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PART I: THE INVITATION TO DIE

Chapter 1: The Gilded Cage
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The air inside the Grand Prospect smelled of beeswax, white orchids, and something much older—like the dust of a thousand forgotten conversations.

Elara stood in the center of the Grand Hall, her gloved hands clasped tightly in front of her. She was trying very hard not to tremble. She focused on the room instead. It was a masterpiece of Edwardian excess. The ceiling soared high above, painted with cherubs and storm clouds that seemed to shift slightly if you looked at them too long. Enormous crystal chandeliers dripped from the rafters like frozen waterfalls, casting a golden, honeyed light over everything.

To anyone else, this place would look like paradise. To Elara, it looked like a forgery.

That was her talent, after all. Before she had received the ivory card with the gold embossed invitation, Elara had been an art authenticator. She was the woman galleries called when they weren't sure if a Monet was a masterpiece or a clever lie. She could spot a single modern brushstroke in a seventeenth-century portrait. She could feel the difference between old canvas and new linen just by the way the air moved around it.

And the Grand Prospect felt... staged.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" a voice purred behind her.

Elara turned slowly. A woman stood there, dressed in a gown of midnight-blue silk that rustled like dry leaves. She was older than Elara, perhaps in her fifties, but her skin was powdered to a porcelain perfection. Her lips were painted a sharp, dangerous red.

"It is impressive," Elara replied, keeping her voice light and polite. "Though the lighting is a bit forgiving, don't you think?"

The woman’s eyes narrowed slightly, then she smiled. It was a practiced smile, one that didn't reach her eyes. "I am Madame Vex. And you must be Elara. The Host mentioned you have a sharp eye."

"I see what is there," Elara said simply.

"And what isn't," Vex added, then drifted away toward the buffet table where pyramids of macarons and crystal bowls of caviar were arranged with geometric precision.

Elara took a deep breath. She smoothed the skirt of her own dress—a pale lavender chiffon that she had bought specifically for this occasion. She was one of nine. That was what the invitation had said. Nine Special Guests.

She looked around the room, taking stock of the competition.

Near the grand fireplace, a massive man was laughing too loudly. He wore a suit that was expensive but ill-fitting, straining at the shoulders. That was Bram. He held a crystal tumbler of whiskey in one hand, sloshing the amber liquid over the rim. He looked like a bull who had wandered into a china shop.

In the corner, a young man with a bored expression was examining his fingernails. He wore a velvet smoking jacket and stood with a slouch that only the very wealthy could afford. That was The Heir. He looked at the room as if he owned it, or perhaps, as if he planned to buy it and demolish it.

There was a man with round spectacles and shaking hands wiping them on his lapel—The Doctor. There was a tall, stiff man standing at attention—Silas, the soldier.

And then, there were the others.

The room was full of people who were not Guests. They drifted through the hall in pastel ballgowns and tuxedos, laughing softly, clinking glasses, and whispering. But they didn't look at Elara. They didn't look at Bram. They didn't seem to see the nine strangers in their midst.

These were the Patrons.

Elara watched a couple waltz past her. The woman’s eyes were glassy, her smile fixed. She moved with a fluid grace that was just a little too smooth, a little too rhythmic.

"They aren't real, are they?"

Elara jumped slightly. A young man had appeared beside her. He was holding a leather-bound book against his chest. He had messy brown hair and a smudge of ink on his cheek.

"I beg your pardon?" Elara asked.

"The Patrons," the young man whispered. He looked terrified. "They’re automatons. Or ghosts. Or... projections. Look at the lady’s feet."

Elara looked down. The waltzing woman’s feet weren't actually touching the floor. She was hovering, just a fraction of an inch above the polished marble.

"Artificial Intelligence," Elara murmured. "Complex projections. This estate... it’s a machine."

"I’m Leo," the young man said, extending a hand. "I’m an archivist. I restore old books. I don't know why I'm here. I don't like violence."

"I am Elara," she said, shaking his hand. His grip was warm and human, a stark contrast to the cold perfection of the room. "And I don't think any of us are here because we like violence, Leo. I think we are here because we are good at surviving it."

Suddenly, a heavy gong resonated through the hall. It was a deep, brassy sound that vibrated in Elara’s chest. The music stopped instantly. The Patrons froze in mid-step, like statues in a museum. The silence that followed was heavy and absolute.

At the top of the grand staircase, double doors swung open.

But no one walked through. Instead, five figures stepped out from the shadows of the balcony.

They were tall—nearly seven feet. They wore impeccable black tailcoats and white gloves. their faces were smooth, featureless masks of polished silver. They stood perfectly still, hands clasped behind their backs.

"The Butlers," Leo whispered, taking a step behind Elara.

A voice filled the room. It didn't come from speakers; it seemed to come from the walls themselves. It was a man’s voice, rich and smooth as melted chocolate, warm and welcoming.

"Welcome, my dear friends, to the Grand Prospect."

The voice seemed to caress them.

"You have all been chosen for your unique talents. Your discretion. Your ambition. And, of course, your impeccable taste. You have come seeking the Prize—a fortune beyond measure, and a place in the new world order."

Bram, the big man by the fireplace, snorted. "Get on with it! Where is the money?"

The silver-masked Butlers on the balcony tilted their heads in unison. It was a creepy, bird-like movement.

The Host’s voice continued, ignoring the interruption, though the tone dropped a fraction in temperature.

"Patience, Mr. Bram. Patience is a virtue. And here, virtues are the only shield you have. We are civilized people, are we not? We do not claw and scratch like beasts. We do not bludgeon. We do not brawl."

The lights dimmed, focusing on the nine guests in the center of the room.

"The rules are simple. Only one of you will leave this estate. The others will remain... as part of the collection."

A ripple of fear went through the group. Elara felt a cold bead of sweat slide down her back.

"However," the Host said, his voice lightening, becoming sweet again, "we are not savages. Overt violence is forbidden. You may not strike another guest. You may not shoot them, stab them, or strangle them. Any act of direct aggression will be considered a Breach of Decorum."

One of the silver-faced Butlers stepped forward, holding a silver tray with a single white lily on it. He crushed the lily in his fist. It turned to dust instantly.

"The Butlers are the judges," the Host explained. "If you breach decorum, you will be excised. Removed. Deleted."

"So how do we win?" the Heir shouted, his bored veneer cracking. "If we can't kill each other, how do we win?"

"You must kill... correctly," the Host whispered. "An accident. A sudden illness. A tragic fall. If a guest dies, and it appears to be a natural misfortune, the Butlers will not intervene. You must use the tools of society. A poisonous word. A fatal mistake. Manners, my friends, are the weapon."

The lights surged back up to full brightness. The music restarted—a lively waltz. The Patrons began to move again, laughing and swirling as if nothing had happened.

"Enjoy the evening," the Host said, his voice fading. "Dinner will be served at eight."

The game had begun.

Elara looked at the others. They were all looking at each other now, not as strangers, but as predators.

"This is insane," Bram grumbled. He walked over to a passing waiter—a Patron—and grabbed a fresh glass of champagne. "I'm not playing a game of tea-party murder. I'm leaving."

He turned toward the massive oak front doors.

"I wouldn't do that," Silas, the soldier, warned quietly.

"Watch me," Bram sneered. He took a heavy swig of his drink, some of it spilling onto his chin. He wiped it with the back of his hand—a crude, ugly gesture.

Elara watched him. She saw the silver shimmer in the corner of her eye.

A Butler had materialized at the bottom of the stairs. It didn't walk; it seemed to glide, its feet moving too fast to see.

Bram reached for the door handle. He rattled it. Locked.

"Open this!" Bram shouted. He kicked the door. A loud, dull thud echoed through the elegant hall.

Violence. Overt, loud, undeniable violence.

The music didn't stop. The Patrons didn't stop dancing. But the Butler was suddenly there, standing right behind Bram.

Elara wanted to look away, but she couldn't.

Bram turned around, his face red with rage. "Get out of my—"

He never finished the sentence. The Butler’s hand moved. It was a blur, a silver flash of movement so precise it looked like a dance step. A tiny, silver needle extended from the Butler’s white glove.

It touched Bram’s neck. Just a tap.

Bram’s eyes went wide. He dropped his glass. It shattered on the marble floor—crash.

Then, Bram dropped.

He didn't scream. He didn't fight. He just folded, like a suit of clothes with the hanger removed. He hit the floor with a heavy, meat-like sound. He convulsed once, then lay still.

The Butler stood over him. It adjusted its cufflink. Then, it snapped its fingers.

Two other Butlers appeared from the shadows. They picked up Bram’s body efficiently, one by the shoulders, one by the feet. They carried him away through a side door, moving with the rhythm of the waltz.

A Patron waiter appeared with a mop and a cloth. Within ten seconds, the spilled champagne and the broken glass were gone.

The spot where a man had just died was spotless.

Elara let out a breath she didn't know she was holding. She looked at Leo. He was pale, clutching his book so hard his knuckles were white. Madame Vex was sipping her wine, her eyes thoughtful, calculating. The Heir looked sick.

The Host’s voice floated through the room one last time, a gentle reminder.

"Please, guests. Do mind your manners. A stained carpet is so terribly hard to clean."

Elara understood then. The rules were literal. Death was clinical. And if she wanted to survive, she would have to be the politest murderer in the room.
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Chapter 2: The Art of the Fake

[image: ]




The room they gave Elara was a masterpiece of soft textures and hard constraints.

The walls were covered in silk wallpaper the color of pale cream. The bed was a four-poster island of mahogany and goose down, so high she had to step on a little velvet stool to climb into it. There were fresh hydrangeas in a Ming vase on the nightstand, their blue petals trembling slightly in the draft from the air conditioning.

It was beautiful. It was luxurious. It was a prison cell.

Elara sat on the edge of the bed, unable to sleep. The image of Bram’s body folding onto the marble floor played in her mind on a loop. Snap. Drop. Silence.

She stood up and walked to the painting hanging above the fireplace. It was a landscape—a lush, green valley with a river winding through it, painted in the hazy, dreamlike style of the French Impressionists. A small brass plaque on the frame read: Claude Monet, 1894.

Elara leaned in close, narrowing her eyes. She inhaled, expecting the smell of old oil paint and varnish. Instead, she smelled nothing but the faint, chemical scent of ozone.

She reached out a finger, hovering just millimeters from the canvas.

"Too smooth," she whispered to herself.

In a real Monet, the paint had topography. It had peaks and valleys where the brush had pushed the oil. You could see the speed of the artist’s hand. But this... this was flat. It was a high-resolution print on a synthetic canvas, textured by a machine to mimic brushstrokes.

It was a perfect forgery. Just like the Patrons. Just like the host’s politeness.

The memory washed over her—the smell of turpentine and espresso, the hum of a ventilation fan.

Five years ago. London.

Elara was in the basement of the Kensington Gallery. A man in a sharp grey suit was shouting at her.

"What do you mean it’s a fake? We paid three million for it!"

Elara hadn't flinched. She was wearing white cotton gloves, holding a magnifying glass over a portrait of a 17th-century duchess.

"Look at the eyes, Mr. Sterling," Elara had said, her voice calm. "The white lead pigment in her eyes. Under UV light, it glows with a specific fluorescence. But here? In the corner of the pupil? There is a microscopic trace of titanium white."

"So?" Sterling demanded.

"Titanium white wasn't available to artists until 1921," Elara said, setting the glass down. "This painting is less than a hundred years old. The cracks in the varnish were baked in an oven. The dust on the back of the frame is from a vacuum cleaner bag, not centuries of attic storage."

Mr. Sterling had slumped against the wall, ruined.

Elara hadn't felt pity. She had felt the thrill of the truth. She saw the world in layers—the surface, and the structure underneath. People called her a cynic. She called herself an observer.

Back in the Grand Prospect.

Elara stepped away from the fake Monet. She wasn't just here to look at paintings. She was here to look at people. And if she wanted to survive, she had to authenticate her competition.

She checked her reflection in the gilded mirror. She fixed a stray lock of her dark hair. She needed to be perfect. She needed to be unreadable.

She opened her door and stepped out into the corridor.

The hallway was long and lined with doors. It was quiet, save for the rhythmic ticking of a grandfather clock at the far end.

She wasn't the only one awake.

Down the hall, the door to the library was ajar. Soft light spilled out. Elara moved silently, her slippers sinking into the plush carpet.

Inside, sitting in a leather armchair, was The Doctor.

He was holding a glass of brandy, swirling it, watching the "legs" of the liquid run down the glass. He didn't look up as Elara entered.

"Insomnia?" he asked. His voice was dry, like paper rubbing together.

"Something like that," Elara said. She stayed near the door. "It’s hard to sleep when you know the staff is lethal."

The Doctor chuckled. It was a sound devoid of humor. "The staff is efficient, Miss Elara. Biology is messy. They are... clean."

Elara studied him. The Doctor. He was a forgery too, in a way. He wore the suit of a gentleman, but his hands were stained. Not with dirt, but with chemicals. His fingernails were yellowed, likely from iodine or acids. He smelled of antiseptic masked by expensive cologne.

"You aren't afraid," Elara noted.

"I understand systems," The Doctor said, taking a sip. "The human body is a machine. It has pumps, filters, and electrical signals. If you disrupt the signal, the machine stops. Bram was a machine that malfunctioned. He exceeded his operational parameters."

"He was a person," Elara said.

"He was a variable," The Doctor corrected. "And now he has been solved."

He looked up at her then. His eyes were magnified by his thick glasses. They were cold, analytical. He was looking at Elara not as a woman, but as a collection of veins and organs wrapped in silk.

"You have an artist's hands," he observed. "Long fingers. Sensitive. Good for delicate work. Or for choking."

"I prefer delicate work," Elara said, her blood running cold.

"We shall see."

Elara backed out of the room. She needed air.

She found herself in the conservatory, a glass-walled room filled with exotic plants that likely didn't exist in the real world. Giant ferns curled like fiddleheads, and flowers the size of dinner plates bloomed in neon colors.

Madame Vex was there.

She was pruning a rose bush. She didn't use gardening shears. She used a small, pearl-handled knife that she had pulled from the folds of her dress.

Snip. Snip.

Vex looked up. In the moonlight, her age showed more clearly. The powder on her face had cracked slightly around the eyes. She was a woman who had been beautiful for a very long time, and was fighting a war against gravity.

"The night bloomers are the most fragrant," Vex said softly, holding up a black rose. "But they are also the most toxic. Did you know that?"

"I'm not a botanist," Elara said, keeping her distance.

"No. You are the Authenticator," Vex said. She smiled, and this time, it was almost genuine. "You look for the cracks. You look for the lies. Tell me, my dear... what do you see when you look at me?"

Elara hesitated. This was a test. A duel of words.

"I see a woman who knows exactly where the light hits," Elara said slowly. "I see a woman who has survived many seasons by knowing which flowers to prune and which to let grow."

Vex laughed, a low, throaty sound. "Very good. You are clever. Bram was stupid. The Heir is arrogant. But you... you pay attention."

Vex stepped closer. She smelled of jasmine and something metallic—perhaps the knife.

"A piece of advice, free of charge," Vex whispered. "In a forgery, the mistake is always in the details. A shadow casting the wrong way. A button on the wrong side. If you want to kill in this house, Elara, you cannot be a brute. You must be an artist. You must paint a picture of an accident so perfect that even God believes it."
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