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      Dear Reader,

      

      Welcome to THE INTRUDER. I wanted to give you a heads-up: this installment of Gina’s story dives into some gritty territory that may be a bit more intense than what you might typically find in a cozy mystery.

      While the story unfolds in the charming village of Maidenwell, it also ventures beyond its borders, where Gina and her friends face grave dangers and confront disturbing realities. There are scenes involving violence, drug use, exploitation, and sexual content that might be unsettling for some readers. Gina also embarks on a raw emotional journey, questioning some of her life choices.

      But at its heart, THE INTRUDER is a story of courage, resilience, and the unbreakable bonds of friendship. It’s a testament to the strength of the human spirit in the face of unimaginable adversity.

      Please note that this is the fourth novel in the MURDERWELL series. While each book can be enjoyed as a standalone mystery, reading them in order will provide a richer understanding of Gina’s “Second Act.”

      Thank you for choosing to read THE INTRUDER. I hope Gina’s story stays with you long after you turn the final page.

      

      Warmly,

      

      B.G. Wood
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        Xena: You know, where I’m headed there’ll be trouble.

      
        Gabrielle: I know.

        Xena: Warrior Princess

      

      

      

      

      By 10 a.m., Maidenwell was already sweltering—too hot for Walter Glendon’s liking. This heat was a stark contrast to the muggy summers of his native Pennsylvania.

      Back east, July’s humidity crept in gradually, allowing time to acclimate. But Oregon’s high desert sun crackled the air with a dry, fierce intensity.

      Thankfully, the heat wasn’t too bad once you found some shade. Again, it came back to humidity. There was none here. No moisture in the air to trap the heat.

      That was why he and Bridgeman were on the early shift. They started at 6 a.m., just after dawn—and would work until just about 1 p.m., avoiding the sun’s strongest rays.

      But if they finished all the tree trimming and clean-up in this sector, they could knock off early.

      So Walter Glendon made the executive decision to split up.

      He’d take the access road, while Bridgeman tackled the old logging trail to the west. He knew this was one hundred percent against the rules, a clear violation of protocol, but the temptation to shave hours off their grueling shift proved irresistible.

      For a while, everything went smoothly. Walter, alone on the access road, worked with a rhythm honed by experience. The electric chainsaw in his hands felt like an extension of himself, biting through wood with satisfying precision. But as the sun climbed higher, the heat ratcheted up, and with it, Walter’s focus started to slip.

      The branch that would be his undoing was a monstrous limb from a juniper, half broken by a recent storm. It dangled precariously, its weight uneven, a complex puzzle of tension and potential energy.

      Walter approached it with a false sense of confidence. He sized up the branch, planning his cut, but desire to finish quickly clouded his judgment.

      As his chainsaw buzzed, the branch shifted unexpectedly. The saw bit too deep and too fast. The branch, reacting like a startled animal, jerked violently.

      In a split second, it snapped.

      Crashing down with a thunderous roar, the branch struck Glendon with brutal force. The chainsaw screeched as it flew from his grasp. Searing pain exploded through his body, an unbearable pressure on his chest driving the air out of his lungs in a harsh burst.

      As he lay pinned, the edges of his vision began to dim. The world spun wildly, the sky a blur of blue, the sun a glaring, indistinct orb. As consciousness slipped away, a figure emerged from the trees.

      A tall woman, moving swiftly, ran towards him. Her approach was a hazy silhouette against the bright desert sky. As Walter’s world faded to black, the sight of her offered a fleeting glimmer of hope.
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      Gina Biletti squinted against the sun’s playful glare as it danced over the bustling heart of Maidenwell’s Village Green. She watched as a construction crew busied themselves with building a full-sized concert stage. The structure, ambitious and imposing, was taking shape at the north end of the park. It was a 40-foot-tall colossus of girders and trusses, crowned with a canopy that sheltered a stage big enough for a parade of back-up singers and dancers.

      The whole thing seemed like an awful lot of work for a single concert. But then, this wasn’t just any concert; it was part of a birthday bash for Frau Yvonne Loneskum, the mother of Matthias Loneskum—the tech billionaire who had literally put Maidenwell on the map.

      The big event was still about a month away, and Matthias had gone all out, securing his mother’s favorite artist, Eliza Glitterbum, for a private gig.

      Gina hadn’t heard of the singer before, but some quick online sleuthing told her that Eliza was a pretty big deal back in the ’80s and ’90s, especially across the pond. The press had even dubbed her the ‘British Madonna,’ what with her catchy dance tracks and penchant for drama. The concert would be interesting, no doubt about that.

      The Green buzzed with the essence of a perfect summer day. Frogs croaked rhythmically near the fountains, while dogs barked with abandon, and magpies chattered cheerfully from the branches of the Green’s stately trees, their sounds mixing with the villagers’ bubbling laughter and chit-chat. Even the distant hum of construction, a subtle reminder of the village’s growth, seemed to blend harmoniously into the tranquil scene.

      Gina always thought of the Green as Maidenwell’s own little Central Park, minus the horse-drawn carriages, aggressive mimes, and the tourists. Scratch that—definitely minus the tourists. Maidenwell was a self-contained world with no casual visitors. Just approved residents and the occasional heavily-vetted guest, all enjoying life in an exact replica of a quaint English village. Kind of like Hogsmeade, but with more tech and an eco-friendly vibe.

      As she ambled towards the fountains at the southern end of the Green, she noticed a group of kids running around, splashing in the water.

      Uh oh.

      Among the group was a certain red-haired, neuro-divergent ten-year-old named Mason Garland. Her unlikely nemesis.

      Gina took a deep breath and pushed away her initial negative thoughts. Yeah, Mason had taunted her, pranked her, even almost gave her a concussion with a well-aimed snowball last winter, but the kid also had a pretty tragic backstory—one that Gina herself had a hand in crafting.

      Last year during her first visit to the village, her sleuthing had uncovered the truth behind a double murder of visiting alpaca breeders, leading to the conviction of Mason’s mother, veterinarian Noelle Garland. It was a dark, convoluted saga that had ended in the most heartbreaking way for Mason—with his mom in prison for life. But Frau Loneskum had stepped up, and in a bizarre act of generosity, had invited Mason and his grandmother (and now legal guardian) to live in Maidenwell rent-free.

      Shaking off the mix of emotions, Gina decided it would be best to keep her distance from Mason. Turning away, she headed towards the corner of the Green, eyes still peeled for Reeve. The two of them were supposed to meet for lunch, and he was late. Not that she had any great expectations about the lunch date.

      For the past nine months, she’d been tossing flirty glances and playful banter at the handsome Security officer, hoping to spark something a bit more ... intimate. They’d shared cozy meals and walks that almost felt like dates, but Reeve’s hot-and-cold vibes always left her wondering if she was a permanent resident of his friend zone.

      She checked her keycard—which really was a super high-tech phone—to see if there were any texts from Reeve, but no such luck. Where is that guy?

      Gina’s thoughts about Reeve were interrupted by a familiar voice calling her name. She turned and smiled as she saw her friend Larry Berenstein race-walking over.

      Like her, Berenstein was a former New Yorker, gruff, sarcastic, and with a heart of gold. If he weren’t twenty years older than her and gay, she’d probably be asking him out.

      “Biletti, I’ve got news!” Berenstein announced, his voice booming with excitement. He was practically out of breath from his brisk walk across the park.

      “Easy there, Richard Simmons. You want to take it down a notch. My CPR’s a little rusty.”

      “Very funny, my dear. I’ll have you know that I’ve been getting in shape for our Portland adventure. The city’s a mecca of sidewalk culture, you know.”

      “Uh huh. I thought you wanted to spend every waking minute basking in the literary glory of The Witch on a Train.” Gina had, somewhat reluctantly, agreed to a weekend trip to Portland in September to attend a talk at Powell’s Bookstore by Berenstein’s favorite author Morgan Mallory.

      “I certainly do. But there’s a lot to see in Portland.”

      “Personally, I’m looking forward to seeing the inside of a salon.” Gina absentmindedly played with a strand of her honey blonde hair. Her color normally came out of a box, but she was looking forward to a little big city pampering.

      “Portland is a foodie paradise, as well,” Berenstein huffed, still catching his breath. “I’ve secured us reservations at none other than… Bonu.” He looked at Gina expectantly.

      “Umm, never heard of it.”

      “Oh come, now, sister! Bonu is one of the most celebrated Surinamese/Japanese fusion restaurants on the West Coast. They normally have a twelve-month wait list, but I got us primo reservations.”

      “So, sushi?”

      “Well, I suppose. But the jewel in Bonu’s crown is a seven-course natto tasting menu that is absolutely transcendent.” He mimed a chef’s kiss.

      Gina’s expression wavered, caught between confusion and intrigue. “Natto? Sounds like some kind of dessert. I could be down with that.”

      “Not a dessert, my dear,” Berenstein tutted. “Natto is a traditional Japanese delicacy. Fermented soybeans.”

      “What?”

      “Soybeans inoculated with a bacteria—Bacillus subtilis, if I’m not mistaken. Creates a very unique aroma and texture.”

      “Whenever anyone says ‘unique’…”

      Berenstein waved his hands in annoyance. “‘Peculiar,’ then. Natto has a peculiar texture.”

      Gina’s face scrunched slightly. “Peculiar? Like how?”

      He hesitated just for a moment. “Well, the texture has been described as somewhere between snot and spiderwebs.”

      “Oh, lovely. Now the waiting list makes sense.”

      Berenstein’s eyes twinkled with mirth. “It’ll be a culinary adventure, Gina. You’ll love it.”

      Just as Gina was trying to wrap her head around the idea of a spiderweb-like delicacy, she felt an unexpected tickle at the base of her spine. Before she could process what was happening, there was a sudden snap—the unmistakable sound of the band on her yoga pants springing back into place. Whirling around, she caught sight of Mason, darting away with a mischievous cackle.

      “Oh. My. God,” Gina murmured, a sense of dread washing over her. She could feel something squirming in her underwear and she was afraid to move a muscle.

      Berenstein’s eyes widened in concern. “What is it, Gina? What’s wrong?”

      “That little asshole put something down my pants,” she hissed. “And it’s moving!” She tried to remain calm, but the feeling of something alive wriggling against her butt was sending her into a panic.

      Berenstein looked ready to spring into action. “Do you need me to... I mean, should I...?”

      “Just block me!” Gina’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment as she began a subtle, wiggling dance, hoping to dislodge whatever Mason had managed to sneak into her clothing.

      Berenstein shuffled in front of her, stretching his arms wide in a comically exaggerated manner. To add to the ruse, he started whistling nonchalantly, a tune that sounded suspiciously like Stayin’ Alive. Gina couldn’t decide whether to laugh or cry.

      As her movements became more frantic, Gina’s mind raced with a blend of fear and embarrassment. Partially shielded by Berenstein’s impromptu blockade, she frantically tugged down her yoga pants and underwear, desperate to free whatever creature Mason had unleashed upon her.

      With a mix of relief and disgust, she discovered the source of her discomfort—a small, wriggling frog. The poor creature looked just as startled as she felt.

      As Gina hastily pulled up her pants, her entire body quivered with a mixture of revulsion and relief. The frog, now safely back in its natural habitat, was probably the least embarrassed of them all.

      Just as she was trying to regain some semblance of composure, a wolf-whistle pierced the air. Her head snapped up, and her eyes widened in horror as she saw her friend Toni, in her security uniform, zipping by on an electric scooter.

      “Looking hot, Gina. Those squats are really paying off!” Toni called out, her laughter floating back as she scooted away.

      Gina’s face turned a deeper shade of red, if that was possible.

      Berenstein shook his head and offered her his arm. “You, my dear, need a drink.”

      “I think I need a whole bottle,” she muttered under her breath.
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      Gina reluctantly passed on Berenstein’s invitation for a drink. Downing cocktails before noon on a Thursday wasn’t a great look, especially with a big meeting ahead. She was also eager for a hot shower to wash off any lingering amphibian residue.

      Back at her quaint, yet high-tech cottage, she quickly checked her keycard. Still no word from Reeve. She sighed. This was definitely turning out to be a day. Oh well.

      After a quick trip to Stockdales for a take-out salad, Gina summoned a car to whisk her back to work at Haverford Hall.

      She had just started in on her salad when Jared, her assistant, appeared at her office door.

      “You’re going to want to be in on this,” he said, an edge of excitement in his voice. “Security briefing.”

      A wave of anxiety hit Gina as she followed Jared down the corridor. Was Reeve involved? Was that why he had missed their lunch? Her heart pounded with a mix of concern and curiosity.

      As she stepped into the security station, a tangible wave of relief swept through her at the sight of Reeve, safe and sound, standing alongside Hank Rugarrio and Peyton. The air in the room crackled with tension, the seriousness of the situation evident.

      Gina caught snippets of conversation about an injured maintenance worker and mysterious bootprints. Peyton’s expression shifted from surprise to a focused determination as she beckoned Gina into the room.

      The security station’s big command screen was lit up, displaying a detailed map of the Windy Butte Improvement District, the public/private partnership between the Regenschirm Group and the State of Oregon. Beyond the village proper stretched about 150 square miles of wild terrain framed by mountains, canyons, and mesas.

      Gina noticed that a section in the southwest quadrant of the map was highlighted.

      Reeve met her gaze with a silent nod before he continued, “We found bootprints but lost them quickly.”

      Peyton frowned. “So, what, someone called in the accident, but didn’t stick around?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “Sorry,” Gina said. “But what’s this about?”

      “One of the maintenance staff was injured in Sector 1-D,” Reeve said. “Tree trimming accident. He’s going to be okay. But he reported that a hiker helped him.”

      “A hiker?” Gina’s eyebrows arched up. In ultra-secure Maidenwell, a random hiker was about as likely as spotting Crocs in Carrie Bradshaw’s shoe closet.

      “Yeah, a woman. She apparently had some first aid training. And she used his radio to call it in.”

      “Lucky for him,” Gina said. “A good Samaritan.”

      “Yes.” Peyton’s expression darkened. “A good Samaritan who has infiltrated Maidenwell.”

      The words hung in the air, heavy with implication.

      After the briefing, Gina lingered, her mind buzzing with questions. As the room began to clear, she caught Reeve’s eye and made her way over to him. He seemed a bit preoccupied, but when he saw her approaching, his expression softened.

      “Hey, I’m sorry I stood you up,” he said, his tone apologetic.

      “It’s fine. I bet it’s not every day that a random stranger makes a mockery of all your high-tech security stuff.”

      Reeve ran a hand through his thick, gray-tinged hair, a gesture that Gina had seen him make when deep in thought. “Yeah, this hasn’t ever happened before.”

      Gina nodded. It was weird. She knew from her briefings that Windy Butte was locked down tight. Every roadway had pressure-sensitive alarms, and the trees were filled with so much surveillance equipment, it would make the NSA jealous. “Well, keep me posted,” she said, her curiosity piqued.

      Reeve nodded. “Will do. And about lunch, let’s definitely reschedule.”

      Gina started to tell him that she would hold him to that, when they were interrupted by the crackle of Reeve’s radio.

      “Reeve, Reeve, Toni⁠—”

      Gina recognized her friend Toni’s voice, even over the radio.

      “Reeve here.”

      “I got her, Lieutenant!” Toni’s voice rang out, brimming with excitement.

      “Come again.”

      “The intruder. I apprehended her!”
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        * * *

      

      Although Gina had visited the security office in the Fire & Emergency Services complex downtown, she had never seen the detention area. Heck, she didn’t know there was a ‘detention area.’ That might come in handy for that little asshole Mason.

      Reeve stuck his head out of a doorway and motioned for her to follow him into the corridor that wound deeper into the detention area. “I’m not sure why I’m even letting you in here,” he said, his voice a mix of caution and bemusement. “It’s not exactly protocol.”

      Gina smirked as she kept pace. “You owe me one.”

      Reeve sighed. “Fine, but you need to stay quiet, okay? The glass isn’t that thick.” He led her to an observation alcove, and as she peered through the one-way glass into the interrogation room, it felt like stepping into a scene straight out of a crime drama. The setup was textbook: the stark room, the solitary table, the harsh lighting—it all fit.

      But the woman standing in the interrogation room was definitely not what Gina expected.

      She appeared to be around Gina’s age, yet everything about her screamed a life that was worlds apart. Tall and athletically built, the woman wore jeans and a tank top that hugged her like a second skin, accentuating her sculpted, powerful physique. Her sun-kissed complexion spoke of countless hours spent outdoors, lending her an untamed, almost feral quality.

      Gina watched, fascinated, as the woman stood confidently, a living statue. Only her eyes, intense and piercing, betrayed any hint of life. Her midnight black hair, pulled back into a no-nonsense ponytail, framed the sharp angles of her determined face.

      Then it hit Gina. This woman looked like a real-life Xena: Warrior Princess, only with brown eyes instead of blue. Oh, and the tattoos. As the woman turned, Gina got a better look at them. A striking, full-sleeve tattoo, with vibrant colors and intricate designs, stood out against the woman’s tanned skin.

      Even from her hidden vantage point behind the one-way glass, Gina could feel the pull of the woman’s presence. It was intimidating, but also fascinating.

      A rush of intense memories came flooding back—of a school field trip, years ago, to the Bronx Zoo where she had come face-to-face with a black jaguar. She had stood transfixed, her heart pounding with a thrilling cocktail of fear and wonder, for what felt like an eternity.

      The woman behind the glass had a similar, almost primal magnetism, compelling Gina to watch, captivated and a little uneasy, as though she were once again a little kid staring into the eyes of a predator.

      Gina’s reverie was broken when Reeve stepped into the interrogation room. The woman calmly turned to face him. There was no trace of fear in her eyes, just amusement. Or defiance. Gina couldn’t really tell.

      All Gina knew was that if she were in that room, she’d be sweating buckets—at the very least. More likely peeing in her pants. Yet this woman met Reeve’s gaze head-on, coolly asking, “Am I under arrest?”

      “That depends,” Reeve replied, his tone even. He settled into the chair opposite and motioned for her to sit. “On a few things.”

      “Like what?” the woman countered in a confident, husky voice. “Maybe whether you have any actual authority here?”

      “Sit down,” Reeve insisted, his voice calm but firm.

      Ignoring his request, the woman stood tall. “I don’t see a police uniform or any proper ID. You guys seem more like rent-a-cops to me.”

      Reeve remained unfazed. “Let’s just start with your name and how you came to be here,” he said. “Please.”

      The woman took a deep breath and slowly settled into the chair that seemed almost too small for her tall, imposing figure. “You can call me Jane Doe.”

      “Jane Doe? Really?”

      The woman didn’t say anything.

      Reeve leaned back, a hint of a smirk playing at the corner of his mouth. “We’ll know exactly who you are within an hour.”

      “I’m nobody,” Jane said flatly, her gaze steady. “Just passing through.”

      “And why exactly would you ‘pass through’ a restricted area?” Reeve asked. “You must have seen the warnings—all the signs, the fences, the cameras?”

      Jane shrugged, her expression unchanging. “Must have missed that.”

      Reeve shifted his focus. “What happened to your hands?”

      Gina had been so captivated by the woman’s striking presence that she hadn’t even noticed Jane’s hands. But now she saw what Reeve saw. Jane’s hands were bruised, the skin raw and swollen.

      “Looks like you’ve been in a fight,” he said.

      Jane glanced down at her hands, a faint smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Tripped and fell,” she said, her voice casual. “I’m clumsy.”

      Silence hung in the air as Reeve locked eyes with her. The two of them just sat there, almost like they were trying to see who would back down first.

      Finally, Reeve spoke. “You will tell us what you’re doing here.”

      Jane leaned forward. “Or what? Keep me in this charming room? Maybe offer me coffee, a doughnut?”

      “This is serious, Ms. Doe.”

      The tension crackled between them, so strong Gina could feel it through the glass. But then, unexpectedly, Jane’s demeanor softened. She leaned back in her chair, her eyes narrowing slightly as she studied Reeve.

      “I’ll talk to the woman,” she announced matter-of-factly.

      “What woman?”

      Jane’s lips curved into a small, enigmatic smile. “The woman behind the mirror.”

      Gina gasped.

      For a moment, Reeve seemed caught off guard, his cool exterior slipping. “There’s no one there.”

      “Suit yourself.” Jane tipped her chair back and stretched out her long legs. “I’m in no rush.”
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      In Reeve’s office, Gina’s heart raced with a mix of excitement and determination. “Let me talk to her,” she insisted. “I’m good with people; I’ll figure out what she’s up to.”

      Reeve’s response was a firm shake of his head. “Absolutely not.”

      “Why not?” Gina demanded.

      “This isn’t your job, Gina.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been stepping outside my job description quite a bit lately.” She could feel heat rising in her cheeks.

      Reeve’s voice softened. “I know you’ve been a big help in the past, Gina. But this is different.” He looked at her seriously. “This Jane Doe could be an industrial spy. She could be dangerous.”

      “I’m not afraid of her. I can get her to talk. I know it.” Her voice was steady, not betraying what she was feeling inside. She wanted Reeve to trust her. She wanted him to see her as an equal.

      Reeve held her gaze, torn. Finally, he spoke, his voice heavy with regret. “I’m sorry, Gina. I can’t allow it.”

      “Allow it? Are you serious right now?”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Screw it—” She turned sharply, striding away from him. Such an asshole, she thought, feeling a sting of betrayal.

      Yet Gina couldn’t shake her curiosity about Jane Doe. Something about this mystery woman drew her in, a puzzle begging to be solved. With or without Reeve’s approval.

      As Gina marched out of Reeve’s office, she was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she almost walked right into Toni, who was on her way into the security office.

      “Gina, what are you doing here?”

      Gina sighed, the frustration evident in her voice. “Observing your mystery guest, but⁠—”

      Toni’s face lit up. “Whoa, you saw her? What’d you think? She’s some tall drink of water, isn’t she?”

      “Whatever she is, she’s not talking. Not to Reeve, at least. And he won’t let me talk to her.”

      “Hold on, back up. Why would you talk to her?”

      “She said she’d talk to me.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. You’re not trained in interrogation.”

      Gina rolled her eyes. “I spent over twenty years doing market research. Basically interrogating people.”

      “Market research? You sure?” Toni scrunched up her face. “Why did I think you were in multi-level marketing?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Did you hear where I found her?” Toni asked.

      Gina shook her head.

      “Libney’s. She ordered a cup of coffee and then tried to pay in cash.”

      Gina couldn’t remember the last time she used cash. Probably back in New York. You paid for everything here in Maidenwell with your keycard. A stranger wouldn’t know that, obviously.

      “Jorge was immediately suspicious,” Toni continued. “He phoned it in and I picked her up on the Green. Kind of hard to miss.”

      “I know. She looks like Xena.”

      “Oh man!” Toni’s face brightened. “I used to love that show.”

      “Me too. We used to watch it in our dorm lounge.”

      “Xena and Gabrielle,” Toni mused. “Such an inspiration. Powerful women. They didn’t take shit from anyone. Including that asswipe Ares.”

      “Ares? Wasn’t he the really hot god?”

      “He wasn’t that hot.”

      “Okay, I think we’re going to have to agree to disagree on that point.” Gina glanced at her keycard. “Crap. I’m going to be late for the planning meeting. Good luck with the warrior princess!”
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      Peyton’s office was abuzz with three conversations going on at once. Gina and Jared were absorbed in the attendee list on his tablet, while Fallon exchanged last-minute notes with Daniel Sardelis, the chamberlain of Haverford Hall, and Peyton spoke with Albert Cross, the head of Facilities.

      Gina had been a little surprised when Peyton mentioned that Matthias would be joining via video call. He usually didn’t get involved in these kinds of meetings, although the event was all about his mother, so why not?

      Right at 4 p.m., Peyton’s voice cut through the chatter. “Let’s get started, everyone.”

      The room quieted as Matthias’s face appeared on the screen, his presence felt even from miles away.

      “Good afternoon, Matthias,” Peyton began.

      “It’s actually morning for me. Late morning.”

      “Where are you now?” Gina asked.

      “Brisbane. Another HyperCiv demo.”

      Gina nodded. She knew Regenschirm was eyeing international expansion for the HyperCiv program.

      Peyton dove straight into business. “We’ll make this quick. We’re here to update you on the Summer Fête and Frau Loneskum’s birthday celebration.”

      Matthias leaned forward. “I heard that Eliza Glitterbum has confirmed and our folks are working with her tour manager on the preparations.”

      “Yes,” Peyton said. “I’ll let Albert fill you in on the stage construction.”

      The meeting then devolved into a series of updates. Albert reported that the stage construction on the Village Green was progressing well—expected to finish ten days before the event. The venue layout had also been finalized—with VIP areas, restrooms, a lounge, and dining planned to minimize environmental impact.

      Guest management was next. Jared announced that RSVPs were pouring in, with 80% confirmed. Out-of-towners were all set with rooms at Haverford Hall or the White Horse, and personalized welcome packages were good to go.

      Next Gina gave an update on the entertainment. She was happily working with her close friend Danielle from ERF/LaTour Public Relations on managing all aspects of the private show. Eliza Glitterbum’s team had locked in the performance details—set list, sound, stage, lighting—and everything had been approved by Frau Loneskum.

      Ms. Glitterbum and her tour crew were scheduled to arrive on August 15, three days before the concert, for pre-show preparations. Gina had also lined up a group of resident musicians to set the mood during the pre-show.

      The meeting continued with updates on food and beverage planning for the multi-day celebration, guest transportation within Maidenwell, contingency plans in case of weather, and security.

      At the mention of security, Matthias leaned in, looking extra serious. “After what happened today, I’m especially concerned about security.”

      Peyton jumped right in. “Village Security has got it under control. They’re running prints and facial recognition on the woman, so we’ll soon know exactly who she is. We’ll have more clarity by the end of the day, but all signs point to it being a one-off incident.”

      “Keep me updated. I want frequent reports.”

      “Absolutely, Matthias.”

      “Well, thank you, everyone. Good work.”

      As the group started to disperse, Gina interjected, “Matthias, could I have five minutes? Just a quick private chat?”

      Peyton’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.

      Matthias paused, a bit surprised, then nodded. “Sure, Gina. Call me from your office, but it’ll need to be quick.”

      “Thank you, Matthias.” Gina offered a tight smile. “Speak to you in a second.”

      The call ended and Peyton turned towards Gina. “What’s this about? You better not be trying to sideline me again.”

      Gina met Peyton’s gaze. “If I’m sidelining anyone, it’s Reeve.”

      “Reeve? What are you talking about?”

      Gina quickly filled her boss in on what had happened in the detention area and how Reeve refused to let her speak with the mysterious intruder—even though the woman was willing to talk.

      “And why would this intruder talk to you?”

      Gina shrugged slightly. “I wish I knew. But whatever her reasons, it’s an opportunity to get information.”

      Peyton sighed. “Fine. But I want to be kept in the loop, Gina. No rogue missions.”

      “Understood,” Gina replied, her mind racing as she hurried away from Peyton’s office.

      Back in her own space, Gina sat down to call Matthias.

      Fallon, ever helpful, assisted in setting up the video link. “You want me to sit in?” she asked.

      “Sure, if you want.” Gina smiled at her. “Thanks.”

      The screen flickered to life, and Matthias’s face appeared. “I have another meeting soon, so let’s make this quick,” he said.

      Gina was accustomed to Matthias’s rapid-fire approach to meetings, so she cut right to the chase about the intruder.

      Matthias’s response was immediate and sharp. “I’m not pleased about this lapse in security. But,” he paused, considering, “it might be valuable to hear what this woman has to say for herself. If you really think you can get through to her, go for it. Tell Peyton to make a call.”

      Gina felt a wave of relief wash over her. “Thank you, Matthias. I won’t let you down.”

      After the call, Fallon gave Gina an encouraging smile. “Nice one.”

      “Thanks.” Gina nodded, a mix of excitement and determination bubbling within her. This was her chance to unravel the mystery weaving its way through Maidenwell.

      Xena, here I come.
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        * * *

      

      Still riding the high of Matthias’s approval, Gina made her way back down to the security office. Her strides were confident, but her mind was a whirlwind of anticipation and doubts. What if this was a huge mistake?

      She burst into Reeve’s office, and found him pacing around.

      He abruptly halted and fixed her with an icy stare. “You went to Matthias behind my back?” he growled, barely containing his fury.

      Gina inhaled deeply, trying to project calm vibes. “Reeve, we’re in this together. I just want to talk to her and find out what’s happening. It’s not about going behind your back.”

      Reeve clenched his jaw. “Gina, we have a process, and you just bulldozed it. I won’t forget this.”

      Gina felt a stab of guilt as she saw the betrayal in Reeve’s eyes. She had always considered him a friend, maybe even something more, and now she feared she might have jeopardized any hope of a relationship. “You’re blowing this all out of proportion⁠—”

      Reeve cut her off. “You’ve got fifteen minutes, Gina. And after that, I don’t want to see you around here. Ever again.”

      He stalked off towards the detention room, with Gina trailing behind, tears pricking at her eyes. But as they got closer, she pulled herself together. At the doorway, she took a deep breath and faced Reeve’s stern look.

      “Fifteen minutes, Gina,” he repeated coldly. “Not a second more.”

      “Will you be watching?” she managed to ask, her voice barely a whisper.

      He shook his head. “You’re on your own with this.”
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        * * *

      

      Gina stepped into the interrogation room, her confidence totally shot by Reeve’s tirade.

      Jane was sitting there, nonchalantly, with a half-empty cup of coffee in hand. Her gaze locked on Gina with a curiosity that felt almost piercing.

      “Hello,” Gina stammered out. Her usual gift of gab seemed to have deserted her.

      Jane tilted her head slightly. “So, you’re the boss here,” she said in a tone that was more inquisitive than challenging.

      Gina blinked, taken aback by the question. She was about to correct her but then Jane added, “I heard you. You were the one behind the glass, right? That’s usually where the person in charge stands.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say I’m the boss,” Gina replied, trying to compose herself. “But, yeah, that was me behind the glass. Observing.”

      Jane nodded. Her eyes, the color of melted chocolate, held a hint of amusement. “So, who are you, then?”

      “Um, Gina.” Gina cleared her throat, willing her voice to cooperate. “Gina Biletti. Hospitality.”

      “Hospitality, huh? Good one. Nice to meet you, Gina. I’m Carah. Carah J. Creek. But you probably know that by now.”

      “Nope. Did not know that. So Jane Doe’s not your real name?”

      “Shocking, right? And for full disclosure, ‘Carah’ is with a C and an H, my mom’s attempt at creativity. The J doesn’t stand for anything. They needed a middle initial at the Academy, and I don’t have one, so I picked J.” Carah’s voice was calm, almost casual, as if they were two old friends catching up over drinks.

      “Academy?” Gina asked.

      “RCMP.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Royal Canadian Mounted Police.”

      “Wait, like the Mounties? You’re a Mountie?”

      “Not anymore. Retired.”

      Gina couldn’t hide her surprise, and Carah seemed to pick up on it instantly. “You don’t believe me?”

      “No, I believe you,” Gina replied quickly. “It’s just that I’ve never met an actual Mountie before. Did you wear that special hat?”

      “Absolutely, it was required. Even on weekends,” she said seriously.

      Gina’s eyes widened slightly in amazement before Carah cracked a smile. “I’m messing with you. We didn’t have to wear the hats. Or ride horses all the time. And, for the record, I didn’t have a pet moose.”

      Gina couldn’t help but smile. The banter was helping her relax a bit. “Okay, so what brings a Canadian Mountie to Oregon? Maidenwell, specifically?”

      “Is that the name of this place?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I have questions of my own about that, but to answer yours: I’ve been hiking the Pacific Crest Trail since April.”

      Gina nodded. She had heard about the Pacific Crest Trail. It ran from California to Canada and hardcore hikers spent months on it. But as far as she knew, the trail ran through the Cascades—more than a hundred miles to the west.

      “You get lost?” she asked.

      “Not exactly. I left the trail just north of Mt. Washington. Decided to cut my trip short.” She paused, her eyes hinting at something deeper. “Personal reasons.”

      The phrase ‘personal reasons’ hung in the air between them. Gina suspected there was more to the story, but she didn’t push it.

      “So, how did you end up in Maidenwell from there?”

      “I was actually headed to La Grande. You know it?”

      Gina shook her head. “I might have heard the name, but I’m not from around here.”

      Carah smiled, her eyes sparkling. “I can tell by the accent.”

      “What accent?” Gina felt heat rise in her cheeks. She cleared her throat, trying to refocus on the matter at hand. “Anyway, I’m pretty sure La Grande is nowhere near here.” She actually had no idea, but made a mental note to look it up.

      “What about Emberlin?” Carah asked. “Ever hear of that?”

      “Doesn’t ring a bell either.” Mindful of the ticking clock, she pressed on. “Let’s get back to your story.”

      “Sure.” Carah leaned back in her chair, her long legs making the action seem more like a stretch. “First I ended up in a town called Redmond. Ran into something there that was sending me to La Grande.”

      Gina had driven through Redmond on her way to Bend a few months ago. But she was struggling to make sense of Carah’s story. “Go on.”

      “I hitched a ride towards La Grande, but it didn’t go as planned.”

      Gina arched an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything.

      “The guy I was hitching with... let’s just say he turned out to be a dick. We stopped for a bio break south of here, and when I came back from the bushes, he was gone. Just drove off. Tossed my pack on the side of the road.”

      “That’s terrible,” Gina said.

      Carah shrugged, a wry smile on her lips. “It is what it is. My own fault. Probably shouldn’t have let it slip that I’m former law enforcement. I ended up walking. Found an access road that I thought might connect with a major road. Obviously, I was way off.”

      “Tell me about the guy you helped. The tree guy.”

      “Not much to tell. I heard a chainsaw and figured I might find someone who could give me a ride into a town. Then I witnessed the branch come down on him. How is he, by the way?”

      “I’m not totally sure, but I think he’ll be okay. How come you didn’t stick around after you called for help?”

      A hint of something flashed in Carah’s eyes. “To be honest, I don’t know. I guess maybe I was a little scared.”

      “You were scared?” Gina found it hard to believe a former Mountie could be easily frightened.

      Carah shifted, her jaw tightening. “Not scared, more wary,” she corrected, her gaze flicking away as if recalling a memory.

      “Why wary?” She was really curious about Carah’s choice of words.

      “It was unsettling. Very unsettling.”

      “What was?”

      “A chopper arriving in less than five minutes after I called in the emergency. Made me wonder what kind of place I stumbled into.”
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