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      Winter was slow to leave the tiny town of Port Marie. Freezing temperatures and record snowfalls lingered into mid-March. Sitting in her office, Margot Quade looked outside. She could see the cold beginning to thaw and the tiniest shoots of new growth breaking the surface of the ground. The new life emerging reminded her that everything had its time. Only a few short months ago, she’d been called to serve her hometown’s interfaith congregation as a minister. Finding her place again filled the void left by the end of her military service.

      Coming home hadn’t been as easy as she’d hoped. Warren Nesbit’s murder became another black mark in the town’s tragic history. Even if the gossip hadn’t ignited as it sometimes did, Derek and Catalina Nesbit had uprooted their lives to get away from the reminder. There had been no trial. Both of Warren’s killers had taken plea deals and were serving reduced sentences in a minimum-security facility upstate.

      Margot looked up from making notes for next Sunday’s sermon to see an email from Derek. He’d promised to stay in touch despite everything and he’d stayed true to his word. Just as she was about to open the message, a sharp knock on her office door made her wait.

      Pedro Sanchez—the new custodian she’d hired—poked his head into the office. He was fresh out of college and eager to do a good day’s work.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” he apologized.

      Margot waved him into the room. “I think I need the distraction. What can I do for you?”

      “Well, I was down in the basement to make sure everything was okay. You know, the electrical panels and boiler and everything. I think there’s been some water damage from all the snow.”

      Margot wasn’t surprised. The building itself was relatively old and could use a bit of a renovation. In fact, the combined congregations had agreed to help fund such a project once winter ended.

      “Let’s go take a look.” She let him lead the way through the sanctuary and down two flights of stairs to the basement. She doubted anyone, but the custodian had paid a visit until now.

      “I noticed a weird smell earlier, too,” Pedro said when they arrived at their destination.

      Margot inhaled, trying to catch a hint of whatever had drawn his attention, but she couldn’t pick anything out. Pedro entered first, flicking the light on and casting the small room with a yellow glow. The basement was a cramped room with a pair of support beams in the middle. The electrical panel and boiler were housed along the far-left wall. Stacks of extra metal chairs leaned against the right wall. A handful of boxes sat against the wall directly in front of her. Margot saw dark stains on the floor where it met the far wall. Maybe Pedro was right and there had been damage from the storms given the high snow drifts and poor drainage around the building’s foundation.

      “You smell that?” he asked.

      Margot inhaled again, closing her eyes this time to let her body focus on her sense of smell. She could pick out some general must and dampness common in basements after winter. She exhaled through her mouth and took another breath.

      There, something putrid. Faint at first, the stench started to build as she walked deeper into the room.

      “I do. I think it’s coming from that wall.” She pointed directly ahead.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “I don’t think this is just water damage from the snow storms,” she said as they shoved the boxes out of the way.

      The plaster wall had been painted beige. Even in the dim light, Margot spotted uneven color in a couple places.

      She turned to Pedro. “Can you get some flashlights? The paint here looks a little off but it could just be the poor lighting.”

      “Sure thing.” Pedro disappeared back upstairs, leaving Margot alone in the space.

      She stepped up to the wall and ran her fingers over the paint. Despite the fact some parts looked more faded than other sections, it all felt coarse from the plaster. She tapped her knuckles on part of the wall that appeared newer. She moved her hand along the wall from left to right, her hand striking what sounded like a hollow space. That’s odd.

      “Pedro, you might want to grab a hammer while you’re at it,” she yelled up to him.

      She didn’t get a response, but assumed he heard her suggestion. She took another step along the wall. The paint looked older, as if it bore the original coat.

      “Light and a hammer,” Pedro announced from behind her a moment later.

      He set a heavy sledge hammer down against one of the boxes and flipped on a camping lantern. It cast a stronger, orange glow along the wall and confirmed Margot’s suspicion that there were different coats of paint.

      “You’re right, it looks like someone painted over parts of the wall,” Pedro agreed.

      “This spot here is hollow,” she said, pointing to the swatch of newer paint. She wasn’t an expert, but she figured even the newer coats were still old. Moving to the older section of paint, she knocked on the wall again, finding the same hollow sound. “It’s hollow here, too.”

      “You think somebody just did a bad job insulating the walls?” Pedro asked.

      “I don’t know, but I have a feeling there’s something back there. The smell has to be coming from it.”

      “What do you think it is?” His eyes sparkled in the light.

      She wasn’t as eager as her young friend to find out the answer to that question. A host of things could be hidden in a church built in the late 1800s. Anything with that kind of smell wouldn’t be classified as a “good” thing. “I don’t know. Be careful with that hammer though. We don’t want to take the whole wall out. It’s load bearing.”

      He hefted the hammer over his shoulder. “Don’t worry, I got this.”

      Margot appreciated his confidence, but took a few steps back to give him a wide berth. She should have asked if he’d used a sledge hammer before. He squared up to the newer patch of wall and took a batter’s stance, gripping the hammer with both hands. He took a practice swing, giving the wall a gentle tap where he intended to hit. On the next swing he put more force behind it and the wall cracked, kicking up dust. He coughed, but took another swing. This time, the chunk of wall he’d been aiming for crumbled to his feet.

      “What do you see?” she asked as the dust and grime settled.

      Pedro picked up the lantern and held it aloft. To his credit, he didn’t drop the lantern as he scrambled back from the hole. “Dios mío, is that …”

      Margot inched forward and peered into the hole to find a set of small human remains. The sight of it turned her stomach, but it also spurred her to action. She looked at Pedro. “Don’t touch anything else. We need to call the police.”
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      Margot dragged Pedro away by the arm back upstairs to the main floor of the church. His eyes had glazed over and he was silent. Shock did strange things to the human body. She ushered him into one of the last pews in the sanctuary. “Stay here. I’m going to call them.”

      “Who was it?” he finally mumbled.

      “You’re going to be okay,” she said, not answering his question.

      He shook his head and buried his face in his hands. Margot gave him a pat on the shoulder before retreating to her office. She knew she should dial 9-1-1, but instead she hit the Speed Dial Number 3 on her contacts and waited as it rang.

      “Is this a social call?” Sam commented after the third ring.

      Officer Samantha Raymond was an up and coming officer on the Port Marie police force and she was also Margot’s younger cousin. They’d worked together to solve Warren Nesbit’s murder. She was the only person Margot trusted to solve the mystery sitting in the church basement. And unlike most of the other officers on the force, she was less likely to tell Margot to keep her nose out of things.

      “Unfortunately, no. You need to get to the church now. We found something and you need to see it.”

      “Okay. I’ll be there.”

      Margot said a silent prayer of thanks that her cousin didn’t ask too many questions. Sure, they’d butted heads the last time they’d worked together—then again Margot was the one who saw them as a partnership more than Sam—but Sam was a good investigator.

      Satisfied that law enforcement was en route, Margot returned to the sanctuary and sat beside Pedro. She took one of his hands in hers and gave it a firm squeeze.

      “You’re going to be okay,” she repeated.

      “It was so small,” he said, his voice croaking with emotion.

      She tried not to think about what she’d witnessed even though it was already burned into her memory. Having a clear head would serve them both better when Sam arrived.

      They fell into silence and Margot closed her eyes, focusing on her breathing. A sense of calm overtook her just as a hand tapped her shoulder. Margot jolted and opened her eyes. Sam stood before her.

      “That was fast,” Margot said, releasing Pedro’s hand.

      “You made it sound urgent.”

      Margot nodded and stood, heading toward the stairs to the basement.

      Sam fell into step beside her. Jerking her chin toward Pedro, she asked, “What’s up with him?”

      “You’ll see,” Margot answered and started down the creaking steps.

      For a split second, Margot expected what they’d found to have been a trick of light or their imagination, that when they stepped into the room the wall wouldn’t be hiding anything at all.

      “It’s in here,” Margot announced. She let Sam go ahead of her into the room.

      Sam covered her mouth instantly. “What is that smell?”

      Without the wall acting as a barrier the scent of decay filled the room. “It’s coming from inside the wall.”

      Sam shuffled forward and used the lantern light to peer into the hole. She stepped back, just like Pedro had done. “That’s a body.”

      “I think there might be another one,” Margot said, taking shallow breaths.

      Sam glanced at her over her shoulder. “Where?”

      Margot gestured to the patch of older paint. “This area sounded hollow when I tapped on it.”

      Margot expected Sam to pick up the sledge hammer and take a swing at the wall. Instead, she reached for the radio clipped to her belt. “This is Officer Raymond, requesting a forensics team to the interfaith church. We’ve got at least one dead body.”

      “Copy,” the dispatcher answered, their tone muffled by the crackle of the radio.

      “Want to tell me how you found this?” Sam prompted.

      Margot gestured toward the stairs. “Can we talk up there?”

      Sam nodded and they retreated up the flight of stairs. The air was less pungent and they both relaxed. Margot settled on the landing. “I was in the office working on Sunday’s sermon when Pedro let me know about some water damage in the basement. He’d gone down to check the electrical panel and the boiler given all the storms, and there was an odd smell. We went down to check it out. There was definitely a smell and I
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