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Super-Quick Intro

Hey hey! Pete here! Thanks so much for reading this totally exclusive interview with Mark Falcon, the Empath Detective!!

As a secret empath, Mark can feel OTHER PEOPLE’S emotions. For real! It’s an extremely handy skill for a freelance detective, no matter how often it backfires.

Not that it’s always backfiring! That would be our car, Thunder. And you know what, even Thunder’s not actually backfiring, the engine is fine, it’s just the chronic roar of a muffler at midlife, raging its discontents.

Anyway! In this riveting tell-all, you’ll hear Mark, my crime-fighting partner and housemate (and landlord, technically) finally spill his guts about: 


	How he first discovered his superpower (Hint: murder? Yep. Good guess.)


	What went wrong with his brilliant and super-hot ex-girlfriend Akina…


	His first face-off with the cops… and a murderer…


	And why he still truly, deeply hates condos so much.




Normally, of course, I’d have written up one of our cases as a triumphant, scintillating, and discreetly fictionalized novel. Names changed to protect the investigators and all that. But as you’ll see, this particular adventure starred Mark on his own, solo, years before we met and teamed up. Lots of years. Like, I was in middle school.

So it seemed best to let the hero tell the tale in his own words. This way, you really get to hear Mark’s voice. I feel this is super authentic.

Also, WOW it’s so much faster than writing. Holy schnikeys. I wish I could just record everything from now on and publish the transcript.

Except, wait, what if you don’t even know what we look like? Urgh. Description… my nemesis…

Okay, real quick: Mark is this buff mid-thirties dude with a shaved head and a thick red-gold mustache that’s implausibly studly. His blue eyes are searchlight bright.

I’m a lean, wiry guy fresh into my twenties with fantastic wavy jet-black hair (it’s true). I’m not quite as Irish pale as Mark (who is also, of course, a computer geek), but the one time I did try deliberately to get a tan, Ceci threatened to haul my blistered butt to the dermatologist for a full-body skin cancer exam.

Oh right. Ceci.

Honestly, Mark and I recorded this interview awhile back, but I’m publishing it now because we’ve been… busy. Next book, I’ll get you up-to-date on our recent adventures, I promise.

Besides, as it turns out, this is a story you might want to hear first.

Anyway, I wish you could hear the actual audio of our conversation, but my phone microphone is way worse than I thought. Plus, even though we live on a mountain out here in rural Virginia, it was apparently Neighborhood Lawn Mowing day, which is pretty much every day unless there’s a hurricane. I was lucky I could even get the recording transcribed…






[BEGIN TRANSCRIPT]







Pete: Okay, we’re recording! Hello and welcome to this EXCLUSIVE interview with Mark Falcon, the Empath Detective! I’m Pete Villette—

Mark: Wait, what are you calling me? The ‘Empath Detective’? Are you serious?

Pete: What’s wrong with it? I admit, it’s a little cheesy—

Mark: If people know I’m an “empath”, they’re going to shield like crazy. I won’t feel a thing.

Pete: Mark! I told you I was writing about us! Oh, which title do you think is better: Murder Feels Awful… or Mark and Pete’s Excellent Adventure?

Mark: Pete. You said you’d fictionalize the details.

Pete: I can’t get around the empathy part! That’s the whole point!

Mark: Okay, okay. Whatever.

Pete: Are you all right?

Mark: It’s fine!

Pete: What’s the matter?

Mark: It’s not you, it’s this stupid new client, this Theodore guy. His company website needs a complete overhaul.

Pete: Isn’t that good? A big expensive project, keep the mortgage paid up?

Mark: I guess. I’ve had to keep putting him off while we were, you know, busy.

Pete: Busy solving murders! Murders that had the cops totally stumped, even Gwen!

Mark: Sure, but that’s not exactly an excuse you give a web client. Now that I’m back in touch, he’s all prickly and passive-aggressive. It’s been non-stop emails with endless nitpicky questions, and they haven’t even signed a contract.

Pete: Are you working on that right now? Do you really have to be on your computer while we’re trying to do this?

Mark: It’s fine. The project’s going to be a bid, not hourly. I can ethically get distracted.

Pete: Um, okay. Great. I guess. [deep breath] So, you keep dropping hints about your devastating first murder case, back when you were dating Akina and living in the very same complex as the Condo Killer.

Mark: Really? You want to hear about that?

Pete: Yes please! A terrifying murder spree, in a big city condominium—

Mark: Alexandria’s not exactly the “big city”. And this was more in the suburbs, the Northern Virginia Sprawl—

Pete: And you and your knockout girlfriend were right at the heart of the case! Plus, didn’t you lock horns with the terrible Officer Hirst, the manly-man cop who dated Gwen a gazillion years ago?

Mark: You really need to relax about Sergeant Gwen.

Pete: Dude, please, she’s all yours. Viking goddesses in law enforcement are definitely not my type. Not to mention she’s Ceci’s sister.

Mark: Ah, yes. Ceci. Your utterly platonic bestie.

Pete: [blushing] [NOTE FROM PETE: What? I wasn’t blushing! I used some website service to get this interview transcribed, but how could they even have heard that??] Hey! Ceci and I are besties. And she’s probably going to listen to this whole interview. Can’t we just talk about the murders already?

Mark: [sighs] Fine. But I’m not sure the murders were the worst part. At least for me personally.

Pete: Really? What was the worst part?

Mark: You’ll figure it out. Trust me.




PART 1


Chapter 1

Mark: It all started with our anniversary.

Pete: Whoa! Which one?

Mark: The first year.

Pete: What? You dated Akina for a WHOLE YEAR? WOW!

Mark: [sighs] Right. Back then, we both had apartments in the same overpriced condo in Alexandria. We had this thing where I’d wait in the lobby for her to get back from work, and we’d take a walk.

Pete: You’d sit around in the lobby vibing people’s feelings? Honing your empath skills?

Mark: No. I didn’t know I was an empath yet.

Pete: You didn’t? How old were you?

Mark: Mid-twenties. This was more than ten years ago, just before the recession hit.

Pete: How’d you get all the way to your mid-twenties without realizing you had a freaking superpower?

Mark: It’s not a superpower—

Pete: Whatever!

Mark: Mainly, I just felt bad. I didn’t like being out in public. It felt like constant low-grade stress, whenever anyone was around.

Pete: Oh no, really? Didn’t you pick up good feelings too?

Mark: Not so much. Back then, the vibes didn’t feel so specific. It was a confusing morass; everything blended into stress, and I just tried to numb it all out, because I couldn’t tell the feelings apart. Although, that last part was about to change…

Pete: And you had no idea why you felt so bad all the time?

Mark: I figured I was just an extreme introvert. With plenty of childhood trauma thrown into the mix.

Pete: That sounds… awful.

Mark: Pretty much.

[pause]

Pete: [brightly] So, you said it was your anniversary?

Mark: No, it was coming up, the next day. And I was huddled in a corner of the lobby on a bony fake leather chair, practically sick to my stomach.

Pete: Why? All the vibes from everyone standing around?

Mark: No, although I’m sure absorbing everyone’s post-work stress wasn’t helping. I was waiting to tell Akina that I wanted us to move in together.

Pete: Whoa. Big step.

Mark: [sadly] Yeah.

Pete: Was she already…? I mean, with the…?

Mark: Are you trying to ask about the meth?

Pete: Sorry, yeah.

Mark: She’d been off for over a year. She’d quit before we’d started officially dating.

Pete: Really? Because I remember we were talking about her once, and I thought you said she—

Mark: Do you want to hear about this Condo Killer thing or not?

Pete: Yes, sorry. Go ahead.

Mark: It’s fine. But yes, she’d quit. Now she was addicted to her work. So I’d sit in the lobby, waiting for her to come home from her chemical research for high-power government contracts, so we could walk around the condo parking lot.

Pete: Every day? That’s super sweet.

Mark: Sure. And then she’d leave me and go up to her place to put in another five hours on her laptop. Anyway, I’d already had a cruddy day at work—

Pete: You had a job? Like, in an office?

Mark: This was Alexandria, dude. Northern Virginia, inside the Beltway, at the peak of the housing bubble. I couldn’t have survived on freelancing. I wasn’t even thinking like that yet, I’d gotten sucked into a miserable website job right out of college. It was all government contracts, our tiny slice of the gargantuan tax-funded Pie of Boring. My days were a zombie trance. I lived for Akina. She was all I had.

But I felt like she was pulling away.

I mean, yes, we both had commitment issues. Childhood trauma will do that. But every night, when she hustled away to her own apartment, it just felt so stupid, two apartments in the same condo… I thought, if I could just go to sleep with my hand on her back… it’d been a year, we could at least do that.

But every time I brought it up, she deflected. She wouldn’t say no, but she wouldn’t say why it mattered so much.

So I was sitting there in the corner, churning it all over, building up the guts to try asking again. And then Akina walks into the lobby with this huge handsome stud.

Pete: Oh man.

Mark: I’d never even seen the guy. Big executive type, massive shoulders about to pop his three-hundred-dollar suit coat. He looked like some Costa Rican soap opera star. And they’re chatting it up, and he clinches it with some last brilliant witticism so she’s still laughing when she finally comes over to me.

“Who’s that?” I asked her.

“Carlos,” she said, like it was obvious. She gave him this last little wave as he strode into an elevator.

“You know him?” I said.

“Mark!” She laughed. “I just met him in the parking lot! But he’s a huge fan of Seventh Seal.”

That hurt. Akina could live on those old black-and-white movies that make you want to slit your wrists. Every month or so, she’d force me to watch one, and that was the closest I’d get to seriously considering seeing a therapist.

I grimaced, and she noticed. She never missed anything like that. From anyone.

You’ve seen her picture, Pete… physically, she was this lean Japanese rock star fantasy that seemed almost impossible in real life. I could never look straight at her and believe she was for real, much less interested in me. And she was always “on”. Even at work, doing genius-level chemistry with fat corporate lab guys twice her age, she could get away with eye shadow and black lipstick.

But with all that, she could still sometimes be a normal girlfriend.

She leaned toward me, really looked at me. “How are you?” she said, all quiet.

“Fine,” I said. I couldn’t look back. I hated this feeling, both jealous and also too humiliated to admit it… like the deep
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