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​Chapter One—The Garden
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“I don’t like games.”

Contest Starts in 9:41. 9:40. 9:39....

The countdown hanging in the air before Jack continued inexorably, ticking off the seconds. 

He cupped hands to his mouth. “Hello? I said—”

“No one wants to hear it,” a young woman next to him snapped. She was dressed in a black leather jacket, black jeans, and wore black lipstick. 

Besides Jack, nine others, including the woman in black, stood around him in a square stone courtyard. Tall, ivy-covered walls surrounded them on all sides. At one end, a wrought-iron gate with spikes blocked the path to a garden. Beyond it rose a mansion.

Jack didn’t remember arriving there. He also didn’t recognize the place or the people with him.

His gray hospital gown was gone. His wrist band was likewise missing. It would inform the nurses he was a fall risk and needed a low-sodium diet. Once upon a time, he wore security armor and even had a level-three security badge. 

What did he have on?

He spread his arms and examined the magenta double-breasted thigh-length frock coat fitted to his body. It had shiny buttons and was the cleanest garment he had worn in a decade. Pleated beige slacks and polished cordovan shoes with a buckle completed his ensemble. 

Some kind of costume he didn’t remember choosing or putting on. The texture of the fabric, the detailed metal of the buttons, the belt that fit tight around his firm belly—it felt real enough.

What was going on? And why was there a crater in his memory?

The eight people around him were likewise dressed in fashions straight out of period serial dramas. But none of their outfits quite fit any era, genre, or style.

There was a cowboy with a big hat and pointy boots, the goth-punk in black who had told him to shut up, a kid in overalls holding a skateboard, a frilly-collared dandy in a long green coat holding a cane, a priest, a mime, an opera singer in a flowing gown, a man in a pilot’s uniform, and a police officer. 

And what was Jack supposed to be? 

He re-examined his clothes. No makeup or accouterments. The fashion looked vaguely European or North American, something from centuries ago. He put a hand to his hair. Flinched when he found he had some. More than some. A thick head of lush brown locks tied back in a tidy ponytail.

For someone who had little to nothing up top since the age of thirty, discovering a full coif was a shock. 

He spent a moment looking at his hands. Gone were the splotchy liver spots and blue veins visible through pale, thinning skin. These were the hands of a younger man he barely remembered, and the fingers didn’t hurt when he flexed them. He had muscles again, too, and it felt good to stand straight. 

He took a breath. The air tasted...clean. He touched his nose and confirmed no filter or mask. They were outside without flak armor or goggles to protect them.

The sun cut through the white clouds above. It was warm and promised to get warmer

9:02. 9:01. Contest starts in 9:00 minutes....

Contest? He didn’t recall signing up for anything. His last appointment with anyone was a dreaded but mandatory session with his virtual therapist. He had a date with a long sleep in a retirement coffin, and the chat had been supposed to make him feel good about it.

Of the group, only the mime didn’t appear to be in a stupor. 

Dressed in a striped shirt with red suspenders and poofy buttons, along with curled-toed ballet shoes with bells, the short woman wore stark white makeup, mascara on her long lashes, and fire-engine red lipstick. Her bobbed black hair and straight bangs framed her face and almost obscured her eyes.

She marched the length and width of the square courtyard, touching the ivy-covered walls and looking up as if contemplating a climb.

“I wouldn’t do that,” the police officer said. Black uniform and cap, another costume belonging to a bygone period in history. A gold star was pinned on his chest. His polished shoes glistened, and a small truncheon hung on a hip. He had a thick build, a square jaw, and intense blue eyes.

“And why not?” the mime asked.

“Because whatever this is hasn’t started yet.”

“Maybe I don’t want to wait around for that to happen.”

Mutterings from the others. 

The opera singer strode towards the gate, gathering her robes up so they wouldn’t drag in the dirt. “Where are we?”

The kid in denim was examining the wheels of his skateboard. “It’s a simulation, of course. Can’t get a board like this in the tower.”

The dandy in the green coat sniffed. “You can. But security would take it away and give you a ticket for wasting fabricator material. And it would serve you right.”

“Unless you’re up in the nineties.”

“We all live by equal rules.”

This earned him a laugh from both the kid and the goth.

The mime ignored the chatter, grabbing hold of a vine, testing it, and finally clambering up a wall. Jack walked over to watch, as did the others. When she reached the top, an invisible barrier stopped her cold. It was as if she bounced. Her grip on the vegetation slipped and she fell. A last-second grab onto a vine tore a section of ivy away. 

Jack caught her and they both went down hard.

She pushed away from him as they rose. “Let...go of me.”

He brushed dirt and gravel from his palms. His cheek hurt where the back of her head had struck him. She steadied herself against the wall.

“You okay?” he asked.

She worked an arm as if it pained her. “Peachy.”

“Perhaps climbing isn’t the wisest choice,” the opera singer said. 

The cop wore a smug grimace. 

5:02. 5:01. Contest starts in 5:00 minutes....

Jack dabbed his cheek. It stung. He worked his jaw as the ache grew worse. The mime touched her elbow and her fingertips came away red. They made eye contact. 

“That hurt,” he said.

She nodded and looked up at the wall where the ivy had come away. “Something’s wrong. Pain levels for a sim never feel like this. It’s not possible with the safeguards.”

The opera singer smirked. ”You were told not to climb. Now enough of this foolishness. What is this place? I somehow missed the introduction. I suppose we’re all dressed for a party.”

The dandy juggled his cane as he took off his jacket. After producing a lacey cloth handkerchief, he wiped sweat from his brow. “Well, it’s going to be one weird gathering. I only hope it’s inside and out of this infernal sun.”

The goth looked closer at the mime’s knees. The mime’s tights were torn. “That messed you up, didn’t it? Any notifications? I don’t see a health bar on anyone.”

“I said I’m fine.”

The others clustered near the exit to the garden. 

As he leaned on the gate, the kid with the skateboard pressed his head against the bars. “Maybe it’s not that kind of game.”

“I don’t play games,” the opera singer said. “This is some other kind of simulation.”

“With a really long lead time. Maybe we should try to climb and work together. It could be like an escape room, you know?”

3:57. 3:56. 3:55.

A contemplative look crossed his face as the priest stared up at the countdown. “Perhaps we all need to exercise patience. Introductions, perhaps, if we’re going to be facing a challenge together.” He nodded at the dandy. “I’m Okafor.”

“Javier,” the dandy said. 

The kid grabbed the top of the gate. “How about someone give me a boost?”

Before anyone else could chime in, the cop’s voice boomed. “How about no one does anything stupid that might affect all of us? When this game starts, someone will explain what’s going on.”

The cowboy looked skeptical. “So we’re just supposed to sit tight? What if we’re supposed to go up against another group? What if we’re meant to use this time coming up with a plan?” 

He had an odd accent with a twang, which Jack couldn’t place. He guessed it was a poor imitation of something from a show. 

Javier sighed. “Hard to plan when we don’t know what we’re supposed to be doing. But this bodes ill for anything I’d consider entertainment.”

“Well, I, for one, agree with that man over there,” the opera singer said, nodding in Jack’s direction. “As I said, I don’t play games. Those are for children. So I don’t believe we’re going to be competing in whatever this is. I would never sign up for such a thing.”

“I don’t remember signing up for anything, either,” Jack said. “But the clock says this is a contest. That means competition, either us against others, against the game, or against each other.”

3:02. 3:01. Contest starts in 3:00....

Almost a minute passed with no one speaking. The kid with the skateboard was craning his neck as he surveyed the garden past the gate.

“Like the padre said, everyone stay calm,” the cop said as he fidgeted with the baton on his belt.

“It’s okay to admit you’re scared,” the goth said.

“I’m not scared. I’m trying to keep us together.”

“Hah. You don’t know why you’re here, just like the rest of us.”

2:12 2:11.

“Is this normal?” Jack asked the mime. “For games to blank our memory?”

Her eyes were fixed on the countdown as she rotated a shoulder as if to work out the soreness from her fall. “There’s nothing normal about this.”

They all stood in silence for the final minutes. 

0:02. 0:01. 

Let the contest begin!

The display vanished.

The gate clicked open. Without hesitating, the cop pushed it wide and they entered the courtyard. And from some place unseen, music played.
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Chapter Two—The Veranda
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Tower Base Exterior—Orchard Barracks—Monday 21:08

“I can’t help you unless you’re willing to share what’s going on, Jack.”

“I don’t talk to machines.”

“Think of me as your assistant. There’s nothing you can say that will shock me. Nothing you tell me about your past that will be shared with another. This is a safe space.”

“Yeah, whatever. I’ve been ordered to meet with you every day. I’m here. Tic the box and let’s enjoy the silence.”

“You appreciate silence?”

“I guess. I certainly don’t get enough of it in my life. So how about you turn yourself down to zero and let me sit in peace?”

***
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WITH A WHOOP, THE KID in denim raced on his skateboard past the others. 

The center of the round courtyard featured a circle of rose bushes on a raised bed of decorative red brick. Flowers grew in a multitude of colors, from deep red to white to bright yellow. The wheels of the skateboard clattered over the granite tile work as the kid kicked his board faster and headed out the opposite end of the yard toward the mansion.

“Hey! Come back!” the cop shouted. “We stick together!”

“Is he allowed to do that?” Javier asked.

Okafor the priest grinned. “Nothing’s stopping him. And the contest is now live, so maybe we should pick a direction together so we can get an idea of what we’re supposed to be doing here.”

The tall bushes walled them in, but there were three ways to go besides back into the waiting area. The mansion rose ahead of them. To the left and right, more hedge walls and gardens. A drum and string-heavy score continued to pulse in the surrounding air. To Jack, it reminded him of an action show the younger sentinels in his platoon relished. 

He scanned the shrubbery in search of any speakers.

The mime brushed past the singer and the cop and marched after the skateboarder. Jack and the others followed. 

Only the man in the pilot’s outfit stayed behind. He was the only one who hadn’t spoken since the start. He wore an insignia on his chest of a pair of wings laid across a thin triangle. The symbol of the tower’s flying force. 

A sky scout uniform, Jack realized. 

They’d take gliders and ultra-lights out to surveil the landscape to keep track of the enemy. Brave bastards to go up in an airplane with no armor, no weapons, and little chance of rescue.  

Jack lingered by the gate. “You okay?”

A wave was the pilot’s only reply as he sat down cross-legged in the gravel in the starting area.

“And then there were nine,” the woman in black said.

The cowboy hurried to the head of the group. “It would be best if we caught up with the kid. He might find an advantage.”

The singer smelled a pink rose. “I don’t care about any of that. But the simulation is perfect. These smell wonderful.”

Jack approached the flowers and pressed a finger into a thorn. A bead of blood formed. Pain. If it was a game, the settings from the starter area persisted throughout. What was the purpose if this was only a walking simulation or a virtual tour? Immersion? And what about the overbearing soundtrack that sounded like they were going to be facing an army of machinegun-toting ninjas?

The cop called again for the kid. Jack hurried to catch up with the others on the opposite side of the rose bed. 

“Why does he get an advantage like a skateboard?” Javier asked.

Faster with each kick, the kid zipped along a roundabout towards the front of the mansion.

An expansive green lawn stretched out before them on either side of the paved asphalt driveway. A wide path of concrete vanished around the back of the house. The mansion itself was a place built of hewn stone, with trellises heavy with ivy fixed between the bay windows. A covered porch ran along much of the front of the mansion, with chaise lounge chairs set out in a precise row. Orange begonias bloomed along the flowerbeds. 

The kid rode his skateboard to the front steps before jumping off and kicking the board up. It flipped and he caught it in a single well-practiced move. He let out a whoop as he grabbed the front door. It didn’t open.

Some others were running now to catch up. The cop made it up to the covered porch first, pulling the kid back before trying the door himself. It didn’t budge.

A bell on a coiled spring hung above them with a dangling chain. The goth tugged it. The music stopped as the bell rang. They looked at each other as nothing happened.

The singer used the door knocker. “Hello? We’re here! Is anyone home?”

The cop tried next, banging on the door with his fist. The cowboy walked back and forth as he studied the door.

Jack, Okafor, and the mime were the only ones who hadn’t climbed to the porch.

A black mailbox stood to one side of the steps. Jack opened it. Empty. He walked the paved path towards the corner of the house and was greeted with another invisible barrier. It almost knocked him down. He touched it again. Like pushing against a stone wall. It ran from the house towards the high hedge wall at the edge of the yard. 

The mime considered the barrier. She hopped and slapped her hand against it. “How far up do you think it goes?”

“That depends on what kind of puzzle this is. A maze we can’t see seems like an odd challenge for such an immersive place.”

“That’s what happens when a developer isn’t managed properly. You get stupid puzzles like this.”

Okafor headed the other way and was likewise stopped at the edge of the lawn by the house. “So it appears we’re stuck here.”

The goth took a seat on the steps. Eyed the cowboy as he paced. “Will you sit? You’re making me nervous.”

“What if we’re supposed to be doing something?” the cowboy asked.

“What you’re doing isn’t helping.”

“She’s right,” the cop said. “Calm down. We need to sit tight and wait.”

The kid set his board down and tried to shimmy up a trellis. A barrier blocked him before he made it more than a few rungs up. He dropped into the begonias and tried it with the next trellis over.

The cop’s jaw tightened. “Kid, knock it off.”

“Waiting won’t win me anything.”

“All you’re doing is bugging me. There’s going to be more instructions.”

“Who put you in charge?”

A blur of letters appeared and vanished above the kid. The kid had missed it.

Jack stepped through the flowerbed and took hold of the trellis. Sturdy enough to support his weight. He went up two rungs and raised his hand to where the barrier appeared. 

A message winked in mid-air. 

Card required to get past this point.

“What does that mean?” the kid asked.

Jack passed his hand through the message. “It means there’s a way past it if we find a card.”

Together, they spent a few minutes checking the lawn, the mailbox, and the flowerbed to see if they had missed anything.

“What are you two doing?” the cop asked.

Jack stooped to place a hand into the cool, rich soil. “There was a message. We need a card to climb.”

With his hands on his hips, the cop announced, “Okay, everybody. Check the flowers for a card or something.”

Javier and the cowboy assisted in the search under the cop’s supervision. With his cane, Javier poked about the foliage and smacked a few of the flowers. Orange and red petals scattered everywhere. The goth and singer got comfortable on the steps and watched. 

Jack stepped aside to stand with Okafor as the others sifted through the flowers, crushing more than a few of the plants. The air felt humid. He took off his coat and hung it on one arm. He’d be sweating in no time.

The mime stepped onto the porch and reexamined the bell. She rang it before stilling it with her fingers. Squinted as she peered through the glass at the top of the door. 

“Here’s another message,” she said.

The words were small and hard to read until Jack leaned close. 

Card required to get past this point.

Jack tapped the glass. “Sounds like we have a choice of directions to go if we find a card. What do you think?”

The mime ignored him as she searched the doorframe. When she moved on to examine the closest chaise lounge, Jack stopped to pick up the kid’s skateboard. His hand passed through it. He waved fingers back and forth as if the skateboard was a candle flame. 

“No shared assets,” the mime said.

“Huh?”

“Personal items are bound. Common game logic, unless there’s player-versus-player and open looting.”

“So it seems. Doesn’t explain why he gets something and we don’t.”

“Pay better attention. Everyone has an item, from what I can see.”

As if to make her point, she reached into a pocket and produced a stopwatch. 

Jack checked his coat. In the inside right pocket, he found a small, foldable corkscrew bottle opener. “Don’t suppose this counts as a card?”

She gave him an are-you-serious look before moving onto the next lounge chair and continuing her search. 

A skateboard, a stopwatch, a bottle opener. He couldn’t piece together what any of them had in common. The cop had a cudgel, Javier the dandy his cane. What about the others? 

The priest didn’t appear to have anything, but could hide a rocket launcher beneath his robes. Something rectangular was tucked inside the cowboy’s back pocket. The singer wore reading glasses on a thin chain around her neck. And the goth was absently fidgeting with a silver lighter. 

So everyone received one item. Were the selections arbitrary, or had each contestant made a selection? And if so, based on what?

The haze of the recent past obscured any reason he would have thought to bring a corkscrew into a contest like this.

The mime had been studious enough to notice. 

Jack decided he needed to be more diligent in his observations. Old instincts lurked beyond the cobwebs. One mistake can cost a life, and not just your own. A reminder drilled into him from his past. A mantra he repeated to his fellow sentinels during their patrols along the palisades as a gate walker. 

When you feel you’re safe, check again. And a third time. Part your hair and check your six.

The familiar tremors rolled up his hands. His mouth went dry, as if he were once again living through his tours of duty, facing down the ravagers, raiders, and thieves looking to take what the tower had. He made a fist, repeated the old calming mantras, and focused.

A doormat lay before him. He lifted it. There on the painted deck boards waited a silver card. It bore the logo of a key, along with an embossed inscription.

Key. Access a locked area. Single use.

“What have you got there?” the mime asked.

Jack gestured at it as if it might shock him if he touched it. She crouched beside him, squinted, and reached to pick it up. When her hand touched it, the card vanished.

With a flourish, she made the card reappear in her fingers. “Simple enough inventory mechanic.”

“So now what?”

“It’s either the front door or climb to the next level. And I’m done with climbing.”

“What did you find?” the cop asked.

The others were gathering behind them. But the mime wasn’t waiting to explain anything. She held the card towards the glass in the door. The card vanished. The bell now held the silver glow. When she pulled the chain, the tinny chime from before was replaced with a nerve-shaking DING-dong inside the house.

A screech of violins played.

A figure visible through the glass approached the door and opened it.

Dressed in a black tuxedo with tails, a white shirt, and a bowtie, the thin-faced man with an upturned nose surveyed the group as he tucked a key into a pocket. “You’ve been expected. Took you long enough. Won’t you please follow me? Lunch is served and your host hates having to wait.”
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Chapter Three—The Foyer
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Tower Base Exterior—Orchard Barracks—Tuesday 07:20

“Jack? Your bio data shows you didn’t sleep for more than two hours last night.”

“I thought that information was confidential. Officer eyes only.”

“As your virtual mental health professional, I am part of the medical staff assigned to your unit. Thus, I am granted access. Was something troubling you that caused you to stay awake?”

Jack laughed. “You’d know if you were real. Look up Corporal Kerner in the hospital and tell me what you see. I was right next to him when the shell hit. Another inch or two to the left, and that wall wouldn’t have saved me.”

“You two were close?”

“It’s not like we were friends. But he kept up, knew how to shoot, and didn’t muck about. What else do you want?”

“I want you to express yourself.”

“You want to know how I feel? I’m ecstatic it wasn’t me. Is that enough? Are you adequately satisfied to tick the box on whatever report you have to make? Now approve my pain pills so I can zotz out for a spell and not think about going out again tonight.”

***
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“OOOH, LUNCH!” THE SINGER said excitedly. “I am ever so famished.”

Jack had been hungry more months than he could count, at the point of starvation a few times, and used to rationing out meal packets and food bars while caught in a weeks-long artillery barrage. But famished? Here?

Get serious.

Famished was a word used by people up in the nineties when they missed breakfast.

But oddly enough, his stomach rumbled. Virtual appetite? A psychosomatic response to the mention of food, or was the sim more than sights, sounds, and other senses tickling his cerebrum?

The last thing he remembered eating was in the senior care block on thirty-five. Two slices of white toast, porridge, protein shake, and red strawberry-scented gelatin for dessert. Mostly soft foods for him, since his mouth didn’t produce enough saliva and his throat liked to make him choke. Low sodium, no sweeteners, and bland for the sake of his guts. Plus, everything tasted like it was laced with metal because of the sedatives.

Oh, how he would beg for pepper, hot sauce, or anything to make his food taste like something. Not that the floor thirty-five staff could understand his mumbling. 

Too many poisons in his system to eat, talk, or even defecate right.

If there was a pretend meal to be had, he was all in. But what about eating would make it a contest?

The butler stepped aside to allow them in.

“What a sec,” the cop said. “How about you explain what we’re supposed to be doing here?”

“All things will be revealed.”

“I’m going to need a little more than that. What’s your name, pal?”

“You may call me the butler, sir.”

“Huh. So you know who I am.”

“I know who all of you are. As I said, you are expected. I see Russel Bertram isn’t with us.”

“Is Russel the pilot?” Jack asked.

The butler blinked hard and cocked his head ever so slightly. “Yes. Your host will be disappointed, of course, but we shan’t wait for him. There is, after all, the need to be punctual. This way, please?”

“Who’s our host?” the singer asked.

“All will be revealed, Ms. Isabella.”

Okafor the priest was the first to step inside. “We mustn’t be rude. I look forward to our introduction to our host.”

Jack and the others followed. 

The mime stopped in front of the butler and leaned close. “Game menu. Pause simulation. Stop program.”

“I beg your pardon, Ms. Mei?” the butler sniffed.

“How do I access the map?”

“What map?” Jack asked.

“You know. Maps. Inventory. Logbook. Character stats. A list of available quests. I want to see what I have to work with here.”

The butler stared down his nose at her. “Ms. Mei, you will be provided with all the assets you’ll need. Please come in.”

Mei bit her lip and matched his gaze before stepping inside with the others. 

They stood in an entry hall with a white and gray marble floor. A grand stairway with a polished oak banister and lush carpet curved upward to the second level of the mansion. Brass polished sconces threw light onto the massive paintings hanging along the walls. Posed figures in riding or hunting outfits were featured in each. Some of the nattily garbed men and women rode horses or kneeled with rifles next to eager-looking dogs barely held back by their leashes.

An imposing grandfather clock of red mahogany stood next to the base of the steps. Its shining pendulum clicked with each swing. Ten minutes to noon, and the small window above the arms showed the sun in its position near the apex.

White, red, and brown doors, along with several hallways branching off the foyer leading in every direction. Only the center hall was lit, and the doors were all closed. 

A gold likeness of a snakelike bird hung above a console table where an arrangement of roses stood in a finely painted pot. The creature bent back over itself with its head touching its rear and its mouth thrown open and tongue thrust outward as if in mid-scream.

Pewter statues occupied a row of small pedestals lining another wall, covered in wood paneling. Each figure was unique, wearing a variety of costumes. 

Jack leaned in to examine them. A cop, a cowboy, a mime, a man in a long coat with a towel on one arm and a corkscrew in hand. Next in line, a priest, a young man on a skateboard, a girl dressed like the goth holding a lighter, a woman in a gown holding a microphone, a man in a pilot’s pressure suit, and a well-dressed fellow standing erect with a cane. 

Surprisingly heavy, Jack discovered, as he picked up the metal figure in the long coat and inspected it. “These are supposed to be us?”

The butler closed the front door and walked towards the lit hallway.

“Hey, buddy? I asked you a question. These statues—are they us?”

“Pretty obvious they are,” Mei said.

Javier tapped his cane against a pedestal. “Put it back before you break it.”

The butler held out an inviting arm. “The dining room is this way.”

Jack considered his likeness in the gray metal. Like a hazy image of a life never lived, standing straighter than he ever had, with a physique he could only wish for. A bartender, he decided. But from when? 

He had a recollection of watching a series of laboriously dull period dramas about matchmaking, relationships, and gossip set in a pre-industrial age. Everyone in costumes like his, and no one had a meaningful occupation save being a busybody.

From somewhere, piano music tinkled. If this was the game soundtrack, it now reminded him even more of the languid historical program.

His granddaughter Sarah had loved the show. Could keep track of every convoluted affair, fling, conspiracy, and family connection. His breath caught at the thought of how happy she would be when he spent his credits on another series they could watch together while talking over the squawk box in his barracks bunk. 

Isabella studied her statue. “This looks nothing like me. Dreadful. I look fat.”

“If you follow me, lunch will be served,” the butler said before heading down the hallway.

The kid with the skateboard hurried past the butler. The others hurried after them. Jack waited for the last of the contestants to exit the foyer before joining them. The ticking of the clock echoed in the wood-paneled corridor. 

The butler waited for them in an antechamber filled with stiff couches and chairs. Red upholstery bore the images of embroidered deer. Each animal had antlers, and each appeared to be in flight, with wide, panic-filled eyes. The creatures’ mouths were open and their tongues dangled as if they were choking.

“Even the furniture is creepy,” the goth said.

The grandfather clock in the foyer struck noon. The twelve chimes echoed around them.

A record player spun a vinyl platter on its turntable. The piano music coming through the wooden horn of the player abruptly stopped as the needle reached the center of the disk. The butler lifted the needle arm and switched off the player before going to a set of double sliding doors and unlocking them.

“Welcome, dear guests. This has been prepared just for you. Enjoy.”

They entered a spacious dining room with a long table with a deep red cloth cover and set for twelve people. Sparkling silverware, crystal glasses, white China plates, and a blushing rose flower arrangement waited for them. Bright sunlight filtered through the frosted circular skylights above.

The butler went across the room and drew open the shades. The additional light threw prisms about as it struck the crystalware. 

A knock came at a set of doors at one end of the room. 

“May we enter?” a woman’s voice called.

“Coming!” the butler said.

Once he finished with the curtains, the butler undid deadbolts and swung the doors open. Out came a younger woman in a pressed black and white maid’s outfit. She took her place next to the butler as he stood at attention against a wall. 

A third house servant appeared. She was an older woman in a white double-breasted outfit and a tall chef’s hat. She pushed a cart loaded with silver serving trays and ornate platters loaded with food. 

With the utmost care, she placed a dish in the middle next to the roses. Slivers of orange fish sprinkled with herbs sat on a round cracker. Each single serving was meticulously positioned on a porcelain spoon. 

“For the appetizer, I present a smoked salmon tartar on crispy wonton. It’s seasoned with dill and citrus.” 

Two more dishes went to either end of the table.

“Scrumptious,” Isabella said as she plopped onto a chair. “Simply beautiful. It’s like a painting.”

The others sat. The kid in denim grabbed a spoon and popped the salmon on a cracker into his mouth. Made a face as he paused mid-crunch. The others tried one too, with Isabella audibly “mmm-ing” as she chewed. 

“Is there salt?” the kid asked through his full mouth.

Isabella wagged a finger. “Taste it with all your senses. You’ll find it perfectly seasoned.”

“How about mind your own business? Will someone pass me the salt?”

The butler expertly took a shaker from a serving station and presented it to the kid as if it were a precious thing. He nodded his thanks before liberally sprinkling another hors d’oeuvre with a powdering of salt.

Jack remained in the doorway for a moment before trying a second set of doors that wouldn’t budge. 

The butler’s scowl deepened. “If you would take your place at the table, sir. Lunch is served.”

“I’m fine standing.”

“Suit yourself.”

The chef vanished with the cart, only to appear a few minutes later with more food. She announced each dish before placing the item on the table.

A bowl of lobster bisque. Beet salad with feta cheese and shallots. Slices of cucumber with truffle foam. An herb crusted rack of lamb in a rosemary au jus with a side dish of pommes anna. 

Despite the strangeness of each offering, the smells of butter, truffle, herbs, and roasted meat caused Jack’s mouth to water. Hunger pangs like never before and he felt heady at the thought of eating. Meanwhile, everyone else dug in. 

Isabella noisily slurped a spoonful of soup. “I could weep. This is superb.”

Besides Jack, only Mei wasn’t eating. She spent a moment wiping the mime/clown makeup from her face with the cloth napkin. She deposited the soiled cloth onto the floor. 

“Excuse me,” she said to the chef as the woman brought in a plate of  stuffed portobellos with quinoa and roasted carrot slices. “Is this the contest?”

The chef cleaned the corner of a serving platter with a side towel before setting it down before the group. “This is lunch.”

Mei grabbed the woman’s wrist. “Yeah, I get that. Now how about telling me what the point of this is? Why are we here?”

Isabella set down her shrimp fork. “Don’t be rude.”

The goth was fishing chunks of lobster out of the bisque and plopping it onto the tablecloth. “Is there anything without dead sea bugs?”

“It’s not real,” Javier said.

“It might as well be. Just the thought is disgusting. I won’t eat it. And maybe you’re not real.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You. Everybody. All this food. This place. If I paid for a virtual experience, I wouldn’t do it with any of you. And since my memory is fuzzy, there’s something wrong. I’m getting my money back.”

“I assure you I’m as real as you are.”

“That’s exactly what an AI personality would say, mister.”

“I have a name. Javier.”

“I didn’t ask.”

Arnold slapped a hand on the table. “Shut up, both of you. Okay, butler, we’re here. You said the host would join us. Maybe he’ll tell us what we’re supposed to be doing.”

Okafor the priest stopped picking at his salad. “The table is set for twelve. Seems rude to eat ahead of our host arriving.” 

The butler and maid exchanged glances.

“It appears all our guests are here, save one,” the maid said.

“Yes,” the butler agreed. “And our employer has gone through such troubles to make this the perfect meal.”

“He spared not a penny to be sure they’d be cared for before we begin.”

“As is his custom.”

“Aye, as per custom. But with a big difference. I wonder what that ever could be?”

“Why, my dear, they will undoubtedly find out, since lunch is near its end. There’s a murder, and the first to solve the case will win the prize.”
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Chapter Four—The Dining Room
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Tower Base Exterior—Orchard Barracks—Tuesday 19:37

Jack placed duct tape over the lens inside his bunk. 

“That won’t prevent me from knowing you’re there,” the disembodied voice of the therapist said. “Your weight, your body temperature, the sound of your heart. All of it helps me know how you’re feeling.”

He flipped the covered camera the bird. “If I had a screwdriver, I’d dismantle the speaker.”

“Then you wouldn’t hear those dramas you so enjoy discussing with your granddaughter.”

“At least I wouldn’t have to listen to you.”

The therapist’s warm, feminine tone became silken and masculine. “Is this more pleasing?”

“Not particularly. Since you won’t let me mute you anymore, I’ll take original you.”

“As you wish,” she said. “I hope we can carry on as professionals if not friends. Your superiors are concerned about you. I’m concerned too.”

“Autodoc cleared me yesterday.”

“You’ve lost weight, you won’t file your patrol reports, and you’ve grown sullen.”

“Want me to be a ray of sunshine? Show me the order in my plea deal.”

“It would be helpful if you accepted responsibility for your situation. You have gifts that could be put to use for the good of all.”

“I’ve done that for the past fifty years. Fifty-three, if you include my stint in long-term care changing bedsheets when I was a kid. That, at least, was service to the community. But this? Day after day of getting shot at, only to crawl back to the bunker for our little chats. Where are the rhino drones we used to have walking the front and manning the walls?”

“Our resources are precious.”

“Hah. What a load of crap. We’re running out of parts is what you mean. So you shove people like me out there to catch shells and bullets instead. Meanwhile, the eggheads running things waste time whipping up a headshrinker language model to harass the grunts instead of grabbing a rifle and taking a shift.”

“The parts shortages are rumors, as you’ve been reminded. Do you resent having to face mortal danger while others do admittedly less perilous work?”

Jack snorted. Shook his head. “No, I don’t. Everyone has a job. Just be sure to do yours, right? Stay in your lane. Good chat. Now check your box. I’m done talking and I’m tired.”

“Tomorrow, you will have enough credits in your account for a new episode of your historical drama. Shall I schedule a call to your granddaughter for 21:00 in one of the media booths?”

“Sure. That would be swell.”

***
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OKAFOR THE PRIEST SET his spoon down in his bowl of bisque. “What murder?” 

A murmur rose from the others at the table as if they were about to ask the same question.

Mei gave the butler a dark look. “What prize?”

“We get to win something?” the skateboard kid asked.

“You do, sir.” The butler nodded solemnly before once again facing the maid. An almost































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE LAST
MANSION

I O ADLER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





