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        “Every night we close our eyes, fall asleep, and go mad.”

        Neil Gaiman

      

      

      

      At some point, the gentle rocking motion of the car stopped, dragging Gina Biletti out from the cozy embrace of sleep. She blinked her eyes open, registering the sudden stillness. For a moment, Gina was a kid again, waking in the backseat of her parents’ car during family road trips to DC or Pennsylvania. The sensation was so vivid, it conjured a wave of forgotten memories. 

      “Are we there yet?”

      Her friend Danielle smiled at her as she shut off the engine. “You were really out, babes.”

      “Uh, I know. Jet lag.”

      The car was parked in a half-filled lot. All around them, the majesty of the Columbia River Gorge unfolded, an expanse of sky and clouds and a wide, slow-moving river.

      “Where are we?” Gina asked. 

      “Scenic overlook,” Danielle said. “I just need to pee.”

      “In the parking lot?”

      “No. There.” She motioned behind them.

      Gina turned to see a squat stone structure with a domed roof. It was octagonal, like a two-story lighthouse, or some ancient temple. And it perched on a rise directly behind them, encircled by the parking lot.

      Danielle read from her phone. “This is called the Vista House. Built in the early 1900s. A primitive rest stop.”

      “Wonderful.”

      “Do you need the bathroom?”

      “I’m good.” According to the clock on the rental car’s screen, it was less than two hours since Gina had landed in Portland, Oregon.

      “Okay. Be right back.”

      Danielle disappeared and Gina found herself alone, still fighting off the dregs of sleep. This whole situation had ‘surreal’ written all over it.

      Last night she was pacing around her apartment in Manhattan, trying to decide whether to sublet it or just give up the lease. It would have to be one or the other, since there was no way for her to afford the rent now that she wasn’t working.

      It was as if life had decided to throw her a surprise party she didn’t want. Only a few days away from turning forty-five, her divorce papers from Erik were still hot off the press, and she’d been downsized out of her job.

      “Welcome to your Second Act,” her therapist had quipped, spinning her turmoil into an opportunity for reinvention. But Gina felt she was still in the wings, waiting for her cue for the First Act.

      Stop your bitching, Gina told herself.

      She was here, clear across the country. Somewhere in Oregon. Thanks to Danielle. Going on some kind of mystery adventure. Emphasis on mystery.

      A few days ago, a round-trip ticket to Portland appeared in her email inbox. It was a first-class ticket.

      Thirty seconds later, Danielle had called. “Don’t ask any questions. Zero. I’m serious.”

      “Really? You do remember who you’re talking to, right?”

      “That’s actually two questions. Can you count? I said zero.”

      Ever since Gina and Danielle had met during freshman orientation at Dartmouth, Gina’s penchant for asking questions had been a running joke between the two of them. But that was just the way Gina was wired. A lot of times, her inquisitiveness got her into trouble, but eventually, she channeled it into a rewarding career as a consumer behavior researcher for prestigious marketing and advertising firms in New York City.

      But that was all in the past. She needed to live in the present.

      And that means getting my ass out of the car and enjoying the scenery.

      She unbuckled her seatbelt and emerged from the car, stretching her weary muscles. Beyond the parking lot, the majestic Columbia River Gorge sprawled out, a breathtaking vista that went on and on.

      The parking area itself was neat and orderly, half-full of cars that glittered in the sunlight. A stone wall, waist-high and sturdy, provided a separation between the lot and the roadway below. A few telescopes were dotted along the edge, inviting visitors to drop a quarter and have an even closer look at the scenic beauty of the valley.

      Gina drew in a lungful of the cool, crisp air and shut her eyes. Not exactly the shore at Narragansett, but she could sense the water below. Or maybe it was her imagination.

      Her reverie was interrupted by the sound of kids playing. Or screaming, if you wanted to get technical. Just a stone’s throw away, a gaggle of children clambered up the wall, their laughter echoing off the rock face. 

      Gina didn’t have children herself, and actually never really spent too much time with kids—other than the occasional holiday with her rambunctious nephews. Well, ex-nephews now.

      But even to her untrained eye, it looked like there was some trouble happening. A small girl with wild, curly hair was perched precariously on the wall, teetering, her arms outstretched like a tiny, unstable airplane. 

      That wasn’t good.

      Close by, a red-haired boy, roughly twelve, jostled about, dangerously close to the girl. 

      Holy crap! He’s going to push her off!

      “Stop!” Gina’s voice cracked in panic. 

      The little girl shrieked, her arms flailing like windmills. 

      Fear pulsing through her veins, Gina barreled into the throng of kids and dove for the little girl. 

      Just in time, she snagged the edge of the girl’s sweater, yanking her back to safety, just as she was about to go over the edge.

      Sobs erupted from the kid as Gina eased her back down on the solid ground of the parking lot.

      “What the hell are you doing with my daughter?”

      Gina turned to find an irate woman storming across the parking lot.

      “She… she was going to fall,” Gina said. Her body trembled from the adrenalin surge.

      Ignoring Gina’s explanation, the woman took her daughter’s hand and marched her back towards the Vista House without even a ‘thank you.’

      “You’re welcome,” Gina called after them. “Just saved your kid’s life and all. No biggie.”

      The woman didn’t respond, but the little curly-haired girl turned back, offering Gina a shy smile and a timid wave. 

      Gina returned the smile. Well, at least the kid might turn out okay.

      When she turned back to the throng of kids, she saw they had mostly dispersed. There was no sign of the creepy little redheaded boy. 

      She peeked over the edge of the wall, just to confirm there were no tiny bodies strewn below. It really was a serious drop. Definitely enough to badly injure, or even kill someone. 

      Was that boy actually trying to push the girl off the wall? Or was it just kids rough-housing?

      Taking a deep, steadying breath, Gina tried to calm her racing heart. Thank god she didn’t have kids. They’d be the death of her.
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        * * *

      

      There was no way Gina could fall back asleep, so she and Danielle caught up as they drove along the curving, scenic two-lane road that meandered through the Columbia River Valley. They skirted past waterfalls and drifted under leafy canopies forming natural tunnels over the road. 

      “You’re really not going to tell me anything about where we’re going?” Gina asked.

      “It’s a surprise,” Danielle replied, a smile playing on her lips. “Plus, you need to sign an NDA before I can say a word.”

      “An NDA? I thought we were going away for a girls’ weekend.”

      “We are.” Danielle grinned. “But the place that we’re staying isn’t open to the public.”

      Gina’s eyebrows lifted. “Ooh, a brand-new hotel?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Is it a client?” Gina asked. 

      Danielle co-owned ERF/LaTour, a high-profile PR firm in Silicon Valley, and had a regular spot on the dance card of tech bigwigs, celebs, hedge fund hotshots, and other assorted high-rollers.

      “Yes, but that’s all I’m going to say. Except that this weekend, you’re on the LaTour payroll.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “That’s how I’m allowed to bring you,” Danielle said. “We’re coworkers now. Boom!” She smacked a high-five into Gina’s palm.

      “Co-workers? What am I supposed to be doing?”

      “I don’t know, Gina. Whatever it is you do. Market research.”

      Leaning back into her seat, Gina pondered the mystery hotel and the mystery temp job.

      Eventually, the winding two-lane road connected back to I-84—the main highway that ran along the Columbia River. They passed through a couple of cute towns—Hood River, the Dalles—which made Gina want to stop and explore. But apparently they were on some kind of schedule, and it was getting tight. 

      As they made their way east, the landscape changed, from lush greenery to bare, rolling hills the color of sand and rocky cliffs, stark and captivating.

      “We’re still in Oregon, right?” Gina asked. It looked more like Arizona or Nevada.

      “Oh yeah. Eastern Oregon. Or Central Oregon. I’m not sure what it’s called.”

      “It’s a big change.”

      “Well, we’re on the east side of the mountains now. The Cascades. It’s very dry out here. Not booze dry. Dry, dry.”

      “So we’re going to some sort of oasis?” Gina was still fishing.

      “Let’s talk about something else. At least until we get to the train.”

      “Train? You’re kidding me.”

      “That’s why we’re in a rush. If we miss the train, we’ll have to spend the night in Hood River or something.”

      “That’s not necessarily a bad thing. It was cute.”

      “The place we’re going to is cute, too. Super cute.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be the judge of that.”

      Danielle playfully rolled her eyes. “Speaking of which, did I tell you about my new bae Kayto?”

      “Bae? No one really says that anymore.”

      “Whatever. They’re a DJ—and smokin’ hot. There are some pics on my phone. Check ’em out.”

      “I’m good.” Gina tried to keep her tone upbeat. For as long as she had known Danielle, her friend was never short of romantic partners. Male. Female. Whatever. They flocked to Danielle like she was a human pheromone factory. And it wasn’t even that Danielle was spectacularly beautiful, either. She was pretty, sure, and always looked put together, but it was more her vivacious personality than her looks that attracted people.

      “We’re going to Majorca for Thanksgiving,” Danielle said. “Sant Llorenç des Cardassar. Kayto’s got a gig there. It’s for a reality show.”

      “Should be fun.”

      Danielle shot Gina a mischievous look. “Admit it, you’re jealous.”

      “Jealous? No way.”

      “Yes way. Big time.”

      “No. Well, maybe. A little.”

      “I told you. Come to SF for a week. I’ll take you to some parties. You’ll hook up for sure.”

      “Hook up? Danielle, I’m forty-five. I don’t want to hook up,”

      “I’m forty-five too. It doesn’t matter. Age is just a number. Besides, forty-five is the new twenty-five.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means that you need to chill, girlfriend.”

      “I can’t chill. I just got divorced.” Gina felt tears welling up. She turned away and looked out the window at the dusty hills.

      Danielle put her hand on Gina’s arm. “I get it, honey. It sucks. I mean, it’s good for you because Erik was a real dimbag. But it still sucks.”

      “Yeah, it does,” Gina whispered, her voice barely audible.

      Their conversation faded into silence. Lost in her thoughts, Gina found herself enveloped in a whirlpool of emotions.

      All the crap with Erik came flooding back, like a bout of acid reflux. Not being good enough for his family. Not producing grandkids for them. Not conforming to their Southern ideals of what a proper wife should be. 

      And worst of all was how two-faced Erik had turned out to be. For fifteen years he had claimed not to buy into his family’s b.s.—and ‘traditions.’ He voted intelligently, seemingly shared her values, and didn't exhibit a whiff of racism. But it was all a lie.

      A pulse of anger beat at Gina’s temples. She had been through all this in her mind a million times. Raging. She needed to just stop. Stop and move on!

      Of course, telling herself that was a lot easier than actually doing it. Still, she needed to try, so she took a deep breath and cleared her mind.

      “Is there a town with a Starbucks coming up?” she asked. “I really could do with a flat white.”

      Danielle laughed. “Look around. Does it look like there’s a Starbucks around here?”

      It did not, in fact, look like there was a Starbucks around. The landscape they were traveling through was vast and barren, with low hills covered by an ocean of wheat-colored grass and sparsely dotted with bushy trees. There were no signs of civilization anywhere.

      “They’ll have something to drink on the train,” Danielle said. “Don’t worry. I think we’re close.”

      “Close? Are you serious?”

      Danielle glanced at the map on the car’s touchscreen. “Twenty miles more. This is exciting. Isn’t it?”

      “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” There was literally nothing but the empty two-lane road they were on, besides an occasional stretch of ancient wire fence with little pillars of stacked stones. 

      “Just be patient for a little longer.”

      Gina sighed and adjusted the vent to get some air. She didn’t even try to check her phone because they had lost service half an hour ago.

      “You know this road we’re on was built on the Oregon Trail,” Danielle said.

      “Doesn’t surprise me. I could see myself dying of dysentery here.”

      “Ha ha. Did you know that before Oregon was a state, the territory was claimed by both the United States and Great Britain?”

      “I did not know that,” Gina said.

      “Yeah. Great Britain. Interesting, huh?” She had a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

      Just about ten minutes had passed when Gina noticed, with a hint of surprise, a paved road branching off from the main road. Until this point, she’d only seen dusty paths that seemed to lead into a vast nothingness. But this was different. This was a bona fide road, spotless and well-kept, carving its way through the expansive hills.

      “What’s this land used for?” Gina asked.

      “Farming, I think.”

      “What kind of farming? Tumbleweeds?”

      “Wheat, I think. Sheep, maybe. I don’t know. I’m sure there will be someone we can ask.”

      “On the train, right?”

      “Yes, hon. On the train. I think we’ve established that.”

      “Just checking.”

      They continued to wind their way up into the low, broad hills—maybe up onto a plateau of sorts. It was tough to get the lay of the land here, where everything looked the same.

      Eventually, Danielle turned off onto another road that looked even newer and was actually lined with streetlights. 

      Odd, thought Gina.

      A guarded gate appeared ahead, flanked by a squat, ultra-modern security booth with an imposing flat white roof and large black windows. A flock of CCTV cameras were perched on its roof like vigilant crows.

      “Get your ID ready,” Danielle said.

      “ID? Are you serious?”

      As they neared the barrier, Gina squinted to make out a massive, three-story warehouse beyond the gate, ensconced within a fortress of black security fencing.

      A smiling guard emerged from the booth. “Just in time for the 4:15. ID and tickets, please.”

      Danielle handed over Gina’s ID along with her own. She also extended her phone, which displayed some kind of QR-code.

      The guard checked the documents and scanned Danielle’s phone. “Just the two of you today?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “All right. Head to the main entrance on your left. Someone’ll be there to welcome you and lend a hand with unloading.” With that, he stepped aside and the barrier ascended.

      “I have to say, I’m intrigued,” Gina said.

      “I knew you would be. Just wait. It gets even better.”

      They drove through the gate and towards the warehouse, passing by a massive block of electrical transformers that looked big enough to power a small city. The lot surrounding the warehouse was filled with dozens of vehicles, including some trucks and what looked like horse trailers.

      “So whatever happens,” Danielle said, “I need you not to act surprised. Okay?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just what I said. Whatever you see or hear, take it all in stride. Don’t react.”

      “You’re freaking me out a bit here.”

      Danielle smiled. “Nothing to be scared of, babes. And I’ll explain everything as soon as I can. Just for now, poker face. Can you do that?”

      “I can try.” But Gina knew herself better than that. The truth was that she didn’t have much of a filter. What you saw was what you got. And she was definitely not one to keep her feelings inside, so this was going to be some kind of challenge. That was for sure.

      They pulled up in front of a series of glass doors beneath a wide rectangular awning. It all looked very modern and utilitarian, like the entrance to an IKEA.

      A man with a luggage cart emerged from one of the glass doors and met them at the car. He smiled and said, “Welcome to Aune Station.”

      Aune Station? Gina had assumed that the whole thing about taking the train was just one of Danielle’s jokes, but now she wasn’t so sure. Still, where was the train? Or even a hint of a station? All she could see was the looming warehouse.

      “Please remove any personal electronic devices from your luggage and we’ll get you checked in.”

      “What kind of electronic devices?” Gina asked.

      “Tablets, phones, cameras, computers, or any recording device.”

      “It’s part of the NDA,” Danielle explained.

      “I just have my phone and Kindle,” Gina said. Now she was even more intrigued.

      “Perfect. I’ll take both.” The porter busied himself with their luggage, slapping on electronic tags and transferring their belongings onto the cart. “Looks like you’re staying at Haverford Hall. We’ll send your bags straight up there. Just follow the umbrella logo, okay?”

      Gina glanced in the direction he was pointing. There it was, an umbrella symbol etched neatly into one of the glass doors. She racked her brain for any hotel logos featuring umbrellas, but drew a blank.

      “What about the car?” Gina asked.

      “We’ll keep it safe and secure until you get back.”

      “You have everything?” Danielle asked.

      “Yeah, just my purse. Do we need to tip this guy?”

      Danielle shot her a grin. “All taken care of.”

      With that, they entered the big warehouse building with the umbrella logo.
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      A blast of air-conditioned air hit Gina as she passed through the automatic doors. She found herself in what appeared to be a travel terminal of some sort. There were ticket counters and a display screen that said the next train to Maidenwell was departing at 4:15.

      Maidenwell. She had never heard of that city. Maybe it was in Canada. That would explain the need to see her ID. Although she hadn’t brought her passport.

      A greeter approached them and asked, “First-time visitors?”

      “Yes,” Danielle said.

      “Right this way.”

      The greeter led them to a ticket counter, where an older woman smiled up at them. Her name tag read ‘Agatha.’ Beside the printed name was a little umbrella logo like the one on the door. It was rendered in an old-fashioned engraving style.

      “Welcome, first-time visitors,” Agatha said in a lovely British accent. “You are in for a treat.”

      “Yes, we’re very excited,” Danielle said.

      “Let’s get started with tickets and ID, shall we?”

      The process took nearly fifteen minutes, filling out tons of digital forms, liability releases, non-disclosure agreements, usage contracts, credit card info—even medical and trusted contacts forms. It was creeping Gina out.

      The forms all referenced ‘The Regenschirm Group AG,’ but didn’t mention any specific hotel or resort other than the mysterious Maidenwell.

      “Well done,” Agatha said, as she closed the final input screen on her computer. “Now we’ll just get some quick photos.”

      “I’m not really ready for any photos,” Gina said. “I’ve been traveling for the past twelve hours. My hair’s a mess and—”

      “All done!” Agatha chirped.

      “What?”

      “They’re candid shots, love. How about you, Ms. LaTour? If you wouldn’t mind stepping right there where your friend was standing—”

      “Of course.” Danielle shifted Gina around and smiled her thousand megawatt smile at Agatha, taking a perfect photo, Gina was sure.

      “I’ll just get your keycards initialized, and in the meantime, perhaps you could gather all your personal electronic devices, phones, computers, et cetera. Back in a flash.” She disappeared through a door in the rear of the ticket booth.

      “What is she talking about?” Gina hissed to Danielle. “We took all of our devices out of our luggage.”

      “No phones inside,” Danielle said.

      “You’re crazy.”

      “I’m not. It’s part of the experience.”

      “What the hell is this? Westworld?”

      Danielle laughed. “Trust me, hon. It’ll be worth it.” She took out her own phone, checked it one more time, then powered it off and slid it across the counter.

      “I don’t know if I can leave my phone,” Gina said. “We’ve been through a lot together.”

      Danielle rolled her eyes and plucked Gina’s phone from her hands, then slid it out of reach.

      “It’ll do you good, Gina. Think of this as a detox. A digital detox.”

      Agatha returned with the keycards—which turned out to be more like smaller, thinner phones—with silver edges and a highly-polished mirrored back. But unlike any keycards Gina had seen before, these had super-sharp, high-resolution touchscreens. It looked way better than her phone. 

      “Please keep these with you at all times,” Agatha said. 

      “Even when we’re showering?” Gina joked.

      “That’s up to you, love,” Agatha said with a straight face. “Whatever tickles your fancy. But do keep it with you when you leave the room. Everything in the village works by keycard.”

      Gina had no idea what the woman meant by that.

      “Next up, security—right through there,” Agatha said. “And do have a lovely time in Maidenwell.”

      They walked through a door that led to a screening station with a full-body scanner. This wasn’t too different from the airport security Gina had passed through at JFK this morning. It was just crazy how much they had to go through just to visit this Maidenwell place.

      A theory had formed in Gina’s mind. She guessed Maidenwell was a new resort that was a client of Danielle’s. They were getting a sneak peek before it officially opened. That would explain the secrecy and NDAs, although it still seemed way too extreme to Gina. Hopefully she’d find out soon if her hunch was correct.

      Once they passed through the security screening, they were ushered down another corridor, which ended in a door labeled ‘Waiting Room.’

      There Gina finally saw another passenger. He was a distinguished-looking African American man wearing a coat and tie. From his salt-and-pepper hair and goatee, Gina guessed the man was a bit older than she. 

      “Good day.” The man held the door open for them. “Do you know if we’re supposed to board now?” He had an interesting accent. Not quite French.

      “I’m not really sure,” Gina replied. “We just got here and—” She stopped talking when she saw what was outside the waiting room’s large windows.

      It was an old-fashioned steam train parked at a quaint train platform. The train looked like something out of Harry Potter, with red lacquered wood cars with gold trim. The locomotive was a sleek, streamlined machine with swooped art deco lines.

      “Oh my god, that’s fantastic!”

      Danielle elbowed her.

      A voice over the PA said, “All aboard the 4:15 to Maidenwell.”

      “I guess that answers that,” the distinguished gentleman said. “After you, ladies.”

      They exited the waiting room onto the platform, where a portly train attendant helped them aboard.

      “Amazing,” Gina gushed.

      “Remember, nothing is supposed to surprise you,” Danielle said.

      “That’s going to be tough.”

      There were three train cars in all. Gina and Danielle were ushered into the first car, where a handful of other visitors were already seated, talking among themselves. As Gina followed Danielle to a seat towards the front of the car, she did a double-take. 

      A willowy woman about a decade younger than Gina sat with a little boy and an older woman. Both the younger woman and the boy had the same shade of red hair. And in a flash of recognition, Gina realized this boy was the same one who had pushed the girl in the parking lot of the rest stop. 

      The little freak! 

      She hurried past, ignoring the woman and the kid, and joined Danielle in a row of facing seats at the other end of the car.

      “This is even better than I imagined,” Danielle said. “The craftsmanship is amazing. You know this entire train was shipped over from England?”

      Gina sat down across from her friend and leaned over. “You wouldn’t believe who’s on this train.”

      “Madonna?”

      “No, not Madonna. That creepy little kid I told you about.”

      “The murderer?”

      When Gina had told Danielle what happened in the parking lot, they had joked that Gina had thwarted the plans of a budding serial killer. Or half-joked.

      “He’s here with his—”

      The words caught in Gina’s throat as she felt a tap on her shoulder.

      “Can I help you?” Danielle asked.

      Gina turned in her seat. Speak of the devil.

      The red-haired woman stood over her. She was tall and thin. “I’m Mason’s mom,” she said. “He told me how you saved that little girl in the parking lot. I just wanted to thank you.”

      Gina was so flustered, all she could manage was an ‘umm.’ 

      “Noelle Garland.” She stuck her hand out. “Pleased to meet you.”

      Gina shook it automatically. “Gina Biletti.”

      Danielle quickly inserted herself into the conversation. “And I’m Danielle LaTour. We’re with ERF/LaTour. The PR firm.”

      Noelle smiled. “Wow. I knew the auction was a big deal, but I didn’t think they had their own PR firm.”

      “Actually, we work for Maidenwell.”

      “Of course. Well, I’m here on behalf of the IAOF—to certify the animals.”

      “You’re a vet?” Danielle asked.

      “I am.”

      “No offense, but you look young to be a vet,” Gina blurted.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Noelle smiled.

      A voice sounded over the PA asking travelers to return to their seats for departure.

      “Nice meeting you, ladies,” Noelle said. “I’m sure we’ll bump into each other at the various events.” She headed back to her own seat.

      “Well, that was awkward,” Gina said. 

      “You think?”

      “What’s this about an auction?”

      “I’ll tell you later, hon.”

      “Tell me now. I’ve already signed the damned NDA.”

      “Fine. It’s an alpaca auction.”

      “A what? You’re messing with me.”

      “No, the owners of the top alpaca ranches in the country are all here. This is the most significant alpaca auction in the last ten years. It’s an exclusive event. Super exclusive.”

      “Hold on, rewind. Who even knew there was such a thing as an alpaca auction? In Oregon, of all places? I thought alpacas lived in South America.”

      “That’s where they are from originally, but there are hundreds of alpaca ranches around the world. It’s a big business. They have their own shows, and there are champion alpacas that go for the big bucks. Including Florrie.”

      “Florrie?”

      “He’s the one being auctioned off, and whoever wins him will basically control the fate of the alpaca industry in North America.”

      “This is all way over my head. I thought alpacas were just cute animals. That sometimes showed up at weddings.”

      “They are, but—”

      At that moment, the train sounded its horn and rolled forward, pulling out of the station.

      “Next stop, Maidenwell,” the voice over the PA said. “For your enjoyment and edification, may I direct your attention to the screens in front of you, where we have a brief presentation about our little village.”

      Gina watched in amazement as video screens emerged from hidden compartments in the fine woodwork of the train compartment.

      Danielle moved into the seat beside Gina and whispered in her ear. “We produced this video. It’s really good.”

      “If it’s about DNA and mosquito blood and bringing back the dinosaurs, I’m leaving.”

      “Shut up.”

      “Welcome to the village of Maidenwell,” the video’s announcer said, over footage of what looked to be a quaint English village. 

      “Located in Eastern Oregon, Maidenwell has a unique history. In the early 1900s, the town of Drummond’s Crossing was known as an important regional center for the sheep and wool industry, producing nearly 3,000 tons of wool per year throughout the first decade of the 20th century. However, with the diversion of railroad traffic to points west, Drummond’s Crossing began to decline.”

      “I was expecting them to be talking about alpacas,” Gina whispered.

      “Shhhh!”

      “In 1918, timber baron John Mayhew Haverford purchased the town and surrounding land and embarked on a most unusual project: a very special gift for his British-born wife, Elizabeth. To help ease his wife’s homesickness, John Haverford recreated the North Yorkshire village where his wife grew up, brick by brick, importing tons of fixtures and building materials from the UK. It took a team of several hundred workers nearly two decades to finish the village, which was re-christened Maidenwell.”

      “Wow, that was some gesture,” Gina said. “During the whole fifteen years we were together, Erik never got me anything nicer than an Instapot.”

      “Maidenwell was a faithful recreation of an English village, with shops, cottages, a town square, a 16th-century church, and, of course, Haverford Hall, a Tudor-style country manor with lavish gardens. The Hall served as the Haverfords’ summer residence until John’s death in 1963. Sadly, the village fell into disrepair in the 1970s and was largely abandoned. At one point in the late 1980s, Maidenwell was occupied by the controversial Yeechee religious cult, until the arrest of the cult’s leader for tax evasion in 1988.”

      “I’ve read about the Yeechees,” Gina said. “I didn’t know they were in Oregon.”

      “Yeah.”

      “In 2010, Austrian business magnate, visionary, and philanthropist Matthias Loneskum formed the Regenschirm Group, dedicated to sustainable living and the preservation of traditional habitations throughout the world.”

      Ah! Now things are making sense, Gina thought.

      More footage of Maidenwell showed a picturesque village with ivy-covered stone cottages, narrow cobblestone streets, flowering gardens, and a park-like expanse in the center of town. It looked exactly like something out of a BBC mystery show, or maybe the cozy wizarding village in Harry Potter. But it definitely didn’t look like Oregon.

      The video continued with an aerial tour of the village, tucked neatly in a lush valley, hugged protectively by mesas crowned with rimrock cliffs. Gina found out that despite the larger area being classified as high desert, the valley cradling Maidenwell was graced with its own little weather system—a micro-climate that served up conditions much cooler and damper than its surrounding landscape.

      “And, although the village appears to be hundreds of years old,” the video’s narrator continued, “behind the scenes, Maidenwell is a showcase of the most advanced municipal systems, powered by Regenschirm’s HyperCiv technology. Here’s founder Matthias Loneskum.”

      Gina inched forward in her seat. “You filmed Matthias Loneskum?”

      “Yeah. I’ve worked with him directly several times. He’s an interesting guy.”

      “That’s an understatement.” 

      Matthias Loneskum was one of the top three billionaires in the world, a titan in the tech world, but very eccentric. Although he was now in his early forties, he was still regarded as an enfant terrible of Silicon Valley. 

      He smiled and looked directly into the camera, and as he spoke, Gina felt like he was speaking directly to her and no one else.

      “The best, most unique places in the world to live are small towns, villages, hamlets,” Loneskum said. Gina detected only the barest hint of his Austrian accent. 

      “But people are leaving these small towns, and—sadly—these treasured places are dying. But not if we have anything to say about it. Our mission at Regenschirm is to breathe new life into our oldest villages, and make them the most advanced, livable, and desirable places from which to launch the new economy. We can do that thanks to our HyperCiv Smart Village technology, a suite of AI-powered utility systems that can be retrofitted into villages of up to three thousand residents—non-invasively, without ripping up streets, or negatively impacting the existing architecture of a village.”

      “I don’t get this,” Gina whispered to Danielle. “What does he mean by retro-fitting?”

      “It’s technical. I’ll explain how it works later. Just keep watching.” 

      “We’re reinventing the village and allowing its residents to reap the rewards. With no-cost residential energy, no-cost residential utilities, the most advanced recycling system in the world, and a green electric mini-grid that powers nearly everything in Maidenwell. Including the train you’re riding on.”

      “I thought this was a steam train,” Gina said to Danielle.

      “Fully electric. All that steam? Fake.”

      “Wow. Just wow.”

      “But that’s not all.” Matthias Loneskum paused dramatically. “Because when it comes right down to it, what’s really important are people. Without its citizens, a village is just a collection of buildings. That’s why our five-year Maidenwell pilot program provides a universal basic income for all residents, and why we’ve attracted a diverse group of artists, craftspeople, writers, makers, farmers, growers, and dreamers to be the very first residents. A good portion of what’s consumed in Maidenwell is made in Maidenwell. And the excess is sold via our frictionless social commerce platform.”

      The video changed to shots of various people working in home offices and quaint little workshops. Most were young and looked like they spent a lot of time on Etsy.

      “HyperCiv has been described as the Tesla of urban renewal, but actually, I prefer to describe Tesla as the HyperCiv of electric cars. I can’t wait to share Maidenwell with the world.” He grinned at the camera and Gina felt a little shiver run through her.

      “Actually, it might be another year before he shares it with the world,” Danielle whispered.

      “Why? Trouble in paradise?”

      “Nothing like that. He’s just really buttoned up. Careful. Everything has to be just so.”

      “Anal retentive.”

      “Shut it.”

      The video cut back to shots of the village again and continued for several more minutes. Gina learned that, in addition to this picturesque little village, Matthias Loneskum had also built a 160-acre data center to serve his various tech companies. It was located two miles outside of Maidenwell. Both the village and the data center were powered by one of the
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