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Chapter One ~ Arrival
 
The snug interior of the long, traditional, black limousine was lit by intermittent lightning flashes and the incandescent glow of phone screens. Its luxurious seats and carpeted walls absorbed all sound but the incessant, slumberous whine and squeak of wiper blades rocking back and forth across the windshield. It would have made for a potentially delicious nap but for their destination. Who could sleep when they have no idea where they are headed or what they are headed for except for the promise of money?
The air was cool outside the car slicing through the deserted Blue Ridge Highway, causing the windows to fog. Raindrops hit the roof and dripped down the windows, lulling them all into a false sense of peace, even if not sleep. But the booms of thunder interposed with lightning that lit up their cozy dwelling made the former quite impossible. All eyes were wide awake, nervously shifting from the faces of their companions before landing back onto their respective phone screens. If they had been formerly introduced or known one another in some capacity, they didn't let it show. The drive from the train station had been interminably quiet and might possibly have been a tolerable one, but as it was, six strangers, three women and three men, faced each other rather reluctantly in the back of the dark Lincoln. Unable to think of a single thing to say, or more likely lacking the will or desire, the party remained silent.
Through misty headlights and trees, turrets, or what appeared to be the top of a fairy tale castle appeared on the horizon. For the guests invited to dine at a house they'd none of them been to before, let alone set eyes upon (aside from a peek at an online picture, which was quite blurry and taken quite far away), this was a welcome sight. As they started up the hill, all at once, the occupants, as if coming out of a trance, put down their phones as they passed a road sign that read, “ Welcome to Transylvania County.” In the dark, they had to feel as though they'd just crossed the river to Hogwarts. But as magic like that didn't exist in the world they knew or was as of yet unknown to mankind, they had to settle for atmosphere, and this place was full of it.
Now that they had nearly reached their destination, most put their phones inside their pockets. A black-haired woman dressed in black from head to toe looked out the window and shivered involuntarily. The redhead on the seat beside her stared out the same window, chewing the lipstick from her bottom lip. A third woman with a pixie haircut seemed totally unaffected, had not put her phone away, and scrolled through it rather uninterested instead of exploring the view out the window. The trio of men, who sat opposite them, were dressed for the occasion, as were the women. A long-legged fellow, who wore a jacket and tie and fidgeted with it as though he was unaccustomed to having a noose around his neck, made no pretense of not noticing the stunning redhead across from him. A second more robust figure had a curly mop of brown hair atop his head and stole intermittent glances at the pixie across from him. Finally, the third young man, who stood out prominently from the rest, wearing a cleric's collar, looked at no one and nothing but sat with eyes closed, lips moving, as if muttering a prayer.
The house disappeared from view, obscured by a thick forest of trees, as the hired car made its way up the winding road to the top of a hill, to a place, according to their invitations, called Chateau Highwood. At the top, just outside the massive iron gate bearing the initials CH, where the hired driver idled waiting for it to be opened, the house appeared again, this time in much more vivid detail even through the pouring rain. And this time, the reality was neither a fairy tale nor a castle. Chateau Highwood was a house unto its own, an architectural masterpiece of stone and brick built near the end of the nineteenth century. And what had appeared to be the tops of turrets from a distance, now close up, were revealed to be spires like those found on a church's roof. Yet more like the bared teeth of a wolf, it waited for them, hungry.
Now that their journey was complete, the occupants in the back seat began to shift, collecting clutch purses and buttoning jackets. This was a dinner party after all, though you couldn't tell from the quick aversion of eyes when glances collided. They would be spending the evening together, with food and drinks, to discuss an important matter that affected them all, and at the end of the night, the hired car would return to take them all back to the train station to once again go their separate ways, all of them hopefully more the richer, literally.
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Two ~ Introductions
 
“Welcome,” said a man of about forty, dressed in a black coat and tails, who waited for them at the open door to the massive house. “My name is Higgins. Please come in, grab a glass of champagne, and have a seat.”
“Don't you have any cell service out here?” The woman dressed in black passed him impatiently, coming to an abrupt stop in front of four suits of armor flanking each side of the double doors. Each of the eight held a sword upright.
“I'm sorry, ma'am,” the man, Higgins, said sincerely, “we don't.” He tapped one of the hollow silver suits of armor, a metallic ring sounding. “And don't worry, they're harmless.”
A dark roll of thunder rumbled off the mountains.
The long-legged man wearing the noose, the last to exit the limo, watched as it, having fulfilled its duty in bringing them to the middle of nowhere, pulled away from the front of the house as though shot from a cannon, leaving them essentially stranded to face their uncertain future.
One by one, the six filed inside, like soldiers, but this was no barracks. The main entry hall was two stories high and filled with glowing light from an enormous gold and crystal chandelier that hung over their heads. To their right was a long hall draped in the finest silk tapestries and floored in shining hardwood and wool runners. To the left was another long hall, the same as the other. Directly in front of them, Higgins stood in the open double doorway to the great room, where three large, comfortable-looking sofas surrounded a stone fireplace large enough for a full-grown man to walk into. Flanking the fireplace were two generous armchairs that faced the trio of sofas. Behind one of the sofas and beside a large bank of lead-lined windows stood a grand piano. Beside it was a table and chairs. And past the table and chairs was a set of French doors leading out onto a stone terraced patio. The grounds swept down a long hill behind it, ending in a lighted pond at the bottom. The effect of all the grandeur surrounding the guests was to stun them into open-mouthed awe.
Once they had all obeyed instructions, wraps, purses, and raincoats hung in the entry hall closet, they sat, drinks and phones in hand, because despite the lack of cell service, old habits die hard. The long-legged man's phone was with him, but in his pocket.
Higgins stood in the doorway as though about to address the silent group seated on the large sofas around the roaring fireplace. Then, taking a seat in the armchair closest to the door, he cleared his throat. “As one of your astute ranks has already pointed out, there is no cellular service here. I apologize. So, instead of holding onto them all night, you may well put your phones in here.” Higgins pointed to the coffee table in the center of them all, where a large, carved wooden bowl sat empty. One by one, five phones were laid inside it, the sixth remaining in its owner's pocket unnoticed. That done, Higgins continued, “And as we occasionally lose power on stormy nights, you should all be aware that there are candles and matches in the kitchen and inside that cupboard there.” He nodded to the glass-doored cabinet behind them. “Now, we will all go around the room, introducing ourselves.”
“When will we be meeting our host?” the woman in black said.
“Yeah,” the man in a cleric's collar spoke up, “I'd like to shake the hand of the man willing to invest a hundred thousand dollars in my church, just for meeting him all the way out here tonight.”
“How are you so sure our host is a man?” the pixie-haired woman asked derisively.
“Well, whoever it turns out to be,” said the long-legged man loosening his tie, “I'd like to meet them too.”
“So would I,” the remaining voices agreed in unison.
“We will get to all of that,” Higgins said graciously. “But first, it is important that you are all properly introduced to one another.”
The small group exchanged confused glances.
“Getting to know one another wasn't a part of the invitation,” said the mop-headed man in a jacket and tie.
Higgins nodded somewhat impatiently. “Nevertheless, let's begin.” He looked at the woman dressed in all shimmery black fabric, even her black hair gleaming. She was about twenty years younger than himself and, at the moment, looked like a deer in headlights. “We'll start with you,” he said. “Tell us your name, what you do, and what you hope to get out of this evening.”
“Hi. My name is Winnie—”
“No last names, please,” Higgins interrupted her.
“Hello, Winnie,” five other voices chimed.
“I write code for a living, and I hope tonight won't turn out to be a sales pitch.”
Higgins' smile was wan.
“I've been to some pretty bad conferences in the past.” She made air quotes with her fingers. “Cheap hotel banquet rooms full of shady business people are not what I call a computer conference. Ever since I made my first million, everybody wants a piece of me. Computer programming companies come out of the woodwork, all wanting to make money off my ideas.”
“Let me reassure you,” Higgins said confidently, “this is not a sales pitch.”
“I hope not,” the woman in black went on, “because I could get away from those places easily enough, just call an Uber. But this place...” She looked around herself at the massive room, the large windows, rain pouring down outside, and shivered as she'd done in the limousine. “With no cell service, leaving early would be impossible.”
“Very good,” Higgins cut in, preventing her from speaking further. “You.” Higgins nodded to the man sitting next to her on the tufted leather sofa.
He had dark brown hair and was tall, with long legs that crossed beneath the coffee table in front of him. His arms were also crossed over a muscular chest. He, like all the others, had been told this was a formal affair and had dressed the part. He again tugged uncomfortably at the silk knot at his throat. “Name's Luke. Some people consider me an online profiteer, but I like to think of myself as Robin Hood.”
“You steal from the rich and give to the needy?” Winnie asked, smoothing out the folds of her black silk skirt.
“Not exactly.” Luke chuckled. “I buy from rich corporations and sell to the needy.”
“How can you make a profit doing that?”
“He means at a markup,” the man, wearing a black shirt and pants and a cleric's collar, said impatiently.
Winnie scoffed. “Then you're no Robin Hood.”
“To each his own,” Luke said, shrugging one shoulder.
“You're next,” Higgins said, nodding to the woman sitting on the other side of Winnie.
“I'm known as Pixie 99.” She had a short haircut to match her name. “You can just call me Pixie. I'm a professional online gamer.”
“How can you make a living doing that?” Winnie stifled a laugh.
“I'm not out to make money like the bourgeois.” She looked pointedly at Winnie.
Winnie rolled her dark eyes. “Then let me guess, you live in your parents' basement.”
“I do not.” Pixie folded her arms across her chest with a huff. “I live with my grandmother. She needs me to take care of her.”
“How about you?” Higgins put in abruptly to stop further confrontation.
“My name is Agatha.” The red-haired woman barely looked up as she spoke. She wore a white blouse made of silk with a soft bow at the front. “I run an advertising business for startups that can't afford to pay big advertisers.” She fingered the folds of her nineteen-fifties-style plaid skirt. “And I never forget a face.” When she looked up, she looked straight at Higgins, who cleared his throat.
“Good to know,” Higgins said, then nodded at the cleric behind her leaning against the desk. “And you?”
“I'm Vince, Father Vince, and... I guess I'm supposed to say why I'm here. Well,” he said with a heavy sigh, “the truth is, on the side, I’m an online gambling bookie.”
Winnie tsked.
“Hey,” he said to her, a deep crease wrinkling his brow, “if I wasn't doing it, someone else would. And I have to do it, to—”
“I don't care what your reasons are,” Winnie interrupted him, exasperated. “You're just another online brand like the rest of us.”
“Entrepreneur,” Vince corrected her. “And proud of it.”
“I'm Dwight,” the curly-headed man hovering over the champagne tray said. “And I feel like I'm at one of my AA meetings.” He chuckled nervously. “Instead of waiting for Higgins to nod me in, I'll come right out with it. I'm a Ufologist, a professional. I got into it after losing my job as a computer programmer. And I’m an alcoholic. I’ve been sober for two years, since the
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