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​​Chapter One—Shipwreck
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Water surged through the round window. The cramped room listed violently. As a shelf full of toiletries spilled to the floor, Jack realized he was in trouble.

His legs nearly gave out from under him when he stood. The last thing he remembered was being helped from his wheelchair to be placed back inside his retirement pod.  

Some shouted from beyond the door. “Help!”

A roar as a wave struck the hull of the boat. The floor shifted as the room tilted before settling back down. The water was up to Jack’s ankles, but more kept pouring in through the window. He pushed open the door and stumbled into a narrow, wood-paneled hallway. More doors and steps leading up. Distant shouts from above. 

Who had called for help?

A door banged at the dark end of the corridor. It kept striking a second door that had swung open. The latches had caught themselves. Whoever was trying to get out of their room was trapped.

Knee-deep water as Jack waded forward. “I’m here. Close your door.”

He worked to free the latches and pulled the cabin door wide. The pasty-faced man in the floral shirt who came stumbling out almost took Jack down into the water. 

“Hey! I got you. You’re okay.”

The water was up to their thighs as they strode towards the steps. The boat listed further, forcing Jack to throw a hand against a wall to steady them. Frothy seawater cascaded down from the hatch above.

“You hurt?” Jack asked.

“No, I’m fine. I’m just...dizzy.”

“I just woke up, too. Get your feet under you. What’s your name?”

“Felix.”

“All right, Felix. I’m Jack. We need to leave.”

A massive wave crashed against the bow of the vessel. The bent aluminum mast was a tangle of ropes and torn sails. Wind buffeted the rigging. With the way the boat was canted, rocks and a swirling blue sea were visible off the port side. Palm trees stood in the distance beyond the crashing waves. But the expanse of churning water between the coast and the boat was a liquid void.

Five passengers clung to the starboard rail as water sprayed around them. Tank tops, sundresses, shorts, and sandals. No one was dressed to work on a boat, not that it mattered with the ocean swamping the thing. They all were drenched. Only one man had a life vest, and he gripped it desperately.

Jack recognized Mei. She wore a long-sleeved striped shirt and black leggings. Her dark hair was plastered to her face. She was also her young self again, like in the cooking contest sim, rather than the older woman with a cane he had met in the tower’s dilapidated retirement suite. 

“Jack?”

“Yeah, it’s me. I just woke up.”

“Me too. Same story as everyone else. We need to get off this thing.”

She was interrupted by a square-jawed man with buzzed-orange hair. “Not much choice. We swim for it.”

Jack gripped the rail at the thought of crossing the waves to get to the island. “I can’t swim.”

“That’s a problem for you, then, isn’t it?” With that, the man with the buzz cut dove into the water. The rolling waves caught him momentarily, but he kicked and paddled as he made progress towards the shore.

Mei laughed. “I guess we know who the villain is on this show.”

A tall, older woman was soaked head to toe. Her auburn hair hung in strands from a tight bun. “We’ll get you off the boat. Look down here. There are no rocks on this side where he jumped. Grab anything you can that might float and throw it in. Cushions, that cooler there, anything. The longer we wait, the harder this will be.”

The remaining group seized what they could and flung it off the side. Soon there were a dozen cushions, along with two coolers and an empty plastic gas can, floating around below them. 

The woman grabbed the elbow of the man with the life preserver and clicked the straps closed. “Look at you, all dressed for the part. Okay, everyone. We’re going to have to go in together and stick close as best as possible. If you can swim, help the others. Then we head for the beach. Don’t fight the waves; move with them. I’ll lead the way.”

Mei patted Jack on the shoulder. “I’ll grab you something.” With that, she jumped. 

The others followed. Jack reminded himself it was a game, a sim, that none of this was real. But the thought of so much foaming water beneath him made him grip the rail tighter.

“Come on!” Mei called as she bobbed in the water beneath him. She had the cooler in one hand and a seat cushion in another.

The rest of the group was swimming or floating as a wave rolled under them.

The boat deck shuddered beneath him as it shifted.

He would jump, sink, and be sucked down. Water would invade his mouth, his throat, and he’d drown. A tremor ran through his arms as he fought to breathe. Then he held his breath and sprang forward. With a splash, he hit the water. Hands were on him, pulling him up. The cooler was thrust into his arms. He swallowed salty seawater before tasting air.

Where was Mei? He didn’t dare let go to look for her as he pressed himself against the plastic cooler.

“Kick with your feet,” the tall woman said. “Help me and I’ll guide you.”

All he could do was nod and kick and hope she knew what she was doing. The ocean was a living thing beneath him, pushing, then pulling, then shoving in a new direction. Was he heading for the beach or away from it? Was there anything beneath him? The thunder of pounding waves came from all sides.

“Put your feet down,” the woman said.

Ground beneath him. It squished as he put his weight down and found himself thigh deep in water. As the tide pulled back, he was almost hauled into the sea. A firm hand under one arm kept him standing, and then the next wave pushed him forward. He fell. The cooler went tumbling. He landed on sand. 

The others were likewise pulling themselves from the surf. Mei was helping the man with the life vest. Where was the guy Jack had rescued from the lower deck? Another woman with blond streaks and a sun dress was getting him seated beneath a tall tree. 

They made it. They were on the island. The cooler tumbled and rolled in the shallow water. Out past the breaking waves, the boat with its bent mast writhed like a trapped animal with its spine snapped.

The tall woman crouched next to him. “Anything broken?”

“I’m fine, thanks. Was there anyone else on board?”

“No one else on deck, but I can’t be sure.”

“I’m Jack. What’s your name?”

“Maureen. Good to meet you. Catch your breath. This island’s not going anywhere.”

She patted him on the shoulder before moving on to check with the others. He fought the haze from his mind. What had happened? Where was he? The boat, the island—none of it made sense.

Scowl, the plain-spoken AI, had asked him and Mei back into the sim. His mission for them? Take down Mr. Smiley to regain control over the tower networks. Jack hadn’t been sure what to expect—a game show, another murder house, a singing contest—but not this.

His legs were rubber when he stood. The island felt as if it was moving, but it was a trick of the inner ear, he knew. Trees and thick growth beyond them. A tall rocky hill and another covered in jungle. Besides the cushions and whatever floating objects they had thrown overboard, the beach was empty. They had nothing but the clothes on their backs.

“Where’s the first guy who swam here?” he asked Mei.

She inspected a plastic jug but it was empty. “Don’t know. Dry off for a few minutes and we’ll go looking for him.”

“Not without me you don’t,” the man with the life vest said. 

“Maybe you should sit down next to Jack. You’re a bit shaky.” 

“Nonsense. I won’t let you go searching around for clues and advantages without me.”

“Me, neither,” the woman in the sundress said.

Maureen was working tangles from her hair. “Let’s hold off before we go running into the woods, shall we?”

“And what do you propose we do?” Sundress said.

“Evelyn, right?” She pointed at the others. “You’re Jack, you’re Mei, and Vikram is the lucky winner of the life vest.” She paused when she got to the pasty man Jack had helped from his cabin. “You look familiar.”

“Felix.”

“Good to know you, Felix. I also didn’t catch the name of the gentleman who swam off.”

The man with the buzz cut approached through a path in the trees. “It’s Dex.”

“Nice of you to come back. We could have used your help.”

“I watched for a few minutes. You had things under control. I thought I’d go scouting.”

“Find anything?” Evelyn asked.

“Palm trees, undergrowth, and a lot of sand and rock. No cabanas or swimming pools, I’m afraid.”

“No stage? And where are the cameras?” 

Vikram pulled off the life vest. “Or instructions? There must be something to tell us what we’re supposed to do.”

“I found nothing,” Dex said. “We’re shipwrecked. We’re on an island. That’s it.”

“I don’t get it. What’s our goal?”

“Avoid drowning, for starters,” Maureen said. “We’ve only been here a few minutes. Let’s work out a plan. No one runs off.”

“Who put you in charge?” Evelyn asked.

“Was everyone here expecting a game?” Jack asked. He received a few nods. “Me, too. We’re here to compete. But judging by how we arrived, it might not be against each other.”

“If we’re not playing to win, what kind of game could it be, then?” Vikram asked.

“I’ve been through two of the tower’s new competitions. Maybe some of you have seen me. From what we just experienced, this isn’t like Last Mansion or Chop House. I think we’re here to see if we can survive.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two—Sand 

[image: ]


“The tower must fall.”

A stupid slogan, and one that Athena loathed. 

Did any of the bung-wipes who chanted it during their ill-conceived rebel huddles really think they’d be better off living with the outsiders? Had any of them thought through what shutting down essential services meant for the citizens who just wanted their power to work and their food printers to be stocked so they could trudge through another day and keep their families fed and safe?

Certainly not. The things she did for love.

To see the message scrawled in black grease pencil made her roll her eyes.

“The tow-er must fall,” Athena sang softly. “The tow-er must fall. Hi-ho-the-derry-o! The tow-er must fall.”

Her song needed work, but not at the moment.

The cover to the air duct had a dozen rivets. Each needed to be drilled out. And with a dozen trigger-happy security goons down the corridor, one slip meant trouble. She squeezed the trigger of her drill and worked the first one through. When it punch the rivet out, she was rewarded with a distant clack and clatter. 

No motion down the dark corridor. 

Hopefully, the quadrant’s security team was exhausted from another day of swapping flashbang grenades and shotgun blasts, with the other two factions laying claim to level forty-three.

She needed to go down one floor, and the elevators were out. Much of the fighting took place in the stairwells. The rivets popped out one at a time. Then the bit caught. She reversed the drill and was rewarded with a rattling, grinding sound when she tried again to ram the bit through.

A ping blipped in her AR hardware. 

She froze.

Someone had triggered the motion sensor she had placed behind her in the hallway. Hurry up and don’t suck. The tower was anything but silent. Rattles in the plumbing, sputtering atmosphere controls, the hum of backup generators, and distant gunfire punctuated the night.

When Athena heard voices coming closer, she knew she had company.

***
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MEI STOOD BEFORE THE group on the beach and ticked off the points on her fingers. “Pain levels? They’re all the way up. Check. Discomfort? Sand in the worst places. Check. We’re wet, we have no clothes, and there’s no shelter. Check, check, and check. I didn’t think the sims could get any worse.”

Evelyn had a small mirror in her hand and was picking bits of sand from her face. “There’s always worse. Don’t jinx it. At least there’s no audience to see me. I’m a mess.”

“Everyone keep calm,” Maureen said. “Once we catch our breath, we see what’s out there. There’s bound to be instructions and resources. It’s an exciting start to our experience, that’s all.”

Dex stood with his arms folded. “Don’t be so sure the game’s giving us anything. Jack’s right; there’s nothing here. It’s just us and the island.”

“Well, we’ll figure that out once we explore. Together. No more running off on your own. That’s not how we make it through this.”

Evelyn giggled. 

“What’s funny?”

“You haven’t watched many shows like this, have you?” Evelyn asked. “‘Let’s stick together.’ ‘Let’s not go off on our own.’ That’s how you get an edge, honey. Not by staying together and playing it safe.”

Maureen scowled. “You didn’t complain when it came to getting help off the boat.”

“I’m not advocating any course of action,” Evelyn said as she closed the mirror. “I’m just saying, that’s all.”

Jack had been listening to the exchange. “Where’d you get the mirror?”

“It was in my pocket.”

He held a hand out. “May I?”

It was a small, round compact with its makeup tube missing. Nothing else remarkable about it. He gave it back. “Anyone else have anything in their pockets that might be useful?”

Vikram had a vest replete with pouches. From one, he produced a foldable erase board and pen. “Not sure what the purpose of this might be.”

“Does it have anything to do with your job in the tower?”

“Yeah. It’s where I write up my quick notes before logging into a sim. I teach.”

Mei showed everyone a wristwatch. It was a windup, or a facsimile of one. “This was on my wrist. It’s what I wore in the computer lab where we weren’t permitted our personal devices.”

“At least that’s useful,” Maureen said. “I had a bottle of wine with me in the boat cabin but I ditched it. Now I wish I had brought it with me.”

“No opener?” Evelyn asked.

“I would have figured something out. Lord, I could use a drink.”

Dex held up a compass. “Not sure what the point of this is, considering the island doesn’t look that big. What about you, Jack?”

Jack checked the pockets of his knee-length shorts and found what he thought was a pen. It was a tiny flashlight. He clicked it on and off. “At least it works.”

“All right, that could be helpful. What about you, Felix?” 

All eyes went to the pasty man. He had settled under a tree and had been quiet the whole time. He kept an arm around his midsection and was breathing hard.

“You okay?” Mei asked.

Felix nodded. “I got the dickens knocked out of me when stumbling out of the hold. I do have something.” He produced a pair of tiny binoculars from under his billowy floral print shirt. “One lens is cracked, I’m afraid.” 

“That’s it?” Dex asked. “No one’s holding out on a pocketknife or hand radio?”

Jack waited for a grin or a softening of the eyes, but the man was serious. “No one’s holding out on anything.”

“Don’t be so sure. Let’s get moving. If we’re going to stick together, we’re going to start on the same page. Rule one, you find something, you call out. No one pockets food, game objects, a rock, or anything without telling the group.”

“No need to be bossy,” Maureen said. “We were all working together just fine.” She didn’t mention Dex was the one to swim off by himself.

“Call it what you want. I won the last game I was in by getting everyone together and uncovering the traitors who turned out to be the murderers.”

Evelyn put a hand to her mouth. “I thought it was you. You were in Last Mansion season eight! I was rooting against you the whole time!”

“Season eight?” Jack asked.

“I remember them all. Dex won by being an absolute jerk. No offense. He was trumped by Jenny in season eleven. Super pushy, but she had a sixth sense for who was lying. It was the best.”

“How many seasons were there?”

“I watched all twenty-eight of them. And then Chop House started and the Last Mansion was put on hold.”

From what Jack had been told, Chop House had been streamed to everyone in the tower and was the last program to air. Mei bringing down Mr. Smiley’s entertainment server at Scowl’s request had put an end to the shows. But the murder mansion had twenty-eight seasons?

“You remember Mei and I?” Jack asked Evelyn.

“Original cast. The O.G.s. And you gave the win away. So noble. Although I’m surprised to see you here. Maybe this is a second-chance show for the both of you?”

“Who else here played on a game show?”

All the hands went up except for Felix and Evelyn. Felix continued to look miserable and might not have been listening.

“I applied for Last Mansion every season,” Evelyn said. “They never got me on, but I did do a screen interview. I’ve been on a few commercials. Jilly-Jolly, Supreme Comfy Pillows, and you probably saw me do the PSA for elevator safety. You know, the ones with the little elves falling down the shaft because they ignored the safety signs?”

Jack looked back at the pounding waves. “I must have missed that one.”

“It looks like we’re stuck here,” Mei said. “No interface, and no logging out. Which means it’s once again Mr. Smiley’s game.”

The group looked at her.

“Who?” Maureen asked.

“Smiley. Didn’t anyone here see Chop House?”

Evelyn raised a finger. “I did. I don’t remember him.”

“He’s the show producer. He addressed us a few times when the glitches happened.”

“That doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Maybe those scenes got cut.”

“Can I talk to you for a moment?” Jack asked Mei.

They stepped away from the others. 

Jack whispered, “I’m not sure how much you should share about Smiley. We don’t know any of them.”

“I agree. But it would be good to see if anyone reacted when mentioning him. Because I thought I shut the games down. I wasn’t sure what we’d be up against when we agreed with Scowl’s request, but being inside another sim experience means Smiley is once again in control.”

“If he wanted to kill us, he could. I wouldn’t assume anything about this place or who’s in charge. Smiley likes his rules. This is wide open and we have zero directions. There’s no host, no audience, and if Dex is right, we don’t have any resources except for the clothes on our back and whatever we found in our pocket.”

“That’s a clue in of itself. One personal item. It’s like Last Mansion.”

Jack produced his flashlight again. “Yeah, but in the first game, those things played like magic items. This is just a flashlight. Your watch do anything besides tell time?”

She considered her watch. In The Last Mansion show, Mei had a stopwatch that paused time. “No. That would be nice, though. Not sure what advantage telling time will be here.”

“Exactly. New game, new rules. It’s up to us to figure them out, and fast.”

“Assuming there are any rules. You worried about any of the others in particular?”

“They’re at least aware of where they are, even if they don’t know what’s really at stake.”

“It took waking you up so you could see with your own eyes what had happened to the tower to change your mind. The others deserve to know. It might prevent problems.”

“Tough to convince anyone about the truth if we can’t show them,” he said. “They’ve been on ice for a while. At best, you talk about the world outside of here at the brink of total collapse? They’ll think you’re trying to scare them.”

“Maybe. We can talk more later. If we want the others to trust us, we should start by not stepping aside to whisper about them. Besides, we’ve got a bigger worry.”

“What?”

She pointed at the sky. “Those are some dark clouds. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather not be stuck without a shelter when it starts to rain.”
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Chapter Three—Weather
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Retreat? 

Nowhere for Athena to go besides backtracking through the hallway towards the incoming voices.

Run past them? 

The rebels holding this portion of level forty-three had already killed a dozen civilians that week. Athena would be another orphan tunnel rat the self-appointed new masters of the tower wouldn’t mind shooting for the sport of it. You know things are bad when you’d rather be caught by the outsiders than your own neighbors.

Work faster was her only option. Which meant going loud, and not just with her drill.

She chucked a lit string of firecrackers into the hall. The chain of sharp pops got the expected reaction. Curses. Thuds of panicked soldiers taking cover. Her motion sensor confirmed it. For the moment, no one was coming closer. 

Fixing her grip on the drill’s trigger, she worked out two more rivets. Three to go. She’d make it into the vent and descend the ladder before anyone could stop her. Acid rose in her throat when the drill bit clattered. It was stripped. Her hands trembled as she loosened the chuck and replaced the bit with one she knew was too big. It would have to do. It only needed to punch out three tiny rivets and through the surrounding steel.

“Come on, come on, come on.”

One done. The second went smoothly. On the third and last rivet, the drill made a sickening sound and churned. A wisp of smoke rose from the power tool. A vice squeezed her belly. 

Its motor was fried.

Setting the power tool aside, she kicked the duct cover with all her might. The panel fell away to reveal the air shaft.

The maintenance ladder inside was gone.

***
[image: ]


FRIGID DROPLETS PATTERED down from the palm fronds. The sky above had darkened, leaving only a sliver of white sun on the far horizon. 

Evelyn sat huddled and hugged her knees. “This sucks. I thought this was supposed to be a tropical island.” 

Maureen and Mei sat close to her. Everyone shivered.

Dex and Vikram sat on opposite sides of a tree. They had gotten into an argument about how best to construct a shelter, but they hadn’t even concluded where it should be built. Vikram, based on his years of sim time, wanted to scout for better ground near a water source and a good place to place a pit latrine. Dex decided their current spot was flat enough, easily clearable, and they could move if a better spot was found.

Felix hadn’t moved from his place beneath his tree. He was wheezing.

Jack crouched next to him. Felt helpless as he had nothing to offer. “Does it hurt to breathe?” 

“Yes siree, Bob.”

“Might be you cracked a rib. Just take it easy.”

“I’m thirsty.”

Jack looked around at the rain. “I’ll see what I can do.”

An inspection of their spot revealed no containers. He pulled off his shirt and held it up for a moment before wringing it out. He repeated the process a few times before sopping up water from a large-leafed bush. 

“It’s not much, but drink this.”

He helped Felix slurp a few dribbles of water from the material before repeating the process. 

“Gee, but that’s good,” Felix said. “Thanks.”

“Hopefully, we can do better with a little work.”

He scrounged about for anything that would ease gathering water. Didn’t coconuts come in easy halves that would serve as drinking vessels? He didn’t see any coconuts in the sand or hanging from the trees.

“We need to gather water.”

“Getting a roof over our head would be nice, too,” Vikram said. “We should find rocks we can fashion into tools.”

“You know how to do that?”

“I do. I’ve trained for this kind of situation.”

“Virtually,” Dex corrected.

“Yes, and your point? Where do you think you are, exactly?”

“Boys, don’t start again,” Maureen said.

They both got quiet.

Jack considered the beach and the waves. “Okay, then. I’ll look for rocks.”

The wind shook the trees and the downpour became a torrent.

“Maybe wait until this blows over,” Mei said.

With a last look at the sky and the swaying palms, he huddled next to Felix and kept his head down.

***
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THE MINUTES AND HOURS crept slowly as the storm continued around them. Sun rays appeared over the water like spotlights. As the rain tapered off, the sky brightened to gray overcast. The black clouds occupied the far horizon as if threatening a return. The wind calmed.

Jack rubbed his arms to get the feeling back into them. His hands were pruned. Old aches flared in his hips and back. He wanted nothing more than a blanket, hot coffee, and a dry place to rest his head.

Dex was the first to his feet. “We have a couple of hours before dusk. Let’s gather whatever fronds and branches we can.”

“Look for bamboo,” Vikram said. “I’ll head up the beach and find rocks we can use as tools.”

“Shouldn’t we build a fire?” Maureen asked. 

“Yes, but that will take time with everything wet. Unless someone here has a lighter?”

No lighters. When the rest of the group hesitated, Dex said, “Jack, Maureen, Evelyn? You’re with me. We’ll have the most material to gather. Mei, go with Vikram. Don’t stray too far.”

Felix looked forlornly at Jack. But the injured man didn’t appear to have the strength to do anything. Evelyn and Maureen had taken turns comforting him.

Palm fronds were everywhere. Most of the ones on the ground were stiff and unusable as woven material. A hazard, too, if they lit a fire. Still, they harvested enough good ones and pulled down more and hauled them back to camp. 

On their next outing, they found a stand of bamboo. It was quite thick and resisted their attempts at breaking it. A few thin stalks splintered when Maureen bent them and stomped them free from their roots. With Evelyn’s help, they pulled up a few long sections and cheered.

Jack whacked at a thick branch of bamboo with a rock. The substance was too fibrous. The rock only bounced off it with each strike. 

Dex had a long branch down but was inspecting a cut on his palm. “Let’s hope Vikram knows what he’s doing and has better luck.”

They spread out. Dex wanted to check out a large thick tree he said might have good, downed branches after the wind. Evelyn and Maureen were taking a break. Jack pushed through the bamboo, pulling out a few thin pieces that might prove useful. It took him a few minutes to extricate himself. When he made it back to what he guessed was their makeshift path, he was alone.

When he called for the others, no one answered. 

“So much for sticking together.”

He navigated his way back to the beachside camp and found a fresh pile of bamboo and branches. Maureen and Evelyn had likely dropped it off. 

Felix was gone.

“Anyone around?” he called.

A check around camp found no one. If Felix had fallen or collapsed, he hadn’t done it there.

Jack stepped out onto the sand and looked both ways along the shoreline. The low sun cast long shadows with the trees. It would be dark soon enough and they had done nothing to make the night more comfortable. If another rainstorm hit, they would be miserable.

He made a quick check of the nearest shrubs and the lowest tree branches. The high palms all had plenty of husks, leaves, twigs, and seed pods.

“Finding anything good?” Maureen called. 

She emerged from a path in the opposite direction from where the gatherers had initially gone. 

Jack stepped carefully out of the patch of prickly debris. “Where is everybody?”

“There are some trees with fruit on them further along the path we were on. None of it is edible, from what I could tell. Then Evelyn had to go potty.”

“You left her?”

“No, I waited until she was finished, then I had to go too. When I returned, I couldn’t find her. It’s like a maze getting back here. I need to wash up.”

She crouched and rinsed her hands in the surf. 

“Did you see Felix? He’s gone.”

“Oh? He must have been feeling better. He told me he was feeling stronger.”

“We should find him.”

Maureen led Jack along the path she had taken back to camp. The large, broad leaves of the trees above formed a canopy. Soon, they were in deep shadow. Creeping vines and sprawling roots made navigation tricky. A wrong step meant a twisted ankle. The bushes on either side formed walls. Jack could no longer hear the ocean. After a few turns, he couldn’t tell if they were backtracking.

“See what I mean?” Maureen asked.

“Let’s keep going. We shouldn’t have split up.”

A bird squawked above them but remained invisible. It was the first sign of animal life. They finally arrived at a clearing with plenty of bamboo. 

Evelyn trudged towards them from a path ahead. “Oh, my god. There you are. I couldn’t find the way back. Look at what happened.” She had red welts covering her forearms. “That sticky grass is sharp!”

“You see Dex or Felix?” Jack asked.

“No, why?”

“Seems we all got separated. Let’s go back to the beach. Everyone should return there.”

Footprints led through a grove of shrubs along a damp stretch of sand. They were too big for Maureen or Evelyn. They both wore soft sneakers. Had Dex, Vikram, or Mei passed this way? Then he recalled Felix’s impractical clog-like sandals. They had wide soles.

“Felix?” Jack called. He pointed out the footprints to Maureen.

“You think he needs help?” she asked.

“I don’t know. He was woozy and the footprints go one way.”

“I went in this general direction and didn’t come back on the same trail. We might get lost trying to find him and he might already be back at camp.”

“Wait here, then, with Evelyn.”

“Don’t give me that. If he’s in trouble, I’m coming with you.”

A stone’s throw into the shrubs, and Jack could hear the trickle of water. The sound trigger an instant pull. He was beyond thirsty. He pushed forward, ignoring the twigs slapping at his face. Between the foliage and under the trees ran a small stream which formed a pool. And next to it lay Felix on bloody sand.
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Chapter Four—Stream 
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Athena stared into the air duct as the panel clattered somewhere far, far below.

The stench of gunpowder from her firecrackers hung heavily around her. The soldiers in the hall would be on her at any moment. She squinted and flipped on her headlight. The ladder hadn’t been removed, but folded against the inside of the duct. She couldn’t remember the last time a maintenance worker had bothered putting one away. 

Using all her strength, she pulled it open. .

When the gunshot rang out, she ducked. A bullet smacked the plaster above her head. More projectiles followed as the corridor exploded in a barrage of gunfire.

When the grenade went off down the hallway, she realized they weren’t firing at her. Another faction was attacking the ones holding the sector. Didn’t mean a stray round wouldn’t end her. She cinched up her belt and pack and slipped into the duct. Her hands were slick and she was breathing too fast. One mistake and she’d fall. 

One rung at a time, planting each foot, slow and steady. Everything she had taught Pixie was out the window as she raced down the ladder. 

Pixie. 

The thought of her trapped in the level forty-two hospital for the past weeks while the tower descended into chaos made Athena queasy. 

At least the hospital level had an easy-to-open access panel that swung out on a pair of hinges.

The smoke smell was the first thing which struck her. Scorch marks on the walls and ceilings. Blackened and melted furniture everywhere. The hospital had been gutted. 

***
[image: ]


JACK RAN TO FELIX’S side. The man wasn’t breathing. No pulse. Felix had a large wound on the back of his head. His hair was matted in red. He had no other marks on him, which led Jack to believe he had died from the blow.

Maureen’s breath caught. “Is he...?”

“Yeah. Maybe I shouldn’t be touching him.”

She had taken a step back. Jack realized how it looked. Jack had been alone when she had found him. Now they were isolated. The way sound carried in the jungle, either of them could call out, or scream, and their cries would go unheard. 

Jack stood up. “Let’s not jump to conclusions. Something might have fallen. A branch. A coconut.”

“I don’t see anything like that here. And remember where we are.”

“I haven’t forgotten. Are you carrying anything I don’t know about?”

A hard smile crossed her face. “Like a weapon? No. See?” She pulled up her blouse. Nothing tucked into the waistband, and her slacks were tight, with no room in the pockets to hide anything. “Now you.”

He obliged, showing his hands and arms before lifting his shirt. “Of course, this proves nothing. If one of us hit him, we could have thrown the weapon into the vegetation and it would be gone.”

“None of us had anything that would function as a weapon earlier. And like you said, he could have been struck by a falling branch before stumbling down here and collapsing. I’m going back to Evelyn. We need to regroup and show this to the others.”

“I agree,” Jack said.

“Let’s go. Don’t follow too close.”

“Lead the way and don’t get us lost.”

After a few minutes of navigating the trail, a wet trumpet sound broke the silence. Birds and bats erupted from the trees above.

“What the hell was that?” Maureen asked.

“A signal. Let’s go.”

She walked faster than him. In his haste to keep up, he stepped on a sharp twig. His already aching bare feet were bleeding. But he couldn’t let her out of his sight. If she made it back to the beach first, she might say anything. He had no way of knowing how the group would react to the news of Felix’s murder, but he didn’t want to be on the bottom of a dog pile of accusations. 

The odd bugling continued. It reminded Jack of his granddaughter Sarah and a noise she could make with an empty bottle during one of their online get-togethers. Jack limped into camp and found everyone waiting. Maureen watched carefully as he made it to a log where he sat.

Mei had a curved shell in her hand, which explained the braying signal. A small pile of rocks lay in the center of their clearing next to the palm branches and the bamboo.

“I thought we’d have to send out a search party,” Dex said. “Where’s Felix?”

“He’s been murdered,” Maureen said plainly. “Jack and I found him.”

Jack glanced at her, but she didn’t add more. He said, “He’s down by a stream not far off. We don’t know what happened for certain. Something hit him on the head. He might have stumbled down there before he fell.”

No one spoke until Evelyn blurted, “I want to see the body.”

“I can take you,” Maureen said.

“We shouldn’t split up again,” Vikram said. “We all go.”

Mei crouched next to Jack. “Your feet are a mess.”

“I can hobble if you help me.”

“I can do better than that. We collected more junk from the boat.”

She went to the rocks where they had a few plastic bottles, recovered cushions, and the cooler Jack had used as a floatation device. Among the salvage, she produced a pair of mismatching flip-flops. Jack tried them on. They were too big, but it beat walking barefoot.

“How do you know it’s murder?” Dex asked. 

Maureen plucked clinging scraps of dead leaves from her blouse and hair. “He was hit over the head.”

With Mei’s help, Jack stood. “Something struck him in the head or he took a nasty fall. There was a lot of blood and it wasn’t a wound from getting off the boat.”

Vikram shook his head in disgust. “So either he hit his head, there’s a killer coconut tree, or one of us did it.”

“Unless there’s someone else here,” Mei said.

Dex waited a beat before announcing, “We all know where we are. This is the start of the contest. I agree with Vikram. No more splitting up. We’re going to go look at Felix and figure out what happened.”

Maureen led the way. The best Jack could do was shuffle along, with Mei at his side. Evelyn was on Maureen’s heels with a spring in her step. When they collided, Maureen snapped, “Will you calm down?”

“I’m sorry, I’m just so excited. We get our murder. I’m going to look for clues and interrogate everybody!”

“Let’s get there first,” Mei said. 

At the stream, they spread into a circle around the body. 

“Did anyone touch him?” Dex asked.

Jack raised a hand. “I checked to see if he was breathing. No pulse.”

“Ooh,” Evelyn giggled. “That would be a perfect time to hide evidence.”

“Jack did nothing to him,” Maureen said. “I was there.”

“Unless it was a conspiracy.”

Mei made a circuit around the damp sand before examining the stream and the pool of water. “Before we start accusing each other, let’s get all the facts. No weapon or any sign of anything here.”

“We noticed that too,” Jack said. “He might have been struck and didn’t fall right away.”

“So a hard blow. That would show a man did it.”

Evelyn shook her head. “Don’t be so sure. Maureen has the physique.”

“We still haven’t ruled out an accident,” Mei said.

“True, true. But we’re on a show. How dull would that be to have the killer be revealed as a tree dropping a coconut? Anticlimactic, if you ask me.”

“I haven’t forgotten where we are. The Last Mansion and Chop House liked to jerk us around. An accident would have us chasing our tails while trying to pin a murder on each other. There’s too much junk on the ground to see footprints around here.”

Jack looked up at what little of the sky he could see through the canopy. It was already early evening. Walls of foliage rose on all sides, but there were a multitude of gaps and shadows where an ambusher could hide. He directed his tiny light onto Felix. “He came along the trail alone, from what we could tell. If someone followed him, they used a different trail.”

Dex said, “There are a dozen ways in and out of this place. One of us could have ambushed him. I lost track of Evelyn, Maureen, and Jack.” To Mei and Vikram, he asked, “Did you two stick together?” 

“We both brought armloads of rocks and junk back to camp alone,” Vikram said. “Sorry, but it seemed safe.”

“And this means you were alone, too, Dex,” Jack said.

“So it does.”

“Oh, goodie,” Evelyn said. “Everyone’s a suspect!”

“What do we do with him?” Vikram asked. 

Maureen’s face scrunched up. “What do you mean?”

“Felix is right next to our fresh water supply. We need to bury him or take him someplace else. And it’s going to be dark soon and we haven’t started on the shelter. I’m sorry, but someone has to be the pragmatist here.”

“We’re supposed to share camp with a killer?”

“Unless you have a suspect in mind, we don’t have a choice.”

Jack looked around. A muddy bank stood well away from the water. “Since we don’t have a shovel and don’t want to take all day, let’s place him there for now. We cover him with palm fronds and rocks. It’s as dignified as it gets.”

Dex helped him move the body. They all pitched in covering it, and after several minutes, Felix wore a shroud of palm fronds and stone. 

As they rinsed their hands in the stream, Mei muttered, “Dignified. As if there’s anything dignified about where we are and what we’re doing.”

Jack tugged a sliver from his palm before letting the stream’s cold water flow over his hands. “After everything else is taken from us, it’s all we have left.”

He drank deep. So did the others.

Mei considered her own hands. They were covered in minor cuts and scrapes, with dirt clinging beneath the fingernails. 

“No clean hands here
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