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Chapter 1

A living thing, when faced with a break or injury, is compelled to heal itself. A cut will clot with blood, trapping in a person’s qi. A bone will smooth over, knitting new threads at every split. And San-Er’s buildings, when an inconvenience is identified, will rush to mend the sore, pinpointing every fracture and hurling remedies with vigor. From the top of the palace, all that can be seen are the stacked structures composing the twin cities, interlocked and dependent upon one another, some attached to a neighbor from the ground level and others connected only at the highest floors. Everyone in the kingdom of Talin wants to be in its capital—in these two cities masquerading as one—and so San-Er must grow denser and higher to accommodate, covering up its offenses and stenches with utter incoherence.

August Shenzhi tightens his grip on the balcony railing, tearing his gaze away from the horizon of rooftops. His attention should be with the marketplace below, which bustles at high volume inside the coliseum walls. Three generations ago, the Palace of Union was built beside San’s massive coliseum—or perhaps it’s more apt to say it was built into the coliseum, the north side of the elevated palace enmeshed with the coliseum’s south wall, its turrets and balconies pulling apart stone and slotting itself right in to close the gap. Every window on the north side has a perfect view of the market, but none better than this balcony. Back when he still made public appearances, King Kasa stood here to make his speeches. The market would be cleared out, and his subjects would come to gather in the only plot of open space inside San-Er, cheering for their monarch.

There’s nowhere quite like the coliseum. San-Er itself is only a small protrusion of land at the edge of the kingdom, its border with rural Talin marked by a towering wall, the rest of its perimeter hemmed in by sea. Yet despite its size, San-Er functions as a world of its own—half a million inhabitants crammed into each square mile, again and again. The needle-thin alleys between every building sag, the earthen ground always muddy because it is sweating with overexertion. Prostitutes and temple priests share the same doorway; drug addicts and schoolteachers nap under the same awning. It makes sense that the only space protected from builders and squatters is the coliseum, under the vigilant eye of royalty and untouched by the desperate expansion pressing in on its walls. They could raze the coliseum and build ten—perhaps twenty—new streets on the land cleared, squeeze in hundreds more apartment complexes, but the palace won’t allow it, and what the palace says goes.

“Give me leave to strangle your uncle, August. I’m tired to death of him.”

Galipei Weisanna strolls into the room, his voice echoing out onto the balcony. He speaks as he always does: clipped, terse, honest. Galipei is rarely willing to tell a lie, yet finds it of utmost priority to be running his mouth too, even when silence is a better option. August tips his head back to look at his bodyguard, and the crown in his hair shakes loose, hanging lopsidedly to the left. By the light of the palace, the red gems resemble fragments of blood encircling his bleached blond curls, its position so precarious that one wayward breeze would sweep the band of metal right off.

“Do be careful,” August replies evenly. “High treason in the throne room tends to be frowned upon.”

“So I suppose someone ought to be frowning at you as well.”

Galipei comes to join him upon the balcony, then nudges August’s crown back into place with a practiced familiarity. His presence is domineering, shoulders wide and posture tall, in contrast to August’s lithe sharpness. Dressed in his usual dark work garb, Galipei looks a part of the night—if the night were decorated with buckles and straps holding various weapons that wouldn’t otherwise keep against heavy leather. There’s a melodic clanking when his body comes into contact with the gold-plated railing, his arms resting atop it to mimic August, but the sound is easily lost to the clamor of the market below.

“Who would dare?” August asks matter-of-factly. It’s not a boast. It’s the profoundly confident manner of someone who knows exactly how high his pedestal is because he hauled himself there.

Galipei makes a vague noise. He turns away from the walls of the coliseum, having searched for threats and finding nothing out of the ordinary. His attention shifts toward August’s line of sight instead: a child, kicking a ball beside the closest row of market stalls.

“I heard that you took over preliminary organization for the games.” The child draws nearer and nearer to the balcony. “What are you up to, August? Your uncle—”

August clears his throat. Though Galipei rolls his eyes, he takes the correction in stride.

“—your father, my apologies, is vexed enough with the whole palace these days. If you go pissing him off, he’ll disown you in an instant.”

A warm, southerly breeze blows up on the balcony, swallowing August’s skeptical huff of breath. He pulls at his collar, fingers sliding against silk, the fabric thin enough to bring a chill to his skin. Let King Kasa push his adoption papers through a shredder. It won’t matter soon. Maneuvering the last few years to get the paperwork to exist was only the first part of the plan. It is nowhere near the most important.

“Why are you here?” August asks in return, diverting the topic. “I thought Leida summoned your help for the night.”

“She sent me back. San’s border is fine.”

August doesn’t voice his immediate doubt, but he does frown. Other than the coliseum, the far edge of San right beside the wall is the only place within San-Er where civilians might have the space to gather and make a fuss, crowding around the mounds of trash and discarded tech. It never lasts long. The guards spread out and break them up, and then civilians can either spend an indeterminate amount of time in the palace cells or scatter back into the dense labyrinthine streets.

“Fascinating,” August says. “I don’t remember the last time there weren’t riots the day before the games.”

A few more steps, and the child will be directly underneath them. She pays no attention to her surroundings, weaving her ball in and out among the shoppers and sellers, her thin shoes clomping down on the uneven ground.

“This year’s games should be quick work. There were hardly any applicants who volunteered for the draw.”

By hardly, Galipei means that there were hundreds as opposed to thousands. The games used to be a far larger event, back when there were two kings funneling their coffers into the grand prize. Kasa’s father had started them in his previous reign, and what began as a yearly one-on-one battle to the death eventually grew to a multicontestant affair, expanding past the coliseum and using all of San-Er as the playing field. Once, watching skilled fighters tear each other apart in the arena was mere entertainment, something that was distant to the ordinary civilian. Now, the games are a thrill that anyone can participate in, a solution to a kingdom simmering with complaints. Don’t worry if your babies drop dead because they have hollowed into starved husks, King Kasa declares. Don’t worry that your elderly must sleep in cages because there is no more apartment space, nor that the neon light from the strip club across the alleyway keeps you awake night after night. Put your name in the lottery, slaughter only eighty-seven of your fellow citizens, and be awarded with riches beyond your wildest dreams.

“He drew his list, then?” August says. “All eighty-eight of our lucky participants?”

Eighty-eight, the number of luck and prosperity! the advertisement posters for the games declare. You must register before the deadline for your chance to be among our esteemed competitors!

“His Majesty is very proud of himself. He got through the names in record time.”

August scoffs. It is not efficiency that had Kasa going so fast. Since August suggested an entrance fee two years ago, the random draw has shrunk significantly. One would think that the worsening conditions these days mean more are throwing in their lots for a chance to win, but the people of San-Er are only increasingly terrified that the games are a sham, that the victor will be cheated out of the grand prize just as the twin cities persistently cheat them out of rewards. They’re not wrong. After all, August did fiddle with the draw this year to get one name in.

With a wince, he takes a step back from the balcony rail, releasing the tension in his neck. For only two distinct days of the year, the coliseum before him is cleared out and used as the arena it was originally built for. Today, it remains yet a marketplace. A compact, concentrated world of food hawkers splashed with oil and metalworkers clanging on blades and technicians fixing up unwieldy computers to resell. San-Er spends each moment functioning off the fumes of its last. There is no other way to survive.

“August.” A touch on his elbow. August spares a glance to his side, meeting Galipei’s steel-silver eyes. There’s a warning in the way he flings his prince’s name around, title and rank discarded. August does not take caution; he only smiles. That small quirk at his mouth, barely a change in his expression at all, and Galipei falters, taken aback by the rare expression.

August knows exactly what he’s doing. Offer that brief distraction, and when Galipei’s attention is turned elsewhere, he decides on his next move.

“Take my body inside.”

Galipei’s lips part in protest. He recovers quickly from his brief enthrallment. “Would you quit jumping like—”

But August has already left, fixing his sight onto the child and slamming right in, opening his new eyes with a quick snap. He has to adjust to the height change, off-balance for a second as the people nearby jolt in surprise. They know what has happened: the flash of light between jumps is unmistakable, marking the arc from old body to new. Though the palace has long made jumping illegal, it is still as common as a beggar swiping a rice cake from an unwatched stall. Civilians have learned to look away, especially when the light is flashing so closely to the palace.

They just don’t expect their crown prince to be the one jumping.

August looks up at the palace. His body has dropped like a stone, collapsed in Galipei’s arms to enter stasis. Without a person’s qi, the body is only a vessel. But a vessel that belongs to the heir of the throne is an incredibly valuable possession, and when Galipei’s gaze meets August’s pitch-black eyes in the girl’s body, he mouths what appears to be a threat to strangle him too.

August, however, is already walking in the other direction, giving Galipei no choice but to guard his birth body ferociously, lest someone come within ten feet and attempt to invade it. In any case, it wouldn’t be hard for him to boot an intruder out. August’s qi is strong—if his body were doubled, he could wrestle back control from the other person easily, either forcing them to find another host or subject them to being lost. When it comes to doubling other bodies, there is no vessel in the twin cities that he cannot invade as long they have come of age: twelve, maybe thirteen, when the gene for jumping manifests.

The problem isn’t so much the matter of someone using his body for pleasure or power. It’s troublemakers who might invade with the purpose of destroying his body out of protest, making one quick throw off the edge of a building before their prince can jump back.

August nearly collides with someone and flinches, ducking to find a less crowded path through the market. The sudden assault on his senses always takes some getting used to: the louder noises, the brighter colors. Perhaps he has dulled the senses of his birth body too much, and this is true normalcy. When a shoe-shiner barks at him from behind a stall and holds out a few coins, August simply reaches his small hands out and receives them, uncertain why. The child must be some sort of errand runner. All the better. Very few civilians are powerful enough to jump into children, which makes them the most trusted, darting between buildings and into every corner of San-Er without notice.

August makes quick time exiting the coliseum, emerging onto the one main street that acts as a thoroughfare from north to south of San. He is well-acquainted with the lefts and the rights of his byzantine city too, so he steps off the main street for the less populated routes, hurrying under drooping electric wires and barely wincing when the damp pipes overhead drip water down his neck. But the cold moisture irritates his skin after a while, and with a sigh, August enters a building, deciding to travel by staircase and wayward building passages instead. There isn’t enough on this body to draw any conclusions about its identity, though that is an answer in and of itself. No markings or tattoos, so no allegiance to the Crescent Societies.

“Hey! Hey, stop there.”

August—ever accommodating—stops. An elderly woman has called out to him, the picture of concern as she hovers in front of her apartment door, a water bucket clutched to her hip.

“Where are your parents?” she asks. “This area is no good. The Crescent Societies have their eye on it. You’ll get yourself invaded.”

“I have it handled.” From the girl’s body, his voice comes out high and soft and sweet. Only August’s tone is too confident. Too regal. The woman can tell, and her expression shifts into suspicion, but August is already walking again. He follows the spray-painted directions on the walls, moving through another corridor to enter a neighboring building. Low moans filter through the thin plaster. Privately run hospitals are aplenty in this area, facilities filled with unhygienic practices and dirty tools, though they still receive a constant stream of patients because they charge far less than the proper places in Er. Half of these private facilities are surely body-trafficking schemes. Still . . . if a body goes missing here and there, no one cares enough to find out why. Certainly not the palace, no matter what August does.

He turns the corner. The atmosphere shifts immediately, cigarette smoke permeating the low ceilings in such thickness that the dim bulbs can hardly cut through. San is a city of darkness. It is nighttime now, but even when the sun rises, the buildings are so densely packed that the streets remain shrouded in shadow. He counts the doors as he passes: One, two, three . . .

He knocks on the third, his small fist easily fitting between the metal bars of the exterior door. When the second wooden door opens inward, there is a man who towers above him twice over, looking down his nose with a huff of air.

“We don’t have scraps—”

August jumps again. It is instantaneous from the outside, he knows, as fast as that clap of light, but it always feels slow, like wading through a brick wall. The closer the jump, the thinner the wall; from the farthest away, at the absolute ten-foot limit, it always feels like forging through a mile of solid stone. Those who have gotten themselves lost between bodies are snagged here, condemned to wander about this incorporeal space forever.

When he opens his eyes, he’s staring at the little girl again, her bright-orange eyes wide and confused. Not everyone in Talin can jump, and even among those with the gene for it, many have such weak abilities that they don’t risk it, in case they attempt to invade a body and lose the fight for control. But at any point, gene or no gene, a body holding a single person’s qi can be invaded, especially by someone like August. The girl figures out quickly what must have happened.

“Move along,” August instructs, closing the inner door to the gambling den. The people inside saw the flash of light, aware that their bouncer is now occupied. Thankfully, August is expected.

“Your Highness!”

Though the den-keeper who runs up to him has a different face from the last time August was here, he knows it’s the same person. Bodies can be switched, but the man’s pale purple eyes remain the same.

“Have you found her?” August asks.

“Right in time, you’re right in time,” the man gushes, ignoring his question. “Come with me, please, Prince August.”

August follows, careful with his steps. This body is large, muscular. He doesn’t want to go too fast, or he might tip himself off-kilter and stumble. He closes his fists together and frowns, circling around the card dealings and mahjong tables with barely enough room to maneuver between them. His shoe crunches down on what could be a needle filled with heroin. A woman at one of the tables reaches out to touch his jacket, with no aim except to stroke its fine leather exterior.

“Right through here. The pictures should have finished developing by now.”

The man holds open the door, and August walks through, looking around in the red light. Thin drying lines crisscross at his eye level, filled with dangling photographs in various shades. The man reaches up to unclip one. His fingers tremble as he lets the line spring back, cupping the photograph in his palms. Before he can extend the offering to August, however, he hesitates, eyes pinned on the picture.

“Something wrong?”

“No. No, nothing at all.” The man shakes his head, erasing any appearance of doubt. “We scoured the records to their very roots. Not one database was left unturned. This is her, Your Highness. I promise. Your trust and sponsorship are appreciated.”

August lifts an eyebrow. It is hard to do in this body. He gestures for the photograph instead, and the man hurries to pass it over. The entire darkroom seems to hold its breath. The vents stutter to a halt.

“Well,” August says, “good job.”

Though the light overhead runs only in one shade, coloring the photograph the wrong hue and washing out the subject’s eyes, there is no doubt. The woman in the photograph is stepping off the stoop of a building—her nose and mouth covered with a mask, her hands gloved in leather, her body angled away in movement—but August would recognize her anywhere. She is not the sort to abandon her body, even under such circumstances. She would instead flaunt what she managed to keep, living in this city for five long years right under his nose.

“Oh, cousin,” August says to the photograph. “You can hide no longer.”

Princess Calla Tuoleimi, found at last.





Chapter 10

San’s wall is a solid brick formation, traditional and archaic in ways that the twin cities themselves have long surpassed. The buildings inside rise with steel and plastic and machinery, blinking with neon lights that would blind the rest of Talin. In a way, the wall is not protection against the outsiders who flock en masse into the twin cities, but for these outsiders, to spare them just one second longer from laying eyes on the ruin within.

No one wants to move to San-Er. No one prefers to be kept awake at night by persistent clanging and neighbors arguing and brothels screaming, especially not after living under the quiet skies in rural Talin. But with peace comes quicker starvation; with open ground comes no money. It is either their children’s graves lined up one by one outside the willow trees or a factory job in San-Er, and the choice is easy. Rural civilians make the slow shuffle through the guarded gates of San-Er, clutching their citizenship passes to their chest and blinking in awe at the colossal mess that awaits inside.

People starve in San-Er too, but at least they can say they tried.

From the top of the wall, August looks out into the provinces. Early morning draws its pinkish colors across the sky, and at such a height, the cold breeze finds him quickly, swirling around his arms like it wants to strip him bare. The smoke from Eigi’s capital has cleared. Construction has already started on their security base.

“All right.” Galipei clambers over the top of the ladder, short of breath. He exhales when he sees August, as if afraid that in the twenty seconds he was gone the crown prince could have somehow been abducted. “I don’t think there is anyone running patrol nearby. You’ll be undisturbed.”

“I told you we weren’t staying long,” August says.

Galipei comes to where August is standing, to the walkway that runs along the top of the wall. They are both pressed as close to the barrier as they can get, leaning upon the raised metal that serves to prevent patrol guards from accidentally tumbling down the wall if they misstep. There’s enough space up here for two people to be running patrol in each corridor, to walk past one another without trouble when they swap places at the watchtowers, which segment the wall into eight sections. The wall does not run in a straight line; it curves in and out at different places, a convex structure that tapers off at each end into the sea. Guards in the other sections cannot see into neighboring corridors, which means no one will mind August and Galipei while they are here, so long as they leave in the next fifteen minutes before shifts change.

And so long as neither of them steps outside the wall.

August takes the ornamental crown off his head with a sigh. Without its weight, he runs a hand through his hair, tugging at the knots that have formed in the wind, easing the tension in his scalp. He doesn’t protest when he feels Galipei drop a hand onto the base of his neck. He tips his head down, letting Galipei work his fingers instead.

“Number Thirty-Nine was taken in and put into the palace cells last night,” Galipei reports.

“They decided to go after him?” That’s a surprise. “The girl survived, didn’t she?”

“She’s in the hospital recovering. Councilmember Aliha is making a right fuss, though. Kasa’s not going to go upsetting him.”

The brightening morning illuminates the dirt roads that lead toward the wall, where there will be shipments from Dacia coming in later. With one councilmember designated for each province, their power is limited to their province borders, but that is considerable power nonetheless. If Aliha is grumpy that his daughter was injured in the games, he won’t say it outright, but Dacia’s imports will suddenly get a little messy, a little delayed. King Kasa must punish the player who was foolish enough to invade the body of a councilmember’s daughter to make it right. The official rules make it very clear: jump if you want, but no harm is to come of nonplayers. Though the palace hand-waves its own edicts for the rest of the city, opting to foot the hospital bills instead of filling up the prison cells, it will not hand-wave where the nobility is affected.

“Kasa has bigger problems, if you want my opinion.”

Without prelude or context, Galipei seems to read where August’s mind has gone.

“There were more?”

“Numbers Eighteen and Forty-One were found dead last night on private properties, burned from the yaisu sickness and positioned in the Sican salute.” August speaks in the perfect imitation of an automated machine, no inflection or emotion in his words. “King Kasa insists that nothing is wrong.”

“You actually talked to him about it?”

August’s grip tightens on his crown. The spires and whorls sting his palm. This is a charlatan’s crown. This is a crown that does nothing, that gives him enough jewels to be allowed in and out of the palace but never to say anything of substance. “As soon as Leida brought in the news, I asked for permission to see San-Er’s entry and exit records. His Majesty says that I am making something out of nothing.”

The ladder rattles from the wind. Reaching up, August sets his other hand over Galipei’s, stilling his bodyguard. The sun has poked itself over the horizon, but San-Er’s sun these days doesn’t look anything like the images in their history books, nor like the scrolls of art left over from earlier reigns. It is a mere patch of light that moves along the sky according to the hour, too obscured by whatever has gathered up in the atmosphere to see any clear shape or outline.

In other parts of Talin, farther out into the kingdom, the sun shines clearer and the sky stretches with a more proper blue. But San-Er’s towering wall marks the limit for residents inside it, and so this dreariness is the most that city occupants are capable of seeing. The council has inquired before whether King Kasa might consider expanding the capital city. Extend the wall outward and add some of Eigi’s land to San to redistribute the population. The answer is always a resolute no—it would be harder for the palace guard to keep peace; every new street corner would require surveillance and cameras; water, sanitation, electricity would need to be spread outward too, and how are they to afford it?

The palace can afford it just fine. King Kasa chooses not to.

“He doesn’t believe you,” Galipei states.

“When does he ever? If he can’t see it, it’s not happening.”

“He can’t deny that something is happening. These aren’t casualties of the games. No player could avoid surveillance like that.”

But then, who is targeting them? Sican agents in the city is not only a far-fetched idea, but one with no discernible endgame.

August slots his crown back onto his head, and Galipei’s hand drops. Immediately, his neck feels much colder.

“Come on,” he says, starting for the ladder.

 

After she awakens from a restless sleep, Calla calls a meeting with August. Or rather, she summons him to her, demanding his presence within the hour, or else. She doesn’t know what the “or else” is; she just knows that August will come.

She awaits in the Magnolia Diner, already on her third cigarette. From behind the register, Yilas waves her hand to disperse the smoke, wrinkling her nose.

“What are you so nervous for?”

Calla glances at Yilas with a start, stubbing her cigarette out. “Who said I was nervous?”

Yilas picks up a dishrag. Eyes narrowed, she wipes away the ash that has dropped on the counter. “I was your attendant for many years. I do know your tells, believe it or not. You always had those weird habits.” She prods Calla’s elbow, asking her to move as she wipes. “The others thought you believed in rural superstitions, but I knew you were just strange.”

The door to the diner opens, and Calla swivels around fast, her body tensing. Her reaction is an overkill. It’s only a little old lady with dark-purple eyes, pausing to type her identity number into the turnstile.

Calla sighs, adjusting on her seat again.

“I’m half-afraid that I’ll be hauled in at any second,” she admits.

“Didn’t you resolve that issue? With the Weisanna who knew your identity?”

Calla resists the urge to light another cigarette. “Someone else knows now.”

“You’re not very good at this, are you?” Yilas baits, a quirk to her lip.

“It’s not my fault,” Calla grumbles. “I’m recognizable.”

Her former attendant watches her for a long moment, her expression turning very serious. Then: “You could ditch the body.”

It’s not the first time Yilas has suggested this. In the palace, Calla’s apprehension against jumping was the norm, in line with the belief among elites that their bodies were sacred. It was an insult to themselves if they jumped into normal civilians and an insult to their fellow nobility if they were to borrow each other’s bodies. After she fled the palace and sought her former attendants’ help in San, however, her refusal to jump became a topic of contention. Yilas couldn’t understand why Calla wouldn’t commit to this new identity when she was putting Chami at risk by using her number. Take over another body—or buy an empty vessel, if she didn’t want to invade someone already occupied—and the palace would never find her while she lived as Chami. Her eye color would be the last marker of her identity; given that others in San-Er have similar hues, it would be near-impossible to use that alone to prove she was Calla Tuoleimi.

“I’m not ditching the body,” Calla says wryly.

“Cal—”

The door opens again, this time bringing in an unfamiliar man holding an umbrella, which is hardly necessary in San. Most rain gets caught along the sides of the buildings before it drizzles down to the ground, but anyone who walks the streets ends up mildly damp anyway from the leaking pipes.

The man looks up. For a fleeting moment, Calla sees his black eyes and is certain that Anton Makusa has come to hassle her again. Then she remembers that Prince August has an identical color from afar, and walks to meet him just outside the diner’s turnstile.

“Come for a walk,” August says simply, inclining his head toward the door. He turns and exits without waiting for an answer.

When Calla emerges from the diner, there’s someone else waiting with August, an umbrella in his hand too. The rain is so light, Calla hardly feels it.

“Galipei,” she crows, throwing an arm over his shoulder. In his birth body, he is taller than she is, so it is a formidable task, but he has always been large, and Calla has always been willing to irritate him. “I haven’t seen you in an eternity. Of course, someone with very familiar eyes did try to attack me a while back . . .”

Galipei tries to shrug her off. Calla’s grip tightens.

“August,” he croaks in complaint.

“No, no, don’t look at August,” Calla says. “You were so tough when you were running from me—”

“I only sent him to confirm your identity,” August cuts in. “He never intended to attack you. Leave him be.”

Calla purses her lips, then glances at Galipei. She brings her arm down and threads it around his. “Shall we walk?”

August leads them past the row of shops while Calla makes Galipei increasingly uncomfortable. By the time she’s exhausted a list of his family members—rattling off all the Weisanna names she can recall until Galipei has a bead of sweat coming down his face—most of the commercial district has been left behind, and San has settled around them.

Calla lets go of him abruptly and joins August under his umbrella. August doesn’t startle at her sudden movements. He is very rarely startled.

“I gather you got your wristband back?”

She lifts her arm, showing him the evidence. “I’ll give you one guess as to who took it.”

Though August keeps onward in his stride, he turns to look at her.

“Just one guess?”

“Black eyes, left the palace about seven years ago. Any names come to mind?”

No response. But it’s clear that he knows exactly who she’s talking about.

“He’s asked me to team up with him for the games,” Calla continues. “I’m going to do it.”

August’s brows shoot right up. Even in this stranger’s body, his dark eyes swallow up his face, widened in disgust.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Unless you have a convincing reason against it,” Calla adds promptly. “What do you know about Anton Makusa that I don’t?”

“Quite a bit.” There’s a pause as August looks forward again. Calla would wager that he’s calculating how much to tell her, giving just enough information to satiate her curiosity but withholding the rest. August isn’t one to play too much of his hand for no reason. All royals are the same. No free niceties.

“But I suppose there is one matter I should share. There weren’t many other children in our palace, you know. Anton and I ended up very good friends despite our difference in age.” A heavy drop of rain strikes his umbrella. It moves down the side like sludge. “Years later, we grew so tired of San-Er that we tried to leave it together.”

Calla knows that they were friends, of course, but this part about their mutual escape plot is new. The rain starts to splatter harder, and she sticks her hand out from under the umbrella to catch the droplets. If this drizzle can get past all the awnings and clotheslines looped from window to window, it must really be coming down.

“And that’s how Otta fell sick?” she asks. When the news traveled into the city, it only described a conflict with King Kasa.

August shifts his grip on the umbrella, shielding Calla’s hand from the rain with an annoyed tut.

“Anton, Leida, and I,” he says when Calla begrudgingly returns her arm to her side, “were planning to raid Kasa’s vault and flee into the countryside with money and false identities. Leida could bypass security through her mother; I could gain access to the innermost rooms. Had we been successful, it was a scheme that would make us richer than the victors of the games.”

“Sounds foolish.”

“I know. We backed out.” The umbrella teeters to the side as August loses his grip on it. He moves his hand and rights it again. “Anton wanted to bring Otta along. Leida and I thought it was too dangerous. We were going to regroup and draw up a new idea after the school year, but Anton and Otta got impatient. They went forward with it themselves.

“The two of them getting together was a train wreck waiting to happen. Both were obsessive and all-consuming enough on their own—put them in collusion, and at the first sign of danger, it’s their lives over everyone else’s. You remember Otta, don’t you?”

The memories are fuzzy now, but how could Calla forget? Where Calla and August chatted politely by the children’s table, Otta was laughing too loud and pretending to knock over a teacup so a servant would sweep it up. Where August once offered to give Calla a tour of the guest wing while the adults were busy talking, Otta got in Calla’s face and asked her not to touch anything, lest she leave grubby fingerprints.

“The royal guard caught them in the middle of their scheme. Otta fucked up—I don’t know what was going through her head, but she tried jumping into one of the Weisannas, and it didn’t work. She tried again and again, a different guard each time, and kept getting shoved back into her own body. I would have been surprised if she hadn’t caught the yaisu sickness.”

“Otta is still alive, is she not?” Calla asks, though she already knows the answer. They saved her in time—or rather, they put her on life support and froze the onset of the sickness, though Otta Avia has not since awoken. “You’re keeping her alive.”

A sudden laugh from August, which surprises Calla so much that she almost jerks away. She hides her twitch by turning to face Galipei and finds shock in his expression too. Prince August does not laugh. Even made in mockery, the sound is incongruous with his expression. The sound has enough venom to blister.

“We washed our hands of her years ago,” August says. “Anton is the one keeping her alive.”

Calla stops walking. August follows suit, though he has already stridden two steps away, and now Calla is without the cover of his umbrella. She feels the dirty rain hit her neck and slide under her coat into her camisole, growing sticky against her skin.

“So that’s his motive for the games,” she says. “He cannot possibly afford to keep her at the hospital like that all these years.”

“He’s been in touch several times, asking for money,” August confirms. “He knows his own criminal status, and that he’s not supposed to bother the palace. But he does so anyway, because Anton Makusa does not care for the rules.”

Calla’s mind is still whirring. “What’s the point? There’s no coming back from the yaisu sickness. Does he think she might wake up?”

“I doubt he thinks much at all,” August replies. He tilts his head to summon Galipei. In response, his right-hand man hurries forward, boots splashing into the puddles, slathering mud up his black trousers. “He can’t let go of her, and we have to suffer for it.”

Calla raises a brow. “How romantic,” she says wryly.

“It’s the very opposite of romance.” August turns away and starts to walk, Galipei close behind. “Collaborate with him if you want. But don’t be surprised when he stabs you in the back.”

“You can help with that, no?” Calla calls after him. “Hey—”

Before she can negotiate further, however, her wristband is trembling. Calla glances down at the screen, irritated with its poor timing.

August and Galipei are already exiting the alley. They do so casually, uncaring that Calla is no longer following them, the conversation having come to an end.

With a disgruntled mutter, Calla turns and runs the other way, drawing her sword.

 

One would think that the palace surveillance room of all places could afford to fix the broken air conditioner in the corner, yet there it sits with its front half missing, the room growing muggier and hotter around it.

Pampi squints at her monitor, fanning herself with her hand and following the players in her assigned area with keen eyes. Eighty-Six is fast, and two different dots on the screen blip out in rapid succession. Other players don’t have the same efficiency, though that’s through no fault of their own. San-Er is too dense, and the statistical probability of players naturally congregating in the same area is low. Of course, when location pings push two or three together within the same block, they’re already gearing up for a fight, and it’s either a fast battle where one ambushes the other, or there’s no battle at all because one player has slunk away and run out of range before they could come into contact with the other.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, what’s this?”

Pampi draws away from her desk, glancing three cubicles over. A colleague jumps to her feet, hands held up.

“Hey! Hey, can someone look at this?”

Like everyone else nearby, hungry for some drama, Pampi hastens to the desk. Movement flashes on the screen. Pampi has to bite her lip to keep her smile down.

“What are we looking at?” someone else asks.

“Bottom left corner,” the woman answers. She points to the screen too, but as soon as she has directed their eyes down, it’s difficult to overlook what is happening.

Number Five, matched to the bright dot on the corresponding screen. But Five isn’t moving. Five stands there, surrounded by various garbage bags near the edge of a rooftop, drenched in rain as the downpour continues on. The footage is blurred, affected by the weather conditions, and the woman at the desk types commands into her keyboard in an effort to sharpen and enhance the image. It doesn’t do much. San-Er’s technology is prototypical to begin with, and sometimes signals do not connect to deliver its demands. Top-of-the-line companies with a councilmember on their board will always offer their products to the palace first and take royal investment, but even then, there is only so much these companies can manage when research moves slowly and advanced resources come in short.

“Did Five jump out?” another voice asks, leaning as close to the screen as he dares. “I didn’t see anyone nearby.”

“I suppose we can rewind the tape later,” the woman answers. “I was switching through cameras quite fast, but then I stopped here a few minutes ago . . . the scene has yet to change.”

The surveillance room fades to an eerie quiet. The other desks have noticed the crowd gathered at the back. Though they don’t know what so many of their colleagues are enraptured by, a sense of ill ease has creeped in.

“Someone’s coming,” Pampi says suddenly. She cannot help herself.

A figure has walked onto the screen. Given the camera’s high angle, their features are obscured by the deep hood over their head, but surveillance wouldn’t have picked out more than two pixels of a face anyway when the rain is pouring down. Pampi clears her throat, glancing at the adjacent smaller screen. She motions for those around her to look as well. No dots near Five. This is not another player.

“Call the palace guard,” she says evenly.

The woman hesitates. “I mean, we wouldn’t want to bother them for—”

Five crumples to the rooftop floor. A collective inhale travels through the surveillance room, and no one exhales as the hooded figure strides forward, pulling at Five’s limp arms. Though the rain pelts down at blurring speed, Five’s skin is visibly darkening to a gray shade. The cameras cannot pick up the light of jumping, but the decaying body tells them that it is being performed before their very eyes—again and again, in and out of Five at rapid speed.

“It’s another one,” someone in the room says breathlessly. Pampi does not know which of her colleagues it was. They blend together, each voice merging with the next.

“Another yaisu sickness kill?”

“But that’s not possible. There are only the two of them there. Why isn’t the killer burning up too? Where else can they jump to?”

“It must be some sort of foreign attack. We don’t know what they’re capable of.”

“Look! Look what they’re doing!”

The figure with the hood hauls Five’s arms all the way up. The Sican salute.

“Surely now,” Pampi says, “we call the palace guard.”

 

Calla dreams of invasion.

She dreams that she is stuck in the ground, buried up to her ankles. Though she struggles and strains, she is stationary while streams of villagers run past her, fleeing their province as it burns, soldiers moving in and taking position outside each stout house.

Help, she wants to scream, but no sound comes. She knows that she is somewhere near the mountains, that she has to leave, that she must move if she is to keep her life. The soldiers are coming, their clothing as black as the night and their swords as bright as the stars. They command her not to resist. They say that the throne of Talin has arrived. That this is salvation; this is the moment they have been waiting for, plucked out from the harsh rule of anarchy at the borderlands and welcomed into civilization—

Calla wakes with a scream in her throat, biting back the sound just before it can escape. She lurches upright, jostling Mao Mao, who was resting peacefully on her lap. Her hands are shaking. As she does each time a nightmare shakes her awake, she reaches out to pet her cat, burying her fingers in his fur. Seconds pass. Her heartbeat starts to stabilize.

Outside, it almost sounds like the screaming from her dream is still going, but the noise is only drunken glee from patrons of the nearby restaurant, as per usual. Calla shifts Mao Mao gently to the bed and shuffles onto her knees, moving her pillows aside so she can see out her window. She pulls a gap in the blinds, then wipes her fingers on the glass to clear the condensation. The blots of neon color immediately crystallize into real shapes, revealing a couple ambling along the alley outside her bedroom. The sight is a far cry from the images still pressed to the inside of her eyelids, to the fields burning and blood running.

Calla releases an exhale. The people inside the twin cities are suffering. But they cannot even imagine how much worse those in the provinces have it. And so long as it is a competition, the blame will only circle around and around instead of going to the top, where it belongs.

The blinds snap back, blocking out the stream of light. Calla pulls the blankets over her head, determined to finish her sleep.

Tonight is for rest. When morning comes, she’ll find Anton Makusa, and they’ll turn the games into a frenzy.





Chapter 11

Yilas Nuwa has been to the Hollow Temple enough times that she can find her way in without trouble. Its entrance is artfully hidden, tucked inside what might have once been a courtyard, enclosed by four buildings pressed edge to edge. Yilas goes into one of the buildings, climbs up to a market level, then walks through another door and down a hidden set of stairs around the back, turning and turning at the stairwell’s landings.

She passes a window on the second floor, where there is no daylight to be seen, despite the morning hour. The temple’s green roof tiles are only illuminated by the few sparse rays that seep in through the trash and miscellaneous buildup collected on the metal grille above. The peak-shaped roofing with its stone edges and circular tiling was designed to keep rain and wind away from the temple walls, but urban conditions in San-Er have recast such desires. It is not rain that the temple has to worry about, but debris: broken photo frames, used shampoo bottles, and spoiled baby diapers that fall from windowsills and come tumbling down fourteen stories of apartments on all four sides. When Yilas hugs her bag to her chest and pokes her head through the window—though it is less a window than a rectangular shape cut into the stairwell’s outward facing wall—she might be convinced that this solid blot of color is not a metallic mesh grille above the temple but only a poorly installed ceiling.

Yilas hurries down the last set of stairs, exits the building, and walks toward the entrance of the Hollow Temple. She tries not to make eye contact with those outside doing breathing exercises. In her periphery, she catches sight of brass knuckles and chains, curved shapes inked on their necks—some in bloodred, some in regular black.

“I’m only dropping something off,” Yilas says to the woman at the door. She doesn’t bother with a greeting. The Crescent Societies would mark unnecessary politeness as a sign of weakness and terrorize her before she can scramble out of here.

The woman waves her onward. Yilas enters the temple, gritting her teeth. Matiyu couldn’t have chosen a nice job in the financial district. He had to go joining the Crescent Societies.

“Hey,” she barks, spotting her little brother at one of the tables. “Here’s your stupid lunch.”

She thumps the bag in front of Matiyu. He looks up with a start, blinking at her with the same pale-green eyes that she has and pushing his thick-rimmed glasses up his flat nose.

“Oh, good, you’re here,” Matiyu says. Without waiting for her response, he grabs her wrist and starts to pull her toward the back of the temple. “I need you to come see this.”

“Your food—”

“It’s okay, no one will take it.” Matiyu tugs on her wrist again, hurrying her along. “Quick, quick, come on.”

“What’s the rush?” Yilas asks, but she quickens her pace anyway. “And since when did you need me for your little scholarly work?”

Yilas was always awful at school. She dropped out early to become a palace attendant, and then she hated attending too, even though Calla was the easiest person in the palace to wait on. After she met Chami, she didn’t care for climbing to high places or achieving grand things. She only wanted to water her plants every day in their apartment above the diner, to live quietly and softly.

Matiyu is not the same. He graduated top of his class last year, on a trajectory toward making something of himself. Then, to their parents’ horror, he took an accounting position for the Crescent Societies instead of a well-to-do bank.

It’s not like I’m actually buying into their religious cult, he had said. But they’re where the fast money is. I’ll work two years underground, then leave and take up something more comfortable. 

People call them a cult for a reason, Yilas had leveled. What are you going to do when they start brainwashing you?

But Matiyu had only waved her off, unworried.

They’re coming around to the back of the temple. Matiyu leads them through without a second glance at the people nearby, but Yilas can’t help staring a little. One cluster is off in the corner doing qi exercises in synchrony. Another group prays with their foreheads pressed to the ground. When they straighten up again, there’s a strangeness seeped into their manner.

Yilas turns away, holding in a grimace. Magic, some call it. If that were the case, then jumping would be magic too. But jumping comes from qi, and the gods forged their qi. Everything about San-Er is merely the work of its gods—the true gods in the ether and the false gods ruling from the palace.

“I’ve been trying to organize the stock numbers coming in,” Matiyu explains, opening the door into a storage room. He blows at the thin layer of dust on the boxes stacked near the door, then removes one of them for access to the light switch. The thin bulb doesn’t do much for illumination. Yilas struggles to see what her brother is rummaging for when he pulls out a drawer of a filing cabinet and retrieves a thick stack of folders. “But some of these receipts don’t look right.”

“How am I supposed to help?” Yilas takes the folder offered to her. When she opens it, the papers look to be written logs—an export of heroin here, an import of opium there, some random sales of ephedra from smaller shops instead of the larger underground factories.

“Tell me if anything looks strange to you,” Matiyu says. “Run through the incoming numbers, then see what our outgoing prices are . . . it doesn’t fit, does it? I can’t see—”

The door slams open.

“Why is she in here?” Before Yilas can react, someone has hauled her out by the arm, their grip like iron. She barely has time to look up and see who is dragging her away—by the time she has glimpsed the crescent moon at their neck, she’s already been pushed through the temple’s doors, Matiyu’s footsteps plodding after them.

“Wait, wait, wait, that’s my sister—”

Yilas stumbles off the steps of the temple, finally getting a proper look at the Crescent Society member who had pushed her out. They’re old and wrinkled, exuding seniority.

“Crescent Society business stays within the Crescent Societies.”

Then the temple doors slam, and Yilas is left blinking.

“Well,” she says to no one, “at least it wasn’t a knife in the gut.”

 

Blood is hard to wipe off once it dries, which Anton knows because he’s only getting flakes from his neck despite his vigorous rubbing. He thought maybe mixing new blood with the dried blood would help it all come off at once, but alas. It only becomes a smear of red.

Anton gives up. As he walks, he wipes one of his blades clean on his shirt, deciding that he’s already a bloodied mess anyway, so what’s a few extra stains? He glances over his shoulder at the alley corner, waiting a beat before wiping his second blade. He left a dead body behind on the third floor of a building in the financial district, and although he checked for a pulse and even waved up at the surveillance cameras to make sure they knew the fight had finished, there’s a part of him convinced he’s still being tailed by an opponent. He cannot let his guard down—not now, not ever.

They’re a week into the games. The kills slowed tremendously after the first battle, and they’ll only occur further apart the longer the games proceed when there are fewer and fewer players. They crossed the halfway mark for eliminations after the first day of the pings, but they have not moved past ten more deaths since then.

With a grimace, Anton slides his blades back into his sleeve. The whisper of metal echoes in the alley. Then: the ghost of a footstep, from the other end. Before he can be sighted, Anton ducks behind a stack of woven baskets. His breath remains shallow from the last fight. If someone really has been tailing him . . .

“You can come out, Makusa. I know you’re here.”

The voice is familiar. Anton pokes his head out from the baskets just enough to see Princess Calla Tuoleimi stride into the alley, holding some sort of device in her hands. She looks up, then at the device again, squinting and pivoting around. Typical. August probably gave it to her to track fellow contestants.

Anton stands up. “That doesn’t seem to be working very well, does it?”

With dizzying speed, Calla kicks a pebble, launching it in Anton’s direction. He barely darts out of the way before the rock strikes the wall, leaving a visible white dent.

“Oops,” the princess says, and she doesn’t sound the slightest bit apologetic. “You scared me.”

“I don’t think you’ve ever been scared in your life,” Anton mutters. He rubs his jaw out of phantom pain; that strike could have done some damage if he hadn’t moved in time. “I urge you to be careful—the face is pretty, but it is borrowed.”

Calla puts the device away. She keeps her hands in the pockets of her long coat. “Like I said, you startled me. Sneak up on me in a new face and it’s only fair my sword flies at your neck next time.”

Sneak up on her? She’s the one who snuck up on him.

“Convenient excuse to slaughter an ally,” he says.

Calla steps forward and starts to circle him. Though she makes the action appear casual, the hairs at the back of Anton’s neck are standing straight up under her scrutiny.

“When did we become allies?”

“Was it not agreed?”

She is silent, continuing to appraise him like he’s an object of curiosity at the market.

“Why are you here otherwise?” he asks.

“Why are you here?”

“I’m playing the games.”

“As am I.”

Anton grasps for another retort, but finds none. They’re talking in circles while she walks, and he is willing to bet that Calla Tuoleimi could keep going until she’s eaten him whole. He switches tactics.

“What will it take to be careful with my life?” Anton eyes her pocketed hands. Who knows what other weapons she keeps hidden in her clothes. “Shall we come up with a code word? Something only I know to say to identify myself?”

Calla stops in front of him. When she lifts her brow, her yellow eyes are so bright that he can hardly believe he did not recognize her instantly on first contact.

“That’s unnecessary, given—”

“What fine daylight we have today,” he interrupts, inspiration striking. “That’s what I’ll say.”

“We never have fine daylight.” Calla looks up briefly, her bangs sliding away from her face. “San is a city of darkness.”

Anton winks. “Exactly. No one can say it accidentally.”

Calla sighs, though she hardly has time to shoot him down before both their wristbands are trembling. She doesn’t look bothered, pressing the buttons at the top. Anton, on the other hand, blinks in confusion.

“I just came from a ping. It’s too soon.”

“It’s mine,” Calla says. “I haven’t had one all day. You’ve only been triggered by proximity.”

Anton slides his knives back out. He should have caught his breath by now, but his throat still feels tight. Calla glances at him, smiling with menace when their eyes meet, and his throat closes up even more.

“So,” he says. “Are we allies, then?”

“I suppose we are.” Calla pulls her wristband up as she starts to walk, tilting her head for the text sliding across the screen. Anton doesn’t bother glancing at his wristband at all. If someone is heading toward Calla, then they are heading toward him too.

“Watch the puddle, Fifty-Seven.”

Calla glances back. She skirts the puddle, an ear tipped to the city as she listens. They walk past a pharmacy, where two elderly men sit in the corner playing cards. “Must you call me something as crude as my number?”

“My apologies. Would you prefer Calla? Or perhaps Her Highness, Princess Calla?”

“I,” Calla says sweetly, “am going to kill you.”

“I was expecting it eventually, but not this soon—to your left!”

Calla reacts immediately, hearing the change in Anton’s tone as if a switch was flipped. She ducks without looking, narrowly avoiding the arc of a heavy pole-like weapon, which strikes the side of the pharmacy entrance instead.

The player lunges out from the pharmacy, rearing the pole back for another swing. His motions are heavy, powerful. His path through the shop is marked with a trail of fallen bags he’s collided with, the back door he surged through still swinging from the vigor of his entrance.

While the pole swings in Anton’s direction, Calla twists up and kicks the player in the back, sending him off-balance before the pole can land and crush Anton like a paper doll. One end of his weapon drops onto the alley ground with a clangorous thud. Taking the opening, Anton lunges forward, slashing the player’s legs and rolling out of the way just as fast. San-Er is too narrow for fights. It is not fit for puzzling, nor for careful navigation and calculated strikes. It is speed and strength in a quick grapple, and when it comes down to it, two people working in close tandem will always overpower one opponent.

Calla shoves her sword through the player’s stomach. He freezes, losing grip on the pole entirely while he attempts to claw the blade out of him. If only he would glance inside the pharmacy again, he might be able to jump. He might see the two elderly bodies, ready for the taking. Instead, he panics, tries to move away, and Anton has already taken advantage of the pause to reach over and slash the player’s throat.

Anton feels the hot gush of blood on his hand. Feels it creep into every line of his palm, coat his skin as another stain impossible to clean off. He has ended so many lives, put on and washed off layer after layer of red. But these are not his hands, and this is not his body. Maybe there is no need to stop until he is reunited with his birth body, and only then will he start to count the infractions.

The player falls. By the time he hits the ground, he is already taking on the appearance of rot. Anton breathes a long exhale, the alley now quiet. It was a quick battle. He watches Calla shake her sword, getting most of the blood off before leaning down to tap the player’s wristband screen.

“This was Thirteen,” she reports. She wipes her chin as she straightens up again, cleaning the red smeared there. When she sheathes her sword, she looks away too fast for Anton to determine whether he was imagining her odd expression.

“Who are they going to log for this hit?” he asks curiously. “You or me?”

“Probably you,” Calla answers, striding away. “I have too many already.”

Anton hurries after her. “Show-off.”

 

San-Er is already inventing narratives. The reels play them on repeat: blurry footage of Anton and Calla outside that tiny pharmacy, fighting together like such a well-oiled machine that even August can’t believe they didn’t know each other prior to the games.

He picks up a teacup, his grip tightening. Any other person might have thrown it against the wall. He almost wants to. But he keeps his composure, taking a sip and setting down the teacup afterward, lest the porcelain shatter in his fingers and bring Galipei inside to investigate.

The television screen fuzzes and glitches, the citywide signal hitting trouble. When the large screen in August’s bedroom clears again, the newscaster is relaying the crowd-favorite theory on players Eighty-Six and Fifty-Seven. Through the afternoon and into the evening, they have run down the list of
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