
        
            
                
            
        


		
 

 

 

			Praise for T.A. Chan's

			One Last Game

 

		


			“A sharp look at political deconstruction and the realities of revolution, One Last Game presents a unique, yet chillingly plausible future. Fast-paced, heartfelt, and unexpectedly hopeful.”

			    	— J.S. Dewes 

				     author of The Last Watch

 

			“A clever and chilling high-stakes novella that asks what freedom we’re willing to give up in exchange for peace and stability.”

			    	— Claire Barner 

				      author of Moonrising

 

			“With gripping prose and a cast of memorable characters, T.A Chan spins an ever so relevant story about the dangers of eco-fascism and the cost of revolution, reminding us once again that broken systems thrive on complacency.”

			    	— Francesca Tacchi 

				      author of Let the Mountains Be My Grave

 

			“One Last Game is a brutal ride of a novella. With one of the most innovative dystopia mechanics I’ve ever read, Chan delivers a Hunger Games-esque narrative that still manages to leave the reader with a droplet of hope.”

				— A.D. Sui 


				      author of The Dragonfly Gambit

 

			“One Last Game is a fierce story that emphasizes the necessity of resistance while cautioning against the romanticization of violent revolution. In less than 200 pages, Chan explores complicity, the pitfalls of celebrity culture, and the senseless devastation of war as she switches between her two protagonists. Filled with complex characters, this brief but powerful novella drops you right into the action and carries you along for a wild ride toward a devastating conclusion.”

				— Kemi Ashing-Giwa 

				      author of The King Must Die
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Chapter 1


Niko

 

 




			Niko breezed through the pre-game check-in with perfunctory rote. Paxania Stadium was his second home. Located on the neutral grounds of the International Conflict Resolution Court, the iconic stadium was where all the Battle Games and International Peacetime Games were played, an irony that wasn’t lost on Niko. He’d stood in the center of the arena dozens of times. Sometimes representing the Atlantic Archipelago Nation as a war-time conqueror, other times as peacetime ambassador—but always a victor.

			Today’s Game: Atlantic Archipelago Nation vs Antarctican Republic for control over shipping routes. After two years bickering over tables and unable to reach a satisfactory resolution, both countries voted to resolve the issue with a Battle Game.

			Sweat pearled against Niko’s hairline as the spotlight blazed down on him. The large, red digits on the clock indicated the game had ticked over an hour—and the victory was finally within sight. event. Two more moves and a win, then he would match the number of Battle Games won by the legendary Coach Ivonna. A record that had stood for decades, and a feat that earned her retirement from Player to a position as Coach.

			Niko leaned forward in his chair, mind utterly calm and focused on the Game. Nothing in the world existed except for the gameboard and  his opponent. The two of them were on the gaming platform, a stage floating a dozen meters midair. Drones zipped overhead like vultures and broadcasted the Players onto giant screens standing sentinel around the stadium. Gamecasters commented on each move made over the arena speakers.

			With practiced poise, Niko scanned the Set board and game pieces arranged on the table. The board was a lovely slab of polished rosewood with gridded lines burned into it, straight as soldiers in formation. Small black and white stones had been placed on the intersection points. Niko plucked a black stone from his bowl and placed it on B4. He raised his chin at the other Player.

			Your move.

			Judson represented the Antarctican Republic, a relatively peaceful nation that rarely got get involved with international conflicts. And it showed in Judson’s game play. He didn’t play with the savage edge Niko employed. He didn’t walk that fine line between vicious cleverness and dirty cheating that Niko danced upon.

			Sweat dotted Judson’s hairline as he plopped his own stone down. A futile attempt to salvage some lost grids.

			Niko’s heartbeat pulsed in the back of his throat as he laid the winning stone down on the board and the audience roared with approval.

			game over flashed in bright purple on the display screens. It was the color of the uniform Niko wore. In the sold-out stands reaching toward the blushing sunset sky, the maroon-clad crowd cheered, screaming their win—Niko’s win, a collective win—in a war cry while gold and mauve confetti showered down like ash.

			A lone curl of paper stuck to his cheek, the texture rough and unexpected, yanking Niko out of his detached headspace and grounding him in the moment. He swiped the piece of gold confetti off as the roar of spectators chanting his catchphrase “Control the board! Control the board!” filled his ears. He clenched his hand, fingers pressing the confetti into his sweat dampened palm.

			And finally—finally, he allowed himself to feel the emotions he’d been keeping on mute. He’d won. He’d won. A heady blend of fear-hope-relief coursed through his bloodstream and lit up his nerves.

			Niko jumped up in a bout of exhilaration, sweeping the stones off the Set board. Fallen soldiers on a battlefield. He spun, arms raised, a gleaming smile slashed across his face as his fingers split into a V. He’d secured both a victory for his country and a prize of 2 million credits. In theory, he had every right to savor the win.

			In reality, he hated how the thrill of triumph both delighted the competitive streak in his core and sickened him at the same time. 

			Niko’s stomach knotted as he forced the smile to stay on his face. I can’t do this anymore. 

			Stairs unfolded from beneath the gaming platform, allowing access from the stadium floor.

			Judson stared down at the scattered stones with his jaw clenched, matching the subdued mood of the Antarctican citizens. His jaw clenched tighter still when Referee guards marched up the stairs and surrounded him. 

			The guards held their rifles at the ready even though Judson gave no indication of fleeing.

			Not yet, anyway. They usually didn’t run until later, when the cost of their loss became a visceral, apparent affair.

			The jumbo screens flickered, and the pixels changed. Half of the displays depicted drone footage of Archipelago citizens flooding the streets in jubilant celebration. The national flag—an aquamarine backdrop studded with a yellow sun surrounded by stars—fluttered from balconies, silent fireworks peppered the sky, and biodegradable paint sloshed across buildings and streets. 

			On the other half of the screens, a map of the Antarctican Republic materialized like morning mist. A grid overlaid the map, reminiscent of the game board Niko and Judson had fought over. One of the gridded squares on the map blinked, turning orange, before randomly jumping around the digital lattice and highlighting different squares in a frenzied dance. A1, B4, H17, C3. Three-hundred and twenty-four squares in total. The Antarctican Republic was a small country—the larger ones had thousands of squares.

			The stadium shushed now, enraptured by the hypnotizing flash of the orange square hopping from space to space. Gamblers watching a slot machine spin, spin, spin. A countdown ticked in the upper right-hand corner.

			7 . . . 6 . . . 5 . . .

			The silence pulled taut. Even Niko lowered his arms in morbid interest and respect.

			. . . 4 . . .

			Judson stoically stared at the screen, his mouth twitching as he muttered the same phrase under his breath over and over. Later, people would say he was chanting G3, G4, H1, H2. The squares corresponding with the ones located over the ocean on the gridded map.

			“THREE,” the purple crowd screamed. 

			The Referees white-knuckled their rifles.

			“TWO . . . ONE!”

			The orange square ended its frantic dance, pulsing over B5.

			Judson briefly closed his eyes when the stats of B5 glowed onto the screens.

			 


			Location: B5

			Area: 1,000 square kilometers (833 land, 167 water)

			Population: Approx. 62,000

			 

			The drone footage switched once more, cutting to various views of B5. To the panicking citizens inhabiting that unlucky spot.

			Bile stung the roof of Niko’s mouth. Better them than us, he reassured himself. At least it’s not us.

			A new countdown appeared on the screens: 10 minutes.

			On livestream, angry Antarcticans threw rocks at the drones, but they all fell short and the drones continued observing the pandemonium below like a hawk watching a hare. Even the Archipelago citizens toned back their celebrating to stare at the footage of Antarcticans rushing to vacate B5. The roads clogged with refugees—some in solar cars, others by bike, and still others by foot. Those near the border hurried toward neighboring squares for escape. The ones who weren’t so lucky turned to the shelters. The bunkers wouldn’t fit everyone, of course, but some were better than none.

			5 minutes left.

			Judson pushed to his feet, eyes glittering beneath the dying sunset. The Referees stepped closer, shrinking their circle around him. Still, Judson didn’t flinch nor show any signs of anger or despair. 

			Perhaps he knew his face was being broadcasted across the world, and refused viewers the satisfaction of witnessing his breakdown.

			Perhaps he had already accepted his fate.

			Either way, Niko’s chest hitched with sympathy. Did that make him a traitor to the Archipelago, that he empathized with the enemy? He didn’t know, didn’t care anymore. Better them than us. Maybe if he repeated it enough, the words would carry more conviction.

			1 minute left on the clock.

			The Referees primed their shock rifles, the electric buzz permeating the air.

			30 seconds.

			Two guards wearing thick, rubber gloves gripped Judson by the arms and neck, holding him in place.

			10 seconds.

			Some might call the juxtaposition of the scene unfolding in square B5 poetic, or surreal. The manicured grass interspersed with native flowers and lush sculpted forests a contrast to the gray mob surging down the roads; the grazing deer and sleeping foxes unbothered by the car honks. Urban wildlife had coexisted with humans for generations, and no longer feared the filthy chaos that came with civilization.

			0 seconds.

			A pause that froze for eternity—until it didn’t.

			A Referee flicked the safety off their rifle and strode up to Judson. The muzzle pressed against his chest, and then the trigger was pulled. Thirty amps coursed through Judson’s heart. His eyes rolled back, his muscles spasmed, grasping at its final seconds of life. And then he slumped when the trigger was released.

			Niko dragged his eyes away from Judson’s body and stared up at the screen straight ahead. His gaze was unseeing as he mentally replayed the utter peace that had rolled across Judson’s face right before he died. And if Niko felt a shred of envy that Judson had finally escaped the life of a Player, that must’ve been his imagination.

			Niko blinked and focused back to the present, just in time to see his final mark of victory.

			On the towering screens, the first tendrils of the killing fog rolled through the streets of B5 before the display cut to black.






 

 

 



Chapter 2


Imani

 

 




			The fog’s name was Karlo. 

			Imani watched the pink mist drift across the tiny screen stuck to the back of the driver’s headrest in the Custodian van. 

			She didn’t know exactly where the name Karlo stemmed from, but according to Kit, the name was derived from some personified weather phenomena that frequented the Western Pacific Bay—previously known as San Francisco, a peninsula that’d sunk underwater. One of the early casualties of global warming, before the billionaires of the world finally realized their best chance of survival was restoring Earth to its more natural, primitive state. Isolated bunkers, rocketing off to Mars, and doomsday homesteads were only short-term solutions. (Imani could attest the latter was a terrible idea.)

			Thus, the Great Restoration of 2065 began in the name of saving both planet and civilized society: an ambitious project that saw the rise and fall of countries and alliances, inspired successful eco-cities on a large scale, and ushered in the first iteration of the Battle Games.

			The initial games back in 2078 looked very different from the matches Imani now cleaned up after. She plucked at the seatbelt across her chest, antsy to leave after four hours on the solar cell road. The confines of the vehicle cabin reminded her of hiding in the pantry, knees shaking, eyes squeezed shut, hands clasped over her ears while gunshots and shrieks echoed throughout the compound—

			“Bah, Judson shouldn’t have given up his corner space for three extra stones.” Oran’s comment cemented Imani back in the present. The rear of the van comprised of two benches stretching the length of the walls, facing each other. Currently, three Custodians (Oran, Kit, and Imani) occupied the back while the team lead remained in the driver’s seat, despite the steering being on autopilot (regulation requirement). “At the hour and thirteen minute mark, Judson played Dirkin’s Corner,” Oran continued loftily. “Such a neophyte mistake to make. Judson should’ve known better, considering he’s been training his whole life.”

			Imani arched a brow at Oran’s hotshot attitude. Seriously, where do people get the confidence to believe they would play a better Game than a highly trained Player? She kicked her feet up to the other bench, nudging Kit in the thigh. “If Judson’s been playing Set since he could hold a stone, chances are he didn’t make a mistake.”

			Each year, children between the ages of four and eight were screened (that is, children who weren’t secluded from society by a delusional cult), and those with an aptitude for strategy games were whisked away to be trained by the nation’s top coaches to excel in ancient games, such as Chess and Go, and more modern counterparts, such as Labyrinth and Set.

			“Judson lost.” Oran flapped his hand. “That’s why we’re on our way to B5 for cleanup. So, yes, I’m fairly confident he made a mistake at the hour and thirteen minute mark.”

			Imani shook her head. She’d watched Judson’s career flourish from a teen competing in junior tournaments to a full-time Player representing the Antarctican Republic on the international stage, both in friendly and hostile games. Like the one he’d just died for. A territorial spat over a popular oceanic trade route that would generate significant income via shipping taxes to whoever controlled it. A conflict that, in the past, would’ve incited a years-long war, costing billions in the economy, destroyed valuable infrastructure, and scarred the environment for decades. Instead, it was all civilly resolved within three hours, at the mere cost of Judson and the unlucky citizens in B5. (An unfortunate necessity; but actions must yield consequences or else they wouldn’t mean much.)

			“Judson’s mistake was at the hour and thirty-seven mark.” Imani switched the channel to the private livestream of Custodian drones zipping through the streets of B5. She’d released the drones the moment B5’s fate was determined. “Dirkin’s Corner was a feint to establish control over the midline, which Niko was too experienced to fall for but didn’t endanger Judson’s position either. Judson retreating to the quarter board instead of trying to surround his opponent’s frontline at the hour thirty-seven was what allowed Niko to seize control and win.”

			Oran stared at Imani for a long second. “Damn, why weren’t you picked to train as a Player? You’re a strategic genius—”

			“I was never screened.” At Oran’s confused expression, Imani sighed. He’d joined the Custodians a couple months ago and was clearly oblivious to her . . . unusual upbringing. “I spent the first thirteen years of my life in the Grand Arrival Compound before the government dismantled it. They didn’t bother screening any of the minors for Player potential before sending them to the state schools.”

			“Shit, wasn’t Grand Arrival that—”

			“—cult waiting for aliens to beam them up to a mothership for a journey to their next home world because this one was corrupted beyond repair? Yeah, that’s the one.”

			“I thought that cult fell apart when its leader died.”

			“It didn’t fall apart.” Imani curled her upper lip. “It destroyed itself when rival factions started setting off bombs and engaging in a shootout so egregious the government finally intervened—and good riddance.” 

			She shuddered, imagining her life if she were still trapped within that 100-acre compound in the middle of the desert. Petty fights for food and medicine. Communication blackouts from the outside world. Blatant rejection of the Battle Games because they turned life into a “game,” thereby making a mockery out of the universe’s most divine gift.

			That had been the biggest lie, Imani discovered shortly after reintegrating with society. The Battle Games preserved life. By mediating conflicts and maintaining peace, the Games allowed life to flourish and reach its full potential.

			“Karlo’s looking hungry,” Kit murmured, and all attention swung back to the small screen, split into eight squares for the eight drones tracking the pink fog.

			“The winds are helping it spread,” Imani noted. She could practically smell the burnt sugar scent that accompanied the mist, lingering in the cracks and crevices of infrastructure long after Karlo dissipated.

			The crew fell silent, watching the ocean of death Karlo left in its wake. Supposedly, it was a painless way to die—neurotoxins shut down the nervous system and flooded the brain with an overdose of melanide.

			Just like falling asleep to the sweetest dreams, Peaceful Ends had promised when it pitched Karlo to the fledgling International Conflict Resolution Court. Dignity in death.

			Imani wasn’t sure if dignity was the right term for the bodies collapsed on the streets, like drunkards passed out after an overtaxing night. But at least they weren’t riddled with bullet holes like the bodies in the compound shootout’s aftermath.

			A pack of pigeons swirled into flight, startled by Karlo’s approach. Two cats wobbled down a brick wall, dazed but otherwise unharmed from inhaling the fog; they would recover within the hour. From a stalled car, a dog pawed at its owner then whined when they didn’t wake up. The stop light blinked green. 

			The world moved on.






 

 

 



Chapter 3


Niko

 

 




			When he was younger, Niko didn’t understand what a “bittersweet victory” meant. As far as his eight-year-old self was concerned, victory was sweet like strawberries and summer ripe peaches and rich hot chocolate during the chilled months. When he won his first junior championship at the International Peacetime Games, he celebrated with a decadent apple cake.

			Then he turned eighteen and started participating in Battle Games, and began to taste the bitterness. Sure, he still felt the heady rush of relief and thrill that came from winning, but it was heavy with understanding that it came at a price.

			Lately, Niko’s victories skewed more bitter than sweet, even as his fame grew and his name became a household staple. He was, as far as the Archipelago citizens were concerned, a walking legend, a defender, a symbol of national pride. 

			And his latest Battle Game win had only solidified his status as an icon.

			The night breeze nipped at Niko’s exposed skin. Cameras flashed in his face until silver orbs floated across his vision. He waved at the reporters crowded outside of the post-Game party then rushed into the lounge, escaping the ceaseless questions he’d been answering mindlessly, spewing carefully scripted answers.

			“Daton, from the Global Reporter.” A middle-aged man with slicked back hair flashed a press badge then shoved a cam-mic into Niko’s face.  “So, how does it feel to tie the world record for the highest number of Battle Games won?”

			Niko pasted on a smile and supplied the expected response. “Happy, of course. But more importantly, grateful and appreciative of everyone who enabled this victory for the Atlantic Archipelago Nation—my teammates, managers, coaches, and more.”

			“Ah, speaking of Coach Ivonna . . . how is she feeling about you this close to breaking her record?” He winked and leaned in. “Don’t be afraid us how she really feels, I just know everyone’s hungry for some family rivalry.”

			Disdain dripped through Niko as he resisted the urge to sneer at Daton’s blatant fishing for gossip-column content. Gods, he wanted to scream at the sky. Is no one else bothered that thousands of people died because their square was selected by a code? Instead, he maintained composure. Pretend everything was okay even as anxiety sharpened its claws on his nerves, scraping his temper ragged. “I’m sure Coach Ivonna is happy for my recent accomplishment. There is no family rivalry between us—she’s always my coach first and foremost, mother in whatever time and space is left.”

			The utility-band on his left wrist buzzed as the timer went off, and he bit back a relieved groan. He pointedly raised his hand in an apologetic wave, flashing the still-vibrating utility-band. “Sorry, but I’ve got to go.”

			With that, he finally fled the flashing lights and forest of cam-mics and rushed into the reserved lounge.

			It wasn’t much better inside. Music blasted so loud not even his noise-canceling earbuds could  mitigate the thumping bass, and at least two hundred guests swarmed the bar and dance floor. Ivonna cut through the crowd like a sharking slicing through water, gracefully falling in step beside Niko and passed him a glass of sparkling lemon water. She didn’t permit alcohol. Why give yourself a disadvantage by killing off brain cells for your opponents?

			“That was quick,” she commented.

			“It was twenty minutes.” 

			“Did you talk to—”

			“Yes. I spent at least two minutes with company representatives from Peaceful Ends, SafeShields, and Pureyre. In return for promotional pictures with their reps, SafeShields will be installing upgraded bunkers at the family farm this week, and Pureyre is donating a month’s worth of Grade 1000 air filters.”

			Ivonna nodded, then slid Niko a tiny smile that caught him off guard. “You’ve done good.”

			Translation: I’m proud of you.

			“As a Player,” she said, “you’re expected to put your life on the line for the wellbeing of the nation. But even more important, you’re also in the best position to protect the family.” A thoughtful crease folded across her brow. “You know, that was my primary motivation as a Player back then—not pride or representing the country or even my own survival—but protecting the family, our family..”

			Niko nodded even as something vaguely resembling shame and guilt soured the roof of his mouth. He knew family was something to be cherished, protected, loved . . . and yet, he couldn’t muster the same depth of caring toward them that Ivonna harbored. Maybe it’s because as a coach, she had more freedom and could visit the family farm a couple times each month, or maybe it’s because she’d grown up with memories running through the orchards with her siblings, whereas Niko’s childhood memories comprised of the academy grounds and late nights studying taped Games.

			When Niko thought of family, he thought of Aiden Tays. In fact, the only thing that kept Niko at the party instead of retreating to his apartment was the promise of seeing him later tonight. The only person who truly saw Niko for who he was, who he wanted to be, instead of the sanitized version known by the public.

			“Ten Battle Game victories!” Ganjee exclaimed, snapping Niko out of his wandering thoughts. The junior teammate threw a handful of biodegradable glitter, eliciting cheers from those nearby. “I want to reach double digits, too.”

			Niko chuckled tightly. “Well, if the Archipelago keeps waging war, you’ll get your chance. At the rate our leaders are getting involved in international disputes, there’ll be plenty of Games for you to play in.” 

			The laughter around him dialed down a notch. Niko hid a grim smile behind a sip of his drink, edible glitter sticking to the back of his throat.

			Thanks to power Players such as Ivonna in the last decade, and now Niko at the helm, the Archipelago had increased its territory size by 15%, doubled its net wealth, and spread the national religion of Second Wave Hinduism to every major country, all in an astonishingly short period of time. Most talks at the international table resolved with the Archipelago holding the better deal since so few countries wanted to risk a worse outcome in a Battle Game. And those who did push things to the game board, well, Niko always ensured the Archipelago came out on top.

			The swell of resentment that breached through his meandering thoughts caught Niko off guard. He was a Player, goddamit, so why did he feel like he was nothing more than a pawn? Nothing more than a marionette on invisible strings—

			“Go,” Coach Ivonna ordered quietly.

			A few teammates slunk off to find more upbeat company, and when Ivonna flicked a hand, the remaining ones scattered.
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