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      Marie could still picture Billy Cooper's tear-stained face as she waited for Champ to drift slowly off to sleep. She tried to explain to him this was a routine surgery. But Billy just couldn't understand what surgery had to do with Champ not making babies anymore. Marie smiled and stroked the Irish Setter as she began to shave and disinfect the area where the incision would take place.

      Just before making the cut, Marie spotted a shadow of a little boy out of the corner of her eye. He looked to be six years of age and was staring back at her. She immediately closed her eyes tightly and tried to push the spirit out of her head. When she opened her eyes, the little boy was gone.

      She whispered softly to Champ, “Sorry about that interruption, boy. Let me continue what I was doing and get you back with Billy. The less time we spend in here, the better for him and his anxiety.”

      After the surgery, Billy and his mother, Jane, carefully helped Marie load Champ into the back of their SUV. Billy was thrilled to see Champ wag his tail a little.

      Marie reminded Billy, “Now remember to follow my list of instructions for Champ. He'll be a bit sleepy today, but that's normal. I wouldn't feed him anything until later this evening. You call me if anything changes, but I know he'll be fine.”

      Billy smiled and started to read the instructions. “I'm going to memorize all of these so I can make sure Champ gets better. Thanks, Dr. Bartek. You're the best veterinarian ever.”

      Marie waved and watched them drive off. She had almost forgotten about the spirit she saw in the operating room. She decided as soon as she finished the rest of her appointments, she would give her best friend, Gale Winters, a call and continue their conversation about the possibility of organizing a paranormal group. It had been almost eighteen years since her last encounter with a spirit. It was time she got to the bottom of why her ability was coming back.

      At the end of her day, Marie strolled lost in thought to Gale's place. As she continued past Poe's Tavern, she loved the fact that she could walk to anywhere in town. Living on the beach made it convenient. It was also great to have Gale living only three houses up the beach from her place. She remembered the first time she met Gale when she moved to Sullivan's Island, SC. Loving antiques, Marie had stopped into Gale's shop and immediately fell in love with the antiques and Gale. They became fast friends.

      It amused Marie how carefree and casual Gale lived. She wasn't afraid to speak her mind and put you in your place if needed. She was the complete opposite of Marie. Gale was a few inches taller with hair so black it reminded Marie of Carbon. Her eyes were just as dark, and she had olive-colored skin. She could wear shorts any time of the year and always looked as if she just came out of the sun. Marie envied Gale's tall, thin body but still felt comfortable with her own physique. She was confident she could give Gale a little competition in the good looks department. After all, some men had told her how they loved her long, blonde hair and green eyes. Not to mention the fact she had a lean swimmer's body. Swimming was a true passion of hers and the reason why she left the cold winters of Rhode Island to move to Sullivan's Island.

      Marie turned the corner in the alley and spotted the Closed sign on Gale's shop. The pansies and petunias were overflowing out of the window boxes, and their colors popped in contrast to the pale aqua paint on the house. It was a quaint cottage with a bright red door and a haphazardly hung screen door.

      Gale was taking the kettle off the burner when Marie peeked through the screen door. “Come on in, I'm in the kitchen,” she said when she heard the knock.

      Marie let the screen door slam shut behind her and headed back toward an amazing aroma of cinnamon. She entered the kitchen and spotted the culprit. “Oh Gale, you know I'm on a diet. Why did you make these amazing cinnamon scones and torture me?”

      Gale smiled and poured the tea. “Because we're both on diets, and I love company when I fall off the wagon.”

      Marie laughed and bit into a scone. “Oh man, this is heaven. It's exactly what I needed after my day at the clinic.”

      Gale grabbed a scone and sniffed it before taking a bite. “Yes, you were extremely vague on the phone. I can only assume you had another, shall we say, occurrence? It’s the third one this month. Why do you think it's happening so frequently now?”

      Marie sat down and blew on her tea before taking a sip. “I don't know. But I'm so glad I've had you as a confidant. You know, I've been living here for about seven years, and I still can't figure out why this ability of mine has decided to creep back into my life. I thought I had banished it back in Rhode Island.”

      Gale studied Marie's face as she slid back into her chair and propped her feet on the small stool. “That's right. You told me the last time this happened was when you were about twelve. You said your parents used to look at you as if you were nuts.”

      Marie sighed. “Yeah. They never yelled or scolded me about it, but I hated the way they looked at me. Plus, our neighbors started to gossip about it and then questioned my family's religious beliefs. It also didn't help that my brothers used to tease me. I just think they were jealous.”

      Gale reached over for another scone but decided against it. “Wasn't there a little boy you confided in? Who was that again?”

      “Oh yeah, Davy McGee. He was a little weird.” Marie took the last bite of her scone and pictured Davy in her mind. “Did I ever tell you about his mother committing suicide?”

      Gale winced. “No, you didn't. How sad.”

      “Yeah, it was. He kept badgering me to talk to his mom’s spirit. He wanted me to find out why she did it. The thing is, everyone in town knew his dad used to beat on his mom. I think Davy was the only one who didn't know.”

      Gale poured another cup of tea. “Were you able to communicate with his mom?”

      Marie got quiet and swirled her spoon around the teacup. “Yeah, I did. She told me she couldn't take the abuse anymore, so she hung herself. Davy went ballistic. He said I was a jerk and a hoax. He never spoke to me after that. That was probably around the time I started to squelch my ability. I figured if that was how people were going to react, I didn't want to see and talk to spirits anymore.”

      Gale replied, “I don't blame you. I wonder what the catalyst is for your ability resurfacing. So, on that subject, when do you want to begin organizing a paranormal group? We've been talking about it for so long, I think it's time we take some action. I think we have enough people interested.”

      Marie nodded. “I agree. Who do we have on the list again?”

      Gale picked up the paper, along with another scone. “Well, there's Mimi and Jim Rawlings. Mimi closes the pharmacy at six, and I think Jim can find someone to fill in for him at the mini-mart for an evening. Mr. gorgeous Tim Haines should be able to work out a free evening, being the Fire Chief and all. Myra Cummings is retired, so that won't be a problem unless she has a reading. And Harry Connor works during the day so he would be available in the evenings as well.”

      “Harry Connor? Oh, that's right, he's the school counselor and demonologist.” Marie finished her tea and stood up to stretch her back. “How did he get into that anyway? In fact, I forgot why everyone was so interested in helping us organize this group, besides the obvious with Myra.”

      Gale began taking the dishes over to the sink. “Well, I think just about everyone has had some kind of experience with the afterlife. Mimi and Jim saw an apparition when they were first married, when Mimi was pregnant with Amanda. I think Tim's just curious and intrigued. He claims he hears voices in the fire station at night. And Harry, well Harry said his second cousin twice removed was possessed, which is why he became a demonologist.”

      Marie leaned against the counter. “Well, I'd say it's quite an interesting group. Why don't you call Tim and Mimi and Jim to set up a group meeting? I'll call Myra and Harry. We can make it for six o'clock at my place Saturday night and meet above my garage.”

      Gale smiled. “Sounds like a plan to me. Oh, by the way, should we add Chief Miller to the list?”

      Marie almost dropped her teacup. “Cory Miller? Why on earth would you ask that?”

      Gale laughed and said, “Because I think you have a crush on him.”

      “Very funny. I do not. Besides, he's made it quite clear that he's a skeptic.”

      “How do you know that?” Gale dumped the tea leaves into the garbage.

      Marie sat back down and sighed. “Because Myra told me she's had conversations with him about doing a reading on him and he politely declined.”

      Gale began rinsing off the dishes. “Yeah, but that doesn't mean we can't help change his mind. Many people don't believe in ghosts until they've experienced something unexplainable. After all, that's how I was. I became a believer after I saw my mother at the foot of my bed the day after she died. Nobody else in the family saw her. So, there you go.”

      Marie smiled. “Yeah, I guess you're right. Cory is kind of cute, isn't he? I mean tall, dark, and handsome always seems to work.”

      Gale laughed and picked up her cell phone. “I'll start making my calls now. Why don't you get my phone book and make your calls? Let's shoot for this Saturday.”

      Marie opened the phone book and looked up the numbers for Myra and Harry. They were able to reach everyone and organize a meeting. She felt a flutter in her stomach as she began to realize this was actually going to develop. Or was the flutter coming from thinking about Cory? Every time she thought of an opportunity to get to know him a little better, she backed off because she knew her so-called ability would probably scare him.

      She pushed Cory out of her mind just as she did with the little boy spirit from this morning. Those were two issues to be worked out at a later date. Right now, she wanted to concentrate on developing this paranormal group and get a handle on why she is able to see and hear spirits again.
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      On Saturday, sleeping in until eight-thirty was a treat for Marie, especially when her days usually began before sunrise. The balmy sun felt good against her face as she tugged on her wetsuit. Even though it was June, the water temperature in the ocean was still a bit chilly. She went out to the enclosed sun porch, stretched her arms and legs, and smelled the salt from the ocean and the sweet scent of roses from her garden. The aroma of that combination never got old.

      Once her muscles felt limber, she jogged the five hundred feet to the water's edge and slowly submerged herself. When the ocean floor disappeared from under her feet, she began to swim her laps. Every ounce of stress vanished from her mind and each stroke she took left her feeling exhilarated and renewed. Her thoughts were jammed and fuzzy when she first woke this morning, but as the ocean water splashed her face, her mind became clear.

      She was excited about the paranormal group meeting at her place that evening. She tried to come up with a title for the society all week. There was one particular name that seemed to fit, and she hoped the rest of the group would agree.

      She finished her final laps and headed to the shore to catch her breath and do her post-swim stretches. Her decision to swim in the ocean was a good one. Normally she swam in her indoor lap pool, but the day was too perfect to stay inside. She watched the seagulls swoop down to catch their breakfast as she checked her pulse. Rising to her feet, she saw a quick shadow out of the corner of her eye and then it disappeared. She shook her head and spun around in all directions but saw nothing.

      Marie's walk back was less carefree than her earlier jog, but she ignored those feelings and chose to admire her buttercup wood-sided two-story cottage with the wraparound porch. The oversized, bright-red painted rockers gently rocked in the breeze. She felt blessed to have been able to purchase the cottage but having the loss of her favorite aunt and godmother was a heavy price to pay. Her aunt Ruth never married and died of breast cancer in the prime of her life. She left Marie a very large trust fund, which allowed her to purchase the beachfront property for a mere seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars. In today's market, it could easily sell for a million and a half. Something Marie had no intentions of doing.

      She arrived at her front porch and immediately smelled the breakfast blend coffee brewing. Having a timer on the coffee pot was a great tool. She poured herself a cup and grabbed a skillet from the dishwasher. Buckwheat pancakes were the choice for this morning as she poured the batter into the pan. After adding blueberries to the mix, she popped some bacon into the microwave, set the timer, and tried to wiggle out of her wetsuit. She grabbed some dry clothes from the laundry room and slipped them on. Swimming always gave her a huge appetite, and breakfast was her preferred meal of the day.

      The views from her kitchen were magnificent with the ocean extending as far as the eye could see. A variety of seagrasses covered the dunes, and wild purple flowers fluttered in the wind. While waiting to flip her pancake, she watched the white-capped waves thrash as the early tide came in and left seashells behind on the sand.

      Marie had breakfast on the sun porch and read The Island Eye News newspaper. She smiled at the article of the dedication to the Ben Sawyer Bridge. Marie planned on attending that ceremony, but she'd had an emergency bowel obstruction on a poodle. She spotted Chief Miller standing in the group photo.

      “It is true what they say about men in uniform,” she said.

      After breakfast, she poured another cup of coffee and meandered around the back of the house to clean up the palm tree fronds that were left on the ground after the last storm. Just as she set her coffee cup down on the porch railing, the little boy spirit who'd appeared in her clinic was standing two feet in front of her. Marie froze. After what felt like an eternity, she saw the little boy's mouth move but couldn't make out what he was saying. The only words she heard were help and danger. When she tried to ask what he was saying, he disappeared.

      Marie tried to catch her breath when Gale popped up behind her.

      Gale saw Marie's pale face. “Whoa, I didn't mean to scare you. Who were you talking to?”

      Marie grasped the railing and sat on the deck step. “It was the same little boy from the clinic. Only this time I heard him talking.” She dropped her head into her hands. “I could only make out the words help and danger. Wow, that was really creepy.”

      Gale sat down next to her and draped her arm on Marie's shoulders. “I think tonight's meeting is going to be very interesting, don't ya think?”

      Marie picked up her head and faintly smiled. “Yeah, very.”

      Gale took a quick sip of Marie's coffee and changed the subject. “Do you need any help straightening up the garage?”

      Marie answered, “No, I cleaned last evening. I was having a little trouble sleeping. I got the ceiling fan working, plus the air conditioner. We should be plenty comfortable.”

      Gale asked, “Hey, did you see the Ben Sawyer article? Didn't Chief hunk Cory look great? He asked about you, by the way. I told him about the poor poodle. He said he might stop by tomorrow to check up on how things are out this way, so to speak.”

      Marie chuckled and said, “You are bent on getting us hooked up, aren't you? Look, let's go inside and start organizing our paperwork for SIPS.”

      “What the heck is SIPS?”

      Marie walked up the deck stairs. “It's the new name for the group. What do you think? Sullivan's Island Paranormal Society. I came up with it this week. I was hoping it would fit.”

      Gale followed her into the mud room and almost tripped over a huge suitcase. “What is all this? I almost broke my toe.”

      Marie pushed the case out of the way. “Oh, sorry, it's the equipment I've been gathering.” She noticed Gale's confused look. “You know a few digital voice recorders, some two-way radios, LED flashlights, and a digital camera. Hey, you didn't tell me what you thought of the name.”

      Gale stepped over the case and sat on the bench. “Well, let me see. SIPS, it sounds kind of cool. I never thought we'd be calling ourselves anything.”

      Marie opened the case and started to place the equipment on the antique walnut dining table she purchased in Gale's shop. “Well, of course, we're going to have a name. I want to trademark it and become official. There's a lot more to this than just hunting ghosts. Come on, help me take this stuff to the garage and get ready for our meeting.”

      Gale moaned and helped move the equipment and some chairs into the room over the garage. “Gotta admit it,” she said, “you have a certain sense of style when it comes to decorating. When you bought those antique pieces in my shop, I had reservations about how it would look in a beach cottage. Who would have thought walnut furniture would go in a pale blue room with an oversized blue striped cushioned chair and flowered couch?”

      They worked the rest of the day organizing the SIPS headquarters and preparing finger foods for the meeting. As the time drew near, Gale decided to head home to shower and bring back her tequila. She made it clear she wanted to have a few margaritas before they started talking about ghosts and paranormal activity.

      Myra was the first to arrive. She brought chips and salsa and a huge binder stuffed with paper. She told Marie and Gale it was all of her notes and journals from the years of being a medium. Folks around Sullivan's Island thought Myra was a bit eccentric with the way she dressed. Tonight, she was wearing fuchsia pants and a blue paisley blouse with high heeled shoes. Her earrings matched the bright red blush she wore on her cheeks, and the oversized rings swirled around her bony fingers. Myra was only sixty-two, but all the years of smoking gave her the appearance of an eighty-year-old.

      Jim, Mimi, and Tim arrived next. Jim and Mimi were obviously having a heated conversation because Mimi was spouting off to Jim, while Tim just shrugged when Marie opened the door. Tim barely fit through the door with his six-foot-five frame. He had the perfect build for a Fire Chief. He kept his brown hair cut in military style, but his most dominant trait was his piercing blue eyes, which Gale commented on quite frequently, although Marie was convinced it was Tim's very large hands and feet that intrigued Gale.

      Jim and Mimi were complete opposites in their looks. Jim was as tall as Marie and weighed less than Myra, whereas Mimi was squat and a foot shorter than Jim. They immediately stopped their arguing and sat on opposites sides of the table and stared at each other. Everybody was used to their display and ignored them as they gathered around and sat down.

      Harry was the last to arrive and quietly said hello to everyone before he sat next to Jim. His glasses had the usual tape on the sides holding them together. His gray hair was tousled and the second button on his vest was missing. Marie couldn't figure out how he could wear a suit in this kind of weather. The sweat trickled over his brow as he continuously wiped it with a handkerchief. No matter how hot it got, Harry never loosened his tie.

      Marie poured her margarita and sat down. “Hi everyone, I'm so glad we were able to get together. I know how difficult it is to get our schedules organized. Gale and I have been talking about developing a paranormal group for almost five months. After putting out our feelers, I think we have a pretty solid group to begin with.”

      Myra replied, “I'm excited to be doing this, Marie. You know I'll help out every way I can, but I don't have a clue about ghost hunting.”

      Mimi stopped glaring at Jim and said, “I'm excited too. If I remember conversations from before, we've all had experiences in one way or another. Am I correct?”

      Tim popped a vegetable pizza square into his mouth. “Well, I haven't had anything concrete. Just some strange things I hear at the fire hall. Although, some of the guys claim they’ve seen shadows.”

      Harry wiped his brow again and placed the handkerchief back into his vest pocket. “I'd say I've experienced quite a bit of paranormal activity, as well as exorcisms. I'm a little skeptical about going out on ghost hunts, though. I don't believe in trying to find them. You can create more issues than you're prepared to deal with.”

      Marie nodded. “I think having different opinions will only make our ghost hunts more precise. Jim, do you have anything you want to add?”

      Jim drained his margarita glass and ignored Mimi's dropped open jaw. “Yes, I'd like to know how legitimate we're going to be.”

      Marie smiled. “I'm glad you asked. I actually thought of a name for our group. It's really pretty basic. What do all of you think of SIPS, Sullivan's Island Paranormal Society?”

      Myra smiled and nodded. “I like it. I think it fits well. Don't you, Harry?”

      “I don't have anything against it,” he answered.

      Mimi said, “Yes, I believe it suits us well. Don't you, Jim?”

      Jim shrugged his shoulders. “Sure, that's fine.”

      Tim poured his second margarita. “I like it. Gale, what do you think?”

      Gale coyly smiled back at Tim. “I agree. I think the name fits perfectly.” She glanced over at Marie. “What do we have to do to make it official?”

      Marie stood up and walked around the room. “Well, I determined what we need is a trademark for the name. I went out and searched the process on the U.S. Patent and Trademark website. I searched their database to make sure nobody has the name, then I downloaded the forms; I thought we'd go over them now. I don't want to waste any time because it will take four months to hear back if we've been granted the trademark.”

      For the next three hours, the group reviewed the paperwork and watched the how-to video off the government website and decided to split the cost of the filing fee. They discussed possible sites to investigate and shared their ideas of creating a solid process to do an investigation. They all agreed they wanted to come across as professionals. They decided to bring the equipment they had to the next meeting, which would take place the first Saturday of each month. If there was any specific piece of equipment they wanted, then the group as a whole would purchase it.

      It was eleven-thirty when Marie finally kicked off her flip flops and sank into her antique, queen-size bed. She couldn’t have cared less if her clothes were still on. The meeting was a success, and she was elated that things were formally starting. It felt good sharing her reasons with everyone for wanting to create SIPS. It didn't faze anyone that she was seeing and hearing spirits again after all these years. Actually, it was a relief telling everyone. As she chuckled at some of the conversations that took place within the group that evening, she slowly nodded off to sleep.
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      Her eyes stared motionless into infinity and bulged while her skin was gray and red streaked. Most of her hair had fallen out, and her mouth, lips, and tongue were swollen. Found floating face down was the description Chief Cory Miller received during the five a.m. phone call Sunday morning that woke him out of a deep sleep.

      “I thought Sundays were supposed to be a day of rest,” he muttered, as he rolled out of bed and wiped his eyes. Even though he'd been on the job eleven years, he still couldn't handle the sight of a dead body after it had been in the water.

      By the time Cory arrived on the scene at the Narrows, half of the police and fire department were hurriedly marking the area a crime scene. It wasn't unusual for a body to float into the Narrows. It was a short easterly distance from the Cove which dumped into the ocean. Depending on how far the body had floated, Jane Doe could be from anywhere.

      Deputy John Mullican flicked his cigarette on the ground, walked over to Cory, and handed him a fresh cup of Bean Street coffee from The Kangaroo Express. “Morning, Chief. Sorry to have to wake you so early on a Sunday. I know you hate these types of calls.” John was significantly shorter than Cory with slicked back blond hair. His fingers were yellow from smoking a pack and a half of cigarettes a day.

      Cory sipped the coffee and squinted at the rising sun. “Thanks for the coffee, and yeah, I'd prefer to read about the details than to get up close and personal. Any idea how long she's been in the water?”

      John pulled out his notepad and read the notes he took from Sue Patterson, Charleston County's coroner. “Looks like she's been in the water for a couple of weeks. Approximate age is mid-twenties. Sue's first assumption for the cause of death was drowning and an accident. However, upon further investigation of the body, she found a red laceration mark around her neck, which leads us to believe it's a homicide. Looks like somebody strangled the poor girl and dumped her body.”

      Cory took another sip of coffee as they walked toward the coroner. “Check on missing persons to see if anyone has reported a female missing in the last month or so in a fifty-mile radius. We also need to keep this out of the press, so would you mind handling that reporter lurking behind the ambulance? I'm sure the newspapers and news stations heard their scanners and are chomping at the bit to get a story. I want to keep this quiet for as long as we can.”

      John puffed up his chest and said, “Sure thing, Chief. I have a natural way with reporters.”

      Sue Patterson shut off her recorder when she spotted Cory approaching. She wore a baseball hat covering her salt and pepper hair. “Morning, Chief. Not exactly the kind of call to get early on a Sunday morning.”

      Cory replied, “Not the kind of call to get on any morning. John filled me in on some of the details.” He forced himself to glance down at the girl's swollen neck. “How'd you find the mark around her neck?”

      “It wasn't easy. I'll be able to give you a full report after the autopsy.” Sue stood up and shaded her eyes. “Cory, she's about the age of my daughter. Plus, she's from around here.”

      Cory asked, “Why's that?”

      “She has a Wando High Indian '04 tattooed on her hip.”

      Cory watched them zip the body bag closed and shook his head at the thought of what was coming next. He knew this wasn't going to stay out of the news, but he would do his best to keep the details under wraps so it wouldn't tarnish their investigation.

      John walked back over to Cory and Sue. His face was white and grief-stricken. “Chief, Sue, it looks as though there was a missing person report done on a girl that might fit the description of the VIC.”

      Cory could sense his hesitation. “Who was it?”

      John glanced over the narrows and sighed. “Chelsea Swail.”

      Cory almost choked on his coffee. “Mayor Swail's daughter? From Mount Pleasant? Man, I just saw her in the newspaper for receiving her master’s degree in physical therapy. She got an offer to work at Coastal Therapeutics.”

      Sue turned to stare at the ambulance. “I didn’t even recognize her. She was one of Kelly's volleyball teammates. I used to sit with Bill and Peggy at the games. This is going to devastate them.”

      Cory started to put his hand on Sue's shoulder, but stopped and looked at John. “We need to call Bill and Peggy and get them in to identify the body. I can't stress enough about keeping this quiet. Let me know when they arrive; I need to be there. Sue, call me the minute you get the final autopsy report. We need to keep our heads about us and not jump to any conclusions. This may still be a Jane Doe.”

      John walked over to the squad car radio to contact dispatch while Sue wiped her eyes and walked slowly to the ambulance.

      Cory raked his hands through his hair and proceeded to his car. This was definitely not what he had planned for today. He wanted to visit Marie Bartek, maybe gain some courage, and ask her to dinner. Those plans would have to be put on hold. Now he had to watch some parents possibly experience the worst day of their lives.

      

      Marie rubbed her temples and tried to focus on the time on the alarm clock. “Wow, I have got to quit drinking margaritas. I can't believe it's one-thirty in the afternoon. Why can't I remember what tequila does to me?” She swayed out of bed and wearily stepped into the bathroom to take more Tylenol. After looking at her scary reflection in the mirror, she decided to take a shower first, then make coffee and toast.

      Feeling better with something in her stomach, she reached for a second cup of coffee when the phone rang. She noticed the caller ID and tentatively answered the phone. “Hey, Mom, how are you?” How did her mother always know to call after an alcohol-induced evening? It was like she had ESP.

      “I'm fine, dear, and how are you?” Helen replied. “I thought I'd call in the afternoon, just in case you may have gone to church this morning.”

      Marie winced at the church reference. “No, not today. I was up late last evening with Gale and some others from town organizing SIPS.”

      “SIPS? What is that, dear, some sort of drinking club?”

      Marie nervously laughed and said, “No, it stands for Sullivan's Island Paranormal Society.”

      She filled Helen in on SIPS, and her mother said she thought it sounded interesting. But Marie could hear the fear in Helen's voice. Knowing she'd be concerned with Marie delving into the paranormal again, she changed the subject and talked about the latest surgeries she had at the clinic. The conversation ended lightly, but Marie felt guilty not sharing everything with her mom. Their relationship was too good not to, but timing was everything.

      Just as she placed her cup into the dishwasher, there was a knock on the sun porch door. She was expecting to see Gale when she noticed the patrol car. It was too late to duck out of the way when Cory Miller spotted her and waved.

      She tightened the belt on her silk robe and tried to open the door nonchalantly. “Well, hi, Cory. How are you? What brings you around here on a Sunday afternoon?” She tried to fix her wet hair but failed miserably.

      Cory removed his sunglasses and said, “I was out on an early call and just finished up some paperwork and thought you might enjoy going to dinner this evening?”

      Marie's heart skipped a beat as she casually leaned against the wall. “I would love to join you for dinner.” She loved how his pupils disappeared amongst his dark brown eyes and how the curls of his chocolate brown hair tried to squeeze out from under his cap. She never tired of seeing him in his uniform.

      Cory asked, “What type of cuisine are you in the mood for? I thought Sullivan's Restaurant would be nice. They serve just about everything.”

      Marie replied, “That sounds great. I love their salmon, and the cheesecake is out of this world. What time should I be ready?”

      “I'll pick you up at six-thirty.”

      Marie tugged at her robe and almost slipped on the carpet. “Great, I'll see you at six-thirty.”

      He chuckled. “Okay, I'll see you then. Talk to you later.”

      She watched him drive off and waited until he was out of earshot before she started to do a little dance and cheer. She couldn't believe he asked her out. Gale told her he was going to stop by, but she wasn't expecting to hear from him. Speaking of Gale, she needed to call and tell her to bring her butt over as soon as possible. She needed help getting ready, and Gale was the best person to pick out the perfect outfit.

      

      Gale frowned behind Marie in the mirror. “No, this green one doesn't work either. I think the paisley sundress looks better. It shows your long legs and cleavage.”

      Marie elbowed Gale's stomach. “I'm not trying to seduce him on our first date. At least, I don't think I am.”

      Gale rolled her eyes. “Please, you've been dreaming about this since the second you met him. I can't believe it has taken you two this long to get together.”

      Marie put the finishing touches on her lipstick and turned away from the mirror. “Better late than never, right? Now look, you need to go, he'll be here any minute. Thank you again for your guidance, and I'll be sure to fill you in tomorrow.”

      “Okay, okay, I can take a hint.” Gale stood up and checked herself in the mirror then followed Marie out of the bedroom. “Don't forget to close your eyes when you kiss him.”

      Marie shoved her out the door. “Would you stop? I think I know how to kiss. Now shoo.”

      Gale made a face like a four-year-old would make tasting spinach for the first time and headed down the alley to her house. Marie chuckled and spotted Cory pulling up her driveway in a convertible MG. It was British racing green with silver alloy wheels. It was magnificent, and she thought he looked ideal driving it, especially in his cream-colored shirt and navy-blue gauze pants. She couldn't believe his six-foot-two frame fit inside without needing a shoe horn to pry him out.

      He shaded his eyes to get a good look at her and grinned. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Yes, I'm ready. Just let me lock my door, and I'll be right with you.” She grabbed her purse and keys and locked the sun porch door. She tried to catch her breath before she turned around to face him again. “I had no idea you had an MG. It's gorgeous.”

      “Thanks, yeah, I don't bring it out very often. It takes a lot of work to keep it from rusting living by the ocean.”

      He opened her car door and firmly held her elbow as she sat down in the seat. She could smell the leather and polish from the moss-colored upholstery. She caught him taking a quick glimpse of her thigh as she carefully pulled her dress back down to her knees. It was difficult to keep it in place in such a confined space.

      He started the engine and they pulled out toward the main road, and she turned her head against the wind. “I could have easily met you at the restaurant. It isn't that far for me to walk.”

      “No, I thought this was more official, picking you up and all.” She noticed he was having trouble keeping his eyes off her thighs. “Besides, we can go for a drive along the coast after dinner, if you don't mind.”

      She smiled and held the hair out of her eyes as it caught in the breeze. “That sounds really nice. It's the perfect evening for it.”

      They pulled into the restaurant parking lot, and he jumped out and was around to her side in a flash, opening her door. She smiled and got out, leaning against him while she grabbed her purse. She could feel his heart beating fast which shot a chill up her spine. He casually put his hand on her back and guided her into the restaurant.

      They both had the salmon and white wine and decided to finish with the cheesecake. Cory took a sip of coffee and said, “I heard through the grapevine that you and Gale have organized some sort of paranormal group. Is that true?”

      Marie almost swallowed her fork. “Yeah, it is. Wow, I guess it is a small town, isn't it?” She could feel her face getting hot and wished she didn't feel so uncomfortable talking about this with him.

      He smiled and said, “Yeah, it is. I didn't realize you had any interest in ghosts.”

      Marie set her fork down and took a deep breath. “Well, I suppose this is as good of a time as any. You see, I have a certain kind of ability regarding the paranormal.” She waited for a response, and then continued, “I haven't really told a lot of people, but when I was twelve, I realized I could see spirits. It was a pretty scary and confusing time for me, and over the years I was able to squelch it. But, for some strange reason, for the last few months, my ability has come back.”

      Cory listened intently and waited a few minutes before responding. “I see. At least, I think I do. I've never known anyone with that type of ability. I mean, we all know Myra and her supposedly being a medium. But I guess I don't really believe in any of that.” He watched Marie shift uneasily in her chair. “How can people see spirits anyway? I guess since I've never had a personal experience, I'm pretty ignorant about the subject.”

      Marie answered, “It's difficult to explain. I'm still getting a handle on it myself.” She felt a bit deflated on Cory's skepticism.

      Cory grabbed his wallet. “What do you say I get the bill and we go for that drive?”

      Marie noticed his change in subject and decided to let it drop. “Sure.”

      They drove along the coast through Charleston, Folly Beach, and Kiawah Island before heading back to her place. They laughed and enjoyed each other's company so well that neither of them wanted to say good night.

      Cory walked her to the doorstep and watched her shuffle with her keys. “I had a great time tonight.” He seemed about to say something else but hesitated. “Make sure you lock your doors at night, okay?” he added.

      Marie grinned. “Yes sir, Chief Miller, sir.”

      Cory stepped up on the same step, grabbed her chin, and kissed her. “I'm serious. You can never be too careful.”

      Marie lost her balance and leaned against the screen door. “I will. I promise and thank you for a lovely evening.” She thought her heart would explode out of her chest.

      He stroked her cheek. “You're welcome. Now go on inside and lock up.” He stepped down and walked to his car and waited until she was inside.

      She locked the door, waved good-bye to him through the kitchen window, and watched him drive away. After switching the porch light off, she floated to the bedroom smiling, trying to remember every detail of the last five hours. She couldn't wait to call Gale in the morning. She was a bit disappointed in Cory's reaction to her ability, but at least he didn't run away. For the most part, it was a magical evening.
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      Marie jumped when the bell over the door rang as she entered Gale's shop. “I'll be with you in a minute,” she heard Gale holler from the back.

      She tossed her purse onto the counter. “Hey, it's me, and I've got fresh coffee and mini banana-nut muffins. Where are you?”

      Gale let out a grunt. “I'm moving some things around that haven't shown any promise of being sold.” She came out around the counter carrying an antique rooster weathervane.

      Marie laughed. “Well, that's an interesting piece. Do you have the barn stashed away in the back too?”

      “Very funny. Aren't you full of wit this early Monday morning?” Gale grabbed a muffin and popped it into her mouth.

      Marie set the coffee and muffins on the counter and gave Gale a huge smile. “I couldn't wait to tell you how the evening went last night.”

      Gale grabbed two stools and motioned for Marie to sit down. “Well, don't just stand there with a goofy grin on your face, fill me in.”

      They sat down, and Marie shared the details of her date with Cory. She barely stopped to catch a breath. By the time she had finished, half of their coffee was gone and only four mini muffins remained.

      Gale asked, “You mean you didn't sleep with him?”

      Marie emphatically answered, “No, I had no intention of sleeping with him. He kissed me at the doorstep and politely waited for me to lock my door. I don't think he had any thoughts of staying the night either.”

      Gale stood up and straightened her jean skirt. “Well, if you feel it was a successful date, then I'm happy for you.”

      “Look, some of us have scruples.”

      “How very boring.” Gale winked at her. “I am sorry Cory wasn't as receptive as you had hoped with your paranormal ability.”

      Marie shrugged her shoulders and sighed. “Yeah, me too. But I think he's open-minded enough to learn about it.”

      Gale whirled around and almost knocked the weathervane off the counter. “I almost forgot to tell you, there was a girl found in the Narrows yesterday morning. I heard it on the fire department scanner.”

      “Oh, that's terrible. I feel so bad for anyone who doesn't know how to compensate for swimming in the ocean… Wait a minute. You heard it on the fire department scanner?”

      Gale sheepishly started rearranging the counter. “I don't think it was an accident. And quit looking at me that way. Yes, I was with Tim. You have a problem with that?”

      “Well, isn't that a fine bit of information? Why didn't you tell me you two were an item? I mean, I knew you were all hot and bothered for him. I think it's great.”

      Gale sat back down on the stool. “Yeah, it is kind of great. He's so perfect, in every way.”

      Marie held up her hand. “Stop there. I don't need any details.” Her mind shifted back to the dead girl. “Why did you say it wasn't an accident?”

      Gale took the last sip of coffee and tossed the cup in the garbage. “Because when Tim came back to his apartment, he told me there was talk that the girl had a mark around her neck and it looked as though she may have been strangled.”

      Marie leaned against the counter and shook her head. “That's terrible. You know, Cory mentioned he had been out early on a call yesterday, but he never said what it was. Plus, he looked as if he had something on his mind when we said good night. He gave me this Chief-like order to lock my doors. Oh wow, do you think there's a reason we should be concerned?”

      Gale replied, “I don't think so. She could have floated in from anywhere.”

      

      He carefully cuts around the lines, being cautious not to crimp the article. Yes, what a perfect headline. Swail's Daughter Found in the Narrows. I'll just paste it on my wall. He skillfully places the article next to a yellowed newspaper clipping from 1996. He has quite a collection. He smiles at the old photograph. Chelsea looked just like you, except she was smarter and listened better, until she started screaming. What a pity we didn't have more time to chat. He stands up and admires the walls before he walks out of the musty room and locks the door. He's beginning to feel edgy again, and decides the time is nearing for another drive along the coast.

      

      Marie walked into a full waiting room at the clinic. She smiled at her receptionist, Tina Johnson, and noticed her pale face and tight lip. “Tina, is everything okay? Sorry I'm late. Just let me wash my hands, and I'll be ready for our first patient.”

      Tina quickly grabbed the newspaper and followed Marie into the restroom. “Did you see this?” She held the newspaper right in front of Marie.

      Marie read the headline. “Oh my gosh. No, I hadn't. I don't get the paper at home during the week. Gale and I were just talking about this, but we didn't know who the girl was. Mayor Swail's daughter? This is horrible.”

      Tina leaned against the sink while Marie washed her hands. Her too short pink skirt and too low-cut blouse clung to her tiny frame. Her bleached blonde hair was due for a root job, and her lime green nail polish was chipping on the ends. “Everyone's been talking about it. Jimmy Thomas brought the newspaper in after delivering our water. I just love when he unloads all those five-gallon bottles.”

      Marie smiled and rolled her eyes. “Tina, it amazes me how you can change the subject as quickly as you do. Now let's focus more on our patients and less on Jimmy Thomas.” They walked out into the hall and Marie grabbed her clipboard. “Please hand me the file on Jasper and give me five minutes before you call them in.”

      She watched Tina sashay down the hall as her mind drifted back to the awful news of the Swail family. Maybe there was something to worry about; finding a local in the Narrows wasn't something to take lightly. She would have to remember to call Gale on her next break and ask if she read the paper.

      When lunch finally rolled around, Marie decided to stretch out on the black leather recliner in her office and eat her salad. She loved the way the cushions vibrated and relaxed her tense muscles. Taking a lunch was important, even if it was at the clinic.

      She closed her eyes and began to drift off when she heard a childlike voice that shot her into a seated position like a rocket. With her eyes wide open, Marie saw the same little boy from before standing in the corner next to a woman without a face. They both looked as if they were dressed from the seventeen hundreds. The boy wore knickers that came just below the knees that met his high-stretched socks. His puffy sleeved shirt was worn under a vest. The woman wore a bonnet and a lace ruffle around her neck, which lay over a simple dress with an apron that met the floor. Their voices were muffled, and Marie could only hear about every third word. Her pulse was racing as the sweat ran down the back of her neck.

      She leaned forward and asked, “Who are you and what are you trying to say? I don't understand you.”

      The boy and woman continued to make sounds that echoed in Marie's ears. She felt as if she were in a trance. She asked again what they were saying when the phone rang and jolted her back to reality. When she glanced back to the corner, they were gone.

      Marie was dazed when she answered the phone. “Hello? Hey, Gale. Yeah, I was going to call you.”

      Gale asked, “Are you okay? You sound like you were sleeping.”

      “I'm fine, except now the little boy has a woman with him.” Marie leaned back into the recliner.

      “What? Oh no, you saw him again? And there was a woman? Were they saying anything?”

      Marie rubbed her temples. “Yeah, but it sounded like mass chaos in my head. But now as I think about it, it sounded like they were saying something about saving someone. I don't know. It was all garbled.”

      “Wow, what the heck does that mean? Not to change the subject, but did you see the newspaper? The dead woman was Chelsea Swail.”

      Marie tried to refocus. “Yeah, that's what I was going to call you about. So much for thinking it was a random body. I can't wrap my head around it.” She picked up her messages off the coffee table and reread them. “Hey, I was checking my messages, and I see I got a call from Myra. From reading Tina's chicken scratch, it looks as though someone has contacted her for a possible investigation.”

      “Really? If you're busy, I can call Myra and get the particulars. Maybe we can meet for dinner and talk it over, say six o'clock at Poe's Tavern?”

      Marie got up and walked around the desk to check her schedule. “Yeah, that sounds good. My last appointment is at four. That'll give me time to go home and shower.” She sat down in her chair and leaned on her desk. “Gale, what's your take on Chelsea Swail?”

      “I'm not really sure. But I think I'll strongly heed Cory's advice he gave you and lock my doors, how about you?”

      Marie squeezed her tension ball. “I think you're right. See you at six.”

      “See you later. And Marie, I think it may be a good time for you to share these visions with Myra. She's pretty good at what she does you know?”

      “I know. I do need a little help on this subject.”

      She hung up the phone and took a deep breath before her next appointment. Maybe Myra could shed some light on how to channel her ability. Lord knows she wasn't doing a very good job on her own.

      

      Poe's Tavern was close to the beach and a relaxed walk for Marie. It had been named to honor Edgar Allan Poe, and had great burgers. She spotted Gale and Myra sitting at the outside porch bar. Marie chuckled at how Myra's feet dangled in the air from the high bar stool. They spotted Marie and waved. The place was packed, as usual, with very little elbow room to walk up the porch steps. She could hear the cheers from the locals rooting for the Charleston RiverDogs displayed on the widescreen televisions.

      Gale held up a bottle of beer for Marie. “I ordered you a beer. I didn't think you were interested in a margarita considering how you recovered from them the other night.”

      “Thanks, that's a very good idea. Do we have a table yet?” Marie kissed Myra and Gale's cheeks and stretched up on a vacant stool.

      Myra answered, “Yes, I'll let Lacy know we're ready. I think I'm ready for another glass of wine. Gale, do you need another Merlot?”

      “Most definitely, but I'll wait until we're at our table. There's Lacy now.” Gale waved at Lacy Meyers, who wore the standard uniform of jeans and a Poe T-shirt.

      Lacy showed them to their outdoor table on the front porch with a full view of the palm trees and Middle Street. There was a light breeze that carried the smell of burgers on the grill and salt air from the ocean.

      Marie took a sip of beer. “So, Myra, who contacted you for a possible investigation?”

      “Jeri Potts from the library called me. She said there have been occurrences ever since they moved into Battery Gadsden in 1977. When she heard we were starting a paranormal group, she wanted to have us document any paranormal activity.” Myra smiled at Lacy as she set down another glass of wine.

      Gale replied, “I'm not surprised there's activity there. That old gun battery has been there since the 1800s.”

      Marie perused the menu and decided on her usual Gold Bug burger. “We'll need to get a hold of everyone and organize a convenient time to do the investigation. Myra, can you give me Jeri's number? I'll see when she can allow us in the library. We're still waiting on our trademark, but I don't see any problem with us doing an investigation.”

      “Sure, I have it right here.” Myra handed Marie a sticky note.

      Gale ordered another glass of wine. “Since we're on the subject of paranormal activity, Marie, why don't you ask Myra what we were talking about earlier today?”

      Myra glanced at Marie and raised her eyebrows. “What would that be, dear?”

      Marie answered, “Well, you know I've been seeing and hearing spirits again. I had another episode today over lunch. Would you be able to possibly help me channel my ability? I've never been trained in this area. I see them moving their lips and talking to me, but I only hear every other word.”

      Myra patted Marie's hand. “Of course, I can help you. You've been blessed with the gift of a medium, dear. I know you've suppressed it all these years, but it's time to release it. Don't be afraid. Your third eye can protect you and help others.”

      Gale snickered and asked, “Your third eye? What the heck is that?”

      “It's what we psychic mediums call your psychic eye. It's located right here.” Myra pointed to the middle of her forehead between her eyes. “When activated, the psychic eye emanates an invisible yet strong, laser-sharp blazing beam of light that can pierce through the strongest barriers and locate the truth in its clearest contours. It's very powerful and not to be taken lightly.”

      Gale replied, “Sorry, it sounds funny that's all. I used to get pimples on my forehead that looked big enough to be a third eye.”

      Marie elbowed Gale. “Would you stop? You're the one who suggested I learn to channel this.” She looked back at Myra. “I find myself in a trancelike state when these spirits appear before me. I sometimes forget where I am when they leave. Is that normal?”

      “Oh, heavens, yes. That's exactly what happens. I can help you to lower your body processes, your breathing, and heart rate to a level where your body energy is similar to the paranormal. I can help you tune in to the other wavelength of the departed soul just like you would tune in to a radio station.”

      Gale stared at Myra. “Wow, this is kind of giving me the creeps. I think I'm ready to order my yellow-fin tuna taco now.”

      “Yes, I know it can get a bit creepy. But only if you let it.” Myra looked back at Marie. “I've always known you were sensitive, Marie. Let's get together soon. I would love to help you with your gift.”

      Marie replied, “Thank you. Maybe you'll be able to help me figure out what it is they're trying to say to me.” She took another sip of her beer. “Now, let's order. I'm starving.”

      Gale held up her glass of wine. “I think we should make a toast to us getting the chance to do our first investigation. It sounds pretty interesting.”

      They made a toast, ordered their meals, and organized their plan to get the group together to help Jeri at the library. Marie felt more relaxed than she had in months. It was time she faced this head on. She was given this gift for a reason, and if it meant helping someone, even if they were in another dimension, she owed it to herself to try.
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      Marie chose to walk and meet the SIPS team at the Edgar Allan Poe branch library. Gale argued and reminded her about Chelsea Swail and insisted on driving her home. Marie agreed and asked Gale not to have any margaritas before the investigation. She wanted everyone to have their senses about them.

      Gale was unloading her trunk. “Hello there, Miss obstinate.”

      Marie pulled the backpack off and set it on Gale's car hood. “Hello there, Miss pain-in-my-butt.”

      Myra, Jim, and Mimi pulled up in Jim's 1970 convertible Buick Skylark and waved. Marie walked over and helped Myra as she struggled out of the back seat. “Myra, you look like a little doll sitting back there.”

      Myra grimaced as she balanced herself against Marie. “Thank you, Jim and Mimi argued on which car to bring. I told them not to worry about it because it looked as though the argument could have lasted all evening.”

      Marie laughed and grabbed the nylon bag that was lying in the backseat. “Is this the digital camera you were telling Gale and me about?”

      Myra replied, “Yes, it's the Sony DCR SR82 HDD Camcorder. We won't need to deal with cords, and it has its own internal hard drive. We won't have to keep changing tapes or discs.”

      Gale whistled and pulled the camera out of the bag. “Hey, this is slick. Marie, did you get that stationary camera thingy you wanted?”

      Marie rolled her eyes. “Stationary camera thingy? Yes, it's a four channel DVR with four night-vision cameras and fifty-inch tripods. We'll be able to keep an eye on all of the locations at command central. It records to an internal drive as well.”

      Gale shrugged her shoulders. “Whatever, I don't know all of the technical mumbo jumbo. I'm lucky if I remember the training we did on the digital recorders.”

      Tim and Harry pulled up, and Marie quickly smiled at Gale. “Well, well, well, if it isn't Tim. I'm surprised you two drove separately. Just remember, there are night-vision cameras on so you two can't disappear into a corner anywhere.”

      Gale made a hand gesture behind her back. “I'll give you that one. But that's the last one you get.”

      Tim helped Harry pull their equipment out of the back of his SUV and made his way over to Marie and Gale. “I'm pretty stoked about tonight. I have always heard about paranormal activity going on here. My cousin Jimmy said he saw a shadow go by in the history section one night.”

      Gale laughed. “Your cousin Jimmy was probably smoking something funny.”

      Tim chuckled. “Yeah, well, there is that.”

      Harry rolled a small suitcase over to where they were standing and wiped the sweat from his brow. “Are we ready to meet the client? I have my digital recorders, flashlights, and spirit box.”

      Gale responded, “Harry, we know who the client is, it's Jeri. You know… the librarian?”

      Marie chimed in, “We're heading in there now. Thanks to everyone for making it on such short notice. I have the paperwork we need to go over with Jeri and get her signature on the liability waiver and confidentiality agreement. Let's work on getting our equipment inside. Once we've covered all of the liability and waiver issues, we can do a walk through to decide where we're going to set up the cameras. Tim, can you and Harry go around and mark any areas we need to be aware of with regard to safety? We need to have our bearings before we go lights out.”

      They all walked through the big, thick wooden doors and began unloading the equipment in front of the counter. Marie always felt closed in walking through the building. She thought it was odd to have a library inside of a battery with its low ceilings and three-foot-thick concrete walls.

      Marie smiled at Jeri. “How are you this evening? Thank you so much for allowing us to do our investigation so quickly.”

      Jeri came out from behind the desk. She was a stout woman measuring only five feet tall with thick black hair pulled back into a bun. Her glasses sat at the end of her pudgy nose giving her the appearance of the perfect librarian. “Of course, I'm glad you were able to do this. Where would you like to set up your equipment?”

      Marie unzipped her backpack. “Maybe you could give all of us a history of the building, and possibly where any paranormal activity has taken place?”

      Jeri answered, “Sure. This library and the adjoining portion of the building in its unrestored state, is actually Battery Gadsden, one of a series of batteries built between 1898 and 1906 as a part of Fort Moultrie. It was built to defend the Charles Harbor, and named after Brigadier General Christopher Gadsden. He was the Colonel of the First South Carolina Regiment of the Continental Army who died in 1805.”

      Gale stated, “Yeah, I heard the black mass that was seen back in the media room is believed to be General Gadsden.”

      Jeri replied, “Yes, that room was originally the storage room.” She walked them through to the children's section. “This was once the gunpowder room. We have had people say they can hear voices and see a strange light that hovers in the corner of the room.”

      Jim asked, “Is it a ball of light or a mist?”

      “It seems to be a ball of light that just hovers up in the top left-hand corner of the room.” She continued to walk them through the rest of the library, pointing out the areas of paranormal activity. “The section that used to be the office has had sightings of books being thrown off the shelves.”

      Mimi asked, “Has anyone been purposely sought out or hurt by the books?”

      Jeri answered, “No, but it does occur more in the evenings.”

      Marie wrote down notes in the log book. “Thank you, Jeri. The team will set up our cameras and equipment to make sure we pinpoint where you explained the activity is taking place. Hopefully, we can capture something for you.”

      Jeri smiled. “Thank you. Thank you all for coming and helping us out. We've never felt any fear from whatever is happening in here. We've all grown accustomed to having the spirits around. I guess we'd just like to have some validity to our experiences.”

      The team broke out into different areas and began setting up the equipment. They decided to use Tim's SUV as command central. Once everything had been properly secured, Tim showed everyone the camera angles. They all felt everything had been displayed on camera and decided to break into teams. Marie, Gale, and Myra were the first group to go inside.

      Gale turned on the voice recorder. “EVP session, Gale, Marie, and Myra in the original office of the Edgar Allan Poe Library. Is there anyone in here who would like to speak to us?”

      Marie sat in one of the chairs. “We hear you like to throw books around in this room.”

      Myra sat next to Marie. “I'm getting a read on something in here. There is definitely a presence here with us.”

      Marie asked, “Is there anyone who would like to speak to us or Myra? We won't hurt you. We just want to know why you are here and if there is anything you would like to tell us.” They heard a loud bang.

      Gale asked, “What was that?”

      Myra answered, “It came from the other side of the library. It sounded like it came from the children's section where the ball of light was seen.”

      Gale swiftly stood up and spoke into the dark, “Let's head over there. Marie, let's do a sweep with the KII Meter to see if we can get a read on any electronic magnetic fields.”

      Marie walked with Gale and Myra over to the room where they heard the bang. “I'm getting some different fluctuations. Wow, I'm getting a cold chill on the back of my neck. Gale, hold that thermometer over here to see if it changes temperature.”

      Gale whispered, “Hey, the temperature drops about twenty degrees right by your shoulders. It spikes back up when I move it away from you. I think there is something trying to communicate with us.”

      Marie jumped. “Whoa, I just heard something whisper in my ear.”

      Myra asked, “What did it say?”

      “I don't know. It sounded like a low voice. Playback the voice recorder and see if it picked up anything.”

      Gale rewound the recorder and played it back. They heard the low voice Marie heard in her ear but couldn't make out the words. “Okay, now that was just downright scary. Would someone like to communicate with us? Are you trying to scare us? We don't scare easy you know.”

      Myra stopped in her tracks. “I know we aren't alone in here. I can sense something over in that corner where people have seen the ball of light.” She moved over to the corner and pointed the digital camera where she felt a presence. “Are you trying to get our attention? If you would like to communicate through me, I'll allow you.”

      Marie jumped and ran into Gale. “Yikes, what was that? I just felt something tug on my sleeve.”

      Gale held up the KII meter. “Wow, the readings are off the scale here. It seems to be attaching itself to you right now.”

      Myra said, “If you need to make your presence known, why don't you move a book for us?”

      They stood for a while and the room remained silent. They began to head back over to the office when a book flew off the shelf and landed in front of Marie, causing her to jump.

      “That book just flew out and almost hit me,” Marie spoke out into the dark. “Well, you've got my attention. We won't leave this room. Should we sit down and have a chat?”

      Myra pulled up a chair and placed the camera on the table, so it was angled toward all of them. “Marie, I have the camera on us so we can catch if something tries to communicate again.”

      Gale continued to check the meter. “Yeah, there is definitely something in here because this meter is jumping all over the place.”

      Marie placed her LED flashlight on the edge of a bookshelf and sat next to Gale and Myra. “If you would like to communicate with us, I've placed a flashlight on the edge of the bookshelf. All you need to do is touch it and turn it off. Can you do that for us?” They sat motionlessly and watched as the flashlight slowly turned off.

      Marie said, “Thank you. Now, can you turn it back on for us?” She watched as the flashlight slowly turned on. “Thank you.”

      Gale asked, “Are you General Gadsden? If you are, can you turn the flashlight off?” The light remained on. “Were you a soldier under General Gadsden?” The flashlight slowly turned off. “Thank you.”

      Myra asked, “Did you fight to defend the Charleston Harbor?” The light turned back on. “Are there more of you here with us tonight?” The light remained on. “Are you here by yourself?” The light still remained on. “I don't think anyone is here now.”

      Marie stood up. “Let's have another team come in. Be sure to document the personal experiences on the log at command central. Myra, let's leave the digital camera here pointing the way you have it. I think we need to have another angle on this room.”

      The rest of the team continued to investigate until two in the morning. Everyone had a personal experience, but Marie was the only one who had direct contact. When they felt as if they had gotten enough documentation, they decided to break everything down and call it a night.

      Marie loaded up her backpack when she saw Gale running toward her. “That was some investigation, wasn't it? I can't wait to review everything. Do you think you can come over one night next week?” She noticed the alarmed look on Gale's face. “What's the matter?”

      Gale leaned against her car. “Can I stay at your place tonight? Tim just had to leave. He got an emergency call on the scanner. Marie, they found another dead girl's body. This time she was hanging from a tree close to the marina on the Isle of Palms.”
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      Marie pulled the covers tightly under her chin and stared into the dark. “Gale, are you still awake?”

      “Hell yeah. I'm not sure if I'm going to be able to sleep. Not only am I keyed up over the investigation, but I'm freaked out that they found another dead girl. Do you think they're related?”

      Marie sighed and sat up. “I don't know. I was supposed to go to breakfast with Cory tomorrow, I mean today, but I have a feeling he's going to cancel.”

      Gale switched on the lamp. “Hey, if you're up for it, why don't we go over some of the evidence we caught. I'm dying to hear what that whisper was in your ear.”

      Marie got out of bed. “Sure, why not. It's not doing us any good forcing ourselves to sleep. Gee, considering its three in the morning, should I put on a pot of coffee or open a bottle of wine?”

      Gale yawned. “Well, normally I'd go with wine, but let's try coffee. With the state I'm in, neither is probably going to affect me.”

      While the coffee brewed, Gale started pulling out the digital cameras and voice recorders. Marie began uploading the EVPs and photos into the paranormal software on her computer. They tracked the personal experiences and matched them to the times and places on the videos.

      Marie poured their cups of coffee. “Did you find the tape of us yet?”

      Gale was busy scanning through the videos. “Not yet. I think I need a new pair of earphones. Mine keep cracking.”

      Marie set their coffee on the dining table. “Here, use these. It's an extra pair I just bought.” She quickly spotted the video tape. “Wait, stop the tape. That's us in the children's section. Let me plug in my earphones while you rewind the video back. We need to be able to place them together.”

      Gale slowly rewound to the exact spot on the video showing Marie jumping and brushing at her ear. “There it is. Okay, are you ready? Let's play this thing back and see what we can make of it.”

      As they listened and watched the video, Marie's eyes widened as she whipped off the earphones and almost knocked over their coffee. “What the heck was that? Did that just say what I think it said?”

      Gale stared at the computer screen. “Well, if you just heard the words, save Christy, then yeah, that's exactly what it said.” Gale stopped the tape. “Who the heck is Christy and why does she need saving? Better yet why was it whispered in your ear?”

      Marie slowly blew on her coffee and took a sip. “I don't know. Geez, the hair on the back of my neck stood up. Let me put my earphones on and listen again.”

      Marie rewound the tape and listened to the repeated words and then removed her earphones. “Let me mark this on the report so we know when to play it back for the team. I wish Myra were here. She didn't mention any names. Did she write anything down in the log?”

      Gale started to review the notations in the log when a knock on the back door made her jump. “Who could that be?”

      Marie set her coffee cup down and walked over to the back door and turned on the porch light. “It's Tim.” She unlocked the door. “Hey, come on in. What are you doing here?”

      Tim stepped into the sun porch still wearing his tightly fitted T-shirt and blue jeans. He smiled when he spotted Gale. “I knew Gale was over here and I wanted to check on you both to make sure you were okay.” He greeted Gale with a kiss. “What are you two doing up?”

      Gale wrapped her arms around his waist. “We couldn't sleep. We were too freaked out over the call you got and the investigation. Hey, you have to come in here and listen to this EVP. It's the whisper that Marie heard.”

      Tim walked into the dining room while still entwined with Gale. “I smell coffee. Could I bother you for a cup?”

      Marie smiled. “Sure. Cream and sugar?”

      Tim stood behind Gale at the computer. “No, black please.” He looked back at Gale. “Now, what is this EVP you heard? Were you able to make it out?”

      Gale grabbed her earphones and handed them to Tim. “Here put these on, and I'll rewind it back.” She pointed to the screen time. “Watch when it hits nine fifty-seven and fourteen seconds.”

      Marie handed him a cup of coffee. “Mind you, it's pretty freaky. Let's see if you hear the same thing we did.”

      Tim stood staring at the screen with the earphones on and waited until the time hit the exact spot of the EVP. When he heard the EVP, he almost choked on his coffee. “No, no, this can't be real. Did it just say, save Christy?”

      Gale jumped up and hooted. “Yes! That's exactly what we heard. Why is your face all white and pasty?”

      Tim took off the earphones and sat down in the chair without taking his eyes off the computer screen. “Because the name of the girl they found outside of the marina tonight was Christy Lang.”

      

      Chief Cory Miller sat and waited for Sue to arrive in the basement of the morgue. He was glad to have the solitude from the horrific display of emotions and hysterical screaming from Christy Lang's family. The sister recognized her immediately and began to wail and hang onto Cory for dear life. He couldn't get the image of Christy's head being snapped and hanging backward while her tongue protruded from her mouth. Viewing her from the front, it appeared she had no head at all.

      Sue walked through the metal swinging doors wearing the same ball cap she had on the other day. “Hello, Cory. It appears we meet again under horrible circumstances.”

      Cory rose up from the bench. “Hi, Sue. I was just trying to get Christy's image out of my head, but it doesn't seem to be working.”

      Sue escorted him into the morgue and turned on the huge halogen lamp over where Christy's body lay on a steel table with a sheet over her. “Well, you're not going to be able to get it out of your head any time soon.” She moved the sheet down to Christy's waist. “I'm not sure if I'm going to be able to either.”

      Cory winced and turned away to keep from gagging. “Wow, you weren't kidding. I think it looked better from a distance and in the dark.” He took out his handkerchief and placed it over his mouth and nose. “I forgot my Vicks salve. So, what can you tell me?”

      Sue slipped on her latex gloves and began to point out the marks on Christy’s wrists and neck. “She was obviously tied up at the wrists. From the ligature marks, I think she may have been dragged by the cord or rope that she was tied up with. The perpetrator must have released her hands before hanging her.”

      Cory spotted a butterfly tattoo on the victim's hip. “Is it a coincidence that this girl has a tattoo also?”

      “I'm not sure. It could be something to add to the file.”

      Cory asked, “What kind of a hanging could cause the neck to snap like that?”

      Sue pulled Christy's long, matted, blonde hair back away from her neck. “This is what is known as a long drop method of hanging. The long drop method was designed to break the victim's neck by allowing the victim to fall a predetermined distance and then be brought up with a sharp jerk by the rope. At the end of the drop, the body is still accelerating under the force of gravity, but the head is constrained by the noose. If the eyelet is positioned under the left angle of the jaw, it rotates the head backward, which combined with the downward momentum of the body, breaks the neck, and ruptures the spinal cord causing instant deep unconsciousness and rapid death. It is only in the last six inches or so of the drop that the physical damage to the neck and vertebrae occurs as the rope constricts the neck and the force is applied to the vertebrae. The duration of this part of the process is between two- and three-tenths of a second, depending upon the length of drop given. Generally, the diameter of the noose is found to have reduced some five to seven inches after the drop.” She looked up at Cory. “This was a very calculated hanging. The killer knew what they were doing. It was well-planned and thought out.”

      Cory shuddered. “Not that this is worth anything, but at least it was rapid.”

      Sue shook her head. “There were no signs of sexual assault, which was the same case for Chelsea. Neither of the girls had been raped, and there are no signs of any other types of abuse.”

      Cory pulled the sheet over Christy's head. “I'll read the full report when you've finished. I'd like to try and release the body to her family as soon as possible. I think we need to hustle the paperwork and try to avoid the media mob that's going to appear at their doorsteps and ours.”

      Sue sighed. “I'll see what I can do. In the meantime, you need to get some rest. You look how I feel.”

      Cory smiled. “Yeah, I'm not sure how sleeping is going to work for me right now. It's already four-thirty in the morning, and I'm supposed to have a breakfast date in three hours.”

      Sue walked him out of the morgue and turned off the lights. “Considering the amount of paperwork you have to fill out right now, I'd say you'd be better off canceling. Do you even feel like eating after seeing all of that?”

      Cory shook his head and followed her outside. “Canceling isn't an option right now. The paperwork can wait until after breakfast. And no, food may not be a good idea, but the lady I'm having it with is worth stomaching it for.”

      Sue smiled. “Well, good night then, or should I say, good morning? I'll send the report over as soon as I can.”

      Cory opened her car door. “Thanks, I appreciate that. Be careful, and I'll talk to you later.”

      

      He didn't feel as good as he had expected this time and he almost got caught. Christy was a biter, and he needed to tend to the open bite marks in his forearm, but not before he uploaded his digital pictures. The throbbing pain made it difficult to unlock the door, and he winced when the lock released. Carefully, he turned on the light and basked in the sight of the walls. Soon he would be able to add these photos to his collection to admire. He inserted the flash card and opened the file. His eyes glazed over as he began printing the photos of Christy bound and gagged with tears streaming down her face. Hanging her from the railing on the dock was the perfect height to snap her neck. He took great lengths to measure the distance to where her body would hit the water. After all, he didn't want her to suffer.

      As he taped the newly printed photos to the wall, he compared them with a gleam in his eyes. “Christy was a fighter like you. She almost got me caught, but I contained her, just as I will contain you.”

      He needed to clean and bandage his arm but decided to first sit down in the chair and reflect on his masterpiece and stare at the 1996 photo. “The time is nearing when we will meet again. I believe I'll have a special place to hang you.” He tilted back in the chair and began to laugh.
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      Marie finally fell asleep when she heard a knock at her door. She slowly opened her eyes and saw it was seven-thirty. “Man, who on earth could that be?”

      Gale giggled from the guest bedroom. “Marie, who is that? Answer the door. Tim and I aren't exactly able to at the moment.”

      Marie rolled out of bed and sighed. “Oh wow, way too much information.” She walked to the sun porch and saw Cory through the window, standing at the door looking gorgeous and official in his uniform. “Oh crap, it's Cory. I completely forgot about us having breakfast. I'm not even ready.” She unlocked and opened the door and smiled. “Hey, I have to apologize for my appearance.”

      Cory removed his uniform cap and smiled. “Can I come in? I noticed Gale’s and Tim's car. I wasn't aware you were having a pajama party.”

      Marie chuckled and rubbed her eyes. “No, no, not a pajama party. But we did have our first paranormal investigation last night at the library, and we have been up all night. Tim told us about the girl found over on the Isle of Palms. I just assumed you'd have to cancel our breakfast.”

      Cory sat down in the kitchen chair. “We can postpone this to another time. I'm pretty exhausted myself.”

      Marie saw him spot the investigation equipment spread out all over the dining table. “That's completely up to you. I can quickly shower, and we can decide where to eat.”

      Gale sauntered out of the guest bedroom smiling from ear to ear with her hair pulled back in a ponytail. “Why don't we make breakfast here?” She cinched the belt tightly around her robe. “It's a bit silly to go out now. Marie, do you have any fixings for breakfast?”

      “I suppose we can, but if Cory's exhausted…”

      Cory held up his hand. “No, that would be fine. I'm great at making scrambled eggs.”

      “Great, I'll put on another pot of coffee. Marie, why don't you mix up your famous buckwheat and blueberry pancakes?” Gale opened the refrigerator. “Do you have any orange juice?”

      “Yeah, it's in the back.” Marie saw Tim walk into the kitchen. “Hey Tim, I was wondering if you were going to join us.”

      Tim grabbed Gale's waist. “I'm pretty good at frying up some bacon.”

      The two couples crisscrossed in the kitchen preparing a breakfast of champions without running into each other. They joked, laughed, and made small talk until they were seated at the cozy table on the sun porch. The sun was shining through the plantation shutters and casting speckles of light through the glass pitcher of orange juice.

      They were halfway through with their breakfast when Gale cleared her throat. “Cory, did Marie tell you about the EVP we heard from our investigation of the library?”

      Cory looked up at Marie. “No. She just mentioned you had your first investigation.”

      “Well, it was pretty freaky.” Gale took a sip of orange juice. “Tim looked as if he was going to pass out when he heard it.”

      Tim sheepishly looked at Cory and bit into a piece of wheat toast. “I wouldn't say I almost passed out. But it was a little uncanny.”

      Gale almost choked on her pancake. “Uncanny? Are you kidding me? Cory, Marie had a whisper in her ear in the children's section of the library, and when we played the EVP back it said, save Christy. Now, don't you think that's a little weird considering the girl's name that was found last night was Christy Lang? I mean, come on. That's just too coincidental. Marie, don't you agree?”

      Marie gazed back at Gale. “Yes, I do think that's a little too coincidental. But I don't think Cory really wants to sit here and listen to any of this.” Marie grabbed her plate and got up from the table. “Gale, why don't you help me fry some more bacon?”

      Cory stared back at Marie. “No, I don't mind. Really, I don't. Although, I highly doubt what you heard from the EVP has anything to do with the hanging of Christy Lang.”

      Gale was about to say something when Marie grabbed her into the kitchen. “Would you stop? Look, this is already a touchy subject between Cory and me. I don't need to bombard him with the details of our investigation. We don't even know if it has anything to do with this hanging. Let's just change the subject. We need to finish reviewing everything and meet with the team. Plus, I'd like to get Myra over here as soon as we can to get her take on all of this.”

      Gale put more bacon on the platter. “Okay, sorry about that. I was just excited.”

      Cory walked into the kitchen. “Hey, I really am going to have to go. I hate leaving so quickly, but I do have a ton of paperwork to write up on this. Plus, I'm hoping to get the final coroner's report before the end of the day.”

      Marie waited for Gale to leave the kitchen and leaned against the counter. “Sure, that's fine. I completely understand. Sorry about all of the EVP talk in there. I know that isn't your thing.”

      Cory walked over and leaned on the counter next to her. “That's okay. I think we're all pretty punchy after the night we've all had. Why don't I give you a call when things settle down a little?”

      “That'd be great.” She began to say something when Cory leaned in and kissed her hard on the lips. “Wow, that was nice. I just forgot what I was going to say.”

      “Good, I'm glad I can distract you.” He grabbed her hand and led her to the sun porch and waved to Gale and Tim. “It was a great breakfast. We'll have to do it again sometime. I'm sure I'll see you both around town.” He leaned over and kissed Marie on the cheek. “I'll call you later tonight.” He grabbed his jacket and cap and left.

      Gale whistled. “Ain't you two sweet?”

      Marie gave her a hand gesture. “It looks like we're even on the smart-alecky commentary. That was your last one, by the way.”

      Tim got up. “Marie, do you need any help with the dishes?”

      “No, you two can go. I think I'm going to head back to bed and get some sleep. Gale, call me later so we can organize a time to meet with Myra. We'll have to get the team together too and go over what we've found.”

      Gale gave Marie a hug. “Sure, sounds like a plan. And, hey, don't worry about any of this and Cory. He'll come around. Tim and I are good at breaking down barriers.”

      Marie chuckled. “Oh, I don't doubt that for one minute.”

      Tim put on his shoes while Gale changed clothes. Marie waved as they each drove off separately in their cars. She was pretty sure they would be heading to one or the other's place to continue what they were doing when interrupted earlier. The thought of that gave her heart a tug. She was thrilled for Gale and Tim, but a little jealous she didn't have that yet with Cory. She was beginning to wonder if they had anything in common at all.

      She left the dishes where they were and headed back to her bedroom. Again, these feelings would have to wait until she got some sleep. Her mind was clouded with too many things as she plopped down face first onto her bed. She wrapped the pillow around her head and let sleep take over.

      

      Marie sat in the cozy fainting couch in Myra's study and took a deep breath. The room smelled of sage and spices and was decorated in a Victorian motif with dark stained wainscoting on the lower section of the walls and flowered heavy embossed wallpaper on the top. The balloon backed chairs were upholstered in deep red velvet, which matched the velvet burgundy drapes that hung to the floor. The room seemed cluttered but in a very organized manner.

      Myra covered Marie with a fleece blanket and turned on the CD with sounds of rain and mild thunderstorms. “Now Marie, as I said earlier, I want you to state out loud that you are starting your intent on meditating on the spirits trying to communicate with you. Relax and take a few deep breaths and let your mind clear. It may be full of busy things going on from the day, but that's okay. Don't fight those thoughts, just let them happen. They will clear eventually. You will eventually feel yourself relaxing and your body will fall into an almost hypnotic state and may feel dull and tingling. If something comes to you, no matter what it is, speak it out loud, I'll have the recorder on.”

      Marie smiled and closed her eyes. “I think I'm ready.”

      “Good. Gale and I will be in the dining room. Yell if you need us, okay?”

      Marie nodded, took a deep breath, and made her statement of intent. Her mind was cloudy with all sorts of thoughts. She thought about Cory and how indifferent he is to her ability. She remembered back to her parents’ reaction to her seeing spirits as a little girl and began to drift off to a rhythmic calm. Within minutes, she could see the little boy and woman with her eyes closed and was able to hear what they were saying. Before long she was having a conversation when a loud noise from the outside startled her awake.

      Marie lay frozen in the fainting couch. “Gale, Myra, can you come in here please?”

      Gale walked in the room. “Myra's on the phone. Are you okay? We heard you rambling on and on, but we couldn't hear through the door.” She walked over to the recorder. “Let me turn this off. We should wait for Myra before we play it back.”

      Marie sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Gale, it was freaky. I began to drift back to me being a little girl and remembering my parents’ reaction to me seeing spirits. And then, all of a sudden, I was able to see the same little boy and woman who have been appearing to me.” She stood up from the couch and started to pace around the room. “I could hear what they were saying. They were telling me bits and pieces that don't make sense to me.”

      Gale walked over and rubbed her back. “Why don't we wait until Myra comes in to listen to the tape and find out what you were saying? Your face is a bit gray. I think you should sit back down.”

      “How long was I out?”

      Gale looked at her Rolex. “I'd say a good twenty minutes or so.”

      Myra entered the room. “Is everything okay? Sorry for the interruption, one of my clients wanted to set up an appointment.” She walked over to Marie. “Are you okay, dear? Gale and I heard you talking in here. Did the meditation help you any?”

      Marie sat back down on the couch. “Yes, I was telling Gale I saw the little boy and woman, and I was able to hear them clearly this time. But the things they were saying didn't make any sense.”

      Myra walked over to the recorder. “They usually don't at first. But I can help you put it together, plus, listening to what was recorded may help you remember the conversation a little clearer.”

      Gale rewound the recorder, and they all sat in anticipation to hear what had been recorded. Before it was finished the three women stood and stared at each other in shock.

      Gale turned off the recorder and leaned back in the chair. “I can't believe what we just heard. Is it possible there is someone here in Sullivan's Island killing women randomly?”

      Marie stood up and walked over to the window. “These two spirits have been trying to tell me that there is a serial killer on Sullivan's Island. I mean, is that possible? Did we hear right? Are they capable of knowing what's going on and can they communicate that to us?”

      Myra replied, “Time is not linear, but more like another dimension in space; spirits know how to move through this dimension and thus can see the future and the past. Humans, with enough practice, can remote view or even astral project to any time they want to, though it takes a whole lot of practice. Many people with meditation can get glimpses of major events in their lives but getting it to finer control than that is very difficult.”

      Gale shivered and rubbed her arms. “What does remote view and astral project mean?”

      Myra got up and threw the blanket over Gale's shoulders. “Remote view is like ESP, and astral projection is like an out of body experience. I have been able to do both, but as I said, it takes a lot of practice. And considering I'm sixty-two, I've had years of it.”

      Marie turned toward the window and stared outside. “Well, the conversation was confusing, and there were still bits and pieces that didn't make sense. Plus, who is going to believe me? Can you picture me going to Cory and saying, ‘ah, hey, there's a serial killer out there hanging women’?”

      Gale wrapped the blanket around herself more tightly. “What I don't understand is why they are focusing on you.”

      Myra stood up and walked over to Marie. “I think we need to relax and go into the kitchen and have a glass of wine. Then, the next step is for us to get the SIPS team together and go over all of the analysis we took from the library. I want to hear this whisper that said to save Christy. I find after meditating and learning things of this nature, I need to regroup.”

      Marie and Gale agreed as the three women shared a bottle of wine and tried to refocus on their investigation. After making a few phone calls, they were able to get the group together at the end of the week to go over their analysis. They also agreed to keep this last bit of information to themselves until anything further warranted sharing it with anyone. Marie began to wonder if she was ready to learn how to handle this ability. She remembered how people used to say this sort of ability was a gift, but for the moment, she felt it was a curse.
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