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​Chapter 1: The Reaping
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Aria woke to the bedroom, already stifling and crowded with the thick breath of August. The paint peeled on the walls, blistered in the relentless heat. She lay under the threadbare blanket and listened to her parents and brother moving through their morning ritual. Nobody spoke. They moved with ghostly precision, silent and efficient. Her mother’s hands shook as she prepared breakfast, small helpings that matched their appetites. Her father paced the room, obsessive and wired, checking the time every few minutes. Her brother fixed his eyes to the floor. Selection Day. Tradition said clean clothes. Tradition said hope.

She pulled herself out of bed, joints creaking with dread, the feeling a familiar old friend. Their voices were whispers, too small to fill the room, too full of grief to try. “You’ve got an hour,” her father said, voice choked and reedy, checking his watch again. He ran his hands through thinning hair, checked the watch again. Aria sat at the edge of the table. Her mother nudged a bowl in front of her, rice and water, not even warm. The trembling hands. The pale lips. “Eat something,” her mother whispered. She didn't even look at Aria, just dropped a spoon into the mess.

“Got my appetite,” Aria said. Her mother flinched. Her father kept pacing.

Her brother just sat there, chin in his hands, looking half-past-dead. “Today sucks,” he mumbled. Aria wondered if he’d really gone and used up his last words. He flicked a glance at her, and she saw his eyes were red and puffy. He’d been crying again, maybe all night. Maybe his whole goddamn life. Aria knew the feeling. She sighed, put a hand on his shoulder. Tradition said someone was losing today. Tradition said one of them was screwed.

She stood and walked to the little bathroom, squeezing past her father as he paced the room like a starving tiger. He checked his watch again, the leather strap almost worn through. The chipped tile floor was cold under Aria's bare feet, and her thin reflection stared back at her from the cracked mirror. She barely recognized the hollow-eyed ghost who returned her gaze, a face bleached of hope, a face she had gotten used to seeing over the last few years. She thought of everyone else in town, wondered if they’d gone through this little charade this morning too, getting dressed up for an execution. Everyone played their parts, moving in practiced patterns, pretending they weren’t just killing time until someone came and blew it all to hell.

Her best clothes hung behind the door, washed and faded but not stained, one of the only things she still cared about. Selection Day tradition said to wear them, but what the hell did it know anyway? She looked at her reflection, trying to imagine herself far away from New Texas, but the dread dragged her back to the present. They couldn’t all get away with this. Someone had to lose. Aria bit her lip and slipped into her clothes, slipping a family photo into the pocket, and returned to the others. Her father shot her a look. He checked his watch. “Ten minutes,” he said.

Her mother sat across from her, eyes wide and far away. “Please try,” she said, voice catching in her throat. “We have to keep trying.”

Her brother raised his head, just a bit. He looked at her, dead-on this time, lips pressed tight, as if sealing his own fate. He seemed smaller than ever. Small enough to break. Small enough to just disappear.

They all knew. Nobody wanted to say it out loud. Today was a losing game, and Aria had drawn the short straw.

Breakfast was a bowl of gloom. Nobody ate. The apartment filled with the sound of swallowing, the sound of breath held and released. A door banged down the hallway. Another family already done with their morning death march. They all sat at the table, Aria’s mother resting her head in her hands, eyes closed. Her father’s knee bounced as he checked his watch, ten more times before it mattered. Her brother traced circles in the dust on the table with his fingertip. Aria thought of everything else she could be doing. It was a short list.

“Maybe—” Her father started. He didn’t finish.

No. There was no “maybe.” There was no sense pretending. Aria watched him collapse into his own head. She watched her mother sink deeper into the chair. She watched her brother melt into the silence. Aria thought about bolting for the door and making them chase her halfway across the continent. She thought about making them beg her to come back, begging herself, trading in that last bit of hope she had saved up for something real, for one last goddamn break.

The rice sat in the bowl like wet cardboard. Aria picked up the spoon, dropped it again. Her father hadn’t even put his away. No point when nobody ate. No point when they all knew this was the last meal, the last morning, the last time they’d all sit at the table together. She picked up the photo and smoothed the worn edges with her thumb, the way she’d smoothed out her clothes. If tradition said screw Aria, then Aria said screw tradition.

She put the picture back in her pocket and waited.

They joined the line of empty-handed mourners shuffling toward the town square. Dust kicked up with every step, settling into their lungs and staining the hem of Aria’s best dress. They walked in silence, a parade of hollow-eyed resignation. The small child in front of Aria whispered something to its father. The father clamped a hand over its mouth. Nobody broke the silence. The bleachers were already half full. The platform loomed. Aria held on to her father’s arm. If she let go, she’d float away. She imagined it. Maybe floating wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe hell was right here.

The dirt path from the apartment block was packed with families, all of them trying to get to the square without getting anywhere at all. They shuffled like ghosts, staring at the ground, holding each other close. Aria kept her eyes on them, trying to make sense of the tangle of fear and anger and hope that knotted in her gut. She stayed right next to her father. His hand was tight around hers, like he was the one afraid of being blown off course. She watched her brother walk, the droop of his shoulders, his mouth pulled tight, an old man of ten. Her mother looked about the same, and Aria figured she probably did too.

Other families were the same, except they were the same this year. She could tell which ones were sure they’d be the ones to lose, which ones were counting their own ghosts. She saw the kid who’d lost his sister last time. She saw the couple who hadn’t lost anything in forever, who didn’t seem to know how to be scared anymore. She wondered if her own family had ever looked like that. She wondered how long it took to forget. She imagined letting go of her father’s hand and just keeping on walking, right past the square, past the other families, past the enforcers and everything. She imagined running until she couldn’t imagine anymore. She imagined a place where she didn’t have to keep imagining.

The square had never looked like this before, a transformed wasteland of metal and wood and dust. It looked like it knew everything, like it held their fates in its clenched fist. The ramshackle bleachers looked ready to collapse under the weight of so many tired souls. Aria saw one already splintered in the corner. Good, she thought. Maybe they’d break and everyone would run. She hoped. She tried.

She glanced at the platform, towering above the rows of defeated figures. Aria had a sinking feeling. The sinking feeling had a sinking feeling. Black-armored enforcers stood in clusters, boots and clipboards and helmets, impassive and terrifying. Reflections of broken families glinted off their mirrored visors, making them look like something out of the worst nightmares of hell. Maybe that’s all they were. Maybe Aria’s family would wake up tomorrow.

The last of the families trickled into the square, grouping together without meeting anyone’s eyes. The place swarmed with silence. Aria coughed, dust and anxiety clogging her throat, as she tried to see everyone else without really seeing them. There were more this year. She wondered if Selection Day would ever have a year with no one. She wondered if maybe this time, like her father had tried to say before he’d remembered not to say it, maybe there was a chance for them. She couldn’t see it, but maybe.

The kid in front of them asked the question. Too loud. “Who’s gonna—?” its voice rang out and the father slapped a hand over its mouth before anyone else had to hear.

No sense pretending.

Aria and the others knew better. Her brother was curled against her side, a little fist wrapped in the fabric of her dress, a tight anchor in this storm. Her mother’s hands were still shaking, the panic spreading, infecting everyone around them. Her father stood stone still, eyes fixed on the stage. She watched him fall apart, saw his certainty crumbling like the paint on their apartment walls. The truth sank in, leaking through the gaps and splits, breaking down like old glue, dissolving him. Aria looked away, the lump in her throat a strange, new taste. It tasted like hope. She swallowed it before it could grow. She knew better.

The crowd fell silent as the announcer stepped onto the platform. They didn’t wait for him to speak. He didn’t need to say a thing. He approached the stage slowly, as if he had all the time in the world, as if this wasn't the moment everyone waited and bled for all year long. He let the seconds stretch like the hopeless faces that watched him. He was eating this up. They were the ones starving. Aria thought about bolting again. She thought about pulling them all with her, like a kite or a comet or some other crazy beautiful thing. She thought, maybe.

“Welcome to Selection Day,” the announcer said. Aria felt her family tense around her, felt it like a bullet in the back of her neck, the impossible tension of pretending and hoping, holding together in the knowledge that this was a war they couldn’t win. “I know you are anxious to find out this year’s selection,” the hollow voice went on, “so let’s not delay any further.” The words pounded in time with Aria’s heart. Let’s not delay any further. “North Country.”

Collective exhale. Aria imagined it traveling over the dust, whispering through the hollow-voiced mike, rattling around in the bleachers. Not us. Someone else’s turn to be fucked. “Bakersfield,” the announcer continued, going down the list like he was savoring a seven-course meal. She wondered what that would taste like. She wondered what it was like to not live on stale rice and misery. “Golden Coast.”

A stir in the bleachers. Another ripple of breath. Maybe this time. Maybe it wasn’t the Martinez family after all. They held onto the desperate weight of hope like Aria’s brother held onto her dress. They let it pin them to the ground and waited for the final blow. The voice echoed, methodical and mechanical. Aria’s mouth was dry. “High Desert.” A pause between each name, stretching like their necks, taut and ready for the noose. She imagined everyone in the square dying a little with each intake of breath, a sacrifice on a scorched and bitter altar.

Not yet. Not quite.

“Kern River.”

Every name followed by a collective sigh. Aria felt it move through the crowd, an undercurrent of resignation and fear, breaking on them like a silent wave. The announcer was in love with his own voice, rolling it out over the crowd like a banquet for hungry ghosts, relishing each instant of pain and surprise. She almost envied him. At least he got to win today. “Panhandle.” The word drifted across the square.

Hope. They almost tasted it.

But it was always them. They always lost.

"New Texas." The voice crackled from the stage, bright and lethal as lightning. The crowd braced for impact, waiting to hear which of them was about to get fried. "Aria Martinez." Time splintered. Aria's legs crumpled. Her mother's scream broke the silence, shrill and electric. Her father's raw "No!" quickly joined in, echoing across the square. Her brother buried his face in her dress, his tears hot against her skin. The enforcers closed in, gripping her arms with their gloved hands, pulling her away. She struggled. "No!" her father cried, as he disappeared behind the helmets. "No!"

It was the only word anyone could say. Aria thought it too.

The hands on her arms were like steel traps, choking and final. She tried to jerk free. “Please!” her mother’s voice rang out, cracked and hopeless. Aria twisted, legs kicking, eyes locked on her family. Her father lunged toward her, but an enforcer blocked him, arms across his chest, muscled and armored and inhuman. Aria kept struggling. Her mother fell to her knees, sobbing, lost in a world of tears. Her brother held her dress, not wanting to let go. She felt him pulled from her, ripped away, just like she was. Her name kept echoing in her ears, and she knew that even if she escaped, even if she got away, she’d still hear it. She’d hear it forever.

They dragged her through the crowd. Nobody moved. Nobody tried to stop them. All the eyes were on her and away from her, fixed and averted. This was a funeral. Theirs, not hers. “Aria!” Her brother's voice, high-pitched and warbling. She turned back toward him, struggling to see his small, breaking figure. He was surrounded by helmets and arms and unyielding darkness. They were lost in it, a tiny island of despair. Her father still tried to reach her, fighting through the wall of bodies, breaking his own silence in the square with an anguished scream. Her mother shook, hair falling across her face, the kind of collapse you didn’t get back up from.

They were the ones losing now.

Aria stumbled as the ground fell away beneath her. She was weightless, drifting, sucked into the storm, everything swirling around her, noise and silence and nothing and everything. It was what she wanted, and it was the last thing she wanted. It was floating and sinking and getting exactly what she’d expected. She kicked at the enforcers, heels striking armor, her own little rebellion, one that nobody noticed, one that made no difference at all. Her movements grew weaker. The world collapsed into itself. Her name echoed. Aria Martinez. Over and over and over. She knew what it meant now. She thought she’d known before, but knowing and really knowing were two different animals. One had teeth.

“New Texas,” the announcer said again, milking the last bit of joy from it, “Aria Martinez.” The family behind them wailed. It was no comfort.

It was never a comfort.

Everything else went on, and it went on without her. Time didn’t stop, not really, just slowed down enough to hurt a little more. She watched from a distance as they all kept mourning, each their own loss, their own reasons, knowing she’d never see them again, knowing they would go through the same damn thing next year, like a dirty, endless rerun. She imagined her own family getting better at this, going through the motions with blank, dumb faces, holding on to nothing, playing their parts, never saying her name out loud. She imagined herself with those kinds of ghosts. It wasn’t hard to do. She’d been imagining forever. She closed her eyes.

Maybe she’d wake up.

She kept fighting, blind and frantic, not caring if anyone heard, not caring if she wasted her last breath on something that was already gone. “No,” she said. It was a small sound. It didn’t even come close to being real. “No,” she said again, softer this time, then softer still.

The last thing she saw, before the hood went over her head, was the crowd parting silently, like a black sea of whispers, and herself pulled down beneath the waves. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: The Fat King's Court
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She blinked the blackness away, saw her own terror smeared in the sickly gold and red and marble. The walls rose around them, lurid as a whore’s promise, festooned with heavy-handed reminders of both wealth and doom. Tapestries like battle flags hung in surrender. The stench of old blood and wilted glory, mixed with a nose-burning sting of perfume, assaulted her. She stood among the herd of mourners, eyes wide and wet. Her best dress stained. Her family’s ghost in her pocket. Above, the throne strained to hold its weight, the King’s hunger glistening and monumental.

Aria tried to make sense of the nightmare, her vision swimming through garish colors and fear. The blindfold had been a blessing. This display was a dizzying curse. The walls loomed, bleeding opulence and decay. She could feel it on her skin, taste it in the back of her throat. Her breath came short, gasping and anxious. It felt like everyone’s breath in the square. She didn’t know how long she’d stand before they pulled her under again. The marble was slick and cold, taunting with the gleam of luxury and loss. Her pulse drummed a desperate tattoo.

The other contestants, a ragtag band of the screwed and damned, clustered together in terrified confusion. Faces mirrored her own—the confusion, the helplessness. Kids who never had a chance. Their gasps rose like smoke, pale and wavering, swallowed by the cavernous room. A child whimpered. A parent grabbed its hand, too late to be saved. Enforcers flanked them, black and faceless, reflections of the prison they couldn’t yet see, cold and sterile and all-encompassing. The enormity of this world pressed in on her, harsh and final, the thing she’d always known would be waiting. Maybe hell wasn’t so different.

She forced herself to look at the grotesque creature perched above them. A carnival mountain of flesh, the Fat King spilled over the edges of his massive throne, grotesquely intimate with every garish surface. Sweat beaded his waxy skin. Rings cut into his fingers. Everything about him laughed at their failure. Laughed and grew fat on it.

She clutched the photo tight in her fist, creasing it more than it had ever been, the one small lifeline she had. Her father's broken voice thudded like a heartbeat in her ears. This was the last thing she wanted. It was the first thing she expected.

“Which one, do you think?” she heard, the whisper from somewhere beside her, too quiet for anything but desperation. “Please.”

One of the enforcers turned, smooth as a scythe. The sound of the baton shattered the air and a young man crumpled. Blood spattered the white marble. It didn’t have time to stain before they were gone, nothing more than a wet smear, an unfinished memory. Aria flinched, a reflex, knowing it would come for her next.

She looked down at her dress. The stains looked almost the same.

The King’s flesh heaved in concert with his massive rise. "Welcome, chosen ones!" His voice swallowed the room. Every syllable stretched the moment tight as a noose. "Fifty territories. Fifty contestants. One glorious game." He drank their fear like the stink of old blood. Aria’s pulse danced with the words. The air was a graveyard of hope. His arm waved toward a blinking map, an altar of fate, all the territories flickering to life. "Survive or your territory dies," he roared, the cruel music of a god. Contestants crumbled, eyes wild. Aria clutched the family photo.

The bastard ate this up. She could see it in the glitter of his eyes, the triumphant glisten of his brow. Her breath came hard, trying to keep pace with her heartbeat. “Simple, isn’t it?” he boomed, every note strung out to the breaking point. She felt each word like a gut punch, saw the light of understanding flood her fellow prisoners’ faces. Her father’s cries roared through her. Her mother’s trembling voice whispered along her skin. She had known what to expect, but this was worse. Seeing it was worse.

Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. Others let theirs flow. The reality of the game—a spectacle, a slaughter—ripped through the contestants like a wave of sound and horror. Aria imagined her family on the ground in the square, hearing the words of this funeral in their heads, knowing that each breath she took was one they couldn’t share. Despair choked the room, an acrid stink in her lungs. Her grip on the picture tightened, like it might disappear with them if she didn’t hold fast.

A young woman with a wild look grabbed the man next to her. “There’s too many,” she said. “There’s no way—” Her voice broke, heavy with grief. His face shattered like the girl’s fragile hope. Another began to laugh, a wet and ugly sound, somewhere between a cry and a gasp.

Some glared in defiance, determined to win a losing game. The rest were like her—wary, bracing for the blow that hadn’t come yet, wondering when it would hit. She watched as the King’s lovers stepped forward, painted and gilded and graceful, smug in their places above the rabble. Her world tunneled in.

A predator in red with nails filed to points gave a theatrical smile, taking the stage. She couldn’t have been older than Aria, and looked too goddamn happy to be in charge of anyone’s life. “What fun would it be without a twist?” the girl said, cruel and sweet and cloying as syrup. “Your fates are about to get a lot more interesting.”

The others watched, hope turning to confusion, then horror. The girl gave a signal, snapping her fingers with murderous flair. Behind her, a spinning wheel, all names and merciless luck. Her ruby lips split in a vicious grin. Aria felt herself shrinking. “You’ll be paired randomly,” the red girl announced, toying with their panic. “If your partner dies, you die. If you die, they die.”

Aria saw the game change in their eyes. The wheel began to spin, wild and careless, as the room echoed with gasps and curses.

The wheel was a cyclone of fate. Aria watched, heart beating her blood loud and breathless. It lurched to a stop, names clattering to life, bones rolling from a gambler’s hands. Crimson’s voice sang the news: "Kay and Hugh." A boy and girl stepped forward, life-raft promises breaking before they began. The room convulsed with panic. Aria’s world narrowed to a pinpoint. "Aria and Zeke!" Her mind froze on the last thing it wanted. The man named Zeke was tall and resigned. Already her ghost. The King roared, his pleasure unhinged, mocking every mismatched soul.

She felt it slip, any tiny piece of hope she had. They’d find a new way to break her. It was already in motion.

Other pairs shuffled forward, eyes wild and searching, life signing away with each breath. The room surged and tumbled with noise and terror. Aria saw every thought she had reflected in the prisoners’ faces—helplessness, anger, resignation. She saw the same tight jaws, the same wide eyes. She saw Zeke not seeing her, refusing to look, stone-faced and distant, already as good as dead. Already taking her down with him. She knew it would end this way. It always did.

The wheel was cruel and careless, names pouring out like open veins. More matches. More fear. "Nora and Kurt," "Sal and Caleb." The King laughed at the chaos, his bulk rippling with crude delight. "Think he can keep up?" he jeered at one young girl, nodding at the old man who was meant to be her partner. Her thin face grew thinner. Her life drew up short. The King's amusement at their suffering filled the room, and the lovers joined in, spreading like sickness. "Beck and Rue!" The wheel and the laughter kept spinning.

Then it broke.

A small man lunged toward the stage, a shout raw and desperate. A final, furious stand. Three enforcers took him down, a dark wave that silenced the crowd. The whole room held its breath as he writhed beneath them. His family and territory, the last bit of everything, blinked out on the glowing map. Aria saw it happen, saw it and felt it like it was hers. A sacrifice, quick and absolute. She’d known these rules her whole life. She’d known they didn’t stand a chance.

Gasps shook the air. She choked on her own, felt it settle in the bottom of her lungs, her last damn hope gone. The rest of them kept breathing, didn’t dare stop. Nobody else tried. Nobody else had the nerve to fight when it was already over, when it had been over since they were born. The announcement continued like a song they couldn't skip. "Zane
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