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Well, the judge slammed his gavel, said, “Son, you've been bad! | Stole a whole bank vault, made the feds mighty mad! | But instead of hard labour, shovelin' rocks in the sun... | Got a new kind of sentence, this catering's begun!”

Oh, Chain Gang Catering! Food so good, it's criminal!

Got collard greens tender, cornbread that sings, | Mac 'n' cheese smoother than a jail-house king's schemes! | Our peach cobbler's sticky, sweet felony bliss! | One bite and the warden's gonna beg for a kiss!

Chain Gang Catering! Food so good, it's criminal! | We're servin' up justice, one plate that's subliminal! | From lock-up to lunch-box, our flavours are prime! | You'll swear you've committed a delicious crime!

So book us for weddings, or your corporate retreat! | Our spread's so divine, it just can't be beat! | (Shouted) Break outta bland eats, get busted by taste! | Chain Gang Catering, We're guilty of the great!

No refunds... we know where you live.

Final Bill. | Failing in a Circle.

The End.

This story is fictional. Any and all similarities to character, groups, | or other entities in real life are purely coincidental....

Thanks for Reading.

By Liam Harper.
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Bill 1.




The Third Level.
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The enormous living room of the mansion is already bathed in the soft, diffused light of early morning, yet an electric tension hangs in the air, a silent mark left behind from the transgressions of recent history.

Dominating one stretch of wall is a newly consecrated piece of accidental art.

A perfect likeness of the now-infamous lime-green paint splat, originally an unsightly blemish from a guest room “accident”, has been painstakingly transferred, immortalized, and professionally framed.

It isn't just displayed in this regard, no, it is instead enshrined like an object of worship.

Directly beneath the canvas, a small, elegant brass plaque is affixed to the velvet-flocked wallpaper. It bears only two words, simple and profound...

––––––––
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..."The Dialogue."...
––––––––
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The very space around this monument to chance creativity remains a bewildering, yet strangely compelling, homage to Chizuru's unique, almost inadvertent genius.

The décor is a chaotic but somehow miraculously cohesive blend of disparate styles, vintage velvet chairs adjoin a chrome-and-glass shelving unit, abstract expressionist prints hang beside a classical bust.

It is what aesthetic critics and trend-watchers, utterly perplexed and yet captivated, are now enthusiastically labelling “Slice-Core”.

The room breathes this contradiction...of course, these facts are already very well established at this stage.
What might be considered a somewhat new development for those out of the loop is what is occurring in the precise centre of this visually overwhelming space, where Drew Slice stands perfectly still.

Right now, he is absolutely motionless, as his focus is entirely on the sleek, glass coffee table situated between the opposing sofas.

His intense gaze is fixed upon a singular object with the kind of hyper-vigilance one reserves for a live, venomous creature, like a disgruntled scorpion with back-dated bills to pay perhaps.

The object in question is an invitation, thick and substantial, radiating an almost intimidating weight.

Its surface is an ocean of eye-blindingly gold foil that catches and reflects the recessed track lighting above.

In addition to this, there are words attached, embossed and undeniable, that shine with audacious promise, reading...
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..."Explosion Force 7, The Explodening - World Premiere."...

On the nearest sectional sofa, Chizuru is sunk into the cushions, ostensibly relaxed but acutely aware of the drama unfolding only a few feet away.

She is half-heartedly flipping through the glossy pages of a vintage guitar magazine, keeping her movements slow so as not to draw attention to herself.

What truly commands her own attention, however, is the palpable wave of dread that constantly rolls off Drew.

It's not subtle, it's an almost physical force in the room, a low-frequency gnawing of anxiety that makes the actual air feel heavy.

It's so bad that the guy hasn't shifted an inch in what feels like an eternity...which is in actuality a precise, agonizing three minutes of him acting like a statue of reluctant apprehension planted in the middle of his own home.

And this is how he remains, as he simply stares, a man confronting his inevitable, explosive destiny.

Drew: Ugh...what am I gonna do about this?

Chizuru: ...?
He asks himself this question, but has no one ready to offer a response, since Chizuru makes a move to do so, but is ultimately hindered by fate stepping in with its own interruption.

This interruption comes when suddenly, the fancy, mahogany pocket doors leading into the living room begin to open and Olivia Lavoie steps into the space.

Drawing all  focus with her arrival, Olivia's arms are heavily laden with several large, crisp white shopping bags, the tell-tale logos revealing a recent, enthusiastic raid on a high-end Parisian boutique.

However, despite looking ready to regale them with words of her day's commercial shopping endeavours, she takes one step into the room and immediately freezes.

And the reason she halts is because her bright, sharp eyes bypass Drew and Chizuru and are instantly, unerringly drawn to the explosive piece of stationery lying on the table.

Once her eyes lock on to this, a distinct gasp, a sound of pure, unadulterated, triumphant delight, escapes her throat before she can consciously suppress it.
Olivia: Oh my gosh! It's here!

She practically sings, out loud, further commanding the room's attention, which also puts Drew's guard up, since he can't lie about what it is if Olivia can easily identify it from a great distance.

And these fears are indeed confirmed as things continue on this trend.
Without a second thought, Olivia drops the shopping bags, and they land on the imported oak flooring with a muffled, satisfyingly expensive impact (where the sound itself is almost a reflection of the cost of their contents).

From here, Olivia rushes to the glass table, where she doesn't merely just pick up the gold-foil invitation, she lifts it, holding the heavy card-stock as if it were a sacred, ancient text, a tablet inscribed with prophecy.
In is this moment, her face is already radiant with joy.

Olivia: Our first red carpet together! Drew, just think about it, this is going to be truly incredible! The spectacle! The blinding lights, the relentless flash of the cameras, the profound, overwhelming sense of shared artistic achievement as we walk that line!

Drew: Yeah...Uh...about that-...
Try as he might, it's clear his words aren't getting through, for her enthusiasm isn't just strong, it's a supernova of sincerity, a blazing star of pure, unblemished excitement that threatens to overwhelm the anxious atmosphere Drew has cultivated (which is a shame, because it took hard work for the poor guy to get this stressed).

In her blind ignorance, Olivia turns, holding the shining invitation aloft, her face literally glowing under the recessed lighting, completely oblivious to the depth of her beloved's quiet horror with a voice that is pure, everlasting musical theatre, full of dramatic highs and sweeping gestures.

It's no stretch to say she's practically vibrating with anticipatory joy as she continues her monologue while the golden invitation remains clutched like a trophy in her talons.
Olivia: I've been planning my outfit for weeks! Literally and precisely weeks!

She exclaims, punctuating the word with a celebratory little bounce before continuing.

Olivia: I found this incredible independent designer, a true artist, really, who weaves her custom fabrics according to the precise lunar cycles. Can you imagine the intention? The dress I finally chose, Drew, has the exact same thread count as the authenticated first draft of the U.S. Constitution! Can you believe it? It's not just clothes, it's historically significant! It's a foundational piece!
Drew Slice manages, through a monumental act of professional self-control, to summon a smile.

But even though it looks like one, real pros might not be so easily fooled.

It is a terrifyingly technically perfect smile, a marvel of well-trained muscle control that hits all the required facial points, the slight curve of the lips, the subtle lift of the cheeks...

But... it is a mile deep and an inch wide, and it doesn't reach his eyes.

And his eyes, behind the placid mask, are wide, frantic, and screaming in silent, sustained alarm. They are relaying a distress signal only visible to those who know him intimately.
Though she wants to bow out and ignore the storm, Chizuru lowers her guitar magazine, which is originally meant to be both a shield and a distraction, just enough to peer over the glossy cover.

Her expression is measured, a slow-burn recognition dawning on her face. She knows that look in Drew's eyes, she knows it too well.

It's the very same expression of restrained psychological anguish he wore when Olivia, in a burst of sincerity, suggested they “feel the emotional texture” of the mansion's antique copper plumbing system to better understand the home's “structural soul”.
This girl is always coming away with bullshit like that which makes talking to her a nightmare, and thus Chizuru doesn't really know what she could say or do to throw Drew a proverbial bone here.

So...she takes the coward's way out and says/does absolutely nothing.

Leaving Drew alone to handle it.

Drew: That sounds... structurally sound, Olivia.

Drew offers this as a response, keeping his voice unnaturally level, and his compliment is calculated to be as bland and non-committal as possible. He is trying to throw a verbal net over her enthusiasm, to slow its terrifying momentum.

A bold gamble, one can only hope it pays off for him.
Olivia: It's more than sound, darling, it's a statement!

Olivia counters, entirely missing the subtext and instead taking his phrase as high praise.

Olivia: Think of the interviews! We can talk about the fascinating narrative parallels between blockbuster film-making and the founding of a nation! The shared drama of creation! The Constitution as the original franchise!
She is utterly, blissfully unaware of the escalating, silent horror that is unfolding behind Drew's rigid, calm facade.

He imagines the scene now, playing it out in a vivid, high-definition loop of stress, Olivia, poised on the red carpet, genuinely and earnestly explaining the intricate semiotics of her lunar-woven dress to a bewildered entertainment reporter whose sole directive is to ask about shoes and dating rumours.

The image is instantly followed by the rapid, blinding percussion of a hundred flashbulbs, a vision ripped straight out of a stress-induced fever dream.
As Drew's eye twitches and he's left struggling with this, Olivia pivots, her attention now turning to Chizuru, while her energy is still at a blinding peak.
Olivia: You'll have to help me with my accessories, Chizuru.

She announces this to the girl, though it doesn't sound like a command, more an invitation of her own as Olivia's voice is as warm and inclusive as ever as she speaks.

Olivia: You have such a unique eye. You'll be the one to ensure my whole ensemble tells a cohesive story.
Chizuru doesn't move much, simply nodding slowly, kind of as if she's giving a tiny, fatalistic affirmation.

All the while a heavy, familiar sense of foreboding settles over her like a lead blanket.

And it's obvious why this is, Chizuru knows, with an absolute, internal certainty, that her “unique eye” is about to be forcibly drafted into another one of Olivia's beautiful, impossible missions, transforming into a logistical aide for well-intentioned chaos.

Living in partial denial Chizuru raises the magazine cover fully now, hiding her face completely, as if the thick, glossy pages could somehow serve as a literal, physical shield, protecting her from the inevitable storm.

It can't, of course, but you can't blame a girl for trying.
Meanwhile, Drew looks from Olivia's beaming, utterly convinced face to the glowing, golden invitation held like a sceptre in her hands, and then back to Chizuru's hidden profile.

He is definitively trapped.

Fucked from all sides as they call it in the business...

The walls of the mansion, which are usually a comfort, now feel like the bars of a gilded cage (that has a bonus green splat as “décor”).

Drew knows he needs an escape plan. He needs one fast, before the Constitution-thread-count dress becomes reality.
The question is not if he escapes, but how.

Does Drew find a way to gracefully deflect the commitment, or does the sight of Chizuru's silent resignation spur him to a more direct intervention?

The answer is simple, he'll run to his own coward's-way-out option, Amelia...the bitch who can fix anything...

This means, a little later on, the setting shifts dramatically to Amelia Earnst's private office in the estate, the good old smooth, black-and-chrome space that everyone in the inner circle still colloquially refers to as “the war room”.

And this name is indeed apt today, for the atmosphere is less one of an opulent “mansion” and more that of a  “mission control”.

The entire far wall is dominated by a grid of large, silent video monitors, and one of these screens currently displays a live feed of a global fashion channel.

On this feed in question, the commentators are meticulously dissecting recent red carpet trends, discussing satin finishes and heel heights
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