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        “Curiosity is insubordination in its purest form.”

        Vladimir Nabokov

      

      

      

      

      Standing in front of the massive outdoor stage that had been under construction for the past several months, Gina Biletti surveyed the Village Green with a mix of awe and trepidation. All summer long she’d watched them build it, but somehow the finished product—forty feet of gleaming steel and pristine white canvas—still managed to shock her. It looked wildly out of place among Maidenwell’s quaint cottages and cobblestone streets, as if a spaceship had landed in the middle of a historical reenactment.

      In just forty-eight hours, this very spot would host the biggest event in Maidenwell’s history: a private concert by pop star Eliza Glitterbum, celebrating Frau Loneskum’s 75th birthday.

      Temporary buildings had sprouted like mushrooms around the Green—VIP areas, restrooms, lounges. Market stalls and colorful tents lined the pathways, ready for the Summer Fête that would kick off the weekend’s birthday bash for Frau Loneskum tomorrow.

      A couple of workmen hustled past, carrying planks of wood for last-minute preparations. A half dozen of the new electric minibuses silently circled the village, supposedly learning the layout of everything. Even though most of the vehicles in Maidenwell were autonomous, Frau Loneskum insisted on mannequin drivers so that the fleet wouldn’t look so creepy. Gina had to agree with that call.

      The morning sun warmed Gina’s face, but she shivered anyway. Her mind kept drifting back to Idaho, to the rescue mission that had nearly torpedoed her career. If Frau Loneskum hadn’t intervened…well, she’d be job hunting instead of organizing the social event of the season. The memory of that close call still made her queasy.

      Her keycard buzzed, snapping her back to reality. It was Fallon, the administrative assistant from Haverford Hall. “Gina? Matthias wants to see you for another briefing. ASAP.”

      Great. Just what she needed. More meetings.

      She tapped her keycard to summon a ride. Sure, she could have hoofed it up to Haverford Hall, but showing up at Matthias’s office looking like she’d just run a half-mile uphill seemed like a bad career move. Especially these days.

      The autonomous car dropped Gina at the south courtyard of Haverford Hall, the imposing Tudor-style mansion that housed both Regenschirm’s headquarters and the Loneskum family’s private quarters. Well, mostly just Frau Loneskum’s quarters. She was the only one who lived in Maidenwell full time, rattling around in the endless rooms like a particularly refined ghost.

      Gina made her way through the maze of corridors, nodding at familiar faces. After nearly a year here, she’d mostly mastered the layout, though occasionally she still found herself in some forgotten wing or previously undiscovered study. The whole place felt especially alive today, humming with pre-event energy as staff hurried about their tasks.

      When she reached Matthias’s office, the rapid-fire sound of Mandarin caught her off guard. She hung back in the doorway, not wanting to interrupt what was clearly an important work call—his tone had that particular sharpness he reserved for high-stakes business discussions.

      As she waited, shifting her weight from one heel to the other, she wondered what could be so urgent. She’d been briefing him multiple times daily over the past week, including over lunch just hours ago—what could possibly require another update? Maybe something had gone wrong with the green room? Or had Frau Loneskum added another last-minute request to her already extensive list of requirements for the party?

      Matthias spotted her and waved her in without breaking the flow of his conversation. Gina settled into one of the leather chairs, trying not to fidget as she caught fragments of what sounded like numbers and percentages peppered through the melodic language.

      Finally, the call wrapped up. Matthias tapped his earbud, then turned to Gina. That penetrating gaze of his locked onto her—the one that made you feel like you were the only person who existed in his universe. She’d seen him use it on tech journalists, venture capitalists, and visiting dignitaries, but it never failed to command attention.

      “How are you holding up?”

      “Honestly? Better than expected.” Gina straightened in her chair, warming to the topic. “It’s amazing what ten months of obsessive planning can accomplish. Even the weather forecast is cooperating.”

      A smile tugged at the corner of Matthias’s mouth, but his eyes remained serious. “We’re in the home stretch now,” he said, leaning forward slightly. “But this is exactly when we can’t afford to relax our guard. Not even for a moment.”

      The intensity in his voice sent a familiar flutter of anxiety through Gina’s stomach. There was something about the way he said “guard” that made it sound less like a metaphor and more like a warning.

      “I’m going to be there at the station myself this afternoon to make sure Eliza gets the VIP treatment the second she sets foot in town.”

      “It’s more than that,” Matthias continued, his fingers drumming once on his desk—a rare display of nervous energy from him. “This concert must go off flawlessly.”

      “I get it,” Gina said. “The beta test, right?” She couldn’t resist using his tech-world vocabulary. “To see how the West Coast tour might shake out?”

      Matthias shook his head. “The other dates are already booked. This is…” He paused, choosing his words carefully. “I know you know this, but Eliza is family. Especially to my mother. She wanted to invest directly in the tour, but Eliza refused to take money from relatives.”

      Gina nodded, remembering the extensive briefing documents she’d studied. Eliza Glitterbum was attempting this comeback without any record label support, funding everything herself. A risky move for any artist, but particularly for one who hadn’t performed in a decade. At fifty-eight, she was…well, Gina tried to push away the uncomfortable thought about age and pop stars. It felt both sexist and ageist, but she couldn’t help wondering how realistic a comeback tour was at this point.

      An image of the Spice Girls flashed through her mind, and she made a mental note to Google their current ages later. Not that it mattered. If Madonna could still sell out stadiums at her age, maybe there was hope for everyone.

      “Mother feels responsible,” Matthias added softly. “She wants very much for Eliza to succeed.” He rose from his desk, moving to stare out the window. “Everything must be perfect, Gina. The visit. The Fête. The concert. All of it. I trust you understand what I’m saying?”

      The weight of his words hung in the air between them. Gina understood the subtext perfectly—if this concert flopped, it wouldn’t just be Eliza’s comeback at stake. It would break Frau Loneskum’s heart. And in Maidenwell, disappointing the Frau was about as advisable as juggling lit dynamite.

      “I understand completely,” she said, meaning it. She’d seen firsthand how deeply the Frau cared about family. How personally she took both their successes and their failures. “And I’m on it. One hundred percent.”

      But as she left Matthias’s office, Gina couldn’t help but wonder if she was up for the task. Hosting a fading pop star’s comeback concert wasn’t exactly in her skill set. But then again, neither was solving murders or rescuing kidnapped women, and somehow she’d managed those. How hard could this be?
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        * * *

      

      A quarter after five found Gina positioned at the Maidenwell train station. She checked her keycard for the tenth time in as many minutes as she stood amid the crowd of Haverford Hall staff on the platform. Behind her in the gravel lot, a fleet of electric Landaulettes waited in neat rows, their forest green paint jobs gleaming after a thorough detailing. She caught Connor from the dining room practicing his welcome bow, while Trinity Wrightson muttered something about luggage manifests into her keycard. Despite having organized countless arrivals over the past year, Gina couldn’t quite contain her nervous energy. She glanced at her keycard again, though she knew the train would arrive exactly on schedule. It always did.

      She craned her neck, searching for the telltale plume of steam in the distance. Not that it had anything to do with actually powering the train—Maidenwell’s locomotives were as electric as the Landaulettes, even if they looked like they’d rolled straight out of some 1920s period drama. The whole aesthetic was pure theater. Just like everything else in this strange little village, she thought. Like the vintage station house behind her or the small army of staff arranged with calculated casualness along the platform.

      The whistle’s haunting call echoed across the valley, and Gina felt a little tickle of butterflies. Don’t beef it, she told herself, plastering on her most welcoming smile. First impressions matter.

      The train glided to a stop with barely a whisper, steam billowing dramatically. Gina resisted the urge to check her hair one more time. Instead, she straightened her shoulders and channeled what she hoped was the proper mix of professional and approachable as the train car’s door slid open.

      When Eliza Glitterbum stepped off the train, Gina’s carefully rehearsed greeting died in her throat. The woman before her looked markedly different from her online presence—not worse, just different, in a way that was a little surprising.

      There was no denying Eliza looked older than her carefully curated digital persona suggested, but she wore it well.

      But what stopped Gina dead in her tracks was the uncanny resemblance she saw reflected back at her. It was like staring into some alternate reality mirror, one where Gina had the guts to dye her honey-blonde curls a vivid cotton candy pink, to pierce her nose with a glittering stud, to strut around in clothes that screamed “I’m here and I’m fabulous, deal with it.”

      Gina looked down at her own sensible outfit—the white button-down, the jeans, the navy blazer she’d chosen specifically to project professional competence—and felt a pang of wistfulness. In another life, maybe she’d be bold enough to rock a nose ring. But who was she kidding? She still agonized over whether switching from medium blonde to light blonde would be too dramatic a change.

      She finally looked away. No point dwelling on paths not taken. She had a job to do.
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      “Ms. Glitterbum? I’m Gina Biletti, Director of Hospitality.” Gina extended her hand, acutely aware of how surreal this moment felt. “That jacket is absolutely stunning.”

      “Call me Eliza, darling.” The pop star’s face lit up with the practiced enthusiasm of someone who’d spent decades charming people for a living. “And this old thing? Just something I threw on for the train.” She gestured at the designer metallic bomber jacket with studied casualness.

      Beyond the platform’s edge, the small army of Maidenwell staff helped arriving guests into waiting vehicles.

      “Your luggage is already headed up to the Hall,” Gina said. “Would you like a quick tour of the village?”

      “Oh, brilliant—” Eliza began, but was interrupted by rapid footsteps on the platform.

      A young man in his twenties came sprinting up, his carefully pressed outfit at odds with his harried expression. “Found it,” he wheezed, thrusting something toward Eliza. It was a sleek black vape pen.

      The sight of it made Gina’s throat tighten with an old familiar craving. God, sometimes she still missed smoking, even though it had been decades since she’d quit. The device looked like a less colorful version of the one Becca had given her last year—still gathering dust in her desk drawer after that one memorable afternoon getting stoned in the hedge maze. These days she self-medicated with wine, chocolate, and the occasional edible. It was much better that way.

      “Oh, ta ever so much, love.” Eliza took a long drag, exhaling with obvious relief. “Doctor’s orders.” She caught Gina’s look. “Well, probably just the opposite, if I’m honest. But keeps me calm, doesn’t it?”

      The young man stuck out his hand. “Oliver Wilton. Everyone calls me Ollie. I’m Eliza’s P.A.—”

      “Gina Biletti, Hospitality Director. You should join us for the tour.”

      “Actually,” Eliza turned to Ollie, “be a pet and make absolutely certain everything’s sorted at the hotel. Yeah?”

      “Well, it’s not really a hotel,” Gina said. “You’ll be staying at Haverford Hall where your cousin has her private residence.”

      “Right then.” Eliza waved her hand in a perfect dismissal. “See you later, Ollie.”

      Gina led the way down the platform’s wooden stairs to the gravel parking lot, where rows of the gleaming vintage cars waited. She guided Eliza toward her forest green Landaulette emblazoned with the Maidenwell umbrella logo.

      “Ooh, would you look at this!” Eliza cooed.

      “These are our Landaulettes. Modeled after a 1909 Renault, but fully electric.” Gina’s hand skimming the car’s polished dashboard. “They look vintage but they’re super high-tech. Most of them can even drive themselves, though today you’re stuck with me behind the wheel.”

      Once they were settled, Gina guided the Landaulette out of the lot and glided past stands of twisted junipers, their blue-green foliage stark against the high desert sage. Mountains loomed to the south, etched against the August sky. “The village is just ahead,” Gina said. “It was built in the early 1900s, though most people assume it’s much older.”

      “Blimey, this is something else,” Eliza murmured as they rounded the final curve.

      Maidenwell spread before them like an illustration from a fairy tale—peaked roofs and ancient stone walls, narrow streets winding between Tudor-style buildings with their distinctive black-and-white timber frames. Window boxes overflowed with late-summer blooms, adding splashes of color to the weathered stone. The big square bell tower of St. Mary’s pierced the sky, its shadow falling across the Village Green where the Fête’s stalls clustered beneath striped awnings.

      Less than a year ago, Gina had sat where Eliza now perched, drinking in these same sights with equal wonder while Millicent pointed out landmarks. That first glimpse of Maidenwell had changed everything—though she hadn’t known it then, lost in her post-divorce funk and desperate for any kind of change.

      “Minute!” Eliza exclaimed, pressing closer to the window. “I can’t believe what I’m seeing! Just like being back in the Cotswolds.” She turned to Gina, eyes sparkling with curiosity. “How on earth did all this end up in the middle of Oregon?”

      “Funny story, actually.” Gina slowed the Landaulette to navigate one of the many small roundabouts connected by Maidenwell’s narrow streets. “At the turn of the century, there was this timber baron, John Haverford. He fell madly in love with a British woman who was terribly homesick for England. So he did what any lovestruck millionaire would do⁠—”

      “You’re telling me he built her a whole village? That’s mental!” Eliza interrupted with a laugh.

      “Exactly.” Gina grinned. “Though what you’re seeing now is largely thanks to Matthias’s renovation. The Regenschirm Group preserved all the historical charm while adding some…modern touches.”

      “Like these brilliant silent cars?”

      “Among other things,” Gina said mysteriously, enjoying Eliza’s obvious enchantment with her surroundings. She had braced herself for diva demands and practiced smiles, but Eliza kept surprising her—head craned like an excited kid, peppering Gina with questions about everything from the Bakery’s offerings to the history behind St. Mary’s imposing square tower.

      Their Landaulette finally wound its way up the tree-lined drive to Haverford Hall. Gina gave her usual circuit of the grounds, hardly believing that after nearly a year, the massive Tudor-style mansion still took her breath away.

      “Cor, that’s proper posh,” Eliza muttered as she got a good look at Haverford Hall.

      Gina smiled. “Wait until you see the gardens.” She steered them through the ornamental arch that led to the Winter Garden, then alongside the infamous hedge maze. “The grounds are about five hundred acres total, though most of that is juniper forest.”

      “I can’t get over how much it looks like home,” Eliza said, her eyes fixed on the manor’s imposing silhouette. “Yvonne said it was authentic, but this is…well, it’s rather uncanny, isn’t it?”

      Gina pulled the car to a stop on the front drive. “Speaking of your cousin, Frau Loneskum wanted me to remind you that she’s hosting a family dinner tonight—Matthias and the twins will all be there.”

      “Brilliant, darling. Can’t wait to see everyone!”

      Inside the grand entrance hall, Gina gestured to the keycard Eliza had been given at Aune Station. “Before I hand you over to the staff, let me show you how to really use that thing. During my first visit, it took me three days to figure it out.” She walked Eliza through the basics of the interface, noting how quickly the pop star picked up the gestures.

      “This tech is absolutely brilliant!” Eliza said, swiping through the various menus with growing confidence. “Makes my iPhone look properly ancient.”

      “The keycards are just the beginning,” Gina replied.

      “Well, you’re an absolute treasure, darling,” Eliza said. “Made me feel proper at home already. Thank you.”

      “Chris will take good care of you from here,” Gina said, nodding to the front desk manager who’d materialized at her elbow. “And we’ll be seeing plenty of each other during your visit. Have a wonderful dinner.” She watched as Chris escorted Eliza toward the grand staircase, the pop star’s pink hair a bright spot against the sedate dark wood paneling.

      Once they’d disappeared from view, Gina headed for the service elevator that would take her down to the administrative block. The transition always gave her whiplash—one minute you were in a perfectly preserved English mansion, the next you were stepping into a high-tech office. All gleaming white surfaces and recessed lighting, not a tapestry or oil painting in sight.

      The contrast pretty much summed up Maidenwell in a nutshell.

      She found Jared in one of the conference rooms, already surrounded by tablets and binders. Sometimes Gina wondered if he ever actually left. Her Hospitality Manager had the kind of terrifying efficiency that made her own organizational skills look like a kid’s finger painting.

      “I’ve updated the menu for tomorrow’s dinner,” he said without looking up. “No sturgeon. And the florist finally confirmed the replacement peonies for the Green Drawing Room. Crisis averted.”

      “My hero,” Gina replied, only half-joking. Without Jared doing the actual work while she played detective, the whole department would probably collapse in a heap.

      The door burst open and Fallon breezed in, toting Gina’s laptop and practically vibrating with excitement. “Well? What’s she like? Is she totally amazing? Is her hair real or is it a wig? Tell me everything!”

      Gina smiled at her assistant’s enthusiasm. These were the moments she loved best—when Maidenwell felt less like a high-stakes social experiment and more like a regular workplace where people could gossip about celebrities.

      “She’s…surprisingly normal, actually,” Gina said, settling into her chair. “Down to earth. The hair is definitely real. And she has this way of making you feel like you’re just two friends catching up.”

      Gina turned to her computer, trying to project an air of getting back to work. “Now, don’t we have some actual event planning to do?”

      But her mind kept drifting back to that uncanny resemblance she’d noticed earlier. She’d have to ask Viv if she saw it too—her friend had an eye for that sort of thing.

      As Jared walked them through the schedule for the billionth time, Gina felt the familiar flutter of anxiety in her stomach. Everything had to be perfect—not just for Maidenwell’s reputation, but for her own precarious position with the Loneskums.

      Over the next few hours, Fallon fielded a constant stream of calls, while Jared coordinated with what felt like every department in the village. The air crackled with that particular mix of excitement and terror that preceded any major event, but this time the stakes felt impossibly high.

      By six p.m. Gina’s head was swimming with seating arrangements and security protocols. Time to head home. She stopped by the front desk on her way out, where Chris assured her that Eliza was settled in and preparing for dinner with the family.

      “She’s charming everyone already,” Chris added with a knowing smile. “Even got Marcus from Housekeeping to laugh, and you know how grumpy he can be.”

      Gina was about to call for a car when her keycard buzzed with a message from Millicent.

      
        
          
            
              
        Need to talk. Swing by the studio? Opened a bottle of that WV Pinot you like.

      

      

      

      

      

      Every muscle in Gina’s body voted for begging off so she could go home and face-plant into her pillow, but there was something in Millicent’s message that intrigued her. Besides, after the day’s whirlwind of activity, a glass of wine with her friend sounded perfect. She fired back a quick reply:

      
        
          
            
              
        OMW. Save me a glass. Or three.
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        * * *

      

      When Gina walked into Millicent’s studio, she stopped dead in her tracks. “Holy shit, Mil. Your hair!”

      Millicent’s usually wild dark curls had undergone a complete transformation—soft purple waves melted into electric blue tips, with sections braided into tiny cornrows that glittered with star-shaped clips. She looked like she’d stepped out of some high-fashion editorial about space princesses.

      “Like it?” Millicent twirled, grinning. “I wanted to look super festive for the concert.”

      “I love it, but you do realize this isn’t Burning Man, right?” Gina accepted the offered glass of wine, trying not to laugh. “We’re talking ’80s pop for the Frau, not EDM.”

      “Whatever. I look fantastic.” Millicent settled onto her battered leather couch, tucking her feet under her. “So? How’s the pop star? Is she a total diva?”

      “Not so far.” Gina sank into her favorite armchair, the one that had migrated from Millicent’s living room when she’d got the studio. “She seems a little jet-lagged, but sweet. The entire village is buzzing about her.”

      “The entire village is buzzing about you,” Millicent corrected. “This event is incredible, Gina. Nobody can believe how you’ve pulled it all together.”

      Gina took a long sip of wine. “Yeah, well, let’s see if you’re still saying that if something goes wrong and I end up unemployed.”

      “Please. The Loneskums love you.”

      “For now.”

      Millicent shifted, suddenly looking nervous. “Speaking of love…” She twisted a braid of her purple hair. “I think Elliott’s going to propose.”

      Wine went down the wrong way and Gina choked. “What?”

      “He’s planned this whole elaborate trip to California in October. San Francisco, then up to Sonoma for wine tasting and stargazing. He’s being weird about it too—all secretive and extra excited.”

      “That definitely sounds romantic and all, but it doesn’t necessarily mean⁠—”

      “And my rings were out of order.”

      Gina blinked. “Come again?”

      “My rings. I keep them organized by finger and metal type. The other day, after Elliott stayed over, they were slightly rearranged. Like someone had been looking through them to check sizes.”

      “Oh my god.” Gina leaned forward. “How do you feel about this?”

      “Terrified?” Millicent’s voice went up an octave. “We haven’t even been dating a year. And after what happened with Jason…”

      The mention of Millicent’s ex-fiancé hung in the air between them. That disaster of an engagement, orchestrated by Millicent’s mother to keep her in LA and at the real estate firm, had nearly broken her. She’d escaped just in time, but the experience had left deep scars.

      “This is completely different from Jason,” Gina said firmly, reaching across to squeeze Millicent’s hand. “Your mother has nothing to do with this. If Elliott proposes, the choice will be entirely yours.”

      Millicent’s face softened, but doubt still clouded her eyes. “I hope you’re right.” She topped off their glasses, then asked with forced casualness, “So…how are things with Reeve?”

      “Non-existent.” Gina’s voice turned bitter. “He’s still having an epic man-tantrum about the whole Carah thing. According to him, I ‘deliberately undermined his authority’ with Matthias during her questioning.” She made air quotes with her free hand, nearly sloshing wine onto her blouse.

      “Dude.” Millicent’s expression shifted to concern. “I had no idea it was still that bad.”

      Gina attempted a breezy shrug, trying to ignore the complicated tangle of emotions the topic stirred up. The truth was, her feelings about the situation were far messier than simple anger at Reeve. Whatever was going on was leaving her feeling off-balance big time, and she absolutely wasn’t ready to unpack that particular emotional suitcase.

      The church bells chimed seven, startling Gina out of her thoughts. “I should go,” she said, draining her glass. “Big day tomorrow.”

      “Text me updates about Eliza?” Millicent called as Gina gathered her things.

      “Only if you promise to tell me immediately if Elliott starts acting even weirder.”

      The walk home through Maidenwell’s quiet streets gave Gina too much time to think. Her thoughts buzzed from the thousand things that could go wrong tomorrow, to Matthias’s too-careful praise lately, to the ongoing mess with Reeve.
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      The next morning dawned bright and clear, the kind of perfect summer day that made Maidenwell feel like a movie set. After powering through emails and reports for an hour, Gina finally admitted defeat. She needed better coffee and actual human contact.

      She packed her navy silk wrap dress—the good D. Mackay one with the subtle shimmer—into a garment bag, already dreading the prospect of changing in her  office bathroom. Her roots were also showing more than ever—another item on her endless to-do list that would have to wait.

      Time to grab breakfast at the Bakery, then catch a car up to Haverford Hall. But as she cut across the Village Green, movement near the massive concert stage caught her eye. Despite her growling stomach and the growing list of tasks waiting at the Hall, curiosity lured her closer. Knowing her luck, investigating would make her late for everything—but then again, wasn’t monitoring the concert preparations technically part of her job?

      There, surrounded by a flurry of activity, stood Eliza Glitterbum in all her pop star glory. Or rather, her decidedly un-glorious morning state—decked out in a pale blue Juicy Couture tracksuit and well-worn Uggs that screamed “2003 called and wants its outfit back.”

      “Gina, darling!” Eliza’s face lit up. “Brilliant timing! Come meet the whole gang.” She gestured expansively at the cluster of people around her, somehow making the dated tracksuit look intentional rather than tragic.

      The introductions came rapid-fire, each person pausing briefly in their tasks. Hondo Marsh, the grizzled tour manager, barely looked up from his notebook as he barked orders into a headset. Martin Brackney, the musical director, gave an awkward wave that perfectly matched his nerdy-professor vibe, complete with elbow patches on his cardigan.

      She recognized Ollie, Eliza’s personal assistant, as he managed to simultaneously type on his laptop and shoot Gina a harried smile that was like a whispered “help me.” Pam, the stage manager, offered a firm handshake before diving back into what looked like an intense debate with Upton, the rigger, about someone named Eddie and his apparently questionable knowledge of cable management.

      Dom Hartswell, the security chief, merely grunted in acknowledgment, his massive frame casting a shadow as he prowled the perimeter of the stage like a particularly vigilant bear.

      “Want to see something simply amazing?” Eliza grabbed Gina’s arm, practically vibrating with excitement. “Upton’s testing the stage lift. It’s like magic—one minute you’re there, next minute, poof! Underground. Come along!”

      Gina glanced at her watch. The appetizer meeting would have to wait—keeping Eliza happy was her top priority right now. “Absolutely,” she said, letting herself be pulled toward the stage. Between Eliza’s infectious enthusiasm and Matthias’s explicit instructions to stick close to her, there really wasn’t much choice.

      The stage lift turned out to be a marvel of engineering—a sleek hydraulic platform that could whisk performers into the under-stage area in seconds. Gina
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