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        It’s a funny thing that when a man hasn’t anything on earth to worry about, he goes off and gets married.
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        The chain of wedlock is so heavy that it takes two to carry it—and sometimes three.
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      Death was my living.

      The weight of the decay hung heavy in the air, and the victims laid before me were more than the remnants of lives once lived. As the coroner for King George County, I bore a solemn burden—a relentless duty to speak for those whose voices had been silenced too soon. Justice was my pursuit, a grim companion that shadowed my every step.

      But amid the blood and broken bodies, a disquieting truth gnawed at my soul. The capacity for cruelty in mankind was boundless, a monstrous force that defied comprehension. Each case whispered of the malevolence lurking behind human eyes, a reminder that darkness resided not just in the world but within the depths of our own hearts.

      “You okay, Doc?” Detective Cole asked, his voice pulling me from my thoughts. His concern was evident in his eyes, a rare softness that contrasted with his usual tough exterior. “You don’t look so good.”

      “I had a rough night,” I lied, adjusting my gloves. “Didn’t get a lot of sleep.”

      Cole didn’t look like he believed me, but he was nice enough not to say anything. I liked Cole. He was a solid cop with a good sense of humor and the kind of baggage that most cops carried around with them—meaning he tended to go through relationships like discarded tissues and he was no stranger to a drink or three when he was off duty.

      He was living with my assistant, Lily, and for the first time since I’d known him seemed serious about a monogamous relationship. He was in his usual uniform of Wranglers, a white dress shirt, and a sport coat. His badge was visible on his belt and his Stetson was in place. But he was looking a little rough around the edges himself.

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured him and then gave him a pointed look. “What about you? You don’t look so hot yourself.”

      “Pulled an all-nighter,” Cole said. “I caught the Ransom Club shooting over in King George. A couple of barely legal idiots decided to get into a fight over one of the waitresses. Idiot number one pulls a knife. Idiot number two pulls a bigger knife. The bartender tried to get them to take it outside, but one of the guys takes a swipe at the bartender and slices his arm to the bone. Bartender gets pissed and shoots them both with the .45 he had under the counter. Idiot number one is dead. Idiot number two will be lucky to walk again. I’d just wrapped things up and was heading home when this call came in.”

      That was a pretty good excuse as far as excuses went for looking like hell. I was going to have to stick with lying. In truth, I’d discovered I was pregnant about a week ago, and the shock still hadn’t worn off. Jack and I had struggled for so long to conceive that I’d almost given up hope. When I saw those two pink lines on the pregnancy test I couldn’t believe it, so I visited a good doctor friend I’d worked with at Augusta General to get a thorough checkup. I was definitely pregnant. But I’d been sick as a dog the last few days, and joy and fear waged a silent war within me as I struggled to balance my duties with the knowledge of the new life growing inside me.

      “You can take off once we clear the scene,” Jack said, coming in from the other room. “Jaye and I will take this one.”

      “I’m going to take you up on that,” Cole said. “Lily is working today, and I’ve got a soft bed and blackout curtains calling my name.”

      I tuned out Jack and Cole’s conversation while I turned my back to them and acted like I was studying the blood-spattered walls. I caught my reflection in the large gilded mirror across from the bed and had to do a double take to make sure it was me. No wonder Cole had been concerned. My normally pale skin had a sickly pallor and my eyes seemed unusually large in my face, my pupils dilated so much that my gray eyes looked black. My chin-length black hair was pulled back into a stubby ponytail.

      I caught Jack’s worried gaze in the mirror, his blue eyes meeting mine. I took some deep breaths, just keeping my gaze steady on his while he and Cole continued to talk. Jack was my rock, and he’d been my anchor in many of the storms in my life. He was a man who commanded attention no matter what room or circumstance he walked into.

      He’d dressed that morning in sand-colored BDUs, and he wore a black polo with the King George County Sheriff’s Office logo embroidered over the breast. His weapon was holstered at his side, and a black windbreaker concealed it. He’d gotten a haircut a few days ago, so his thick dark hair was cut close enough that there was no detection of the slight curl that appeared the longer his hair grew, and he had a short growth of stubble from not shaving for the last couple of days.

      The low chatter of the crime-scene techs as they finished taking pictures and sweeping the room for evidence filled the air. Yellow evidence tags dotted the plush carpet of the master bedroom like macabre confetti. I was the last piece of the crime-scene puzzle. The CSI team was waiting on me to do a preliminary exam of the bodies and get them moved back to my lab so they could dust for fingerprints. All I had to do was not throw up first.

      I breathed through my mouth, trying not to taste the coppery scent of blood that was thick in the air along with the underlying smell of decay. I’d never live it down if I contaminated the crime scene by vomiting everywhere. I could feel Jack’s worried gaze on my back as I moved, and I knew if he wasn’t careful he’d let the cat out of the bag. We’d agreed to keep the pregnancy just between us for now.

      “What do you think, Doc?” Cole asked. “Gives a whole new meaning to a happy ending, huh?” He attempted a wry smile, but it fell flat against the somber backdrop.

      “You could say that,” I said, staring at our first victim with pity.

      “Death rarely brings dignity,” Jack said.

      “Yeah, but somehow this seems even worse,” Cole said. “Talk about the honeymoon from hell.”

      I knew what he meant. There was something profoundly sad about this scene. A newly married couple who would have been beautiful and vibrant in life lay gray and cold in separate rooms of their honeymoon villa at The Mad King Resort. A wedding night that should have been filled with passion and promise had ended in violence and blood.

      Victim number one—the husband—was a dark-haired man with vacant eyes and a short dark beard, sprawled across the king-sized bed of the master bedroom. Unlike what you’d expect from a groom on his wedding night, he was fully clothed in what appeared to be an expensive tailored suit. A single gunshot wound marred his temple, the exit wound having painted a gruesome Rorschach pattern on the pristine white comforter on the bed.

      “Exit wound indicates a through-and-through,” I said, pulling on a fresh pair of latex gloves. “Going to need to recover the bullet from whatever it embedded in.”

      I knelt beside the bed, my eyes scanning methodically over the victim. The CSI techs had already photographed him from every angle, placing small yellow numbered markers next to items of evidence. I carefully checked his pockets, finding a platinum money clip with several hundred-dollar bills, untouched. His wallet sat on the nightstand, designer watch still on his wrist. The wedding band on his left hand gleamed under the bedroom lights, probably not worn for more than twenty-four hours.

      “Not robbery,” Jack noted, circling the room with measured steps.

      I nodded, examining the body more closely. “Lividity and blood pattern indicates he was moved into this position.” I pressed my gloved fingers gently against his jaw. “Full rigor. Consistent with death occurring approximately seven to eight hours ago.”

      “Why move him?” Cole asked. “The killer comes in and does the job stone cold, shoots the guy in the head. Then he moves the body so he’s propped on a pillow?”

      “Could be staging,” I said.

      Making a small incision near his liver, I inserted a thermometer to get an accurate core-temperature reading. “Body temp confirms that timeline. So around midnight to 1 a.m.”

      “That tracks with their check-in time,” Cole said, flipping through his notebook. “Manager says they arrived just after midnight.”

      I completed my examination of the scene around the victim, bagging his hands to preserve any trace evidence, and carefully checking under his fingernails. No defensive wounds. No signs of a struggle. The kill had been quick, efficient.

      “Any weapons?” I asked, looking around the room.

      “Found a 9mm halfway kicked under the bed,” Jack said.

      “Maybe the guy put up a fight,” Cole said.

      “The shot was fired at close range based on the powder stippling,” Jack said. “If he tried to fight it wasn’t for long. Let’s check on the bride.”

      We moved through the spacious living area of the villa, past the untouched champagne and chocolate-covered strawberries on the coffee table. Two suitcases sat just inside the front door, still packed. The sliding glass doors to the deck overlooking the Potomac were unlocked, the curtains billowing slightly in the morning breeze.

      The second bedroom was at the opposite end of the villa. When we stepped inside, the contrast with the master bedroom was jarring. Where the husband’s death had been neat and precise, this room told a different story.

      The bride—Chloe Vasilios according to Cole’s notes—lay on the floor beside a rumpled bed. She was in a half state of undress, a designer evening gown pooled around her waist, the bodice unzipped and hanging loose. One shoe remained on her foot, the other tossed near the bathroom door. Her blond hair was matted with blood, spread around her head like a twisted halo.

      “Multiple gunshot wounds,” I said, crouching beside her. “One to the center of the forehead, execution style. Additional shots to the chest, throat, and—” I paused, noting the pattern of wounds on her lower body. “Two shots to the pelvic region.”

      “Overkill,” Jack said, his voice tight. “First shot would have been fatal. The rest were making a statement.”

      “Or ensuring she was dead,” Cole suggested.

      “No,” I disagreed, gesturing to the wound pattern. “Look at the precision of the groupings. The forehead shot, then the throat, followed by the three chest shots center mass. The pelvic shots are next. This wasn’t panic or ensuring death. This was almost ritualistic. Very purposeful.”

      I pulled out my measuring calipers from my kit and carefully examined each wound.

      “These entry wounds are significantly smaller than the husband’s. Different caliber weapon.”

      “That’s not good,” Jack said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Two killers,” Cole said.

      Jack crouched beside me, his eyes scanning the scene. “The carpet is soaked with blood under her, but there’s minimal spatter. First shot was likely to the head, an instant kill. The rest were postmortem.”

      I nodded, carefully turning her head to examine the entry wound in her forehead. “The bullet is still inside. No exit wound.” I looked closer at her face, wiping away some of the blood with a sterile gauze. “Slight powder stippling around the entry wound. Close range, but not contact.”

      I continued my examination, checking her hands, which were unmarked. No defensive wounds. No signs she’d struggled against her attacker. I examined her neck, finding slight bruising that was just beginning to form.

      “Bruising on the throat,” I said. “Premortem based on the coloration. Someone may have restrained her before shooting.”

      “Why the separate rooms?” Jack asked.

      “Maybe she was using this room to change,” I said, noticing a small carry-on suitcase open and spilled out onto the floor.

      “If it was me I’d eliminate the biggest threat first, which would be the husband,” Jack said. “Maybe sexual assault was the goal. Guy who offs the husband gets excited and drops his gun. Other killer forces bride into this room at gunpoint and she’s uncooperative, hence the bruising on her throat. She’s half undressed, but something made them pull the trigger. And then keep pulling the trigger.”

      I carefully collected fingernail scrapings, hair samples, and swabbed the visible blood for later DNA analysis. I checked for signs of sexual assault but found none. The way her dress was partially removed suggested the beginning of undressing rather than an assault.

      “There’s no outward signs of sexual assault,” I said. “Her underwear is still intact. But I’ll be able to check more thoroughly once we’re back in the lab.”

      I carefully bagged her hands and feet to preserve any additional evidence.

      “We need to check for additional shell casings,” I said, scanning the floor. “None of the bullets passed through.”

      The CSI techs moved in with their equipment, meticulously combing every inch of carpet, checking behind furniture, and under the bed. One of them called out, “Found something!”

      He held up a small brass casing with tweezers. “Twenty-two caliber. Expensive brand, not your standard ammunition.”

      “Professional grade,” Jack commented, examining it without touching. “The killer missed one. He took all the other shell casings with him.”

      A second tech called out from near the sliding glass doors that led to a large deck that overlooked Popes Gorge. “Door’s unlocked from the inside. Could be the killer’s exit route.”

      Jack nodded and walked over to examine it, careful not to disturb any potential evidence. “Perfect escape route. No cameras on this side of the property, direct access to the wooded area behind the resort.”

      I completed my preliminary examination and prepared both victims for transport. “I’ll need to get them back to the lab for the full autopsy. These bullets might tell us a lot more once I recover them.”

      “The reservation was made under the names Theo and Chloe Vasilios,” Cole said, reading from his notebook. “Oliver Harris—the resort manager—said the couple checked in just after midnight. They were only booked for one night and a car was supposed to show up for them this morning to take them to the airport. The driver alerted the manager once they didn’t show up to the car.”

      “Nothing unusual about their arrival?” Jack asked.

      “Harris said they looked like they’d been drinking some, her more than him,” Cole said. “She was unsteady on her feet. He also said Mr. Vasilios seemed anxious to get to the room. Harris drove them here in the golf cart and a bellman followed behind with their luggage.”

      “There are several suitcases still by the front door,” I said.

      Jack walked the perimeter of the room again, his trained eyes missing nothing. “This was planned. The killers knew they were coming, knew the layout of this villa, and struck quickly after their arrival.”

      “How’d they get in?” Cole asked. “Front door was locked when the manager came by this morning.”

      “Could have been hiding inside already,” Jack suggested. “Or came in through the sliding doors off the deck.”

      I finished bagging and tagging the evidence, preparing both bodies for transport back to my lab. The CSI team continued processing the scene, looking for additional shell casings, fingerprints, and any other traces the killers might have left behind.

      “Birth control pills and a prescription bottle of Zoloft in her toiletry bag,” Cole reported, returning from the bathroom. “The Zoloft had Theo Vasilios’s name on it. Twenty-five milligrams.”

      “Anxiety meds,” I said. “Maybe wedding jitters. But he’s at least two hundred pounds. Twenty-five milligrams is usually the starting dose when just getting acclimated to the medicine. For a guy his size, I would have started at fifty milligrams at minimum.”

      “Can it affect sexual function?” Jack asked.

      “Sure,” I said. “Not ideal for a wedding night.”

      “But it might explain the separate rooms,” Jack said. “We need to find out everything we can about Theo and Chloe Vasilios. Their lives, their connections, their enemies. Someone wanted them dead badly enough to orchestrate this.”

      “And they wanted to send a message,” I added, looking at the woman’s body bag. “The way she was killed—it feels personal.”

      I took one last look around the villa. What should have been a sanctuary of love and new beginnings had become a tomb. Two lives ended before they’d truly begun their journey together. The champagne would never be drunk. The suitcases would never be unpacked. The honeymoon would forever remain in a bloody memorial. In the silence of that desecrated space, I made the same promise I always did—to speak for those who no longer could, to unravel the truth behind their violent end. To bring justice to the dead.
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      I checked my phone to read the text that had just come through. “Lily and Sheldon are here for retrieval.”

      Lily wasn’t just Cole’s cohabitant—she was also the assistant coroner for the county. She was working part-time for me while finishing up medical school. Since I’d met her about a year ago, she’d done nothing but make my life easier. She was an amazing person, and I loved her, but I knew her time with me would be short lived. Once she finished school, she’d get a job paying a lot more than what King George County could offer. She had the kind of mind that caught details others missed, and hands steady enough to make even the most delicate incisions. I sometimes caught myself watching her work, remembering my own early days in medicine, before I’d chosen the dead over the living.

      Sheldon also worked for me as my assistant funeral home director, and for the most part, he managed to make my life a little more manageable. Let’s just say Sheldon had a special talent for dealing with the dead, but when it came to the living, we were still in training mode. He’d come a long way since his fresh-out-of-mortuary-school days, though. At least he’d stopped describing the embalming process to horrified loved ones.

      My job as coroner had been taking up more and more of my time over the last couple of years as the population of King George County had grown. People from the big cities had started populating the area because King George was an easy commute, but there was also a lot of land. Developers were clamoring to buy up land in King George, but Jack and the county council had done a great job of being selective in who could come in—like The Mad King and a hotel and conference center. Along with the controlled developments, there was also the hospital and a major university, along with four towns that were vastly different in size and society.

      Bloody Mary, where the funeral home was located, was the smallest of the four towns. It was barely more than a crossroads with a post office and a couple of storefronts, but it had character—and characters—to spare. Newcastle had become the trendy spot for artists and small boutiques. King George Proper was a college and military town, full of bars, cheap apartments, and tract houses. Nottingham was where the money lived—an East Coast Silicon Valley—with sprawling estates and private security gates. Each had its own unique charm and challenges, and all of them fell under Jack’s jurisdiction.

      It was a huge undertaking and Jack managed to make his job look easy. There were a lot of politics at play, and Jack might not want to admit it, but he could weave through the ins and outs of politics with his eyes closed. He was a natural, stepping into rooms of power with the same ease he used to calm a frightened witness. But along with the “progress” came big-city crime.

      Murders took time to solve, and the victims deserved my full attention. But the demand from the funeral home was still there, and the dead and their families deserved the best service Graves Funeral Home could give them. It was a difficult balance—going between embalmings and autopsies—and one I was still trying to figure out if I was being honest. Sometimes I felt stretched between two worlds, neither of which I could neglect without serious consequences.

      I used Lily and Sheldon’s arrival as a chance to leave the room and breathe in some fresh air. After more than a month of nonstop rain in King George, the weather had cleared and the temperatures had warmed. It was a beautiful sunny morning with not a cloud in the sky, the kind of day that made you forget, if only for a moment, that you’d been surrounded by death and decay just minutes before.

      I had the front door of the villa open, and I was standing on the porch when I saw the Suburban heading in our direction on a path meant for a golf cart. The vehicle lumbered along, looking comically oversized against the manicured landscape of The Mad King Resort.

      Lily and Sheldon parked, got out, and then went to the back to take out the gurney. The wheels made a distinctive metallic clack as they unfolded it, a sound I’d heard so many times it had become as familiar as a doorbell or ringtone—the sound of death being transported. But Lily stopped to look at me once they’d gotten onto the porch, her dark eyebrows drawing together in concern.

      She was a beautiful young woman—long dark hair that fell in waves past her shoulders, a clear olive complexion that never seemed to need makeup, dark eyes that missed nothing, and a body that most men looked at twice. She was also one of the nicest people I’d ever met, except for today apparently, when her candor cut right through my façade.

      “What’s up with you?” she asked, eyes narrowing. “You look weird.”

      “Thanks?” I said, mouth twitching at her bluntness. One of the things I loved about Lily was that she never sugarcoated anything. In our line of work, that was refreshing.

      “No, I mean it,” she said, studying me with the same focus she’d use on a Y-cut. “There’s something off. You’re pale, even for you, and you’ve got a pinched look around your mouth.”

      I shifted uncomfortably under her scrutiny. Lily knew me too well, and it was unnerving sometimes how she could read the tells I thought I’d hidden from view.

      “I got overheated inside while I was working on the victims. I just needed some fresh air for a minute. But I’m fine.”

      “Did you know the most common trigger for fainting is seeing blood?” Sheldon asked, adjusting his glasses with one finger. “About thirty-six percent of first-time blood donors experience some level of vasovagal syncope, or fainting. It’s a complex interplay of the parasympathetic nervous system and⁠—”

      “Sheldon,” Lily said, cutting him off.

      Sheldon was a fount of knowledge, most of it useless, but he occasionally came out with a gem that helped us during a case. I was guessing that this was not going to be one of those times. Sheldon was young, in his mid-twenties, but he already showed signs of male-pattern baldness that he tried to disguise with careful combing. He moved with the deliberateness of a man who’d reached the age where blowing his nose might throw out his back.

      He was a couple of inches shorter than me and had the kind of soft baby fat that he’d carry for life. His cheeks were perpetually flushed, round as apples, and I wasn’t sure he’d ever had to shave. He wore Coke-bottle-thick glasses that made his eyes look giant behind the lenses, giving him the appearance of a startled owl most of the time.

      “You’re right, Sheldon,” I said, deadpan. “Maybe blood is the trigger. All this time I had no idea.”

      “If so,” he said, looking as serious as a man without a sense of humor could, his face unnervingly earnest, “I think you might be in the wrong line of work. Though I did read about a surgeon who had to undergo hypnotherapy to overcome his fear of blood. Perhaps that could be an option for you as well?”

      I exchanged a look with Lily, who was biting her lip to keep from laughing. “I’ll keep that in mind, Sheldon. Thank you.”

      I followed Lily and Sheldon back inside and really took a good look at the villa for the first time. I didn’t know if it was worth a couple of thousand a night, but it was one of the most luxurious rooms I’d ever seen as far as resorts go, and that’s saying something because Jack had taken me to some pretty fancy places over the years. Of course, we’d solved a murder on our honeymoon, so we didn’t exactly have a normal honeymoon experience.

      “Dang,” Lily said, echoing my thoughts. Her eyes widened as she took in the luxurious surroundings, her professional demeanor momentarily slipping to reveal the young woman who’d grown up in modest circumstances. “Look at this place. Cole’s whole house could fit right inside here.”

      The main living area was overshadowed by the panoramic view of the Potomac and the rushing waters of Popes Gorge. Floor-to-ceiling windows created the illusion of being suspended over the water, with nothing between you and the breathtaking vista. The floors and fireplace were natural stone, smooth and cool beneath our feet. All the colors were neutral—shades of cream, beige, and soft gray—so as not to take away from the view. The scent of fresh pine and cedarwood lingered in the air, mingling with the crisp, cool breeze coming through the open windows, a stark contrast to the metallic tang of blood that hung in the bedrooms.

      The suitcases sitting just inside the door were expensive and matching in buttery soft leather, the kind with silent wheels and monogrammed tags. The rest of the room was as if it had never been touched. And I guessed it hadn’t. They’d hardly been inside before the killers had gunned them down. Theo’s suit jacket was tossed over the bar, right next to their hotel key, a small detail that spoke volumes about the unfolding of their last moments.

      There was a bedroom and bathroom on each side of the main living area, creating a perfect symmetry to the villa’s layout. I steered Lily to the left, where Theo Vasilios’s body awaited transport. The CSI techs had finished photographing and collecting evidence, and now it was time for us to take him away from his interrupted honeymoon.

      “Two victims,” I said, gesturing to the master bedroom door. “Husband in here, wife in the second bedroom.”

      “That view is pretty spectacular,” Lily said, her gaze skimming over the body briefly before checking out the similar panorama visible from the bedroom windows. “Sometimes I forget how pretty our state is. But this wasn’t much of a honeymoon for our unlucky couple.” Her voice softened with the natural compassion that made her so good with grieving families.

      Cole came over to greet Lily with a quick kiss on the top of her head, his hand lingering briefly on her shoulder. The gesture was small but telling—a man who’d spent years avoiding commitment now unable to resist the simple intimacy of touch. I’d watched their relationship evolve from casual dating to something much deeper, and despite Cole’s checkered past, I had high hopes for them. Lily had a way of seeing beyond people’s rough edges to the potential beneath.

      “Did you know the word honeymoon originated during medieval times?” Sheldon asked, his eyes lighting up with excitement behind his thick lenses. He bounced slightly on his toes, unable to contain himself when sharing one of his many random facts.

      “Nope,” Cole said, barely looking up from his notes, but Sheldon, oblivious to social cues as always, kept talking, his voice rising with enthusiasm.

      “It was customary for the bride and groom to drink mead the first month of marriage. And since mead is a fermented honey beverage—made primarily from honey, water, and yeast—the term honeymoon stuck as a way to identify the celebration. Medieval couples believed this would enhance fertility and increase the chances of conceiving a son.”

      “So you’re saying marriage was so bad they had to get drunk for the first full month to be able to live together?” Cole asked, a hint of his usual dry humor showing through despite the grim surroundings.

      Sheldon’s mouth opened and closed like a fish while he tried to think of something to say, his mind visibly processing this unexpected interpretation of his historical tidbit. But he came back with, “I don’t think that’s what I said at all.” He looked at Cole owlishly. “I don’t feel like I’m qualified to give an accurate assessment on marriage. But I’ll find out and let you know. I’ll do some research on medieval marriage satisfaction rates when I get back to the funeral home.”

      That was the first time I’d ever heard Sheldon say he didn’t know something, and I raised my brows at Cole, my eyes dancing with humor. It was these small moments of normality, of human connection, that kept us sane in the midst of tragedy.

      “You asked for it,” I told Cole.

      “Let’s load up the male first,” Lily said, unfolding the body bag with practiced efficiency. The sound of the zipper echoed in the quiet room. “Less mess. The female vic is going to need extra care with all that blood.”

      “I’m going to head out and go catch a few hours’ sleep,” Cole said, stifling a yawn. The shadows under his eyes spoke of his all-night shift. “Call me if you need an extra set of hands. You can find Oliver Harris in his office in the main resort building.”

      “Thanks for taking the call,” Jack said, clasping Cole’s shoulder briefly.

      “Yeah, well, I’ll send you an invoice,” Cole said, tipping his hat, kissing Lily once more, and then heading out the door with the weary step of a man who’d seen too much death in too short a time.

      “Once you get them unloaded and into the cooler y’all can take off,” I said, watching as Lily and Sheldon positioned the gurney beside the bed. “It’ll probably be a couple of hours before I can get back and start the autopsies.”

      “I’d like to observe,” Lily said, her face lighting up at the prospect of more hands-on training. Her dedication to learning never ceased to impress me. “I need some more hours for this month for school, so I’ll hang around until you get back. I need to study anyway, and the funeral home is quiet.” She carefully arranged the body bag, her movements precise and respectful.

      “It won’t be too quiet,” Sheldon said, his voice rising with a note of anxiety that made Jack and me exchange glances. “Victor Mobley’s viewing is tonight. I heard he was a Hells Angel. Emmy Lu said riders have come in all the way from California to see him laid to rest. Forty-three motorcycles by her last count. Did you know that Hells Angels was founded in 1948 in California? They actually trademarked their name and logo. It’s one of the most aggressively protected trademarks in the⁠—”

      “Emmy Lu has better information than my dispatchers,” Jack interrupted, shaking his head with a mixture of amusement and resignation. Emmy Lu had an uncanny network of sources that put most intelligence agencies to shame. “About a hundred bikers rode into town around midnight last night. Wanda Baker said her B&B is full for the weekend, and so is the D&Q Motel. The rest of them are at the hotels in King George.”

      Baker Bed and Breakfast and the D&Q Motel were the only places to stay in Bloody Mary close to where the funeral home was located. D&Q stood for Drawn and Quartered, but locals had been calling it the D&Q for several decades as to not scare off potential business. The original owners had thought the macabre name would be eye catching. They’d been right, but not in the way they’d hoped.

      “Maybe I should help out with the viewing,” I said, looking warily at Sheldon as he fumbled with the gurney straps. His hands were trembling slightly, his normally pale face even whiter at the prospect of hosting a funeral home full of outlaw bikers. He looked like a bikers’ favorite target—soft, nervous, the kind of person who might faint if someone said boo. “Just in case things get out of hand.”

      “He should be fine,” Jack assured me, but I could see the slight crease between his brows that appeared whenever he was worried about
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