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        First and foremost, to my family, to those who have served and are still serving our country, and to you, the reader… thank you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        The ballot is stronger than the bullet.

        ABRAHAM LINCOLN
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      Alexandra Russell lay like a battered rag doll with haunted lifeless eyes staring up into nowhere. The blood smeared all over her body revealed noticeable slashes and stab-wounds on her neck, chest, and arms. Her hair was matted down, and her clothes had been torn from her body. Her sad life ended just before her twenty-first birthday.

      Kelly Kaufman couldn’t keep the tears from running down her face, and she knew the blame fell on her for involving Alexandra Russell in her investigation. She hid behind the confusion of the crowd of rubbernecks and yellow tape. The fast-paced work of the DC police and EMT’s became a blur of movement as she closed her eyes and silently said a prayer. She was onto something, which was very clear, for this was a warning for her to drop the story before she was found in the same manner.

      She swiftly slid out of sight and walked toward her apartment but realized it probably wasn’t safe to go back there now. Where could she go for refuge? It was too dangerous to contact her mother, even though it had been two weeks since she last called. Her office was out of the question. That would be the first place they would look. Alexandra was her only reliable source and confidant, and it was obvious she was out of the picture. She needed time to think and regroup.

      She turned the corner, slipped into a café, seeking a table in the back against the wall, and dropped down into a chair. She grabbed a napkin and blew her nose as she tried to focus on her iPhone through her tears. Swiftly scrolling down her contact list, she wondered how an innocent story on a political figure could surface such scandal, and now murder. She stopped at the name of Desmond Clark, a retired CIA agent and close friend of the family. She hoped he was available at his Georgetown home because there were no other options, and where better to hide than at an agent’s place of residence.

      She tapped his name as the phone automatically dialed his number, and she heard his answering machine. Before she could leave a message, she saw a familiar face walking toward the café. She frantically hung up her phone, bolted out of the chair, ran back into the ladies’ room, and locked the door. She spotted a small window as her only way out, hopped up onto the sink, and squeezed her way through the opening. She hung sideways and carefully lowered herself to the ground as she caught her balance and took off in a run. Maybe it would be better to visit Desmond personally.

      She quickly looked back at the alley and saw no one following her as she darted onto the next block. She punched Desmond’s address into her map app and realized it would be a hike to his place, but she had no other choice. She continued to follow the directions and prayed she made it there before they caught up with her. At that moment she was thankful for running track in college and continuing the morning routine because she would need the lung capacity to get there alive.

      According to the map, she was only a block away from Desmond’s house. Since he hadn’t answered his phone, she hoped he wasn’t on travel. If nothing else she could hide out in his backyard. She and her family had been to his house countless times for parties, and she remembered a back-alley gate that would allow her to slip through to regain her breath and composure.

      As she crossed the street and headed down the alley, she took a quick glance behind her to be sure she was in the clear. Carefully edging up to the tall gate she peered through a wooden knothole and saw flowerbeds filled with pansies and marigolds. A small fountain trickled down through a mound of rocks next to a dwarf redbud tree. To her surprise, the latch opened as she swiftly slipped into the yard, closed the gate, and leaned against the fence to catch her breath.

      From her left, she heard a swift rustle in the grass and quickly caught the nose of a semi-automatic handgun staring back at her as her eyes grew wide. She took in a deep breath and shouted at the owner of the gun. “Desmond, it’s me, Kelly. What the hell are you doing?”

      “Kelly, Kelly Kaufman is that you? What the hell are you doing lurking around in my backyard?” Desmond pulled back as he set the safety and placed the gun in the waist of his jeans. He slicked his shoulder-length salt and pepper hair behind his ears. “You look like a scared rabbit.”

      Kelly’s heart slowed to a semi-rapid pace as she leaned against the fence and closed her hazel eyes. Her cropped ginger hair was plastered to her cheeks with sweat, and her petite frame shook as the adrenaline subsided. “Desmond, I’m so sorry, I didn’t know where else to go. You have to help me.”

      “Okay, come on inside. You have some scratches on your arms that need cleaning. Let me get you a beer, and you can fill me in on why you’re hiding in my backyard.” His tall, athletic frame escorted her through the doors that led into a sunroom filled with plants and wicker furniture.

      Kelly followed him into the kitchen and pulled the stool out from under the butcher block countered island and sat down. “Desmond, Alexandra is dead.”

      Desmond turned from the refrigerator. “She’s dead? What do you mean she’s dead?”

      “That’s why I’m running. They’re after me, whoever they are. Alexandra was a warning. They know she was my source.”

      He set the beer on the counter and brought out a medicine kit and searched for a medicinal wipe. “Okay, I think you’d better start at the beginning.”

      “You’re never going to believe any of it. It involves Senator Jack Dawring.” Kelly saw his shocked look and continued, “Desmond, the word on the street is he’s going to run for president, so my editor wanted me to sniff it out. What I found was disgusting and will more than likely ruin his chances at the presidency. Hell, it’ll ruin his entire career.”

      Desmond stopped wiping her cut. “It looks like I’m going to need more beer.”

      

      Marie Bartek balanced the phone on her shoulder and tried to write legibly on the tablet. “Yes, Mrs. Kaufman, Washington, DC is a beautiful city. No, I haven’t had the opportunity to visit our Nation’s Capital. Can you repeat the types of claims you are having? Okay, well I will certainly take this to our investigative team. As soon as we can organize a solid date, I will get back to you. Thank you, and you have a good day also.”

      Marie hung up the phone and immediately sensed the presence of Demon B as the room grew cold and the stench of death crept around her nose. Laura Faye’s spirit suddenly appeared as Marie tried to cross her over to the other side. Demon B was still too strong, and Marie willed her mind to shut the demon out as the room returned to normal and Laura Faye vanished.

      Without missing a beat, she took a deep breath and called Gale Winters. “Gale, I just got a call from a possible client. Are you up for a visit to DC? Good, then get your butt over here, and I’ll fill you in on the details.”

      Bailey nudged his nose under Marie’s hand and dropped his head onto her lap. Marie smiled at the chocolate lab and rubbed his ears. “Bailey, it looks as though we’re going to be making a trip to Washington, DC. Do you think you’re ready for a ghost investigation?”

      Marie smiled at Bailey’s wagging tail and jumped at the knock on her screen door. “Come on in. We’re in the dining room.”

      Gale came around the corner wearing blue paisley canvas shorts, a red cotton T-shirt, and red-wedged espadrilles. She balanced two coffees in a paper tray and a bag from the local bakery. Her charcoal-colored hair danced over her shoulders, and her olive-colored skin was bronzed from the sun. “Hey there girlfriend, how are you? Where can I put these Danishes so Bailey can’t get at them?”

      Marie grabbed the bag and set them in the center of the antique walnut dining table. “There’s no safe place from Bailey. You got here quick.”

      “I must be getting your vibes because I was already walking over here with these goodies. I’m glad I live close because my feet are killing me in these shoes. It’s difficult looking good and walking in sand.” Gale sat down and patted Bailey’s head. “Aren’t you a good boy? But you can’t have any of my Danish because Auntie Gale hasn’t had any breakfast and I’m a bit cranky today.”

      “What else is new?” Marie winked then pulled the lid off the steaming coffee and took a sip. “I love your shoes, they go great with the outfit.”

      Gale smiled. “Of course, everything always does. You’re looking refreshed. Did you get more blonde highlights or is that from the sun?”

      “I’m going to say it’s the sun… we’ll keep that between us. Getting back to this investigation, I just came in from a swim and barely answered the phone in time.”

      “Isn’t it too cold to swim in the ocean?”

      “I had my wetsuit on. Can I continue please?”

      Gale shrugged and said, “Okay, sorry, I forgot what an exercise freak you are.”

      “Anyway, her name is Shawna Kaufman, and she lives on Sixteenth Street in DC.” Marie grabbed her notes and flipped the page. “She claims there have been shadows and odd feelings in the kitchen and living room ever since they moved in twenty years ago. They hear sounds of someone walking in the hall and bedrooms. Her daughter has seen a dark mist in one of the bathrooms and has frequently heard conversations at certain times of the day.”

      “Wow, that’s a lot of activity. Why did she contact us? Isn’t there a local paranormal group she could have called, and why call after twenty years?” Gale licked the cream cheese icing from her lip.

      “That’s exactly what I asked her. She said the occurrences have escalated and when she was searching for ghost investigators, she found the article on the Internet about us in New Orleans. I guess she was intrigued and thought we sounded reputable.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to forget about our vacation in New Orleans. I still have strange dreams from that whole experience.” Gale rubbed her arms warding off a chill. “How have you been? You haven’t had any visits from Beelzebub creeping into your dreams, have you?”

      “Remember not to say his name, and as a matter of fact, I had a brief encounter just before I called you, but I was able to block him. Laura Faye showed up too. I’m still not able to cross her over. Demon B sure has a strong hold on her. It’s been a while since my last encounter. It was much more frequent when we returned from New Orleans. I’m glad I have Myra’s help to block him.”

      Gale cocked her head and raised her right eyebrow. “Have you told Cory yet?”

      Marie shook her head. “No, and I feel terrible because I know he worries about me. He has enough going on at his job without me adding that a demon is still trying to take over my mind. Oh, have I told you recently that I’m sorry for you being kidnapped and almost sacrificed in a satanic ritual when we were in New Orleans?”

      Gale rolled her eyes. “Yes, you’ve repeatedly apologized since Christmas. Look, it wasn’t your fault. When are you going to realize that? All of your visions helped solve the case.”

      Marie smiled. “Thanks, and please know it’ll never happen again.”

      “Well, enough about all of that, I’m all in for a trip to DC. I don’t have any issues closing my antique shop, but how much time can you take off from the clinic? Won’t your clients get peeved if you’re gone?”

      “As long as I have enough notice to take a long weekend off, I should be okay. Loretta is a crackerjack assistant. She whips my schedule around better than me. Kara from Mount Pleasant said she’d be glad to fill in for me. I think the animals will be safe for a few days while I’m gone.” Marie slipped a piece of Danish to Bailey. “Bailey finishes his last behavior training class next week, and Myra and I have been training him for our next investigation.”

      “I think that’s a great idea. I’ve heard that dogs have a keen sense of smell.” Gale smiled at Bailey and took a sip of coffee.

      “Absolutely, and he can see better in low light, so he’s the perfect ghost investigator.”

      “And let’s not rule out that you hate leaving him when you travel.” Gale chuckled and caressed Bailey’s snout with her foot.

      “Yeah, I’m not going to deny it. Okay, so when is a good time to get the group together for a meeting?”

      “I think this Saturday is the best, don’t you? It’ll be a week earlier than our normal meeting. So how is Myra? I haven’t seen her around town. She was pretty sick after all of that spiritual healing she did on us.” Gale sat back in the chair and crossed her long slender legs.

      “She’s much better, but I worry about her. It really does drain her after a reading, let alone crossing a spirit over and blocking a demon from entering our minds. She had a tough time fighting off that pneumonia.”

      “I know. She’s so frail, hell a strong wind could blow her over. Do you think she’ll be able to make the trip to DC?”

      “I hope so, it’s an eight-hour drive, and I think she’ll be okay if we break it up a little to give her a rest. Plus, I don’t think she’s willing to let me go alone on any more investigations.”

      “Yeah, I think you had her worried about what happened in New Orleans. You two have quite a connection.” Gale got up, threw her coffee cup in the garbage, then leaned against the counter. “Speaking of connections, have you seen or heard from Ladislava or Ludomir? Those names still crack me up.”

      “Hey, don’t make fun of my spirit guides. They’re my ancestors you know.” Marie closed the bakery bag. “And, yes, actually, I do see them, all of the time now.”

      “I had no idea. You must be getting a better handle on your ability.”

      “Well, there’s no doubt I’m able to do more and more every day. Myra said that my meditating has helped tremendously.” Marie sheepishly looked at Gale. “There is a bit of a new area that has come into play lately.”

      “Well, don’t just sit there looking at me that way. Tell me.”

      Marie got up and began to rinse her hands in the sink. “Well, it started about two weeks ago. I was walking down to the mini-mart to get a paper. While I was standing in line waiting to pay, there was a spirit standing next to the lady in front of me. The spirit kept asking me to tell this lady, which was her daughter, that she’s doing fine, and her emerald necklace fell behind the bedroom dresser and was wedged between the floorboards.”

      “What the hell? You mean to tell me that you’re starting to see spirits everywhere and they’re talking to you?”

      “It looks that way. I can’t go anywhere without someone talking at me to get a message to their loved one.” Marie sighed and leaned against the sink. “It’s wearing me out. I haven’t slept well since then. I’m still learning how to control it.”

      Gale sat down and leaned her elbows on her knees. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier? You’ve been keeping this to yourself all this time? Have you told Myra or Cory?”

      Marie shook her head. “I told Myra, but not Cory. Plus, it was pretty creepy when I was with Cory the other night and his sister Cheyenne showed up.”

      Gale’s eyes got wide. “Oh, man, now that is creepy. What did you do? What did she say?”

      “I think I was numb and very distracted. I didn’t hear her very well, and I think she sensed I was uncomfortable and just left. She knows how serious Cory and I are about each other.”

      “Well, you know you have to tell Cory. In fact, you need to tell him everything. You can’t keep this inside of you. He needs to know what’s going on with you and that Demon B is still an issue.” Gale leaned back in the chair and folded her arms.

      “I know. I planned on telling him, but I wanted to tell you first. You’re my best friend and sounding board.” Marie winked.

      Gale leaned forward. “What’s really bothering you? You don’t normally keep anything from Cory. He accepted your psychic abilities a year ago, what’s the deal?”

      Marie nervously wrapped a long strand of hair around her finger and began pacing about the kitchen. “Why would you ask that? I’m just a bit sleep-deprived that’s all. I haven’t been getting the rest I need with all of these new abilities of mine sneaking up on me.”

      Gale rolled her eyes. “That’s what you want to go with, that you’re sleep-deprived? Marie, you’re a ghost investigator and a veterinarian who is on-call twenty-four seven. You must think I’m an idiot. Come on, it’s me, Gale Winters… your confidant, sister-in-arms who helps you kick demons in the ass, fight off serial killers, and let’s not forget I make the best damn margarita on Sullivan’s Island. What gives?”

      Marie stopped mid-stride and flopped back into the chair as her lip quivered. “Oh Gale, I think I’m pregnant.”

      Gale shot out of her chair, tipping it over, and then dropped to her knees in front of Marie. “You’re what? Marie, are you sure? How late are you? Did you take a pregnancy test? Did you tell Cory? No, of course you didn’t tell Cory. Did you tell Myra? Oh, Marie, that’s great news… isn’t it?”

      Marie picked her head up out of her hands and shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s great news. I’m only a week late, which never happens, and no, I didn’t take a test yet. Cory has no clue nor does Myra. Although I think she read me the other day because she asked if I was feeling okay. Oh, Gale, what should I do? I haven’t slept a wink. I’m scared to find out.”

      “Okay, well I’m leaving right now to buy a pregnancy test, and we’ll take it together.” Gale held up her hand. “You know what I mean. I’ll be here with you when you take the test. You can’t sit here agonizing over it. Once you know, then you can work out the rest of the details.”

      Marie quickly wiped a tear from her cheek. “You don’t need to buy one. I have one here. It’s been sitting in my bathroom drawer. I guess I’m afraid to find out if it’s positive and I didn’t want to be alone to take the test.”

      “Okay, well I can understand that. But I’m here with you now, so go on, the suspense is killing me.”

      Marie faintly smiled and walked into the bathroom. From behind the closed door, she asked, “Gale, how am I going to explain this to Cory? Heck, how am I going to explain this to my parents? This whole thing has made me crazy.”

      “Well, I hate to sound like your mother, but weren’t you and Cory using protection? I mean, I thought you were on the pill.”

      “No, I don’t do well on the pill, and we do use protection. I guess we forgot once.”

      “Forgot, how could you forget? Marie, you’re the smart and practical one, remember? I rely on you to have the clear head. The one who always has it together and everything planned.” Gale moved aside as Marie walked out of the bathroom. “Well don’t just stand there staring at the stick. I’m not the psychic, what does it say?”

      Marie stood for a few seconds and sighed. “It’s negative. I’m not pregnant.”

      “Well, that’s good, right? I mean you look a bit sad.”

      “I’m not sad.” Marie dropped the stick into the garbage. “I’m not sure what I am. I guess there was a part of me that sort of liked the idea. I do know that I’m in love with Cory, and I think he feels the same way. But I want it to be something we talk about and have the same feelings when we’re ready. Plus, I’d like to get married first.”

      “Married, has that conversation come up? Wow, it’s only been about a year. Don’t get me wrong. If there’s anyone I can see getting married, it’s the two of you. I guess I figured you’d have a better plan.”

      Marie leaned against the golden granite kitchen counter. “I knew Cory was the one when we were in New Orleans. I loved waking up to him every day in the hotel. It was a natural fit, and I felt uneasy knowing that when we came back home, we would be back to our separate places. We spend four or five nights out of the week together, but it’s those days when we aren’t together that I feel empty.”

      Gale walked over, and shoulder bumped Marie. “Maybe you should ask Cory to get married. It’s the twenty-first century. Anything goes. Besides, it’s pretty obvious that Cory feels the same way. Mrs. Cory Miller, it has a nice ring to it.”

      “Yeah, I’m not quite as progressive in my thinking as you are. I’m still a bit old-fashioned. I love the whole traditional down on one knee proposal. I still want that.”

      Gale smiled. “Yeah, you would, that’s why I said earlier you’re the practical one. So, are you feeling any better with the pregnancy results? Are you going to share this with Cory?”

      “Yeah, I am feeling better, that’s why I knew I needed your support when I took the test. And yes, I’m going to tell Cory. I’m beginning to feel guilty all the way around for not sharing any of this with him. I think I’ve been on my own for too long.”

      Gale walked back over to the table and set her purse down. “We both have my friend. I get used to doing everything for myself and tend to forget to include Tim in some of my decisions. But that’s natural.”

      “Yeah, but it’s time for me to step up to the plate. I’m going to call Cory and invite him to dinner. I think I need to set the mood before I tell him all of this. Wow, I hope I don’t freak him out.” Marie walked over to where Bailey was lying on the floor and leaned down and rubbed his side. “Well, I think it’s time we start calling the team and plan for this DC trip. We’re going to have a lot to organize. Plus, we’re going to have some new equipment to test out.”
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      Marie placed a vase filled with peach tulips, white lilacs, bluebird roses, and yellow freesias in the center of the dining room table. The contrast of colors fell beautifully against the stark white tablecloth. She ever so slightly nudged the salad fork in line with the dinner fork. After taking one last glance at the table setting, she decided it was time to fidget with the last-minute touches to her makeup and make a final request to her spirit guides for guidance in her evening with Cory.

      She applied the bronze gloss to her lips while she carefully kissed the air and chuckled at herself in the mirror. The new foundation she purchased worked well to cover the dark circles under her emerald eyes. It was time to get these emotions off her chest and share them with Cory because she needed an eight-hour night of sleep.

      The contrast of gold tones in her hair looked like honey and lemon. Cory had not seen her since it was highlighted. She hoped he would be pleased. The ocean blue keyhole halter she wore revealed her toned shoulders and arms and hugged her hips. It played well with the white denim skirt and braided leather T-strap sandals, which added a few inches to her five-foot eight frame.

      Pleased with herself she walked out onto her back deck overlooking the yard and palm trees, sat down in her favorite teak chair, and marveled at the coral cushions she purchased at the local flea market. They were a perfect fit and price for the outdoor room. The ocean waves beat a rhythm in the background as she slowly breathed in and out and asked her spirit guides for guidance.

      Marie felt a calming presence of warmth surround her as her spirit guides encircled her. She asked them to keep the white light of protection around her and to keep all negative entities away. Her mind became clear as the energy grew, but she suddenly felt a chill and a slight smell of decay waft under her nose. She felt a struggle in her mind as her spirit guides began to move swiftly around her in a frantic motion. Marie knew the invasion that was trying to take place, and she willed her energy against it. It was Demon B trying to take over and Marie, with her spirit guides, worked together to fight it off.

      Marie did a final cleansing breath and jumped when she heard a knock on the door bringing her back to the present. She did a quick telepathic thank you to her spirit guides and walked back into the house.

      She approached the screen door, and her heart skipped a beat. There he was, Cory Miller, standing tall and strong in his slim straight chinos and bold, green-striped shirt. His chocolate brown hair matched his eyes, and his smile could blind a person at forty paces.

      Marie smiled and opened the door. “Hello there, Chief Miller, you look mighty fine this evening.”

      Cory barely had one foot in the sunroom as he grabbed her waist and pulled her against him. “I’ve been waiting for this all day.” He slowly moved in and kissed her long and hard.

      Marie’s legs went numb, and she quickly held onto his shoulders and returned the kiss. After what felt like an eternity she carefully pulled away and looked up into his eyes. “Wow, can we try that again?”

      Cory chuckled and said, “Absolutely, but I’m beginning to smell pasta, and it too is driving me crazy.”

      “You’ve got a great sense of smell. I was just about to take the lasagna out of the oven.” Marie grabbed his hand and guided him into the dining room. “Would you be so kind and open the Merlot while I get the salad dressing?”

      “Sure, wow the table looks amazing. It seems a bit formal for just little old me. Normally, there’s a reason for something this fancy.” Cory stopped in mid-sentence. “I think I hit a nerve. The look on your face isn’t as bright as the one you greeted me with at the door. Is everything okay?”

      “There goes that cop instinct. Everything is fine really… except, well I do have some things I wanted to share with you. But I wanted to wait until after dinner.”

      “I think it’s too late to wait now. I won’t be able to eat wondering what you need to tell me.”

      “Okay, you’re right.” Marie grabbed the bottle of wine and watched the red liquid dance into her glass and sat down. “I think you may want to sit down for this. It’s possible we may need more wine too.”

      Cory sat down and looked into Marie’s eyes. “Okay, I’m ready. Go for it.”

      “Right, where do I begin? There are three or four things to share with you. First, I got a call for a possible investigation in Washington, DC. Gale and I called the team together, and we’re meeting tomorrow evening to organize a time when we can all make the trip. Do you think you’d like to tag along?”

      Cory smiled. “Absolutely, I’ll make the time.”

      Marie gulped some wine and stared at the tiny red roses lining the edge of the bone china dinner plate. “Secondly, I have to make a confession about Demon B. He hasn’t completely left me alone. In fact, he has tried to plague my mind quite a bit since we came home from New Orleans. Myra has been helping me block him, but he still tries to sneak in every now and again. In fact, he just tried during my meditation right before you came.”

      Cory kept his eyes on hers. “I know.”

      “How could you possibly know?”

      “Because you occasionally talk in your sleep and I’ve been able to make out a few words, some of those words being Demon B.” Cory took a sip of his wine.

      Marie slowly closed her mouth and shook her head. “And you didn’t say anything?”

      “I didn’t say anything because I figured you had control over it, and you would tell me when you were ready. Now you’re ready.”

      Marie closed her eyes for a second and opened them again to look upon the most handsome man she had ever seen. “You are amazing. You’re making this so easy for me.”

      “That’s how I roll.” Cory leaned forward and propped an elbow on the table. “That’s two things, what else do you need to share.”

      Before Marie could answer, she felt a chill and saw Cory’s sister standing directly behind him. Marie smiled and nodded. “Okay, well, this is a big one, and I need you to remain completely calm. I’ve developed a new ability, or should I say I’m becoming more in tune with what I can see. Cheyenne is standing directly behind you.”

      Cory jumped up and looked behind him. “Are you serious? Wow, I think I do need some more wine. Okay, give me a minute to grasp all of this. Is she saying anything? Can you hear her?”

      Marie smiled wide and nodded. “Yes, I can hear her. She has visited us a few other times, but I think she realized I was in shock and not quite ready to share any of this with you. She wants you to know that she’s okay and not to worry about her. She doesn’t blame you for the drowning. You must stop thinking it was your fault. She just swam off that day and got caught in the undertow. Nobody could have saved her.”

      Cory’s knees began to wobble as he sat back down and dropped his head into his hands. “I’ve been living with that guilt for the past twenty years. I don’t know if I can ever forgive myself.”

      “Cory, she insists that you do. She knew she wasn’t supposed to go into the ocean without any supervision. It was just her time to go. She knows how much you love her. She also knows that you still carry a piece of her favorite blanket in your wallet.”

      Cory’s eyebrows went up, and he stared at Marie in disbelief. “How did you know that? Nobody knows I carry that around with me.”

      “She just told me that you did. She’s giving affirmation she’s here with us. And she loves you desperately and will always cherish the love you have for her. But she insists you let go of the guilt so you can carry on with your life. She also said it’s time you spoke to your parents again, to make things right. They don’t blame you either.”

      Cory shook his head and ran his hands through his mussed hair. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin. It’s been two years since we spoke. We had a huge argument on the night of the anniversary of her death. None of it made any sense, except that they blamed me for her death.”

      Marie looked past Cory at Cheyenne and then glanced back at him. “Cory that isn’t true. They don’t blame you for her death. They’re just riddled with guilt themselves. It’s time to make amends so you can all heal and move on. It’s Cheyenne’s wish.”

      Cory smiled and winked at Marie. “Okay, if that’s her wish, I’ll give my folks a call tomorrow.”

      “Good, that’s made her happy. She’s going to go now, but she will return if and when you need her. She’s your spirit guide you know.”

      “I think I’ve always sensed her around me, but just didn’t dream that was possible. Not until you came into my life.” Cory got up and walked over to Marie and pulled her up into his arms. “Thank you for that and thank you for being in my life. I feel like a huge weight has been lifted.”

      Marie rested her head on his chest and said, “I’m so glad. She’s been bugging me to talk with you, and I was trying to find the right moment.”

      Cory kissed her forehead as he lifted her chin and then gazed into her eyes. “Okay, now you said there were three or four things to share with me. What’s next on the list?”

      Marie slightly pulled away and looked down into his chest. “Wow, okay, this one may put you over the edge.”

      “I hardly think so. Finding out that my sister was just here from the other side is a pretty big one. What could possibly top that?” Cory grabbed Marie’s shoulders and held her firm. “Do we need more wine?”

      Marie chuckled. “No, but I do need to sit down to tell you this.”

      “Okay, let me sit closer to you. Will that help?”

      “I’m not sure, but you may want to run off when you hear this.”

      “Not a chance, how could there possibly be anything to learn from you that would make me run off? First, I find out that you are a psychic medium and you can touch things and learn about people and events through psychometry. Oh, and you have a demon following you around, plus now you can hear and speak to the dead. So, tell me, Dr. Bartek, what else is going on that could make me run off?”

      “I thought I was pregnant.”

      Cory knocked his glass over as the red wine spilled onto the white tablecloth and expanded like a pool of blood. “You thought you were pregnant? You mean you’re not?”

      Marie quickly grabbed some seltzer water from the small bar, sprinkled it on the stain, and dabbed it with a towel. “No, I’m not. I did a pregnancy test while Gale was here earlier. I was afraid to take the test by myself. I was also afraid to tell you because I wasn’t sure how you would react. I guess I needed a little confidence in girl power before I said anything to you. But since it was negative, no harm no foul, right?”

      Cory stopped Marie’s frantic attempt to clean the stain and pulled her hard into his chest and held her still. “Marie, stop cleaning that damn wine stain and look at me. First of all, you can tell me anything, and I do mean anything. Never feel you will chase me off. I don’t know if you realize this, but I’m in love with you. I think I fell in love with you that first night we went to dinner. I won’t ever run away from you no matter how many more gifts you discover you have with being psychic. And I certainly wouldn’t run away from you if you were pregnant. Do you understand?”
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