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      Murder, kidnapping, assault… Right now I’d almost prefer any of those things to what I’m about to face. I never signed on for this. I still don’t know how I let Mitchell talk me into it. It goes way beyond what any husband should ask his wife to do for him. My body is shaking at the thought of what awaits me inside those doors.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Mitchell says as we stand outside the vocational technical school.

      “How can you say that? I’m about to be assaulted by the combined energy of hundreds of teenagers. Teenagers! I can’t imagine anything worse.”

      Mitchell stifles a laugh.

      “What part of this is funny to you? You remember what high school was like, right? Think about what you were like back then, and multiply that by hundreds. That’s what I’m walking into.” I’m afraid I’m going to faint the second I get inside the doors.

      Being psychic, specifically a psychometrist, means I’m susceptible to being assaulted by other people’s energy. Add in the hormones that are running rampant through these teenagers, and I’m doomed. I’m going to feel all their emotions at once.

      “I don’t know why I agreed to this. I have to call the chief and tell him I can’t do it.” I pull my phone from my pocket.

      “Piper, wait. You’re not going in there alone. I’m going to be with you the entire time. You’ve handled big crowds before.”

      “I can’t exactly hold your hand the whole time we’re in there.” Mitchell has learned to use his own energy to ground me and keep me from being overwhelmed by other people’s energy. My strengths lie in reading the energy off objects, and I have to do so by touching those objects with my right hand. Don’t ask why. I don’t have the answer. It’s just how psychometry has always worked for me, so I’ve learned not to question it. But when it comes to people… Their emotions can roll off them in waves. Or worse. It’s not uncommon for people to project their feelings onto me. I think it stems from the desire to be understood. Whatever the cause, I feel like their emotions are slamming into me with the force of a wrecking ball.

      “It’s high school. No one will think it’s odd if we’re holding hands. Most of the students probably will be.”

      I can just imagine all the questions they’d ask us. Are we together? What’s it like working with your spouse? Do we always hold hands? And if I tell them what I really do, which I’m not sure I’m supposed to, then the questions will really get out of hand. When did I learn I had psychic abilities? How did it feel solving a kidnapping when I was only twelve?

      “Piper.” Mitchell cups my face in his hand. “Look at me. Focus on me.” He steadies his breathing, mimicking how he wants me to breathe. It’s a technique he learned from my father, former detective Thomas Ashwell, during the brief time Mitchell and my dad were partners. That was right before my dad retired. He didn’t stay retired, though. Not entirely at least. He works with me at my P.I. agency now. Well, he works there full-time, and I work there when I’m not busy helping Mitchell solve cases for the Weltunkin Police Department. Dad bought a desk that is about twice the size of mine, so between me almost never being in the office and the size of his desk, it appears as though the Ashwell Agency belongs to him, even though I’m the one who started the business and he’s on my payroll.

      “Okay, clearing your mind is obviously not going to happen,” Mitchell says, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      “Sorry. I’m too on edge right now. Why did we tell the chief we’d do this?”

      “Because we’re the best the WPD has to offer these future law enforcement officers.”

      “What about Detective Stringer? She could do this.” Detective Monica Stringer is the newest member of the WPD, and she’s actually been pretty great to work with. Before she came along, I thought the desk she occupies at the police station was cursed. Everyone who has sat there has hated me. Well, there was one exception, but she transferred right when we finally started to get along. Detective Stringer actually respects psychics and admires what I can do instead of seeing me as some kind of freak or thinking I have an unfair advantage at this job. Consulting with the WPD hasn’t exactly been easy for me, but I’m finally at a place where I get along with everyone at the station.

      “Chief Johansen would never let her do this. She’s still too new to the department. He trusts us.”

      “Yeah, well I’m not sure he should have so much faith in my abilities. Not in this kind of setting.”

      A car pulls up behind us, and Marcia steps out. Marcia Woodell owns Marcia’s Nook, the bookstore and cafe directly next to my P.I. Agency. She also happens to be my best friend. She offers me a sympathetic smile as she gets out of her car. “I figured you could use some help of the caffeinated variety.” She opens her back door and pulls out an extra large to-go cup. “Toasted almond, your favorite.”

      I’ve already had some coffee from Marcia’s Nook this morning when Mitchell picked it up on our way here. I didn’t see Marcia, though. Jax, her only employee, brought it out to Mitchell’s patrol car, along with the mammoth muffins we ordered. I know the real reason Marcia is here right now isn’t because she thinks I need more coffee. Although, truth be told, I am always in need of coffee. She’s here to offer moral support because she knows how much of a struggle this will be for me.

      I do something I rarely do. I hug her. Her calming energy is exactly what I need, and I hold onto her longer than expected, allowing her to ease my nerves. “Thank you.”

      “What are friends for?” Marcia says in a soft tone.

      When we finally pull apart, Mitchell mouths “Thank you,” as well. At first, I think he’s trying to keep me from seeing him thank Marcia, but then his emotions hit me, and I realize he’s choked up.

      “Mitchell Brennan, you are not about to cry,” I say.

      “What? No. Of course not. I don’t know why you’d even suggest that.”

      “Mhm.” Marcia laughs. “It looks like my work here is done.” She faces me again. “You go in there, and show them how tough Piper Ashwell is. You’re going to have every student in that class wanting to be you when they grow up.”

      I can’t imagine anyone wanting my life. I’ve spent most of it wishing I was normal. That I didn’t have these abilities. Lately, I’ve come to accept them more, but after the last case had me… I can’t even think about it. I’m not a psychic medium. I’ve never communicated with the dead. But after a colleague died in my arms, that changed. I saw my first spirit, and if I’m being honest, I’m terrified I’ll see more now. That spirit latched onto me the second she realized I could see her, and then I had to solve her murder. The last thing I want is all the spirits in Weltunkin flocking to me to solve their deaths and help them move on. I can barely deal with the living. I can’t handle the dead, too.

      “Oh,” Marcia says, studying my face. “That’s the problem, isn’t it?”

      “What?” Mitchell asks. “High school kids wanting to be like Piper? Why would that be bad?”

      “No,” Marcia says. “You mentioned that there’s going to be a cadaver in there, right?”

      Mitchell drags a hand across the back of his neck. “I’m so stupid. I should have realized that’s what’s really bothering you.”

      “It’s one of the things bothering me, but there are many problems, and I told you the biggest one already.”

      “In your line of work, you can’t exactly avoid dead bodies,” Marcia says. “Unless you plan to stop consulting with the WPD and strictly work at your P.I. agency, you’re going to have to face this.” She’s right, but Marcia usually is, so it’s no surprise.

      I take a big sip of coffee. Well, not a sip by any definition because I basically chug a third of the cup. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Mitchell says, earning a look from Marcia and an eye roll from me. “Sorry. Poor choice of words.”

      “You think?” Marcia shakes her head at him before turning to me. “I’ll make sure the bakery case is stocked for when you’re finished. Just call, and either Jax or I will deliver whatever you need.”

      “You’re the best, Marcia. Thank you.” I hug her one last time to calm myself.

      “Are you ready to do this?” Mitchell asks.

      “No, but I don’t exactly have a choice, so…” I shrug, chug the rest of my coffee, and toss the empty cup into the garbage can by the front doors.

      We go through the process of getting buzzed in and having our IDs scanned into the school’s system. You’d think the school would welcome having extra law enforcement on hand, but they aren’t treating us any differently than any other visitor. I find it slightly amusing that security escorts us to the classroom where we will be doing the demonstration.

      Mitchell and the security guard make small talk while I try to tune out all the emotions and energy swirling around this place. I think about Jezebel, my lovable golden retriever. She came to be my dog after her owner was killed during a case I was helping Mitchell investigate. She’s the best dog ever, and she’s really in tune with my abilities. She’s become great therapy for me. Even thinking of her now is helping.

      That is until we stop at the classroom door. The energy coming from the other side of it is a mix of excitement and intrigue. At least these students seem to want to learn from us. I guess that’s something. The security guard unlocks and opens the door for us. Mitchell walks in first to shield me from the energy in the room. He’s quite chivalrous for a man today and typically holds doors for me. Instances like this are the exception because he’s protecting me by acting as a human shield of sorts.

      The students all stare at us, and their instructor, a guy of average build with a buzz cut, walks up to Mitchell with his hand extended.

      “Thank you for coming, Detective Brennan. I’m Mr. Sickes.”

      Mitchell shakes his hand. “Thank you for having us.”

      Mr. Sickes extends his hand to me. “Ms. Ashwell, it’s an honor. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Doubtful he’s heard that much if he is trying to make physical contact with me. “I’m surprised you’re willing to offer your hand then.”

      He lowers his arm to his side. “Forgive me. I’m just so used to that custom.”

      “I understand.”

      He gives a slight head bob before saying, “I’ll make introductions and let you get right into it.”

      “That would be great,” Mitchell tells him.

      Mr. Sickes addresses his class, finishing with, “Their time is very valuable, so I’m confident you all will give them your undivided attention and treat them with the utmost respect.”

      “Yes, sir,” the class says in unison.

      I nearly step back at the response because it’s crisp, loud, and full of force.

      “Good morning,” Mitchell says, and he gets a “Good morning, Detective” from the group. I find it a little unnerving how they talk as a whole. I really hope that doesn’t continue for the whole time we’re here.

      Mitchell starts taking them through what we do on a daily basis. I sort of feel like I’m here for show. Though I’m not sure anyone is actually looking at me. They’re all mesmerized by Mitchell, like he’s some sort of superhero or something. I guess since they aspire to be like him one day, he is kind of like a celebrity to them.

      “How many dead bodies have you seen?” one student asks when Mitchell pauses for questions.

      “Too many unfortunately.”

      “Well, we have a cadaver here today,” Mr. Sickes says, “so you’ll all be seeing a dead body.”

      This is clearly a surprise to the class because the reaction the comment gets is a mix of excitement and fear. Or maybe the fear is coming from me. I’ve never been afraid of dead bodies before. And it’s not the dead body that disturbs me. It’s the possibility that I might see the body’s spirit like I did during our previous case.

      Mitchell moves closer to me for support. “Yes, we will be walking you through a crime scene from our process upon arriving right up to when we finish. Keep in mind we don’t have our CSI team here with us, so…”

      I don’t hear the rest of what Mitchell says because Mr. Sickes whispers to me, “We have a room set up as a crime scene already. I haven’t told the students about your exceptional abilities. I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to, but feel free to explain it to them if you’d like. Or you can simply approach the crime scene as a detective. It’s entirely up to you.”

      I nod and don’t say anything, but I’m grateful he’s allowing me to decide how I want to handle the situation. Honestly, I’m not sure what I want to do yet. Teenagers can be very judgmental, so I’m not sure I want them to see what I actually do. I might let Mitchell take the lead and stay in the background as much as possible.

      Mitchell finishes whatever speech he was giving and turns to Mr. Sickes. “Would you like to transition to the crime scene now?”

      “Yes,” Mr. Sickes says. “Students, if you could please gather in the area we discussed earlier. I’d like you to observe as the detectives enter the crime scene so you can take in everything they do. Please note their eye movements as well. You want to be aware of everything they look at and the order in which they look at it. You should not be taking notes, though. Doing so will cause you to miss things. I want you to observe and make mental notes as they go through the process. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” the class says in unison.

      We wait while the students head into another room that’s attached to this classroom.

      “I’ll get them situated. There’s a viewing area for them so they won’t be in your way at all.”

      “Thank you,” Mitchell tells Mr. Sickes. “Give us a signal when you want us to come in.”

      They haven’t told us anything about the staged crime scene because they want this simulation to be as realistic as possible. That means I have no idea what we are walking into. Sure, the crime will be fake, but the body will be real.

      Mitchell faces me. “You’ll be okay.”

      “What if I see…”

      “Don’t go in there thinking you will. Let’s think best-case scenario, okay?”

      “You want me to try to will it into being?” I didn’t know Mitchell believed in that sort of thing.

      “I’m just saying let’s not tempt fate.”

      Fair enough. I bob my head.

      After Mr. Sickes motions for us, Mitchell puts a hand on my back and walks with me to the crime scene room. I immediately feel the eyes of all the students on me. It’s unnerving. Mitchell gives my hand a small squeeze before he gets right to work assessing the scene.

      My eyes search out the body. The room is supposed to be set up like a medical lab if I had to guess. There are fake spills. I say fake because I’m sure it’s water and food coloring and not hazardous chemicals dripping across the lab table. The body isn’t visible from the doorway, so I move farther into the room.

      A foot is sticking out from the end of the lab table. I’m realizing this is supposed to look like an experiment gone wrong. I’d guess they set it up to potentially be a murder designed to look like an accident, but I could be incorrect in making that assumption too soon, so I keep an open mind. I have to be careful, though, because if I read the body, I’ll see how he actually died and not what Mr. Sickes set up for the purpose of this lesson.

      He. Why did I think he? All I’ve seen is part of a foot.

      He.

      Okay then. My senses are clear the victim is a male. Sometimes I just know things without having any idea why, and it’s my senses clueing me in on a fact. I’m not sure why I needed to know this though since I will see this body in a matter of seconds.

      I move around the table, and the man comes fully into view. I’d guess he’s in his mid fifties. It finally registers to me that Mitchell is speaking.

      “It’s clear the victim died from the hazardous materials he was working with in this lab.”

      “He was poisoned,” I say.

      Mitchell turns to me. “Well, I suppose we can put it that way.”

      “No. He was murdered.”

      “What makes you think that?” Mr. Sickes asks. “I didn’t set it up with that intention, so I’m curious what part of the crime scene makes you believe this was murder.”

      I look at Mitchell and then the dead body.

      “Piper,” Mitchell says, “are you…” He doesn’t want to come out and say it in front of an audience.

      I bend down toward the body. “He was poisoned, but the medical examiner ruled his death a heart attack.”

      “Why would they do that?” a male student asks. “It’s obvious this wasn’t a heart attack.”

      Mitchell squats down beside me. “Are you reading the cadaver?”

      I nod. “This man was murdered.” So much for a simple demonstration for a bunch of future law enforcement officers. “We have a new case.”
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      The students are all staring at me, completely confused. I can’t blame them. They probably think I’m crazy.

      Mr. Sickes narrows his eyes as he waits to see if I’ll tell the class how I know this. “It’s your call, Ms. Ashwell, but I do need to give them some explanation.”

      I stand up tall and take a deep breath. “For those of you who haven’t heard of me, I’m a psychic P.I. I work in psychometry, which involves reading the energy off people and objects. I just read this cadaver and discovered he’s a murder victim.”

      “Like a real one?” a girl asks.

      I nod.

      “Wait. Is this like a skit or something?” another student asks.

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Well, I guess you all get to see some actual police work instead of just hypothetical situations because I have to call this in,” Mitchell says.

      The excited buzz in the room is getting more overwhelming by the second. I move closer to the body, which isn’t something I’d voluntarily do under normal circumstances, but right now I’d prefer the dead guy’s energy to the students’.

      All I’m getting from him is that he was poisoned. It must have been a poison that wouldn’t show up in an autopsy. The other possibility is that this guy’s death wasn’t suspicious at all so the medical examiner never checked for poisons. I need to get Rudy’s opinion. Rudy’s a medical examiner and a friend of my father. He’s helped Mitchell and me on numerous cases. He’ll be able to access the coroner’s report for us and do a thorough examination of the body. I just hope it isn’t too late to find something. I’m thinking it will be, though, since this body was preserved to be used as a cadaver.

      Mr. Sickes keeps his class contained as Mitchell calls for someone to transfer the body to the coroner. I have to wonder about the body and whether or not someone at the WPD dropped the ball on not investigating the man’s death. I like everyone at the WPD. That hasn’t always been the case, but it is now, and I don’t want to see anyone there get in trouble or have their reputation tainted by this.

      Without realizing what I’m doing, I reach for the cadaver. Instead of a vision of the man’s death, computer coding pops into my head. I have no idea what to make of that. Maybe this man worked in computer coding. The things I see in my visions are always important, so it has to mean something. I need to figure out what.

      “Are you okay?” Mitchell whispers to me, suddenly at my side when I open my eyes.

      “Yeah. I’m trying to get a read on this guy.”

      “You seem worried.” Mitchell isn’t psychic, but his mother was, and his intuition is strong. He was fascinated by me from the start because he wanted to understand his mother’s abilities, specifically why she foresaw her own death and did nothing to try to prevent it. I was able to figure out she thought trying to save herself would put Mitchell and his younger brother, Nick, in danger. She loved them too much to risk it. I think it’s given Mitchell a little peace to know that his mother was trying to protect her children. At least, I hope so.

      “Not worried. More like confused. I read him, but all I saw was a bunch of computer coding, and I have no idea what that means.”

      “Computer coding. Interesting. I’ll get the info on this guy and find out who he was. Maybe it will make sense then.”

      “What happens now?” a girl asks. “With the body I mean. Will you investigate to see who killed him?”

      “Yes,” Mitchell says. “We will pull the coroner’s report to find out who the deceased is and what his cause of death was listed as.”

      “But the cause of death will be wrong,” another student says.

      “That’s correct, but it’s a good starting point anyway.”

      “How will you determine the real cause of death?” the girl who originally inquired asks.

      I awkwardly raise my hand in response. What is it about being in a school that is making me act like a student myself? “I will.”

      “Can you use your psychic abilities?” she asks me.

      “I can.”

      “How does that work?” She seems genuinely interested.

      “Like I said earlier, I read the energy off people and things. I can spark visions of things that happened to the victim.”

      “In the instance of missing persons, Ms. Ashwell has even been able to see where the missing person was in order to help us save them,” Mitchell boasts.

      “That’s so cool,” the girl says. “You’re lucky. I wish I had an ability like that.”

      “It’s not as glamorous or easy as it sounds. My visions can be very confusing, and most of the time, I only see glimpses of things that I usually can’t make sense of for some time.”

      “You mean it becomes clear later on in the investigation?” The girl is so fully engrossed in what I’m saying.

      “Yes, and then I feel a little stupid for not decoding the message sooner.”

      “Can you show us what you do?” she asks.

      “I just read the body a few minutes ago. You can’t see anything most of the time when I have a vision.” That’s not always the case, though. Sometimes I act out, which can be really bad when I have a vision from the perspective of a killer. I can also be affected when I’m the victim. My visions have landed me in the hospital before. I don’t want to tell these kids about that, though. I originally thought my symptoms from the visions were phantom and not real, but my last visit to the emergency room revealed otherwise. The effects can be very real. On one case, I was actually drugged through my visions of a missing person who was being drugged by her captor.

      “Are you okay?” the girl asks me. “It seems like you didn’t hear anything I said.”

      “I’m sorry. Sometimes I have to tune out to avoid being overwhelmed by my surroundings.”

      There’s a knock on the door, and when Mr. Sickes opens it, the security guard walks in with Detective Stringer and two members of our CSI team.

      “Everyone, this is Detective Stringer, the newest member of the Weltunkin Police Department,” Mitchell says.

      “Good morning,” Detective Stringer says to the room. “I hope you all paid close attention to everything Detective Brennan and Ms. Ashwell have had to say because you won’t find better people to learn from. They’ve taught me so much already.”

      “Do you work with them a lot? I thought Detective Brennan said you were new,” one of the boys asks.

      “I am new to the department, but I’ve had the pleasure of working with both Detective Brennan and Ms. Ashwell, and it doesn’t take long to see they are extremely good at their jobs.” She offers me a small smile.

      “I was hoping to see what Ms. Ashwell can do,” the girl who asked me all the questions says.

      There’s one thing I can show them. I turn to Mitchell. “Let’s play the game to find out who our victim is.”

      “What’s the game?” the girl asks, narrowing her eyes.

      “It’s something we use on most cases,” Mitchell explains. “Piper puts herself in a meditative state, and I ask her questions.”

      “He starts with easy things I know the answers to, and then after a while, he transitions to questions about the investigation. I usually can only get one answer before I’m pulled from my meditative state, but it’s helpful.”

      “How does that work?” a boy asks. “Do the answers just come to you?”

      “Yes, they pop into my head without me having to think at all. That’s how I know what I’m saying is the truth.”

      “Can you show us please?” the girl asks.

      Mitchell lowers his voice. “Are you sure you want to do this?” He knows I don’t like putting on shows or being treated like a freak show exhibit. But I’m okay with this. These kids seem genuinely interested in what I can do.

      “Let’s do it. We’ll try to get his name, okay?”

      Mitchell nods and then addresses the class. “We’ll need everyone to be silent until we’re finished. Piper can’t have any distractions.”

      Heads bob all around the room, including Mr. Sickes.

      I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths to clear my mind.

      After a few seconds, Mitchell begins. “When is your birthday?”

      “January second.”

      “What day of the week is it?”

      “Monday.”

      “What’s your favorite flavor of coffee?”

      “Toasted almond.”

      “What’s your father’s name?”

      “Thomas Ashwell.”

      “What is the cadaver’s name?”

      “Michael Culberry.”

      “Whoa,” a boy says, yanking me from my meditative state.

      I open my eyes and immediately spot who called out. His face is bright red, and he mumbles, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to. I just couldn’t help it.”

      “It’s okay,” Mitchell tells him. “I’m sure that was surprising to a lot of you.”

      “Is that really his name?” the girl from earlier asks.

      Detective Stringer is already looking up the name online. “Michael Culberry ran Future Tech, the big technology company in town.”

      I meet Mitchell’s gaze. “That’s why I saw computer coding when I read him.”

      “Can you do it again?” the boy who interrupted the game asks.

      I shake my head. “I can’t keep asking questions and getting answers. My abilities aren’t unlimited or foolproof. If they were, I’d just ask them to name the guilty party in every case.”

      “That would certainly make your jobs much easier,” Mr. Sickes jokes, but truth be told, on our last case, my senses did give me a name from the very start, but the name was also a type of flower, so I didn’t know that’s what my abilities were telling me. I’m
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