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        “The first rule of cults is: you’re never in a cult. The second rule of cults is: the cult will forgive any sin, except the sin of leaving. The third rule of cults is: even if he did it, that doesn’t mean he’s guilty.”

        Daniella Mestyanek Young

      

      

      

      Gina Biletti fiddled with the laces of her new running shoes, ensuring the loops were identical in length on both sides. OCD, anyone?

      As she finished tying the last knot, she stretched her body, haunted by a nagging memory from college, maybe the last time she went running for real.

      During sophomore year, she had messed up her knee pretty badly and wasn’t able to run for over a month. She ended up gaining ten pounds because of that.

      Yeah, it was definitely the injury. Not all the pizza and beer or anything.

      Now, more than twenty years later, things were changing. She was changing.

      Right before she started the new job here in Maidenwell, Gina had taken advantage of the Regenschirm Group’s insanely generous clothing and personal care allowances by hitting LA with Danielle for a hard-core glow-up. She indulged in the whole deal: skin treatments, laser, some tasteful filler, a really nice cut and color. A brand-new wardrobe. And shoes. Lots of shoes.

      She was pleased with her transformation. But Gina wanted more. She wanted a hot body to match, and she was determined to achieve it.

      Even if she had to force herself to start running again.

      Grabbing her all-important keycard (which really was a super high-tech phone), she headed out. The cottage door clicked shut behind her as its fancy smart lock did its thing. Not that she really needed to lock her doors here in Maidenwell. There was basically zero crime.

      That is, if you didn’t count the murders.

      In the nine months since she first set foot in Maidenwell, she had actually solved two murders. Well, three, if you wanted to get technical. But two had been committed by the same person.

      The joke was that she wasn’t living in Maidenwell; she was living in Murderwell. But it wasn’t a very good joke. And actually not at all funny when you thought of all the lives that had been affected.

      Still, Gina actually felt good about finally accomplishing something. She was righting wrongs, unearthing the truth, and helping to put away the bad guys. Not too shabby for a kid from Long Island who kind of failed at everything else in her life.

      She popped her earbuds in and cranked up a playlist of ’90s music, starting with an unreleased Spice Girls track that Frau Loneskum had found for her. It was bizarre that the 70-something mother of a billionaire had any interest in ’90s pop, but it was even weirder that the Frau was an accomplished singer herself and had appeared on a reality TV singing show in Europe.

      Inspired by the music, Gina found her rhythm on the cobblestone street, passing Georgian brick cottages that looked like English versions of brownstones.

      Slow and steady, Gina warned herself as she jogged down her street towards the Village Green, Maidenwell’s mini version of Central Park. Her plan was to cut diagonally through the Green, then hook up with the river trail on the west side of the village. This so-called ‘river’ was actually a dainty thread of water, barely ten feet across at its widest. Yet it was tamed with a neat, flat trail that the locals frequented for walks, or the odd fishing expedition.

      Navigating the village, Gina’s pulse synched with the music, her body swaying instinctively to the beat. May’s morning chill brushed against her cheeks, nipping and invigorating. The smell of dew-kissed grass from the Green wafted up, mixing with the faint, lingering scent of her locally-made artisanal lemon-sage shampoo.

      She offered a cheery wave to a couple out for a walk with their dog, and then glanced up at St. Mary’s at the north end of the Green. The towering Norman church, with its elaborate stonework, arched stained-glass windows, and lofty square tower loomed over Maidenwell like a sentinel. It was everyone’s go-to landmark, including Gina’s.

      Surrounding the Village Green, an assortment of charming structures stood. With their Tudor timber-framed façades, and steep, high-pitched roofs, Maidenwell’s buildings looked just like something out of Harry Potter.

      It really was like stepping into another world—an idyllic English countryside transplanted smack into the middle of Eastern Oregon’s high desert. Some structures, like St. Mary’s, had literally been carried from England, stone by stone, back in the 1920s. Then they had been renovated with smart technology when Matthias Loneskum bought the village nearly fifteen years ago.

      As her feet kept the steady rhythm, Gina breathed in the picturesque tranquility. Sure, it was bizarre. But, if she was being honest, there was nowhere else she’d rather be right now. The morning run, the unique mix of past and future, the whispers of hidden mysteries around every corner—it was all part of the new life she was carving out for herself.

      Just as Gina hit her stride, a sharp cramp blindsided her, swift and nasty, like a knife jab to the ribs.

      Son of a⁠—!

      Hunched over, clutching her throbbing side, her world was reduced to a single, blistering point of pain. She sucked in a gulp of air, trying to clear her head and push away the pain.

      Nope. Just nope.

      As the pain slowly faded, she pulled out her earbuds and flicked a glare towards a mourning dove that was splashing around in an ornate cast-iron birdbath.

      Yeah, maybe I should switch to water aerobics.

      With all the dignity she could muster, Gina limped back across the Green. At first she considered retreating back to her cottage and maybe relaxing on the couch with a book and a latté. No. It’s too nice a day to be on my own.

      She swept a glance across the Green, half expecting, half wishing for Reeve to materialize. That infuriatingly elusive Village Security officer had a knack for popping up when least expected—a knack that Gina, admittedly, found intriguing.

      If she was completely honest with herself, a little seed of interest had been planted in her heart on the day they first met last October, when he kind of arrested her for not having her keycard on her person. She’d been tossing flirty vibes his way since, even if his response was a confounding medley of warmth and indifference.

      It didn’t matter. There was no sign of Reeve.

      Gina sighed. She did have a back-up plan. Millicent’s art studio was only a block north of St. Mary’s. And her friend usually spent Saturday mornings there. Maybe she’d be up for something.
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        * * *

      

      Gina entered Millicent’s studio, a cozy and delightfully jumbled space, smelling of old books, freshly ground coffee, and the peculiar aroma of ink. High above, heavy old wooden beams crisscrossed, silent guardians of a bygone era. Stacks of handmade paper were strewn about haphazardly, basking in the sunshine pouring in through the vintage windows. The hulking printing press stood in the center of the room, looking like a relic from a steampunk fantasy.

      Music played from high-end speakers. Some kind of ambient electronic music. Definitely a far cry from the Spice Girls.

      “Gina!” Millicent’s face bloomed into a smile as she looked up from her worktable.

      “Hey! Mind if I crash your art party?”

      “Not at all. Just come from a run?”

      “Well, almost.” Gina launched into her sad saga of the aborted jog.

      Her story was met with an empathetic chuckle from Millicent. “I’ve got just the thing for you.”

      Millicent went back to the far end of the studio, where a little kitchenette was separated from the main space by some vibrant batik curtains. When she returned, she was holding a small handmade ceramic pot that looked like a sugar bowl. “Enjoy!”

      “What’s this?” Gina asked, opening the pot to reveal small purple candies.

      “Gummies. I had one myself right before you came.” She smiled at Gina. “Want some coffee and pie? For some reason, I’m kinda hungry.” She winked.

      Gina nodded enthusiastically. “Always!”

      As Millicent retreated to the kitchenette, Gina popped a gummy into her mouth. Then another one. “Mmmm. Lavender?”

      “Yep. They’re not too sweet.” Millicent’s voice drifted from the kitchenette.

      Gina bit into third, enjoying the taste.

      “Half’s usually enough, they pack a punch,” Millicent called from the kitchenette.

      “That’s okay. With this cramp, I need all the CBD I can get.”

      “Um, Gina...” Millicent’s voice was tense as she popped out from the curtains, “Those aren’t CBD gummies. They’re THC.”

      Gina froze, realization sinking in. “Oh…”

      And as if on cue, her keycard chose that exact moment to ring—Fallon’s face and name flashing on the screen.

      Uh oh.

      “Hey, Fallon. What’s up?” Gina tried to sound normal, but her voice wavered slightly.

      “We have a bit of a situation,” Fallon replied.

      Gina shot Millicent a wide-eyed look, her hand cupped over the keycard. “How much time before it kicks in?”

      “I don’t know,” Millicent mouthed back. “An hour?”

      “Peyton wants you up here for a briefing,” Fallon said.

      “Now?”

      “Yeah. It’s kind of urgent.”

      “Could it wait until Monday?”

      “Definitely not. Someone found a body.”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, Gina arrived at Haverford Hall. She had wanted to chug a gallon of black coffee before she left the studio, but Millicent told her that coffee would just speed up her metabolism—making it worse.

      Gina’s only hope was to get through the meeting with Peyton as quickly as possible before the edibles kicked in—roughly fifty minutes from now and ticking.

      When Gina reached the doors, Fallon greeted her and thrust a tablet into her hands.

      “Another body? Seriously?” Gina couldn’t mask her disbelief. This entire village must be cursed.

      “It’s not what you think,” Fallon said.

      As they rode down the elevator, Fallon filled her in.

      Human remains had been discovered at the construction site on the town’s eastern outskirts yesterday.

      The project to expand Drayton Yard had started in late March and wasn’t due for completion for another year and a half. It was supposed to accommodate another five hundred residents in Matthias Loneskum’s real life SimCity.

      “Human remains…?” Gina’s stomach churned at the thought. Or was that the first sign of the gummies kicking in?

      “We think they’re old,” Fallon said, as if it was supposed to be some kind of reassurance.

      They entered Peyton’s spacious office, which featured a large round table and a standing desk. Her boss stood there, positioned commandingly behind her twin computer screens, face knotted with concern. It was Saturday, but there she was, wearing her regular “power suit.” And, of course, no make-up or jewelry.

      “This is time-sensitive,” Peyton declared, making it more of a command than an explanation for the weekend work.

      Without acknowledging Gina’s jogging attire or offering her a seat, Peyton continued, “Yesterday morning, during excavation for the foundation of Drayton 31, they discovered human remains.” She swiveled one of her computer monitors around so Gina could see.

      The image displayed a square pit where fragments of a skull and other bones were partially buried—clearly human.

      “Obviously, all construction has been halted,” Peyton said. “Shippo’s already been notified⁠—”

      “Shippo?”

      “SHPO. The State Historic Preservation Office. If the bones are older than one hundred years, they’ll send out an archeologist.”

      Interesting, Gina thought. An archeologist.

      “In the meantime, a forensic anthropologist from the state Medical Examiner’s Office is due here on Monday.”

      “Okay...” Gina glanced at her keycard. Twenty-five minutes had elapsed since her gummy overdose, and she felt the effects could hit her at any moment. She looked up at Peyton. “What’s my role here?”

      “Work with Security. Interface with the County. Make sure I stay in the loop.”

      “So, I’ll be coordinating with Reeve, then?”

      “No, Reeve’s out.”

      “What?” A surge of panic shot through Gina’s veins. What happened to Reeve? She hadn’t heard anything.

      “He’s out of town,” Peyton clarified, “On personal business. Azarov’s the point person on this.”

      Gina let out a sigh of relief, pushing away her paranoid thoughts. She really didn’t want Reeve to go. Especially since they hadn’t got to know each other as much as she had hoped. But on the other hand, she got along well with Toni Azarov. They’d make a good team. Far better than that doofus Rugarrio.

      “Great, I’m on it,” she said, stealing another glance at her keycard.

      This time, Peyton noticed. “Am I keeping you from something, Biletti?”

      Gina blinked, trying to keep her thoughts focused. “Oh, no. I was just, um, checking the time. I have a... bread dough rising at home. Need to pop it in the oven at the right time.” Where had that lie come from?

      Peyton arched a brow but didn’t comment on Gina’s obvious fib. “I need you to get on this today. You’re a researcher. I want to know what used to be on that land where they found the remains. Go see Ruth Tyne at the Historical Society. Get everything you can from her and have a report on my desk by Monday morning.”

      Gina nodded, feeling a lump rise in her throat. She’d hoped to keep a low profile until the THC took hold, but that was clearly not an option. “Understood. I’ll track Ruth down and get on it right away.”

      “Good.” Peyton turned back to her monitor, the meeting obviously over. “And Biletti,” she said without looking back up, “try not to get sidetracked.”

      With that, Gina was dismissed. She left the office feeling like she was walking on eggshells. The day was shaping up to be much longer and decidedly weirder than she’d anticipated.
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      Gina regained consciousness, sprawled face down on her sofa. Her eyes felt as dry as cobwebs, and hunger gnawed at her stomach.

      “You snore,” a familiar, lightly mocking voice broke through her haze.

      She turned and winced, blinking hard to squeeze some moisture out of her eyes. Her friend Larry Berenstein lounged in the adjacent armchair, a paperback resting on his knee. It was nighttime. Shadows pooled around the room, while a few islands of warmth glowed from her table lamps.

      “What are you doing here?” she managed to croak.

      “I pulled the 10-to-2 shift,” he said matter-of-factly. “Viv just left. Guess I got lucky.”

      Gina squinted at him, her brain too foggy to follow.

      “When you keeled over at the Hall, Millicent fetched you from the hospital, and organized⁠—”

      “Hospital?” Gina was startled. Had she been in the hospital?

      “Yes, hospital,” Berenstein’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “You know, the place they cart you off to when you OD at work.”

      Gina glanced at her wrist and sure enough, a hospital band was there. Then memories came rushing back, making her wince.

      Those cursed gummies. “I didn’t overdose,” she retorted, her tone defensive.

      Berenstein just shrugged, “You say potato, I say potahto.”

      Gina sat up slowly, taking a deep breath to clear her head. “I don’t remember much.”

      Berenstein patted her leg. “Not much to remember, kiddo. Other than your impromptu duet with Frau Loneskum in the Music Room, and the⁠—”

      “What?”

      “Apparently, the two of you performed a stirring rendition of Spice Up Your Life.”

      “Shut up.”

      “The staff really ate it up.”

      Gina sank back into her couch. Somewhere in the murky depths of her memory, a scene began to unfurl. There she was, precariously perched atop a piano that the Frau was playing, an audience of onlookers clapping and cheering as she belted out the Spice Girls tune: Smilin’, dancin’, everything is free / All you need is positivity!

      Ugh. Just ugh.

      “What else?” she asked, dread knotting her stomach.

      Berenstein sported a sly grin that looked suspicious. “This is just hearsay, you understand? I wasn’t there myself⁠—”

      “Just spill it.”

      “Well, apparently it turned into a full-blown party.”

      “Party?”

      “More of a rave, if you want to get technical.”

      She gaped at him. “No!” But an echo of wild dancing, spinning lights, and shots of schnapps flickered in her mind.

      “And some, uh, nudity...”

      “Stop!”

      “Could have also been some dirty dancing with Jared and Chris from the front desk. Also twerking.”

      “Kill me now.” Gina groaned, burying her face in her hands.

      “And with Toni.”

      “You’re totally lying. I know for a fact she doesn’t like to dance.”

      “Methinks the lady doth protest too much.”

      Gina felt her face flush with embarrassment.

      Berenstein scratched his beard. “I’m actually still a little miffed that I wasn’t invited to this rave of yours.”

      “It wasn’t a rave! It was a gummy malfunction!”

      His eyes twinkled mischievously. “Or maybe you just let the real Gina out to play for once.”

      “Okay, you need to leave.”

      “Wait, don’t you want some soup?” he asked, with an innocent look on his face.

      “You were going to make me some soup?”

      “Of course not, but I’ll eat with you.”

      She rolled her eyes dramatically, feeling a familiar yet endearing annoyance rise within her. Trust Berenstein to dodge any responsibility for hospitality, even when dealing with a supposedly drugged-out friend.

      “Fine,” Gina said, standing up from the couch, wobbling a little on unsteady legs. “Let’s go see what culinary delights await in the kitchen.”

      The familiar clink of pots and pans felt soothing, a return to normalcy after her crazy afternoon. She scrounged around, finally landing on a can of tomato soup. Not exactly gourmet, but it would do.

      As she began heating the soup, she noticed Berenstein had returned to his book. “What are you reading, anyway?”

      His eyes lit up as he showed her the cover. “Oh, it’s quite good.”

      She read the title aloud. “Magicurious? What kind of book is that?”

      “Only the long-awaited sequel to The Witch on the Train.”

      “I’m sorry I asked.”

      Berenstein had given her a copy of The Witch on the Train as a joke Christmas present and she promptly sent it to Danielle, who devoured romance books (although she usually preferred the smutty kind).

      “Don’t be so snooty,” he said. “You should give it a try. It’s very deep.”

      “No thanks.”

      Their easy banter was a welcome distraction. Even with her embarrassment, Gina realized she was more than a little grateful for Larry Berenstein.
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        * * *

      

      Bright and early the next day, Gina felt like she was back among the living. Her head was blissfully clear, and the memories of her cringe-worthy night were fading into a blur. She glanced at her keycard, letting out a sigh. Time to face the world.

      She called Ruth Tyne at the Historical Society and made an appointment for noon.

      Then she treated herself to a nice breakfast at the Libney Café. Nestled at a corner table, she scrolled through her keycard while savoring a Bakewell tart, the buttery crust and sweet jam mixing with the almond-flavored sponge in a heavenly symphony of flavors. She chased it down with a frothy latte and allowed herself a moment of simple, sweet indulgence.

      When she was done, she strolled over to the Historical Society. Originally an old schoolhouse, the building had been refurbished but retained its rustic charm. The brick exterior, the large windows, and the old wooden door gave the building a feeling of stepping back in time. Just like everything else around here.

      Inside, the high ceilings and wide rooms were filled with artifacts and documents, each one a piece of the village’s history. The walls were decked out with black-and-white photos, snapshots of Maidenwell’s transformation through the years. Given the village’s unique origins, Gina couldn’t help but wonder if some of the photos were fakes—Photoshopped or AI renders.

      “Hello, Ms. Biletti!” Ruth Tyne looked up from her spotless desk. She was a vibrant woman in her seventies who looked like a retired farmer. Or gym coach. Clad in comfy tweed slacks and a light sweater, Ruth appeared fit and content, her cheeks a healthy rosy hue. Unlike Gina, raves were clearly not on her social calendar.

      “Call me Gina, please. Thanks so much for meeting me on a Sunday.”

      Ruth smiled. “I know what it’s like to have a demanding boss.”

      Gina arched an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “Long story.” She shrugged off the question. “So, a body, eh?”

      She’s getting right down to business, Gina thought. “Well, remains.”

      “And you said this was on Drayton?”

      “Yes, the construction site over there.”

      “There’re so many of them now.”

      “I know.”

      “Why don’t we head over there and chat along the way? It’s a beautiful day out.” Without waiting for an answer, Ruth grabbed her Barbour jacket from the back of the chair and headed for the door.

      As they strolled toward the Green, Ruth asked about Gina’s knowledge of Maidenwell’s history.

      “I’ve watched the video,” Gina replied.

      “Oh yes, Mr. Loneskum’s pride and joy,” Ruth said, laughter adding a warm twinkle to her eyes.

      “I’ve also read a bit more about Maidenwell during my orientation at the Hall. The historical briefing document.”

      “That focused mainly on the village itself,” she said. “I should know. I wrote it.”

      They walked past The Feathers pub. Its eaves were adorned with hanging baskets of flowers, making it look very festive and spring-like.

      “But before it became Maidenwell,” Ruth started, “this place was a camp known as Drummond’s Crossing. And even before that, Magpie Hill.”

      “Magpie Hill?” Gina asked. She had never heard the name.

      “Yes.” Ruth nodded, pointing towards the rise to the south. “That’s where Haverford Hall stands now. This whole area was scattered with camps.”

      “What kind of camps?”

      “For miners, mostly. Although there was a military road that came up and followed the John Day River.”

      As they crossed the Green, Ruth explained that the wide expanse of lawn used to be a sheep market, with most of downtown Drummond’s Crossing to the north of the Green. “Where St. Mary’s is used to be the post office and stage station.”

      “Stage as in stagecoaches?” Gina asked.

      “Right. But mostly, we had wagons bringing in supplies and freight.” Ruth pointed out the sites of other historical buildings as they walked, like the old inn and cookhouse that once nourished the weary travelers of yesteryear.

      They walked down Drayton Street toward the construction site, and questions swirled in Gina’s mind. “Could the bones be from earlier than the nineteenth century?”

      “Native American? Is that what you’re asking?”

      “Yes.”

      Ruth shook her head, “Unlikely.”

      “But there were Native American tribes here before, weren’t there?” Gina asked.

      “Absolutely. This land originally belonged to the Northern Paiute, the Tribes of Warm Springs, and several others,” Ruth said.

      “So theoretically the bones could be very old?”

      Ruth’s reply was swift and certain. “Before Matthias Loneskum purchased Maidenwell, he brought in a virtual army of archeologists and indigenous researchers. They went over the entire area, meter by meter, ensuring there weren’t any Native American archeological sites on his soon-to-be property. He didn’t want to get entangled in any regulatory complications.”

      “That sounds like him,” Gina said. She had noticed Matthias was keenly aware of legal matters, especially when they affected his business. Probably par for the course if you were a billionaire.

      “Anyway,” Ruth continued, “they didn’t find much. Certainly no settlements. So, to answer your question, these bones are probably not Native American. Were the remains found within a coffin?”

      “Not from what I saw, but I’m not really sure. We’ll know more when the forensic anthropologist arrives on Monday.”

      Past all the cottages and row houses of Drayton Yard, they finally arrived at the construction site. It was a stark contrast to the gentle beauty of the village. The ground was torn up and churned, with yellow and black heavy machinery scattered around like giant Tonka toys. Piles of earth and stone and chewed-up trees formed miniature mountains, with the skeletal frame of a wooden structure rising up in the middle of it all, a wooden heart in a body of dirt. Surrounding all this chaos was a tall chain-link fence topped with coils of razor wire, making it seem like some sort of industrial prison in the middle of quaint, peaceful Maidenwell.

      Gina watched Ruth scan the site. “Do you know what used to be on this site?” she asked. “That’s what Peyton will really want to know.”

      Ruth took a moment, her gaze narrowing slightly as she seemed to look past the bulldozers and the rubble, back into the past. “Honestly, it’s hard to say for certain. We have records of the buildings in town, but this area was part of the outskirts. It could have been used for farming or grazing sheep. Or maybe a blacksmith. We also had a few mills dotted around, but they would have been on the other side, near the river.”

      Gina considered Ruth’s words, imagining the history of the area. Another question surfaced in her mind. “What about town records? Didn’t they keep records of births and deaths?”

      “Of course, but if someone’s death was recorded, their body would have almost certainly been buried either in a family cemetery, or—more likely—in the town cemetery.”

      “Which, I gather, isn’t located here?”

      Ruth nodded, her gaze still on the cordoned-off area. “Correct. It’s up the hill. On the grounds of Haverford Hall.”

      Gina hadn’t come across any old cemeteries during her exploration of the gardens and walkways of Haverford Hall, but that didn’t mean anything. It was a vast estate.

      Ruth’s words snapped her back to attention. “The point is, it would be very unusual to find a single body buried—all by itself. To me, that suggests foul play.”
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      As they parted, Ruth promised to email Gina any additional information that could help with her report. Then Gina made her way back across the Green to Berenstein’s bookshop.

      She found him feeding Waldo, his big old Siamese cat, right on the shop’s main counter.

      “Ah, the dead walk!” Berenstein exclaimed when he spotted her.

      “For your information,” Gina said, “I’m actually back to my perky self today.”

      “Good for you, kiddo. Must be your superior genes.”

      “Thanks again for babysitting me.”

      “My pleasure, but you should really thank Millicent. She was the one who took charge once the word came down that you had passed out.”

      “I’m going to see her next.”

      “Well, good. Steer clear of the psychotropics, eh?”

      “I intend to. Anyway, I have to work tonight.”

      “Oh? You and the Frau rehearsing a new number?”

      “Very funny. It’s about the—” She hesitated, unsure if she could discuss the newly discovered bones at the Drayton construction site.

      “About what?”

      Gina took a deep breath. Screw it. “Did you hear about what they found at the construction site?”

      “The unearthed remains?” Instinctively, Berenstein made the sign of the cross—an odd gesture, especially since he was Jewish.

      “Yeah. You know about that?”

      “It’s the talk of the town. Have they identified the poor soul?”

      “Not yet. That’s what I’m working on.”

      “Oh, you’re a CSI now, are you?”

      Gina felt a warmth in her cheeks. “No. I’m pulling together some details for Peyton. Just spoke with the town historian⁠—”

      “Ruth?”

      “Yes.”

      “Lovely woman. If my interests lay elsewhere…” His voice trailed off into silence.

      Gina made a face. “Right, moving on. I’m actually here in an official capacity.”

      “Lay it on me, sister.”

      “Do you have any books on Maidenwell’s history? Or maps?”

      Berenstein smiled and shook his head. “We’re not that type of bookstore. And you would’ve known that if you had taken me up on my offer.”

      Not again. Since the first minute they had met last October, Berenstein had been trying to sell her the shop, so he could retire to Florida. Such a cliché.

      “So, no local interest books?” she asked, a hint of disappointment creeping into her voice.

      “Nothing old. You’d probably have to go to Portland to find an antiquarian book shop. Maybe Bend.”
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        * * *

      

      After visiting some more with Berenstein and Waldo, Gina texted Millicent to see if she was around.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sure! Come over. I’ve got some Molly!

      

      

      

      

      

      Gina snorted with laughter. Yeah, right.

      She found Millicent in her studio, wearing a bulky apron, arm-deep in a vat of sludgy paper pulp.

      “That looks fun.”

      “It is,” Millicent said. “But I could use a little help with my hair. It’s coming loose.”

      “On it.”

      Millicent’s wavy hair seemed to have a mind of its own. As Gina corralled the unruly curls, she was suddenly hit by a sweet, tantalizing aroma. Millicent’s perfume, a rich vanilla, seemed to blend with the damp, earthy scent of the paper pulp. The scent was unexpected and slightly intoxicating, catching Gina off guard for a moment.

      Millicent broke the spell, slapping the pulpy goop onto a wooden frame covered with a fine mesh, and expertly working it into an even layer.

      Gina had witnessed this process a few times before but still found it fascinating. “I just wanted to thank you for springing me from the hospital and making sure I survived the night.”

      “It was the least I could do. I feel bad I didn’t warn you in time.”

      “Don’t sweat it. Lesson learned, trust me. But, seriously, I owe you big time. For rallying the entire Florence Nightingale brigade to watch over me.”

      Millicent chuckled, “The what now?”

      “Uh, all the people you organized to keep an eye on me.”

      “No biggie. We’ve all been there.” Millicent carefully lifted the dripping frame from the vat and gently turned it over, depositing the layer of pulp onto a large felt mat. She tapped the frame delicately, ensuring nothing got stuck.

      “Anyway, I’d love to take you out to dinner later on—if you’re free, that is. Just to say thank you.”

      “Oh, that’s so sweet.” Millicent’s hazel eyes shimmered with warmth. “But I’ll have to take a rain check. I actually have plans tonight.”

      “Duh. Of course you do. Hot date?”

      “Could be…” Millicent’s shy smile revealed more than her words.

      “Someone I know?” Gina’s curiosity, and a slight tinge of surprise at her own interest, made her prod further.

      “I’d rather not spill the tea just yet.”

      “Oh?” That’s odd.

      “Yeah. I don’t want to jinx it. You get it, right?”

      “Totally get it. No problem.”

      “I have an art thing on Monday. But how about Tuesday?”

      “Yeah, that works for me. It’s a date.”

      Leaving Millicent to her paper-making, Gina strolled back along the Green towards her cottage, basking in the warmth of the May sunshine. Thoughts of Millicent’s mysterious date bounced around in her mind, leaving her eager to uncover the truth.

      With her own love life non-existent, Gina was especially curious about her friends’ romantic escapades. Yeah, it was a little sad, for sure.

      Gina ran through the possibilities in her mind, but couldn’t come up with an obvious candidate for Millicent’s date. Oh well, she’d just have to be patient. Tuesday would come soon enough, and maybe then, Millicent might spill it. Especially after a few cocktails.

      Back at home, Gina plopped down on her couch with her laptop, ready to dive into the task at hand. She spent the next few hours digging into additional research and reviewing the material Ruth had sent her. Then, right after dinner, she managed to pull everything together in a somewhat anemic report for Peyton.

      As Gina finished up, she wondered if the whole thing was just for show. Busywork. It seemed like until an expert examined the remains—and answered basic questions like how long had the body lain buried, and if it was in a coffin or not—trying to figure out what buildings might have been around was a waste of time.

      She looked the report over one more time and hit send. There you go, Peyton. Have fun with it.

      Yet, despite her misgivings, Gina felt satisfied that she had done her part. The ball was now firmly in Peyton’s court, and whatever destiny awaited the report was beyond her control. She closed her laptop, feeling a mixture of exhaustion and satisfaction seep through her bones. Tomorrow would definitely be interesting.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Gina and Toni met up for breakfast. They were supposed to be figuring out a game plan for when the state forensic anthropologist arrived, but all Toni seemed to want to do was tease Gina about her “performance” with the Frau.

      “Oh my gosh, Gina, I can’t remember the last time I laughed so hard!” Toni exclaimed, barely able to contain her amusement. “I swear, I almost peed myself just thinking about it. Has that ever happened to you? You know, when something’s so hilarious that you—squirt!”

      “Okay, that’s gross!”

      Toni persisted, her eyes filled with mirth. “And let me tell you, lady, you’ve got some sick moves! I haven’t had that much fun on the dance floor since my third wedding!”

      Gina mustered a wan smile. Her muscles were still sore. “Yeah, I’m still feeling the burn.”

      “You’re telling me!” Toni stretched her limbs dramatically, really hamming it up. “But hey, on a serious note, Gina.” Her voice dropped to a low, intimate tone. “If you ever feel like hitting the dance floor again, you just let me know. I’m your gal.”

      Gulp. “I’m going to keep that in mind for the future. I really am. But I think I’m hanging up my dancing shoes for a while.”

      Toni patted her arm. “I just wanted to put it out there. You change your mind, you know where to find me.”

      They agreed to meet up at the train station at 1 p.m. for the 1:07 train. Between now and then, Gina felt the need to make an appearance at the office.

      Navigating through the lively corridors of Haverford Hall, Gina encountered a mix of curious looks and playful jabs from her colleagues. Everyone seemed to be eager to tease her about her gummy-fueled antics on Saturday.

      “Hey, Gina-bo-bina!” Hank Rugarrio shouted as she walked by the Security Station. “When’s the new album coming out?”

      Gina rolled her eyes, a smirk tugging at her lips. “Come on, Hank. Nobody buys albums these days. It’s all streaming.”

      At last, she arrived at the alcove right outside her office.

      Fallon was at her desk, but mercifully, there was no sign of Jared. He definitely would have teased her.

      “Oh my god, Gina, are you okay?” Fallon’s face was a mask of worry.

      Gina shrugged. “I’m fine, Fal. I totally slept it off.”

      “I heard all the gory details. I’m so sorry for you.”

      “Thanks. It was just a stupid mistake. Have you, um, heard anything from Frau Loneskum? Or Peyton?”

      Fallon’s expression softened. “Well, you’re not fired if that’s what you’re worried about. I think Peyton is in denial about the whole thing.”

      “I can do denial.”

      “But she does want to see you at ten. I think they got some results back about the bones.”

      “Do you know what they found?”

      “No, I just work here.” She winked. “Coffee?”

      “How about I get you coffee?”

      “Awww, that’s nice of you.”

      “So far, you’re the only one who hasn’t made fun of me. It’s the least I can do.”

      After coffee and some gossiping with Fallon, Gina retreated to her office to prep for her meeting with Peyton. She skimmed her report again and cringed when she spotted a few typos. Peyton was definitely a stickler for error-free communication, so the goofs would probably end up on Gina’s permanent record. Oh well.

      Right before 10 o’clock, Gina made her way past Fallon’s desk and headed towards Peyton’s office. Fallon’s silent “Good luck” and smile floated in her wake.

      The atmosphere was noticeably tense as Peyton acknowledged Gina with a curt nod. Matthias Loneskum
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