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​A Night of Glitter and Nerves

[image: ]




Charlotte Hayes smoothed the lapels of her fitted blazer for the sixth time that evening. It was a nervous tic, one she couldn’t seem to break, though the fabric was already crisp and perfect. Everything about tonight had to be perfect. The Winter Charity Gala wasn’t just another high-society event—it was the event. The kind that determined reputations, careers, and in Charlotte’s case, whether she had a future at the Astoria Grand Hotel at all.

The grand lobby glowed beneath chandeliers dripping with crystal, their golden light casting a sheen over the polished marble floor. Florists had transformed the space into a dreamscape of winter white roses and ivy, spilling elegantly along the staircase. Waiters in tuxedos balanced trays of champagne flutes that sparkled like liquid diamonds. The grand doors at the far end opened and closed with a rhythm like the beating of a heart, ushering in streams of glittering gowns, bespoke suits, and the hush of excitement that always accompanied the city’s elite.

Charlotte caught her reflection in one of the gilt mirrors that lined the lobby. Sleek black bob, sharp eyeliner, a dash of lipstick just deep enough to say professional yet approachable. She wasn’t one of the glitterati—not yet, anyway. She was the person making sure the glitter didn’t fall out of place.

“Charlotte, the string quartet wants to change their set list,” came a harried voice. It was Sophie Grant, her best friend and the evening’s floral designer, balancing a clipboard against a bouquet of white peonies.

“They can’t,” Charlotte replied, striding across the lobby, her heels clipping against marble. “We advertised Debussy for the cocktail hour. If they switch to modern jazz, the trustees will have my head.”

Sophie rolled her eyes. “You’re wound tighter than those roses in the ice sculptures. Relax—you’ve got this.”

Charlotte wished she believed her. This gala had taken months to plan, countless meetings, and sleepless nights. The Astoria Grand had trusted her, a newcomer to New York’s most glamorous hotel, to deliver an event that would dazzle the city. And she would. She had to.

As if on cue, the hotel’s manager, Michael Sterling, appeared at her side. He looked immaculate, as always, his salt-and-pepper hair gleaming under the lights, his tuxedo pressed to perfection. His smile was polite, but his eyes held the kind of sharpness that made Charlotte’s stomach tighten.

“Everything is proceeding smoothly?” he asked, the way one might ask if a ship was still afloat after hitting an iceberg.

“Yes,” Charlotte said with more confidence than she felt. “Guests are arriving, champagne is flowing, the orchestra is in tune—”

“And our guest of honor?” Sterling interrupted smoothly.

Charlotte blinked. “Adriana Voss?”

“The Adriana Voss,” he said pointedly. “Fashion’s reigning queen. The donors expect her at the opening toast. Where is she?”

Charlotte’s chest tightened. She hadn’t seen Adriana yet. The designer had checked into the penthouse suite that afternoon, accompanied by her entourage and enough garment bags to clothe an opera company. Her appearance was the centerpiece of the gala—her exclusive unveiling of a new collection was supposed to send flashes across every society page in New York.

“I’ll check on her,” Charlotte said quickly.

“Do,” Sterling replied, his smile never wavering, though his voice was edged with ice. “The Astoria cannot afford scandal tonight.”

Charlotte excused herself from the lobby, slipping past the glitter and chatter, up the velvet-carpeted staircase that led to the guest suites. Her heart beat in time with her footsteps. It wasn’t unusual for a star like Adriana to be late. Celebrities thrived on dramatics. But something about Sterling’s tone gnawed at her.

The elevator hummed upward, depositing her at the penthouse floor, a quieter, more hushed world than the bustling lobby below. Here the air was still, the carpets thicker, the hallways lined with gilded sconces and oil paintings of New York’s skyline. Charlotte approached Suite 1200 and knocked gently.

“Ms. Voss? Charlotte Hayes, event director. Just checking in before the gala.”

Silence.

She knocked again, harder this time. “Ms. Voss?”

No answer.

A prickle of unease danced along her neck. She tried the door handle. It turned easily. The suite was unlocked.

Inside, the penthouse was lit only by the soft glow of a lamp. The curtains were half drawn, letting in a wash of city lights from the skyline beyond. A gown lay draped across the bed—a shimmering creation of midnight blue silk that looked like it belonged on a queen. Sketches were scattered across the desk, a pencil resting on top as if dropped mid-thought. And on the low table near the sofa, a crystal flute of champagne lay tipped on its side, the golden liquid pooling slowly into the carpet.

But of Adriana Voss, there was no sign.

Charlotte’s throat tightened. She crossed the room quickly, scanning for any trace of the designer. The bathroom door was ajar, lights on, but the space was empty. No rustle of silk, no heels against tile.

The only sound was the faint hum of the city below, muted by the glass.

Charlotte bent down, picking up the sketchbook from the desk. The page showed a half-finished gown, bold strokes of ink cutting off abruptly. Tucked between the pages was something else: a card, heavy cardstock, embossed with gold. An invitation.

Her stomach dropped as she read the single line printed there:

“Meet me where the lights go dark.”

Charlotte stared at it, the words echoing in her mind. What on earth did it mean?

A thud from the hallway made her jolt. She turned quickly, clutching the card, but it was only a bellhop passing with a luggage cart. Still, the unease in her chest grew heavier.
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