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PART 1


Chapter 1

Murder and weddings don’t mix. There should be a rule.

Mark definitely did not expect he’d have to use his powers. Not at a freaking wedding.

I mean, we couldn’t have expected any of it… the deranged veterinarian, the crazy milk witch, the nightmare of that basement…

I’m just saying, in hindsight, maybe we shouldn’t have been at that wedding in the first place.

Especially not me. Not with Ceci as my plus-one.

Okay, I admit, I hadn’t thought the Ceci thing through. I was thinking, hey, weddings are fun, I can give my best-friend-besides-Mark a good time, which she totally deserves after that crazy first case… and if Jivanta just happens to have a drop-dead gorgeous younger sister…

Wait a second. Do you even know these people?

You did read Book One, right? Our first case? Murder Feels Awful?

Crud. What if you didn’t? Do I have to introduce everyone all over again? Do I have to summarize that entire first case? It didn’t even hardly connect to this case! Seriously, this is like a whole separate book here! I swear, if I’d had any idea that writing up our cases would be so complicated…

Okay, sorry, wow. Whew. Deep breaths.

Sorry for freaking out. It’s my first Book Two. I can totally do this.

Let me start over…

On that fateful wedding morning, as we drove to the church, the crisp sunny air and the crystal blue sky and the lush autumn reds and golds of the gentle mountains that encircle our rural Virginia town, Back Mosby, all belied the brooding dread that roiled within our racing hearts.

By which I mean, we were running super late.

Ceci and I had crammed into Mark’s ancient car, Thunder, along with Mark himself, who (of course) had no plus-one. Although I love Thunder dearly, he has unaddressed health issues, and they hadn’t made us any less late. When we had finally parked and were dashing for the church entrance, I noted that the creepy old church tower came complete with a real bell, and that it wasn’t ringing yet. The bell looked somehow jammed upward, like it was broken or stuck. Something about this bugged me, but I was too busy obsessing that we were late, we were going to rush in and everyone would stare at us and Jivanta’s luscious Indian lips would curl in a contemptuous sneer—

“Pete, she’s getting married!” Mark snapped. He yanked open the front door to the church lobby. “She’s not even going to see us, much less sneer.”

I flinched. Mark’s really not supposed to be able to read my thoughts word for word.

Normally, all he can do is feel other people’s emotions. Which, yes, is crazy amazing. Especially for catching secret killers.

But lately, Mark and I seem to have this weird connection. And it’s getting worse. I wouldn’t mind so much if I could vibe his thoughts once in awhile.

Truth is… it’s not always easy being besties with an empath.

We scuttled into the lobby, barging into the bustle of the wedding party and a horde of other hurrying guests.

“We made it! We’re on time!” said Ceci, unleashing her cute, lopsided grin. She did a quick, restrained fist pump, unintentionally flexing a bicep and straining the lacy sleeves of a top that had been designed for a woman far less muscular.

I smiled too, faint with relief… and my Hot Girl Radar zoomed to High Alert. The place was packed with that magical prom atmosphere of women maxing out their glam.

Of course, if they were anything like Jivanta, they’d be out of my league by multiple time zones. But I only had to find one—

“You are kidding me,” Mark growled.

I thought he was griping about my thoughts again, but for once, he was glaring across the lobby at someone else, at this pudgy groomsman in a rental tux.

The guy’s thin eyebrows seemed clenched in a permanent, irritable preoccupation, as if he were continuously redoing a long division problem and finding that his share was unfairly small. He was probably younger than Mark’s mid-thirties, but he didn’t look it, and he was already suffering early hair issues. True, Mark’s head is totally shaved, but trust me, that’s a much better approach.

I shouldn’t have started comparing them. This groomsman might have been younger, but he was slouchy (Mark is ripped) and he sported a scraggly attempt at fashionable facial hair (Mark has this thick red-gold mustache that looks implausibly studly.)

Beside him, a bulgy woman who was obviously his wife was patiently trying to placate a squirming toddler. I know it’s terrible, but my first thought was, No surprise that Mr. Grumpy Pudge didn’t snag a goddess.

I mean, the woman seemed nice enough in her way… she even looked familiar. I couldn’t place her, though… and somehow, this gave me an irrational shiver. Like no matter how hard I’d try to avoid it, this mediocre couple was a glimpse of my own future.

At least their toddler was super cute. She reached toward the man, straining for Daddy with both little hands, and she managed to pat his padded shoulder.

But his petulant face crimped with anger.

He jerked away and snapped at her, then checked the jacket to see if she’d left a smudge.

I made a mental note to avoid ever interacting with the guy.

Right. That’s totally how it works.

“Don’t stare,” Mark said, turning away himself. “That’s Theodore. Remember? My next month or so of income is riding on that guy.”

“Theodore, your client?” I said. “For website stuff? He’s a groomsman?”

“Potential client,” Mark grumbled.

Sadly, nobody was lining up to pay for our detective services just yet. To pay the bills, Mark was still stuck with freelancing websites. Which he apparently hated.

I wished he would cheer up. The plan was for him to study for his investigator license, because apparently you need that in Virginia to officially solve murders. (Or at least to get paid.) Once he got the license, he could get paid to do what he loved and ditch the websites for good.

But for some reason, the studies weren’t exactly happening much. And his work stress seemed to be getting worse.

Ceci nudged me. “We’d better hustle, Pete, or we’ll still be late.”

“True enough,” Mark said, and he led us toward the glass door that opened into the church. But right at the door, he stopped, troubled.

“You okay?” I said. “Getting a bad vibe?”

“No, it’s just…” His voice sank low. “Sometimes it’s hard coming here.”

“To church, you mean?” I said, surprised. “Don’t you come here every week?”

Mark sighed. “It’s complicated.”

Too late, I remembered one of the few bits Mark had ever shared about his less-than-ideal childhood. I felt bad, but…

“Dude,” I said gently. “They’re about to start.”

Mark still hesitated.

Then something caught his eye back in the lobby. He frowned, yanked open the door, and rushed Ceci and I through.

“What is it?” I hissed, scampering after him as he strode up a side aisle for an empty pew.

Without turning, he said, “Hannigan-Quinn.”

Ugh.

Dustin Hannigan-Quinn is the proud, righteous, and comedically impaired Editor-in-Chief of our local rag, the Brown County Gazette. The Gazette teeters in high free stacks at the entrance to every important building in Back Mosby, especially the grocery store, and there must be something in the water out here because everyone keeps reading it.

Since Jivanta and the groom had been suspects in those Murder Feels Awful murders I can’t talk about, Hannigan-Quinn must have snuck into this wedding uninvited, sniffing around for some tidbit he could stretch into yet another “BACK MOSBY MURDERS!!” followup. That dude was making even murder seem deadly dull.

In pretty much every article he wrote, he’d manage to roast Mark and me as “amateur sleuths”. But he still kept trying to wrangle another interview out of us. The guy could sense that we hadn’t told him everything… obviously, the last thing any of us wanted was to leak what had really gone down with that killer.

Especially Mark’s secret power.

Now Hannigan-Quinn was on the prowl through the lobby, short and bristling and complete with his old-school hat with a card that actually said “PRESS”.

Apparently, Mark felt that the threat of another Hannigan-Quinn interview outranked any church-related PTSD.

We grabbed a pew, just as the music fired up and the first awkward couple started the long march.

I didn’t know any of these people, but Ceci was enthusiastically craning to see the entire wedding party. She’d probably know half of them by the end of the reception.

I caught her eye and grinned. She grinned back, sparkling and happy.

Then Jivanta made her entrance.

I hadn’t seen Jivanta since our “suspect party”, weeks ago. Even in civilian clothes, Jivanta’s eyes and smile can induce a mind-altering state. Now, maxed out in makeup and a bridal gown…

… I kind of blissed out.

Except the bliss was steeped with pain, because how could I ever really have a woman like that?

When my trance faded, Ceci was staring ahead, obviously hurt.

I slumped. Even though we were totally here as friends, it couldn’t feel great to have your dude gawking at another woman… especially the bride. I realized I’d have to show some finesse here. Not only is Ceci one of my best friends, but I’d been racking up karmic debt to her like crazy. The last thing I wanted was to make her feel bad.

I leaned toward her to whisper some smooth reassurance.

Oops. Wrong sight line.

Because in the next pew over, the hottest blonde I’d seen in months stood alone.

She didn’t just stand, she had that curvy lean thing going on, relaxing on one black-hosed leg, where a woman has so much pent-up curvaceous goodness in so many ways that she can’t even stand up straight, she has to slow burn in a sinuous stance of sensuality.

Even as I looked, she turned right toward me, locked my gaze in her own mascara-ringed infinities, and smiled. At me.

And I thought I’d been blissing over Jivanta.

Ceci groaned.

I startled, panicking that I’d been caught again. “What?” I whispered.

“Female emergency,” Ceci hissed.

“What is it?” I whispered. “You can tell me.”

“No, I can’t,” she snapped. “Save my seat.”

She slipped out and clacked away down the aisle. She always wobbles a little on those unfamiliar high heels.

With Ceci gone, the pull of the blonde amped up like crazy. I was terrified to look back, terrified not to look back. At the front of the church, the wedding had already begun, but I was in another world entirely.

Beside me, Mark grunted. “Seriously, Pete? Now?”

“Dude,” I whispered. “Look at her.”

Mark flicked her a glance. “So?”

“So?” I said. “She smiled! At me! Can you check if she likes me?”

“Are you serious?” he snapped.

Oh right. The day before, I’d finally gotten Mark to open up about his mysterious (and tragic) ex-girlfriend, Akina. Turns out that in Mark’s distant past, his attempts to vibe whether women liked him had led to, um… problems. Like, murders.

“That was different!” I said. “You were already with Akina.”

“You’re here with Ceci.”

“As a friend! And I’m not going to ignore Ceci, I could just get this girl’s number—”

“No! Besides, I’ve got my shields maxed out.”

You remember shields, right? In theory, an empath can reduce the constant emotional onslaught by visualizing some kind of shield. A castle wall, a glowing force field, whatever. But it takes a lot of concentration, and it’s not super reliable, especially (apparently) at keeping out me.

“Why would you have your shields up?” I said. “It’s a wedding!”

“Are you kidding? Weddings are worse than funerals. Every woman’s comparing herself to the bride, every dude’s wishing he could have the bride—”

“Okay, okay, TMI!” I said. Sometimes Mark’s vibes seem to zero in on the most depressing emotions in the room. Like, right in the next pew, a glowing old lady was literally crying with joy, why couldn’t he pick that up?

He scoffed. “You really want me to start crying?”

“Would you quit that?”

“You mean stop reading your mind so I can read some random girl?”

“Can’t you just do a quick check? Ten seconds?”

“No.”

“If you don’t, I’ll just be wondering the whole time.”

Mark eyed me. “You’re going to regret this,” he muttered. “At least try to calm down. You’re causing major interference.”

He closed his eyes.

I strained to be calm. I tried to focus anywhere but the blonde… anywhere at all…

The priest at the front was super young. He was cracking awkward jokes about him being a new priest and this being his first wedding, and how he hoped he could say the same for Jivanta and the groom. That one didn’t land so well.

I was trying so hard not to look at Mark and guess what he was reading.

Then he gasped.

And not just any gasp. The kind that made the skin of my neck crawl.

I looked. He was darting frantic gazes in every direction, like a bloodhound on the hunt.

“What is it?” I whispered. “Does she secretly hate me?”

“It’s not her,” he snapped. His eyes narrowed. “Something is very wrong.”

The priest made another awkward stab at humor, how he was pretty sure he was more nervous than the bride and groom. He’d woken up that morning praying nothing would go wrong—

CLANG.

Everyone in the entire church jolted. What the heck was that?

CLANG. CLANG.

The bell. The bell in the old tower was booming, blasting through the church like an air raid siren.

The priest’s smooth face creased with anxiety.

Mark shoved out of the pew and ran for the back. I stumbled after him, my heart thudding.

As we rushed into the lobby, a piercing wail shrieked beneath the bell.

It was a kid, howling.

And beneath that, a new yell of pain was stabbing us, a woman crying for help.

We followed the cries and burst through a side door into an old brick hallway that led to the tower. We nearly collided with the fat, familiar mom I’d seen before, who was still clutching her toddler.

Both their faces were distorted with terror.

The mom was fleeing, and the toddler was squirming frantic against her, mashing her mom’s shoulder with some old holy card. Even in that moment, I noted that the card had a delicate border of lace. It was getting crushed.

Then I saw behind them.

The frayed end of a thick rope lay on the old brick floor like the rattle of a snake. The rope wound back to what was left of a woman.

I could only look for a split second.

The body was crushed and obscene, like a broken deer on the side of the road, the red half-eaten carcass stretched across the asphalt. Except this was much worse.

Revulsion clenched me. I had to look somewhere, anywhere else. I looked up.

High in the tower, in the dizzy upper darkness, the broken rope dangled. The bell was still ringing from the force of the body’s release.

Behind us, a digital camera snapped the sound effect of a shutter click.

I whirled. Hannigan-Quinn was grinning over his camera, his beady eyes agleam.

“Crud,” Mark said.



Chapter 2

The wedding kind of got postponed.

Meaning, a mob of guests in their shiny finest swarmed back after us to investigate. But they cleared out fast, as the word passed around that you probably didn’t want to let your kids back here, or your mother, or anyone who wasn’t a licensed mortician.

Ceci volunteered to guard the scene. Being a nurse, she had seen even worse in the Mangled Human Remains department. Plus, she may be short and Southern sweet, but she’s been working out for years, and I’ve seen her intimidate dudes three times her size.

The guests separated into anxious, muttering knots that sprawled across the lobby and spilled to the wide outside patio. Mark and I went outside too, and I felt like we were kids who’d been evacuated when the school fire alarm got pulled. Now we were waiting for the cops to show up.

Except that back when I was a kid, I didn’t know and dread the actual individual cops. Well, mainly one…

“I hope they don’t send Gwen,” I ventured.

Mark snorted. “Sure, they have so many homicide investigators to choose from out here.”

“Rats,” I muttered.

Gwen is Ceci’s sister. She is not short and Southern sweet. She is pretty much permanently stuck in Terrifying Viking Queen Mode.

Unfortunately, this includes being tall and relentlessly gorgeous. Even (and especially?) in her uniform as Sergeant Gwen Jensen, head of the (tiny) Back Mosby Investigations Division.

Given that both Gwen and Mark like to catch murderers, you’d think they would have reached an understanding. Especially considering how everything had gone down with that first case.

But there was this little problem…

A cop car screeched up to the curb, the lights still piercing even in the bright sun. Gwen thrust out from the driver’s side and rushed for the entrance with long strides. When she saw us, her chiseled face darkened.

“Mr. Falcon,” she said dryly. “Don’t go anywhere.”

Mark smirked. “Gwen! Really? So forward!”

Gwen’s face hardened to Level Granite, and she marched away.

Like I said. It’s not working out so great.

Officially, Mark says that Gwen is the one woman he can’t read. He claims this is why he enjoys needling her. It’s exciting, for once. Every other woman, he can tell how she takes it.

Unofficially, I think they might as well both be in junior high.

Which wouldn’t matter so much, if she wasn’t going to be in charge of every investigation around here we ever try to help out with.

Not to mention being my other best friend’s sister. Awkward.

“Do you have to antagonize her?” I said. “What if we want to look into this case?”

He humphed and shrugged, but I caught the glint in his eye.

“What is it?” I said. “Are you getting anything?”

He turned away, scanning the milling crowd.

A small chill crept low across my back.

Even after all we’ve been through together, I can never quite get used to what Mark can do.

Here we were, standing with an ordinary crowd on an ordinary sunny fall Virginia day, and beside me, this ordinary-looking dude was trying to sense whether any of these chatting strangers were secretly seething with murderous hate.

Then the flashing police lights caught my eye, and my mind flashed back to the horror staining the ancient brick. Okay, maybe the day wasn’t totally ordinary.

“Not sure,” Mark finally said. “Something’s off. But I can’t tell what.”

I sighed. You’d think the whole empathy thing would make it super easy to catch these people. Not quite.

It felt like hours before Gwen finally came back out to grill us. Just when I’d managed to think about something besides that wreck of a body, she made us dredge it all up and give her the play-by-play.

At last she nodded and said, “All right. Thank you both for your cooperation.”

“No problem,” Mark said. “Any identification yet on the body?”

Gwen frowned and hesitated.

“It’ll be in the papers anyway,” Mark said.

Gwen sighed, pulled out a tablet, and swiped it. “We’re pretty sure the name is Olivia Fassell,” she said quietly, and she showed us a face on the screen.

I gasped.

The woman was super young. She looked maybe old enough to be in college, but still with a hint of teenage baby fat in her cheeks. Like the girl in Labyrinth. (Man, that’s an old movie.) She had the same dark cascading hair, and that air of dreamy, unconscious beauty, steeped in a dangerous innocence.

“Twenty-one years old,” Gwen said. “Too damn young for a suicide. Not that it’s uncommon.”

“Oh no,” I said. “It wasn’t suicide, was it?”

“Of course it was,” Gwen said. She whisked the tablet out of sight, like she was already regretting showing us. “Why would you want it to to be murder?”

“Suicide’s the worst!”

“Murder requires a murderer,” Gwen said. “Not my favorite thing.”

“I know, but… it’s like… what I mean is…”

I faltered. I couldn’t explain it on the spot. Somehow I write way better than I talk. I need time to mull things over, snap the words together.

Not that I can even get it right now, but what I wanted to say was like… with a murder, at least both people involved want to stay alive. As horrible as it was to imagine someone wanting to destroy Olivia Fassell, it was so much worse if she wanted to destroy herself.

I’ve never lost a loved one to suicide, not yet, but I have friends who have. I can’t even hear them mention it without wanting to cry.

Mark interrupted my floundering. “So you’re not going to investigate?” he asked Gwen.

She stiffened. “The body will certainly get the full treatment from the Medical Examiner in Manassas,” she said. “But I can’t imagine the cause of death will be a surprise.”

Mark shrugged.

Gwen’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“Just a feeling.”

Gwen rolled her eyes. “Care to elaborate, Mr. Falcon?”

Mark flicked a glance at Gwen’s assistant officers who were hovering nearby. She shooed them away on some pretext and then turned on Mark with folded arms. “Well?” she demanded. “Convinced you’ve ‘vibed’ another murderer?”

Despite the harsh disbelief of her voice, her dark eyes were alert and watchful. They had seen too much to dismiss Mark out of hand.

“Not exactly,” Mark said. “But I’m pretty sure someone here didn’t find Olivia’s death a surprise.”

Gwen’s eyes dimmed with disappointment. “That’s it?”

“Let my try that again,” Mark snapped. “Someone here is not surprised at a random young woman hanging herself from a church bell rope. On the day of a wedding.”

“Mr. Falcon, with all due respect, that’s hardly grounds to open a murder investigation. This town’s just beginning to recover from the last one.”

“Fine, no worries,” Mark said casually. “Pete and I can look into it.”

Gwen’s eyes flashed, and she seemed to spike at least two inches taller.

I squirmed.

“Mr. Falcon,” she said firmly. “This is a tragic suicide, and will be treated as such by the police. You are officially advised—”

“Come on, Gwen!” Mark interrupted. “I was right last time! And I thought we had a truce.”

“I thought you wanted to be a team!” she snapped.

Mark looked surprised. Slowly he said, “What are you talking about?”

“How far have you gotten on the studies for your investigator license?” she demanded.

“Are you serious?” Mark said. “It’s only been a few weeks.”

“How far are you?”

Mark scowled. In a lower voice, he said, “I didn’t need that junk last time.”

“I thought so,” Gwen said. “So much for your commitment.”

Mark smirked. “You’re already looking for a commitment?”

But even before he’d finished the dumb jibe, Gwen was scowling so deeply that he quickly added, in a more respectful tone, “Gwen, if you don’t feel like investigating, that’s totally fine. But why does that mean we can’t?”

“It’s not about how I feel,” she snapped. “You have no concept of following a process.”

Mark frowned. “Come on, Gwen. You’ve already got your officer dudes who do everything you say.”

“They follow orders, and so do I,” she said. “We’re all in the same chain of command.”

“Yeah, I’ve never liked chains.”

Gwen clenched her jaw. “Mr. Falcon—”

“What, you’re going to threaten to arrest me? Say my car isn’t street legal? Maybe scare away the witnesses? Again? Even though you actually promised—”

“I didn’t promise I had to treat you like a real investigator.”

Mark’s eyes blazed, but he also flinched.

Gwen ground on. “While you’re out playing detective, I have actual drug dealers I’d like to get off the streets before this cute little town looks like a West Virginia addiction disaster area. That’s the unglamorous help I actually need… but I take it you’ll be busy?”

Before Mark could snap back, his phone buzzed with a text.

He checked it, grimaced, and started thumbing a response.

“Don’t let me keep you,” Gwen said.

“Just a second, it’s just a client.”

“That Theodore guy?” I said.

Mark nodded.

“Theodore Tusa?” Gwen said. “He was in the wedding party, I just spoke with him.”

“This isn’t about that,” Mark said. “His company wants a website.”

“You’re soliciting business from a potential suspect?” Gwen demanded. “Don’t you think there could be a conflict of interest?”

“I thought you said it was a suicide!” Mark said. “Would you make up your mind? Or is it just, whatever Mark does is never going to be good enough?”

“Mark obviously does whatever Mark feels like,” she said. “But some of us honor our commitments.”

She marched away.

I exhaled and looked around. Most of the crowd had drifted off, leaving Mark and me alone.

“What did Theodore want?” I said, hoping to lighten the mood.

Mark rubbed his face. “Another stupid meeting. In person, of course. First thing Monday.”

Mark hates in-person meetings. He says phone or email are way more efficient — plus, they don’t involve the long bumpy drive down our mountain. Myself, I’m more than happy to make that drive twice a day or more, if I get to see other actual human beings.

“You think a web client maybe could be a conflict of interest?” I said.

Mark scowled. “I’ll put a clause in the contract. Full refund if you turn out to be a murderer.”

“Mark! I just mean, it’s hard enough asking people questions—”

“Don’t you start too! You want to sit this one out?”

I sighed.

Mark eyed me, then grumbled, “Sorry. I just hate that I still have to take these stupid jobs in the first place.”

“Why?” I said. “We only got started like, last month.”

“That makes it worse.”

“How? Aren’t you comparing your beginning to someone else’s middle?”

Mark groaned. “If I get that on a poster, is the kitten extra?”

“I mean it! Gwen and her peeps all went to Police Academy, they’re only full time now because they already spent years—”

“What do you know about years? Not all of us just popped glistening out of college, Pete.”

“Hey! I’ve been out for, what… sixteen or seventeen months!” I said. “That’s a long time!”

Mark stared at me in disbelief. Then he shook his head. “I keep forgetting, you’re old and jaded. But some of us young guys, we still feel like if we don’t start soon with doing something real, we might not make it.”

I almost asked what that was supposed to mean, but his face had gone so serious, the words died on my lips.

Which, as a metaphor, is pretty gross. So now I have dead words in my mouth? Can I spit?

It does kind of feel like that, though… the nasty taste of rotting words unsaid.

We found Ceci and drove her home. The shock was settling in, at least for me. Even though we’d hunted a murderer, I’d never seen an actual corpse.

So we were fairly subdued. Conversation was sparse and practical. Including that Ceci couldn’t ride me in to work tomorrow, and since Mark needed to meet Theodore in the early morning, I’d have to sit in on his meeting if I wanted to get to work on time.

“Cool,” I said dully, and shoved my dress shoes deeper into the pile of empty iced coffee bottles littering Thunder’s passenger side.

So much for my resolution to never meet Theodore, the Daughter-Scowling and Now Possibly-Murderous Jerk. I expected, at best, to be thoroughly bored.

Looking back, “bored” would have been a relief…

The next morning, we rolled into GORP Gourmet a full half hour before Mark’s meeting. Clearly, Mark needed this website gig. Which, us being housemates, meant I did too. I can’t exactly cover the mortgage working hourly retail.

We slid into a booth with a gorgeous view of the Blue Ridge Mountains, which were looming cozily over an aging strip mall in the early morning sun.

But Mark was frowning at his phone.

“Oh no,” I said. “Did he cancel?”

“No, it’s some woman,” Mark said. “She wants to meet. Like, now.”

He frowned deeper and started texting back.

“Now?” I said. “Did you tell her you have a meeting?”

“I’m trying. She’s saying she’ll be super quick, it’s really important.”

“Tell her no!” I said. “You need this gig!”

“Crud. She’s coming.”

“What?” I said. “She can’t just come over!”

“What am I supposed to do?” Mark said. “It’s a public restaurant.”

“Why’d you even tell her where you were?”

“I didn’t mean to—”

“You’re trying to sabotage this website job, aren’t you?” I said. “Or else you’re hoping she’s gorgeous.”

Mark groaned. “Could you just not? For once?”

“She could be gorgeous. Jivanta was gorgeous.”

“She’s not going to be gorgeous!”

Across the room, a lush, velvet voice called, “Mark Falcon?”

Both Mark and I gaped.

She was the blonde from the wedding.

She clacked toward us, fast but with a lilt, like a runway model in a hurry. As she moved, her summery pink blouse and white Capri pants shimmered around her perfect curves.

She reached our table and leaned in, her perfume enveloping us in strawberry and peach.

“Someone killed Olivia,” she said, in a husky near-whisper. Her mesmerizing, eyelined eyes were wide with fear. “And now they want to kill me.”



Chapter 3

Mark was first to recover. Sort of.

“You’re not serious?” he blurted.

The blonde drew back, stung and hurt. For an instant, her pretty face twisted ugly, almost unrecognizable.

“Sorry,” Mark said, smoothing his face and downshifting into Client Mode. “Can we start with your name? And I remember seeing you at the wedding, but what makes you think—”

She smiled and tinkled a self-deprecating laugh, blossoming back into gorgeous. “Oh gosh, sorry,” she said, and slid lightly into the seat opposite us. “I’m Vanessa. Vanessa Kimm.” She offered Mark a delicate hand glittering with rings.

They shook once. I wanted to touch her too, but I hesitated that extra instant and lost the chance.

Instead, I got a friendly smile, with no hint of whether she even remembered we’d already “met”. Her eye contact wasn’t dismissive, but it wasn’t warm either. I strained to hold her gaze, but it was no good, she flicked away and focused on Mark.

Sadness.

“I saw you in the paper this morning,” she said. “On the website, I mean. For the Gazette.” She leaned toward him, eyes agleam. “I didn’t even know Back Mosby had a detective.”

Mark cleared his throat. “But you probably knew we have police,” he said.

“Oh, they wouldn’t believe me!” Vanessa said. She flung her hand in an impatient wave. “They already made a statement that the whole thing’s a suicide. But that’s ridiculous. Olivia couldn’t have killed herself.”

At this, Mark’s sky blue eyes shone like searchlights, but his voice grew even more casual and calm. “So you knew Olivia?”

“Of course! We both got the same milk,” she said.

Milk? I thought.

But she kept going as if this made perfect sense. “We weren’t best friends or anything, but I know she was anything but suicidal! She was such a sweet kid, super quiet, always a big smile. And she’d been trying to get into this dance school for like a year, and she’d just gotten news of a full scholarship!”

“Really?” I said.

“Absolutely!” She favored me with an earnest look, and my heart jolted again. This girl could do connection like crazy.

But she turned back to Mark and kept talking about Olivia, leaving me to watch her face with a yearning ache, desperate for even a glance my way.

“Hold up, Vanessa,” Mark said, interrupting a play-by-play of how Olivia had not only had a boyfriend, but he’d practically proposed. “I hear what you’re saying, Olivia had plenty of reasons to live. But I’m short on time right now, I’m meeting a client—”

“But what about me?” she pleaded.

“You haven’t told me about you,” Mark said. “If someone did kill Olivia, why would they want to kill you?”

Vanessa’s voice sank low and confidential. “First off… I’ve been getting a major vibe.”

“A vibe?” Mark said, dripping with skepticism.

I kicked his foot. Seriously?

Mark arched an eyebrow my way, but to Vanessa he said, grudgingly, “Fair enough.”

“Really? You’re into vibes?” She leaned in and practically glowed. “That is so rare in a man.”

Mark squirmed. “I wouldn’t say I’m—”

“Mark knows all about vibes,” I said. “Ow!”

He’d just kicked my foot. Way too hard.

She hadn’t noticed. “Oh my gosh, Mark, I knew it. You have this… aura.”

Mark made a show of checking the time on his phone. “Listen, Vanessa, I really am sorry—”

“No, no! Please! I’m telling you, I don’t feel safe!”

“Then call the police.”

“With a vibe? You think they’ll respect that?”

Mark hesitated.

She smiled, slowly, like she knew she’d found his weak spot. “I need someone who’s spiritually aware, Mark,” she said, soft and pleading. “Can’t you tell?”

Mark sighed and set down his phone. “Make it quick.”

She wriggled with excitement, then forced herself to look serious. “I can tell you in two words. Helga Lubitsch.”

I gasped.

Mark did not gasp. “I take it you know her,” he said to me.

Yes, I knew Helga Lubitsch.

And now I understood about the milk.

See, I work at Valley Visions, the best (and only) New Age gift shop in Back Mosby. Most of our customers are either clueless tourists or awesome enlightened locals, but we do attract a select minority of… eccentrics.

Actually, pretty much anyone who walks through the door is eccentric, including me. But this select minority will creep you right out.

I’ve had irate grandmothers berate me because our sparkly fifty-piece fairy puzzles aren’t locally sourced. I’ve had overweight Wiccans threaten to hex me when a weight loss crystal didn’t work out.

And once I had this stringy-haired thruhiker, who looked like he hadn’t showered since he left Georgia, ask if we had any dried human spleen.

Preferably sourced from an Eastern European, he said, but the local morgue would be fine.

Geez, I’d forgotten about that guy. Ugh.

Anyway, at least he kept hiking. Helga Lubitsch was local, and in a class by herself. She had the ORGANIC STARE.

You do know about the ORGANIC STARE, right?

The ORGANIC STARE is when people have been eating so healthy for so long that all bodily impurities have been incinerated. Their eyes burn way too bright, hard and glittering, piercing and probing, utterly certain of the last time you snuck a doughnut.

Any hard-core diet can induce the ORGANIC STARE, from vegan to Atkins, but it definitely kicks up a notch when they’re into organ meats. It must be the concentration of nutrients.

They’ll tell you how natives in Ancient Perfectland would walk three days just to get a single liver of a wildebeest. Then they’ll offer you a plate with, like, twenty. I’m not sure the human body is equipped to deal with that much health.

Helga Lubitsch loved organ meats. She sold them.

She had her own farm, and she was always hauling in a cooler and trying to bark my boss Vivian into setting up a display case with all the frozen cow bits that normal people avoid. Vivian was always polite (she’s super awesome), but when Helga started taking the rejection personally, things got ugly.

“Pete?” Mark said. “You okay?”

Vanessa was giving me a bemused smile.

I flushed. Apparently I’d tranced out. “I’m fine,” I said, shoving down the memory. Let’s just say that Helga was also into spontaneous prophecy. Loud. And dire.

“So what’s the deal with this Helga woman?” Mark said to Vanessa.

Vanessa swiped her phone. “I used to think she was such a sweetheart,” she said. “She has this little farm, see?”

She laid her phone on the restaurant table, her soft hand brushing Mark’s hairy arm.

Mark edged his arm away. He squinted at the screen, then winced. Hard.

“What is it?” I said, excited. “You getting something?”

“You get vibes too?” Vanessa said.

“No,” he grunted. I assumed he was talking to me, both because he avoids actual lying and also because he was giving me a near-lethal glare of shut-the-hell-up. “It’s just a terrible, terrible website.”

I looked. Ouch.

The site had to be at least ten years old. It was totally broken on mobile. Even back then, Helga’s head shot had already been gray and grim. Her thin hairy lips were clamped tight, like it was all she could do not to bellow curses on a doomed civilization that was shoveling down the abominations of factory food.

“She sells raw milk?” Mark said. “Is that legal?”

“Of course,” Vanessa said. “We signed the papers and everything. But that was before…” She looked away and twisted one of her rings.

“Before what?” Mark said. “And why would some farmer lady have killed Olivia and now be after you?”

Vanessa hesitated, then fixed Mark full-on with her hypnotic eyes. When she spoke, it was almost a whisper.

“Because Helga Lubitsch… is a witch.”

Mark stared.

My stomach flopped, and my first thought was, I wish I didn’t believe you.

Now, my awesome boss Vivian would get vicariously offended at the very word witch, she’d toss her thick gray-blonded hair and narrow her usually laughing eyes. Witch was one of those trigger words — you could wear it yourself as a badge of pride, but you wouldn’t dare use it on someone else. At least, not like Vanessa had. At Valley Visions, magic might or might not be real, but it was sure as hell a force for good.

For most magic enthusiasts, I’d totally agree.

But every once in awhile, you get someone like that thruhiker with his yellow smile. An hour after he’d finally trudged away, I’d still felt cold.

“A witch?” Mark said slowly. He was straining to stay in polite Client Mode. “And what exactly would she be witching?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Vanessa said. “Youth and beauty. She wants to suck it out, suck it like a vampire.”

“I hadn’t heard they found any fang marks.”

Vanessa scoffed like a frustrated cheerleader. “I don’t mean an actual vampire. I mean dark magic. Can’t you see it? She’d have to kill her victim in a sacred church. She could harvest the parts she needs — she knows all about butchering — then make it look like a suicide. The kind of suicide that would conveniently destroy the evidence.”

Her eyes were gleaming with fear, and horror, and excitement.

But Mark was wilting with disappointment. I realized how much he’d been hoping this lead was for real.

Vanessa frowned. “Don’t tell me you don’t believe in witches. I thought you were a spiritual person!”

“I’m super spiritual!” I piped up.

She looked my way with a warm smile. For the first time all morning.

Now I practically glowed.

Mark shifted uncomfortably in the booth, leaning away from me. “I’m not hearing any concrete evidence here for witchcraft.”

“Evidence?” Vanessa cried. “I told you, I’m getting a serious vibe with this woman. And she’s a total New Ager.”

I flinched. I consider myself “New Age,” ish, and I didn’t exactly relish getting lumped in with vampiric organ magic.

A sudden premonition shook me to the core… did Vanessa watch FOX News?

Mark hesitated. “Look. I do think something is off about Olivia’s death…”

Vanessa shone with a beatific smile. My premonition vaporized.

“…but…” Mark continued, “I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

“What? Why not?”

“I actually don’t have my investigator license just yet. And as much as I wish I could work for free—”

“Oh, of course I’ll pay you,” Vanessa said. She waved a hand lightly, jangling bracelets
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