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Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale


Her infinite variety. Other women cloy


The appetites they feed, but she makes hungry


Where most she satisfies. For vilest things


Become themselves in her, that the holy priests


Bless her when she is riggish.


—Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra










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 2


A droplet of water leaks from the ceiling. Then another. Calla Tuoleimi shoots a glare up, but it does nothing to stop the dripping on her neck. She can only shuffle an inch to the left, pressing closer to the dusty wall.


“What the fuck is taking so long?” Calla mutters under her breath.


She lingers at the bottom of her building’s stairwell, guarding the entranceway into the hall while her fingers weave three pieces of flax lily into a bracelet. Her apartment is at the other end of a long, winding corridor: a dingy ground-floor setup with cramped rooms and targets for crossbow practice plastered on the doors. Most days, she would hate to be outside of it, in these halls and stairwells where orphan children and homeless squatters sit in the corners to beg or yell nonsense. There’s no reason for anyone else to be hovering out here unless there is business to intercept at the entrance. Calla kicks her boot at a rock in the corner, dropping into a crouch.


Today, there is business to intercept. Everyone gets lost trying to find her apartment otherwise. And so she waits, weaving her bracelet to keep busy. Only a single light fixture mounted on the wall illuminates the muted afternoon, its flickering bulb set to go out at any moment. The electric grid is always past its capacity. Residents steal from the various lines and boxes, just as they steal water, attaching their homemade pipes wherever there is a pump belowground. San persistently smells of rot and theft—of muddy puddles stuffed with discarded trash bags, plastic water tubs discarded in the alleys for vagrants to leave their waste in. Lower floors will always feel the worst of it. Higher apartments that inch above the city skyline will, at the right time of the day, get a small fresh breeze floating in from the sea.


To suffer in San-Er is not a punishment, only a way of life. Any murmur from its inhabitants enmeshes immediately with the hum of its factories. The cities are perpetually covered with a blanket of noise, nothing in particular to be heard but nothing that can be drowned out.


Calla pauses her weaving, jerking her head up when she hears footsteps coming. There are plenty of other entrances into the building, either from the rooftop or from neighboring complexes that have bulldozed their exterior walls to share a more convenient corridor on certain floors. But the runners they send from the palace never know how to navigate these streets well: this cesspool of obscenities in the guise of a city, this living, breathing, heaving half of San-Er. They will walk the ground route, squinting at the faint markings outside the main doors of each apartment block before squeezing into the alleys and forging deeper. Eighty-eight packages are set to disperse across the twin cities today, carrying eighty-eight wristbands. One of them for Calla, even if that isn’t what’s on the official registry.


“What are you making?”


A kid pops his head out from underneath the stairs, and Calla glances over, her nose wrinkling. He’s covered in muck, trousers flaking with brown clumps. As he toddles closer, the approaching footsteps finally come through the doorway. Calla squints in the hazy light. Too old. Too many grocery bundles trailing after them. Not a messenger. She leans aside and lets them pass to get to their apartment on the ground floor.


“Don’t you know?” She peers at the kid again. “If you mind other people’s business too much, a god will rush into your nose and take your body.”


The kid frowns. “Who said?”


“You don’t believe me?” Calla asks, finishing the bracelet. “Out in the provinces, they’re so afraid of the gods that they won’t even look at each other. Ask one question that’s out of place, and it might be enough for a sneaky god to rush in and snuff out your qi.”


She ties a nice little bow onto the end of her bracelet. Weaving flax lily—or even keeping a flax lily plant—is a habit of rural children out in the provinces too. Her bracelet-making stands starkly incongruous with the rest of her cultivated appearance: the blunt-cut bangs falling into her eyes, the black curtain of hair growing to her waist, the black mask strapped across the lower half of her face, muffling her voice.


Princess Calla Tuoleimi looks vastly different these days, but she’s still wearing the same body, which is unexpected when she has wide pickings for an easy swap. She’s thinner without the rich palace meals—her face sharper, almost gaunt. She lost her round cheeks after that first month in hiding, and scared herself each time she glanced into the mirror with how much meaner she appeared. Then she figured she might as well embrace her new fugitive appearance and grabbed a pair of scissors to shear straight bangs across her forehead, just slightly too long, to obscure her eyes. She never trims them now until it’s an absolute menace to see. There’s always the possibility that someone will recognize her. A low chance, given how little attention people pay to faces in a city where faces are always changing, but a chance nonetheless.


If the palace is to be believed, of course, Calla is dead. They caught her scaling the wall in an attempt to escape that night and dispensed justice, and San-Er can rest easy knowing no murderer princess hides in its streets. Certain members of the Crescent Societies have argued the contrary—they ask why a different dead body was brought back for Calla’s funeral ceremony, why King Kasa is still so afraid to leave his palace. But the Crescent Societies have always questioned how the Palace of Union runs its kingdom, and they are but a small majority.


The kid harrumphs. “You’re not very nice.”


“Did I look nice to begin with?” Calla kicks her boot again, nudging another stone across the gritty floor. In the past hour, most of the building’s residents have walked right past her without eye contact, catching a flash of her appearance in their periphery and deciding they would prefer not to get robbed. “Your parents ought to scold you for talking to strangers.”


“My parents are dead.”


His words are spoken dully. No fluctuation in tone, no twinge of emotion.


Calla sighs. She holds her arm out, offering the kid the bracelet she’s just completed, along with a coin from her coat pocket. “Here. A gift. Maybe I am nice, after all.”


The kid scampers forward and takes the bracelet and coin. As soon as his hand closes over the money, he turns and hurries out of the building door with a gleeful shriek, prepared to spend it at some shop stall or cybercafe. In his absence, there’s another set of footsteps outside, approaching from the far end of the alley. These are softer, lighter.


By some instinct, Calla hurries forward, leaning through the doorway to look. Just as she sticks her head out, a boy appears before her, coming to a halt with a package clutched in his arms. He’s tall, but no more than fifteen years old. The palace, hoping to prevent runners being jumped and their valuable devices stolen for the black market, will always send teenagers because they’re difficult to invade before reaching full maturity. But sending youth is hardly a foolproof plan when any dedicated thief could simply pull a knife on them and call it a day. No one ever said the palace was smart.


“Hello,” the runner says.


Calla grins. Her entire face shifts in that moment, her pencil-lined eyes crinkling into something predatory. She’s long learned that the harder she smiles, the easier it is to prevent scrutiny of her identity. The expression doesn’t have to carry any genuine warmth; it doesn’t even have to look happy. So long as it swallows up the yellow of her eyes, aglow like an overcharged lightbulb. There are enough shades of yellow scattered throughout San-Er to make the sight commonplace on an offhanded glance, but there is only one other person with an utterly identical hue to hers, and it is the king. For three generations, royal yellow has been the defining hereditary mark of the Shenzhis in San and the Tuoleimis in Er, tinted dark by a ring of burnt umber unfurling from the center. But now Kasa has an adopted son, August, and there’s no one left of Calla’s bloodline—not since her parents perished and the throne of Er crumbled.


“You’re a darling.” Calla holds her hand out for the package. “Apartment 117, building 3, north side?”


The boy looks down, reading the small print written on the outside of the packaging.


“What do you know?” he says. “That’s exactly right. Here you are.”


He offers the package. His arms extend, not quite closing the distance between them. The alley is as gray as any other day, but when Calla reaches for the package, her attention settles on the boy’s face, trying to pick out details in the gloom. It’s strange that he wouldn’t look directly at her. That he’s staring at his shoes instead.


Calla’s fingers skim right past the package and clamp onto his wrist.


The boy’s gaze jerks up. Though the light is terrible, it’s enough for his eyes to flash, for her to catch the silver of steel.


In San-Er, there’s another term for such eyes. Next to royal yellow, the second-most infamous hue is Weisanna silver.


Calla slams the package from his hands at once. It splashes into a nearby puddle. Before the boy can think to react, she has already shoved him hard enough to topple to the ground, the flat of her boot stamped on his chest and pinning him down.


“Who the hell are you?” Calla spits. This is not a teenage boy. This is a member of the Weisanna family, the only bloodline in the city—perhaps the whole kingdom—with their birth bodies inaccessible to all intruders.


“Me?” the boy—the Weisanna—wheezes. “Princess Calla, perhaps you should worry about yourself.”


Calla freezes. Her breath snags in her throat, turning her lungs as cold as ice.


She’s been caught. Someone knows.


“You better speak right now,” she demands. “Before I—”


Her fist is already scrunched, fingers clenched so hard that her knuckles scream in pain against the rough fabric of her gloves. Then a woman appears at the end of the alley and startles at the scene before her, shifting her shopping basket from one arm to another.


“What is going on—”


“Don’t!” Calla screams, holding her arm out.


It’s too late. The woman has stepped just close enough, and a flash of light brightens the dark day, beaming from the boy to the woman. Before Calla can clear her vision, blinking hard to rid the imprint burned into her retinas, the woman is already darting into the building and up the stairs, her shopping basket abandoned. Of all times for a do-gooder to appear, it just had to be then.


“What happened?” the real runner asks from the floor. He blinks, his eyes magenta now.


Where other bodies are only impenetrable when they’re already invaded, the Weisannas are born as if they are doubled, though they have but one set of qi. While they can occupy others with ease, others cannot occupy them back, even if a Weisanna abandons their birth body entirely and leaves their vessel in stasis on the ground. The Weisannas make up the entirety of the royal guard and a good portion of the palace guard; that sort of protection has kept the royal family of San on the throne with ease, scaring off security threats before they can emerge.


Calla mutters a curse, scooping up the fallen package. “Buy more protective charms. You just got invaded,” she spits at the runner. Then she’s hurtling up the stairs too, catching the briefest flash of the Weisanna before they’ve disappeared down the second-floor corridor into a neighboring building. San is almost entirely interconnected by links and passageways, by walls that were once outward-facing but are now mere dividers between building spaces. When Calla pauses at an intersection, she spots the Weisanna again through one of the pointless windows scattered about every floor. Those windows are the only hint that there was once space between the buildings of the city, before they started to meld with one another.


“Hey!” Calla roars.


The Weisanna keeps running, and Calla gives chase, storming into a different floor of the building with the heavy thump of her boots. There are crowds here. Too many people perusing the shops, gathered to inspect meats hanging from the butchers. Calla presses closer to the shop fronts, hoping to move along the edges, but then she walks right into a discarded pile of hair outside the barber’s and nearly falls over. With tremendous disgust, Calla can only merge back into the center again, muttering a curse when she ducks to avoid being thwacked by a couple carrying a bulky personal computer for repair.


It would be so much faster if she jumps, but Calla does not—she will not. She merely keeps her steady pace, the damp package still clutched in her elbow, her eyes pinned on her target. It’s almost as if the Weisanna is toying with her. Every time she thinks she has lost the trail, mixed in with one too many shoppers or pushed behind a group of construction workers hauling giant planks between them, she catches a flash again—just enough to follow up a set of stairs or along another passageway. Her surroundings flip between commercial and residential, the cool stone walls on either side of her growing wide to accommodate the stores or shrinking close to hold more space for apartments. Up and up and up, she climbs too, until suddenly the Weisanna is in sight, and Calla lunges for the absurdly vertical set of stairs, taking three at a time with each stride and smashing through the door at the end.


The natural sunlight almost blinds her. Its rays are weak, but they’re a shock to adjust to nonetheless, and Calla throws a frantic hand over her face, fighting the wave of nausea before she spots her mark standing at the edge of the rooftop.


“You—”


She clamps a hand over their shoulder and spins them around, but it is no longer the Weisanna. The woman blinks, her eyes a faded red and muddled with confusion. Damn. The Weisanna jumped again without her notice. At some point in the pursuit, they set their sights on a new body and transferred over.


“What am I doing here?” the woman asks, her voice hitching.


“You shouldn’t have interfered,” Calla replies without sympathy. She points a finger to the door back into the building. “Go on.”


For the briefest moment, the woman scans Calla up and down, trying to place the half of her face left uncovered. When that fails, she tears her gaze away and hurries off, not needing to be warned twice. The door to the rooftop slams shut, its echo loud.


Calla rips her mask from her face, heaving in a gulp of air.


Princess Calla, perhaps you should worry about yourself.


Calla emits a loud scream. The pigeons that were perched on a nearby television antenna fly away in fright. If King Kasa has found her, then she’s dead. Forget the games. Forget justice. They’ll have the Weisannas drag her into a room and put her neck under a blade.


One lone remaining pigeon coos, sounding disgruntled at Calla when she kicks the debris littered across the rooftop. It’s filthy here, the premises used as a playground for children in the daylight hours and a hideout for drug addicts by nightfall. Discarded water kettles and half-broken ceramic toilet bowls decorate the middle like centerpieces; wooden construction slats and plastic chair legs scatter outward as the side arrangements. Calla drops into a crouch, but then her legs complain with exhaustion and she simply sits down, bothered more by her mood than whatever dirt will cling to her pants. Like half the city, she steals her water anyway: she’ll turn the taps on later and soak her pants in the sink until they’re clean, or until the pipelines in the hall shake a little too vigorously and the neighbors start to get suspicious.


For a long minute, she sits there fuming, her teeth gritted and her fists tight around the package. Then she curses under her breath and rips open a corner, shaking the plastic hard until a wristband falls out. The runner had been jumped by a Weisanna, but he really did come from the palace. So how many people know? Why give her access to the games?


The wristband snaps easily onto her arm, its magnetic buckle pulling the two straps into place. Calla extends her arm, bracing for the loud beep that comes as soon as the screen turns on. After a minute of gray on the screen display, the wristband buzzes, and the gray gives way to a blinking cursor against a blue light, the numbers 1 to 9 appearing at the bottom.


“How did we get here?” Calla mutters to herself. “Playing in the games like a starving street urchin.”


It’s almost unfair. Other players in the games have not come of age surrounded by palace tactics and weaponry drills. They have not trained relentlessly for five years hiding in a small apartment, all to make a perfect killing strike. Fighting them will be like snuffing out insects. Fighting them is beyond the point. It’s the ultimate goal that her eyes are on: victory, and the person she will have access to when she is greeted as the winner of the games.


King Kasa, inside San’s palace. In these last five years, he has not left its grounds once. And if he will not come out for Calla to make her kill, then she will be welcomed in by his own hand.


She runs her finger along the top of the wristband. There’s an empty slot at the side for a chip, but those are distributed when the games begin. As soon as they’re inserted, the chips cannot be removed, and as far as San-Er is concerned, their removal is the most boring way to face elimination. Pluck the chip out or fail to check in every twenty-four hours—at least it’s a good method of withdrawal without losing your life.


Calla finds the buttons at last, though they are stubborn and difficult to trigger. The left one moves a yellow box around the numbers, and the one on the right makes a selection. Calla has watched enough of the games’ reels and observed the televised surveillance footage across the city to know that it is asking for her identity number, unique to every citizen in San-Er. Instead of locks and keys, the doors in San-Er open to identity numbers; instead of passwords, banks in San-Er are accessed with those same identity numbers. In a place where bodies can be taken over in the blink of an eye, it is easy to look like someone else, yet impossible to live long under a falsity. Nothing can stop Calla from jamming herself into the body of a rich councilmember, but the second she tries to get into his home, she is caught. The second someone looks at her and sees a different eye color, the jig is up.


Besides, long-term occupation of a doubled body is risky. If the invader has weaker qi and isn’t initially forced out by the vessel’s original occupant fighting back, it’s only a matter of time before things go wrong. Hallucinations, hearing voices, seeing ghosts. Memories melding together—two people merging into one. An ordinary civilian with the jumping gene would never hover long in someone else’s body in case they’re caught, but also because they don’t know whether that body will be their very death. It takes a superbly confident person to believe they’re too strong to be dragged down by anyone. And while Calla is devastatingly confident, she hardly wants to test the theory out.


The wristband chimes again, finally accepting her number. It’s not her true number but, nonetheless, it is accepted. The screen flashes. Once. Twice. Three times.


12:00:02


12:00:01


12:00:00


Calla picks herself up, kicking the discarded package wrapping into the rest of the debris. She needs a shower. Might as well get clean before she walks right into a bloodbath.


 


Elsewhere in San-Er, Anton Makusa finally gets his wristband. It’s his own fault that he ended up chasing runners high and low through the twin cities, but he’s unjustifiably disgruntled anyway. They had found their way to the residence registered under his identity number, but his apartment in San is small and cramped and loud with the bass of the music from the brothel three floors down, so he’s rarely there. Those streets always reek with an unshakable stench, too close to the polluted Rubi Waterway that separates San and Er.


Anton kicks the door closed, releasing a breath and hitting the remote on the mantel at the same time. In the corner, the television flickers on and the walls start to hum. Safety at last, away from the palace runners, before they realize that this body is not his own. It’s rather illegal to be hijacking young bankers and keeping them from their jobs for days on end. Sooner or later, someone at the bank will suspect a takeover situation and the palace guards will be knocking down the door of this luxury apartment in Er.


But by then, Anton will be gone.


“Please, please, hold your applause,” he declares to the empty apartment. “I cannot handle so much adoration all at once.”


His voice echoes. The living room before him is three times the size of his real residence, and even fitted with a balcony to the side. It’s one of the largest living spaces in the entirety of the twin cities, which Anton knows because he’s done his research—he scoured what was available of San-Er’s architectural blueprints in the brief stint where he considered robbing the rich. That didn’t last long; he doesn’t have it in him to negotiate on the black market after he swipes valuables. Now he just mooches around, flitting across San-Er. When he wins the games, he can have something like this too. When he wins the games, there’ll be no more lurking around corners and chasing after runners to get a measly little package.


Anton pushes the balcony doors open. The heat outside is palpable despite the rapidly falling dusk. It itches at his skin, dampening his desire for enjoyment. He wants to breathe in from the very top of San-Er, pretend that this is all his, but if it were that easy to fool himself, then Anton would be long dead from sheer stupidity.


“Bow before me,” he calls out into the open. His voice tapers off, the charade losing amusement. It is hard to imagine an adoring crowd spread out before him when the view is only the neighboring building’s dirty rooftop, littered with garbage. In Er, the streets run with less riffraff, and the buildings are given more breathing room. Here lie the financial districts, the banks, the schools, the businesses with employees who have some sway on the council or some ability to whisper into the king’s ear. Five years ago, when the throne of Er fell and San-Er was merged into the one, the residents here complained the loudest about their streets growing rowdier with San’s miscreants, but there was nothing they could do, not when their own royals had been slaughtered and San’s king had the divine right to swallow up his brother’s half. The Palace of Heavens was torn down after losing its rulers, replaced with residential complexes. Absent its matching half, the Palace of Earth was renamed the Palace of Union.


On the other rooftop, Anton’s make-believe shouting has caught the attention of three men, squatting around a low plastic table with playing cards clutched in their hands and cigarettes dangling from their mouths. They stare at him for a second before brushing him off, two going back to their beer bottles while the third, who looks younger, spits out his cigarette and pulls a rude gesture.


The victors have never chosen to live like kings anyway. They take their immeasurable earnings and slink out into one of the Talinese provinces, away from prying eyes and desperate acquaintances, trying their best to forget everything they did in the games and get some fucking peace and quiet. While farmers move in the other direction—flee the provinces and flock toward San-Er to avoid starvation—a rich victor worries about nothing except the blood on their hands and the voices of the dead that haunt them late into the night.


“And now, for . . . report . . . tonight . . .”


Inside, the television has faded to static. Anton turns around, a frown already on his lips, but the static clears quickly, picking up a different signal and switching to a news broadcast. His confusion turns to rage in a single blink. King Kasa appears, adorned in jewels and seated at his throne. He smiles, his yellow eyes bright, but then Anton picks up a potted plant on the balcony and hurls it into the living room with all his strength, shattering the screen. King Kasa’s oversaturated face blinks out of sight.


The apartment falls into silence. Night wraps fully around the balcony. With the television broken, his main light source and the background hum of noise disappears too.


Anton nudges his black hair out of his eyes. It will be a nuisance to get that fixed, but it’s not his anyway. It was easy to get into this apartment: into this body and its assets. All he had to do was stand around the hallway and pretend to fix his shoe, once while the banker typed his identity number into the door and again the next day to catch any numbers he missed the first time. If Anton wanted, he could go dig into the banker’s accounts right this moment, maybe call up a few of his friends and ask for loans. But that’s too many layers to go through, too many people to talk to and risk exposing himself to the council’s wrath. Better to laze around, eat up all the man’s food, then bounce. He can find money a different way.


Anton looks at his wrist.


06:43:12


Six hours until the first event. Enough time to obtain another body before it starts. This one is on the frailer side, even if the face is pretty. Anton Makusa is picky when it comes to the bodies he occupies, and his narcissism takes first priority. He’ll gravitate toward the masculine ones, same as the body he was born into, but he’s not fussed if that isn’t an option. What matters most is that they look good. Under the terms of his exile, his birth body was taken by the palace. The least he can do now is find worthy replacements.


A beep comes from his belt. He glances down, angling the screen of his pager up.


“For fuck’s sake.”


Patient bill overdue. Must pay in full by next week.


The message is from Northeast Hospital. It’s also far from the first warning they have sent.


His arm is suddenly rock heavy as he unclips his pager, clutching it tight in his fist. A week. It should be enough for Anton to put something together for the person he’s saving. In San-Er, whole lifetimes can pass in a week.


Still, he should drop by the hospital, find the attending doctor, and talk his way around pushing the bills off for just a bit longer. Hospitals in San-Er are known to act rashly, pull the plug and toss patients out the back door the moment their accounts stack up.


“Goddamn,” he mutters. “Dammit, dammit, dammit—” He marches out to the balcony again, undoing the wristband on his arm too. As hard as he can, Anton hurls the wristband and pager onto the neighboring rooftop, stirring the attention of the three men from before.


“What gives?” one of them yells. The man stands. Drops his cigarette and strides to the edge of the rooftop to pick up the wristband. A breeze blows through the night, shaking the bulbs that hang from the electric wires and stirring the light that flashes across the stranger’s face. His hair ruffles, thick crops of black falling into his eyes as soon as he straightens up.


Anton jumps. It is a risk: the roof edge is almost ten feet from him already, the distance stretched further by where the man stands. But Anton has always been a natural, has never stumbled where other people panic. To him, jumping feels like running, like sprinting through the air with his qi and halting to a stop wherever he pleases.


He opens his eyes. There’s a grin on his lips—maybe it was already there when he arrived, maybe it’s his own doing. The two others around the table call out, having seen the flash of light, and mutter complaints about invasion. Anton waves pleasantly before securing his wristband tightly around his new wrist and clipping the pager back on. His muscles feel strong, steady. When he breathes in and pushes through the rooftop door to take the stairs down, his lungs expand like he could keep inhaling and inhaling with no end.


“Spare some coins?”


At the end of the stairs, Anton reaches into his pockets without stopping in his stride. Beggars never hide out in the main buildings, not when palace guards patrol the markets and civilians report lurkers in the residential levels. The streets outside, meanwhile, are so narrow that no one would be able to walk by the moment someone sits down in a corner. So for those without anywhere else to go, stairwells and obscure corridors it is.


“Here.” Anton scoops up every coin in his trouser pockets and tosses them down at the beggar’s feet. “Take all of it.”


He pushes through the main doors. The bustle of the shops invades his ears, the whine of dentist drills almost drowning out the “Thank you!” from the stairwell. Anton doesn’t stop walking, his hands shoved into his now-empty pockets.


Finally, finally.


This is the first time he’s been drawn in King Kasa’s annual games. He has been tossing stolen identity numbers into the draw ever since he went into exile, chancing his life to save what—who—he lost. She remains on that hospital bed, still lying in sleep after seven years. The palace has the power to help, but August pretends he doesn’t receive any of Anton’s communications. King Kasa has the power to help, but he will not. He lets them suffer in their filth and misery instead, even those who once lived under his very roof.


Anton swipes an apple from a nearby stall, takes a bite, then throws it hard into a shop, hitting a wall calendar at the perfect angle to knock it off its hanging nail. The shop owner yells after him angrily, demanding to know what his problem is, but Anton is already moving away, searching for the next semblance of order to ruin. Prince August has tried his very best to squash Anton into the darkest depths of the city, make him slip away like another face in San-Er as if he did not once hold a piece of it.


But Anton is a Makusa. A family line of palace nobles that goes as far back as the Shenzhis have been royal.


He won’t be tossed aside so easily. In fact, he’ll destroy anyone who tries.










Chapter 3


The sun goes down. Night settles the muggy air, bringing the barest bite onto the streets. And in the darkness, a civilian wanders into a side alley, stumbling in his step. His name is Lusi, but no one calls him that. The foremen at the factory where he works bark at everyone all the same. His wife doesn’t speak anymore. His daughter used to shout Baba across the apartment, only she is dead now—three weeks of a contagious plague, shooed off her hospital bed because they couldn’t keep paying the fees. Her breathing stopped before they even returned home, her body bundled in those stolen white hospital linens, the last of her qi diminished.


“Come on!”


Lusi’s sudden yell pierces into the empty alley. He’s near-delirious. The pain at his side has reached an unbearable peak, but he won’t go back to those wretched hospitals. His debt is already sky-high, bearing the cost of his daughter’s last miserable days. Everything in this city makes his aches worse: the babies next door crying, the dampness in the hallways, the rent bills pouring in without end.


Lusi was not drawn for the games. It was his last hope, and still, the palace could not do this one thing for him.


“Take me! When did you care about the rules anyway?” He lurches forward, then stumbles, crashing onto his knees and sinking into the sludge of a puddle.


Lusi’s next scream of frustration echoes even louder. Maybe it would be better if San-Er simply killed its people faster. Instead, it lets them rot. The elderly with nowhere else to go live stacked atop one another like animals inside enclosures. The children breathe asbestos in their schools and store poison in their lungs. Sometimes the sick and injured intentionally wander the streets during the games, hoping to be invaded. The games make jumping legal for the players, after all—they must answer for it by providing some sort of care. Collateral casualties who are gravely injured must be taken to the hospital free of cost; collateral casualties whose bodies are destroyed must be paid handsomely, and if their qi is killed alongside it, then their family members get the money. Plenty throw themselves in front of players on purpose, making a sacrifice so that their loved ones can eat. Each year, the smaller television networks interview the newly orphaned children who have been left with a small compensation and an empty apartment. It is hard to decide whether they should be envied or pitied.


“Do you hear me?” Lusi screams. “Do you—”


He freezes. Someone has appeared in his field of vision. The nearest alley bulb illuminates enough to present the newcomer’s outline, coming closer and closer. Palace uniform. A masked face.


“Don’t fret,” they say evenly.


Lusi tries to get back onto his feet. Though he was calling for aid, his heart is suddenly beating fast, sensing terrible danger.


“Who are you?” he demands. “Stop right there—”


There’s a flash of blinding light.


When Lusi stands, his movements are even and controlled. Lusi is not Lusi at all anymore, his consciousness stamped into the background, too weak to fight back. So his body turns on its heel and begins to walk.


 


Calla pushes on the door of the Magnolia Diner, ducking under the turnstile at the door and watching her wristband tick down. It’s late now, almost midnight. Almost time to report to the coliseum. Outside, San-Er is a series of loud clatters and clangs, pressing in through the open windows of the diner. The twin cities remain active at this hour, the restaurants filling orders and the brothels at their busiest, funneling people through the streets without pause.


Practically every street in San leads toward the coliseum grounds, because the Palace of Union is attached to the coliseum, and heavens forbid the palace be inconvenienced in any way. The marketplace that operates within the coliseum is the only outdoor market in San-Er, hawking the cheapest goods and unhealthiest foods, which Calla simply does not go near. She has spent a long time avoiding that part of the city. All these years, knowing that King Kasa stood nearby and she couldn’t act . . . it has broiled a hot anger inside her, forcing her to steer clear of palace grounds until the day came that she could play her hand. She didn’t think someone would recognize her outside of its vicinity. Perhaps she should have been more careful.


But she doubts that it was she who gave her own hand away.


“Yilas!” Calla tears her mask off, then calls out again without the muffle. “Yilas.”


The diner patrons hardly pay her any heed. It’s as crowded inside as it is on the main streets: old men in tank tops smoking their cigarettes, dripping with sweat to add to the filth that leaves the floor slick. Booths line the walls, crammed with schoolkids without parental supervision, yelling over their card games. Only Yilas glances up from the other side of the diner. She closes the logbook she was writing in and pushes away from the register with a roll of her pale-green eyes.


“You could have walked over like a normal person, you know.” Yilas tightens the knot of her apron as she approaches, then nudges her dyed bangs away from her face. They’re red today, which clashes with her eyes, but Yilas is the sort of person to purposely match a leather jacket with a silk dress. Half of Calla’s wardrobe is borrowed from Yilas, so they look a matching pair with their dark-red coats, one size too large and draping down to their knees. “What are you in a fit about?”


Calla flashes a wide grin. “A fit? Me?” She twirls around to Yilas’s side, throwing an arm over her shoulder. The grip looks casual, but Yilas’s immediate wince speaks to the bone-crunching reality. “I’ve never thrown a fit in my life. Where’s your darling girlfriend? I have some matters to discuss with you both.”


Yilas looks up at Calla, chin tipped to accommodate their height difference. It’s a shock that Calla manages to blend so well into the city when she’s a head taller than average. Though Yilas scrunches her mouth a moment in thought, seeming to debate whether Calla has brought in a serious matter or only her dramatics, she does walk forward and take Calla with her, pushing through the kitchen door and then another into the diner’s cramped office.


“Calla!” Chami greets, perking up at their appearance.


Calla lets go of Yilas and slams the office door closed behind them. Her grin drops at terrifying speed; the room seems to go cold, too, in concert.


“Sit down,” Calla demands.


Chami’s brows knit together with concern. Quietly, she drops back into her chair. Yilas makes a slower job of the task, strolling over to Chami and perching on the desk, giving the slightest shake of her head when Chami turns a questioning gaze to her. Before they left the palace in Er, Yilas and Chami had been Calla’s attendants. And three years later, when Calla caused a bloodbath that soaked Er in red, she showed up on their front step asking for help. At the time of the massacre, Chami Xikai and Yilas Nuwa had long established themselves comfortably as civilians in San. Attendants used to come and go often—the Palace of Heavens was far less guarded than the Palace of Union is now. Hundreds passed through the walls in the three years between their departure and Calla’s massacre, with a considerable fraction assigned as Calla’s personal attendants. No one knew that Yilas and Chami had been her favorites, and so no one from King Kasa’s forces has known to come sniffing around—yet. Calla has been living as Chami, staying under the radar but using her number when necessary. The real Chami uses Yilas’s identity number, since the two are attached at the hip anyway. Take Chami away from Yilas for ten minutes, and she might spontaneously combust.


“Give me a list of everyone who has asked for your name recently,” Calla says.


“What happened?” Chami’s eyes grow unbelievably wide, the pink standing stark against her whites and even starker against the black ink she brushes over her bottom lashes. Even in the palace, Chami always looked pristine, as if she wrapped up her makeup at the end of each night and wore around her perfectly preserved efforts in the morning. “Did you take out a loan?”


Calla throws her mask at her, but Yilas’s arm whips out, catching it before it can hit Chami. Yilas shoots her a glare.


“No,” Calla hisses. “A Weisanna found me.”


Yilas’s expression shifts from annoyance to horror instantly, an exact mirror of the immediate dread that drops Chami’s jaw.


“We haven’t said anything,” Chami hurries to supply before Calla can ask. “The diner has been operating per usual too. The same few Crescent Society members coming in at odd hours, the same few criminal patrons who come to swap change. Certainly no one has asked—”


Chami stops, cut to a halt when Calla raises her hand. Calla’s gaze isn’t even on her former attendant anymore. It’s pinned on the table behind her.


“What is that?” She marches forward, eyes narrowing. “Is that a computer?”


A knock comes on the office door, interrupting Chami before she can answer. One of the diner waitresses pokes her head in, gesturing for Chami’s attention frantically, and when Chami turns back to Calla with a pleading look, Calla waves her off with a sigh.


“I reiterate,” she says when Chami hurries away. “Please don’t tell me that’s a computer.”


“It was cheap,” Yilas answers, pushing a button beneath the table with her shoe. The rectangular box starts to hum. When the screen of the bulky computer monitor flashes green, the box also starts to emit a sound, whining loud enough through the office space that Calla suspects the patrons outside must surely be able to hear it—


The noise stops. Calla drops the computer plug that she had pulled out of its socket, spitting a lock of long hair out of her mouth. Everyone in San-Er chases what is shiny. The poor mailmen have started complaining about electronic mailing, which Calla won’t register for since she’s a nameless criminal, but even if she could, why would she trust the ether to pass along her correspondences?


“Hey!” Yilas complains. “I was—”


“You were turning on a data feeder,” Calla interrupts. She carries a pager, and that is the extent to which she’ll allow the tech towers to follow her around. Prices have lowered across the twin cities for all the larger monitors; ordinary people have scrambled to purchase personal computers instead of dropping into the cybercafes that litter every street, but Calla didn’t think Chami and Yilas were stupid enough to do so too.
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