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​Chapter One—The Menu
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“Attention, the tower.”

The cheerful voice boomed, drowning out the buzz of the audience. The lights in the studio dimmed.  

“This alert is coming through on every wall com and speaker on the network. Also every headset, hearing aid, and monitor. Don’t bother changing channels; I’m there too. 

“This is a message for residents, both old and new, including those who came in unannounced through the ground floor entrance. To our brave defenders, and those who believe they need to fight for a place here, and even to those up above level one hundred, this is for all of you.

“In the ancient custom of welcoming strangers, we are going to break bread. Our conflict is unsustainable. There’s plenty to share, and more. We have the resources. Now we only need the will to avoid more bloodshed.

“Let’s all take a moment, count to ten, and imagine a world none of us have right now, where food is in abundance, in its every wonderful form.”

The stage lit up. Twelve cooking stations gleamed brightly. The pantry illuminated next. Shelf after shelf of foodstuffs, enough to feed a floor of residents for a week. Probably more than any of the invaders had ever seen. 

Jack felt a nervous flutter he hadn’t experienced since a third-grade show-and-tell where he brought in a mockup of a grenade he and another wag had made in a 3D printer. School was canceled that day. Not a complete disaster. 

Could another contest work? He had to trust Mr. Smiley. He was the programmer, entity, or creature responsible for putting the murder mystery together. Jack had barely survived after having solved it, giving himself and his allied players a chance at extended life in a simulation. But he had also won a berth for his sick granddaughter, Sarah. 

But the virtual paradise had a glitch, a virtual infection Mr. Smiley had exposed, and it needed to be eradicated for the tower to survive. Jack had agreed to join the fight, and here he was. 

Too late to turn back now. 

The studio audience cheered. Hundreds of voices and applause from beyond the lights.

“Imagine what delights such a kitchen could produce for you,” the announcer continued. “Our lucky audience will get to sample what our chefs prepare. They will also be the judges of who wins each round. But this isn’t just a food demonstration. Heck, that would be cruel for those of you with tight belts and others trapped on floors with no larders or rations. This is a contest for your entertainment. Would you like to meet our contestants?”

Jack remained blinded. The supernovae above him burned his retinas and he couldn’t help but shield his eyes. Eleven others stood to his left and right. His vision was slow to adjust. Mei was supposed to be with him but he couldn’t make anyone out. They, like him, were dressed in black slacks and a white chef’s blouse.

“Only one winner in our competition. And maybe some of you are saying, ‘A cooking show? Not my cup of tea.’ And typically, I’d agree with you. They’re fine if you’re a retiree getting pureed glop spoon fed to you by a nurse and you want to recall the bygone days where you could wrap your now-missing teeth around a slab of soy steak. I promise a spectacle with enough thrills to keep you on the edge of your seat. We also have spaces in our live audience. Who knows? You might be a judge for one of our rounds. You’ll need to watch to know how to enter. And this show, as promised, is for everyone! Yes, that means those of you trying to break into level thirty-one and continue your conquest. 

“Tonight’s challenge is but the first episode. Each evening, a player will be eliminated until we have one lucky winner. In addition, our competitors will have to be on their toes because of a twist!”

A screen above the audience played a graphic of a butcher knife coming down and splitting a cantaloupe in half with a dramatic thwack.  

“Some of you were with us for our first series, The Last Mansion. It co-opted most of your feeds, so I know you had an opportunity to see it. Did you have fun watching? Were you surprised at the outcome?”

Jack felt a pulse run down his spine. The murder mystery had been streamed to the tower? Mr. Smiley hadn’t mentioned that in his negotiation for Jack’s return. Everything they had been through piped to the rest of the tower. A familiar queasiness wormed its way through his guts.

Another question lingered. How long had he been asleep?

The last thing he remembered was spending a few hours with his granddaughter Sarah in a sim. It had been a perfect re-creation of the murder mansion sans bodies, murderers, or the glitches that had run rampant through the place. A perfect afternoon, and it was gone.

The announcer’s voice made the speakers vibrate. “For you see, players will face elimination threats not only here, but in every stage of the game. How, when, and where remain to be discovered, but you’ll love the surprises. Our chefs are all on the chopping block. They’ll need to stay on their toes, yessiree, to avoid the bloodshed.”

“Bloodshed?” Jack asked. “Wait, you said this was going to be about food. This wasn’t the agreement!”

He was interrupted by a digital cascade of music and graphics. From above, the lights blinked and spun. The audience applauded. The other contestants remained transfixed, as if the spotlights had pinned them in place.

“Do I have your attention?” the announcer asked. “We have so many goodies in store, and you, gentle viewer, can enjoy every one of them if you tune in. I promise you thrills, succulent meals, fierce competition, and more. Let’s get the show on the road!”
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​Chapter Two—Egg
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Week of the Red Prophet—Babelite Tower—After Vespers

The elevator dinged. 

Rasho perked up and pushed loose locks of dark hair from his eyes. 

None of the six elevators in the thirtieth-floor lobby were supposed to be operational. His lance corporal had said as much, and placed Rasho and only three others there as guards because nothing was supposed to happen. There wasn’t even a stairwell on this side of the floor. The other lobbies on thirty had them, and the fighting was fierce as they pressed ever upward. 

This lobby was a dead-end, and his fellow soldiers knew they could relax.

Level thirty-one would fall, and then thirty-two, and so on. 

The abomination would be cleansed of its decadence. 

And what a strange place full of sinful abundance. Floors of farms where food of every imaginable shape and color grew. Most of the produce Rasho didn’t recognize, and how could he?

Only demons harvested such forbidden fruit. Only those forever outside of His grace would dare build a structure that would challenge heaven’s basement. And what of the tiny machines found in every apartment? His lance corporal explained they took raw ingredients and spat out curious foodstuffs that were supposedly edible.

Witchery.

Their own rations of barley cakes and dried rabbit were all but gone. Surely the supreme commander would allow for an exception for her hungry troopers. But the chaplains and officers had said no. The vertical farms and the storerooms were put to the flame. 

A distant boom vibrated from somewhere below. 

Sounds moved strangely in the tower, as if the rules of nature herself had been perverted. Was it the barricaded women’s dorm on twenty-eight? They had lost a dozen soldiers trying to take it and had been waiting for a demo team to knock down the fortifications. Perhaps the sounds were from the squad of defenders who were playing hit-and-run on level five. The cowards had ambushed a litter bearer with a grenade before finding a hiding place. Rumor had it there were hundreds of tower dwellers in the subfloors and ductwork.

Sneaky bastards.

And here he was alone.

Dice and Rodina had snuck off to a storeroom for a quick shag. Matti went to visit his brother at the aid station after rumors he had been shot in the throat. And his lance corporal? High as a kite on pills stolen from a captured pharmacy in the south wing. Rasho had heard her throwing up an hour ago inside a maintenance closet.

As always, Rasho would forgive them for disobeying orders and succumbing to temptation. He would also pray for their souls and confess their wrongdoings to the chaplain in the morning.

He raised his carbine when the elevator doors slid open. The flickering lights glowed a dull amber.

A quick sweep confirmed no one inside. Only a tray with a dish of what appeared to be pieces of fowl in a rich mushroom gravy on top of thick, long noodles. A buttery aroma held notes of garlic and onions. The savory smell caused his mouth to water and his stomach to remind him his last true meal was four days ago.

A bright voice spoke from a speaker on the elevator control panel. “Hello, Rasho. I know we haven’t been properly introduced. I thought you might be hungry. This is chicken chasseur. Go on, try it. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

***
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THE SPOTLIGHTS DIMMED enough for Jack to see the faces of the eleven contestants on stage beside him. The audience remained in shadow, their applause finally dying. 

Mei stood at the next workstation. Her black, bobbed hair framed her face beneath a white chef’s hat. She gave him a sharp look. 

“What’s wrong?” she whispered.

“Mr. Smiley mentioned nothing about bloodshed when I agreed to this.”

“You were expecting something easy?”

No, he was about to say. After what they had been through in the murder mansion, the glitches, two of their fellow players turning into corrupted specters who had hunted them, and the house breaking apart at the seams? Of course, it wouldn’t be easy. 

But Mr. Smiley had offered them a way to fight against a corruption that threatened all the lives in the tower. Not a spot on a cooking game show.

Jack was interrupted by a familiar voice. 

Arnold, the cop from the last game, walked on stage. He was tower security in his real life before retirement, yet the murder mansion had cast him as a police officer out of a period drama. Now, instead of a uniform, he wore a periwinkle suit with sparkles. His hair was slicked back and his square jaw cleanly shaved. His face was an unnatural tan. Was he wearing lip gloss? At least this time, he wasn’t visibly armed. He held a wand-shaped microphone close to his mouth.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Chop House,” Arnold said. “To get us started, we’ll shove our contestants into the shallow end with a preliminary bonus round. The winner here will receive an advantage in the elimination round this evening. Let’s see if they know their way around a kitchen as we meet our competitors. But first I present to you this round’s star ingredient. The egg!”

The spotlights shone down on the twelve cooking stations. On each, three eggs waited on a cutting board.

“Fifteen minutes on the clock. Prepare for our judges the perfect egg dish!”

Monitors around the stage and auditorium went black before displaying 15:00 in big block numbers.

The contestants looked at each other. Jack recognized fear and uncertainty, even in Mei. Only the tall woman to his right with the stern face and hard eyes appeared confident.

“The round starts now!”

15:59. 15:58. 15:57.

The chefs went into action, grabbing pots and pans and starting up their respective stoves. Some went straight to the pantry at the back of the stage. They elbowed, pushed, and shoved as they fought for ingredients.

Jack watched the action before examining his workstation from top to bottom, checking under the cutting board and examining each pot and pan. 

Mei cracked her eggs into a bowl. “Jack, what are you doing?”

“Searching for clues.”

“What clues? We have less than fifteen minutes.”

There had to be clues. The announcer at the beginning mentioned twists. He didn’t want to leave anything unsearched if there were advantages to be had.

“Whatever the game is planning for us hasn’t happened yet,” she said as she whisked her eggs.

The tall chef on the opposite side of Jack had a small pot where she boiled water. After slipping the bread retrieved from the pantry into a toaster, she added a few drops of vinegar to the water. Next, she expertly cracked her eggs into the steaming liquid. 

Others likewise appeared to know what they were doing. A muscular man with a monstrous poof of curly hair. Two women with identical faces. There was a wild-eyed young man at the far left who looked like a caged animal. He too went to work with his eggs, frying them sunny-side-up in a pool of butter. 

Jack didn’t take the time to watch the others. Clues wouldn’t find themselves. He opened his oven. Nothing inside. Next, he examined the ventilation hood.

“Jack...” Mei warned. 

Arnold moved from contestant to contestant. “Welcome to Chop House. What’s your reason for playing?”

The answers were brief, with each harried chef not wanting to waste precious moments on an interview.

“I’m here to win,” a small woman with blond hair said.

A chef with a wide smile and bleached cornrows leaned into the microphone. “I’m doing it for my family. Hi, honey! Daddy’s going to make you proud!”

The clock counted down past the ten-minute mark. 

When Arnold approached Jack, the host smirked. “And here’s someone we remember as being the man who let victory slip from his fingers during the Last Mansion show. Jack, say hello to the audience.”

“I don’t have time for this, Arnold.”

“Well, I wouldn’t argue with you. You haven’t even made your pans hot. Feeling confident?”

Jack looked back at his three waiting eggs. Any notion of how to cook them fled his mind. The last time he had used eggs had been long ago during his years in sentinel service while defending the base of the tower. They had come from a quail’s nest and he had boiled them over a portable stove.

Water. He needed hot water. He filled a pot and fumbled with the unfamiliar knobs of the stove.

Arnold followed him with the microphone. “Looks like you need to worry more about your eggs and less about ransacking your workstation. I’ll leave you to it. Next, we have another returning competitor. Hello, Mei.”

“Piss off, Arnold.”

“Whoa! Someone woke up on the wrong side of her cot this morning. You might remember Mei was our dark horse and our viewing audience’s choice for Contestant Most Likely to be the Murderer.”

She stirred her golden eggs in the pan. “I was your suspect. And you guessed wrong.”

“At least I played my shot. Let’s see how the lone wolf thing works out for you here, clown.”

He turned his back on her before she could reply, making his way to the stern woman next to Jack. She was busy scooping up three perfectly formed poached eggs from the water. These she slid onto lightly browned toast on three platters.

“Siglinda Bauer,” Arnold prompted. “Chef to the stars. You’ve served clients like Vicky Moon and Administrator Davies. What brings you to our competition?”

Siglinda pinched ground pepper onto each yolk. “I’m here to sharpen my skills against the best chefs in the tower.”

“You’ve got your work cut out for you, at least with some of your fellow competitors. Looks like one of them still hasn’t lit his stove, so the field is already starting to narrow. Can’t serve raw eggs, Jack.”

Mei pushed Jack aside and pushed in the burner knob to his stove. The burner clicked, sparked, and ignited. 

5:48 minutes left.

“You don’t have time to boil anything,” Mei said. “Use a pan. I’ve got to get back to mine.”

Jack had watched her beat the eggs and figured he could do the same. But the sunny-side-up option looked faster. He cracked the eggs and winced as shell bits fell into the pan next to the broken yolks and spreading whites. The spatulas were different shapes and sizes. He chose one at random and stirred the eggs. To his horror, they stuck to the pan. No oil, he realized. He kept losing more and more egg to the heating steel. There were no replacement eggs to start over.

3:27...3:26...3:25...

He burned his fingers trying to pick away the portions of eggshell.

Mei was having her own problems as she pulled blackened English muffins from her toaster. 

Arnold led three contestants down from the audience. They wore typical tower wear. Jumpsuits, utilitarian haircuts, soft-soled shoes. Lower-level drudges, by the look of them. Two rungs up the ladder from a sentinel, though. 

Jack’s eggs were a dried heap of white and yellow mush as he scraped the mass together to one side of the pan. Burner off again, he ran and found plates near the pantry and brought them to his station. Needed bread or something to serve them with. 

The bags of bread had all been taken. Not true: there were some that had been dropped to the floor, stomped, and maybe deliberately danced upon. He retrieved a torn, flattened bag of bagels, but saw enough shoe prints to realize they would be useless and possibly contaminated.

2:43...2:42...2:41...

What would he do when prepping food in the barracks? For the meals where they didn’t just have rations, they would do anything to doctor up a plate of grub. He grabbed a can of tomato sauce. It was the first thing he found and he didn’t want to waste any more time.

No can opener. Siglinda, the chef to his left, had an opened can of green tomatoes on her workstation. It didn’t appear that she had used any.

“How did you open that?” he asked.

She ignored him as she minced herbs. While he was tempted to take her tomatoes, they hadn’t gone over any rules and he guessed stealing was a no-no. He used the chef’s knife, plunging the tip into the lid of the can over and over until the top could be pushed in.

0:58...0:57...0:56...

Arnold stood next to a table as the three judges settled in. “Getting down to the wire. Looks like it’s going to be a close thing for some of our chefs.”

Jack pressed the top of the can. It wouldn’t budge. Still enough portions of metal holding it in. With both thumbs, he put all his strength into it. The lid thrust into the can and sent tomato sauce everywhere. 

“Hurry, Jack,” Mei said.

He waved red sauce off his dripping fingers as he pulled the wet lid from the can. Next, he found three round plates, put a portion of egg on each, and poured what remained of the sauce over them.

Eggs ala camp stove, barracks style.

When he reached for a pepper shaker, a buzzer sounded and the lights above strobed.

“That’s time,” Arnold announced. “Let’s see how our contestants did. Contestant one, want to bring up your dish?”

Jack’s heart was racing and his head pounded. Sweat dripped down his face. All from cooking three stupid eggs. He wiped his face with his sleeve and tuned out the first few contestants as they brought up their plates to the judging table. 

The judges ate, oohed, ahhed, and poked at a few of the unfamiliar offerings.

Arnold beckoned him. “Your turn, Jack.” 

When Jack placed his three plates down before the judges, they stared blank-faced.

“What did you prepare for the judges? Because it looks like a murder scene.”

“Eggs with tomato sauce. Old family recipe.”

The three picked at the plate before setting down their forks. Of all the dishes, they had eaten the least of Jack’s plates. 

One judge refused to make eye contact. “This is...” 

“Inedible,” concluded another as he picked eggshell off the plate and flicked it away.

The third cleared her throat. “He tried, at least. But you could have provided us with a tortilla, a biscuit, or any of the breads from the second set of shelves. And your sauce is cold.”

Jack had missed the second wing of the pantry and felt his face grow hot.

Arnold leaned closer to Jack and in a mock whisper said, “This is where you clear the plates and return to your station with your tail between your legs.”

Feeling numb, Jack collected the dishes.

When he was once again at his counter, Mei said, “At least they tried yours.”

He realized he hadn’t been paying attention when the judges got to her burned muffins. They remained untouched.

All the screens in the studios remained on the judges. The first said, “Excellent texture and seasoning.”

“Your bread and egg are just the way I like it,” said the second.

The third nodded appreciatively. “Perfection.”

They were on the final dish. Chef Siglinda stood stiff as a board before them, like a tower service cadet prepared for inspection. The praise continued as the judges finished their plates. The third judge looked as if she might be contemplating licking it clean.

“As Chef Siglinda returns to her station, the judges will tally their scores,” Arnold announced.

A scoreboard appeared with their names and a number. “Of a possible five points, we have Chef Byron with three points; Chef Yorick with four; Chef Penny, Chef Evander, Chef Kelly R, Chef Kelly P, Chef Lucjan, and Chef Tyler two points; Chef Mei and Chef Rasho, one point, and Chef Jack zero points. Which means our winner is Chef Siglinda with five points.”

The spotlights zeroed in on her. She didn’t crack a smile. 

Arnold clapped politely. “So you, Chef Siglinda, win an advantage for this evening’s elimination. Congratulations. Let’s give her a round of applause! For the rest of you, I have nothing. Off you go to the chop house!”
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​Chapter Three—Fish Sticks 
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Week of the Red Prophet—Babelite Tower—After Vespers

Poisoned. It had to be. 

Rasho only had a whistle around his neck to summon help. 

Would any of his squad hear him? His lance corporal was the closest, but probably passed out in the maintenance closet. There were other units down the south hallway who had bedded down to catch a few hours’ sleep before the next day’s fight.

He didn’t dare step into the elevator. Aimed at the ceiling with his carbine and considered firing a few rounds. Such a clumsy ambush! One way to catch a tower dweller was by the smell. They loved their scented soaps. How many of them had they pulled from hiding places because of it?

Yet all he could smell was the supper set before him.

Unless there was a frag grenade tucked under the sauce, it didn’t appear booby trapped.

“It doesn’t seem fair your friends left you,” the chipper voice said from the speaker. “But this repast will stay between us.”

“Who are you?”

“Me? Just a concerned voice who wants to stop the bloodshed. We have so much to offer each other, your people and mine. Heck, there are enough resources for everyone. We have more in common than not. Our differences are miniscule. Consider this a peace offering.”

“You did something to the food.”

“I understand how you might think that. I went through a lot of trouble making this dish. If I wanted to slip you poison, I would have done it with a pack of food bars hidden in a closet and not waste premium ingredients like this. Or carbon monoxide through the vents. I could also vacate the oxygen from the hallway and watch as you pass out, with lips turning blue as you slip into a coma. Take a nibble, just a small bite. Save the rest when you see nothing will happen to you. It’s best while it’s hot.”

Stupid. He’d have to be really stupid to trust a stranger, let alone a disembodied voice, telling him to eat.

But despite himself, he reached forward and pulled the tray out of the elevator. The chicken was roasted gold, with bits of curled, crispy skin clinging to the meat. The mushrooms were a rich brown, and the gravy pooled around the heap of pasta. 

He’d set it aside, and it would have to be inspected. There were defenders using the elevator here in the south lobby. They’d somehow turned off the chimes that signaled when a car would arrive on a level. The floor-indicator lights had likewise been circumvented. His officers would have to send reinforcements.

He couldn’t abandon his post. “Corporal Tali? Are you there?”

A fresh round of vomit sounds echoed from the closet.

Great.

He considered the dish. Ever so carefully, he dragged the tray across the floor of the lobby, cautious not to upset it too much in case he missed a teeny grenade. All the aromas came together in a symphony of deliciousness. He swallowed. Tried to peel his eyes off the food and remember where he was. 

The tower people could be sneaky. Evil. After all, didn’t they build a place that defied God? So too they could have engineered a chicken dish that smelled delicious but was covered in a chemical that would stop his heart. 

He’d hide it, he decided. 

When their medic Rodina came back, he’d have her run a tox screen using her first aid kit. He’d have to share, he realized. But this was a bounty. Six pieces of chicken. Two each, if he only shared with Rodina, who would also insist her lover Dice receive an equal portion. 

Fair enough.

But where to store the food? Utility panel? Too small for the plate. The maintenance closet? Still occupied by Lance Corporal Tali. They had discovered a small office down the hall that would be perfect, but he didn’t want to leave his post. 

He had a second problem. The elevator still stood open. If anyone came upon him and the platter of chicken, the inevitable question would follow: why didn’t you raise an alarm, Rasho?

What would his punishment be this time? A dressing down? Platoon discipline, which would mean a beating from a score of troopers eager to remind his lance they were the dregs of the company. His lance had already earned a black mark during the assault on the wall. 

Cowardice.

Plenty of soldiers would relish the idea of whipping, kicking, and punching a soldier who hadn’t lived up to his vows.

“What have you got there, Rasho?”

Lance Corporal Tali was walking his way. A wiry woman with a flak vest, camo paint on her face, and a carbine on one shoulder. She dabbed her mouth with a wet paper towel. 

“It’s, uh, chicken,” he said.

“They told me the mess wasn’t set up. I guess they were wrong.” 

She inspected the tray before sitting cross-legged next to it and grabbing a piece of chicken with her fingers. 

“Lance Corporal, the elevator...”

“What about it?”

The elevator doors stood closed. 

Rasho cleared his throat. “I thought I heard something, but it must have been an echo from down the hall.”

“Everyone’s asleep, even the Babelites. They need their rest after the blood they spilled today, and it’s not like they’ll get to sleep in come dawn. This chicken smells amazing. There are mushrooms? I know we burned their gardens. Looks like someone had the sense to save some of it.”

“Yeah, about that...”

Her eyes closed as she smelled the chicken. “What?”

“Nothing, Lance Corporal. I was just wondering if we should hide the platter once we’re finished eating.”

“I’ve always liked you, Rasho. The others give you a bad rap.”

He nodded as he carefully watched her take a bite. She chewed, swallowed, and once she was finished, she reached for a second piece.

***
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A SINGLE-CAR TRAIN swept the twelve contestants from the studio station to a landing. Jack gripped a ceiling loop to steady himself. Like the tower elevator, it moved smoothly but in this case the speed felt deceptively slow. On the train wall, a poster bore a logo with a chef’s knife impaling a tomato.

Chop House—May the Best Chef Win!

Each contestant carried a duffel bag. Jack had one too. He didn’t remember packing anything, but an examination of the contents revealed toiletries, a hairbrush, and a change of clothes, including casual wear, swim trunks, and a duplicate chef’s outfit to the one he was wearing. Did the sim expect him to do laundry?

They emerged next to a spacious white home under a sunny blue sky. More houses stood nearby, but none like this.

Expansive balconies overlooked a canal where waterbirds swam. A narrow, black-plastered swimming pool occupied its own deck, with a pizza oven and an outdoor bar under a canopy and a row of lounge chairs. Lush potted ferns decorated the corners of the deck. The windows of the home were tinted, but Jack could imagine they each offered a spectacular view of the neighborhood, the waterways, the clouds, and mountains beyond. 

All too perfect. Another fantasyland, and he reminded himself to be on guard.

The private platform connected to a second-floor entryway. Polished wood doors opened as they approached. The interior was as opulent as any hundredth-floor tower suite, if what he saw on the dramas was accurate. Black marble floors, furniture replete with cushions, a gathering area in one room to the left around a sunken sitting room around fireplace, and a dining room and kitchen combo to the right. 

Further along, a living room with a massive wall screen and another with a billiard table. More rooms down a wide hallway, including more sitting rooms and a gym with exercise equipment. Unlike the murder mansion, this place wasn’t cluttered with paintings and statuary. Many of the walls were blank, or only had a single framed landscape photo in black and white. 

Acoustic guitar music played over an invisible sound system. 

“This place is amazing,” one twin said. Kelly R? No, Kelly P, the one with the pink ponytail and tanned skin. 

Her sister Kelly R had short brown hair, flushed cheeks from the earlier exertion, and tattoos running down each arm. “The place is enormous. Look at the kitchen.”

Jack realized he needed to keep the names of the others straight.

Chef Yorick, an older man with salt-and-pepper hair and bushy eyebrows and the only contestant to get four points in the egg competition, was the first to march past the rest of them. He had his duffel bag over one shoulder and took the steps down.

“Looks like bedrooms are this way, kids,” Yorick said.

Jack was bumped by the others as they rushed downstairs. Only Mei and Rasho, the wild-looking kid, stayed behind. 

“Look for clues?” Mei asked.

“Yeah. I’ll start in the kitchen.”

Mei went to a dining alcove, which overlooked the swimming pool below. It had a fruit basket arrangement with a card in a white envelope. 

She tore it open and read aloud. “‘Welcome Chop House contestants! Please make yourselves comfortable. Eat, drink, and enjoy what your new home has to offer. Please observe all safety notifications. The competition will test you in every imaginable way, so savor the quiet moments and don’t forget to hydrate.’”

“Sounds like a weird combination of floor manager lingo and a morale officer’s memo.”

She set the card aside and picked through the basket. “Yeah. Nothing hidden here.”

Jack entered the kitchen and opened the two refrigerators. Food filled both from the freezer down to the produce drawers. He stood in awe of the excess and reminded himself this was virtual. So many things he didn’t recognize. Meat, cheese, wine, vegetables, and fruit. No clue cards.

Rasho had followed him and gazed outside through a sliding door. He spent a moment trying to figure out the simple lock before opening it. He stepped outside and stared up at the sun.

“Something odd about that one,” Mei said.

“He’s not a tower resident. I’ve worked with enough outsiders in the communities beyond the wall. It’s in the eyes and how they stand and move.”

“You don’t think...”

“What, that Mr. Smiley inserted an invader army soldier into our game? It doesn’t make sense and I’m not even sure it’s possible.”

“Why not?”

“You’re the computer expert. Isn’t there some sort of conditioning we go through that makes logging into an immersion sim like this conceivable?”

“Welcome to Tower Information Services, where consent is our primary concern,” she said in  a mocking tone. “Come on, Jack, get serious.”

“I am. I’m trying to understand how Rasho could be part of this.”

Shouting from downstairs. Jack and Mei hurried to the lower level. 

Several bedrooms connected to a central common room with couches and a giant viewing screen. Tyler, a chef with a creased uniform and pleated slacks, had his overly-moussed hair canted at an angle as he wrestled against Kelly R, who was trying to get him into a headlock.

“What’s going on?” Jack asked.

Evander, a muscular kid in his early twenties with curly dark hair, scoffed. “Fighting over the last single bedroom.”

With his arms immobilized, Tyler’s face turned a shade of pink. “I refuse to bunk with some stranger like I was a cadet in the sentinel corp.”

“Too bad,” Kelly R said. “You don’t get to touch my stuff.”

“I guess no one wants to bunk with the savage or either of the murder mansion survivors,” Byron said with a laugh.

Yorick got the two separated. “Let him go before you hurt him.”

Tyler twisted himself free and spent a moment tamping down his coif before giving Kelly R a baleful glare. 

She cracked her knuckles and appeared ready to go again. “It’s first come, first serve. Too bad you were too busy primping in the john.”  

Jack checked the bedrooms and confirmed two had bunk beds. Tyler brushed past him with his bag, tossed it onto the bottom bunk, and sat grumpily. Some quick bed math made Jack realize he, Tyler, Mei, and Rasho would be the ones sharing rooms.

“Notice anything?” Mei asked Jack.

“Yeah. The game didn’t stop the fight from happening. And after what we went through, the mention of bloodshed might not be figurative.”

***
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THE COUNTDOWN CLOCK appeared above the front door. 

2:59:59. 2:59:58. 2:59:57.

Jack and Mei had just finished a cursory search of the kitchen. Most of the players were poolside and swimming, sunning themselves, or drinking at the outside bar. The shower was running downstairs and the lower-level common room’s wall screen played music videos. It was the twangy electro-pop with the synth voices the kids liked so much.

Only Rasho remained upstairs, still on the upper balcony. Now he was perched at the rail, where he stared down at the pool and the canal below the house.

Jack glanced through the dining-room window. “These kids sure didn’t waste time in taking most of their clothes off.” 

Tyler and Kelly R’s fight was over. She was in the hot tub with the blond chef Penny, while Tyler sat alone on a chaise lounge under an umbrella where he nursed a glass of whiskey.

Mei pulled the cork from a bottle of white wine. “Those are swimsuits, you prude.”

“I’m not a prude; I just know how to act my age.”

“You get to be who you want here. Were you this self-conscious growing up?”

“Forget I said anything. Not one clue card?” he asked.

“None,” she said. “Time we caught our breath and tried to get to know the other players.”

“I’d rather keep looking.” 

“Suit yourself. Before I go...” She pinched his wrist. 

He wrenched his arm away from her. “What was that for?”

“Call it a reality check. Pain levels in the sim are as high as they were in the mansion again.”

“All right, you could have just told me.”

“I needed to confirm it. Did you catch it when Kelly P cut her hand while she was mincing onions back at the studio?”

He rubbed the red mark on his wrist. “No, I was busy.” 

“She shook her hand like it hurt. Don’t you get what it means?”

“Yeah. It’s not just you and me. This place is cut from the same virtual fabric as the mansion.”

“And if Mr. Smiley set it up this way on purpose again, it means he’s careless or cruel.”

“There has to be an explanation. Maybe it’s a mistake when he created the game. Something he can use to lure his enemy here.”

She grabbed a wineglass. “It doesn’t add up. I’ll be poolside if you need me.”

He watched her go downstairs. What other purpose could maximum pain levels serve? But with no way to contact Mr. Smiley, he’d have to file the question away.

Chef Siglinda, the stern-faced woman who had won the egg challenge, entered the kitchen. She barely glanced at Jack as she put a large pan on the stove and added oil. Next, she chopped onions before dumping them into the pan. Carrots, zucchini, and celery were next. After a couple of minutes, she had a pile of julienned vegetables.

The aroma of the onions was heavenly. 

“Making lunch?” he asked.

“No. Calibration.”

“What does that mean? Checking if the stove gets hot enough?”

“Checking if the sim has my sense of smell and taste where it should be.”

She switched tasks, mincing garlic and ginger and adding these to the onions. After a minute, the vegetables went in next. The smells in the kitchen grew more complex. 

His stomach grumbled. “You’ve done this before.”

“This dish? It’s quite simple.”

“No, you took part in a sim where there’s cooking involved. A contest with other players.”

“You must not watch the food programs. This isn’t just a contest, but my job. Now, if you don’t mind, I need to focus.”

Soy sauce, honey, and a squirt of red pepper sauce went into a measuring cup, which she heated in a microwave before tasting. Nothing was on fire. Smoke alarms weren’t going off. And Siglinda wasn’t bleeding. So this was what it was like to move about a kitchen and know what you’re doing.

She was the one to beat.

“Have you seen anything unusual since we arrived?” he asked.

Her face twisted. “I’m sure I haven’t. Why don’t you go annoy one of the kids at the pool? Or better yet, go see what the wild-eyed man on the balcony has done with himself.”

He looked past her at where Rasho had been standing. He was gone. Jack ran out through the slider and found the balcony empty. Rasho hadn’t come back into the house. When he looked over the rail, he saw the man in the canal water swimming.

The group at the bar had gathered at the lower rail with their drinks in hand and were cheering him on.

Rasho wasn’t a fast swimmer. He was in the center of the canal between the next two houses and splashing his way through the water. A game notification appeared in giant letters large enough to read from where Jack stood.

Players may not leave the game area.

“Come back!” Jack called.

Evander looked up at him. “If he wants to go, let him.”

“One less to worry about,” Vance said.

Jack continued to shout. Finally, Rasho stopped and glanced back at them. When Jack beckoned for Rasho to return, the young man tread water for a moment before sinking out of sight.

Kelly P stood on a bench to better see. “I think he’s drowning.”

Murmurs from the others. Jack gazed down at the swirls and bubbles. Jumping in would be suicide. He couldn’t swim. The thought of having all that nothing beneath him made him want to retreat from the rail. He ran downstairs to the lower balcony. The ripples had stopped.

“Huh,” Evander said. “He must have been deleted.”

Rasho erupted from the water before them and sucked in a deep breath before grabbing the top rung of a metal ladder bolted to the base of the balcony.

“You okay?” Jack asked.

Rasho looked at the house, the sky, and back out at the water as if contemplating another swim. “What concern is it of yours? I’m trapped here, like the rest of you Babelites.”
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​Chapter Four—Carrot
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Week of the Red Prophet—Babelite Tower—After Vespers

Rasho licked his fingers clean while Lance Corporal Tali sucked the last bit of grease from a chicken bone. Not a scrap of meat remained on the platter. They had devoured the meal in silence, Rasho wishing he could slow down and enjoy it. But hunger won over. Still, he had tasted nothing so succulent in years.

The buttery gravy, the browned mushrooms, the firm, delectable noodles—all gone. A lingering aroma of onions clung to his hands. He wiped fingers on his trousers. 

Tali considered the empty platter. “We keep this between us, Rasho. I want you to go find the mess sergeant and let them know the food got dropped and we have a lance of hungry soldiers waiting to eat.”

“You want me to lie?”

She just stared at him.

He looked down at his sticky fingers. “Something else to add to my list when requesting forgiveness.”

“He is merciful. And He can provide our lance another chicken.”

“I don’t think the mess sergeant will make more of what we just had. It was a special treat.”

“Then Dice, Rodina, and Matti will have to do with warmed provisions. Go.”

“Yes, Lance Corporal Tali.”

He walked down the main hallway, away from the elevator lobby. The sounds of battle had fallen away, leaving only the ringing in his ears. No empty ration packs littered the floor. The other soldiers who were bedding down in the surrounding rooms hadn’t been provisioned. Another night with no supper for the rest of them, and all he could think about was the flavors of the meal he had devoured. 

Oh, how the unctuous buttery mushrooms had complimented the fatty bits of the chicken! The gravy and the way it clung to the pasta. The tender meat had fallen off the bone.

His mouth was watering again despite his belly being full.

There were chickens back home, along with mushrooms and grains to make noodles. Why hadn’t anyone been able to make a dish like what he had just eaten?

At the first barricade, he was confronted by an officer. “Back to your post, private. And tell your lance corporal to sit tight.”

No food or supply packs in sight. The others would have to go hungry. But what would he tell Tali? 

The soldier jogging his way had a yellow messenger armband and a hand radio. “Private Rashomon?”

Rasho felt a chill run down his spine. Messengers were for officers. Why would anyone summon him unless they knew about his encounter with the voice in the elevator?

It had been a test. And like the first man in the garden of delights, Rasho had succumbed. He would be made an object lesson to the rest of the army.

Run was his first instinct. But where? The stairs and elevators were locked down and under guard and he wouldn’t make it past the barricades if there were provosts looking to arrest him. Branding, flogging, and other torments would






[image: ]







































[image: ]
























































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CHOP
HOUSE

A LITRPG MURDER MYSTERY

END-USER JACK 2

ILO. ADLER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





