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ACCORDING TO THE BOOK OF PLAY, there were 8,684 officially recognized games. That should have been plenty, especially for a tiny little island like Dantessa, so small you might think it was a mistake, a blotch of ink fallen from the pen of a particularly sloppy cartographer.

But I’d been trotting after Gramps for the last hour, back and forth along every mildew-streaked alley in the Damps, up and down a dozen bridges, crisscrossing the maze of canals that served as our streets. It was nearly seven o’clock, and we still hadn’t won the five measly segna we needed to buy our supper.

A ramshackle collection of pushcarts and lopsided tables jammed the narrow quay, hunched under the queasy greenish glow of the fishlamps floating above. Brighter flames flared here and there from the braziers where snack-sellers sold twisted paper cones of roasted chestnuts and smoky skewers of octopus. My belly rumbled as I eyed them longingly. “One segna each, love,” sang out the woman tending the skewers.

Without meaning to, my fingers clenched the pouch at my belt, feeling the single segna resting there.

“Just a little longer, Pia.”

I jerked my gaze away from the food stands, feeling a stab of guilt. Gramps was watching me from the next bridge, tufted gray brows arched over his mild blue eyes. I hastened to catch up, hopping over the puddles of dank water that had begun to eat up the flagstones. There was a reason this part of the city was called the Damps. In a few hours, the entire district would be flooded by high tide.

“I just need to win few rounds of queekers with Coy Angelo and we’ll have full bellies again,” said Gramps bracingly. But there was a flicker of something else at the corner of his smile. Something he was trying to hide. Doubt?

I smothered the unworthy thought. Gramps had taken care of me my entire life. I loved him more than anything in the world, and not just because he was the only family I had left. I loved him because he laughed so delightedly at his own jokes that he could never finish telling them. Because he always stopped to pet any cat or dog he met. Because he hummed sad songs when he was happy, and happy songs when he was sad.

And because he loved games as much as I did. He was the one who had first taught me to play snatch-it, my soft, stubby little baby hands grabbing for his strong, leathery fingers. As I got older, he’d taught me queekers, crackerjack, abraxus, and a hundred other games of wit and grace. He’d shown me the joy of spotting the perfect move, the thrill of unraveling a skein of possibilities and finding the path to victory.

My stomach fluttered. “Or I could play,” I offered. “I’m a player too now.”

I held out my hand, twitching my fingers. A glowing number shimmered into the dark night air just above my palm, as if drawn by some invisible scribe with a gilt-tipped brush:


45



I lifted my chin. Standing signified your ranking as a player within the Great Game, from 1 to 100. High was good. Low was bad. Multiple people could share the same standing, and most folk fell in the middle, like me. If my standing ever fell to zero, I would no longer be a player, but a pawn. I’d have little choice but to work for one of the great player families, maybe as a housemaid, or a scullion. Honest work, but hard. Still, it was better than the alternative: getting sent to the Pawn Isles. I’d never been there myself, but I’d heard stories about the hours of work in the fields. The chill. The damp.

Worst of all, if I became a pawn, I would never play another game. And that was what terrified me most.

Games were my life. There was nothing like falling into a game, letting my mind spin out all the possibilities, sporting in a sea of strategy like spotted dolphins in the wake of a swift trade ship. Aside from my grandfather, gaming was the only thing in this world I still loved. Okay, well, and maybe those cheese dumplings from that tiny shop in the Masks District.

But 45 was a perfectly respectable ranking, especially given that I’d only been a player since my twelfth birthday, six months ago. And that standing could be even higher if Gramps let me play more often. I was good—I knew my own worth and wasn’t ashamed of it. Gramps knew it too. “I can do it,” I said. “I want to help.”

For a moment, his expression softened. “You’re a good girl, Pia. And a clever player. But this is my responsibility. You’re only twelve.” He reached out, gently closing my fingers over my palm, banishing the glimmering gamescript. Then he continued, crossing the bridge to a triangular plaza lined with tea shops and gaming clubs.

I followed, searching for an argument to convince him. The posters plastered over the nearby walls gave me one. “I’m old enough to play noctis,” I said, pointing.

Gramps frowned at the image of a bright blue mermaid, the elaborate silver script along the top of the sign proclaiming the team’s name: THE SIRENS. There were others: a leaping dolphin, a proud storm-eagle. The posters had been blossoming all over the city, what with the tournament starting in just a week.

Dantessa was an island-city of games, but none was more famous than noctis. It was the reason our city had survived the great plague three centuries ago: the swelling pustules that brought fever and aches, then finally a sleep that most never woke from. The prince of Dantessa had challenged Death herself to a game, with the prince’s own life as the stakes. If the prince won, the city would be spared the ravages of the disease. If she lost, Death would take her.

The prince won. Dantessa was saved. Now, every year, a game of noctis was played in the Grand Arena, to honor the original bargain and keep Dantessa safe. And according to The Book of Play, all players in the tournament must be youths no older than sixteen, the age the prince—known now as the Last Prince—had been when she challenged Death.

If I was old enough to face Lady Death herself, surely I was old enough to challenge Coy Angelo to a game of queekers.

But Gramps was already turning his back on the poster, shaking his head. “That’s different.”

I didn’t need to ask what he meant. We’d watched the noctis tournaments together every year since I was a little girl, cheering for our favorite teams, shivering in anticipation to see what the arena would hold. The challenges were never the same twice. One year, the teams might face each other in a forest full of slithering, poisonous vines. Another year, the arena might be an enormous pool full of exploding marshmallows. To win noctis, a player had to be clever, quick, ready for anything. And rich enough to afford the entry stakes.

I was all those things, except one.

Tearing my gaze from the sign, I hastened to follow Gramps over to the edge of the nearby canal. Several dark, slim gondolas were drawn up along the quay. The air above them sparkled with gamescript. Gramps was already bent beside the boat at the far end, speaking with the man perched at its prow.

“Luciano Paro!” Coy Angelo boomed out, grinning. “Looking for a game of queekers? Yes? Come aboard then.”

I grimaced as Gramps clambered into the gondola. It bothered me, how Angelo insisted that they play on his boat. It was a brazen ploy to get around the gaming tax that would have applied if he were accepting challenges on dry land. But Gramps liked Angelo, so I bit my tongue, summoning a tight smile when his gaze fell on me.

“Ah, and is this little Pia? All grown-up and a full player now? I suppose you’ll be the one challenging me next, eh?”

“No,” said Gramps, giving me a stern look. “Not tonight.”

Angelo shrugged. “Well then. Five segna?” He drew a handful of golden coins from the pocket of his worn woolen doublet.

Gramps coughed, pulling out the only three coins he had left. “How about three?”

I held my breath. Angelo nodded.

Gamescript unfurled in the air above them. The coins vanished from both their hands, as the magic took hold.


Challenge Accepted. Stakes: 3 Segna.



And that was it. Play had begun and the magic of the Great Game had awoken. Gramps leaned over the battered board laid out across one of the empty gondola seats and made his first move. Queekers was a bit like checkers, but one of the pieces on each side was special, chiseled with the image of a mouse. There were special rules for the so-called queeker, allowing it a wider range of moves.

I watched, trying to ignore the anxious ball of slithering eels tangled in my belly. Gramps was smart. He’d won hundreds of games. Just… not recently.

My eyes began to sting. I didn’t want to look away. It was silly, I knew, to think that just watching could somehow help. It wasn’t my hand moving the pieces. It wasn’t my eyes hunting for openings. But I had to do something. If Gramps lost this game, we were in trouble. All we’d have left was my single segna. We’d go to sleep with empty bellies. Or worse, Gramps would swear he wasn’t hungry and make me eat the last bowl of bean soup we had in the pot back home.

No. He was going to win. Maybe we’d celebrate with his favorite pepper-fried shrimp, or my favorite cheesy dumplings. Or both! I closed my eyes, imagining the salty, oozy deliciousness.

Coy Angelo’s faint indrawn breath jerked me back to chill, uncheesy reality. Was it a sound of triumph or despair? His face told me nothing, round and milky-pale, lips a thin line.

Quickly, I scanned the board. A quiver of excitement rippled up my spine. Gramps was winning! He still had three pieces left, while Angelo had only his queeker and one other piece. All Gramps needed to do was take Angelo’s queeker and the game would be over. He’d win, and we’d have full bellies for another day.

The winning move was clear. So why was Gramps hesitating? He bent over the board, his long nose almost brushing the pieces as he squinted. His eyes had been getting even worse lately. He needed spectacles, but they were expensive. Next year, he always said when I asked. Once we’ve saved up some extra segna.

I opened my mouth. Then snapped it shut so sharply, I almost bit my tongue. I couldn’t interfere. It was against the rules. If I said anything, I risked forcing Gramps to forfeit. But surely Gramps wouldn’t—

“Hah!” Gramps jumped one of his pieces over Angelo’s. “Got your queeker!”

Oh no.

Angelo chortled, hopping the remaining piece—the one that was actually his queeker—over Gramps’s, devouring it.

Gamescript appeared, proclaiming WINNER in large golden letters, directly above Angelo’s head. The word burst apart like fireworks, falling in a shower of segna. Angelo thrust out his hands, catching the coins and laughing. “Better pay closer attention next time, old friend.” He leaned back, tucking his winnings away, wearing an indulgent smile. “Care for a rematch?”

Gramps looked as if someone had just force-fed him sea slugs. He fumbled the discarded pieces back onto the board and shoved it toward Angelo. “No,” he said, his voice sounding storm-tossed and tattered. “No, thank you. We’d better be going.”

Gramps slipped as he clambered out from the gondola, but when I tried to steady him, he flinched. A stab of guilt pierced me, even though I’d done nothing. Nothing except witness his loss.

As soon as he was back on solid ground, he set off, back the way we’d come. I swallowed the enormous lump in my throat and ran after him. “Gramps. Gramps, it’s okay. I’ve still got one segna. We can find something else. If I can get into a round of touch-not, I bet I can triple it.”

Ahead of me, Gramps had slowed. Then halted. His head was bowed, his shoulders hunched. I was suddenly horribly afraid that he might be weeping. How could I make this better?

“You’re the one who taught me not to give up,” I said. “ ‘Every loss is a chance to learn something,’ right?”

I took a step closer. A faint golden light gilded his cheek and glinted in his thatch of curly gray hair.

Another step. My breath caught. He held one hand in front of him, just like I’d done earlier. But the golden number floating over his palm was only a single horrible digit:


1



“Gramps!” I couldn’t help the note of panic in my voice. “Gramps. Is that really your standing?” I blinked, then squinted, praying I’d misread it. Even 11 would be better than 1.

The number didn’t change.

Gramps clenched his fist, and the baleful number vanished. I could still feel it, the weight of it hanging over us both. How had his standing gotten so low? I knew Gramps hadn’t been playing as often. I knew he had been losing more games. But I’d never realized he was in this sort of danger.

I should have. I should have known. “Your eyes are getting worse,” I said. “Aren’t they?”

That’s why he’d lost. Because he hadn’t been able to see the markings. He hadn’t realized which of Angelo’s pieces was the queeker. Pox! If only we’d managed to get him some proper spectacles!

Gramps drew in a long breath. Let it out. “Don’t worry,” he said. “You’ll get through this, Pia. You’re smart. You’re a good player. You’re better than me.” He gave a small, helpless laugh.

“You mean we’ll get through this.” I tried to find a smile for Gramps, and for myself. “We’ll find a way to boost your score. We’ve got time, Gramps. You’re still in the game.”

He met my smile with one of his own. A true one, but tinged with a sadness that hurt even worse than seeing that cursed 1. He reached out, ruffling my dark brown hair.

“You’re a good girl. But… I don’t think I am. Not if I can’t tell which piece is the queeker. I tried, Pia.” His voice cracked on my name.

It wasn’t fair. Gramps was smart. He’d beaten me at queekers hundreds of times. If he had proper spectacles, he’d win again. But without them…

“You’re playing a harder game than folks who don’t need glasses,” I said finally.

“True,” he agreed. “But the Great Game has never been fair.”

“Yes, it is. It has to be!” The words leapt from somewhere deep inside. It felt as if my entire world was slipping from my grasp, about to shatter against the hard ground. If Gramps got taken as a pawn, I might never see him again. Some pawns stayed in the city, working in the fishing fleet, or doing laundry, or any of the hundreds of other jobs that no player would deign to do. But others were sent away, to the Pawn Isles, three small islands in the waters beyond the lagoon, mostly farmland, which provided much of the produce for Dantessa proper.

“Pia—”

“We can fix this,” I said firmly. “You can play me. Right now.” I dug in my pouch, pulling out my single segna. “We can play slaptrap. We don’t even need a board for that.”

He waved my suggestion away. “I’m too tired. And you’re too good now, Pia. You’ll win.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but the words stuck there. He was right. I was good. I would probably win. Unless…

Unless I didn’t. Something twisted in my stomach. Could I do that? I’d never cheated before. Cheating went against everything the Great Game stood for. But if I deliberately made a mistake, was that cheating?

“I won’t consent,” said Gramps. “Not to any game of consequence with you, Pia. I won’t have my own granddaughter be the one who takes me out of play. I don’t want you to have to live with that.”

Relief untwisted my belly, leaving only a shadow of guilt. I wasn’t certain if it was guilt for thinking of throwing the game, or guilt that I hadn’t tried harder to make Gramps let me.

But there was another option. One that didn’t require breaking or bending any rules. “If I can earn enough segna, I can buy up your standing at the tally-house.”

The rate of exchange was terrible. I’d need ten segna for a single point of standing. It got more expensive, the higher your standing, so folk in our part of town used it only as a last resort. It made more sense to save your segna for play. But Gramps couldn’t play right now.

“No.” He shook his head. “There are too many dangerous games out there, Pia. Too many players just waiting to take advantage of you if they know you’re desperate.”

I stood there, miserable, quivering with the need to do something.

Gramps took my hand in his own, thin and wrinkled, but still strong. “You’re a good girl, Pia. Too good. I know you want the world to be fair. For the rules to save us. I wish the world was actually like that.”

It was, though. Gramps had believed it once, and he would again. I just had to prove it.
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THE WATER HAD RISEN by the time I snuck out two hours later, filling the Damps with the sharp scent of the sea. But folk in this sunken part of the city knew how to prepare for the tides. I held my head high, marching along the weighted wooden pallets that formed a makeshift walkway through the plaza. A wide, rippling pool covered the flagstones, glittering with reflected light from the fishlamps above. A path to victory, or so I hoped.

I could save Gramps. I’d earn enough segna to buy up his standing and keep him from becoming a pawn. I just needed to find the right game.

Dogo the Scamp had prepared for high tide, propping his card tables up on more pallets. Three games were already in play, a cluster of adult players hunched around each, the air above them bursting with gamescript detailing the stakes. I gulped, catching sight of the exorbitant numbers.

But not every game started with such high stakes. I had time. I could work my way up, so long as I could convince Dogo to let me in. I paused to straighten my woolen doublet, wincing as my fingers caught the tear along the left side. I’d tried to mend it, but the stitches had already come undone.

My heart gave a pang. I knew I looked nothing like the image of a proper player. Sharp wits and grace win games, Gramps always said. Not razzle-dazzle and pomp. Right then I’d have traded a good chunk of my wits and grace for a bit more razzle-dazzle. But what mattered now was winning the segna I needed to keep Gramps in the game. I dragged in a deep breath, thrust my shoulders back, and advanced on Dogo.

The wiry man slouched in an old padded chair that looked as if he’d scavenged it from one of the abandoned palazzos left behind by rich folk who had long ago moved to higher ground. His brown eyes narrowed as I approached, making him look even more like a hound guarding his prize bone. “Best keep on walking, kid.”

I halted, forcing my spine straight, and spoke with all the confidence I could muster. “I want in on the next round.”

He snorted. “And I want to be First Player. You want to play, you need the stakes.”

The words set a chill in my belly, but I kept my smile firmly in place. Play like you belong in the game, Gramps always said. “How much?”

“Ten segna.” His gaze shifted pointedly to the limp pouch dangling from my belt.

Instinctively, I covered it, my fingers squeezing tight, as if I could somehow claw more segna out of thin air. But I felt only the same single segna that had been in the pouch all day. Did I have to beg? My chest squinched tight with shame.

Fortunately—or unfortunately—Dogo was already shaking his head. “Sorry, kid. Maybe next time.” He nodded to the other side of the plaza. “Give dicing a try, maybe. Only one segna per roll. You’re still new. Best start small.”

I bristled. I wasn’t risking Gramps’s future on a game of chance. There was no skill to dicing, and barely any rules. It was too much like life. Messy and unpredictable.

One day you might have parents, and the next they’d be gone, stolen away by a stormy sea. One day you had a best friend, and the next he’d tossed you aside like a rotten sardine. If I lost, I wanted to know the reason. I wanted to know exactly what I did wrong, so I could do better next time. If there was a next time.

I strode past Dogo’s tables, past the dice rings, searching for another option. It wasn’t likely I’d convince anyone to sit down for a two-hour game of abraxus with my single segna.

Then a glint of gamescript caught my eye. Challenge Offered! Variable Stakes!

That was promising. Variable stakes meant there was no minimum. I couldn’t see what game it was, only a crowd of younger players gathered around a teenaged boy who stood atop an overturned rain barrel. I made my way closer, hopping across the platforms to get a better look.

“Come on, then!” the boy called out. “Who’s up for a round of stumps?” As he spoke, he brandished a pair of daggers. I noticed, with a sick lurch, that one of his fingers was missing the very tip.

This was exactly the sort of game Gramps had warned me about. Still, I was running out of other options. I hadn’t played stumps in two years, not since Lord Brascia cast us out of his household. But Renzo had always said—

I cut the thought off. It didn’t matter what Renzo said. He wasn’t a part of my life anymore. He’d made that quite clear.

I was about to step forward and accept the challenge when a prickle ran up my spine. A feeling of being watched. I shivered, turning around, but there was no one there.

Wait. No. There was someone, over on the far side of the plaza, standing alone at the crest of an arched stone bridge that spanned the dark waters of the distant canal. A tall, gaunt figure, their features lost in the shadows of a deep hood. Were they watching me? It was hard to tell.

Then a bit of gamescript flared, gleaming off the pale ivory of their face. Except it wasn’t a face at all. It was a skull! A scream caught in my throat. Lady Death! Had she returned to seek the victory our prince had denied her so long ago? The sepulchral figure moved, lifting one arm ominously, and… waved?

Why was the eidolon of mortality waving at me? I goggled, still half-frozen in fear, as a second skull-faced person bounced over to join the first.

I let out a ragged laugh. I was the world’s biggest fool. It was only a masked player dressed up to celebrate the tournament. Of course it wasn’t Lady Death walking among us mortals. Even if the incarnation of obliteration had chosen to return, why would she visit me? I was no prince, only a minor player who was clearly letting her nerves get to her.

Feeling utterly ridiculous, I turned back to the boy with the daggers, only to find another player had accepted his challenge. That was what I got for letting my imagination run away from me. I’d have to keep searching.

I slid past the crowd that had gathered to watch the game of stumps, doing my best not to look too closely at whatever was making them all hiss and groan in dismay. Maybe I was lucky I’d missed out on that particular challenge. I liked having all my fingers firmly attached.

But I was running out of options. I tried to get in on a game of touch-not with a gaggle of kids who looked about my age, but it turned out to be only a practice round, which meant no stakes. And a game with no stakes was useless to me right now. Even so, I paused, watching them scrambling up the once-elaborate facade of one of the old palazzos, sending bits of plaster to spatter across the skim of dark water below. Their shouts echoed in the night, gleeful and teasing, filling me with the wild, foolish urge to join them.

I stuffed the useless thought away and kept walking, past two older women playing rope-my-heart, their lassos crackling in the air like the tentacles of an enraged kraken. Judging by the way they were laughing and smiling coyly at one another in between snaps and lunges, it was probably a courting game. No use to me.

I edged past them warily, but there was nothing beyond. No more games. Only empty, water-skimmed stones, and a lone figure. A player? I squinted hopefully.

A breeze shifted one of the fishlamps floating above. The sickly greenish light was just enough to reveal a familiar black-and-white-striped doublet.

An arbiter! I smothered a yelp, starting to step back. An encounter with one of the magical constructs that oversaw the Great Game was the last thing I needed right now.

“You there,” the creature called out, its voice clipped and cool. “Stop.”

I halted, cursing myself for not paying better attention. My heart thudded, trying to escape my ribs. I was being foolish. The arbiter was only doing its job. There was no reason to panic. It wasn’t as if I was in any danger—my standing was still well above zero.

That didn’t keep my breath from catching as the creature’s black-and-white mask loomed over me, painted lips set in a permanent smile. “Player or pawn?”

I forced myself to stand tall. “Player.”

The black-and-white mask tilted, smoked-glass eyes glinting. A faint clicking, like clockworks, accompanied the movement. “Standing?”

I thrust out my right hand, twitching my fingers to display the golden 45. I had nothing to hide. I was breaking no rules, and the sooner it saw that, the sooner I could be on my way to finding a game that would save Gramps.

But as I started to pull back my arm, the arbiter’s hand shot out, seizing my wrist. Not painfully, but firmly. I gulped. A dizzy swirl of thoughts spun through my mind. Had I done something wrong? Missed an edict from the Council? My stomach clenched tight. Was it going to punish me?

Stop, Pia. You know the rules. Have faith in them.

“What is your name, Player?”

I licked my lips nervously. Why did it want to know? Had someone reported me for something? I fought a sudden wild impulse to lie. To give a false name. What had gotten into me?

Sternly, I shook off the odd unease and answered. “Pia Paro.”

I waited, staring into the arbiter’s dark eyes, wondering what lay behind them. Some said the arbiters were filled with gleaming clockworks, artifice so intricate that it would take a thousand years to fathom. Others claimed they were filled with quivering, luminous power, like the glowing jellyfish that sometimes rose from the depths of the lagoon during the summer storms.

“You are a relation of Luciano Paro?” the arbiter queried.

“Y-yes,” I stammered. “He’s my grandfather.” My pulse fluttered. I could feel the throb of it in my wrist, still caught in that chilly, unwavering grip.

The arbiter cocked its head, the movement just a bit too precise and neat to be human, and scanned the rest of the plaza. “Is Luciano Paro here?”

“N-no,” I managed. What did the arbiter want with Gramps? Had his standing fallen to zero while I was busy searching for a game? Pox! I needed more time. But I couldn’t lie to an arbiter—they were a part of the Great Game!

“There you are,” said a voice I didn’t recognize.

Slowly, smoothly, the arbiter turned its painted face toward the speaker. It was a girl. She looked about my age, twelve or maybe thirteen, but she carried herself with the confidence of a seasoned player, boots planted firmly. Her crimson doublet was much finer than my own plain wool jacket, but oversized, as if she’d borrowed it. She had warm brown skin, wavy black hair, and a smile like one of the curved blades that sailors used to gut fish. Bright and dangerous.

The stranger dipped her head, bowing to the arbiter, though it also served to show off her extravagant hat, decorated with at least three fluffy ostrich feathers. “Your pardon, Arbiter, but I have a game to play,” she said. “If you would be so kind as to release my opponent?”

It took me a moment to realize she was talking about me. “But I don’t kn—”

“Surely you didn’t forget,” she interrupted, arching her brows meaningfully. “I’ve been looking forward to it all day.”

The arbiter’s mask shifted back to me with a faint snick. “Player Paro, is this true?”

I gulped. I desperately wished it were true. But I’d never seen this girl before in my life. Would the arbiter know if I lied?

“It’s true that she wants to accept my challenge,” the girl prompted. “Don’t you, Player Paro?” She looked a bit exasperated now, and seemed to be waggling her brows at me under the brim of her hat.

Did I dare lie to an arbiter? Was it a lie?

I licked my lips, choosing my words carefully. “Yes. I’d like to accept the challenge. May I go, Arbiter?”

The construct released me, stepping back with a soft whir and click. “Very well. The Great Game must continue.”

A shimmer filled the air around the arbiter, and in a heartbeat it was gone, melted away like gamescript, off to marshal some rules violation or obscure point of gaming etiquette or whatever other business it had this night. Relief turned my legs to overcooked noodles. All I wanted to do was sit down for a moment and catch my breath. But the girl in the extravagant hat didn’t give me that option.

“Come on.” She seized my wrist, her warm grip driving away the chill of the arbiter’s grasp as she tugged me toward the doorway of one of the decrepit palazzos that bordered the square. The folk who could afford it had long since moved to higher ground, leaving behind their beautiful, ruined homes to slowly decay, plaster turning green and black with mold, tiled floors buckling and cracking.

I planted my feet, resisting. “No. Wait. Who are you?”

She released me, dipping another bow. “Vittoria Aslani. Charmed, I’m sure. Now, come on, before the water gets any higher. We can play on the roof.”

“Play what?” This conversation was starting to remind me of a game of sphinx, where no one but the dealer knew the rules. And I certainly wasn’t the dealer.

The girl—Vittoria—gave me a cheeky grin as she dug something from the satchel slung over her shoulder and held it up to the faint green light of the fishlamps.

My breath caught at the sight of the box. It was old and battered, but the images painted on the top were still clearly visible. A black crown, a red crown, and a white skull.

I licked my lip, nerves and excitement warring inside me. “Noctis?”

“That’s a good start,” she said, tucking the box back into her satchel. “You know what it is.”

“Everyone in Dantessa knows what it is,” I retorted. Though that wasn’t entirely true. Everyone knew noctis as it was played in the Grand Arena, by teams of living players. The game Vittoria was proposing was lesser noctis, played with pieces on a board, not by living players who risked injury or worse. Even so, it was a fiendishly challenging game. One I hadn’t played in over two years. Not since… not since we were cast out of Palazzo Brascia. I swallowed the lump in my throat.

“So?” Vittoria tilted her head. “Then you’re ready to play?”

No. No, I wasn’t. Not with some random girl who came out of nowhere to challenge me. “Why?” I asked. “Why me? You could play anyone in the Damps.”

“I don’t want to play anyone. I want to play you. Or would you rather go back to chatting with that arbiter?”

“No,” I said. “But—”

“Then let’s play. You already accepted my challenge.”

“No, I didn’t,” I said, shoving my shoulders back. I wasn’t some pawn this girl could order around her board. “I said, ‘I’d like to accept.’ There’s a difference.”

Vittoria laughed, a bright shiver of sound that set gooseflesh along my arms. “And here I thought you were a good little player who always followed the rules.”

“I am,” I protested. “It was the truth!”

“So you would like to play. What’s the problem then?”

I hesitated, one hand slipping to my pouch. Vittoria had done me a favor, saving me from my conversation with that arbiter. And I desperately needed to win a game tonight. But would she still want to play me, once she knew how little I could offer? “What are the stakes?”

Vittoria’s dark eyes held mine for a long moment, almost as unnerving as the arbiter’s glassy stare. “One segna.”

My fingers tightened. The single coin was all I had. If I lost, that would be it. I’d have no more segna to offer as stakes. No stakes meant no games. And no games meant no chance to save Gramps.

I drew in a bracing breath. This was part of the Great Game too. Sometimes you needed to take big risks to win big rewards. “Player, I accept your challenge.”

Beneath my fingers, the coin in my pouch vanished, as the magic of the Great Game took hold. Gamescript unfurled in the air between us:


Challenge Accepted. Stakes: 1 Segna.



Vittoria’s grin bloomed in the night. “Right. Let’s play.”






CHAPTER [image: ] 3 [image: ]


VITTORIA UNFOLDED the lacquered black-and-white noctis board atop an iron table lacy with rust, up on the rooftop terrace of the old palazzo. The building reminded me of one of the milky, shimmering conch shells you could sometimes find along the shore after a storm. Still beautiful, even battered and cracked. But folk like the Brascias wouldn’t see it that way. That was why they and the other wealthy players had abandoned the Damps years ago, when the land began to sink. Easier to just build a fancy new home on higher ground and leave the old one behind. Easier to toss things away if they no longer suited your exacting expectations.

Though clearly the old palazzo was still serving a purpose: we weren’t the first to come here. Some previous player had left a candle melted into the cracked marble tabletop. Vittoria lit it with a clever bronze fire wand.

Catching me staring at the object, she shrugged. “Nifty little thing, isn’t it? I won it in a hand of quizzleback last week.”

I frowned. Most games were played for segna, the magical tokens overseen by arbiters and the rest of the numinous machinery of the Great Game, which served as the common currency in Dantessa. But that didn’t stop folk from offering other, illicit stakes—side bets that fell outside the bounds of The Book of Play.

“You’ve got the segna, right?” I asked.

Vittoria arched a meaningful brow at the gamescript still hovering between us.

Of course. It was a silly question. The Great Game wouldn’t allow a challenge unless all players had met the starting stakes. I was being paranoid.

But I had to win this game. Vittoria hadn’t revealed her own ranking, though it was certainly higher than mine, given her fine clothing and effortless confidence. If I won against a player of higher standing, I might earn a hefty bonus. Not to mention a lift in my own standing.

If I won.

Vittoria began setting out the game pieces. They were obviously old and well used, but they had been quite fine, once. The black pieces looked to be carved of ebony, and the reds from sandalwood. Vittoria plucked the two princes from the box, tucked her hands behind her back for a moment, then held out both fists for me to choose.

I tapped her right hand, which she opened to reveal the ebon prince, making that my assigned color. By tradition, red went first, a small but potentially crucial advantage. I narrowed my eyes. Could she have cheated? I didn’t see how, given that I was the one who had picked.

Still, there was something about the girl that set me on edge. Why had she interfered with that arbiter? I knew why I was playing this game, but what did she hope to get from it? I couldn’t imagine she needed my single measly segna.

And I’d never seen a game of lesser noctis here in the Damps. The boards were rare and expensive. Even Vittoria’s aging set must be worth hundreds of segna, and yet it was nothing compared to the one I’d practiced with in the Palazzo Brascia. Nothing but the best for the Brascias, of course. They’d had obsidian and carnelian tokens, decorated with gold and jewels. I’d once borrowed my favorite piece—the red archer—to show Gramps. I’d found him in Lord Brascia’s library, puzzling over the logbooks to prepare for a game of accounts with the city tax collector. When I showed him the piece, his eyes had gone huge. He seized my hand, marched me all the way back to the parlor, and made me put it back in the box with the rest.

It’s not yours, Pia. I know it seems like it, because Lord Brascia is so generous as to let us live here, but it doesn’t belong to us. He gestured to the gilt and satin furniture, the glittering windows looking out on the Grand Canal. This is his home, not ours. You can’t forget that, not for a single moment.

I’d asked him, tearfully, where my home was, if it wasn’t in this beautiful palazzo with the pretty white cats and the merry cook, who always had a secret stash of cherry cakes, and my best friend, Renzo, who spun glorious stories of how we were going to play in the Great Game together once we both turned twelve and were full players. Palazzo Brascia was the only home I’d ever known. I had grown up there. Didn’t that count for anything?

Gramps tapped me on my chest. Home is here. Then my forehead. And here. Everything else can be taken in play. Everything else can be lost to the game. But not your heart. Not your cleverness.

And I guess he was right. Because that beautiful palazzo and those white cats and cherry cakes and that smiling best friend all vanished out of my life two years ago, on the day Lord Brascia informed Gramps that his services were no longer required. Oh, he’d made up a nice story about how it was time for Gramps to retire, to take things easy. But it was clear enough what was really going on: Gramps had started to make mistakes. After forty years of squinting over the accounts, his eyes had started to get tired. Sometimes he couldn’t see the figures properly. Like that queeker, earlier tonight. Except that a mistake with Lord Brascia’s accounts cost far more than three segna.

But that was the past. I was a player now, and I was going to win a new future, one that was mine by right of play. One day I’d have my own palazzo. My own cats. A fancy bedroom like Lady Brascia’s all for myself, and another for Gramps. I would earn it all, and no one would ever take it away from me.

“Ready?” Vittoria’s dark eyes watched me across the table. The board was set, the crimson pieces on her side, the black ones on mine. Our stakes glimmered above us. The lights of the city spread out on either side, a net of glorious jewels. The night—this moment—felt like one of those lights, charged with promise. But would it flare bright into triumph, or be snuffed out completely?

How good could Vittoria be? I had no way of knowing. All I could do was trust that I was better. “Yes.”

Vittoria slid one of her crimson hares out onto the playing field. A first move.

My fingers prickled, itching to take up one of the black stags and leap it into position. Already my mind was spiraling through possibilities, dredging up the details of the rules Renzo had taught me three years ago. Noctis was similar to chess, in that the different pieces had different abilities. The swift hares could leap. The tricksy peacocks could lay traps. The archers could remove other pieces at a distance. Unlike chess, a game of noctis could end in one of three ways: The red player could win. The black player could win. Or Death could win over all.

Because in noctis, there was a third player. A single piece that was not crimson or black, but bone-white: a robed figure with a leering skull head, gripping a sharp sickle in one skeletal hand. Lady Death herself. If she won, both players lost. Sometimes more than just the game.

I would have to be cautious. Make myself see a dozen moves ahead. My heart thumped a wild jig against my ribs as I considered my choice. Finally, I moved the black stag onto the board.

“Excellent,” said the girl, nodding, almost as if she’d expected my move. Quick as spilled ink, she leapt her archer diagonally, aiming for my stag. “And now it’s Death’s turn.”

The ivory skeleton slid slowly sideways, all on its own. The soft scrape made me shudder. Some folk said that Lady Death herself attended every game of noctis, that it was her invisible, immortal fingers that moved the pale piece across the board.

The thought sent shivers up my spine, and I had to fight the urge not to peer into every shadow, hunting for a glimmer of bone, the gleam of a lipless smile. Vittoria, on the other hand, seemed completely unruffled, leaning back in her chair, waiting for me to take my move.

I shook off my disquiet, focusing back on the game. Red, Black, Red, Death. Black, Red, Black, Death. Each set of three moves was punctuated by Death’s advance. I was the first to lose a piece—one of my hares. But then Vittoria lost both her archers, one to me and one to Death.

And then I made a terrible mistake. I saw it the moment my hand left the stag I’d just moved. I gasped, unable to hide my dismay. I’d been so intent on going after Vittoria’s prince that I’d left my own vulnerable. Not to Vittoria. To Death.

On Death’s next turn, she would sweep forward and claim my ebon prince, removing me from the board entirely. And there was nothing I could do to stop it. I slumped back in my chair. It was all over. I’d already lost. Not just the game, but my last segna. My last chance to save Gramps from becoming a pawn.

I stared at the board, my palms suddenly clammy, my stomach churning like the stormy sea. Vittoria still had a move of her own, but it hardly mattered to me. She must have seen the danger I’d walked into. All she had to do was let my prince be taken, and I’d be out of the game. Then she only needed to survive another round on her own, without Death claiming her, and she would be the winner.

So why was she hesitating?

She glanced up, brown eyes pinning me for one brief moment before returning to the board. Finally she reached out and slid her own crimson stag between my prince and Death’s sickle.

The moment her hand left the piece, Death knocked into the stag and tipped it over. It rolled across the board, off the edge of the table. Clattered to the floor.

Vittoria picked up the carved stag and set it to the side of the board with the other defeated pieces.

I was still in the game! My prince was safe. But only because Vittoria had saved me.

I gaped at her. “Why sacrifice your stag for my prince?”

“Just to remove you from the board?” She shook her head. “Maybe I’d rather face a mortal foe. Or ally with one.” She smiled, her eyes holding a challenge I didn’t quite understand.

I moved my prince back to safety, and the game continued. My mind filled with patterns, and I plunged into them like a dolphin into the sea, letting the currents of the game sweep over me. A familiar sweet buzz flickered through me. It was as if everything in the world faded away, except for the game board. Even Vittoria was only a pair of hands, the rare glint of a slanted smile, and dark eyes.

Lost as I was in the flow of the game, the ending came as a sudden rush, a sparkling pattern that seemed to float before my eyes, hovering over the board. I saw how I could do it. How I could claim the girl’s crimson prince. And there was nothing she could do to stop me.

I hesitated. There was another option. One without the same guarantee of success. I could stalk the pale ivory skeleton instead. Vittoria had mentioned allies. If we worked together, we might be able to defeat Death herself. Both red and black would win. It was such a rare outcome that I’d forgotten it was even an option.

Rare, because it was practically impossible. Why would anyone risk the chance to win their own victory for the slim possibility that they might share it with a rival? I certainly couldn’t, not with Gramps’s future at stake. I moved my hare into position, luring Vittoria into my trap.

I forced myself to breathe evenly, to give no tell that might frighten her off. Vittoria considered the board. Then she moved her archer to take my hare, leaving her prince exposed.

Triumphantly, I sent my stag in for the kill. “Noctis!”

For a moment, there was silence. Then Vittoria leaned back. “Well played. I concede.”

A tingling swept through me, like the bubbles in the cider we used to drink on holidays. A fizzy sweetness that lifted me up, tickling my skin, almost but not quite painful.

The gamescript spiraled over me into a single bright word: WINNER! The letters burst apart in a shower of stars that transformed into segna as they fell, clinking into my outstretched hands. I boggled at the growing heap. I’d hoped for a bonus, but this… this was far more than I’d expected. There must be at least twenty segna!

My fingers shook as I stuffed the coins into my pouch. It was more than I’d ever won at a single game. Relief flooded me, like a cup of hot cocoa on a rainy day, finally driving back the relentless, agonizing chill.

Vittoria tilted her head, giving me a wry smile. “Congratulations.”

“This… I don’t… What’s your standing?” I blurted out. It was an indelicate question. A frankly rude question. But Vittoria only seemed amused.

“Higher than yours.”

I shook my head. That was obvious. “Then why?”

“Well, I play a lot of games, and I’m quite good at them,” she began.

“No. Why did you play me? Why are you even here in the Damps at all? You must be ranked in the nineties. You should be playing in the Diamond District.” I swept a hand to the west, toward the distant glitter of the opulent gaming halls trailing along the Grand Canal, catering to high-ranking players like Lord Brascia. That was probably where Renzo played these days too.

“It was a good game,” said Vittoria, not answering my question. “You’re smart. You play well.”
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