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        “This zany town and its cast of characters make me smile.”

        “Seriously one of the funniest, most entertaining books I have read in a long time!"

      

      

      
        
        "a lighthearted gem"

      

      

      
        
        “The perfect amount of steam, giggles, mystery and Mudville!!! I love this town!!”

      

      

      
        
        "Humor, romance and mystery. The action keeps going, no slowing down.”

      

      

      
        
        “so well written, you almost believe the ghosts are real!”

      

      

      
        
        “mystery and intrigue with a good dose of romance”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Cadaver Lab 2

        Ghostly Hearts & Body Parts

      

      

      Ghost Gabe is back and so is book & wine shop owner Natalie and her hot grumpy doctor boyfriend Liam for more shenanigans in your favorite small town, Mudville.

      Will Gabe find love beyond the grave? Will Natalie and Liam solve the mystery of the backyard bone? And who is the elusive ghost in Harper’s house and is she connected to the unexplained cryptic numbers scratched in the woodwork?

      Find out in this darkly funny romp that takes the reader through life and love—before and after death—in a small town.
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      The large bone, its white surface smeared with dirt from what was hopefully many long decades of being buried beneath the ground, didn’t seem as out of place as it should resting on the checkout counter at Once Upon a Vine Books & Wine.

      That fact served as proof of how much the events of the past months had skewed Natalie Chase’s perception of normal.

      “Liam, are you sure it’s…” Natalie swallowed hard as she glanced up at the tall, dark and handsome hunk of man next to her. “…human?”

      As she asked the question Mr. Darcy, the shop’s resident feline, jumped up to examine the bone more closely. The black cat reached out one paw to poke at the object just as Liam shooed him away.

      Once the bone was safe from the cat, Liam’s deep green gaze met hers from beneath the dark curl that always rested rakishly low on his brow. “No doubt. It’s a femur.”

      Natalie had to believe him. Not only was he her boyfriend, he was a doctor and the founder of the Human Institute—also known as the cadaver lab—located next door.

      As much as she wanted him to be mistaken, in spite of the certainty evident in the tone of his answer, chances were slim to none that he was wrong about this.

      Surrounding her and Liam and the bone, the usual cast of characters from Natalie’s daily life had assembled.

      There was Harper, a local author who was Natalie’s friend and ad hoc marketing adviser. Jules, the shop’s part-time employee. Jules’s constant companion Taco the chihuahua, whose bad habit of digging around the old train depot that housed the shop was responsible for the discovery of the femur. And then there was Gabe—the reason Natalie’s life had gotten weird enough that  she barely blinked over the human remains currently sitting next to the cash register in her shop.

      After wrapping up her phone call to the Mudville sheriff’s department, Harper lowered her cell and moved closer to the group. “John answered the phone at the department. He said Carson’s already in town so he can be here in a couple of minutes.”

      While they waited, Natalie intended to use the time to question Harper about what she’d said earlier. When Jules had walked in the door, bone in hand and Taco at her feet, Harper had said something to the effect of oh, no, not again.

      Pinning her with a stare, Natalie asked, “What did you mean when you said, not again?”

      “Last year some human bones surfaced in the pig pen at Morgan Farm,” Harper began.

      Ignoring the fact that news had Natalie pressing three fingers against her lips to hold down the nausea that image caused, Harper continued, “Turns out one of the local women tossed her husband in the pig pen rather than pay for a burial.”

      “No! That’s sick,” Jules said.

      “Well, he had died on top of his mistress so…” Harper bobbed her head to the side with a half shrug.

      Liam nodded. “Mmm. Can’t really blame her then, can you?”

      “Oh, God,” Natalie groaned from behind her hand as visions of what pigs could do to a human body filled her mind and turned her stomach.

      Liam pulled her closer and rubbed her back. “Just breathe, baby.”

      “So maybe it’s the same kind of situation here,” Harper suggested. “Just someone improperly disposing of a body. Illegal, yes, but nothing sinister like murder.”

      “That would be preferable, I guess.” Natalie had her fill of murder last year when she and Liam came face-to-face with the man who’d killed Gabe. “But who does this bone belong to?”

      Natalie was asking the invisible Gabe specifically while pretending to question those in the room in general.

      “Nobody I know of,” Gabe answered as the living people, unaware of his ghostly presence, spoke over him.

      “Maybe forensics can do DNA testing?” Jules suggested.

      “The sheriff’s department will look into local missing persons cases, I suppose.” Harper shrugged.

      Liam, the only other living human who knew about Natalie’s recent ability to communicate with ghosts, shot her a questioning glance.

      In response she shook her head—the smallest of shakes so no one else would notice—to indicate Gabe didn’t know to whom the bone belonged.

      There were more resources at her disposal, of course. Those being the other ghosts in town.

      One glance out the window told her that word about the bone had already spread to the local spirit community.

      The sidewalk in front of the shop was teeming with the curious dead of all vintages. Some more newly deceased like Gabe. Others, judging by the style of their clothing, had been around for centuries.

      Thankfully they were all adhering to her rule that no ghosts, save for Gabe, could enter the shop without her invitation.

      They remained outside but, like a scene from a horror movie, the hoard of dead peered at her through the front windows. The sight was enough to send a shiver down her spine even after months of her reconciling the fact that this was now her life.

      In response to her shudder, Liam held her a bit tighter.

      She tore her glance away from the ghostly gathering outside. But the fact remained there were so many, at least one of them had to know something about this bone. Or know someone who knew something.

      With the deputy sheriff on his way and Harper and Jules by her side, Natalie couldn’t make the inquiries personally right now, but Gabe could.

      “Maybe we could ask around?” she suggested pointedly with a glance at Gabe that hopefully no one else noticed. “See if anyone knows anything. Remembers anything.”

      Harper bobbed her head to the side. “I mean I know the old biddies in town are nosy and it seems like they know everything about everyone, but I would think if one of them knew about a body buried behind the train depot they would have said something about it before now. But actually, now that I think about it, it was Alice Mudd who figured out the identity of the bones in the pig pen.”

      At the second mention of the other bones to turn up just last year, Natalie drew in a breath.

      Mudville, at first glance, seemed like a sleepy village. A place where the sheriff’s department spent more time enforcing the pooper scooper law than investigating real crime.

      Apparently, appearances could be deceiving.

      She turned to shoot another glance at Gabe. “So asking around could help.”

      He sighed as if he had something better to do which, as far as she knew besides eavesdropping on her and her living friends, he didn’t.

      “Fine. I’ll go ask around,” he grumbled.

      “Thank you—” Immediately realizing her mistake at responding aloud to Gabe, whom only she could hear and see, Natalie stumbled to add, “All of you. Thank you for being here…for me…and the bone.”

      Liam cocked up a brow and sent her a glance that told her he knew she’d screwed up.

      At the same time Gabe shot back, “Nice save, Nat.” Then, with a chuckle, he walked right through the door.

      As if her day hadn’t been complicated enough, she saw past the press of nosy ghosts peering in her window that Deputy Carson Bekker’s car had just pulled up in front of the shop.

      “Your friend is here,” Gabe said with a good dose of sarcasm after sticking just his head inside.

      “Great.” Natalie let out a sigh.

      “What?” Harper asked as Jules sent Natalie a questioning glance.

      “Um…” She stumbled to explain her outburst. All she could manage was to point at the front of the shop. It had been a long day.

      “Ah. It looks like Bekker’s here. Natalie and the deputy have a bit of a history,” Liam said, coming to her rescue. With his dark brows raised he shot Natalie a glance, “She did call him to report my being a serial killer right after I got to town.”

      “In my defense, you had multiple dead bodies stored in your warehouse. I mean who does that?” Natalie asked as she turned to the other females in the room for support.

      “How about a cadaver lab?” Liam offered.

      “Both valid points,” Harper said, playing referee.

      Liam leaned in and kissed Natalie’s cheek. “Just teasing, babe. And don’t worry. I’ll talk to Bekker. You stay here with the evidence.”

      “No. Not evidence. There could be a perfectly logical and legal explanation—” Natalie called at Liam’s back.

      They’d already solved Gabe’s murder together. She wasn’t up for another one so soon.

      “Sure. Whatever you say.” Liam smiled then turned to open the door.

      He headed out as Jules bent to pick up Taco to prevent him from scurrying out the door after Liam, who was one of the dog’s favorite humans.

      The sea of ghosts, unseen to everyone but Natalie, parted to make room when Liam met the deputy on the sidewalk. The two men had no idea dozens of spirits pressed closely around them.

      A shiver ran down Natalie’s spine in spite of the heat pumping out of the old train station’s big cast iron radiators. She was used to Gabe, but she might never get comfortable with the sheer number of spirits that liked to gather near her at times such as this.

      “Don’t worry. Carson and the county coroner will get it all sorted out,” Harper assured.

      Torn, Natalie wasn’t certain she wanted it sorted. Nothing good could come of finding bones buried on the property she’d purchased last year.

      That thought hit just as Harper’s cell vibrated with a text that had her saying, “The LADS are up to take on the case. Agnes offered to host everybody at our place tomorrow night. Six-thirty.”

      Afraid to ask, Natalie did anyway. “The lads?”

      “It’s short for the Mudville Ladies Amateur Detective Society,” Jules answered. “My grandma belongs to it along with her friends.”

      Natalie felt her brows rise at that information as she pictured the LADS, a bunch of amateur granny sleuths.

      Harper must have noticed her reaction and laughed. “Attending their meetings is an experience, I’ll admit. You up for it?” she asked Natalie.

      “How could I refuse?” Thinking they might need help getting through this meeting, she asked, “Should I bring wine?”

      Harper delivered a single enthusiastic nod. “Most definitely.”

      “Jules, you want to come?” Natalie asked.

      A wide-eyed expression of horror crossed Jules’s face. “Uh, no. You two have fun though.”

      Yup. That’s about the reaction Natalie expected from her eighteen-year-old employee. She’d probably get the same one from Liam.

      She and Harper might be in this thing alone. The sole attendees of this LADS meeting who were under age fifty.

      Hell, they’d probably be the only ones below seventy. That might be a good thing for their investigation if the bone were of the same vintage and not more recent. She could only hope the bone was nice and old and no one she knew.

      Just when she felt a little better. That they might be able to solve the mystery of the bone in the backyard with the help of the locals quickly so they could all get back to normal—or at least normal for them—Liam opened the door.

      “Hey, babe. Bekker wants to bring in a crew to dig and look for more bones on the property. You okay with that?”

      She could say no but he’d probably just get a warrant and do it anyway. And then it might look like she was hiding something. She did want to landscape the side yard anyway, eventually. Might as well let them do it.

      After drawing in a breath and bracing for the possible discovery of the full skeleton, she forced a tight-lipped smile and said, “Sure.”
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      Liam stepped up close behind Natalie as she slammed the cash drawer closed after recording the day’s credit card receipts and cash sales.

      It had been a good day. No more bones had been discovered or brought inside her shop. Considering that alone, today was better than yesterday.

      Besides that, she’d made a killing in sales, in both wine and books. Possibly because the local gossip was currently all about the bone found buried behind the shop.

      The town gossips and lookie-loos had all stopped by hoping for more information.

      While they were there, they couldn’t help but pick up a few things, due in no small part to Jules’s keen sense for bringing in unique local merchandise on consignment. Not to mention Natalie’s obsession with having the shelves fully stocked with the newest and the best books and wine selection at all times.

      And now, her hottie boyfriend was here and apparently feeling amorous as he ran his mouth down her throat while his hands pulled her hips back against him.

      Luckily she wasn’t trying to count the change and small bills left in the cash drawer for the next morning or Liam would have totally thrown her off.

      “Mmm. It’s six. Can I lock the door?” he growled low and hot against her ear, sending a tremor of need through her.

      When had ears gone from being the source of gross wet willies to erogenous zones? Probably about the same time the males in her life changed from annoying boys to hot men.

      She was about to tell him she’d already locked the door after he’d come inside so he could lure her into an early bedtime…

      A mental record scratch filled her brain and cut her plans short as a memory hit.

      “Ah, crud. I promised Harper I’d be at her place right after I closed tonight. She and her aunt are having a group over.”

      She’d meant to tell him yesterday, but things had gotten a bit busy between the bone, the deputy and the coroner. Not to mention the locals—both living and dead—who hadn’t been able to resist the attraction of two official vehicles parked out front.

      Liam groaned again but it was far less sensual this time. In fact, it sounded downright annoyed.

      “Blow it off, whatever it is,” he suggested, turning her to face him.

      “We’re meeting to talk about the bone. And since we still have no evidence of whom it belongs to, I can’t pass up an opportunity that might provide a lead. You could come with me,” she suggested hopefully.

      “Uh. Yeah, no, thanks. And just because you can talk to the dead doesn’t mean you’re responsible for identifying any and all random body parts in the vicinity. Or solving any more murders. There are people whose job it is to do that kind of stuff,” he reminded, his mouth pulled to the side unhappily.

      “I know, but since I do have a unique… advantage, I feel like I should help. You know?” She leaned in to press a kiss to his unyielding mouth before pulling back. “I don’t think this meeting will last long. I’ll probably be back in an hour. Two max. Wanna wait in the apartment for me?”

      Liam sighed. “Fine. I have some articles saved on my phone I can read until you get home. Oh, and there’s a new documentary that just loaded I’m interested in.”

      She’d often wondered if half of the appeal for Liam to hang out with her at her place was the upgraded streaming service offerings she’d indulged in after her unexpected windfall last year. But tonight, if it kept Liam happy until she got home, all the better.

      “Thank you for understanding. You’re the best boyfriend ever. And the most handsome. And the sexiest.” She delivered each compliment with a quick kiss to his face and mouth.

      If past experience was any guide, a happy Liam would result in a very happy Natalie later.

      Just as her stroking of Liam’s ego had earned her a small, crooked smile from her pouty man, Gabe swooped inside through the locked door.

      “Ready to go?” Gabe asked as he eyed how closely she and Liam were pressed together behind the cash register. “Or are you and lover boy aiming to get in a quickie before we leave?”

      Natalie tried not to read too much into the fact that she had remembered to invite Gabe for tonight, something she didn’t dare let Liam know.

      Gabe would be a useful companion at the LADS meeting. She also wanted to catch up with him on the walk to Harper’s place about what his interviews with the local ghosts had yielded.

      His help she welcomed. His snarky comments about her and Liam’s sex life, not so much.

      She turned and shot Gabe a scowl. “Yes, I’m ready to go, smart ass.”

      Liam pulled back. “I take it we’re no longer alone.”

      “Gabe just came in. He’s walking over to Harper’s with me.”

      “Well, isn’t that nice.” Liam scowled, his comment dripping in sarcasm.

      “It’s so cute when he’s jealous.” Gabe smirked.

      He moved to pat Liam on the back even though, one, Liam couldn’t see or hear him and two, Gabe’s hand passed right through.

      “Don’t worry, big guy. I’ll have her home at a decent hour.” Gabe’s condescending comment went unheard by Liam, who gave an involuntary shudder from the chill of Gabe’s ghostly fingers on his shoulder.

      Natalie restrained herself from commenting to either one. The sooner she separated the two men—or rather the man and the ghost—the better.

      “We’d better get going. Don’t wanna be late. See you soon.” She kissed Liam’s pout then added, “Love you.”

      “Yeah. Love you too,” he mumbled then spun toward the back rooms of the old depot that served as her apartment.

      “Aw. He’s such a romantic.” Gabe clutched his hands to his heart then wiped one eye dramatically. “It brings a tear to my eye.”

      “Oh, shut up,” she mumbled as she slipped the straps of the canvas bag holding two bottles of wine onto her shoulder.

      She unlocked the door so she could get out as Gabe slid easily through the window next to her, saying, “Hey, he started it.”

      “Well, you should be the bigger man and end it,” she said as they turned side-by-side toward Main Street.

      “I’m happy to be the bigger man.” Gabe smirked. “Make sure you tell Liam that. You know, that I’m the bigger man. He should like that.”

      At that Gabe devolved into a bout of laughter that had him clutching his stomach.

      He might not have started the ridiculous rivalry between them, that was all Liam’s weird jealousy, but Gabe certainly enjoyed it. A bit too much.

      “If you can control yourself from mocking Liam for a few minutes, maybe you can tell me what you found out about the bone.”

      A woman coming out of the pharmacy turned to frown at Natalie, who no doubt appeared to be talking to herself.

      Tapping her ear, Natalie mouthed, “Bluetooth.”

      Gabe sent her an indulgent glance at her ruse, and then said, “I haven’t found out anything.”

      Natalie turned her head to glare at him. “Did you at least ask?”

      A man across the street frowned at her, probably thinking she was looking at him.

      “Of course, I asked.” Gabe scowled. “I interviewed every single ghost I could find in town and put out feelers for any outside the village who might know something. So far, nothing. I even tried to ask the guy who got hit by the train. And he has no jaw so that was real fun.”

      “And? Did he know anything?” she asked hopefully.

      Train track guy was perfectly positioned to be a witness. It seemed like he spent most of his time at the probable location of his death, right behind the train depot literally on the tracks. If anyone saw anything, it would be him.

      Gabe leveled a less than patient glare on her. “He has no jaw, so he wasn’t real talkative.”

      Natalie scowled, more at Gabe’s attitude than the lack of information, although that was annoying too.

      “Okay, fine. Thank you for trying.” It was time to bring the horrifying jawless ghost portion of the conversation to a close.

      This walking and talking plan hadn’t been a good one anyway. She was beginning to look unhinged, seemingly talking to herself to anyone who passed her and the invisible Gabe.

      Lesson learned. She’d wait to have any future fact gathering conversations with Gabe in private.

      Besides their walk had come to an end. The home where Harper lived with her great aunt Agnes came into view.

      “That’s it up ahead,” she said. “Harper and Agnes’s house.”

      “The Queen Anne Victorian?” Gabe asked.

      She sent him a brief sideways glance. “Architect nerd?”

      “No. Historian, thank you very much,” he defended.

      “The house is beautiful. Have you ever been inside?” she asked him.

      “Hell, no.” He shook his head with finality.

      “No?” She figured he’d been everywhere.

      If she were a ghost, she’d be snooping in all the houses. Especially an architectural gem as beautiful as Harper’s.

      Gabe shook his head with a seriousness that belied the casual conversation. “Nuh-uh. We ghosts all avoid that one.”

      She frowned. “Why?”

      “It used to be a funeral home.”

      Natalie discounted that with a flick of her wrist. “Years ago maybe but not now. I’ve been inside. It’s just a house. Nothing to worry about. In fact, it’s the one place in town I didn’t see any ghosts while I was visiting.”

      “Yup.” He nodded. “And that’s why. You know any livings who enjoy hanging out in a funeral parlor?”

      “Well, no, but⁠—”

      “There you go,” he said. “Trust me. Funeral homes are no picnic for the dead either.”

      She rolled her eyes. “So silly. But wait, you are coming inside with me now, right?”

      “Yes.” Gabe rolled his eyes. “I promised I would and I will.”

      “Good.” She needed back up to listen to all the LADS conversations and see if anyone knew anything.

      If there was one thing these women could do, it was talk. Or, more accurately, gossip. But if that gossip led to identifying the bone she’d rest a lot easier tonight.

      A bang of the metal knocker on one of the two giant double glass and wood-paneled front doors had Harper appearing in seconds. “Hello. Come in. Make yourself comfortable. We’re just finishing setting up.”

      “Then you might need these,” Natalie said, handing over the bag of wine once they were through the second set of doors that enclosed the front vestibule.

      “Perfect. Thank you. I’ll put these on the bar.”

      “Bar? I like this party already.” Stepping into the front hall ahead of Natalie, Gabe twisted to take in the twenty-foot ceilings and the grand staircase.

      Natalie didn’t correct Gabe that this was a meeting, not a party, although sometimes it was hard to tell in Mudville. But she did have to admit that with the big double living room and dining room spaces open to each other, this place probably did make a hell of a funeral home.

      Gabe let out a long low whistle. “Okay, I take it back. Maybe I am an architecture nerd. This place is amazing. Look at the woodwork and the craftsmanship on this staircase.”

      “Beautiful,” Natalie agreed softly.

      They were both still staring up at the wide staircase that revealed the second floor when a young woman dressed for a fancy party—if that party were a roaring twenties-themed costume party—peeked over the edge and stared back at them.

      Natalie’s eyes widened along with her mouth on a gasp.

      “Uh, Gabe…”

      “I see her.” Gabe leapt onto the bottom step of the staircase.

      That’s when the ghost’s eyes widened and with a tiny eep she turned and ran.

      Natalie’s gaze followed Gabe as he took the stairs two at a time.

      “There goes your rule about funeral parlors and ghosts,” she accused softly so Harper wouldn’t hear from the kitchen where she’d disappeared with the wine.

      “It’s more of a theory than a rule,” he defended from the turn on the staircase’s second landing just as Harper flounced back in.

      “Did you say something?” Harper asked.

      “Yeah, I was just saying the house is beautiful. One day I’d love a tour.”

      “We have a few minutes before the LADS arrive. Come on.” Grabbing the newel post, Harper started upstairs and Natalie happily followed.
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      The text from Liam arrived on Natalie’s cell just as Harper led the way up the grand staircase. The same staircase that Gabe had sprinted up in pursuit of the ghost they’d both seen on the second floor.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hot Doc

      

      
        How’s it going?

      

      

      

      

      

      Natalie typed in a quick reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Found something!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        About the bone?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Not yet. Found a ghost!

      

      

      

      

      

      An eye roll emoji was all she got back from him.

      Admittedly there had been lots of ghosts in her life since that day last year when her heart stopped and Liam had restarted it, somehow linking her with the spirit world.

      But after Gabe’s lecture about how the local ghost community avoided Harper’s house because of its history, the presence of this new ghost seemed significant somehow.

      Since Natalie figured she’d better take advantage of Gabe being inside Harper and Agnes’s house-slash-former funeral home while she had it, soothing her disgruntled boyfriend was just going to have to wait. If there were more ghosts here Gabe could talk to about the bone, tonight was the night to do it just in case she never convinced him to come back again.

      And it would look suspicious if she kept finding excuses to visit the private floors of Harper’s aunt’s home so she could talk to the ghosts herself.

      “The stained-glass windows are all original, but some of the ceiling fixtures are modern replacements,” Harper said over her shoulder as she reached the top of the staircase on the second floor.

      “Gorgeous.” And it was, even if Natalie’s mind was not currently on stained glass or light fixtures.

      “There are three main bedrooms on this floor, all three with fireplaces. There’s also one smaller bedroom in the back of the house by the servants’ stairs that go from the kitchen to the attic. That bedroom I suspect was for staff, if it was a bedroom at all originally. There have definitely been renovations over the years. We can see that. But aside from Alice Mudd’s memory, we have to go by the structural clues and some old paperwork the last owners gave Aunt Agnes.”

      “Mmm. Fascinating.” Natalie nodded while keeping her eyes peeled for where Gabe and the female spirit had gotten to.

      She followed Harper into the bedroom at the top of the stairs.

      “This is my favorite room. Not just because it’s connected to the bathroom with the clawfoot tub but because of this.” Harper swung a double set of tall wooden shutters wide.

      Distracted by the female ghost swooping out of the room with Gabe in close pursuit, Natalie had to force her attention to what Harper had just revealed—a tall glass door that led to a small balcony off the bedroom. Once she did, she drew in a breath.

      “This is amazing.”

      And it truly was. The entrance to the Romeo and Juliet balcony was framed by shutters worthy of Ebenezer Scrooge’s house
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OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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