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        “The world is a museum of other people’s passion projects.”

        John Collison

      

      

      

      Gina Biletti pressed her forehead against the helicopter window, watching Greek islands drift past like abandoned chess pieces scattered across nature’s board. The Sikorsky S-76’s gentle hum did nothing to quiet her jet-lagged thoughts.

      Twenty-four hours of travel had left her in that foggy space between time zones. The Regenschirm private jet from New York, followed by a night at the Four Seasons Athens, should have reset her internal clock. Instead, she found herself staring at the champagne flute in her hand, trying to decide if this counted as breakfast, dinner, or maybe yesterday’s lunch.

      The Mediterranean glared back at her with migraine-inducing brilliance. Thank god—or more accurately, thank Regenschirm’s stylists—for the oversized Chanels perched on her nose. Her reflection wavered in the glass, triggering that familiar double-take. Six months had passed since she’d walked out of Narine + Papazian looking like someone had cranked up the “enhance” filter on her entire face. Still, she couldn’t quite reconcile this version of herself with the woman who’d spent four decades looking like, well, a Biletti girl from Long Island.

      She took a steadying breath, adjusting her cashmere wrap and smoothing the floral-print dress that had seemed so perfect back in Manhattan. But now it seemed like it was trying too hard—like everything else about this situation.

      Through the window, she watched the endless blue stretch of the sea blur into the horizon. A perfect excuse to take out the mostly-blank notebook Dr. Meisler had suggested might help her process everything that had happened since moving to Maidenwell.

      The leather felt soft against her fingers as she pulled it from her tote. She’d bought the notebook after that mess in LA, back when she thought journaling might magically transform her into someone who had their life figured out. Unfortunately, the blank pages intimidated her just as much now as they had then.

      Dr. Meisler’s voice echoed in her head: Try poetry. Sometimes finding the right words helps us understand what we’re feeling. Which was a lovely thought for people who actually had a creative bone in their body.

      Gina’s talents ran more toward PowerPoint decks and research reports. She couldn’t even doodle a stick figure, let alone capture her feelings in verse. Still, she uncapped her pen. What else was there to do except drink more champagne? And she’d already exceeded today’s quota by two glasses. The empty page waited, expecting profound thoughts she didn’t have.

      What would a real writer say about this moment? The way the sun caught the waves below, turning the Mediterranean into a field of diamonds? How this designer dress felt like playing dress-up in someone else’s closet? The words fell flat even in her mind, as uninspired as her Stockdales grocery list.

      The helicopter banked left, and she braced herself against the slight turbulence. Her reflection caught her eye again: the enhanced cheekbones flowing into that sharp jawline, and those pillowy lips that still gave her a secret thrill even half a year later.

      Words appeared beneath her pen:

      
        
        Five thousand feet above the Mediterranean

        Wearing someone else’s life like a borrowed dress

      

      

      Christ, that was worse than Eliza’s poem for Bex. She scratched it out immediately.

      Squinting at the sun-bleached islands dotting the azure expanse below, she dredged up fragments from her Dartmouth classics course. One of those rocks had to be the Isle of Lesbos. The helicopter blades thrummed overhead, a counterpoint to her scattered thoughts.

      A ridiculous idea surfaced—what if she asked the pilot for a quick detour? Touch down, find some ancient statue of Sappho, maybe kiss its feet or drink from a sacred spring. Because that would definitely solve everything. Though knowing her luck, she’d pick the wrong statue and end up cursed. Or worse—nothing would change at all.

      She pushed the thought away, along with the image of Carah that tried to follow. That particular ship had sailed, literally and metaphorically. Besides, she was an engaged woman now.

      The enormous diamond caught the light as she twisted it on her finger, its unfamiliar weight a constant reminder of everything at stake. Twenty-four hours of wearing the ring hadn’t made any of this feel more real.

      Another patch of turbulence sent her champagne sloshing. They were still an hour from the Chryseis, but her thoughts jumped ahead to what—and who—awaited. The guest list read like a who’s who of the questionably powerful: tech moguls, televangelists, and at least one cable news emperor. All gathered to inspect Ethan Spatz’s floating kingdom, currently accepting bids from the highest bidder.

      The Chryseis was the world’s largest private cruise ship, designed to house seven thousand people for over a year—assuming they could tolerate each other that long. The specs read like science fiction: vertical farms, advanced water purification, and enough backup power to light up Staten Island. She’d rolled her eyes at mentions of “adaptive hull coating” and “AI integration.” Trust Ethan Spatz to build himself a private nation where even the paint was smarter than most people.

      It was classic egomaniac billionaire behavior: identify humanity’s greatest threats, then build elaborate solutions wrapped in premium packaging. It reminded her of Maidenwell in some ways, though comparing a recreation of a humble English village in Oregon to a quarter-mile-long sovereign nation at sea felt a bit like comparing a cozy cottage to Versailles.

      A fresh wave of turbulence nearly spilled the remaining champagne in her glass. The pilot had mentioned something about weather systems converging, which explained the dark clouds gathering on the horizon.

      The ring flashed accusingly in the sunlight. (Okay, maybe not accusingly, but it felt that way each time it caught her eye). Gina forced her hands still, pressing them flat against her thighs. Far below, whitecaps danced across the ocean—which might have been soothing if she wasn’t busy cataloging the approximately eight million ways this whole situation could spectacularly implode.

      An hour and a few more glasses of champagne later, the helicopter banked, and Gina’s breath caught. The Chryseis dominated the horizon, a gleaming white giant that made the surrounding boats look like toys. Even from this height, the massive glass dome commanded attention, while solar arrays dotting the upper deck shimmered like dragon scales in the sun.

      The pilot’s voice crackled through her headset, requesting clearance from the ship’s control tower. As they circled, Ethan Spatz’s grand vision unfolded beneath them. A swarm of drones patrolled the hull with military precision, part of the security system she’d read about—though seeing them in action was definitely freaky.

      The helicopter descended toward one of two identical helipads, the massive ship sprawling beneath them like a city risen from the sea. Heat waves danced above the pristine deck, turning the white surface into a rippling mirage.

      They touched down with a gentle bump that set Gina’s teeth on edge. A woman in a navy suit waited at the edge of the helipad, her silver-streaked bun unmoved by the whipping wind. The security detail and deck crew straightened as one at her approach, like soldiers snapping to attention before a general.

      Gina waited for the all-clear signal, then pushed open the door. The blast of hot air hit her like a wall—spring in the Mediterranean was apparently summer everywhere else. Her bob whirled around her face and she clutched her weekender against the strong breeze. As she crossed the gleaming deck, Gina’s gaze was drawn to the massive glass dome between the helipads. From this angle, she could see the full scale of what she’d glimpsed from above—an entire rainforest contained behind crystalline walls, trees stretching toward the ceiling while vines cascaded like green waterfalls.

      “Welcome aboard the Chryseis, Ms. Biletti. I’m Helena Oliveira.” The woman in the navy suit extended a perfectly manicured hand, rings glinting in the Mediterranean sun. “Chief Stewardess and Head of Interior for the Chryseis.” Her voice carried rehearsed warmth, but her eyes performed a swift assessment—as if Gina was a purchase she hadn’t personally approved. “The other guests are gathering in the Atlantis Room. I’ll have your luggage delivered to your suite.”

      “Uh, thanks.” The woman’s crisp uniform made Gina acutely aware of the wrinkles that had crept into her own dress during the flight. She had a feeling that nothing aboard the Chryseis ever wrinkled, wilted, or showed signs of human imperfection.

      “This way, please,” Helena said, leading Gina through an entrance that opened into a lobby straight out of an upscale hotel, all gleaming marble and soaring ceilings. The rush of climate-controlled air washed over her skin, a blessed relief from the heat.

      “I trust your flight from Athens was comfortable?”

      “Very.” Gina’s gaze drifted to the massive chandelier overhead, her jet-lagged brain struggling to process the opulence. “Though I’m still not entirely sure what day it is.”

      “It’s Friday.” Helena’s polite smile remained fixed as she pressed the elevator call button. The doors slid open to reveal a cave of polished brass and mahogany paneling. “The other guests arrived this morning,” she added as they descended one floor, her tone making it clear that Gina’s late arrival had disrupted an otherwise flawless schedule.

      Gina tried to pierce the woman’s professional armor. “How many guests are on board?”

      “Seven, plus members of Mr. Spatz’s family.”

      “The world’s largest private cruise ship—for just seven guests?”

      “I see you’ve done your homework.”

      The elevator opened onto a rotunda with a crystal chandelier that scattered rainbow light across marble and silk. The whole space screamed “money to burn,” as if Ethan Spatz had personally designed it to remind visitors just how far above their tax bracket they’d climbed.

      “Welcome to the Azure Retreat,” Helena said. “Officially decks 15 and 16. This is where you’ll be staying.”

      “Two decks? How does that work?”

      “It’s a double-height deck. Twenty-four-foot ceilings throughout most of the enclosed spaces. A design choice that creates an atmosphere of…” She trailed off, apparently searching for the perfect word.

      “Excess?” Gina offered.

      Helena’s mouth tightened almost imperceptibly. “Grandeur, actually. Mr. Spatz’s owner’s suite occupies much of the bow on this deck, along with his private offices. We also have seven very spacious VIP suites, including yours.” She indicated a curved hallway that vanished into infinity. “The Azure Retreat provides everything—all on one level. Multiple restaurants, lounges, a private cinema, indoor and outdoor pools, a full-service spa, even a golf course.” Her professional smile brightened fractionally. “Do you play?”

      “Only miniature golf,” Gina said. “I slay at the windmill hole.”

      Helena didn’t laugh. Gina was starting to wonder if the woman’s face would crack if she tried.

      “Would you like to freshen up in your suite first or join the others in the Atlantis Room?”

      “Actually, I’d love to say hello to my fiancé,” Gina said, pushing aside her self-consciousness about her wrinkled dress. “I’ve missed him.”

      Helena nodded and led her through wide corridors that would have made a palace feel cramped. She moved with the kind of grace that reminded Gina of her grade school ballet teacher, each step measured and controlled.

      They emerged into the Atlantis Room, and Gina’s breath caught in her throat. She’d seen plenty of wealth during her time at Maidenwell, but this—this was insane.

      A living wall of orchids and flowering vines stretched floor to ceiling, releasing occasional puffs of mist that sparkled like fairy dust in the afternoon light. The effect was magical, as if someone had captured dawn’s first light and woven it through the air.

      Twenty-foot-tall windows framed the endless Mediterranean, while the opposite wall opened onto the infamous indoor golf course, its putting greens creating surreal waves of emerald against the blue horizon. Who puts a golf course on a ship? The absurd opulence of it all made Gina dizzy.

      Glass sculptures dripped from the ceiling like sea foam, while illuminated banquettes floated in curved alcoves. But it was the bar that stopped her cold—a circular structure of aqua glass with waves that appeared to move endlessly within its walls, like captured ocean currents. She squinted at it, her brain trying desperately to figure out how they’d achieved the effect. The whole room was like some billionaire’s fever dream of what luxury should look like.

      Gina was still trying to make sense of the illusion when a shift in voices pulled her focus. The guests had clustered near the tall windows, gathered around a striking man with a shock of white hair that caught the afternoon light.

      She didn’t need the Regenschirm dossier to identify Ethan Spatz. His face had graced enough lawsuits and political rants to be seared into public memory.

      He was in full performance mode, and the crowd around him leaned in like it was instinct. Gina had spent weeks studying Spatz’s background, but nothing in the briefing prepared her for his presence in the room—calculated, magnetic, and impossible to ignore.

      Her gaze swept the assembled guests, mentally ticking off all the dirt she’d learned from the Regenschirm briefings. Thank god for Tom Hindon at RLFG—the man could smell secrets through a steel vault.

      Ethan’s eldest son Hayden Spatz stood apart from his father’s orbit, observing the proceedings with the practiced neutrality of someone who’d spent a lifetime perfecting the art of being present without participating. But Gina knew better. The documents she’d reviewed outlined exactly what simmered beneath that Brooks Brothers perfection: the son was secretly working with federal authorities. According to Tom’s notes, something about Nazi grandparents had compelled Junior to help with the investigation into his father’s Argentine business connections.

      At the bar, Ethan’s daughter (and Hayden’s half-sister) Juliet had elevated rich-kid sulking to an art form. Her black clothes weren’t just goth fashion—they were tactical gear in a family war, each carefully distressed rip a calculated rejection of her father’s empire. She methodically filmed the proceedings on her phone as if collecting evidence for a documentary no one would ever watch.

      Gina fought back a smirk. The briefing had laid out all the details about Juliet’s carefully curated influencer persona. That social media presence was actually brilliant camouflage for what the investigators had uncovered: a lucrative side hustle selling tabloid access while simultaneously carrying on an affair with Daddy’s biggest business rival. Points for multitasking, at least.

      The Whitakers radiated holiness like expensive perfume—the kind you could smell from three pews away. Reverend Wilford Whitaker stood with one hand on his wife’s lower back, the gesture both protective and possessive, as if Grace were just another asset in his spiritual portfolio. His voice had that special rhythm that had emptied so many wallets over the years, while she kept up the serene smile of a woman who’d gotten really good at pretending her husband’s sermons were fascinating.

      Gina knew better. Tom’s team had discovered a damning paper trail of church funds being quietly funneled to keep a certain choir director silent about his affair with the Good Reverend. And Grace’s camera-ready smile hid her own secret—a teenage daughter stashed with a sister in Montana like an inconvenient tax write-off.

      Wilford and Grace Whitaker had built an empire selling salvation, all the while burying their sins beneath a veneer of righteousness. They were the perfect Christian power couple, whose true religion was good old-fashioned hypocrisy.

      Toying with her necklace, Brianna “Bri” Spatz (Wife Number Four in Ethan’s marital museum) drew attention to both the diamonds and her impossibly smooth throat. The whole Real Housewives routine was Oscar-worthy, Gina had to admit.

      The briefing had detailed Bri’s particular talents: how she juggled an affair with Red Flynn between charity galas, and expertly rerouted foundation funds to Cayman accounts. She was a woman who’d built a life on contingency plans and offshore accounts, treating her marriage like just another high-yield investment with a particularly volatile stock price.

      Speaking of Red Flynn—his laugh boomed across the room like staged thunder, though nothing remotely funny had been said. The media mogul had bigger problems than bad timing. There were rumors of serious health problems: early-onset dementia. Pretty ironic for someone who’d spent decades telling viewers what to think. No wonder he stayed so close to Bri, watching her with the desperate focus of a drowning man spotting a lifeboat. Nothing brought two people together quite like shared disasters and secret takeover plans. Their fingers touched when they thought no one was looking, a dance of calculated secrecy that made Gina wonder which one would stab the other in the back first.

      Jesus. This wasn’t a passenger list—it was a true crime podcast waiting to happen.

      And then a familiar face broke away from the group, crossing the room with his usual effortless grace.

      Her breath caught. She wasn’t ready. She’d mapped out every beat of this moment, practiced the smile, the laugh, the casual lean. But now, with the real thing bearing down on her, the whole routine short-circuited.

      He reached her, and before her brain could issue a single directive, his hand was at her waist—firm, steady—and his mouth was on hers.

      The kiss wasn’t a stage direction. It wasn’t the quick, forgettable peck they’d joked about rehearsing. His lips pressed into hers with disarming confidence, just warm enough to read as genuine.

      And she let it happen.

      “Everyone.” Matthias Loneskum’s voice carried that hint of accent that seemed to deepen when he was playing to a crowd. His hand stayed at her waist, warm and steady, grounding her even as her thoughts spun wildly. “I’d like you to meet Gina Biletti⁠—”

      “Ah, the mysterious fiancée!” Ethan Spatz’s voice boomed across the sudden quiet as he strode forward, hand already extended. “I was beginning to think Matthias had invented you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            two

          

          This Is Not a Vacation. It’s a Warning Label

        

      

    

    
      “I assure you she’s quite real,” Matthias said, his arm slipping around Gina’s waist like it had every right to be there. “Though I still wonder sometimes if I dreamed her up.”

      Of course he delivered it like that—smooth as silk, with just enough warmth to imply intimacy. It was the kind of line that sounded spontaneous but had probably been tested in front of an audience of Regenschirm mission specialists. It should have made her roll her eyes. Instead, her spine straightened like she was about to be inspected.

      She hated that. Hated how easily her body responded, how it kept jumping at cues like it wanted applause. It wasn’t attraction, exactly. More like stage fright mixed with a weird sense of obligation. He was handsome, sure. In that generically elite way that could sell cologne or cryogenic innovation, but⁠—

      “Welcome aboard the Chryseis,” Ethan Spatz said.

      “So lovely to meet you.” Gina extended her hand like her nerves weren’t tap dancing in heels. Spatz’s grip closed over hers, firm and deliberate, his thumb pressing just a beat too long against her palm. A hostile takeover in handshake form.

      “We’ve all been dying to hear how you two met,” Bri Spatz said, gliding forward, glass in hand, her smile unnaturally bright.

      “As it happened, I fell for his mother first.” Gina let warmth color her voice. The truth was always the best foundation for a lie. “I was at the Met for Der Rosenkavalier’s opening night—my mother was a music teacher, practically raised me on Strauss. During the first intermission I was explaining to this guy in the drinks line why Der Rosenkavalier is really a comedy despite being an opera, when this elegant woman turns around and starts adding these fascinating details about the Viennese premiere.”

      Matthias’s hand pressed lightly against the small of her back. She leaned into it without thinking, the movement so smooth it almost felt natural. “Mother has always had excellent taste,” he said. “She invited Gina to join her in our box. I was running late that night, had another engagement that went long⁠—”

      “With a date he still won’t name,” Gina cut in, channeling the playful energy of couples who’d moved past early jealousies. The teasing came naturally, a muscle memory of intimacy her mind couldn’t quite override.

      “A date I promptly forgot about,” Matthias finished with perfect timing. “I walked in and found Mother and Gina deep in conversation about modernist interpretations of classical works. We had coffee the next morning, just the two of us. The rest, as they say…”

      Bri’s smile sharpened with interest. “How fascinating. We simply must discuss your musical background.”

      Gina bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing at those perfectly enunciated vowels and affected finishing-school cadence. The Regenschirm briefing had revealed everything about Brianna Spatz—née Belinda Bryant from Bullhead City, Arizona. Small town beauty queen turned bit-part actress, turned New Age entrepreneur, turned billionaire’s fourth wife.

      “The LA Phil’s board could use someone with your…particular experience,” Bri added, rotating her champagne flute with manicured precision.

      “Bah, let the poor girl rest!” Ethan boomed. “Even I remember what it’s like to be young and in love. Though in my day, we didn’t waste time with jet lag. Straight from the airport to the dance floor!” His fingers snapped, making everyone jump. “But tonight, tonight we celebrate properly. And soon enough I will show you all things that will blow your minds. Revolutionary things. Things that will change the world!”

      “You’re too generous,” Gina said, carefully calibrating her smile. “I hate to be antisocial—but a short rest would be heaven.” She turned to Bri, whose predatory interest hadn’t dimmed. “Perhaps we can continue our conversation another time?”

      “Absolutely,” Bri said, her words floating on a current of Veuve Clicquot. “We’ll have plenty of time to chat at the welcome dinner tonight.” She delivered this like it was privileged information, though Gina had already memorized the week’s schedule.

      “I’m looking forward to it,” Gina said, letting fatigue soften her posture just enough to be noticeable.

      Gina let Matthias guide her toward the exit. She felt eyes on them as they crossed the room—Bri, Ethan, the Whitakers, Hayden Spatz—each of them checking her out.

      “A pleasure to meet everyone,” Gina called back, her voice carrying just the right note of polite fatigue. She’d learned long ago that the best way to end a conversation was to make people feel like they were doing you a favor by letting you leave.

      Matthias led her through curved corridors lined with subtle artwork in illuminated niches, past the elevator rotunda where she’d arrived. Her feet were already filing formal protests against her choice of heels, but she kept her stride steady, projecting the easy confidence expected of a billionaire’s fiancée.

      When they reached their suite, the door whispered open with a soft hiss. Gina stopped dead in her tracks.

      “Holy crap,” she breathed. The space looked like someone had been given an unlimited budget to design the world’s most expensive honeymoon suite. Two stories of floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around a living area that shouldn’t have worked but somehow did, all clean lines and high-end furnishings in shades of cream and ocean blue. A floating staircase curved up to the second level, its glass treads glowing like something out of a sci-fi show. She tried not to think about how she and Matthias would be sharing this intimate space, playing at domestic bliss while surrounded by all this calculated grandeur.

      “Interesting, huh?” Matthias said.

      “That’s one word for it.” Gina trailed off, taking in the subtle gleam of metal and glass softened by rich fabrics and pale wood.

      “You’ll be happy to know that Avery already swept for surveillance devices,” Matthias said, his shoulders relaxing as the door clicked shut behind them. “We can speak freely in here. Apparently, Spatz doesn’t feel the need to spy on his guests in their own suites.”

      “What a prince,” Gina muttered as she explored the suite.

      “The rest of the ship is another story—cameras everywhere, even in places you wouldn’t expect.”

      “I’ll be careful.”

      A large bar, its surface a shimmering expanse of onyx, stood in one corner, while what looked suspiciously like an original Frankie Roth painting dominated another. All that was missing was a white cat and a Bond villain.

      “Your bedroom is upstairs to the left, mine’s on the right. Unless you’d prefer to switch?”

      “Which one has the better view?” She raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Both the same,” he said.

      “I’ll keep the left, then. I’ll rest a bit, then freshen up before dinner.” Gina was already calculating how long it would take to tame her travel-frazzled hair into something presentable.

      “Don’t be too late.”

      She gave her dress a playful twirl. “Just fashionably late. Can’t have your fake fiancée showing up looking like something the cat dragged in.”

      “You look great. Just perfect.” Matthias straightened his tie, transforming back into the polished CEO with each precise movement. “I need to get back out there, see if I can work on Spatz some more.”

      “Good luck with that.”

      “Thanks.” He paused at the door and met her eyes. “And Gina—thank you for agreeing to this. I know it’s well outside your normal duties⁠—”

      “And probably illegal in at least nineteen countries?” she said, because if she didn’t toss out a joke, something honest might tumble out instead.

      “Just know that it means a lot,” he said. This time, he held her gaze for a second longer. Then he was gone, leaving behind the ghost of his cologne and the soft sigh of the door easing shut.

      She stood still, letting the moment settle. He was grateful. He’d said thank you. And that—absurdly—mattered. Of course it did. She’d been chasing gold stars since fifth grade.

      She exhaled, steadying herself. This whole assignment was a trust fall in high heels and underwire. But if she stuck the landing, maybe she’d finally stop feeling like she was borrowing someone else’s life.

      “The welcome reception begins in fifty-eight minutes,” a disembodied voice announced with gentle precision. “The current temperature in the Atlantis Room is 23.2 degrees Celsius.”

      “Thanks, O Faceless Overlord of Luxury,” Gina mumbled back. After nearly two years living in Maidenwell’s tech wonderland, AI butlers barely registered anymore. Though this one seemed extra invested in climate control.
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        * * *

      

      She rolled over, stretching like a cat in the obscenely comfortable bed. The nap had helped, but her internal clock was still doing the cha-cha somewhere between New York and Athens. At least she had time to pull herself together before showtime.

      The bathroom was a gaudy marble and gold fantasy straight out of Real Housewives of Dubai, but the silk and cashmere robe felt like heaven against her skin. Gina studied herself in the mirror, mentally reviewing her mission objective.

      For the next three days, she would be Matthias’s extra eyes and ears, evaluating Ethan Spatz and every other potential buyer who might try to outmaneuver him for the Chryseis and its revolutionary technology.

      Eleven years of running focus groups and interviews about everything under the sun had prepared her for this kind of deep analysis of motives and desires. But this time she had to do it all while pretending to be head-over-Louboutins in love with her boss.

      She dabbed on mascara and fresh lipstick, her mind drifting to the other players in this high-stakes game. Red Flynn, the media mogul. The Whitakers with their televangelist empire. Even Spatz’s own son Hayden might be plotting something. Any of them could try to outmaneuver Matthias for control of the Chryseis—and she couldn’t let that happen. Not on her watch.

      The green Valentino hung in the closet like liquid silk. Regenschirm’s stylists in New York had chosen it carefully—elegant enough for a billionaire’s welcome dinner, but not trying too hard. She slipped it on.

      Her question mark tattoo stood out stark against her forearm, a souvenir from that wild week in LA with Danielle in October. Between the new hair, the new face, and the impromptu trip to Guthrie’s Tattoo Studio in Silver Lake, she’d completely reinvented her look. Not that she regretted any of it—especially not the tattoo. The perfect reminder to stay curious, to keep asking questions even when the answers scared her.

      She twisted her fake engagement ring, the weight of it strange and familiar all at once. Like everything else about this week ahead.

      Keep your eyes open, your smile bright, and figure out who’s planning to screw Matthias out of acquiring the Chryseis. Spot the lies. Track the threats. Act natural.

      Simple enough in theory.

      But theory didn’t account for the way Matthias looked at her like she belonged in the role—or how good it felt to have him trust her with something this big. The performance came more easily than she’d expected. Too easily, maybe.

      “The welcome reception begins in ten minutes,” the AI reminded her.

      “Got it, got it.” Gina slipped on her heels, grabbed her clutch, and checked her reflection one last time. Everything where it should be. Game face on.

      She took the stairs down, one careful step at a time. Matthias stood at the base like a photo from the company website—suit perfect, posture perfect, confidence radiating in high-resolution. His reflection shimmered in the glass behind him, multiplying like proof.

      What struck her wasn’t the way he looked, but the way he smiled at her. Like this was going to work. Like she wasn’t pretending.

      “You look stunning,” he said.

      “Thanks. You clean up pretty well yourself.” She kept her tone light.

      Gina had spent six months getting accustomed to her new face in the mirror, but she still wasn’t used to how other people reacted to it. Dr. Narine had worked some kind of Beverly Hills voodoo that made it look like Gina had won a genetic lottery she definitely hadn’t entered. And now even Matthias kept stealing these long, thoughtful looks when he thought she wouldn’t notice. It was weird.

      Time was a hell of a thing. Back in her twenties, Gina had been the “pretty one” of their group. Danielle was the “friendly one” who could charm anyone, and tall, athletic Lisa was “the one with the hot body.” Attention from guys had been as reliable as the city’s traffic noise, a constant, low thrum. Not that she’d ever been mistaken for Christy Turlington, but she’d been pretty enough to count on a second look, a held door, a drink sent over by the guy at the end of the bar.

      Then her forties hit, and suddenly she might as well have been wearing Harry Potter’s invisibility cloak. Eyes just…slid past her now. Men’s attention wandered mid-sentence, their gazes already hunting for fresher prey. It wasn’t just about attraction—it was about existing.

      But now? Now she was visible again. More than visible. Since the surgery, since dropping thirty pounds, heads turned. Eyes lingered. Even that jackass Reeve had started noticing again. The attention was like slipping into an old favorite dress and finding it still fit perfectly. Maybe too perfectly. Maybe she’d just found a newer, shinier way to make herself acceptable.

      “Ready?” Matthias offered his arm.

      The question jolted her from her spiraling thoughts. “I definitely am, but it looks like that tie of yours is plotting a rebellion.”

      He glanced down. “Is it that bad?”

      “Here.” She stepped closer to adjust it, trying to ignore how good he smelled. “Now we’re ready.”

      She looped her arm through his, pushing away the nagging voice that wondered how long this strange second bloom of visibility would last. “Let’s go play happy couple for the billionaires.”
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      Matthias led her past the elevator rotunda toward the ship’s stern. “The official tour is tomorrow morning, but let me show you a few highlights on our way. You won’t believe this place.”

      They strolled past the Atlantis Room, the Mediterranean breeze kissing Gina’s bare shoulders as they stepped onto the open deck. A massive infinity pool stretched out like a mirror to the sea, seeming to spill right into the horizon. The salt-tinged air reminded her that for all the ship’s splendor, they were still just a tiny speck on a vast expanse of ocean.

      “I feel like I should be whispering,” Gina breathed, catching notes of jasmine from nearby planters. “Like any second now someone’s going to realize I’m just playing dress-up and make me turn back into a pumpkin.”

      “Trust me, Gina, you belong here.”

      The comment landed like an unexpected gift—somewhere between her heart and her stomach. She’d gotten pretty good at deflecting compliments over the years, but the way he said it⁠—

      “Let me show you something really special. It’s my favorite part of the whole ship.”

      “What, the server farm?”

      Matthias didn’t answer. Instead he led her toward a glass wall at the pool deck’s far end. The doors parted with a sci-fi whoosh, then sealed behind them with a click. Gina half-expected someone to hand her a space suit.

      “This is called The Atrium,” Matthias said, leading her into what had to be the world’s most ambitious greenhouse. “Spatz told me the space was inspired by Singapore’s Cloud Forest.”

      “Singapore’s what now?” The question died in her throat as she took in the impossible space before them. She remembered glimpsing the glass dome from the helicopter, but nothing had prepared her for what lay beneath it.

      A glass cathedral soared overhead through multiple decks, sheltering an entire forest that someone had somehow crammed onto a ship. Actual full-sized trees—not decorative palms or those sad ficus things from office lobbies—reached toward a ceiling that disappeared into green shadows. Waterfalls spilled over moss-covered rocks, their spray catching the sunset in brief rainbows. Hanging gardens cascaded from fifty feet above their heads like living curtains, and Gina half expected to see monkeys swinging through them.

      “Holy shit,” she whispered. “This is insane.” The thought that all this existed in the middle of the ocean made her head swim. This floating palace had just outdone itself.

      Matthias smiled at her reaction. “It’s a technological marvel. A miniature eco-system.” He guided her onto a winding stone path between two waterfalls.

      The air felt weirdly alive, thick with oxygen, mist, and countless flower scents. Like a rainforest dropped into the middle of a cruise ship. Gina inhaled deeply, suddenly more alert, more present. Rock formations curved overhead, dripping with vines. Little nooks tucked into the greenery beside bubbling streams looked almost natural rather than engineered.

      “The entire space is functional,” Matthias explained. “Every plant here is either edible or medicinal.”

      Gina tilted her head back as fading sunlight filtered through glass and greenery. “Wow… just wow…”

      The soft hiss of another set of airlock doors broke the spell. She reluctantly followed Matthias through them, leaving the humid warmth of the garden behind. They emerged into a hallway lined with gleaming marble. The abrupt shift from natural paradise to ostentatious wealth made her head spin.

      As they walked, Matthias gestured at a series of imposing doorways, all labeled. “Wellness Center, Spa, Gym, Salon, Movie Theater. Even an Infirmary.”

      “Good to know if my appendix decides to rupture at dinner,” Gina blurted out before she remembered she was supposed to be sophisticated arm candy, not someone who joked about exploding organs.

      But Matthias just grinned. “I’m sure you’d be in good hands here.”

      The wide staircase at the end of the hall led them up to their destination: the Sky Lounge. The space curved around the stern of the ship in a sweep of glass and gleaming wood, offering a panoramic view of the sunset-painted sea. The vast room was artfully divided into distinct zones by glass partitions, half walls, and more of those living plant walls. Multiple bars seamlessly connected to cozy seating areas adorned with plush armchairs and low tables. In one corner, a billiard table stood waiting, its green felt surface pristine, while nearby, a cluster of poker and blackjack tables sat expectantly. The overall effect was both grand and surprisingly cozy.

      The sun hung low over the water, painting everything in shades of gold and rose. Through the glass walls, Gina could see the ship’s gentle wake stretching out behind them.

      “Ms. Biletti, Mr. Loneskum.” Helena Oliveira approached them, tablet in hand. “Welcome. The bar is open and dinner is at seven thirty.” She pivoted sharply toward a waiter with an askew collar, fingers already moving to straighten it.

      Gina watched her go, struck by the similarity. In Maidenwell, she’d be the one with the tablet.

      She and Helena were two hospitality directors orbiting different billionaires, both smoothing the world’s rough edges.

      Near the entrance, a security officer maintained a statue-like vigil. His olive skin and Roman profile suggested Italian heritage, though everything else about him screamed ex-military, from the earpiece to his strategic position monitoring both entrances. She’d bet her last bottle of La Mer that this guy color-coded his protein shakes and considered smiling a tactical error. His dark eyes swept the room while he muttered into his radio in rapid Italian.

      “Drink?” Matthias’s gentle touch at her elbow guided her toward the bar.

      “A Vesper, please.” Gina swept her gaze across the room, noting the precision of wait staff arranging glasses and adjusting place cards. The handful of guests clustered in small groups looked almost lost in the vast space. The ratio was absurd—at least three servers hovering for every guest.

      Ethan Spatz held court near the windows, his booming voice carrying across the room. At his side stood a well-dressed woman with an athletic build and perfect posture, nodding crisply before hurrying off. Gina recognized her from the briefing documents—Camille Malkofsky, Ethan’s longtime personal assistant. As Camille slipped through a service door, Gina wondered what kind of person could tolerate Ethan’s ego without developing a permanent eye twitch.

      At a corner table, Hayden Spatz sat with his sister Juliet, both of them radiating the specific kind of misery that came from mandatory family functions. Juliet stabbed listlessly at her phone while Hayden stared into his drink as if it might offer escape.

      Despite their dramatically different fashion—Juliet with her leather jacket, matte-black-painted lips, and gauged plug earrings, contrasting with Hayden’s crisp button-down and carefully combed hair—their faces were startlingly identical. High cheekbones, slightly pointed chin, curved eyebrows. One face dressed in two opposite styles: goth and preppy.

      Gina wondered if their father saw the mirror images they were, or if superficial differences blinded him.

      The ship’s captain stood slightly apart from the others, maintaining the careful distance of command. His pressed uniform and rigid bearing made him look like he’d stepped straight out of central casting for “distinguished maritime officer.”

      “Initial thoughts?” Matthias said, handing her a drink.

      “Well, your Dr. Lui doesn’t seem thrilled to be here.” Gina nodded toward the end of the bar where Avery Lui, the Regenschirm Chief Technology Officer, sat alone, staring into space with the thousand-yard gaze of someone mentally debugging code. “Where’s her hubby?”

      Matthias’s face creased. “He should be here. Would you mind checking in with her while I make the rounds?”

      “Roger that.”

      Gina slipped onto the barstool next to Dr. Lui with a smile. The woman was about her age, and wore a blazer that might have been ordered directly from a catalog labeled “Professional Attire, Female, Standard.” Her straight dark hair fell past her shoulders in a geometrically perfect line, as if the stylist had used a ruler and then congratulated themselves on their precision.

      The brief note in her dossier about Dr. Lui being neurodivergent flashed through Gina’s mind, though the briefing had been frustratingly vague due to medical privacy laws. ‘Social interaction challenges’ or something like that.

      Great. She’d have to recalibrate her usual approach, which typically relied on charm and strategic over-sharing to get people talking.

      “Dr. Lui? We met briefly in New York. I’m Gina Biletti.” Gina tried for casual, but the way Dr. Lui stiffened made her feel like she should have made an appointment first and maybe submitted her conversation topics in advance for approval.

      “Yes, I recall our meeting. I would prefer if you addressed me as ‘Avery.’ Using my title creates an unnecessary hierarchical dynamic in this context.” Her tone carried the faintest trace of irritation.

      “Um, okay, Avery,” Gina said, and mentally filed this interaction under Conversations Already Going Sideways—which was extra weird
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