrayed me, which was oddly reassuring given the circumstances. “Go ahead and keep running your mouth, you worthless loser. You talk a tough game, but you don’t have the guts to face me. Wasn’t it you running from me last time? All these punk asses are here to wear me down and get destroyed. How’s it feel to be expendable, boys?”


“Still trying to goad me into a solo confrontation, eh? My men are loyal followers, little Ross. I will not sit idly by and watch them be destroyed. They know how much I value them. Together, we will crush you! Now, if you are finished spouting meaningless words, it is time to end your miserable existence.”


“I actually found Michael’s words to be rather insightful,” a female voice interrupted, causing everyone to turn. From the corner of my eye, I caught the look of shock on De Soto’s face. He hadn’t sensed her either.


“You!” De Soto cursed the visage of Virginia Poe who gracefully drifted across the road.


“Oh don’t look so surprised, Spaniard. I did promise you some years ago that I’d be there on the day you were defeated and this one has been overdue for quite some time.”


As she spoke a pickup truck with Texas plates roared up. I recognized Joe McKinney, or rather William McLaury, behind the wheel as Travis and several other ghosts from the Alamo jumped out of the bed. From where I stood, things were suddenly things were looking up.


“Traitor!” De Soto roared pointing at Travis. The air around us began to crackle with power and a very out of place chill swept through the area and the sky darkened. Things were about to get very ugly in this little, upscale neighborhood.


“I’ve been trying to get out from under your yoke for almost a century. Or did you forget what the fight at the Alamo was all about?” William Travis replied. Behind him, the San Antonio Detective came out with a twelve gauge pump action and wearing body armor. He used the truck’s engine block to shield his lower body and looked ready to take out anything living. The shotgun moved back and forth between my father and De Soto’s bodyguard. That Glock in the bodyguard’s hands seemed rather puny in comparison.


The ancient Conquistador pulsed with energy. “So be it! I’ll make certain to take me with you, girl!”


With that pronouncement, he charged, flanked by his loyal followers. I closed the distance between me and Virginia and reached her side just as she threw her arms forward. The wave of energy reminded me of the fight against her elder cousin back in Baltimore. The energy wall scattered most of the lesser spirits and caused several others to stumble. De Soto wasn’t even slowed. He knifed through it and tried to plow into us. I met him with a swinging sword that rebounded off of him where it should have cut him in half. The blow bounced him away and he rolled into the ground before disappearing beneath it.


Stupid me! I should have known that a phantom weapon wouldn’t do the trick. I tossed it toward one of the Alamo ghosts and scanned the ground for De Soto.


“Sense him,” Virginia warned me, but it came too late. De Soto’s arms grabbed my legs, his hand digging into the area where the dog had bit earlier and dragged me under.


For someone used to being able to see, the darkness under the earth was unnerving. I could still sort of see De Soto, mostly by the flash of his punches and kicks impacting against me.


He was quick and fluid, striking me from all sides, above and below. I struggled and flailed at a disadvantage, so used to fighting someone on a flat surface, ghosts can attack from any angle and he knew I hadn’t come close to mastering it. It was like fighting a damn shark in a swimming pool! Still not terribly used to floating around without a body, I “swam” for the surface, only to have him ram me two more time while releasing bursts of energy that sent me reeling.


A frail looking arm snaked around my hand and Virginia yanked me out of Mother Earth’s embrace with a strength she should not possess.


“Quit toying with him!” She barked at me while easily fending off an attack from a ghost twice her size. The stupid look on my face was probably all the answer Virginia needed.


Yeah. That’s what I was doing – not getting my ass kicked. Not at all! Last time we’d fought I’d delivered a series of quick and brutal attack. Now, he was beating me at my own game.


This wasn’t the time for my well-practiced kicks and punches. It was time for me to get nasty and fight like a wrestler. Drawing on the energy inside of me, I jumped down into the soil ready to grapple. The wait for De Soto’s next strike wasn’t very long. He slammed into my back and pain shot through the core of my being. I spun and twisted around, slapping my open hand down on his forearm. Tugging him sideways, I mashed the palm of the other hand into the side of his face, driving whatever spectral power I could call on into the blow.


He kicked and I grunted, but held fast as we took turns trying our best to electrocute each other like some idiotic game where two boys punch each other in the nuts until one of the can’t go on. Getting my arms around him in a series of illegal holds, I squeezed and turned up the juice and it had to be hurting him, because I was getting my own feedback.


“Die scum!” De Soto added his own energy into the hellish vortex we’d created. It burned, it ached, but neither of us would give up.


Somehow, we our fight ended up back on the surface and my eyes squinted against the early morning sunlight and the pulses of energy we generated. I could sense De Soto calling on his remaining duplicates trying to gather the energy to finish me.


I was empty and the world spun as my grip weakened. Maybe I’d be able to intercept the energy like last time, but he had the upper hand spinning me away from the phantoms as they merged with him. A greatly diminished Travis wielding my sword, along with Virginia, and a few others tried to destroy the arriving duplicates, but too many were getting through.


The Conquistador’s triumphant howls of victory mocked my feeble attempts to stop him. I was holding on for dear life, or was it unlife at this point ? I couldn’t be sure. Virginia was yelling at me, wanting me to do something, but her words were muffled by the roar of energy surrounding me. De Soto broke my hold and grabbed me by my ethereal throat. The crackling energy in his fist vibrated inside my soul and I was seconds away from being annihilated. 


“So you end, Michael Ross!”


I could only smack at him with my left hand grabbing at his vaporous form and pulling to try and make him let go. Then the strangest thing happened. I yanked a duplicate right out of him and flung it about ten feet! 


“No!” De Soto screamed as his eyes grew wide. William Travis, pounced on it and cleaved the duplicate in half before it could merge.


The ancient ghost’s greatest ability was also his biggest weakness. I knew what had to be done. With my own triumphant gurgle of a man being choked, I ripped more of his duplicates away, feeling his grip lessen as I peeled his ass like an onion. His desperate energy release nearly caused a blackout, but I willed myself to stay conscious and kept tearing away at him unraveling the ghost faster than he could pull himself back together.


The moment I knew I was going to win was when he released me and tried to run for it. Travis and Virginia tackled him and I picked myself back up and charged, pushing Travis aside and, quite literally, ripping De Soto a new one. I pulled and tugged, over and over at the specter until nothing remained in Virginia’s clutches.


Sinking to my knees in front of her, I was spent. I gasped for breath, finding the notion to be ridiculous since I wasn’t solid, and turned.


Travis was busy destroying the copies. Some fought, but most flew off in different directions, probably following De Soto’s last impulse to run.


“We’ve got to … We’ve got to…” I was having a hard time putting the words together.


Virginia’s gentle touch seemed to help. “We’ve got to get you into a body, Michael.”


“But De Soto,” I protested.


“All the King’s horses and all the King’s men,” Virginia repeated a line from the old nursery rhyme. She rose and pulled me along with her back into the house. I followed in a daze.


“Silas? Karla?” My words like everything else were a whisper. I was slipping away.


“They’re fine,” she reassured me, leading me back to the bathroom. 


My body. Home. I started to go to it, but Mrs. Poe steered me to the dog instead.


“You wouldn’t survive,” she says shaking a finger at me like Mom used to do when I was a kid. “Use the animal as a sanctuary and regain your strength.”


Disoriented and unable to protest, she stuffed me into Lucky. I heard the dog yelp and saw Virginia for a split second through the distorted vision of a beagle before both of us passed out. 

  



Episode 29: A Pair of Crazy Cellmates
 

 

Eventually, I came around. At first it was only for a minute or two before the pooch went back to sleep. There was a joke about being “doggone” tired in there somewhere, but the beagle decided that hunger was more important than sleep and got up. We were in Karla’s condo - probably violating the rules about having animals. Lucky’s sniffer found a plate of cold wet food next to a bowl of water. It looked like beef stew and neither of us were interested in quibbling about it.


So we feasted.


Then we drank.


Then we looked around, but the place was empty except for the two of us.


Then we took a whiz on Karla’s kitchen floor. It was better than her expensive carpet.


Hours passed, maybe it just felt like it because I was in a dog, but eventually, a pair of ghosts entered through the front wall. It was Cassandra and Virginia, who was holding her hand. I tried to recall if she’d been injured during the fight and concluded that she must’ve been hurt at some point. Lucky barked, happy to have someone give him attention and I just wanted to know if everyone was okay. 


“This is a good look for you, Mike,” Cassandra said. “Bark once if you’re ready to get out.”


Dusting off my doggie operating system, I complied. “Good” she continued. “Your body is at the hospital, I just came from checking on you. You’ve been there for the last thirty-six hours. The doctor’s think you’re in a light coma.”


Looking around, I barked a couple of times until she got the idea that I was asking about the others.


Virginia took over. “Karla Thompson is fine. She’s spending the day in the company of her parents. I am afraid to say that Mr. Parker is also at the hospital. He fell down the stairs and injured his hip. Unfortunately, it required surgery. Do you need assistance getting out?” 


I barked once, feeling guilty at needing the help and my friend’s predicament. At least he was still alive.


Virginia grabbed Lucky’s left paw and helped yank me out. Lucky looked up at me and panted as I stood. It wasn’t easy, but I seemed to be getting the hang of it.


“Thanks,” I said to Virginia. She seemed to blush slightly.


“It was nothing,” she said quickly as her expression returned to the usual serene look that usually was there. “I am just pleased to see you.”


I was slightly bothered by the reply. “Didn’t you already know how it was going to end?”


“No,” Virginia replied, “You misunderstand my powers. I can see possibilities, a nearly unlimited amount, and I have to focus to make sense of it all, but I can nudge events in a certain direction and let the cards fall where they may. My power is like running with an overflowing pot of water and trying not to spill any. If I try too hard, I only spill more and once spilled, there is no way to undo it. My power is a gift and a curse. Every action we take opens new possibilities as others disappear like they had never existed.”


“I was supposed to yell at you for what you put Tabitha Lawrence through, but I guess you were doing what you had to do,” I said, hoping the departed spirit would understand if we ever met in whatever comes next.


“I make mistakes, too often,” Virginia admitted appearing contrite.


“I can vouch for that. Several times over, in fact,” Cassandra said rejoining the conversation. “Are we ready, Ginny? I was getting bored out in the car. Misty isn’t one of my more patient bodies.”


Virginia’s repentant look melted into one of annoyance. “And the princess finally receives the crown she’s craved for so long.”


I could literally feel the long history between the two of them.


“Couldn’t have done it without you,” Cassandra answered in a sugary-sweet voice.


“Seriously?” I said, looking at Virginia. “You’re leaving her in charge?”


“Yes,” Mrs. Poe said. “Someone needs to bring order to this area. It might as well be her.”


“So, it’s the lesser of two evils?” I commented.


“No,” Virginia answered. “It is more like ‘the devil you know,’ from my perspective. I am also reasonably certain it won’t be as easy as she suspects.”


“What happened to my father?” I’d already made certain Silas and Karla were okay. With the important people covered, I could spare a moment to ask about his condition.


Cassandra replied, “I’ve got him cooling his heels south of the border until the fallout from this blows over. To be honest, he’s not really interested in talking with you right now. He gets to act like he’s in charge, but I’m really running the show, unless you’re interested in staying around? I could make it worth your time.”


The sour look on my face probably conveyed my answer better than my, “No, I don’t think so.”


She shrugged off my reply, glanced at a picture of Karla on the table with her arms around Darren Porter, and said, “I see. That’s what I figured. Suit yourself. Maybe when you’re older and wiser, Mike.”


“Typical,” I muttered ignoring her and thinking about the guy with the name on my birth certificate. “He just ran off again.”


“Don’t take it so hard, Michael,” Virginia interrupted my musings. “Your father was content being a kept man. His anger at you is really just a reflection of the fact that he will now have to take responsibility for his life. Sometimes the child must be the parent.”


Cassandra laughed. “At least I know where you get your anger issues from. Pity he doesn’t have anything near your talent, but I’ll get what I can out of him.”


Strangely enough, the thought of Cassandra constantly on his ass about things made me smile. They deserved each other.


Concluding that standing here was wasting time, I said, “Okay, I want to go get my body back.”


“It’s time for me to go as well,” Virginia announced.


“You’re leaving? Just like that?”


Virginia nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. I need to be somewhere else and doing something else. Don’t be surprised if someone else is here when you return from the hospital in two days. Until we meet again, farewell.”


“Her leaving isn’t what should worry you, Mike,” Cassandra said, her giddy sarcasm cast aside and some very deep-seated anger showing through. “What should is knowing that one day she’ll come back.”


Virginia scowled and actually looked hurt before she vanished.


“Was that really necessary?” I asked.


Cassandra also turned away and started for the driveway. I couldn’t see her face, but I heard her words. “One of these days, if I ever feel like talking about it Mike, remind me to tell you how I died. C’mon let’s go.”


 There were plenty of things to feel bad about, Silas getting hurt, a bunch of dead dogs, the ruined house a vacationing family returned to, and through all that, I couldn’t spare much sympathy for either Virginia or Cassandra. Virginia Poe did meddle in people’s lives. Maybe she had good reasons, but that didn’t make everything right. Cassandra? She played with real human beings like they were Barbie dolls. Even as I floated to her convertible Porsche, she was primping herself using the rearview mirror inside the body of that dancer I’d met in Amarillo, Misty, and looking pleased with the result. 


“What happened to Isabella?”


“Oh, she ran off and it’s not worth my time to track her down right now. Damn girl annoyed the hell out of me anyway. Misty’s days on the pole are over for the time being and it’s time to let others go get information and broker the little deals for a change. What about you, Mike? Going back to college in Maryland? I spoke with your mom on the phone and let her know that you’re going to be okay.” 


“Have to wait and see when Silas is ready to travel,” I answered.


“I can put him on a plane when he’s healed and I’d be willing to foot the bill so he can go to a decent place for rehab and not some hole in the wall,” she offered. 


“That’s very nice of you,” I said wondering where her sudden burst of compassion was coming from. First my mom and now this?


“As for you, how’s five grand a month sound?”


“Huh?” Oh, now it made sense! She gave with one hand and tried to take with the other. It was classic bait and switch. 


“I’d like to put you on a retainer. De Soto eliminated just about all the competition here and ran this place with an iron fist. He’s gone, scattered to the winds, and somebody else might try muscle in. I suspect that with proper guidance, your father will be able to handle most any situation, but occasions might arise where I need someone much more capable.”


“Why do you think I’d want to work for you? You did try to kill me, in case you’ve forgotten.” She’d moved onto flattery. The whole thing sounded like the gangster arrangement in Atlantic City.


“I haven’t and you don’t.” She pulled out of the driveway and recklessly accelerated. Despite currently not being in my body, I was still alarmed. Keeping people off balance was one of her negotiating techniques. “But I saw the way you were looking at the red headed scream queen, and I think she might be interested as well.”


“Go on,” I said, trying to keep a poker face. I did like Karla, but I’d been burned recently and didn’t want to pin my hopes on her until we had a chance to talk.


“Your problem is that you lack the reason to keep coming back and the means as well. I can give you both. Plane flights, dinners and the like cost money you just don’t have. Her parents are filthy rich and, as I recall, you weren’t even comfortable around Heather’s family and they were barely middle class.”


“I’ve changed since then.” I noted how she said ‘middle class’ like it was a dirty word.


She nodded and continued. “True. You’re more practical. That’s why you’re going to take the offer.”


“You really think so?” De Soto ran all kinds of rackets. Sixty large was chump change. “Not if you’re going to low ball me like that.”


“See,” she commented with a smug look on her face as her Porsche nearly collided with a van. “You’re smart enough to not jump on the first offer and Thompson’s parents probably pay their landscaper sixty a year. How about ten?”


“Better,” I said, “But you should go higher.”


“I could, but I won’t, Mike.”


“And why not?”


She reached over where my chin was and touched it while saying, “Too much money makes Mike fat and lazy. Do you ever see what happens to people that hit the lottery? Even the ones who don’t get possessed by Skinwalkers wanting to indulge in lifestyles of the filthy rich and filthy minded have problems coping with suddenly being wealthy.”


“So you’re doing me a favor, Cassandra? It gets me right here.” I tapped where my heart would be.


“It’s only because I care, Mike,” she answered and laughed at the ridiculousness of her statement. “Besides, any more than ten and I want you down here full time. If you want to put that on the table, we can talk more?” 


“Ten it is then.” I wondered which of us would be regretting this arrangement someday, probably both.


“Good. Now, the walker working for Travis has already run most of the interference you need in case the locals want to question you, but if they do, I’m going to tell you what you need to say.” 


I listened to the cover story with some amusement. Not wanting to violate the rules she was currently violating about pets in her complex, Karla took Silas, me, and our pet beagle to the place she was pet sitting. Some kind of gas pocket trapped below the ground exploded damaging a portion of the house and just so happened to kill my estranged father’s bodyguard as he arrived to visit us with a piece of rock that left a wound not unlike a twelve gauge solid slug. A friend of the family, Officer McKinney from San Antonio, was in town and hustled my dear old dad away in case there were more explosions. People who thought they saw the officer shoot a man were sadly mistaken and more concerned about the neighborhood being evacuated at the time to say much else.


There was a feeling that if I watched the news more often, I’d see more of these bizarre stories that made little sense. Another thing I’d have to get used to.


 

“I finally come back to Arizona and the bad guy still walks away! This time I even helped,” the Skinwalker known as Will McLaury growled shortly after the doctor who finished examining me left.


Considering he was talking about my dad, I should be offended, but the thought of dear old Pappy sipping margaritas in Cabo San Somewhere Nice while we cleaned up the mess galled me to no end as well. 


“Yeah that stinks. You know what’s worse, I really hate hospitals,” I answered with my own personal disappointment. Virginia’s prediction that I’d be held for observation was right on target and I had a new entry in my medical records concerning a possible coma.


Maybe Cassandra’s little job offer wasn’t so bad. Anyone who took a gander at my health records would be convinced I was certifiable, and I wasn’t certain they’d be wrong.


“Can’t say I ever liked ‘em much myself,” San Antonio’s finest mentioned. “You’re square with the locals. They’ve already moved on to something more interesting than a guy hooking up with a girl at the place she’s supposed to be watching.”


“Thanks for the assist,” I said. “How long are you in town for?”


“I’ll hang around until they release you. Then I thought I’d go back to San Antonio by way of Tombstone and pay my respects to Tom and Frank’s graves.”


“Don’t go looking for trouble,” I said. “Joe’s got a nice family.”


“I won’t,” he answered. “I consider them mine as well. From what I hear, all the tourists in Tombstone drove most everyone out of there a long time ago. The few left are old timers. They like to have fun with the visitors looking for a thrill. Look me up on your way back east and I’ll put your skills to use. So, want to go visit your preacher friend?” 


“Sure,” I answered and started to swing my legs off the bed. “I need to stretch anyway.”


Will held up a hand and said, “That’d just bring your doctor running. Give me a minute and I’ll get a chair.”


“You’re kidding me?” 


He wasn’t. 


Man, I really hated hospitals!


 

Silas looked frail and broken as I wheeled into his room. A few months with me appeared to have aged him years and that knowledge stung. If I mentioned it, he’d protest and say I’d done all I could. That only meant that I needed to do better by him.


“Hello, Michael,” he said. Since the only thing he could see was me and the Skinwalker in the doorway, I probably stood out like a sore thumb.


Nodding a thanks and an “I got it from here look” to Joe, I moved over to the bed with a couple of phantom images that I’d pulled from the Bible in my room and some magazines laying around and passed them to him.


“Just don’t let the staff catch you reading thin air,” I whispered. “They’ll try to take pictures of your brain like they’re doing with me.”


“I’ll try to keep it hidden,” he said.


“How are you feeling? You look good.” 


“I’m sore, but I’ve been worse. They had this little machine thing strapped to my leg to massage my calf and prevent blood clots, but the doctors took it off yesterday. They’re making me go easy on the pain meds because of my age, but with the good grace of our Lord, I shall rise and walk again. I think the more important question is how are you, Michael?”


The million dollar question and I tried to be truthful with him. “Physically, I’m pretty good … a little sore from being in bed, I guess. Other than that, I guess I’m just drained.”


“Can’t take care of anyone else, if you won’t take care of yourself.”


My retort could’ve been the one about the pot calling the kettle black, but we were a pair of hypocrites and knew it, so I just let it go.


“I suppose I should call and see if they finally fixed Pastor Duncan’s car. I might actually stay in some nice hotels on the way back, but it’s going to be lonely without you keeping me company.”


“I’m sure you’ll manage just fine without me.” He said with a chuckle that changed into a coughing fit. I stood, unsteadily at first, and poured him a cup of water.


“Do you think we made a difference?” I wasn’t sure why I asked. Virginia or Cassandra might have a different answer, but I was more interested in what Silas had to say.


“Yes, I think you made a difference,” he answered, dropping the “we” part. “De Soto was finally brought to justice and the pieces of him may roam this land forever serving penance for his misdeeds.”


“Looking forward to mentoring some troubled youths, Silas?”


“The Von Eckels woman offered to pay for a top of the line rehabilitation clinic.”


“She mentioned that to me. It was probably more geared toward buttering me up for her offer, but go ahead and take her up on it,” I said and explained the retainer arrangement before finishing, “Or do you think I should turn her down?”


“No,” he answered taking his time and thinking about his choice of words, “Just keep your eyes open and be ready to resist temptation.”


“I’ll just ask myself when I’m doing something if you would approve before I do it.”


That got a toothy grin and we joked about a few more things before I noticed that he was getting tired. After refilling his glass of water and catching my reflection in the mirror, I excused myself to take a shower and clean up. Karla would be by at some point and being clean shaven and not stinking up the joint would probably improve my chances, or at least not hurt them.


 

“Hey there! You’re up!” Karla sounded cheerful coming in. She looked good in a pair of white slacks and a thin blue blouse and with one of my duffel bags in her left hand. I spotted a brown wrist brace on the right one and frowned.


“Oh this? It’s nothing,” she brushed it off casually and then set the bag on a chair. Karla walked to my bedside and gave me a hug, but no kiss. “I sprained it trying to stop Silas from falling. I dropped by his floor on the way up to check in on him, but he’s asleep.”


“I saw him earlier,” I offered trying to read her body language. “He seems to be doing okay.”


“I know, but I feel so bad him getting hurt and not being around when you woke up.”


“Cassandra and Virginia said you were with your parents,” I said.


“After fighting with my insurance company about the damage to my vehicle. Anyway, I’m not a big Cassandra fan these days. Virginia, I don’t even know, but I feel like I should,” Karla paused and then said, “No one else is here right now. Right?”


“Just the two of us. Sorry about your kitchen floor.”


“Good. Don’t tell her, but I gave Isabella some money because she wanted to get out of town.”


“My lips are sealed,” I answered.


“I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner. I got home and saw the dog was awake, so I spent twenty minutes talking to it before I finally figured out you weren’t even there! Talk about being embarrassed.”


I wondered what she had said to the pooch. He probably knows whether she was going to dump me just like Candy did.


“So, how’d it go with your parents?”


“Oh, let’s not talk about that,” she said. I translated that to mean not well.


I figured that I might as well get this over with. So I manned up and asked, “So what do you want to talk about?”


“I quit my job,” she said, deftly avoiding the question she must’ve known I was asking.


“Sorry.”


“It’s not like it was your fault,” she added. “When the story came out that I wasn’t in mortal danger, the manager started acting all angry and calling me irresponsible. When he told me I was being put on probation, I might have said where he could stick that probation.”


It was hard not to smile at her presentation of the topic. “That’s sucks. You were really in danger.”


“And if I ever tried to explain it, they’d really think I lost it. Oh well, what’s a girl to do? So when are they letting you out?”


“Day after tomorrow. I need to check on our car sometime.”


“Oh, I can take care of that. It was by the hotel you two were staying at right?”


She sounded eager, but I couldn’t tell whether it was to help me or just help me leave town.


“Did you eat yet, Mike? I could go grab something and bring it back?”


I patted my stomach and made a face. “Hospital meatloaf and mashed potatoes – I probably shouldn’t put anything on top of that if I want to sleep tonight.” 


“Okay,” she said and pointed at the bag. “I grabbed a few of your things. I can bring your laptop tomorrow if you want?”


“Nah, I don’t need it. I’m going to use the phone and call Mom in a bit. She should be getting home from work soon and even though she knows I’ll be fine, she won’t believe it until she hears my voice.”


“Your mom sounds like a wonderful person.”


“She is,” I said. “The best. So, what are your plans?”


She hesitated and said, “I’m not sure. I don’t want to jump back into the workforce. A change of scenery is looking better all the time. My parents insist I come out and spend some time with them in California, but I don’t think so. They want me to go back to seeing a therapist. They’re acting like this whole thing with you is a relapse of what happened in Pennsylvania. I think I just need some time to clear my head and think.” 


In a twisted way, her parents were right. Though I doubted a therapist would be able to help her. 


“I understand,” the mystery meatloaf in my stomach executed a perfect back flip. This wasn’t going well.


“You do? Good. So do you need anything else?”


I shook my head. 


“Okay, I have to get back to the condo and feed the dog and put down some more newspaper. I’ll be back tomorrow.”


This time I got a hug and a kiss. Candy at least acted upset. There was only one person to turn to. Picking up the phone, I dialed Mom. If anyone wanted to call me a “momma’s boy,” I’d agree - after I kicked their ass.


 

“All checked out?” Karla asked. Frankly, after she was a no show yesterday, I was surprised she hadn’t just left me cab fare and put my stuff out in the driveway. Sure, she’d called, but only to tell me that she’d spent the morning with errands and fighting her car insurance company, again, and the afternoon being interviewed by the homeowner’s insurance investigator about all the damage to the house we’d been staying at for an excuse. My only visitors yesterday had been Joe McKinney, who was now on his way to Tombstone and then Cassandra bringing by my first check and some traveling money. I’d made a supreme effort to be pleasant to Joe and his Skinwalker, because he’s a decent enough guy and a slightly less spectacular effort for my new employer, because she’s a bitch.


“Yeah, I just finished saying goodbye to Silas. I thought I’d be flying back to ride with him on the plane when he’s ready to travel, but Cassandra is having one of her people take care of it and I’ll pick him up at Regan National.”


“That’s good. Do you want to go get something to eat or go pick up the car?”


“The car,” I answered, trying to push through the big old steaming pile of awkward this was fast becoming. “I can just eat on the road.”


“Oh okay,” she said. “Are you alright? I thought you’d be happy to be leaving; considering you keep saying how much you hate being in hospitals.”


“Do you really want me to answer?” I snapped back.


She looked a bit clueless. “Yeah, tell me what’s wrong.”


“Part of the reason I hate hospitals is that I keep getting dumped in them.”


“What?” She said with a dumbfounded look on her face and covered her open mouth with her fingertips. “Oh my God! You thought … You thought….”


She started laughing! I shit you not, she started laughing at me and I struggled to contain both embarrassment and anger. Everything I’d been through and now I was just standing there like an idiot teenager who didn’t get the girl!


Scooping up my duffel bag, I stepped around her muttering, “Yeah, I thought we had something. Sorry.”


I made it as far as the doorframe when her hand caught mine and stopped me. Turning, I wondered how much worse this was going to get. Instead, I got an armful of Karla. She threw her arms around me and hugged me tight.


“Why did you think I was dumping you?”


“You’re not?”


“No!” Karla said. “I thought you were beating yourself up over Silas getting hurt and in a funk. I was giving you space, dufus.”


I felt embarrassed and now was angry with myself. “Oh, but you didn’t come yesterday. You said you didn’t want to get caught up in me.”


She pulled back and put her face right in front of mine and said, “Lots of things happen that I don’t necessarily want. This one isn’t that bad. All those errands were getting a friend to watch my place and picking up my car when it’s done, buying a dog carrier, and making sure all my bills were paid up. The trip I was talking about is going with you, silly!”


“You want to come along?” I was trying to process all this.


Karla was smiling. “I thought that was kind of obvious. I wanted a change of scenery and a chance to clear my thoughts. Driving across the country has a lot of scenery and fresh air right?”


“You’re serious?”


“Mike, you’re the only one who knows what really happened. You’re the only one I can really talk to about it without insisting I talk to a professional. You saved my life … twice, and you’re a great guy!”


She punctuated her proclamation with a kiss. Not just a little kiss, but an “oh why don’t you two get a room already” kiss. I was in no position to argue. Naturally, this wasn’t what I’d expected. Still, I couldn’t help wondering if wanting to be my girlfriend was a bigger reason to seek out a mental health professional.


“You’re not worried about the ghosts?” This was the polar opposite of what I’d imagined.


“A little,” she confessed. “But I used to go with Darren and the others looking for them just for fun and to help them. From what you’ve told me, most are just looking for some help. Sure, some of them might scare me a little, but you’re the Ferryman. The bad ones should be afraid of you.”


Wishing I could bottle some of her enthusiasm for those days when this power seems more like a curse, I put my head on her shoulder and said, “I’m sorry. I’m such a pessimist. Forgive me.”


She used her free hand and fussed with my hair. “Oh, I suppose you’re forgiven. So can we stop and get something to eat or are you still bound and determined to hit the open road?”


I slid my free hand into her left one and said, “I’m not in such a hurry anymore.”


 

We’d had so much fun talking at lunch that we then had to hurry and pick up Pastor Duncan’s car and drop off Karla’s loaner before things closed. By the time I pulled into Karla’s driveway, I’d completely forgotten about Virginia’s last words. She’d said that someone might be waiting for me. So, I was just as surprised as my new girlfriend, if it wasn’t too early to call her that, when I saw the hot and tired looking black dog on her front stoop.


“Isn’t that,” she started and trailed off.


“Probably,” I answered. “But it could be some other ghost De Soto stuck inside or even one of his own copies. Stay here while I check.”


I got out and popped the plastic top on the bottle of iron filings in my pocket of my jeans. “Hey Lee. Is that you? Bark twice if it is.”


The lab barked twice. He’s had a few days to practice.


“Okay then,” I said debating on whether or not to actually free him. “I’m going to come up and touch you. We should be able to talk with my hand on your coat. Bark just once.”


One bark answered.


My thumb put the top back on the bottle and clicked it shut. Blackie sat on his haunches while I approached. Virginia’s vague prediction had made me more comfortable with the situation.


Putting my left hand on the fur, I said, “What’ve you been up to, Lee?”


“Funny Ross,” he answered. “De Soto put me in here. Just get me the hell out!”


I filled him in on the scattering of Hernando De Soto and finished with, “What’s next for you, Lee?”


“There’re more of them out there.”


“You’re going back to Dallas.”


“Yes, now quit stalling, Ross!”


Using my tweezers, I reached in, but I couldn’t hold on to him. He kept slipping out of my grasp.


“This is no good,” I said. “It’s too damn hot out here for this. Let’s go inside. I can get out of my body and pull you out if I have to.”


Inside Karla’s condo, I saw Lucky wet the floor again at least twice and didn’t look that happy to see Blackie. I took the dog over and let him finish off the food in the bowl and practically tore into the water dish.


Sitting on the couch, I slowly emerged from my body and went over to Oswald.


“Alright, here we go,” I reached in just like I’d done at the arena and pulled. Lee started to come out but he and the dog both started screaming in agony. Something was clearly wrong.


“Let me go! Let me go!” I was still trying to figure out what was happening, when Blackie growled and bit at my leg. I really felt it!


Taking the hint, I let go. The two snapped back together like they were elastic. Karla and the beagle both expressed their concerns. I backed away until I could be certain Lee was back in control and then I touched him.


“No! I can’t be stuck in here! The bitch has to be lying!”


“What bitch?”


“The fortune teller, Virginia Poe.” He yelled.


“What did she say, Lee?”


“She said I was the only one who could free myself and I wasn’t ready, yet. Do something!”


I recalled Virginia having a hand injury and said, “You bit her didn’t you?”


“Of course I did!”


Turning, I walked back to my body and climbed in. There was a phantom pain in my leg where I’d just been bit and told Karla what happened.


“Lee,” I said. “I don’t think I can free you without killing the dog and that might destroy you in the state you’re in.”


Oswald growled.


“I don’t really like it either, but I can’t do it. Either De Soto did something different this time, or Virginia is right and you’re the one holding yourself prisoner in there.” Other possibilities raced through my mind, maybe he was afraid that with De Soto gone, he’d pass on the moment he left the dog. It was too bad I couldn’t take him to that Dog Whisperer guy I’d seen on cable and let him figure it out.


“We might be able to find another ghost who can get you out.” I thought about Eva in Pennsylvania. She also had the power to deal with him if he tried to destroy her and a ready-made prison to hold him if he somehow did.


Lee jumped on the couch and I touched the side of the dog.


“Fine, take me to someone who can get me out,” he said.


 

It was too late to leave by the time we got everything sorted out, so we stayed the night. Karla snuggled up against me in her bed.


She smiled and traced a finger along my chest while saying, “It’s not strange enough that you can possess one of your dogs, but your other one is Lee Harvey Oswald. Maybe I really did go insane and I’m locked up in a rubber room somewhere?”


“If it’s any consolation, I’m probably in the next cell,” I chuckle while making my reply. As shared hallucinations go, this was pretty good.


“Kiss me.”


I did as she asked and said, “What was that for?”


She laughed and stretched out next to me. “It’s more fun than a pinch and works just as well.”


“Good,” I concluded. “Besides, this is too crazy for even insane people.”


“They sleep in the bathroom or we get two rooms.”


I looked at her until she explained, “Mike, I’m not going to do what we just did in front of your beagle much less in front of Lee Harvey Oswald. That is so not happening.”


My life wasn’t too bad. I hadn’t salvaged my relationship with my father. He was still due for a World’s Greatest Asshole coffee mug, but I’d learned things that neither of the Poe brothers had and managed to avoid dying in the process. Against all odds, I buried the hatchet with Cassandra Von Eckels, who was prepared to pay me a large amount of money to do something I was fated to do anyway.


Somehow, I’d even found a beautiful girlfriend who wasn’t my cousin and was willing to share a bed with me - just not while Lee Harvey Oswald or any dog was watching. 


Strange terms for the start of a strange relationship.


“I can live with that, Karla,” I answered, hoping my words were the beginning of my own self-fulfilling prophecy
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Centuries ago, Misty Johnson, Supernatural…er,…Dick, was cursed with near immortality when a black magic spell she and a friend were casting backfired…and the supernatural realm has regretted it ever since. A near millennium full of battling paranormal nasties, saving helpless victims, and trying to stay up with the latest cultural niceties, Misty has put her experiences to good use. With the help of her trusty partner, Dru Chance, the two take on the magical underbelly of Washington, D.C. as they investigate crimes that no one else can handle. 

From shady Senators to sneaky shape shifters, from a ninja made of clay to a vampire afraid of his own shadow…Misty Johnson navigates the nation’s capital, all the while seeking to uncover the truth for her clients—and for herself. 

An unnatural life span. A timeless mission. A woman like no other. Just don’t call her a detective! 

“Misty and Dru are the paranormal world’s answer to Holmes and Watson.” – Lori Devoti, author of AMAZON QUEEN and AMAZON INK. 

  


The Zombie-Driven Life by David Wood
 

[image: zdl small.JPG] 

Available for .99 on Kindle. Click here to purchase your copy! 

“If there is a God, and this is His purpose for our lives, He’s being a real douche.” 

High school nobody Kenan is doing just fine in the midst of the zombie apocalypse, thank you very much, but when his dream girl Katy comes stumbling around the corner, she turns his world upside-down. David Wood’s first foray into zombie fiction is an action-packed horror tale laced with dark humor. 

“The Zombie Driven Life is a fast-paced, zombie story that manages to be thoughtful, humorous, and surprising while giving zombie fans everything they love about the genre—gore, desperate situations, and a big body count. The perfect book to devour in a single day.” Jeremy Bishop, author of Torment 
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