
  
    [image: Cadaver Lab 4]
  


  
    
      Cadaver Lab 4

      GRAVE’S ANATOMY

      
        GRAVEYARD SECRETS

      

    

    
      
        CAT JOHNSON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Cadaver Lab:
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        A small town mystery rom-com that occasionally trips over a corpse…

      

      

      When the newest cadaver in her grumpy boyfriend’s research lab turns out to be the condescending professor she’d publicly feuded with, small-town bookshop owner and reluctant ghost conduit Natalie goes from bystander to murder suspect.

      Natalie and her over-protective boyfriend Liam must navigate false accusations, small-town gossip and politics, and the world’s most annoying spirit. Natalie’s future depends on it.

      Fortunately, Natalie’s found family are there to help. The quirky Ladies Amateur Detective Society, her loyal friends, and the Mudville supernatural community led by her ghost sidekick Gabe form a determined team of amateur sleuths.

      Welcome back to Mudville, where the winter is icy, the secrets are spicy, and the cozy small town vibe is absolutely addicting.

      Cadaver Lab: Grave’s Anatomy, a small town, paranormal mystery, romantic comedy delivers feel good, laugh-out-loud banter, ghostly encounters, swoony romance, and the warm cozy mystery and offbeat small town charm readers love. Think Stars Hollow but with ghosts and the occasional murder.

      
        
        What to expect:

        •   Paranormal mystery

        •	Laugh-out-loud humor

        •	Low angst · low stakes

        •	Found family & quirky townsfolk

        •	Established couple romance

        •	Ghosts with opinions
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The hazy glare of the morning sun streamed through the glass of the shop’s windows, showing every stubborn streak that no amount of cleaning seemed to remove.

      With a sigh, Natalie turned away from where she had just seconds ago flipped both the deadbolt and the sign to Open.

      A sudden and aggressive jangling of the bells above the shop’s door startled her into a yelp. Or maybe it was more of a yip. Either way, she spun to see the mailman as he came stomping into the shop.

      “Oh, hi. Good morning. You’re early today,” she greeted.

      With a grunt of a reply, he shot her a less than friendly look and made a beeline toward the shop’s cash register. There, he slapped two thick stacks of envelopes bound with rubber bands onto the counter.

      “Uh. Thanks,” Natalie said, trying to actually sound thankful for the delivery, which she most definitely was not.

      “Yeah.” A scowl marred his already age-lined face.

      Scowling seemed to be his default expression since the usual volume of mail coming into Once Upon a Vine Books & Wine had increased ten-fold. Or actually more like a hundred-fold.

      The man pivoted toward the exit. His departure was accompanied by another cacophony of bells and the loud slam of the shop’s front door.

      She understood his frustration as she stared at the piles of mail in front of her.

      The increase in mail wasn’t new. It had been happening since Halloween when that darn reality show she’d agreed to be on had aired.

      She knew what would be in those envelopes.

      It would be the same as the day before and the day before that.

      There would be letters from people who loved her. Fan mail, she’d call it if it were addressed to anyone other than herself. Having fans didn’t feel real any more than the hate mail from those calling her a faker and a fraud.

      Then there were the countless requests from those who wanted her to travel to communicate with the ghosts in their home, office, grandparent’s mausoleum…take your pick. There was even a request from one supposedly haunted nail salon.

      Still carrying his first mug of coffee of the morning, Liam wandered over, coming from the direction of her apartment in the back of the shop.

      “I just don’t get it.” Natalie shook her head and stared at the messy stacks of envelopes dangerously straining the rubber bands that barely contained their bulk.

      Liam lifted a dark brow high. “You don’t? Nat, what did you think would happen when you went on camera and talked to ghosts for the whole world to see?”

      She lifted one shoulder. “I guess I assumed a few people would watch, but I never thought this would happen.”

      Natalie hated when Liam was right. But even when she was annoyed with him, her boyfriend was still the most handsome man she’d ever had the pleasure of meeting in person, never mind sharing a bed with.

      “Hey, Nat?” Gabe’s voice had Natalie spinning to find her ghost bestie had just entered the shop.

      “Yes, Gabe.”

      Her greeting had Liam frowning. “Oh, good. Gabe’s here.” His sarcasm wasn’t lost on her.

      “Good morning to you too, big guy,” Gabe said, even though Liam wouldn’t be able to hear him.

      “Was there something I can help you with, Gabe?” Natalie asked, ignoring the ongoing friction between them.

      “Yes, there is, Natalie. Thanks so much for asking,” Gabe said with an edge to his tone that didn’t sound at all grateful. “Is your boyfriend getting a new cadaver for the lab? Because it’s already crowded enough in there.”

      “I don’t know.” She turned toward Liam. “Babe, did you order a new cadaver?”

      “Did I order a new cadaver?” he repeated. “No, Natalie, I did not.”

      “Then why is there a letter of confirmation for one on his desk?” Gabe countered.

      “Gabe said there’s some confirmation letter on your desk?” she relayed.

      Liam’s eyes narrowed. “I put in a request for a brain for when one is available, which might not be for months. And please tell Gabe to stop reading my mail.”

      Gabe crossed his arms. “Natalie, please tell Liam that I can hear him. And you can remind him that just getting a brain is no better than adding a whole body to his already extensive inventory. A brain can come with an attached spirit too, you know. Case in point, the last brain, which arrived along with the spirit of an angry boxer with CTE. He was real fun to be around.”

      Ignoring Gabe, Natalie said to Liam, “That reminds me. I forgot to tell you. I found this article from the New York Times about the doctor in charge of the Harvard donor program who was selling body parts. To like normal people to make creepy displays and stuff. Teeth, skin, brains. It was pretty horrifying. He’s in big trouble. You didn’t buy any of your parts from him, did you?”

      Liam’s dark brows rose. “I receive research specimen on loan from the Albany Medical College Anatomical Gift Program, which I will return to the college for a respectful burial. I don’t buy the parts. Jeez, Nat, it’s not like ordering an oil filter from AutoZone.”

      Her eyes widened as a forgotten car-related item on her To Do list surfaced through the hundreds of other tasks rattling around in her brain. “Uh oh.”

      “Uh, oh, what?” Liam asked, his voice lower, gruffer, sexier than usual.

      “You’re in trouble,” Gabe singsonged.

      Gabe was correct in that. Liam took automobile maintenance much too seriously.

      “You mentioning AutoZone just reminded me. My car’s inspection expired on the first of this month.” She cringed and waited for the expected reaction.

      Even Liam’s exhale sounded frustrated. “Natalie, dammit, just drop your car off and leave it there for the day for them to inspect. The garage is literally one block away. You can walk home from there.”

      She glanced at the door, the open sign already flipped. The lock already unlocked. “I know, but I can’t leave now. The shop’s open.”

      “Fine. I’ll drop it off for you before I head to the lab.”

      His eye roll was adorable and irresistible.

      She moved forward and planted both palms on his chest, staring up into the sea green of his eyes. “Thank you, baby.”

      “Ugh. Gag. I’m out of here.” Still fake gagging, Gabe disappeared via the front window he’d entered through.

      Now that they were alone, Natalie delivered a thank you kiss to Liam’s lips.

      The feel of his scruff against her skin was like an aphrodisiac, heating her from the outside in. Sending tingles straight through to her core.

      She pulled away before things got too heated for the middle of the open shop, but she did say, “You are the best boyfriend ever.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      His grumble made her smile. Liam only pretended to be grumpy. It was like his suit of armor.

      The truth was beneath that gruff exterior, he was a big old softie. It was irresistibly attractive. But even with as much as she’d like to lock that door again and drag him back to bed, it was time for work.

      Reluctantly, she turned toward the counter to fire up the computer… and spotted that damn mail again.

      Mood immediately shifting, and not for the better, Natalie tugged a single letter from beneath the rubber band.

      “So now I get to spend the next hour going through all this.” She glared at the stack as she slipped her finger into the corner and tore into the envelope… and immediately sustained the world’s worst paper cut.

      She hissed at the pain then sucked on the wound, tasting blood.

      “You know you could just toss it all,” Liam suggested.

      “I can’t. What if there are bills mixed in?” she answered, glancing at the offending letter that was now free from the deadly envelope.

      It began with big bold words scrawled in all uppercase letters and punctuated by an irrational number of exclamation points.

      
        
        HOW DARE YOU!!!!!

      

      

      Hate mail. She tossed it aside and reached for the next.

      This envelope she managed to open without bodily injury. Things were looking up. And unlike the last one, this envelope and the letter were typewritten.

      That seemed far more promising, until she read, “We’d love to invite you to…”

      She let the letter drop to the counter, not wanting to go anywhere they might invite her.

      Liam let out a frustrated breath. “Seriously, Natalie. You can sort through the pile without opening them. Just keep any that look like they might be bills and toss all the rest.”

      “I guess…”

      As much as she dreaded what might be in the rest of those envelopes, not opening them at all felt… wrong. What if she missed something important?

      “Want me to do it?” Liam asked, already moving toward the counter.

      “No!” The control freak in her panicked. She stood between Liam and the letters, blocking him. “I can do it. Sort them. I promise.”

      A smirk tugging at the corners of his lips, Liam shook his head. “Nat. I know you. You’re going to open and read every word in each and every one of those the moment I leave.”

      “No. In fact, I wish I had a fireplace in here. Then we could burn them all. Make a night of it. A nice bottle of wine. A roaring fire of hate mail…” She moved closer to Liam and, hands on his rock hard chest, stood on tiptoe to press a kiss to his mouth.

      “That would be nice.” His crooked smile revealed the dimple that had sealed her fate the first time she’d seen it. “If you meant it.”

      “Oh, I do. One hundred percent.”

      His smile widened. “Good. Because you do.”

      “I do what?” she asked, confused as he planted his mug on the counter with a clunk and strode across the shop.

      “I’m pretty sure you do have a fireplace,” he shot back over one shoulder before he disappeared through the doorway.

      She followed him into the meeting room. Or at least that’s what the big empty space off to the side of the building had become after Natalie had gone into debt purchasing the old Mudville train depot. It was now part book and wine shop, part meeting space for book clubs and such, and part her apartment.

      She scurried after him. “What?”

      “Did you never notice this building has a chimney?”

      “Yes. Of course.” Not really, but he didn’t need to know that. “But I figured that would be for the furnace or whatever makes the heat.”

      “Yes, but I noticed the other day, it’s got more than one flue.”

      “You noticed that the other day? How?” she asked as she watched him press his ear to the interior wall that separated the shop from the meeting room.

      “When I was cleaning last fall’s leaves out of your gutters,” he answered.

      “You cleaned the leaves out of my gutters?” She felt herself crumble like a cookie over his sweetness. “Aww. Liam, that might be the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard.”

      He shot her a frown. “Natalie, it’s just basic maintenance. And since you hadn’t taken care of it, I did.”

      “That’s why it’s so romantic.”

      “If you say so. Now hush up. I need to hear,” he said with his ear still against the wall.

      Hear what? She didn’t know and was about to ask when he began knocking. First up high. Then lower, until he was squatting on the floor.

      “Do you hear that?” he asked, looking excited.

      “Hear what?”

      “Listen.” He knocked up high again. “It’s solid.”

      “Okay…”

      “Now listen here.” He knocked down low then glanced at her expectantly. When she shrugged, he said with more excitement than she thought the situation warranted, “It’s hollow.”

      She nodded, pretending she could distinguish a noticeable difference. “Mm, hm. Meaning?”

      “Meaning this is where your chimney is for the oil burner in your basement.”

      “Okay.” She’d never been down there in the basement and didn’t intend to ever go down there. God only knew what horrors there were.

      She only knew the basement even existed because the oil she paid a fortune for all winter to heat the shop had to go somewhere.

      Liam turned to stare at her. “Natalie, I think there’s a second flue because there was also a fireplace in here.”

      “If you’re right, I would love that.” She envisioned a roaring fire starting from the first day of fall and continuing all through the long cold winter months until spring.

      The book clubs would love it. Hell, she’d love it too, snuggling at night with Liam on the sofa in front of the fire instead of in her tiny apartment in front of the television.

      And Christmas! A warm crackling fire was just what her holiday decor was missing.

      But there still remained the problem of what looked like a very solid wall.

      “How do we find out for sure?” she asked.

      Liam turned from where he’d been running his hands over the wall. “Got a saw?”
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      “A saw?” Natalie repeated Liam’s horrifying words with a feeling of panic and impending doom.

      A saw he no doubt wanted to use to chop a big gaping hole into her shop’s meeting room wall.

      Granted, the wall wasn’t perfect, the building was historic after all, but at least the wall was currently solid and presentable enough for the next book club meeting happening very, very soon.

      He nodded, like it was a perfectly reasonable request. “Yeah. A jig saw. A rotary saw. Anything like that.”

      Men.

      “No, I don’t own a saw. Sorry,” she added, even though she really wasn’t sorry at all.

      Thank goodness she didn’t own a saw. She could only hope his excitement over this wild idea wouldn’t send him to the hardware store to buy one.

      “That’s fine. A hammer and a screwdriver will do.” Liam, ever the problem solver, moved past her.

      There was no question in her mind that he was heading for her apartment to get the sparse but adorable pink tool box she’d bought for herself when she’d become a business owner. It had been the pink-handled hammer and screwdrivers that had convinced her to splurge on what he called her little box of lady tools.

      And as silly as she knew he thought her very basic tool collection was, he’d rolled his eyes at it enough times, Liam knew she kept it under the kitchen sink.

      “Liam, wait! What are you going to do with just a screwdriver and a hammer?” She followed him through the shop and back toward the apartment, taking two steps to every one of his long strides. “And whatever it is, do you really want to do it now? Don’t you have work to do? And you didn’t even have breakfast yet.”

      Ignoring all her protests in his apparent excitement Liam, tool box in hand and determined expression on his face, made his way back to the doomed section of the meeting room wall.

      “Relax, babe. I’m just going to break through a little. See what’s inside.”

      The tinkling of the shop bell had her holding up both hands and yelling, “Liam, stop! I think there’s a customer. You can’t be breaking down a wall with a customer in the shop.”

      He sighed. “Just shut the door between the shop and the meeting room. It’ll be fine.”

      She wasn’t so sure.

      “Natalie?” Jules called out from the shop.

      “See? Not a customer. Just Jules, your loyal employee. In here, Jules!” Liam called, hammer poised in one hand.

      As Jules appeared in the doorway, Liam shot Natalie a devious look then directed his attention back to her college-aged part-time helper. “Hey, Jules. Could you handle any customers that come in? Nat and I are doing a little project in here.”

      “Sure thing,” Jules agreed, bouncing off to the shop without question.

      “Don’t you have class?” Natalie asked after her.

      “My class was canceled so I thought I’d take care of that book delivery that came in. If that’s all right with you.”

      “It’s fine,” Liam answered for her.

      “Now you’re managing my crew?” Natalie asked, arms crossed.

      “Since your crew is only one person and you said you would love a fireplace, yes. I am.”  As if that settled it, he raised the hammer and screwdriver, which he held like a makeshift chisel, and struck the first blow.

      At the horrifying sound of crumbling plaster, Natalie began rearranging the furniture in her head.

      The sofa, moved in front of the hole, could hide the damage…as long as he didn’t go too high. If he did, then she and Liam would have to drag the old grandfather clock in front of it…as long as the hole wasn’t too wide to be camouflaged by the narrow clock…

      The steady striking of the hammer, the growing pile of plaster, dust and wood lathe on the floor, turned the potential for an absolute decor nightmare into a reality.

      Hissing she watched him widen the ever growing hole.

      “Hey. Jules said you’re doing demolition? Is there a leak or something?” The sound of Harper’s voice behind her had Natalie spinning.

      Before she could answer her friend’s questions, Liam had flipped on the tiny pink flashlight and as he peered into the hole said, “No. No leak. But there is definitely something in there.”

      Harper gasped. “Ooo. Really?

      Of course Harper, an author who was always looking for inspiration and her next story idea, was excited.

      On the other hand Natalie was a business owner. She had bills to pay, a reputation to maintain and paying customers to please. Often cranky customers who never failed to point out the deficiencies in her shop, such as a giant hole in the wall.

      “What is it?” Harper asked excitedly.

      “And please tell me it’s not bones,” Natalie added as she groaned and considered the possible scenarios. Finding one human bone buried in the side yard of her shop had been enough for Natalie for one lifetime.

      “Oh my God, right?” Harper agreed.

      “It’s not bones,” Liam answered as he peered into the gaping chasm he’d created.

      “Thank god for that,” Harper said with obvious relief.

      Natalie agreed. But her relief was short lived as Liam attacked the wall again, breaking off increasingly larger pieces of plaster and wood. Creating damage she wouldn’t even begin to know how to fix.

      Admittedly, Liam going all lumberjack would be sexy as hell. If it was with an axe as he wore a flannel shirt and tackled a pile of firewood amid flurries of snow to build a fire in her potential new fireplace.

      His chopping into the wall of her shop though? Not sexy.

      Seriously, who was going to fix this damage? How long would it take and how much was it going to cost? All things she had to consider as the man she loved, but who also drove her crazy, hammered away.

      She’d never let him mock her pink lady tools again because they could certainly wreak as much havoc as any manly tool on the market.

      Finally, he seemed satisfied with the destruction and sat back on his heels.

      “So?” she asked, waiting for the payoff for all the damage he’d caused.

      “Well, it is a fireplace…” he began.

      Harper gripped her arm and squealed, “A fireplace! Natalie, you can have a fire burning for book club. And for your annual Christmas party.”

      “I know! That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Natalie agreed, finally letting the excitement of the fireplace outweigh the annoyance of the wall.

      “Hang on,” Liam said, interrupting her joy like a record screech.

      She went still. “What?”

      “First we have to have a guy from the fireplace shop come inspect the chimney. Make sure it’s safe and usable.”

      “That is smart since there is the question of why someone would seal up a perfectly good fireplace if there wasn’t something wrong with it,” Harper pointed out.

      Natalie’s hopes began to sink. But with the number of books in the shop, which would become fuel for any accidental fire, she needed to be careful.

      She let out a sigh. “You’re right. It probably is dangerous. That’s why they sealed it up.”

      Dreams of a toasty warm crackling fire had been nice while they lasted.

      “Or, they might have sealed it up to hide all this,” Liam said.

      She’d been so busy talking to Harper and dreaming of stockings hung by the chimney with care she hadn’t seen that Liam had pulled a dusty old book and a roll of paper out of the hole he’d made.

      “What is that?” She stepped closer but his bulk blocked her view. “What’s in there?”

      Liam glanced at her over his shoulder. “Looks like some old as hell books.”

      Old books? Those might possibly be the only words that could make this mess worth it.

      “What kind of books?” Harper, who loved books as much as she loved wine, stepped closer as well.

      “So far, it’s what looks like a ledger. And a map. And possibly some old deeds,” he said. 

      Everything looked so old. So fragile.

      Liam extricated one discovery after the next from the hole. Slowly, carefully. Avoiding letting them touch the soot from the firebox and the plaster dust and broken lathe of the wall like this was a real-life game of Operation.

      He placed all the items gently on the floor with the hands of a surgeon, which she supposed he was, even though he only used his doctorly skills on cadavers and not living humans.

      “Why would someone wall all this stuff up?” Natalie asked as she knelt next to one of the documents.

      “To hide it,” Harper declared. “Because it’s full of secrets. Valuable secrets. Dangerous secrets.”

      “I think your writer’s brain is running away with you,” Natalie observed. “But look at this. It’s hard to make out but I think this signature says Mudd.”

      “As in Alice Mudd?” Liam asked.

      “One of her ancestors, no doubt. The Mudd family were early settlers in this area. They’ve been around here since the beginning. Before the beginning actually, if we’re calling the beginning the year the village was officially incorporated,” Harper explained.

      “Still, why hide it all and wall it up? It just seems ridiculous and unnecessary.” Not to mention, it hid what must have been a beautiful fireplace that she could have been using. She shook her head. “I mean, how dangerous or valuable could a bunch of old papers and books be?”

      Liam wiped his hands clean on his pants then flipped open the cover of the ledger, letting out a long low whistle. “I don’t know, Nat. I think Harper could be right.”

      “Meaning what? These things could actually be valuable?” Natalie asked.

      “Or dangerous?” Harper added hopefully.

      Liam lifted his gaze from the book in his hand. “Maybe.”

      Ugh. Couldn’t she get just one year without a major mystery to solve?

      “Can I take a closer look?” Harper asked, gesturing to the pile of discovered artifacts.

      Natalie let out a snort. “Please. Have at it. I don’t think I can take on even one more thing right now.” She could not add one more task to her already stuffed To Do list.

      “Hey, Nat.” Jules came through the doorway, a paper in her hand. “I found this open and on top of that pile of mail next to the cash register. It’s an invitation. The Salem, Massachusetts historical society is inviting you to sit on a panel for their event.”

      Harper’s eyes widened. “Wow. Natalie, what fun. I’ve always wanted to visit Salem.”

      “One of the other speakers is Professor Lionel Graves. He’s the guy who wrote that book you just ordered for the shop. The one about Mudville’s founding families,” Jules continued, referring to the page in her hand.

      “You definitely have to do it. Will you, please? I’ll go with you,” Harper offered, as if that would make the event less painful.

      Natalie drew in a breath. There it was. That one more thing that could push her over the edge. And of course it had come out of that damned pile of mail. She knew it had looked ominous the moment she’d seen it.

      She shot Liam a glance.

      His smirk made it easy to guess what he was thinking. She should have tossed that whole pile in the trash, like he’d suggested. If she had, she wouldn’t be badgered into going to Salem to be on some panel.

      With a sigh, she said, “Okay. I’ll go.”

      Harper clapped. “Yay! This is going to be so much fun.”

      As fun as a root canal, and this event wouldn’t come with any laughing gas.

      “Yeah. Fun,” Natalie said flatly, picturing the kinds of horrors Salem’s ghosts would bring. Women burned as witches for one.

      “They included an email address and asked for your answer ASAP. Want me to shoot them an email from the store account?” Jules offered.

      “Yes,” Harper answered for Natalie. “If you wait for her to do it, she never will.”

      Jules grinned. “I’m glad you said it and not me. I’m on it.”

      Natalie stayed quiet. It was obvious she didn’t have to talk as Harper and Jules organized her life for her. It would have been more annoying without the excitement of Liam’s discovery of the fireplace to soothe her.

      “What are we going to do about all this?” Liam asked, sweeping a hand to indicate the piles.

      The answer to that was clear. “I guess we need to call a meeting of the ghost council.”

      Liam groaned. “I was afraid you’d say that.”

      “Yes! I’m so excited.” Harper, still new to knowing ghosts existed, bounced with her anticipation. “And don’t forget the LADS. The Mudville Ladies Amateur Detective Society will definitely want to see this,” she added.

      A meeting of the ghost council, and the LADS, and a panel in Salem, not to mention the clean-up from Liam’s discovery… 

      Natalie’s To Do list had just gotten a whole lot longer.
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      “Look at this scenery,” Harper said while facing the side window of Natalie’s car. “Isn’t it gorgeous?” she asked, finally pivoting to face Natalie behind the wheel.

      “New York is pretty gorgeous too,” Natalie reminded her.

      “Yes. But this is… different. Ooo. Look. We’re almost there,” Harper squeaked when the exit for Salem sign came into view.

      Yes, they were almost there, but Natalie couldn’t rally the level of enthusiasm Harper showed for their impending arrival and that was for a number of reasons.

      One, she could only guess what was going to be in store for her on this panel of experts… and most of her guesses were not good.

      Two, Mudville was haunted enough. But Salem? Home of history’s most infamous witch burnings. It could only offer a literal hell scape to a person with Natalie’s particular skill set.

      Harper might be enjoying this road trip, but Natalie, holding on to a healthy dose of wariness, was doubtful.

      But yes, admittedly it was pretty. Route 1A took them north along the coast. Natalie had to admit the glimpses of the ocean view were pretty nice.

      Finally, the scenery gradually shifted and they began to see older clapboard houses that gave the feel of a quaint, lived-in historical neighborhood. But the area was not all that much different than the historic district in Mudville.

      At least not much different until they hit the waterfront. Finally they saw the first indications of the tourist industry that no doubt supported this area.

      The smell of the sea-laden air permeating the car even with the windows closed added to the seafaring atmosphere. Here the history was apparent. It made Natalie picture old sea captains and even older ships anchored in the harbor where seagulls cried above as they soared against the sun in the cloudless blue sky.

      And as the history surrounded them so did the ghosts…

      Now she didn’t need to imagine the sailors. They were right there on the waterfront along with dockworkers and what she assumed from their clothing were ladies of the evening.

      All were dressed for the period in which they’d lived. All wore the same expression. That of annoyance. Resolve. Displeasure. It was what differentiated them from the living costumed tour guides scattered among them dressed in not too dissimilar outfits, but wearing the smiles of those who earned a living from pleasing their visitors.

      Navigating through the increasingly crowded streets more slowly now, Natalie made sure not to stare at any one of the spirits and tip them off that she could see them.

      These weren’t her ghosts. She trusted the Mudville spirits. Called many of them friends. But she had no idea how Salem’s spirit community would react to her. And she had zero delusions that being inside a vehicle could keep a determined spirit away should they come after her.

      As much as she dreaded the upcoming panel, she couldn’t wait to get where they were going as the streets narrowed and the buildings became visibly older. More historic… and no doubt more haunted.

      Harper gasped with pleasure from behind her cell phone as she took one photo after another of the buildings they passed. Some brick. Some wood. Often marked with signs to guide the many visitors who roamed among the shops and museums. “Look at these buildings. So old. There’s so much history here.”

      “You’re right.” Natalie couldn’t argue. There was a palpable sense of age. Of history. Of the dead…

      “These two days are going to be amazing!” Harper continued.

      For Harper, this trip probably would be amazing. But Harper was here to experience history through architecture. Preserved brick and mortar. Shingles and clapboard. Cobblestones.

      Natalie was having a very different experience. As she carefully wove through the traffic, the bicycles and the pedestrians, Natalie could see what Harper didn’t…Salem, Massachusetts was positively teeming with spirits. More than she’d ever seen in one place, and that included the cemetery on Main Street and the ghost party she and Liam had been invited to.

      And when instinct from years of driving amid livings had her slamming on the brakes when a couple of ghosts strolled in front of her car, the spirit world of Salem discovered that she could see them too.

      “Uh, oh.” Natalie breathed as the elderly pair spun to glare at her through the windshield.

      Harper, hand braced on the dash in reaction to Natalie almost putting her through the window by suddenly braking, spun to stare at her. “Uh, oh, what? What’s happening. Why did you stop?”

      “So you know that Salem history you’re so excited to see?” Natalie asked, eyes wide as the grouping of spirits in front of them pressed closer, surrounding the car on all sides.

      “Yeah,” Harper said slowly.

      “It’s excited to see us too.”

      “What does that mean?” Harper asked, the panic evident in the rise of her tone.

      “They know I can see them.”

      “They meaning ghosts?” She’d whispered the last word.

      “Yup. And I’m not sure they’re all happy about it.”

      “H…how many?” Harper asked, her voice cracking.

      “Lost count a couple of dozen ago.”

      “Uh, oh,” Harper said, echoing Natalie’s initial reaction. “What do we do?”

      The blare of a horn reminded Natalie she’d stopped in the middle of the road for no apparent reason as far as the other drivers could tell.

      Knuckles still white from gripping the steering wheel, Natalie knocked herself out of her ghost mob stupor and eased her foot off the brake and onto the gas. The ghosts had moved to stare at her through the side window which was creepy as hell but at least they were out of her way so she didn’t have to drive through them.

      Grateful to put distance between her and them, she hit the accelerator. “We go to the hotel and check in.”

      Not that she believed The Salem Inn was going to be any less haunted than the rest of the town…

      “Then what?” Harper asked what was admittedly a valid question.

      Natalie navigated down the street at a crawl, no longer stopping for the spirits that stood defiantly unmoving in front of her, but still flinching as she drove through them.

      A cloud covered the sun and her surroundings took on an even more eerie feel. She shook off the chill running down her spine with a shudder.

      “I’ll figure something out,” she said.

      Harper shot her a doubt-filled glance. Natalie didn’t believe her own words. Why should Harper?

      She winced as the car’s hood passed through one smoke blackened female spirit wearing a charred wool skirt. Natalie swallowed hard and realized what a colossal mistake coming here had been.

      The Salem Inn finally came into view. Not a single building but instead what appeared to be a hotel comprised of three historical structures. Old ones. Every one with the potential for countless spirits.

      Great.

      Too late to turn back now, Natalie parked and quickly grabbed her bag out of the back seat, leaving Harper to deal with her own luggage.

      Curiosity traversed the boundary between living and dead. The Salem spirit information network seemed to spread the news of Natalie’s arrival even faster than the Mudville gossip mill. The gathering cluster of spirits outside the hotel was evidence of that.






OEBPS/images/halloween_skull3.jpg





OEBPS/images/mudville-map-vellum-oct5.jpg
2 B RS I AL B A

sl M
hy e,

o ‘—a ?j*—nq ;
unis Ve fe
25

%

8=@

"Mudville” by Cat Johnson inspired by Unadilla, NY







This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
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.



OEBPS/images/cl4-ebook-cover.jpg
C elaver,
s

Grave's
' Anatomy

NEW YORK TIMES.& USATODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR







