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Twelve thousand years ago, they came. They descended from the sky amid smoke and fire, and created humanity and gave us rules to live by. They needed gold and they built our earliest civilizations to mine it for them. When they had what they needed, they left. But before they left, they told us that someday they would come back, and that when they did, a game would be played. A game that would determine our future.

This is Endgame.

For 10,000 years the lines have existed in secret. The 12 original lines of humanity. Each has to have a Player prepared at all times. A Player becomes eligible at 13 and ages out at 19. Each bloodline has its own measure of who is worthy to be chosen. Who is worthy of saving their people. They have trained generation after generation after generation in weapons, languages, history, tactics, disguise, assassination. Together the Players are everything: strong, kind, ruthless, loyal, smart, stupid, ugly, lustful, mean, fickle, beautiful, calculating, lazy, exuberant, weak. They are good and evil. Like you. Like all.

This is Endgame.

When the game starts, the Players will have to find three keys. The keys are somewhere on Earth. The only rule is that there are no rules. Whoever finds the keys first wins the game.

These are the stories of the Players before they were chosen—of how they shed their normal lives and transformed into the Players they were meant to be.

These are the Training Diaries.


MINOAN

MARCUS
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When Marcus was a little kid, they called him the Monkey.

This was meant to be a compliment. Which is exactly how Marcus took it.

At seven years old, he monkeyed his way 30 meters up a climbing wall without fear, the only kid to ring the bell at the top. Ever since then he’s made sure he always goes higher than the other kids, always gets to the top faster. Always waits at the summit with a cocky grin and a “What took you so long?”

He can climb anything. Trees, mountains, active volcanoes, a 90-degree granite incline or the sheer wall of a Tokyo skyscraper. The Asterousia Mountains of Crete were his childhood playground. He’s scrambled up all Seven Summits—the highest mountain on each continent—including Antarctica’s Mount Vinson, which meant a hike across the South Pole. He’s illegally scaled Dubai’s 800-meter-high Burj Khalifa without rope or harness, then BASE jumped from its silver tip. He’s the youngest person ever to summit Everest (not that the world is allowed to know it).

If only someone would get around to building a tall enough ladder, he’s pretty sure he could climb to the moon.

Climbing is an integral part of his training. Every Minoan child hoping to be named his or her generation’s Player learns to scale a peak. They’ve all logged hours defying gravity; they’ve all broken through the clouds. But Marcus knows that for the others, climbing is just one more skill to master, one more challenge to stare down. No different from sharpshooting or deep-sea diving or explosives disposal. For Marcus, it’s more.

For Marcus, climbing is everything.

It’s a fusion of mind and matter, the perfect way to channel all that frenetic energy that has him bouncing off the walls most of the time. It takes absolute focus, brute force, and a fearless confidence that comes naturally to Marcus, who feels most alive at 1,000 meters, looking down.

He loves it for all those reasons, sure—but mostly he loves it because he’s the best.

And because being the best, by definition, means being better than Alexander.

It was clear from day one that Alexander Nicolaides was the kid to beat. It took only one day more to figure out he was also the kid to hate.

Marcus’s parents called it camp, when they dropped him off that first day. But he was a smart kid, smart enough to wonder: What kind of parents dump their seven-year-old on Crete and head back to Istanbul without him? What kind of camp lets them do it?

What kind of camp teaches that seven-year-old how to shoot?

And how to arm live explosives?

And how to read Chinese?

It was the kind of camp where little kids were encouraged to play with matches.

It was most definitely Marcus’s kind of place—and that was even before he found out the part about the alien invasion and how, if he played his cards right, he’d get to save the world.

Best. Camp. Ever.

Or it would have been, were it not for the impossible-to-ignore existence of Alexander Nicolaides. He was everything Marcus wasn’t. Marcus could never sit still, always acted without thinking; Alexander was calm and deliberate and even broke the camp’s meditation record, sitting silent and motionless and staring into a stupid candle for 28 hours straight. Marcus mastered languages and higher math with brute mental force, thudding his head against the logic problems until they broke; Alexander was fluent in Assyrian, Sumerian, ancient Greek, and, just for fun, medieval Icelandic, and he was capable of visualizing at least six dimensions. Marcus was better at climbing and shooting; Alexander had the edge in navigation and survival skills. They even looked like polar opposites: Alexander was a compact ball of tightly coiled energy, his wavy, white-blond hair nearly as pale as his skin, his eyes as blue as the Aegean Sea. Marcus was long-limbed and rangy, with close-cropped black hair. If they’d been ancient gods, Alexander would have had charge over the sky and the sea, all those peaceful stretches of cerulean and aquamarine. Marcus, with his dark green eyes and golden sheen, would have lorded it over the forests and the earth, all leaves and loam and living things. But the gods were long dead—or at least departed for the stars—and instead Marcus and Alexander jockeyed for rule over the same small domain. Marcus was the camp joker and prided himself on making even his sternest teachers laugh; Alexander was terse, serious, rarely speaking unless he had something important to say.

Which was for the best, because his voice was so nails-on-chalkboard annoying that it made Marcus want to punch him in the mouth.

It didn’t help that Alexander was a good candidate for Player and an even better suck-up. The other kids definitely preferred Marcus, but Marcus knew that Alexander had a slight edge with the counselors, and it was their opinion that counted. Every seven years, the counselors invited a new crop of kids to the camp, the best and brightest of the Minoan line. The counselors trained them, judged them, pushed them to their limits, pitted them against one another and themselves, and eventually named a single one as the best. The Player. Everyone else got sent back home to their mind-numbingly normal lives.

Maybe that kind of boring life was okay for other kids.

Other kids dreamed of being astronauts, race-car drivers, rock stars—not Marcus. Since the day he found out about Endgame, Marcus had only one dream: to win it.

Nothing was going to get in his way.

Especially not Alexander Nicolaides.

Tucked away in a secluded valley on the western edge of Crete, the Minoan camp was well hidden from prying eyes. The Greek isles were crowded with architectural ruins, most of them littered with regulations, tourists, and discarded cigarette butts. Few knew of the ruins nestled at the heart of the Lefka Ori range, where 50 carefully chosen Minoan children lived among the remnants of a vanished civilization. Tilting pillars, crumbling walls, the fading remains of a holy fresco—everywhere Marcus looked, there was evidence of a nobler time gone by. This was no museum: it was a living bond between present and past. The kids were encouraged to press their palms to crumbling stone, to trace carvings of heroes and bulls, to dig for artifacts buried thousands of years before. This was the sacred ground of their ancestors, and as candidates to be the Minoans’ champion, they were entitled to claim it for their own.

The camp imposed a rigorous training schedule on the children, but none of them complained. They’d been chosen because they were the kind of kids who thought training was fun. They were kids who wanted to win. None more than Marcus. And other than the thorn in his side named Alexander Nicolaides, Marcus had never been so happy in his life.

He endured Alexander for two years, biding his time, waiting for the other boy to reveal his weakness or, better yet, to flame out. He waited for the opportunity to triumph over Alexander so definitively, so absolutely, that everyone would know, once and for all, that Marcus was the best. Marcus liked to imagine how that day would go, how the other kids would carry him around on their shoulders, cheering his name, while Alexander slunk away in humiliated defeat.

He was nine years old when the moment finally arrived.

A tournament, elimination style, with the champion claiming a large gold trophy, a month’s worth of extra dessert, and bonus bragging rights. The Theseus Cup was held every two years as a showcase for campers—and a chance for them to prove their worth. There were rumors that the first to win the Theseus Cup was a shoo-in to be chosen as the Player. No one knew whether or not this was the case—but Marcus didn’t intend to risk it. He intended to win.

He swept his opening matches effortlessly, knocking one kid after another senseless, even the ones who were older and bigger. Bronze daggers, double axes, Turkish sabers—whatever the weapon, Marcus wielded it like a champion. Alexander, who’d started off in another bracket, cut a similar swath across the competition. This was as it should be, Marcus thought. It would be no fun to knock him out in an early round. The decisive blow needed to come when it counted, in the championship, with everyone watching.

The two nine-year-old finalists stepped into the ring for a final bout. Personal, hand-to-hand combat. No weapons, no intermediaries. Just the two of them. Finally.

They faced each other and bowed, as they’d been taught.

Bowing before you fought, offering up that token of respect, that was a rule.

After that, there were no rules.

Marcus opened with a karate kick. Alexander blocked it with ease, and they pitted their black belts against each other for a few seconds before Alexander took him in a judo hold and flipped him to the ground. Marcus allowed it—only so he could sweep his leg across Alexander’s knees and drop him close enough for a choke hold. Alexander wriggled out and smashed a fist toward Marcus’s face. Marcus rolled away just in time, and the punch came down hard against the mat.

The camp was on its feet, cheering, screaming Marcus’s and Alexander’s names—Marcus tried not to distract himself by trying to figure out whose cheering section was bigger. The fighters moved fluidly through techniques, meeting sanshou with savate, blocking a tae kwon do attack with an onslaught of aikido, their polished choreography disintegrating into the furious desperation of a street brawl. But even spitting and clawing like a pair of animals, they were perfectly matched.

The fight dragged on and on. Dodging punches, blocking kicks, throwing each other to the mat again and again, they fought for one hour, then two. It felt like years. Sweat poured down Marcus’s back and blood down his face. He gasped and panted, sucking in air and trying not to double over from the pain. His legs were jelly, his arms lead weights. Alexander looked like he’d been flattened by a steamroller, with both eyes blackened and a wide gap where his front teeth used to be. The kids fell silent, waiting for the referee to step in before the two boys killed each other.

But this was not that kind of camp.

They fought on.

They fought like they lived: Marcus creative and unpredictable, always in motion; Alexander cool, rational, every move a calculated decision.

Which made it even more of a shock when Alexander broke. Unleashing a scream of pure rage, he reached over the ropes to grab the referee’s stool, and smashed it over Marcus’s head.

Marcus didn’t see it coming.

He only felt the impact.

A thunderbolt of pain reverberating through his bones.

His body dropping to the ground, no longer under his control, his consciousness drifting away.

The last thing he saw, before everything faded to black, was Alexander’s face, stunned by his own loss of control. Marcus smiled, then started to laugh. Even in defeat, he’d won—he’d finally made the uptight control freak completely lose it.

The last thing he heard was Alexander laughing too.

“You always tell that story wrong,” Marcus says now. “You leave out the part where I let you win.”

Xander only laughs. At 14, he’s nearly twice the size he was at that first Theseus Cup, his shoulders broader, his voice several octaves deeper, his blond hair thicker and forested across his chest. But his laugh is still exactly the same as it was on the day of the fight.

Marcus remembers, as he remembers every detail of that day.

You never forget the moment you make your best friend.

“Yeah, that was really generous of you, deciding to get a concussion and pass out,” Xander says. “I owe you one.”

“You owe me two,” Marcus points out. “One for the concussion, one for the cheating.”

They are hanging off a sheer rock face, 50 meters off the ground. They will race each other to the top of the cliff, 70 meters above, then rappel back down to the bottom, dropping toward the ground at a stomach-twisting speed.

Marcus has heard that most kids his age fill up their empty hours playing video games. He thinks this is a little more fun.

“I most certainly did not cheat,” Xander says, trying to muster some of his habitual dignity. Most people think that’s the real him: solemn, uptight, deliberate, slow to smile. Marcus knows better. Over the last five years, he’s come to know the real Xander, the one who laughs at his jokes and even, occasionally, makes a few of his own. (Though, of course, they’re never any good.) “Not technically, at least,” Xander qualifies. He jams his fingers into a small crevice in the rock face and pulls himself up another foot, trying very hard to look like it costs him no effort.

Marcus scrambles up past him, grinning, because for him it actually is no effort. “Only because no one ever thought to put ‘don’t go nutball crazy and smash furniture over people’s heads’ in the rules before,” Marcus says.

“Lucky for both of us,” Xander says.

Normally, Marcus would shoot back a joke or an insult, something about how it’s not so lucky for him, because Xander’s been clinging to him like a barnacle ever since. Or maybe something about how it was luckier for Xander, because now, with Marcus as a wingman, he might someday, if he’s lucky, actually get himself a date.

But not today.

Not today, the last day before everything changes. Tomorrow, they will find out who has been selected as this generation’s Player. It’ll surely be either Marcus or Alexander; everyone knows that. They’re the best in the camp at everything; no one else even comes close. It’s what brought them together in the first place. After all that time wasted hating each other, they’d realized that where it counted, they were the same. No one else was so determined to win—and no one else was good enough to do so. Only Marcus could melt Xander’s cool; only Xander could challenge Marcus’s cockiness. In the end, what else could they do but become best friends? They pushed each other to go faster, to get stronger, to be better. Competition is all they know. Their friendship is built on the fact that they’re so well matched.

Tomorrow, all that changes. Tomorrow, one of them will leave this place as a winner, and embark on his hero’s journey. The other will leave a loser, and find some way to endure the rest of his pathetic life.

Which means today is not a day for joking. I couldn’t have made it through this place without you, Marcus would like to say. And no one knows me like you do. And maybe even you make me want to be my best self.

But he’s not that kind of guy.

“Yeah, lucky,” he agrees, and Xander knows him well enough to understand the rest.

They climb in silence for a while, battling gravity, scrabbling for purchase on the rock. Marcus’s muscles scream as he stretches for a handhold a few inches out of reach, finally getting leverage with his fingertips and dragging the rest of himself up and up.

“It’s probably going to be you,” Xander says finally, and they both know what he’s talking about. Marcus can tell Xander’s trying not to breathe heavily, but the strain in his voice is plain.

“No way. Totally you,” Marcus says, hoping the lie isn’t too obvious.

“It’s not like Endgame is even going to happen,” Xander says. “Think about it—after all this time, what are the odds?”

“Nil,” Marcus agrees, though this too feels like a lie. How could Endgame not happen for him? Ever since Marcus found out about the aliens, and the promise they’d made to return—ever since he found out about the Players, and the game—some part of him has known this was his fate. This is another difference between him and Xander, though it’s one they never talk about out loud.

Marcus believes.

When they were 11 years old, Marcus and Xander spent an afternoon digging for artifacts at the edge of the camp’s northern border. It was Xander’s favorite hobby, and occasionally he suckered Marcus into joining him. What else were friends for? That day, after several long hours sweating in the sun (Marcus complaining the whole time), Marcus hit gold.

Specifically a golden labrys, a double-headed ax. The labrys was one of the holiest symbols of the Minoan civilization, used to slice the throats of sacrificial bulls. Marcus gaped at the dirt-encrusted object. It had to be at least 3,500 years old. Yet it fit in his palm as if it had been designed just for him.

“No one’s ever found anything that good,” Xander said. “It’s got to be a sign. That it’s going to be you who gets chosen.”

“Whatever.” Marcus shrugged it off. But inside, he was glowing. Because Xander was right. It did have to be a sign. The ax had chosen him—had anointed him. Ever since then, he’s believed he will be chosen as the Player. It is his destiny.

But that’s not the kind of thing you say out loud.

“It doesn’t even matter which of us gets picked. Without Endgame, being the Player’s just a big waste of time,” Marcus says now. “Though I bet you’d be a chick magnet.”

“But what good would it do you?” Xander points out. “It’s not like you’d have time to actually date.”

This is a game they play, the two of them. As the selection day draws closer, they’ve been playing it more often. Pretending they don’t care who gets picked, pretending it might be better to lose.

“Imagine getting out of here once and for all,” Xander continues. “Going to a real school.”

“Joining a football team,” Marcus says, trying to imagine himself scoring a winning goal before a stadium of screaming fans.

“Going to a concert,” Xander says. He plays the guitar. (Or at least tries to.)

“Meeting a girl whose idea of foreplay isn’t krav maga,” Marcus says. He’s still got an elbow-shaped bruise on his stomach, courtesy of Helena Loris.

“I don’t know . . . I’ll kind of miss that part,” Xander says fondly. He’s been fencing regularly with Cassandra Floros, who’s promised that if he can draw blood, she’ll reward him with a kiss. “But not much else.”

“Yeah, me neither,” Marcus says. “Bring on normal life.”

He’s a few meters above Xander, and it’s a good thing, because it means Xander can’t see his sickly, unconvincing grin. A normal life?

To Marcus, that’s a fate worse than death.

A fate he’d do anything to avoid.

The counselors try their best to give the kids some approximation of a normal upbringing. In their slivers of free time, campers are allowed to surf the Net, watch TV, and flirt with whomever they want. They even spend two months of every year back home with their families—for Marcus, these are the most excruciating days of all. Of course he loves his parents. He loves Turkey, its smells and tastes, the way the minarets spear the clouds on a stormy day. But it’s not his world anymore; it’s not his home. He spends his vacations counting the minutes until he can get back to camp, back to training, back to Xander.

Deep down, he knows this is another difference between them. Sure, Xander wants to be chosen. But Marcus wants it more.

Marcus needs it.

That has to count for something.

Marcus is happy to pretend that he and Xander are evenly matched, that the choice between them is a coin flip. It’s easier that way; it’s how friendship works. But surely, he thinks, their instructors can tell that it’s an illusion. That Marcus is just a little better, a little more determined. That between the two of them, only Marcus would sacrifice everything for the game, for his people. That only Marcus truly believes he’s meant to be the Player—and not just any Player, but the one who saves his people.

They’re both pretending not to be nervous, but deep down, Marcus really isn’t.

He knows it will be him.

It has to be.

He reaches the top with a whoop of triumph, Xander still several meters behind. Instead of savoring his victory or waiting for his best friend to catch up, he anchors his rappelling line, hooks himself on, and launches himself over the cliff. This moment, this leap of faith, it’s the reward that makes all that hard work worth it. There’s a pure joy in giving way to the inexorable, letting gravity speed him toward his fate.

Tomorrow, everything changes.

And it can’t come fast enough.

The amphitheater is filled to capacity. Every Minoan within 200 kilometers is here to learn who their new Player will be. Marcus sits in the front row with all the other prospects, remembering the last time he was at this ceremony. He was young then, too young to understand what it meant or imagine that someday it would be him.

It’s strange now, thinking about his life back then. It doesn’t feel real, or at least it doesn’t feel like his life. He was a different person then, before he knew the truth about the world and his place in it. His life, the one that matters, is defined by Endgame, and by his friendship with Xander. Before them, he was just a fraction of himself. Now he’s whole.

Elias Cassadine, the camp leader, takes the podium to deliver a speech about the import of this decision and the honor he is about to bestow. Marcus has endured many a lecture by Elias, and knows the man will drone on forever about the long-lost Minoan civilization and its tradition of heroes. How the legendary King Minos was actually an alien god, who chose the Minoans, of all peoples, to live among and rule. Elias will speak of Endgame as a sacred compact between the Minoans and the beings from the stars, a chance for this chosen people to rise above the rest—if their champion can rise to the challenge. He will boast about the camp’s rigorous training program and the care with which the instructors have selected their Player. As if it takes some kind of genius to pick out the best. Elias will talk duty and sacrifice, and how everyone in the audience owes a debt of gratitude to their new Player. He’ll blather on forever while everyone fidgets in their seat and pretends not to be bored out of their skulls.

Xander catches his eye and Marcus mimes choking himself. Put me out of my misery, he means, and of course Xander knows it, because Xander always knows what he means. For the last five years, everything he’s done, he’s done with Xander. It’s going to be strange, going forward alone. Yes, he can do it on his own, but why would he want to?

Marcus wonders whether he might be able to talk Elias into defying tradition and letting him keep Xander around. Batman had Robin, Theseus had Daedalus—why couldn’t Marcus have Xander?

It’s a brilliant idea, and he can’t believe he didn’t think of it before. He’s working up some good arguments in favor of it when he realizes that Elias Cassadine has stopped droning and excited murmurs are rippling across the crowd. Beside him, Xander has gone pale.

“Meet our new Player,” Elias says, and Marcus is already rising to his feet when his brain kicks in and processes what he’s just heard. What he’s hearing now, as Elias says it one more time, almost drowned out by the thunder of the cheering Minoans.

Xander’s name.

Xander’s name, not Marcus’s.

This isn’t happening, Marcus thinks, because it can’t be happening.

This is just a dream, Marcus thinks, because he’s had many like it—nightmares, really, but then he always wakes up.

There is no waking up this time.

This is real. The announcement has been made. The choice has been made, and it’s Xander who steps hesitantly up to the podium, lowers his head as Elias sets the golden horns atop his wild curls. A tribute to the legend of the Minotaur, these horns are the official marker of the chosen Player, and it’s Xander who will bear them. Xander who clasps his hands over his head in triumph, Xander who’s been named the best. Xander who’s been named the Player.

It’s Xander who’s won.

It’s Marcus who’s been left behind.

Things move quickly after that. They are all expected to leave the camp by the end of the week. Soon a new group of children will arrive to begin seven years of training and claim the camp as their own. Marcus and the others will go back to their families, while Xander goes forward. Somewhere.

“You really can’t tell me where?” Marcus says. They’re packing up the room they share. Seven years of memories dumped into a few cardboard boxes, taped up, and sent away. Of all these belongings, the only one that means anything to Marcus is the golden ax—and even that has lost its shine. The labrys was supposed to mean something, was supposed to mean he was chosen. Now? It’s nothing but a rusty old ax. Marcus thinks that he should offer it to Xander as a gift, a way of saying without saying, The future belongs to you.

Instead he tosses it in a box, and resolves to throw it away as soon as he gets the chance.

“I really can’t tell you.” Xander pulls out a pizza box that must have been sitting under his bed for weeks. That would explain the smell. “They swore me to secrecy about all Player stuff, and I don’t think they’re kidding around.”

Don’t be jealous, Marcus reminds himself, like this is even possible. Like he’s not seething with rage.

“No worries,” Marcus says. “Feel free to lord it over me with your super-special Player secrets and your exotic classified missions. I’ve got secrets too, you know. You’ll never guess what I’ve got hidden in this sock drawer.”

“A pack of condoms you ordered online and have been hoarding for so long they’ve probably turned to dust,” Xander says, without missing a beat. “Plus some incredibly foul socks.”

He’s right on both counts. It only makes Marcus angrier.

How dare Xander keep secrets?

How dare he act like everything is the same between them, like they’re still best friends, like everything is fine—when everything is ruined?

How dare he win?

There’s an awkwardness between them now, a stiff silence, and Marcus knows it’s his fault.

“I really thought it would be you,” Xander says, not for the first time. It makes Marcus want to punch him, because how’s he supposed to respond? “So did I”?

Actually, that’s not a bad idea. So he says it out loud. Then laughs, like it was a joke.

Xander laughs too. Fakely. It’s even worse than the silence.

Marcus knows he’s acting like a spoiled brat. Like a child who doesn’t get what he wants and throws a temper tantrum. But it’s not like Xander’s any better, with this humble aw, shucks act, like he’s not loving every minute of this. Maybe it would be different if Xander would just own it, rub his victory in Marcus’s face.

That’s always been the way between them—always crowing, always bragging, never apologizing.

They could afford to be honest, because they were on such even ground.

Not now.

Now every word out of Xander’s mouth sounds like an apology, and Marcus sees that for what it is: pity.

“We’ll still be friends,” Xander says, tossing a sweatshirt in his suitcase. It’s Marcus’s sweatshirt, but Marcus doesn’t say anything. Xander’s already taken everything that matters. What’s one sweatshirt more?

“Yeah, sure,” Marcus says, not even bothering to sound like he means it. “Of course.” Because what’s Xander going to do, come home from swimming the English Channel or battling a fleet of ninjas—then go play video games in Marcus’s basement? Not going to happen.

“Anyway, I’ve got kind of a surprise for you,” Xander says.

Marcus grunts. He’s tired of surprises.

“They gave me three days before I have to leave,” Xander says.

“For your magical mystery tour.”

“Yeah. That. Three days . . . and access to a helicopter.”

Marcus freezes. Despite his foul mood, he feels his lips drawing back in a smile. He can’t stop himself.

Because he knows what a helicopter means.

“So?” Xander says, hope lighting up his face. “You in?”

With a helicopter at their disposal, they can fly from the nearby Daskalogiannis airport to Nea Kameni, a remote, uninhabited island where an active volcano pokes out of the Aegean and into the clouds. They can, as they have done before, hike up to the lip of the volcano and then rappel down into the maw of the beast, feel the heat of the lava on their backs, test themselves against the most powerful foe nature has to offer. Thirty-five hundred years ago, a volcanic eruption on the island of Thera destroyed the Minoan settlement at Akrotiri and devastated communities all along the coast of Crete. The eruption spelled the beginning of the end of Minoan civilization—now, every time Marcus bests a volcano, he feels he’s striking a blow on behalf of his ancestors. It’s rare they can find a way to get themselves to Nea Kameni—rarer still that Xander agrees to try. He may have overcome his childish fear of heights, but he’s never much liked the idea of climbing into a massive cauldron of boiling lava. Marcus usually has to butter him up for days, whine and plead and promise to do his homework, before Xander finally gives in.

Not this time, obviously.

Xander knows what he’s doing, dangling this trip before Marcus. A volcano climb is the one thing he can’t resist.

“No way will they let you,” Marcus says, trying hard to maintain his sulk. It’s tough: Even thinking about the climb has him jittery with excitement. “You think they’re going to let their precious Player risk himself on a stupid volcano?”

“Leave that to me,” Xander says. “If I can’t handle a few overprotective instructors, how am I supposed to save the world?”

Good question, Marcus thinks.

Then he thinks:

Enough.

Yes, a mistake has been made. Yes, Marcus deserved this win. Yes, he is in despair, and his life is pretty much over. But that’s not Xander’s fault. And if their positions were reversed, Xander would find a way to accept it. He would find a way to be happy for Marcus, because that’s the kind of person he is.

Marcus resolves to be that kind of person too.

He resolves to be happy for Xander.

Or at least do a better job of faking it.

It is easy, at the base of the volcano, to imagine they are the last two people on Earth. That Endgame has come and gone, the human species wiped off the face of the planet, the two of them abandoned to live out their days on this bare rock. It wouldn’t be so bad, Marcus thinks. Blue sky and turquoise sea, days in the sand and nights by the campfire, nothing to do but race each other up and down the volcano, no one to say who won and who lost, who is special and who is not—no obligations to their people or to the future. Only the present moment, only the two of them.

The first night, sitting around the campfire, toasting marshmallows and doing their best impressions of Elias Cassadine, it’s hard to remember that this won’t last forever.

They’ve brought tents, of course, but both of them prefer sleeping under the stars. They lie on their backs, side by side, the silence between them comfortable instead of awkward. Like it used to be, before.

“What if I can’t hack it?” Xander says quietly.

“It’s only a couple thousand meters,” Marcus says. “You can do that in your sleep. And if you can’t, I’ll just toss you over my shoulder and carry you up. Not like I haven’t done it before.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Xander says.

Marcus knew that.

He doesn’t want to talk about it—not now, in this place where it’s so easy to forget. Once they leave here, Marcus will begin the rest of his life. His loser’s life. He’ll never be able to forget again. This is supposed to be their escape from all of that. And Xander is about to ruin it.

“What if it actually happens? Endgame. And it’s all on me.” Xander speaks slowly, like he knows this isn’t anything he should admit out loud. “How do they know I’ll be good enough? What if they’re wrong?”

“They’re not wrong,” Marcus says, glad Xander can’t see his face in the dark. “They know what they’re doing. They’ve been doing this for centuries, right? If they picked you, then it’s supposed to be you.”

“You sound so sure,” Xander says. “Everyone is so sure—except for me. Doesn’t that mean something? That I’m not sure?”

“Not everything has to mean something,” Marcus says. “You take things too seriously.”

“We’re talking about the end of the world,” Xander says, frustration leaking through. “I’m not supposed to take that seriously?”

Marcus says nothing.

“You wouldn’t have any doubts,” Xander says—and, incredibly, he sounds jealous. As if Xander has reason for envy. “You’d know you could do it. You’re probably thinking right now that you could do a better job than me. Admit it.”

“Maybe I am,” Marcus says, because Xander is his best friend. And because it’s easier to be honest in the dark. “But maybe being sure isn’t always the important thing. Maybe having doubts will make you stronger.”

“How?” Xander’s voice is small, almost afraid. Eager for Marcus to tell him what to do. And for that one moment, Marcus truly wishes he had the answer—knew the words that would calm Xander’s fears and help him believe in himself.

But he doesn’t.

“I don’t know,” Marcus admits.

“Exactly.”

The morning is crisp and clear, perfect for a climb.

Neither of them is in the mood to talk.

They pack up their ropes and carabiners, then begin the long haul to the summit. The volcano looms above them, hissing smoke and ash into blue sky. It’s like climbing any mountain, but it feels different when you know what’s waiting for you at the top. When, at any moment, the cavernous mouth could spit out a glob of lava that would incinerate you in seconds.

Marcus focuses on that feeling of approaching danger. He focuses on finding handholds and footholds, on pulling himself up one arm-length at a time. On the crumbling rock beneath his fingers and the heat of the sun on his back. On the loamy smell of the rock and the twitter of distant birds. On his body, pushed to its limits; on this lonely wilderness at the edge of the world. Tunnel vision: it’s another reason he’s so good at climbing. To summit the great peaks, you have to shut everything else out. You have to believe nothing matters but making it to the top.

He and Xander do not race, not this time. Competition seems beside the point for them now. They climb at a steady pace, Marcus leading the way. Until, impatient to reach the summit, Marcus pushes himself to climb faster.

“Thought we weren’t racing,” Xander pants from behind him, which only makes Marcus speed up more.

He tells himself it’s only about getting to the top. That it has nothing to do with wanting to exhaust Xander, to prove to both of them that Marcus is still the best.

But behind him, Xander breathes hard, gasping with effort, while Marcus smiles and picks up the pace.

It takes them half the day to reach the summit.

Now the fun can begin.

It’s like a different planet up here—a dead, arid one choked by sulfuric gases and thick clouds of ash. The gaping vent in the rock spews clumps of lava and burps puffs of oppressively hot air. They’re braving this climb without masks, and the foul gases—toxic enough to eat through metal—burn Marcus’s eyes and scald his throat. Small fissures in the rock called fumaroles exhale clouds of steam, and gossamer threads of cooled lava weave eerie orange spiderwebs in the rising updraft. From Marcus’s perch on the rim, the lake of lava several hundred meters below is almost completely obscured by thick ash and smoke, but the red glow is unmistakable, like a second sun. The noise is thunderous, earsplitting, an engine roar that drowns out everything else. This is an alien place; humans are not meant to survive here.

Marcus loves every inch of it.

“Remind me again why I let you talk me into this?” Xander shouts over the noise as they hoist themselves over the lip of the volcano. It’s what he says every time. And every time, Marcus responds with Because you can’t say no to me.

But that’s no longer true, of course. Xander is the Player: he can say no to anyone and anything he wants. It’s Marcus who’s obligated to serve Xander’s whims.

So instead he says, “You don’t want to come, just wait here.” Then propels himself over the lip of the volcano without waiting to see whether Xander will follow.

It’s like traveling back in time, into an age of tectonic creation and primordial ooze.

It’s like descending into the mouth of hell.

Hot air closes in with a pressure that makes his ears pop. Every breath is scalding poison. The walls are rainbowed with color, chemicals glazing the rock—orange iron, green manganese, white chlorine, cheerfully yellow sulfur. The sky above disappears behind a thick cloud, and there is only the cavernous volcano, and the sea of magma below.

Marcus stares into the frothing, sparking abyss. It’s easy to imagine he’s staring into the molten center of the earth.

Legend says it was a volcano that erased the ancient Minoan civilization from the face of the earth, and Marcus can believe it. His people spend so much time worrying about destruction coming from the stars—but if they knew what it was like down here, they would fear the earth just as much, its destructive power immense enough to consume itself.

That’s how Marcus feels now, too: bent on destruction. Consuming himself.

He swings himself down the cable and howls into the steaming pit. All his envy and despair, his rage and frustration, his disappointment in himself and his terror of what’s to come, he flings it out of himself and into the churning magma below.

It feels good.

Good enough that he looks up to the lip of the opening, where Xander still perches hesitantly on the edge, and shouts, “What are you waiting for, slowpoke?”

Xander waves, then leaps off the edge, hurtling into the air. The cable stretches taut and he swings back toward the inner wall of the volcano—and that’s when it happens.

Without warning. Without reason.

The line snaps.

“Xander!” Marcus screams. There’s nothing he can do but watch.

Watch his best friend plummet down and down.

Watch the broken cable dangle uselessly, too many meters overhead.

Watch Xander fling out his arms, reach blindly and desperately for purchase, for something that will slow his fall.

Watch, and hope.

Xander does it. The impossible. Catches his fingertips on a jutting rock, halts his descent. He can’t stop his momentum, and his body smashes into the volcano wall with such impact that Marcus can nearly hear the crunch of bone.

“Xander,” he whispers, panic stealing away his breath.

Xander is dangling by his fingertips, nothing saving him from a drop to his death but vanishing strength and sheer will. It’s crazy that things could turn so wrong so quickly. But the craziest thing of all: Xander is grinning.

“Little help up here?” he calls down to Marcus, barely audible over the volcano’s roar. There’s a lilt in his voice, and Marcus recognizes it, that adrenaline shot of pure joy that comes from facing death and surviving. “Or you going to leave me hanging?”

It’s a joke, of course. It would never occur to Xander that Marcus would just leave him there.

It wouldn’t have occurred to Marcus either.

Not until Xander put the idea in his head.

It will be easy for Marcus to save him. He need only climb up to where Xander is dangling and clip him on to the intact cable. So why would Xander look worried? He assumes Marcus will do exactly what he’s supposed to do. He assumes everything will work out.

Because for Xander, everything always works out.

Marcus works hard, Marcus tries, Marcus needs—while Xander just hangs around, waiting for good luck to drop into his lap. Expecting it.

What if this time, things go differently?

What if this time, Xander’s luck turns sour?

Marcus doesn’t climb up the cable. He doesn’t do anything. He watches.

He watches Xander’s arm muscles straining, his fingers turning white as the blood leaches out of him.

Now you know how it feels to want, Marcus thinks. How it feels to be desperate.

How do you like it?

The desperation is painted across Xander’s face. “Marcus!” he shouts, no longer kidding around. “What are you waiting for?”

There’s probably panic in his voice, but it’s hard to tell, over the noise.

Marcus still doesn’t move.

He tells himself: Just a few more seconds. Just enough to give Xander a taste of need. Just enough to scare him a little and remind him that he can’t always expect the world to fall at his feet, cater to his desires.

“What the hell are you doing, Marcus!” Xander screams. “Marcus!”

He’s losing his cool.

Marcus has always been able to make Xander lose his cool.

But what does that say? If Marcus can so easily throw Xander off his game, then how can anyone think Xander is the strong one? If Marcus can defeat him this easily, how can Xander expect to stand up to any of the other Players? How can he carry the fate of the Minoan people on his shoulders?

It’s a mistake. Even Xander admitted that much.

Letting him continue would mean risking all their lives.

I should let him fall, Marcus thinks. I’d be doing everyone a favor.

It’s just another joke, though.

It has to be.

Because surely he’s not serious about doing nothing, watching his best friend’s fingers slip from the rock, watching Xander frantically try to hang on.

Even though the thought is in his head now—and the thought makes the deed possible.

It would be that easy.

To do nothing.

To let gravity take its course.

Let Xander save himself, if he can. What could be wrong with forcing the new Player to face one simple test? To prove that he’s the right man to protect his people? Or give way to the one who can?

Marcus isn’t doing anything wrong.

He’s just not doing anything.

Xander sees it in his face—knows what Marcus is going to do before Marcus knows it himself. It’s always been this way between them.

“You’re better than this,” Xander pleads.

But it turns out he’s not.

After, in his nightmares, he sees it again and again.

Xander’s fingers slipping, giving way.

Xander falling.

The fall seems to take forever.

It takes enough time for Marcus to realize what he’s done.

To regret.

To scream Xander’s name.

To watch helplessly as Xander plunges into the lake of fire.

The churning molten rock sucks him under. Marcus doesn’t see the burning lava strip away his flesh, flood his lungs, melt his bones, turn him to ash. Not in real life, at least.

In his nightmares, he sees every detail.

“I don’t know what happened,” Marcus tells people, and this part of the lie is easy, because it’s true. “He was there—and then he wasn’t.”

He tells the same story to everyone: The ground crew that greets him when he staggers off the helicopter. Elias Cassadine, who collects him from the airfield, patting him on the shoulder in some sorry approximation of comfort. The other kids from camp, who gossip about every gruesome detail. Xander’s parents, who will not stop crying.

“His line snapped, and I tried to help him, but I couldn’t,” Marcus says, over and over again. “I couldn’t get there in time.”

And everyone—even Xander’s mother, through her tears—says, “Don’t blame yourself.”

He acts like a zombie, shuffling through one day and the next. It’s not just for show. He feels dead inside. Hollowed out. He has to force himself to go through the motions of life. Put one foot in front of the other. Remember to eat. Remember to breathe. Do not tell the truth.

Do not.

He wants to shout it to the world, the truth of what he’s done.

But maybe that’s a lie too. Because if he really wanted to, he would.

Instead he lies, and keeps lying. He misses Xander and blames himself, and every night as he falls asleep, he whispers a plea for forgiveness and swears that in the morning, he’ll turn himself in.

Then morning comes, and he lies. And every time he does, it’s like killing Xander all over again.

He is chosen to be the Player in Xander’s place.

“Think of it as a tribute to your friend,” Elias says. Marcus tries.

There is no ceremony this time around. No amphitheater filled with screaming hordes, no long speech about his impressive accomplishments and glorious future.

There is only a quiet conversation in Elias’s office, an offer extended and accepted.

Of course Marcus will take Xander’s place, Marcus says. Of course he will do his friend, and his people, proud.

He will keep the golden horns in a safe place, and try not to wonder whether they weighed this heavily on Xander’s head.

Before Marcus can slink out of the office, Elias opens a steel safe and withdraws a clay disk, about the size of an outstretched palm. Carved with a spiraling formation of strange symbols, the artifact looks ancient. Elias places it gently in Marcus’s hands. The hardened clay seems to warm to his touch.

“Do you know what this is?” Elias asks.

Marcus shakes his head.

“A century ago, archaeologists found a disk in the ruins of the Minoan palace at Phaistos,” Elias explains. “It was stamped with two hundred forty-one symbols, in a language never before seen and, to this day, never deciphered. No one knows what it was for or what it might mean. It’s on display in a museum in Heraklion, where historians and tourists alike can puzzle over its significance. Or”—he pauses, tapping the disk in Marcus’s hands—“so we would have them believe.”

“The one in the museum is a copy,” Marcus guesses.

Elias nods. “The Phaistos Disk, this disk, belongs to the Minoan people. It is the most sacred talisman of our line. This language you see here is the language of the gods—those beings from the stars who birthed our civilization and will one day return to put it to the test. The disk’s message spells out a challenge and a promise.”

“Endgame,” Marcus says in a hushed voice, awed by the thought of a message echoing through three millennia.

“Endgame,” Elias agrees. “The gods love the Minoans over all peoples. The starry god King Minos descended from great heights to rule our society, to help us flourish and reign. Endgame will be our chance to prove ourselves worthy of that love. It will be your chance. So I ask you now, Marcus Loxias Megalos, do you swear on these sacred words that you will live up to the challenge? That you will forsake all, in the name of Endgame? That from now and ever on, you will live for the game, and for your people?”

Marcus doesn’t hesitate. He doesn’t have to.

He has already forsaken the only person who matters to him. He has nothing left but this.

“I do,” Marcus says. “I swear.”

“Then so it shall be,” Elias says.

And so it is.

It turns out that supersecret Player training is pretty much like the training he got before, except that now he has to do it alone. There are no other campers—there’s no Xander. No one to challenge him, to push him to greater and greater heights, no one to beat. No one to celebrate his victories or console him through his losses. Only Elias, who has taken over all his training and who spends most of his time droning about what life was like back when he was a Player. Which is almost worse than being alone.

Marcus is kept busy, jetting halfway across the world to pit his survival skills against the Amazon jungle, infiltrating Middle Eastern warlord encampments, studying ancient scrolls with a cloistered sect of Tibetan monks, building his strength, testing his limits, trying never to stop and think, never to remember. Never to regret.

He doesn’t climb anymore, not unless he has to. Whatever joy he took in it is gone.

He gets by.

More than that, he excels.

“It’s like you were born to be the Player,” Elias says, more than once. Words that a younger Marcus would have killed to hear. The worst part is that Marcus knows he’s right.

In a way, it’s Elias’s fault—if he’d only realized Marcus’s greatness sooner, if he’d named Marcus the Player in the first place, then everything would have been fine. Xander would still be here. Marcus tries his best to hate Elias for this, but it’s hard, because Elias Cassadine is now the closest thing he has to a friend.

Imagine how hard Xander would laugh at that.

“You need a rest,” Elias says one day, after Marcus fumbles with the bomb he’s disarming and nearly blows them both up.

“No way,” Marcus says. “I’ll get it the next time. I just need one more shot.”

“You need some time off,” Elias says. “Take a week. Hang out with your friends. You deserve it.”

There’s no arguing with Elias—and certainly no admitting that he has no friends anymore, which is exactly what he deserves. He knows the other kids from camp hang out together sometimes now that they are off living their regular lives, telling stories of better days. But Marcus wouldn’t go, even if he were invited. He knows he would make them uncomfortable, a living reminder of their failure, and of the dead. Just as they would make him uncomfortable, pretending to be impressed by his triumph when they all know he was really a runner-up. It’s better for all of them if he stays away.

So the week stretches on, endless and empty. Marcus stares at the football posters on his wall and the picture of Xander on his desk, and in the silence, the stillness, everything he’s tried not to think about is impossible to escape.

One night after another, he doesn’t sleep. Can’t sleep.

He stays up all night, staring at the ceiling.

The last day, he visits Xander’s grave for the first time.

He stands before the gravestone, shivering in the sticky summer air. It’s a simple marker, bearing only Xander’s name and the dates of his birth and death.

So close together.

There was a funeral, but Marcus wasn’t there. He was too busy with his new training regimen.

He was too afraid.

In his hand, Marcus holds the golden horns, the official marker of his selection as a Player. It’s such a silly thing, a flimsy band of fake bull horns that no one in his right mind would actually wear—but for so long, it was everything. A symbol of the life he wanted so desperately. And then it was a symbol of everything Xander had taken from him. The band fit so comfortably on Xander’s head. Even though it didn’t belong there.

Marcus sets the golden horns on the stone.

“I did what I had to do,” he says. “What a champion would do. That’s all.”

Elias teaches that winning at all costs is more than just a phrase. That Endgame is not football, and it’s not war—it’s not a place for rules or for honor, for loyalty or mercy. Winning means doing whatever it takes, without hesitation or regret.

Marcus is working very hard to believe it.

“I thought you might be here,” a voice says behind him.

Marcus turns around. Elias is leaning against a gravestone, a strange, knowing smile on his face. He gestures toward the horns. “I hope you’re not planning to leave those here. They belong to you.”

Marcus shrugs, hoping Elias can’t see all the emotions, the pain, churning just beneath his surface. He’s supposed to be stronger than that now. He’s supposed to be invulnerable. “They were his first. All of this was.”

“Until you took it from him.”

Marcus has trained in relaxation and control. He knows how to master his breathing and his heart rate, how to tamp down his body’s reaction to stimuli and remain physiologically unmoved by panic. There may be fireworks going off in his head, but outwardly, he’s perfectly calm. Elias, he has learned, always has an agenda. Marcus waits for him to reveal it.

“What happened on that volcano, Marcus?” Elias says.

“I told you what happened.”

“And now I’m asking again.”

“His cable snapped,” Marcus says—Marcus always says. “I tried to help him, but I couldn’t.” He’s gotten used to lying about it—he’s gotten good at lying about it—but it feels especially wrong to do so here, in the shadow of the grave. “I couldn’t get there in time.”

“You’re an excellent liar,” Elias says. “That will come in handy.”

Marcus stops breathing.

Elias bursts into laughter. “Oh, wipe that deer-in-the-headlights look off your face, Marcus, you’re better than that.”

Marcus tries to remember what he’s been taught, remember his breathing, but it’s hard to find his calm center when every nerve ending in his body is screaming.

Elias knows the truth.

He knows.

He knows.

“We’re both men here,” Elias says. “It’s time to be honest.”

“His cable snapped. I tried to help him, but I couldn’t.” Marcus knows he sounds like a robot, but he’s capable of nothing else. “I couldn’t get there in time.”

Elias shakes his head, still chuckling. “Okay, then, how about I tell the truth. His cable snapped? Yes. You tried to help him? No. You watched and did nothing while your best friend hung on for dear life? Yes. You watched and did nothing while he fell to his death, then came home and lied about it, stole everything that was supposed to be his?”

Marcus swallows hard. His tongue feels huge in his mouth, clumsy and incapable of speech. His throat is clenched, his breath gone. But he manages to squeeze out the necessary word: “Yes.”

“Yes,” Elias says. “Yes. Good. Yes. That’s a start. And don’t you want to ask me something now?”

Marcus stares at him blankly. He’s waited for this moment for so long, for someone to ferret out the truth, for the consequences to crush him. He’s pictured this moment, but never past it. He doesn’t know what happens next.

“You want to ask me how I know,” Elias prompts.

“How do you know?” Marcus says obediently, although he doesn’t care. He doesn’t see how it could matter.

“I know because I was there,” Elias says. “Many of us were. We all wanted to see for ourselves what you would do when the opportunity presented itself.”

Marcus gapes at him, wheels turning. Because if Elias was there, waiting and watching, that meant he knew something would happen, which meant—

“Good, you’re keeping up,” Elias says. “Alexander’s cable snapped because our sniper shot it.”

“You were testing him?” Marcus says in wonder.

Elias sighs, obviously disappointed. “For someone who’s so sure he deserves to be a Player, you’re not very quick on the uptake. We were testing you.”

The words are like an explosion; Marcus could swear the ground is shaking beneath him. Thunder roars in his ear. The muted colors of the graveyard burst so bright he needs to shut his eyes against the pain of them.

This is how it feels, when your world falls apart and remakes itself into something you don’t recognize.

When everything you thought was solid melts away.

“It was always going to be you, Marcus,” Elias says. “It was obvious the first day I met you. But we had to know how much you wanted it. We had to know how far you would go—how much you would sacrifice for victory.”

Marcus concentrates on standing still. It takes all the energy he has to hold his muscles rigid. He fears that if he relaxes his control, even for a second, he will collapse. Or he will lunge at Elias and pummel him to death.

He thinks about relaxing his control.

Thinks hard.

Instead he forces out the obvious question. “Why are you telling me this? Why now?”

“Because it’s time for you to grow up,” Elias says. He takes the golden horns off Xander’s grave. “Stop sulking. Stop beating yourself up—what’s done is done. You made a choice, and it’s a part of you now. You know what you’re capable of, and that’s a good thing. It’s something you won’t soon forget.” He presses the horns into Marcus’s hands.

Marcus wants to let them drop to the dirt—but instead his fingers close around them, the sharp point of a horn digging into his palm.

“You’re the Player now,” Elias says. “You, not Alexander. Time to start acting like it.”

It should make some kind of difference.

It should make all the difference.

It means that everything Marcus has been telling himself, all those lies about obligation and noble sacrifice, about doing what must be done for the good of his people . . . they’re all true. If Endgame comes during his tenure—and it must come, it has to come, or else what was the sacrifice for?—the Minoans will have a champion worthy of them. A Player who knows exactly what he’s capable of, and can never forget it.

It means death was simply Xander’s fate. Letting him die, that was Marcus’s.

He only did what he was supposed to do.

What he was meant to do.

This is the gift Elias has given him: his new truth.

He’ll spend the rest of his life trying to believe it.


SUMERIAN

KALA
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It begins in motion.

For Kala, life is motion.

Life is blazing sun and endless desert dunes. Life is duty and honor. Life is Playing and life is winning.

And winning means staying in motion. Being the fastest. Being the strongest. Being the best.

She is running.

Mile after mile, noon sun scorching the earth, sweat soaking her shirt and brow, feet pound-pound-pounding the sand, muscles screaming, joints pulsing, heart thumping, brain willing go go go.

But she cannot go as fast as she needs, because the boy in front of her is too slow. This is a team training exercise, run in single file, let the leader set the pace, and Kala is not the leader. She pumps and gasps behind him, her breath on his neck, hoping he’ll get the message.

Kala hates this kind of exercise, hates having to depend on someone else to get things right.

Faster.

Behind her, the long tail of her cohort stretches along the sand. If she looked back, she would see a straight line of identical black uniforms and identically determined runners, their feet pounding in lockstep, their dreams fixed on the same distant goal of becoming the Player. But Kala never looks back.

The boy in front of her, unfortunately, follows a different rule. He turns toward her, opens his mouth as if to speak—and stumbles over his own feet. He catches himself, but not soon enough: Kala slams into him, and they both go down in a tangle of sweaty limbs.

The line of Players-in-training races on. Even in team exercises, the fallen are to be left behind.

“Watch it!” Kala snaps, extricating herself from the boy.

“It’s impossible not to,” he says. She is already back on her feet, but he sprawls in the sand as if lounging at the beach. His eyes pin her in place.

For a moment, all is still.

As if time has stopped.

And the world has narrowed, so there is only her.

And only him.

“Whatever,” she says, then shakes it off and starts running. If she’s fast enough, she can catch up with the group.

She’s always fast enough.

The boy’s name is Alad. That’s what he calls himself, at least. His official designation is 37DELTA. All the Players-in-training are assigned numbers instead of names. They had names when they were born, just like they had families. But when the minders choose a child for training, all record of the past is erased. The children are snatched from their homes at age four, raised in a communal camp, assigned a number and a series of minders, and, very quickly, they forget there is any other way. When they’re old enough to care, they choose a name for themselves.

Kala is 5SIGMA. She chose the name Kala because it means “time,” and time is the enemy she plans to conquer. Time is what lies between her present in this camp and her future beyond it. Her life is a ticking clock, hours to fill and be disposed of.

She used to wonder if she would have liked her real name as much.

The minders don’t like it when you say real name.

This is the real you, they say. This is the only you there is.

Blood muddies the water, they say. Players must stay clear.

This is why they have no family but one another.

Some of the Players-in-training in her cohort have bonded, formed tight cliques and pairings, but Kala has never bothered. She has always felt separate from them. She has always known herself to be different. It’s so easy for them to accept what they’ve been told, to believe what they’re meant to believe. They’ve been told they must want to win, they must need to win, and so they do. They’ve been told that this life, this training, should fill them up, and so it does.

They’ve been told not to think about the world beyond this camp, or a future beyond Playing; they’ve been told nothing matters beyond the game.

And so they do not; and so it does not.

It would be easier, if she could be like them. But Kala has never been filled up by this life. She remains hollow. She stays in motion so she can ignore the empty hole at her center, so she doesn’t have to worry about what’s wrong with her that nothing is ever enough. She runs, because every step forward is a step away from here, into a future where she will have more. At least, she has to believe she will. That someday she will know what it is to feel, to want, to need.

She has never been able to imagine what that might be like.

Until now.

She has never paid much attention to Alad. After the run, after the fall, he is everywhere. He sits beside her at meals. He manages to be chosen as her sparring partner in combat drills and her spotter in strength training. He fires beside her in target practice and grins when her perfectly aimed bullets tear the target to shreds. She nearly falls over him on the camouflage field, where he has turned himself into a creature of sand and lies still and prone in the seemingly unbroken stretch of brown. He distracts her with a wink as she’s arming grenades, and she nearly blows them both up.

He distracts her a lot.

He is always watching her. When she points this out to him, he grins. “How would you know?” he says. “Unless you’re watching me too.”

She is watching. She notices things about him she somehow never saw before: The way his dark eyes crinkle when he smiles. The way his muscles ripple under his shirt, and the thin line of hair trailing down from his belly button when the shirt comes off. His forearms, and the way the veins bulge when he bears her weight. The curve of his neck, the line of his back, the glow of his skin in the sun, the languid grace of his movements, never urgent, always assured. His lips—quirked in a smile, pursed in a frown, tight with anger or loose with laughter, but always, always, full and soft and waiting.

She really needs to stop noticing his lips.

Alad is quiet like her, but there is a kindness to his quiet. While she is an isolated unit, closed off to distraction and connection, he is open to the world, noticing all. Noticing her. She is always in motion, but he is still. When she sits beside him, the silence filling the space between them, she can feel his stillness encompass her. When he is near, the urge to run, to fight, to move falls away. There is no need to escape from her thoughts, because her thoughts are of him.

And she doesn’t mind.

Alad pretends not to push himself. He doesn’t let the others see how hard he works to be the fastest or the best.

“Why bother trying?” she hears him say to one of his bunkmates. “It’s not like it’s a race. Who knows how they choose the Player?”

The truth is, no one knows. There are nearly 100 of them in this cohort. They were all born within a few months of one another, all taken from their parents and brought to this place. Many are from Iraq; others come here from Kuwait, Qatar, Syria. There is even a girl from Scotland. They have in common only their Sumerian bloodline—and their determination to win.

Only one of them can.

From these 100 rigorously trained potentials, a single Player will be selected.

The Player will train even harder, will prepare, will wait for Endgame. Those not chosen will live to serve him. And, somewhere in the desert, another cohort, several years younger than Kala’s, eagerly awaits its turn, for when that Player ages out. Somewhere else, a hundred weeping four-year-olds struggle to understand what’s become of their lives. They too will grow up to Play this game, and after them more children will be taken from their homes, more children will train, more children will wait.

The cycle has played out for millennia, and it will never end. Not until Endgame finally comes, and the chosen Player gets her chance to Play.

No one knows when the choice will come, and no one knows why. You simply wake up one day to discover that one of your own is gone, and that is the Player. Which means you are not.

This, at least, is what they have heard.

Each of the bloodlines has its own strategy for picking a Player. Kala knows she is supposed to believe the Sumerian way is the best. But it’s difficult, when no one seems quite sure what the Sumerian way is.

Alad claims not to care, but Kala can see him straining to be the best. She can see how much he wants it, how he believes that his efforts will be enough. And sometimes the minders do pick the strongest in the cohort, sometimes the smartest. But sometimes the choice makes no obvious sense. They have picked scrawny Players and foolish ones, saintly Players who care only for their bloodline and egomaniacal Players who will Play only for themselves. The last Player was chosen six years ago, after the one before that died unexpectedly in training, a dagger through his chest. Kala remembers when the girl was chosen, remembers the swirling rumors: she was immune to pain; she was a record-breaking weight lifter; she was chosen by the flip of a coin. Kala tries not to listen to gossip, but she can’t ignore the chatter about what is to come. The current Player is about to age out—a new one is needed. So the choice will come soon, they know that much. There is nothing they can do but train and wonder and wait.

And, of course, speculate endlessly about the choice: when it will come, how it will be made. This is the favorite hobby of Kala’s cohorts, and they never shut up about it.

Kala doesn’t play along. She’s never seen the point. She likes that Alad doesn’t see it either.

Friendship in the camp is not encouraged, but neither is it forbidden. And somehow, without realizing it, Kala lets Alad become her friend. They begin to count on each other; more than that, they begin to know each other. When they spar, she can anticipate his movements—recognize a feint, block a punch before he throws it. At meals, Alad now reaches without asking for her untouched saltah, at least when the stew is made with goat, which she detests. When he can get his hands on some halvah, he always snags extra for her, though never enough to satisfy her sweet tooth. They don’t talk about anything that matters, but then, no one talks about things that matter. Nothing is permitted to matter except their training. Not their hopes for the future, and certainly not their faded memories of the past.

Everyone has at least a few that they hold precious and secret.

Kala remembers a red stuffed elephant named Balih, and she remembers her mother’s smell, a comforting waft of saffron and nutmeg.

At least, she thinks it was her mother.

She prefers to believe that.

Even without talking, Kala can sense Alad’s moods. When he broods, she can almost see the dark cloud hovering over him—and when he brightens up, he nearly sparkles. He brightens often when she is near, and it makes her feel sparkly as well.

Which is ridiculous.

She tells herself that this is a natural bond between two warriors. That it will make her stronger, and strength is what she needs to endure the passage of time. That maybe this—knowing someone inside and out, needing them near, skin prickling when they are—is what it means to be family.

Kala doesn’t know much about family. But she knows family doesn’t make your stomach flip when they smile. Family’s touch doesn’t feel like an electric charge.

Kala doesn’t believe in lying to herself, so she is forced to admit: it is not family, and it is not friendship. It is something more.

And something more is definitely forbidden.

Kala swings the ax in a wide circle. It cracks hard against the staff of Alad’s ax. Her teeth clack together with the impact.

Alad feints left, swings right, Kala anticipates him, blocks the attack.

She always anticipates him.

He is fast; she is faster.

“You’re dragging today,” he teases her. An undercurrent of tension hums in his voice. He’s lost three bouts in a row, and he’s about to lose this one too.

They both know how much he wants to win.

“I’m just taking it easy on you,” Kala says, and pretends this is a joke. She leaps gracefully as he swings his ax at her ankles. The blade whirs harmlessly beneath her feet. Kala twists in the air, head over heels, landing behind him, her ax already in motion.

He dances away just in time. The blade slashes at his tunic, tears through the thin cotton. She can see his anger rising, has come to recognize the telltale signs. The sweat beading at his neck, the twitch of his ear, the way his grip tightens on the ax. He’s not angry at her—never at her. He’s angry at himself.

She attacks; he blocks.

She attacks again; he blocks, swiftly and surely.

But she can feel his ax give way to hers when she bears her weight against it, and she knows his arms are tiring.

She wields the ax like it’s weightless. Like it’s an extension of her arms. She spins and dances, whirls and leaps. In her hands the blade is a quicksilver, a blur of deadly motion.

“I’m just waiting for the perfect moment to make my move,” he says, and jabs at her. She grins at his boast as she darts from reach.

She can hear the gasps beneath his words. He’s tiring. She could fight forever.

Instead she swings the ax up hard, then turns it at an abrupt right angle, spins around, knocks his feet out from under him. That fast he is on his back, the tip of her ax pressed to his chest.

He smiles up at her, and she can see what it costs him to lose, and to bear it. “You’re beautiful when you’re a sore winner,” he says.

“I didn’t say anything,” Kala protests.

“You’re thinking it.” He winks.

She clasps his hand and pulls him to his feet. Every time they fight, he hopes to win, but she knows he never will.

It’s not that he’s a lesser fighter. It’s that he’s too eager to win. Too needful. When Kala takes a weapon in her hand, she gives way to the emptiness at her center. She needs nothing but to make clean cuts, to let the ax or dagger or sword do its job. She lets herself not care—because she has come to understand that in battle, caring gets in the way.

She’s glad Alad doesn’t ask for the secret of her triumph. She doesn’t want him to know how easy it is for her. Especially now that she sees there is another way. Now that she sees what it is to be desperate, to need. She envies his heat, draws close to him as if to warm herself on his fire.

She wonders, sometimes, if her fighting will suffer. But it’s easy to put that fear out of her mind.

There’s a certain advantage in knowing how not to care.

They sleep in bunkhouses—one for the boys, one for the girls—as it has always been. Little more than cabins of hard clay, with narrow cots and cubbyholes for their belongings. They have very few belongings: knives and swords, of course, tangles of circuitry, and favored toxins. Some girls fashion jewelry from wire and polished stones, and everyone eventually figures out how to scam personal pleasure items out of the minders. Stuffed animals, when they were small, then puzzles and games, now comic books and football banners. They all have their own laptops, of course, and while access to the internet has been disabled, they were all taught to program, to hack, to build and rebuild the circuits from scratch, before they were 10 years old—if they want to punch through a firewall and connect with the world, no one can stop them.

Their laptops are frequently searched for contraband material; their belongings are itemized and approved. There are no locks, no doors, no privacy, but none of this is needed. After all, they have no secrets from one another, or from their minders.

Or, at least, they are not supposed to.

Those who keep secrets learn early to keep them in their heads.

This is where Kala keeps her shreds of memory, the scents and colors of a family that has probably long since forgotten her. No one knows how carefully she has pieced together these fractured shards, trying so hard to make some comprehensible picture come into view. She doesn’t know why it matters to her and to no one else. Maybe because she’s missing a piece of herself. She believes that if she knew them, could find them and face them, she could fill the puzzle in.

This is her most dangerous secret.

It has, for so long, been her only secret. After tonight, she will have two.

Kala sleeps beneath the southernmost window. The moon is already setting when Alad appears at the opening, the stars bright. Something has kept Kala awake. Like she knew he was coming.

She is ready.

They have spent years practicing the art of subterfuge, so it is nothing for her to ease out of bed and launch herself silently through the window. The other girls never stir in their sleep. It occurs to her that she may not be the first to have had a midnight caller—how many girls have tiptoed past her cot, slipped open the door or climbed out the window? How many have breathed in the night air and the musky scent of nerves and need, clasped hands, and run into the night?

She prefers not to know. She doesn’t want to think of this as something usual, common. There is nothing common about the way she feels when Alad takes her hand and looks at her, so full of fear and hope, nothing usual about their soft footsteps padding across the camp until they reach a secluded clearing, within the perimeter of the base but still far beyond prying eyes. The camp is built on an excavated lake bed, one of the few areas in this arid corner of the country where clay and stone interrupt the endless miles of sand. There is nothing here but the scratchings of spiders, the bare rock, and the two of them.

Kala should be nervous. Of being caught—of not being caught, and whatever happens next. But when he cups her chin in his strong hands, when he whispers, “I couldn’t wait any longer,” when she closes her eyes and some powerful force draws their lips together, it all feels too right for worry.

It is like running. No thought, only motion: only breath, only heartbeat, only the body and its needs.

Except there is no motion now.

She has never felt more still. She never wants to move from this place, from his arms.

“You’re so beautiful,” he tells her, and she goes tense, because she knows it to be a lie. She knows her green eyes are too wide apart and her slim, muscled body is all sharp lines and hard edges. Her black hair is hacked off close to her scalp, which makes her ears look huge. These aren’t things she minds, but they are things she knows.

Then he continues.

“You’re like a living weapon,” he says quietly. She can feel his lips move against the skin of her neck. “A blade. Shining in the night. The way you move, the way you strike . . . it’s like liquid starlight.”

She understands now. When he says beautiful, he means strong. Where he finds strength, he sees beauty.

In this, most of all, they are the same.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t want this,” he whispers. “Me.”

She is afraid of how much she wants it.

Him.

Their kisses are urgent, their embrace furious, hands and lips exploring uncharted territory, skin warming to the touch, burning with contact, with need.

Kala has always wondered what it would feel like, the connection to another person, the thing called love, but she has never really understood it.

Somehow, her body knows what to do.

After, they talk.

Not like before, when they talked like everyone else, about nothing. Now, it is like a door has been thrown open. Kala has never even realized that she wanted to talk, to give voice to all her carefully hidden thoughts. She’s never seen the point. But she must have wanted it, because talking with him is almost as satisfying as being with him. Every word is a release.

They meet every night, and lie together under the stars.

Everything Kala knows about love she learned from the movies. Or at least from the movies they are allowed to stream on their computers—and the ones the minders don’t know they stream. The minders consider some movies to be good practice for learning foreign languages; the Players-in-training consider it good practice for the life they will someday live beyond the barbed wire of this encampment.

In the movies, when a boy and a girl lie together beneath a jewel-studded sky, the boy charts the constellations for the girl and awes her with his understanding of the cosmos. Kala and Alad memorized the map of the sky when they were children. For those who know what is to come, there is no beauty in the stars, only danger.

He cannot awe her. Everything he knows, she knows, and vice versa.

So they talk about what they don’t know.

“What do you think it’s like, growing up in a family?” she asks him.

“Total hassle,” he says. “You’re always trying to make curfew or getting grounded, you have to do the dishes and take out the trash, and I bet you’d get in real trouble if you set off a grenade in the backyard.”

Kala sighs happily, thinking of the homemade explosives she tested yesterday, which turned an old equipment shed to a heap of ash. “I would miss grenades,” she admits.

“Besides, they’re sort of like family,” he says. “The minders.”

She laughs. “They’re nothing like family.”

“And how would you know?”

“You remember the day your first minder left?” she asks, and she can feel his muscles tense beneath her fingers. “That’s how I know.”

By this point, they have been through dozens of minders, some lovable and some forgettable, some who changed their lives and some who seemed determined to ruin them. No minder stays with them for more than a few months—it’s the best way to prevent personal attachments from forming—and eventually their faces begin to blur together. But no one forgets their first.

When the children are brought to the camp at age four, each one is assigned a minder. Kala’s was a round woman with a stern voice but a ready smile: Hebat, which means “lady of the skies” in the ancient language of their people. Alad’s was Kingu, “the great emissary.” Kala barely remembers this time, but she remembers feeling frightened and alone, clinging to Hebat’s skirt with chubby toddler fists. She remembers how Hebat wiped her tears when she cried and helped her blow her nose when she was ill. Hebat taught her how to speak Persian and Sanskrit, to dress herself and tie her shoes, to brush her teeth and wrap her hair into braids. Hebat read her to sleep at night, and by eagerly looking over her burly shoulder, Kala taught herself to read too. Hebat was her entire world—and then, one day, Hebat was gone.

Gone without saying good-bye.

Gone without leaving any word of how to contact her.

Gone for good.

Everyone’s first minder leaves like this; it is the first important lesson Players-in-training must learn. No one person matters; no personal attachment lasts. After that first year, they are placed in a series of ever-shifting groups—different units within the larger cohort, different minders, different camps. She and Alad have been in the same grouping for a few weeks, and Kala already lives in fear that he will be taken away from her. Nothing and no one stays the same here for more than a few months. The only constant in life is Endgame.

Kala has never spoken of her first minder to anyone. “Mine was Hebat,” she says now. “I really thought she loved me.”

“We all thought that,” Alad admits.

“I know that now, obviously. But for years, I felt like such an idiot.” Something else she’s never said aloud. But it feels like she can tell Alad anything. Or at least almost anything. “Like it was this secret shame. That I’d fallen for her act. Imagine that, five years old and already beating myself up for not seeing through the bullshit.”

After Hebat, Kala was different. That was the first sliver of ice in her heart. The beginning of the cold, the empty. After Hebat, she had wanted not to feel, had wanted to forget her beloved minder and the parents who came before. She was angry and alone, and so she taught herself not to care. By the time the anger faded and the loneliness grew, by the time she needed to care again, she no longer remembered how.

Maybe if she found them again, the ones she’d left behind . . . maybe if she could remember the faces of her mother and father, she could remember everything else she’d lost.

She needs to be whole again, now more than ever. Because now she has him.

“It was a good lesson,” Alad says. “I bet you never fell for anyone’s bullshit again.”

“It was a cruel lesson.”

“To prepare us for cruel lives. To harden us.”

“Maybe I didn’t want to be hard,” she says.

He presses his lips to the smooth flesh of her stomach, and even though there is nothing beneath it but rigid muscle, he says, “I bet we can still find a few soft spots. If we try.”

Sometimes, it’s better not to talk.

They avoid each other now, during the day, so no one will suspect the thing between them. It’s agony to stare at him from across the room while she should be working on her ancient Sumerian translations, wanting to brush aside the lock of hair that’s fallen across his eyes, knowing she can’t. But it’s the delicious kind of agony, like pressing on a bruise. It distracts her from her training. She’s slowed down, and people notice.

“What’s different about you?” Britney asks one night, as they brush their teeth, and Kala nearly laughs with delight. She likes the idea that there is something different about her, that the other girls can see her happiness painted on her skin, a badge of honor.

“It’s a mystery,” she says, and Britney shakes her head and then, for good measure, her booty. (Britney named herself after her favorite American pop star and never lets anyone forget it.) She’s used to Kala keeping her secrets to herself; they all are.

But this is the first time Kala wishes she didn’t have to.

Alad is terrified of what will happen if the minders find out. Kala, on the other hand, can’t bring herself to worry. “What’s the worst they can do to us?” she asks him, tickling the spot behind his knee where he’s especially sensitive.

“I don’t even want to think about it,” he says.

But she has thought about it. A lot. The worst they can do is disqualify her from being a Player. Would that be so bad?

She’s played hard because she’s liked how it feels to win, because it’s a good way to pass the time. The others are all so desperate to be selected, to gain the recognition, to earn the chance to save their people. For Kala, all of that has always rung hollow, like everything else. Player. Endgame. Bloodline. Nothing but words, no more or less important than any others.

Now she has something real.

Now she knows what it is to really care, and she knows what she wants. All she wants.

Alad.

Let them discover the truth. Let them send her away. What does it matter to her, as long as Alad goes with her?

And she knows he would.

He loves her as much as she loves him.

She can tell.

“I wish we could stay here all night,” Alad tells her, in the place she has come to think of as their place, the clearing dusted with pebbles and moonlight. “I wish I could wake up beside you.”

“Someday,” she says, then stops.

They never talk about the future.

“Someday this will be all be over and we can be together for real,” he says.

She wants to freeze this moment in time and live inside it forever.

“Tell me,” she says. “Tell me a story.” She nuzzles her head into the curve of his shoulder and presses her palm to his. She likes that their hands are exactly the same size. That they know the same languages and can perform the same complex algorithms and multivariable equations with the same lightning speed. That he is slightly stronger but she is slightly faster. This is not how it is in the movies, but that doesn’t matter. She thinks this is the way it should always be.

“Once upon a time, there was a handsome boy and a beautiful girl.” His voice is like honey, slow and deliberate. “They grew up together, but even though the girl was very smart, she was slow to notice the obvious.”

“Which was?”

He grins. “Which was that the boy was amazing. A prince among men.”

“I bet the girl wasn’t too shabby herself.”

“You bet right,” he says. “The girl was . . . she was a miracle.”

The word sits between them. He does love her, she knows that now, without a doubt. It’s not just the things he says; it’s the way he says them. The way he looks at her when he does.

She wonders if that would change, if he knew her secret—if he knew what she’s done.

“The boy and girl were forbidden to be together, but they found a way,” he continued. “Every night, they came together and—”

She puts a finger to his lips. “It’s not polite to kiss and tell.”

He clears his throat. “And had a very nice time. Then, one day, the boy was chosen as his generation’s Player.”

“Oh, the boy?” she says.

“Naturally.”

She gives him a teasing shove. “Sexist pig.”

“Oink.”

“If you think just because you’re the guy, you—”

“May I continue with my story?” he asks her.

She can’t play mad for long. She doesn’t care who is named the Player in this story, any more than she does in life. She doesn’t care about the game; she wants to know what happens after. “You may,” she says.

“Anyway, the boy was chosen to be his generation’s Player, not because he was a boy, which is a stupid thing to assume, but because he was a magnificent example of the human species, quite possibly the apotheosis of the race.”

“And modest too.”

“Exactly.” Alad strokes her as he speaks, his fingers trailing back and forth across her body in time with his words.

“The boy and girl were separated for a time . . .”

She wants to make a joke here, to keep the mood light, to prove to him and to herself that the story isn’t real, but she can’t do it. The thought of being separated from him, it’s like a physical ache. Like imagining someone amputating a limb.

“But their sacrifice was worth it,” he says. “Because the boy acquitted himself admirably as a Player, and when his tenure was over—”

“Uneventfully.”

“When his completely lacking in eventfulness tenure was over, he was showered with all the rewards that accrue to a Player past his prime. Fame, fortune, power.”

This much, she knew, was true. Former Players had their pick of the good life—the rest of their bloodline saw to it that they got whatever they wanted, as thanks for their years of duty and sacrifice. Players-in-training got no such advantage: You were sent on your way with a small bank account and a forged high school diploma, and you hoped that would be enough. You spent the rest of your life on call to any Player who might need you—except for the ones who came crawling back, volunteering to be minders, because they could imagine no other life. But actual Players? It was like winning the lottery. Assuming you survived long enough to cash in your ticket.

“Totally free of responsibility and obligation, the boy and girl moved to a beautiful mansion in Abu Dhabi. They got married and had two very handsome sons, and promised each other they would never be apart another day in their lives. And they lived happily ever after.”

Kala rolls over on her side so she can get a clear look at his face. “So do you really want that?” she asks.

“What, marriage? Kids? Yeah. I know we’re young, but eventually . . .”

“No, not that. I mean, yes, that, I’m glad you want that, because . . .” She shakes her head. Everything’s getting muddled. Until tonight they have never talked about the future, and now suddenly it’s all laid out before her, a street paved with gold. It’s so much, so fast. And there’s so much he still doesn’t know about her. “I mean, do you really want to be chosen as the Player?”

“Of course I do.” He sits up, looks at her like she’s a stranger. “Don’t you?”

She sits up too, and takes his hands. It’s good to hold them, but not as good as it is to be held by them, to curl her body into his embrace and feel cut off from the rest of the world. “I guess? I don’t know, I never gave it much thought.”

“Yeah, I can see how that would be, given that it’s our entire purpose in life. And has been since we were born.”

“Not since we were born,” she says quickly. Because that’s the whole point.

“Get picked as the Player and you get everything,” he says. “It’s not just an honor; it’s being set for a lifetime. You watch so many movies—but do you know what the world’s really like? The world outside Hollywood? It’s hard and it’s expensive and it’s getting shittier every day. Yeah, I want to be the Player. I want the chance to save the world. And after, I’ll have enough money and power to live life the way I want to live it.” He gives her hands a very gentle squeeze. “And protect the people I love.”

Love. It is the first time either of them has said the word.

Except that Players don’t love. Everyone knows this. Those chosen to be the Player are broken of the habit of love, and they never regain it. Even those who live on to old age choose to die alone.

He must tell himself that he will be different. Kala has noticed this about human nature: everyone likes to believe they are the exception to the rule.

She’s not going to argue with him, certainly not after he’s used that word. Letting someone believe whatever he needs to—maybe that is also love.

“It was a good story,” she tells him. “Really good.”

“How about you?”

“I’m not really much for stories,” she says.

“No, I mean, what do you want?”

She reaches for him, with pointed purpose.

He laughs and pushes her away. “Aside from the obvious, I mean.”

Now is the moment. She can lie to him, make up some trivial desire, some stupid thing like a motorcycle or a Nobel Prize—or she can show him the part of herself that she’s been keeping secret all this time. Say it out loud, this truth that she’s never exposed to the light. She can trust him enough to hear her dark desire, the desperate wish at the base of her life, and love her anyway.

Maybe he will even understand her dream.

Maybe he will share it.

She turns away from him and, for good measure, closes her eyes. She doesn’t want to see his face when she admits it.

“I want a family,” she says.

“What, like kids? You know I want to give you that. I mean, not anytime soon, obviously, but—”

“No,” she says, though it would be easy enough to let it go. “I mean, yes, I want that too, someday, but that’s not what I mean. I want my family. The people I came from. The people they took me away from.”

“Oh.”

She can’t read his voice, and after a long moment of silence, she can’t stand it anymore. She turns back to him. He searches her face, and she loves him for trying to understand. But she can see that he doesn’t.

“Don’t you ever think about it?” she says. “Where you came from? Who you belong to?”

“Why would I think about that? They gave us away, Kala.”

“We don’t know that,” she says. “We don’t know anything. What makes you so sure it was their choice? Has anyone ever given us a choice?”

She’s ready now, charged with anger. If she can just make him see it, then she can tell him everything. About the late nights spent hacking through the camp’s firewalls, searching for back doors to password-locked archives, decoding encrypted files. About what she’s spent so long looking for—and what she’s found.

About how she hasn’t done anything about it, not yet. Hasn’t known what to do, until now.

Now, they can do it together.

“You know why it has to work this way,” he says, and it almost sounds like he’s chastising her. “You don’t give toddlers a choice. You make smart choices for them, for their own good. For everyone’s good.”

“And now? We’re not toddlers anymore, Alad.”

“And now we choose to do what needs to be done to protect our people,” he says. “Or at least I do.”

You sound like a robot, she wants to tell him. You sound brainwashed.

“This is bigger than us,” he says. “This is the end of the world. The survival of the race. If our birth families didn’t want to give us away, then they were being selfish. Some things are worth a sacrifice.”

“What if someone tried to take me away from you?” she asks.

“That’s never going to happen.”

“But if it did?”

“I would never let anyone take you away from me,” he says, voice deadly serious. “I promise.”

But a promise is more than just the word. They both know he can’t promise her anything, not really. Their lives have no space for any promises except the promise they’ve made to the cause. The promise they were forced to make.

She doesn’t point this out to him. She doesn’t want to argue, or to talk about duty or families or promises anymore. For once, she doesn’t want to talk at all. She kisses him to win his silence, and keep it.

Easier not to hear the judgment in his voice, the doubt.

There’s no doubt in his touch.

And in the quiet of his arms, she can imagine that, deep down, they are the same.

It happens the next day. There’s no warning, no portent in the sky or tension in the air, some flashing neon sign to indicate This is the day everything changes. There’s just a tap on her shoulder as she cools down after her afternoon run, a whisper in her ear that she’s wanted in the central office.

Her first thought, her only thought, is that they know about her and Alad. Because what else could it be?

Stepping into the office is like crossing into a different world. The only part of the camp with central air-conditioning, the room offers no hint that it’s in the middle of the Rub’ al-Khali, the biggest sand desert in the world. The room’s air is crisp and cool, its lines sleek and modern—they could be in a luxury high-rise in the heart of Abu Dhabi. Except that, through the window, the desert stretches on and on.

Three minders are seated along one side of a conference table: Adar, who runs the weapons range; Ninsuna, who oversees discipline; and Zikia, who teaches military strategy or, as she puts it, how to win. Unlike the other minders, Zikia has never stayed at the camp for more than a week or two—but also unlike the others, she always comes back. Hardened by training and age, Zikia seems molded from steel. Her expression is sharp enough to cut. It is from Zikia that Kala has learned to appear weak when she is strong, and appear strong when she is weak.

But this depends on knowing the difference between face and mask, and in this moment, Kala does not. She feels strong and weak in equal measure.

If Zikia is here, summoning her, then this is bigger than she expected.

This is real trouble.

“5SIGMA,” Zikia says, giving her a sharp nod. Kala has always liked the tough old woman. An aging former Player, she is good at mustering charm when she needs to persuade, but there is always steel in her eye. Kala appreciates that, unlike the other minders, she does not pretend to care about any of them.

Kala stops midway between the minders and the doorway, and waits for them to speak her transgression, and her punishment.

As long as she and Alad can stay together, nothing else matters.

And they will stay together.

He promised.

Zikia pulls her lips back in a chilling smile. “Congratulations,” she says. “You’ve been chosen.”

It’s so far from what Kala is expecting to hear that it takes her a moment to understand. “Chosen for what?” she asks, and then the foolishness of the question sinks in. What else is there to be chosen for? What has there ever been?

“You will be our Player.”

Now all three of them are smiling. They have the look of jackals watching the weakest member of a herd fall behind, biding time before they pounce.

“I don’t understand,” she says.

“Six months from today, the current Player will age out,” Zikia says. “At which point the honor will fall to you.”

Kala told Alad she didn’t know whether she wanted to be the Player. That wasn’t a lie. It had seemed so unlikely, and so huge, even her imagination couldn’t encompass it.

Now that the moment is here, she knows exactly what she does and doesn’t want.

She doesn’t want the responsibility.

She doesn’t want a new life that’s even more restricted, more circumscribed by obligation, more dictated by the needs of others.

She doesn’t want to sacrifice herself, even for the survival of her people.

She doesn’t want to spend years waiting for death to rain down from the sky, knowing that when it does, she will have to act.

She wants to cry.

But Kala has been well trained. She has been molded into a warrior, a flesh-and-blood weapon, sleek and strong and always in control. She is not capable of falling apart, even when she wants to.

When she speaks, her voice does not tremble. “Can I ask you, ma’am, why me? Britney is a better fighter, Farzin is much better at military strategy, and—” She cuts herself off just before she can say his name.

Alad wants this so much, for himself.

What will he think when he finds out she’s taken it from him?

“You can ask, but we’re under no obligation to answer,” Zikia says. “All you need know is that we have faith in our choice. Yes, along some vectors, others are superior to you. But you are the only one capable of Playing the game as it needs to be Played. It must be you.”

The message is clear: the choice is theirs, not Kala’s.

No one is going to ask her whether this is what she wants. This is what it is, and she’s meant to accept it.

“Tomorrow you and I will begin your training.”

“Begin?” she says. Her mouth is working of its own accord. Her mind is frozen. Stunned. “I’ve been training for my whole life. Training is my life.”

“You don’t know true training,” Zikia says. “But you will.”

“Pack up your belongings,” Adar says. “Tomorrow you leave this place.”

“Wait, leave? What? To go where?”

“We can’t tell you that,” Zikia says. “And Kala, we trust that you’ll keep this discreet—better the others not know of our decision until you’re gone. People can be . . . unpredictable.”

“I’m not even supposed to say good-bye?” she says, her voice catching on the word. There’s only one person she would care to say good-bye to.

And she can never say good-bye to him.

“It’s even more important, now, that your only attachment is to the matter at hand,” Zikia says. “If you’ve got anything here that matters to you, anyone—trust me when I say, it’s better to sever that cleanly, while you can.”

The way Zikia is looking at her, the way she says anyone, it’s as if she knows. That there is a someone. That the someone matters.

But she can’t know. If she knew, she would never have chosen Kala to be the Player.

Maybe if Kala admits it, the minders will change their minds.

But she can’t speak.

“You have sixteen hours to wrap things up,” Zikia says. “We leave at dawn.”

There is nothing to pack. There is only one thing in this place she holds precious, and he won’t fit in a backpack.

So she goes about the rest of her day as if nothing has happened. She forces herself not to panic, not to rush into Alad’s arms until they can be alone. They have until dawn. That’s plenty of time to plan.

Kala has spent years learning to power through pain and fear. She’s an expert at deception, and so it’s nothing for her to lie to her cohorts, to put on a happy face, to go to sleep beside them as if she’ll be there when they wake.

Even as she lies in bed, staring into the darkness, she keeps up the mental wall. The minders have trained her to visualize an actual wall, hundreds of feet high and thick with steel, as strong as it needs to be to keep unwanted thoughts at bay.

It’s only when Alad appears at the window that the wall begins to crumble.

It’s only when they’ve reached their special clearing, and he takes her in his arms, that she tears the whole damn thing down and lets herself break.

“What? What is it? Kala, what’s wrong?” Alad is panicked, desperate, searching her for wounds, for something that would explain the quivering mess in his arms. Kala is not like this; Kala is never like this.

She’s never fallen apart before, and so had no idea how much strength it would take to piece herself back together. She clings to him, holding herself up, holding herself here. “It’s me,” she says, when she can speak. Snot and tears flow freely, and she almost laughs, thinking about how pretty crying looks in the movies. There is nothing pretty about this. “They picked me.”

“To what?”

“To Play.”

He is holding her up—so when he lets go, she staggers and nearly falls. Suddenly it’s as if there are miles of space between them. As if today’s decision has carved a fissure through her life: before, after. They stand on opposite sides of a chasm, staring across.

“Congratulations,” he says in a wooden voice.

“No. No congratulations!” If she can make him understand, the space will close again. It will have to. “There’s nothing to congratulate. I don’t want this! Who could want this?”

He flinches, and she would take the words back if she could. Even though they are true. She sees what her life will be now, how it will no longer be her own. He wouldn’t want this, if he knew how it felt.

It feels like falling.

“I wish it had been you,” she says, reaching out to touch him. He pulls away. He can hear the lie in her voice, she knows. He just doesn’t understand it.

She could never wish this for him.

“So this is it,” he says. “This is good-bye.”

No one knows how Players are chosen; no one knows where they disappear to when they are. But everyone knows they come back different.

They come back hard.

The Players are all, at some level, like Zikia. They can be kind, charming; they know how to make their eyes twinkle to get what they want. But there is ice in their hearts. Kala would like to believe it’s impossible, that it could happen to her—that this mysterious training will strip away the fundamentals of who she is, will take away her ability to love just as she’s found it again.

But she is a girl raised on stories of alien invasion and imminent apocalypse.

She knows nothing is impossible.

“Run away with me,” she says. The words are out before she realizes she’s going to say them, before she realizes it’s what she wants to do.

That she’s never wanted anything more.

“What?” he says, stunned dumb as she was a few hours before.

“Let’s just go,” she says, excitement building. Hope building. “We can leave tonight. Get away from here, away from them; screw being the Player and their stupid Endgame.” This is possible, she realizes—more than possible, this is necessary. This is the answer, the miracle she’s been waiting for, as if a solution would drop out of the sky. She’s smarter than that. Miracles only happen when you make them happen. Maybe the same is true for lives.

“And exactly where are we supposed to go?” Alad asks.

They both know that the Sumerian reach is wide and powerful. If Kala defies their edict, they will hunt her down. They will punish.

“There’s nothing out there for us,” Alad says. “Our lives are here.”

“Your life,” she says. “I’m leaving here tomorrow no matter what; the only question is if I go where I’m told—or where I want.”

“It’s a few years, Kala. You can do that in your sleep. A few years and then it’s behind you and you can have everything. We can have everything.” He puts his arms around her and she can breathe again.

Will he still want to hold on when he knows the truth?

Because there’s no time left.

She has to tell him.

“There is something out there for me,” Kala says. “I . . .” She swallows. It’s beyond forbidden, what she’s done. It’s unthinkable. “I tracked down my family. My birth family. I know where they live. I know everything about them.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” His voice is unreadable. But he is still holding on.

“I couldn’t. I knew what you’d think, that it was, I don’t know, weak. Stupid.”

“Nothing you do is weak or stupid, Kala.”

“I wasn’t even going to do anything about it, not at first,” she admits. Now that she’s broken the floodgate, the words spill out of her. “I just wanted to know. But now . . . I need to see them. I can’t stand it anymore, having them out there but not knowing. Not seeing their faces. I know you don’t understand it. I know you don’t feel this way, that no one does, that I’m the freak, but I can’t help it. It’s always felt like something was missing, and something was. Them. They’re a part of me. Like you’re a part of me, Alad. I have to go. I have to. But I don’t want to go without you. I never want to go anywhere without you again. Come with me, just to see them, and then we can go anywhere, do anything we want. We can make our own choices, for once. Make our own lives.”

He says nothing.

He doesn’t look at her.

So this is how it ends, she thinks.

She tells herself: I can go without him.

She tells herself: I don’t need him.

She tells herself: I don’t need anyone.

But then his ice melts and his smile breaks through and he lifts her off the ground and buries his face in her hair and whispers “yes, yes, yes,” and she knows that this is the only answer she could have survived.

They will go two hours before dawn.

She is reluctant to leave Alad, even for the time it takes them to gather supplies—water and weapons and enough cash pilfered from the minders’ cabins to get them where they need to go. But it will be faster if they separate, and the faster the better.

She waits for him by the rendezvous point, fifty yards south of the guard tower, steeling herself for him not to show. Seconds tick past, then minutes, and he doesn’t come, and he still doesn’t come . . .

And then he does.

They have chosen the guard tower staffed, at this hour, by Dilshad and Javed, because everyone knows that Dilshad regularly sneaks away from her post to play poker with the kitchen staff, while Javed spends his shift down the internet porn rabbit hole and wouldn’t notice if a freight train blasted through the gate.

Kala and Alad are a little more subtle.

It takes no more than a snip of the right wire to disarm the electrified gate. From there, it’s easy. They can scale barbed-wire fences in their sleep. Alad goes first, flinging himself up and safely over the barbs like a gymnast on the uneven bars. He snatches hold of the other side of the fence to break his fall, then climbs down the rest of the way. Safe. Free.

She loves to watch him move, watch his muscles ripple and flex. Even now, when a wrong move could set the sirens blaring and the guards running, she allows herself a moment of wonder. Impossible to believe that he belongs to her—that they belong to each other.

Then it’s her turn. She climbs halfway up the fence, pushes off with her legs, vaults her body up and over the barbed-wire rim, tumbling head over heels, then makes a blind grab and wraps her fingers tightly around chain link. She dangles midway up, six feet from the ground. This close to freedom, climbing is too slow. She pushes off again, sailing through the night air. This is how it feels to be free, she thinks.

Like flying.

She lands gracefully, the force of impact vibrating through her bones, and without pause they are both running, across the desert, into the night, eager to put miles between them and the camp before anyone notices they’re gone. This is the plan: Run until dawn, then find a suitable hiding spot, a cave or a dried creek bed, somewhere they can wait out the searchers who will come with the sun.

They don’t speak, or even look at each other. Instead Kala falls into step behind Alad, watching his smooth, even gait, the steady pumping of his arms, the sweat dripping down that familiar curve of neck, thinking of the first time she really saw him, and how little she knew, before that, of what it meant to be alive.

These are the rumors—this, they say, is what happens when you shirk your duty, foolishly try to escape:

They come for you.

They find you, wherever you hide.

They blindfold you, tie you up, toss you into an unmarked van, hold you at a secluded location until you’ve learned the errors of your ways.

Learning comes through brainwashing.

Or through starvation.

Or through torture.

They cut off fingers; they pry out teeth. They waterboard and electrocute. If they suspect you’ve given away the secrets of your training, that you’ve spilled dangerous information to the wrong party, they cut out your tongue.

At least, these are the stories.

All the stories concern Players-in-training, children who are of little value to the big picture. There are no stories of what happens to Players gone rogue. It is simply not done.

Or if it is done, the penalties are too awful to speak of.

Kala believes none of it. These are bedtime stories, used to scare children who might otherwise contemplate running from the closest they have to a home.

But she does believe they will come for her. So it’s a good thing they’ve taught her so well how to hide.

And, if it comes to that, how to fight.

Her family lives in Abyaneh, one of the oldest villages in Iran, home to fewer than 200 families—and on many days even more tourists, looking to commune with a Persian past. It is in the center of that country, more than 1,500 kilometers away, and will require crossing north across the Yemeni/Saudi Arabian border, finding passage across the Persian Gulf, and then making their way into the heart of Iran.

She knows these facts about her family, and many others: She knows her mother’s name is Roshan Jahandar and her father is Parham. She has a nine-year-old sister, Mina. She knows her own name, her name at birth—Simin, which means “delicate” and surely was meant for some other girl. She whispers it to herself sometimes, at night, trying to imagine who that girl might have been, whether somewhere inside Kala she still exists. She knows her father is a doctor and her mother a writer of online instruction manuals. She knows she has her mother’s green eyes and her father’s lopsided ears, and her sister has precisely the same shade of hair. The files she’s broken into have many facts, and the internet has supplied many more. But nowhere in the files, or in the gigabytes of data floating in cyberspace, are answers to the questions that really matter, the facts she needs to know.

Whether her parents remember her; whether they wanted to give her away.

Whether she was loved; whether she is missed.

What it means to be a daughter, to have a mother and a father.

What it means to have a family, and whether this one still belongs to her.

They travel only at night, navigating by the stars, making their way slowly across the desert, tracking miles across the dunes from dusk till dawn. Days are for curling up in dark places and whispering each other to sleep. They have learned how to find hidden rivulets of water beneath the earth, and how to slow their metabolisms to stretch the length of time they can subsist without. They are trained to spot traces of life, to sniff out human trespassers in the wild and track them down. And so it is that on the third night, as their water is running out, they find a bedouin camp. While the travelers sleep, Kala and Alad rifle through their supplies, taking what they need. They also take two camels. After that they make better time, and soon they have reached the Shaybah oil fields, meaning they are well across the Saudi Arabian border and only a few kilometers from the United Arab Emirates.

The oil field has its own airstrip, and it is child’s play to steal a plane. Kala drops the flight crew one by one with a series of toxic darts, while Alad takes out the pilots with a simple choke hold. She is about to slit their throats, just to be sure, but Alad stays her hand.

“It’s not necessary,” he says. “We can do it without that. And if we can, we should.”

They can. They do.

Kala reminds herself that they are starting a new life now. She will have to learn to be soft.

They dump the pilots on the runway. They have both logged hours in the flight simulator on several models of plane and helicopter. Kala settles into the pilot’s seat with Alad beside her and, with a roar of the engine, eases the plane off the runway and into the air. In no time, they are in the emerald city of Abu Dhabi, gaping at skyscrapers and tourists dripping with jewels, luxuriating in the air-conditioning of their spacious hotel suite. A stolen credit card number has bought them a palatial spread, complete with a Jacuzzi and all the water they can drink.

There is the temptation to stay. At least for a little longer.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Kala says to Alad, as she’s said so often. “We’re really doing it.” She needs to keep repeating it, to make herself believe. Every time she falls asleep, she worries she’ll wake up back at the camp, only to discover this has all been a dream.

“We really are,” he tells her, as he always does, and then kisses her. He always does that too.

They hack the Emirates Airline site and assign themselves two seats on a flight to London, leaving the next morning. They do this under their own names—then claim two more seats on a flight to Tokyo under the names Enki and Enlil, the Sumerian gods of earth and air. If the minders are searching for them, these are the bread crumbs they will find. Kala hopes they will assume the London tickets are fake—too obvious, too easy to track—and uncover the Tokyo flight. Then the wild goose chase will commence.

In the meantime, Kala and Alad will acquire fake passports, charter a boat across the Gulf, and then—because everything is safer in a crowd—ride endless buses north into Iran, at least until they reach Ardestan. There they will steal a car, or perhaps, if whim overtakes them, two motorbikes, and venture into the countryside.

She’s covered her tracks in the camp’s computer system. The minders will have no reason to guess where she’s going—no reason to think she’s trekking into her past rather than her future.

Even if they somehow do, she’ll be gone before they have time to figure it out. She doesn’t need to stay with her family, doesn’t need to bring danger to their door.

She just needs to see them.

To know.

“Don’t worry,” Alad says as their bus bumps along endless miles of dusty brown landscape. Someone a few rows behind them is carrying a crate of chickens, whose squawk is nearly as bad as their smell. “We’ll get there soon.”

He thinks she’s impatient, but the closer they get, the slower she wants to move.

What if she hates them? What if they hate her?

Worse: What if they are simply strangers? If she steps through the door and feels nothing? If the thing she’s been looking for her entire life turns out not to exist? She’s been searching so long for that missing piece—but if she doesn’t find it here, she won’t find it anywhere. And that hole at her center, the one even Alad can’t fill, will be empty forever.

These are the fears that keep her awake at night. But then Alad will murmur something in his sleep, or roll over and curl an arm around her, and her worries fade away.

Nothing can go wrong now.

The village is smaller than she imagined. There are, along the way, cell towers and satellite dishes, all the necessary trappings of modern life. There are, in the heart of the town, befuddled tourists gaping wide-eyed at the red soil and the colorful traditional garb. But as they creep through the village’s terraced streets, it’s easy to imagine they’ve been transported back in time. It feels so remote here, untouched by time—the kind of place you would seek out if you wanted to hide from the world.

This is what Kala thinks as she stands on the front step of the house that could have been her home. Maybe they came here to forget her; maybe they came here to get away.

The houses have no addresses—they stopped in the café to ask how to find the Jahandar family and half the room was able to tell them. A mile north of the grocery at the end of town, where civilization is reclaimed by nature, they will find a small blue cottage surrounded by fig trees. Everyone says: “And tell them we say hello.” Her family is popular in this place, that’s clear. They are loved.

Here is the house. Here are the trees. Here is Kala, discovering what it means to be afraid.

The files couldn’t tell her why her family was chosen to donate a child, why she was chosen: whether they gave her away willingly, whether they volunteered. They moved to this village one year after she was taken—or given—and have been here ever since. What were they escaping? Kala wonders. Memories, or me?

“Maybe this is a bad idea,” Alad says, because surely he can smell her fear. He’s giving her a graceful out. “You don’t have to go in.”

“We came all this way . . .” She hates how her voice sounds: so small, so defeated.

“And we can go farther,” he says, eyes lighting up with the possibility. “We keep talking about the future, Kala—but why wait? Let’s start it tonight. Now. Let’s forget about the past and start the rest of our lives.”

They have agreed to go to Paris next, because the movies say it’s the most romantic place on earth. Alad is right, they could go right this moment, bring their future to life.

She loves him for suggesting it, for offering an out that carries no shame.

He can see she is afraid, and he doesn’t hate her for her weakness. She loves him for that too.

“You think they forgot me?” she says.

Alad brushes a finger across her cheek. “I think no one could forget you.”

Inside, there is music playing.

No, not music—scales, stumbling up and down the keys. Kala imagines a child’s unsteady hand.

She imagines a sister.

She knocks on the door.

“Can I help you?”

Kala recognizes the woman’s face from the photos in the files. A couple of inches shorter than Kala and many inches rounder, she has the weathered skin of someone who’s spent too much time in the sun. She looks like a nice woman, but she looks like a stranger.

“Yes?” the woman, the mother says, growing impatient. There is no recognition on her face. “What is it?”

Kala had always thought she would feel something. That some pheromone or long-dormant memory would spring to life at the sight of her mother, that love would spontaneously appear. She knows better than that—knows it is a fundamental law of nature that something cannot spring from nothing.

But isn’t it also a law of nature that mothers always know their children?

Shouldn’t there be something of her infant self in Kala’s face, something that calls this woman to her, makes her see?

And if not, if there’s nothing left, then what is she doing here?

“Maybe we should go,” she murmurs to Alad. He takes her hand. Maybe he’s about to pull her away; maybe he’s going to convince her to stay. She’ll never know. Because at that moment, a small girl runs into the room. She peers around her mother’s bulk to get a glimpse of the visitors, favoring them with a gap-toothed smile.

The mother looks nervously between the child and the strangers, and Kala wonders whether she’s thinking about the last time a set of strangers came to her door, expressing too much interest in her child. “I ask you one more time, who are you and what do you want here?”

There is so much to tell, but Kala is capable of squeezing out only a single word. The word that, for the first time, feels like it belongs to her.

“Simin.”

The woman goes still. Color drains out of her face, and she calls for her husband, or tries to, but her voice rises no higher than a whisper. “Get your father,” she croaks to the child. “Now.” The child scurries away, but the mother does not take her eyes off Kala. She does not move.

“Simin?” she says, finally, her voice wobbling on the second syllable. “My little Simin?”

Kala has waited so long to say it: “Mother?”

Then there is screaming, and there are arms around her and a mother’s tears and a father’s laughter and somewhere in the symphony of joy a child’s nervous squeal and Kala breathes in the scent of saffron and nutmeg and finally understands, This is what it means to come home.

It’s like watching herself in a movie. This can’t be real, this scene she’s dreamed of so many times, all of it coming true exactly as she imagined. Dreams like this aren’t supposed to come true.

But: Here is her father serving her and Alad a heaping bowl of lamb stew; here is her mother weeping and weeping, smoothing her hair and peppering her forehead with kisses; here is her sister, fearless and bright, already in love with the handsome young man who brought her big sister home.

They are brimming with questions about what her life has been, but she doesn’t want to talk about that. She has questions of her own: about the life that she missed, the family she never had, the person they hoped she would be—but those questions are so big, she doesn’t know how to begin to ask.

For now, she just wants to soak them in. To live inside this feeling, like she’s swallowed the sun. This feeling that, she realizes, must be happiness. The feeling of living a life you’ve chosen, with the people who are meant to belong to you.

They’ve just finished dessert and are sipping steaming mugs of chai when she hears the thunder in the distance.

Which is strange, because the night is clear.

It’s only when she catches sight of Alad’s expression that she realizes that it’s not thunder.

It’s a helicopter in the distance, coming closer, maybe more than one.

Kala has been trained to act fast. She has been raised to be a hero, to save her people.

But when it counts, she is too slow.

She is on her feet as the men smash through the windows and the door. She is screaming “Get down get down” as they raise their guns. She is flinging herself at her sister, to shield the girl from harm, as the first shot goes off. She is a frenzy of motion . . . but all of it too late.

It’s over almost as soon as it begins.

And there’s a hole at the center of her mother’s head.

And her father’s.

And her sister’s.

Their bodies are motionless. The floor is thick with blood. Alad is frozen in a corner, watching.

Someone is screaming.

Kala realizes it’s her.

She forces herself to stop, and then there is only the thunder of helicopters overhead. There are the four men with guns, and the woman who led their charge.

Zikia, who has come to claim her.

Kala was so sure she wasn’t followed. So sure they wouldn’t figure out where she was going. So sure she’d been careful.

She was so careless with her family’s lives.

“Players cannot be compromised by attachment,” Zikia says. “You know that. Caring is weakness. Love is threat.”

“How?” she says, because she must know what she’s done.

“Well done, Alad,” Zikia says. “You’ve shown us all your true colors.”

Kala turns to him, the boy she loves, the boy who is her entire world, knowing it’s impossible.

Knowing nothing is impossible.

“Alad?” she says, and in that word is a plea: Tell me this woman is lying. Tell me you wouldn’t.

He doesn’t.

He says, “I’m sorry.”

There has always been an empty place at Kala’s center. It was filled, for a moment. But now, with those two words, the emptiness consumes her.

“I had no choice,” he says. “You were betraying the cause, I had to tell someone, and they said if I told them where we were going, they’d let you off the hook, they’d let me be the Player, and you know how much I wanted that, you didn’t want it at all, and that just wasn’t fair.” He’s babbling. It’s background noise to her, barely audible above the buzzing in her ears, the echo of her sister’s laughter. “They would have found us anyway, eventually. You know that. I thought it would be easier this way. That we could both get what we wanted. I didn’t know what they were going to do, Kala. You have to believe that. You have to forgive me. How could I know?”

There is, somehow, a weapon in her hand. A Caracal pistol, her favorite. Compact and deadly. Just like her.

“You gave yourself away to a fool,” Zikia tells her. It is Zikia’s gun, and Zikia’s hand on her shoulder, its gentle pressure telling her what she needs to do now. Who she needs to be now. “Your misguided attachment blinded you to the truth of him, and look what it’s done.”

Caring is weakness.

Love is threat.

“Kala,” Alad says. Pleads. “Kala, I love you. I only did this for us. For our future.”

She can smell the blood, its iron tang. This is what she will think of now, when she remembers her mother. Not saffron, but blood.

Not the life she could have had, but death.

“Kala, please.” Alad’s voice breaks.

Kala is only a word she chose to call herself. It is not real. No more real than Simin, that leftover from a child’s dream. Kala means “time,” the destroyer of all things. There are those who say Kala is the name of the god of death.

She is 5SIGMA. She has always been 5SIGMA. She sees that now. She sees the way forward.

She pulls the trigger.

Blood blossoms at the center of his forehead. His eyes go wide, then empty.

She has always had excellent aim.

“Good,” Zikia says. Then: “I’m sorry it had to happen like this.”

“I’m not,” Kala says, and is already in motion, stepping past Zikia, past the bodies of the people she will force herself to forget, past this present and into her future. She will not pause to cry, or to regret.

She has been scooped out, emptied of the capacity for tears, and of the weakness that goes with them.

She will move forward. She will forget Alad, forget her family, forget love, forget what was or what might have been, focus only on what is.

Playing.

Winning.

Surviving.

There is nothing else.


MU

CHIYOKO
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All day, every day, Chiyoko belongs to her people. Her life, her time, her choices, none of them are her own. She lives for the Mu, the thousands who share her ancient bloodline and will rely on her to save them if Endgame comes. It is both obligation and honor; it is a promise she made before she was old enough to understand sacrifice. A promise made on her behalf, before she was born. The stars spelled out her fate six days before baby Chiyoko made her way, red-faced and gasping—but never crying, never that—into the world. She was training for her role before she was old enough to understand what training meant, that training was anything other than life. She has never had friends, never had hobbies. She has never doubted the person she would grow to become, the things she would be capable of, the obligations she would serve, because her uncle told her what would come to pass, and she knew no other way but to believe him.

She begrudges none of it. The Mu are her people and she is their Player. Her days belong to them.

But her nights are her own.

By day she endures an isolated, regimented existence, her every minute accounted for. She is a precious object, to be protected at all costs. Yes, the training is rigorous and often puts her life in danger—she’s leaped from airplanes, scaled skyscrapers, infiltrated military installations, walked through fire—but those are calculated risks, efficient risks. They serve a purpose. When she is not enduring missions, preparing for an end that might never come, she is meant to be safe at home, under her uncle’s watchful eye. If and when Endgame begins, she will be the champion of her people. But until then, her uncle never tires of reminding her, she is a 13-year-old girl. A 13-year-old girl who can tie a hundred different knots, load a machine gun in three seconds flat, disarm a man three times her size. But she cannot do something so simple as open her mouth and ask for help.

Chiyoko lived 13 years as a Player-to-be, and accepted the limitations of that life, having never known any other. But 10 days ago, on her 13th birthday, she ascended. Player-to-be no more. She is now the Player, the one and only. She has placed her hands on the ancient scrolls, the ones that tell of the near obliteration of the Mu by their alien overlords. She has sworn to protect her people in the event that these merciless beings finally return. The Mu were saved once, by the cruel grace of the creatures from the stars. Only Chiyoko can save them again. This she swore to do—silently, with a slow nod of the head that her uncle understood. She could hear several of the elders on the Council of Twelve muttering, as if a promise were not a promise unless spoken aloud. As if her entire life had not been a promise of service to them and their needs.

She thought things would change after the ceremony. That upon coming of age she would live a freer life, able to make her own choices.

She was wrong.

If anything, her uncle’s rules have gotten more oppressive. She is still a precious possession, now more precious than ever. Her skills, her energies, her days—these belong to her people, her uncle reminds her, as he pushes her ever harder.

Chiyoko lives to please her uncle, the only one who believes in her without reservation. She delights in meeting his expectations and exceeding them. So by day she lives the life he sets out for her.

By night she flies.

Rooftop to rooftop, soaring over the streets of Naha, a creature of the dark. She runs up the sides of building, vaults over walls, lets momentum carry her up, across, away. She never hesitates at the edge of a roof: to hesitate is to fall. She flings herself at edges, leaps across chasms, holds tight to those seconds aloft, defying gravity. In those seconds, suspended between roofs, tens or hundreds of feet above the ground, she can be free.

Her trainers called it parkour, and they taught her well. No one knows how much she took the training to heart, that she has made the night city her own.

Chiyoko has always been good at secrets.

Some nights she spies on her neighbors, alighting on a balcony or windowsill and stealing glimpses of a stranger’s life. More often she enjoys her solitude, letting her mind drift into fantasy as her body takes flight: She is a vampire; she is a superhero; she is a monster. She is an anime vigilante, flickering in two dimensions across a cartoon sky. She wonders what they would make of her, these innocents, if they caught sight of her silhouette streaking across the low-hanging moon. Whatever it might be, it couldn’t be stranger than the truth.

That she is a superhero. A vigilante. That she is fated to save the world. Or at least her people. And she’s been taught to understand that they are all of the world that matters.

In the day, while she trains with her uncle, she bears this responsibility without telling anyone of her doubts: Can she do it? Is she strong enough? If Endgame comes, will she survive? She keeps her fears to herself, and lets no one guess how much she dreads Endgame, how much she hopes her time as the Player will pass without incident. That the days and years will slip past until she ages out of eligibility and the fate of the world slides onto someone else’s shoulders.

At night, the doubts disappear. They have no more hold on her than gravity.

She feels it as she leaps fearlessly into shadow: certainty. A sureness that she is the one, that Endgame will come, and come soon. That she will rise to meet it.

Part of it, surely, is the solitude of night, its promised escape from the doubting eyes of the Mu. Out here in the dark, there is no one to wonder how a girl who can’t speak can do anything else. No one to treat her like she is broken, damaged, stupid, wrong. No one to smile and pretend to believe her uncle, believe she is up to the challenge, while their gaze shines with the truth of their skepticism.

No wonder it’s easier to believe in herself when she can be invisible.

But that’s not all of it.

That may be what sent her into the night for the first time, but it’s not why she stayed, or why she can’t stay away.

Soaring from building to building, she becomes one with the dark. A shadow slipping across the sky, she feels connected to the stars as she never does on the ground. Only in motion, in the air, can she hear them singing to her. Whispers on the breeze, chimes in the night, a message meant only for her ears.

We are coming.

We are coming.

We are coming back.

Alone in the dark, she imagines she can feel their presence, their watchful eyes, those beings from the stars. And their eyes hold no doubt. They know she is the one. They know she will be ready.

This is why she defies her uncle’s wishes and sneaks into the night. She needs these booster shots of confidence. She needs that belief that comes only in darkness, to get her through all those hours in the light.

But tonight is not about confidence or freedom.

Tonight is about learning her fate.

Tonight she scales the barbed-wire gate surrounding Satoshi Nori’s estate and climbs his ivy-carpeted walls. She perches lightly on a sill and activates the transmitter she long before hid in his sitting room. The transmitters are long-range, and she could have eavesdropped on this conversation from the comfort of her own home. But she prefers it here, with the wind sharp on her cheeks and the Mu Council of Twelve bickering in hushed tones behind the bulletproof glass. Twelve of them, one for each of the original 12 tribes of Mu that stood up to the creatures from the stars. As reward for their rebelliousness, 11 of the tribes were wiped from the Earth. One line remained, one charged with remembering the price of defiance. The Mu have been obedient servants ever since, playing their role in the game, warning the ancient bloodlines of humanity about the Endgame to come. Millennia of tradition and servitude, all resting in the hands of these 12 old men and women. These are the 12 who have placed the burden of her people on Chiyoko’s shoulders, and among them now are those who would try to take that burden away.

They may refuse to face her, but they can’t stop her from facing them.

They may treat her like a child, but they’re fools if they think she’s going to act like one, letting decisions be made for her, letting conversations fly over her head that will decide her future.

Satoshi Nori is the de facto leader of the Mu—he is neither the wisest nor the boldest among them, but he has the most money, and that counts for plenty.

Chiyoko has been listening in on him for more than a year now. Which is how she knows his to be the loudest voice speaking up against her, arguing that a girl like her—a defective like her—should not be the Player, no matter what the signs may say.

Unlike her elders, she has never much cared what Satoshi thought. But maybe she should have. Because this afternoon she overheard her uncle agreeing to attend a meeting of the council, a meeting in which they would hear Satoshi out once and for all.

The Council of Twelve meets, as a rule, only once a year. An unscheduled meeting is agreed to only under grave consideration—if her uncle agreed to attend, he must have had good reason. He must have believed Satoshi would say something worth hearing.

Her uncle’s eyes are the only ones that have never lied to her. His faith in her is bone deep, and it is what sustains her through every doubting day. Or so she has always thought.

Maybe she is foolish after all.

Chiyoko clings tight to the wall, disappearing into the darkness. She closes her eyes against the wind, and listens.

“The girl is weak,” Satoshi says. “After so many generations, you would have us trust our people’s survival to this defective thing? This mute?”

It’s nothing she hasn’t heard before.

“You would have us cast away a hundred generations of tradition, defy the word of the gods, all on your opinion?” Chiyoko’s uncle says. “Chiyoko’s voice may be weak, but her spirit is strong. She is our Player, whether you like it or not.”

This, too, is familiar territory. No one questioned Chiyoko’s annunciation as Player-to-be—not until she was five years old and it was clear she would never speak. For three millennia, the elders have anointed a Player in the womb, and that child has grown up to Play. Never has this tradition been violated. Never has the child proven unworthy. But three millennia is a long time. There are those who believe that maybe, finally, the elders have made a mistake. That maybe it’s time to dispense with tradition and apply common sense. Choose a Player who will be whole. The argument has raged behind Chiyoko’s back for a decade.

It is as if they think that because she cannot speak, she does not hear.

So tonight’s argument is familiar—but then it takes an unexpected turn.

“This cannot continue,” her uncle says. “This dissension, the lack of faith. It’s too dangerous.”

“Then we are in agreement,” Satoshi says.

“You said you had a proposal?”

“I propose we offer our people a Player they deserve, one without defect or disability. Akina Nori.”

Chiyoko barely knows the girl. The Mu rarely socialize with one another, finding it safer to assimilate into Naha society and keep their bond hidden from prying eyes. On those rare occasions when their children came together, Chiyoko was always ignored. She played silently by herself, while the others chattered together. But she knows enough about Akina Nori: The girl is beautiful, athletic, wealthy. She is also Satoshi Nori’s daughter.

“Imagine my surprise,” her uncle says, and Chiyoko can hear the wry smile in his voice.

“She’s a good candidate,” Satoshi says. “Top of her class, and the most accomplished fighter I’ve ever seen.”

“You’ve never seen Chiyoko.”

“In fact, I have,” Satoshi says.

Girls like Akina don’t learn how to fight. Not unless they’re being trained for something. Groomed for something.

“I have support,” Satoshi says, and there is a murmuring among the elders, a murmuring that sounds like agreement. “You would be surprised to know how much.”

“I have support as well,” her uncle says. “But I agree with you—this cannot continue.”

Chiyoko nearly loses her grip on the sill. The wind is suddenly colder than it was, biting sharp and angry at her flesh.

She never asked to be the Player. Never thought to wonder whether she wanted it.

But she finds now she does not want to lose it.

Who would she be without it?

Who would she be without her uncle’s belief that she is special, that she is the one?

Who would she be but a broken girl who only feels whole in the dark?

Then her uncle speaks again. “I propose a test,” he says. “A challenge. Chiyoko has a training mission coming up. Survival in the wilderness. I intended to test her against the elements—but I see no reason not to pit her against an enemy as well. Akina will have the element of surprise, the superior firepower; Chiyoko will have her training and the will of the gods. Let us leave them to their own devices and see who lives.”

A woman gasps, and Chiyoko recognizes this as Satoshi’s wife. Akina’s mother.

“Chiyoko will know none of this?” Satoshi says.

“You have my word,” her uncle says, and all the Mu know what this is worth.

“You would send your own niece into an ambush?”

“I have no fear that she can take care of herself,” her uncle says, and relief surges through her. This is how much he believes in her. Enough to risk her life on her skill and his certainty. “Can you say the same for your daughter?”

“Satoshi, think about this,” Akina’s mother says. Her name is Lia, and Chiyoko knows her to be a fearsome woman, all sharp vision and sharper edges. There are those who whisper that she is responsible for much of Satoshi’s success and all his decisions. She doesn’t sound fearsome now. She only sounds afraid. “This is our daughter.”

Satoshi says nothing.

“If you have no faith in her, how can you expect our people to defy the gods’ will and follow yours instead?” Chiyoko’s uncle says.

“If Akina kills Chiyoko, then you’ll accede to my wishes?” Satoshi asks. “You and yours will acknowledge that she is to be our next Player?”

“She will have earned her place. And if it is Chiyoko who survives, there will be no more of this,” her uncle says. “No more questioning, no more dissent. You will accept the gods’ will. You will accept Chiyoko.”

“If she survives.”

“Yes. If.”

Chiyoko leaps from the sill and lands noiselessly on the dewy grass. She takes no pleasure in the flight home, racing down streets and grazing roofs. She doesn’t enjoy the silence or spare a glance for the crystalline stars. She allows herself no thought, no emotion, not until she is safely enclosed in the dark of her room. Surrounded by evidence of her uncle’s love for her: The books he has brought her. The weapons he has given her. The mural he painted on her wall, a serpentine river to remind her that she is like water: deceptively peaceful, quietly strong, dangerous when underestimated, often deadly.

Chiyoko’s uncle has always believed in her. He has raised her, all these years, while her parents travel the world, monitoring Mu business and Mu fortunes in other countries, ensuring that the people—and its secret, ancient mission—will live on. Like Chiyoko, they have a responsibility to their bloodline, and she cannot begrudge them that. She knows they love her. Even if there’s a part of her that wonders whether it’s easy to love her from a distance. With thousands of miles between them, they don’t have to be confronted by her silence, her failure. She, in turn, doesn’t have to be reminded of their disappointment.

Her uncle has never been disappointed. He speaks up for Chiyoko, who cannot speak for herself. As a child, when she cried herself to sleep after a hard day of training, only to wake up screaming silently from a nightmare, her uncle was always there, waiting. He knew. He told her of his time as a Player; he told her it was an honor, and that she would do her people proud.

She still has nightmares.

Sometimes, in the dreams, she can speak. She never remembers the sound of her voice when she wakes up. But sometimes she can almost hear the echo of her scream. Always, when she wakes up afraid, he is there to calm her, as he is tonight. He brushes her hair from her forehead and sets a soft kiss on her brow. “Whatever happens is meant to happen,” he whispers. “That has always been the way.”

This is the philosophy that allowed the Mu to recover from near extermination. This is what has enabled them to serve the murderers so faithfully over the millennia, to ensure that the other peoples of Earth would serve them too. Whatever happens is meant to happen—alone, it is the motto of a defeated people. But the Mu are not defeated, only disciplined. And so there is a second part to their philosophy, just as essential as the first.

Do whatever must be done to prevent it from happening again.

Whatever must be done. That has been the core of Chiyoko’s training, and she knows it to be the core of her uncle’s being.

Whatever must be done, no matter who it may hurt, no matter what might be sacrificed.

Her uncle isn’t the only one who knows how to read silence. Over the years, she has gotten very good at reading the lines of his face, the worry in his eyes, and she knows what he is thinking now.

He’s thinking that Satoshi might be right. That Akina might win. That he has just agreed to sacrifice his beloved niece to a larger cause, and that it is hard, but it is right.

He’s sending her into an ambush, but that’s not what hurts.

What hurts is that he’s worried she won’t come back.

Know your enemy.

This is the first rule of battle, a necessity of victory.

And so, in the few days she has left, Chiyoko sets out to know Akina Nori. She will not make contact with the girl, not until absolutely necessary. She will lurk in the shadows, watching, waiting for Akina to reveal her secret self, the indulgences and weaknesses that will seal her fate.

Her uncle’s basement houses a workshop filled with gears and circuitry, GPS chips and microscopic lenses and microphones. Chiyoko has logged many hours down there, designing surveillance equipment to suit her needs. Recording devices disguised as pens, hair clips, lucky rabbit’s feet; infrared cameras the size of a pinhead; nearly invisible trackers that can be shot into a target’s neck, with a small sting easily mistaken for a mosquito bite. In the lush gardens of her father’s estate, Akina slaps at her skin and suspects nothing, feels nothing, certainly not the tiny ridge of a GPS signal emitter.

It’s easy enough that it feels almost like cheating, but Chiyoko has been trained for a game that has no rules except one: win at any cost. This is what she intends to do.

Akina isn’t careful. She lives her life on the surface, almost as if she wants Chiyoko to see.

Chiyoko sees Akina train in a lavish gym on her father’s grounds, sees her practice aikido, muay thai, sanshou, capoeira, and jujitsu, sees her skills with the wooden dagger, the battle-ax, the curved kujang, the shuriken, and several semiautomatic machine guns. Akina is good—Chiyoko is better. Where Akina fights expensive instructors in well-equipped facilities, Chiyoko has battled real enemies on urban battlefields across Japan. Akina, Chiyoko can tell, has never truly had to fight for her life. Paid instructors will always hold back, always pull a punch if it threatens to wound. Chiyoko has stabbed thugs on an empty subway platform in the bowels of Tokyo; she has speared gangsters in a deserted alley of Nagasaki. She has danced away from bullets and kicked knives out of grimy hands. She has fought knowing that no one, not even her uncle, would step in to save her—fought for her life and emerged understanding what is needed to survive. She sees this is a lesson that Akina, spoiled by the luxury and illusion of safety, has never had to learn.

Chiyoko sees that Akina is stronger with her right arm than her left, and has a hamstring strain that acts up when she pushes herself too hard. She sees that Akina is handier with a revolver than with a rifle, and nearly hopeless with a crossbow, her arrows always flying a few centimeters to the right of her mark.

She sees Akina laboring over ancient texts and struggling to translate the words of their ancestors, and sees that she is smart, but not brilliant, and that Satoshi Nori sees this as well, but pretends not to.

She sees Akina put away her training gear and her books so that she can go to school or watch a movie or hold someone’s hand in the dark.

In some ways, they are not so different. They have the same pale skin, the same shoulder-length black hair with bangs cutting a razor-straight line above their eyebrows. When Akina is training, she wears the black robes of a samurai, just like Chiyoko. Watching her from a distance, Chiyoko can almost imagine she is watching herself. But when Akina steps out into the world, she is a girl transformed.

Chiyoko’s closet is filled with identical black skirts and white shirts. This is her costume for daily life, how she hides her superhero self away. She is a black-and-white movie, drab and easily missed, trained to fade into the background.

Akina is Technicolor. She paints her lips cherry red and her eyelids gold and silver. Akina streaks her hair with neon blues and greens, tugs rainbow socks up past her knees. One day she will drape herself in pure pink pastel princess gear from head to toe, with sparkling tiara to match; the next she will go goth girl, black and bloodred nails and lips, a walking darkness that somehow still shines bright. Every day, Akina remakes herself anew. As if she is always choosing, and choosing again, who she would like to be.

Chiyoko’s life has been a tunnel, funneling her toward a single goal. Every choice is measured against Endgame, and so no choice at all. Now she sees what it might be like to live another way.

Sometimes, especially in the quiet before the dawn, Chiyoko thinks that if she only wanted it enough, she could will herself to speak.

But what would she say? What would she choose?

Chiyoko has always wondered if there are some things that cannot be known unless put into words. If this is why she has never quite known her own heart.

Her tongue is intact, her lungs hale, her throat unmarked. Okinawa’s best doctors have been unable to find a single flaw. She is designed for speech—but somehow, still, destined for silence. As if the gods themselves stole her words, unspooled them from her in the womb. She remembers being very young, clapping chubby hands, banging stubby legs, anything to be heard. To be known. She remembers the faces of her elders: Anxious. Hopeful. And, finally, disappointed. They did their best to hide it from her, but Chiyoko has always been good at watching. Understanding.

She tried for them, harder than she tried for herself. She remembers that too. Opening her mouth. Willing herself to scream.

There was only ever silence. So it has always been; so it will always be.

Chiyoko cannot have what she wants. So she has trained herself to want what she has.

She is that strong.

She was designed for strength too. And that is her destiny.

But sometimes, even now, if only for a moment, she is weak.

Chiyoko presses herself into the shadows of a school and watches Akina Nori, and even though she knows this butterfly of a girl is nothing to be envied—shallow and preening and fated to die—she cannot help herself. She wishes; she wants; she imagines, just for a moment, a life that cannot be.

Akina flips her hair and laughs. The melodic trill comes so easily to her that she does it again. Akina talks with her voice but also her hands, fingers dancing through the air as she tells her friends story after story. They turn toward her as if warming themselves in the sun.

Chiyoko has no friends. No school, no stories. She has a family that cares for her and a room full of beloved books. She has a destiny, and all this is meant to be enough.

Akina has a life.

Akina has a boy named Ryo, who she calls Ri-Ri, even though he claims to hate it. She tickles his neck and he laces his arms around her waist and lifts her off the ground. She whispers in his ear, and even Chiyoko, hiding so close, listening so closely, cannot hear what she has to say.

Chiyoko follows Akina for three days, traipsing back and forth across the city, from the school with its eager audience to the Naha Main Place with its endless corridors of stores, from the mangrove woods where Akina slides her body against Ryo’s to the family estate where she talks herself out of trouble for breaking curfew. Soon Chiyoko understands everything she needs to know about the enemy. Akina is used to getting what she wants—life is easy that way, for those who are able to ask. Akina never searches the shadows, never catches a glimpse of movement, of Chiyoko’s eyes blinking in the dark.

Chiyoko is good at hiding, at turning invisible. It has saved her life more than once, and very soon it will save her again.

Akina, it is clear, has never turned invisible. Wouldn’t know how. Akina is soft, Akina is spoiled, Akina expects to win, and because of that, Akina will die.

So there is no reason to envy her, Chiyoko reminds herself.

No reason at all.

They come for her in the hour before dawn. Ten masked figures, all in black, all with swords and guns. Chiyoko likes that there are so many of them. It is a sign of respect from her uncle. He knows any fewer than that and they would have no hope against her.

Foolish, though, that they expected to catch her asleep.

She wakes as the first soft footstep crosses the threshold of the house, two floors below. By the time they burst through her door and window, she has hidden her shuriken and her favorite knife beneath her thermal gear, along with a compass and several packets of water purification tablets.

“Come along quietly and you won’t get hurt,” one of them says, and it’s times like this that Chiyoko wishes she could laugh out loud.

She comes along quietly, as she does everything. But she’s not the one who gets hurt.

She is a silent whirlwind of violence, kicking and punching, slicing flesh. Cartilage crunches beneath her fist and bones crack against hard floor. She jabs a stomach, ducks a roundhouse swing, aims the flat of her hand at an exposed throat, dances past flashing knives, her body like water, flowing through the enemy unharmed. By the time they succeed in binding her hands behind her back and lashing her legs together, there are four bodies on the floor, and two moaning in opposite corners.

There is no shame in losing this fight; she is expected to lose. She suspects she was not expected to take so many of them down with her.

“Maybe they’re wrong about her,” a woman’s voice says as something sharp pierces Chiyoko’s spine. “She’s a tough one.”

She glimpses a needle, feels something poisonous creeping through her veins.

“You want to tell us how tough you are, sweetheart?” a man says, giving her a rough shake.

In the silence, he laughs. “Didn’t think so.”

“Show a little respect,” the woman says. “She’s still the Player.”

He laughs again. “Not for long.” He lifts Chiyoko off the floor and swings her body over his shoulder. She is no threat to him now, hog-tied and poisoned, weak and fading.

Fading.

The laughter is softer now, as if coming from a great distance.

Or else she is the one at a distance, untethered from the world, from her body, floating farther and farther away.

Her lids are so heavy. Darkness closes in.

Hold on, she wills herself, but there is nothing to hold.

There is nothing but empty dark, and silence.

And she is so tired.

“Sweet dreams, chatty,” the man’s voice says.

She dreams of killing him, slowly.

She dreams that he begs her for mercy, and that instead she makes it hurt.

She opens her eyes to a pounding headache and the thunder of an engine. Ropes bite into her wrists and ankles, but she slips a finger free of the bindings and that’s all it takes to extricate the rest of her. She rises on sore legs to find herself in a small cargo plane.

A small, empty cargo plane. Flying thousands of feet over a sea that stretches to the horizon.

With no pilot at the controls.

And a fuel gauge tipping toward empty.

Sometimes, Chiyoko thinks, it would be nice to be able to swear.

She scrambles into the pilot’s seat and scans the console. She’s never flown this kind of plane, but she’s logged many hours of solo flight time on military transport craft and a Boeing freighter with similar controls. The radio has been disabled, as has the navigational system, but the steering is intact, and it’s not hard to get a feel for the stick and ease the plane onto a level flight path.

Flight path to where is the question. She estimates she has about twenty minutes of flying time left, and even if she could land the plane on the open water, she wouldn’t last long. She’d be dead of exposure or dehydration or sharks long before Akina got around to ambushing her.

This is a survival exercise, and Chiyoko knows her uncle isn’t going to make it easy on her, but he also wouldn’t make it impossible. Somewhere in that endless stretch of ocean, there must be land.

She guides the plane in an ever-widening spiral, scanning the waters until she sees it. First just a speck of brown on the horizon, then, as she closes in, a spit of land dense with green. An island.

It will do for survival—just not for landing the plane.

Chiyoko levers the control stick into place with her shoe, a makeshift autopilot that will guide the plane in a loose, lazy circle around the island. Then she begins to scour the cabin for a parachute.

There is no panic. She’s been trained out of that. As she sorts through crates and unscrews panels, checking every inch of the plane for the chute she knows must be secreted somewhere, she breathes at regular intervals. Calm, collected, in and out. Heart rate low and steady. No mental sirens blare. Chiyoko knows how to suppress the dumb-animal part of her brain, the part that in most people would be shrieking incoherently.

Out of fuel!

Lost at sea!

No way out!

This is part of the test: staying calm, staying rational. Children panic—Players Play.

She uncovers a parachute beneath a loose panel in the flooring and straps it to her back. Then it’s merely a matter of dropping elevation, plotting a flight path over the island, heaving open the freight door, swiftly gauging the physics of momentum and gravity, calculating the relevant distance and velocity vectors—320 km per hour horizontal motion and a 9.8 m/s2 vertical acceleration that without the parachute could have her smashing to the ground at a terminal velocity of 195 km per hour—perfectly timing her bailout.

Waiting for her moment.

Waiting.

Waiting.

Jump.

She could stay here forever.

Floating.

Blue above, blue below.

A thunder of wind in her ears, the sound of silence.

The chute rippling overhead, the ground inching closer, the seconds stretching, her isolation absolute.

There is no threat here, in the air. No attack to anticipate, no enemy to avoid. No game to Play. There is only a child’s dream of flight, a lazy drift through the clouds, like floating in a lake on a summer day.

It is like flying again over the streets of Naha, soaring through the night from roof to roof, that same weightless freedom, and she feels at home. Drifting through the air, one with the sky.

This is where she belongs.

This is where she would happily stay.

But she cannot fly, only fall, and inevitably the ground rises up to meet her. The game begins again.

Impact.

As Chiyoko assembles her lean-to, rigging a makeshift home from bamboo stalks and the waterproof chute, she wonders when and how Akina will appear on the island. She snorts, thinking of the girl diving out of a plane. It seems more likely she’ll arrive by yacht.

Chiyoko gathers wood for a fire and then uses the lens from her compass to focus the sunlight into a spark. She strips a small sapling and fashions it into a fishing rod. Between that and the nuts and berries she’s able to forage near her campground, she should have no problems with food. She builds camp on the coast but ventures into the dense trees in search of fresh water. She finds a spring a half mile away, and there are enough small animals feeding from it that she feels confident to drink.

She waits for Akina, waits for the ambush she knows is to come.

Waits for the girl she is meant to kill.

Two days pass, and this becomes her routine: Tend the fire. Forage for food; trek to the stream. Swim. Work out under the blistering afternoon sun; throw her shuriken at increasingly distant targets. Wait.

Wait.

Wait.

She plays out the attack in her head, imagines her hands around Akina’s throat, her knife in Akina’s belly. She kills the girl again and again in her mind.

Kill the girl; kill the doubt.

That is the promise of this mission.

All those who have questioned her will be silent. They will be forced to accept her, and to believe in her.

In the silence that follows, she will finally, fully believe in herself.

That is the promise, and so she waits for it to deliver.

She is distracted by her reflection in the water. Just for a second—no, less than that. For a heartbeat. She catches a glimpse of herself, rippling across the blue, and smiles, so that the quiet girl in the water will smile back at her. Nothing about the girl announces her ferocity. Even here, besting the wilderness, she looks like a shy schoolgirl, nothing more. Chiyoko is easily underestimated, and that has always worked to her advantage. But there are times she wishes her exterior could match what lies within. That her reflection revealed a warrior.

A warrior should never be caught off guard. Even one beat of distraction is too many, and by the time she hears the noise behind her, it is too late.

A jaguar stands before her, ready to pounce.

Two more eye her from the brush, their coats sleek, their legs strong, their teeth sharp.

She reaches for her knife, and deliberates. She could, with a flick of the hand, bury it in the nearest jaguar’s neck. But that would leave the other two alive—and her knife out of reach.

She could keep her knife close, wrestle the beasts to the ground one by one—and risk being overpowered.

If she can distract or disable one of them, maybe she can outrun the other two.

Maybe.

The jaguar closest to her—too close—lets out a low growl.

She breathes. She thinks. She does not panic. She is Chiyoko, the fated champion of the Mu line. She is trained for all contingencies; she is in control regardless of circumstance. She can do this.

Somehow.

She has studied the world’s most dangerous creatures. Jaguars, she knows, can run at nearly 100 km/hour over short distances. Their powerful jaws can bite down with more strength than nearly any animal on earth. Skull-crushing force, literally. They live and hunt alone—except during mating season. Now.

Just her luck.

Chiyoko never acts until she’s certain of success. The jaguar, on the other hand, has no doubts.

It pounces. One hundred ten kilograms of muscle and teeth fly at her, jagged claws extended, fierce jaw open wide.

Chiyoko vaults backward, flips across the spring, lands sure-footed, and readies herself to fight—when a shot echoes through the trees, and the beast drops to the ground.

Two more shots, and the other two jaguars are dead side by side.

Chiyoko spots a muzzle poking out through the leaves. And there, steady behind the scope, is Akina Nori.

I deserve this, Chiyoko thinks as she prepares herself for a final shot and the darkness to follow. She knew the ambush was coming and somehow fell into it anyway. Unforgivable. My people deserve better.

But the shot never sounds. Instead there is a soft thump as Akina drops to the ground. Chiyoko assumes a fight position. Surely the girl doesn’t imagine she can best Chiyoko in hand-to-hand combat?

“Chill out,” Akina says, lowering the weapon. “I’m Akina Nori, remember me? Satoshi’s daughter? They sent me in as reinforcements, said you’d probably need some help with the whole survival thing.”

Chiyoko purses her lips, trying to figure out why Akina would go to the trouble of lying. Why not just shoot when she had the chance? True, guns are inelegant, an amateur’s weapon, and something Chiyoko would never stoop to herself. But surely Akina has no such standards, not when the stakes are so high.

Akina misunderstands, or pretends to. “Oh, don’t get all sulky about it. You think I want to be here? I’m supposed to be front row center at a concert tonight, not in the middle of nowhere eating DIY sushi with a stick. And no offense, but it’s pretty obvious you could use the help.”

This makes no sense. Akina must have some kind of plan, but it’s incomprehensible.

“I don’t know if you noticed, but I did just save your life,” Akina says. “You could at least say thank you.” She catches herself then, and makes a face Chiyoko has seen too many times: simultaneously embarrassed, afraid of offending, irritated at the need to be afraid. “Uh, I mean, you could be thankful. Or whatever.”

Chiyoko presses her hands together and offers Akina a shallow bow. The girl is right: she did save Chiyoko’s life. Which puts Chiyoko in her debt.

This is not good.

Nothing is more dangerous than surprise and confusion. If understanding the enemy is the key to victory, then misunderstanding the enemy—or mistaking an act of mercy for aggression, and vice versa—is the harbinger of defeat.

For the first time, Chiyoko wonders whether she has underestimated her opponent.

For the first time, she is afraid.

Akina keeps up a steady stream of chatter as she follows Chiyoko back to her camp. “You must get stuck doing this crap all the time, huh? Weird that you’re not better at it. Did they bring you over in the same kind of boat? Can we discuss the bathroom situation there? Or maybe, better yet, let’s never discuss. I mean, I get the whole wild-girl-in-nature thing, but is a boat nature? I don’t think so. Would it be so much to ask for a hair dryer? Or, I don’t know, how about some moisturizer?”

Chiyoko barely listens, which isn’t hard. Could the plans have changed? she wonders. Could Akina really be here to help? But she knows Satoshi Nori too well for that, and she saw him swear an oath with her uncle. There is no question: Akina is here to kill her, and it’s Chiyoko’s job to kill Akina first.

She could do it now.

She could do it easily.

Strike the girl from behind. Spear the blade into her neck, sever her spinal column.

It would be over before it began, before Akina had a chance to understand her defeat.

It would be over, and Chiyoko could go home, and a new life, free of doubters and doubt, would begin.

But she never acts until sure of success. This is what has kept her alive for so long. She can’t be sure, not until she understands what has happened. Why Akina has done what she’s done.

So Chiyoko will wait.

Only long enough to find out what the girl is up to, she tells herself. No longer.

One day passes, and another, and still Akina lives.

On the bright side, so does Chiyoko.

Chiyoko knows why she hasn’t made a move on Akina yet. To kill without clarity always leads to more confusion, not less. But as for why Akina hasn’t made a move, that remains a puzzle.

Chiyoko usually loves puzzles, but not the kind that’s planning to kill her and never the kind that won’t shut up.

Akina has moved her supplies to Chiyoko’s camp. Or rather, Chiyoko’s camp has become Akina’s camp, since the other girl actually has supplies, and they have taken over. Akina’s tent, Akina’s sleeping bag, Akina’s food, Akina’s weapons. Chiyoko can’t believe how the elders have stacked the deck in favor of this girl, almost as if they’re rooting for her to win.

Which, of course, they are.

All but her uncle, and her uncle knows Chiyoko doesn’t need any extra advantages to win.

Or he doesn’t want her to win. But Chiyoko refuses to allow this possibility.

Camping with Akina is like living in luxury—or would be, if Chiyoko didn’t have to be constantly on guard against attack. She insists on preparing all the food so Akina has no chance to poison her. When Akina goes to bed, Chiyoko slips into the jungle to sleep in the hollow of a tree, safe from midnight ambush. She wakes with the sun and eases herself back into the camp so Akina never suspects a thing.

“Want to do a little sparring?” Akina asks, the first afternoon. “I’m going crazy, just sitting around twiddling my thumbs. Aren’t you?”

Chiyoko agrees, warily. But when Akina picks up her throwing stars, Chiyoko folds her arms, shakes her head.

She will fight, but not with weapons.

Not unless this is to be a fight to the death.

Akina shrugs. “Hand-to-hand, then. Have it your way. But I should warn you, I don’t lose.”

She does.

They grapple, mixing martial arts with street fighting, fists flying, kicks thumping against shins and stomachs, bodies flipping and tumbling, sweat streaking skin, nails scratching, blood staining, and then, all too soon, Akina is on her back and Chiyoko’s hands are at her throat.

Akina gasps for breath, taps the ground three times with her right hand, the sign clear: Stop. You win.

I give up.

Chiyoko does not stop.

Chiyoko squeezes Akina’s neck, presses her knee to Akina’s chest, feels her lungs heave, feels her grow feeble as the air does not flow.

A few more seconds and Akina will be dead. This will be over. Just a few more seconds of holding on.

But Chiyoko lets go.

Akina does not move, only lies there, gasping, sucking in painful breaths.

“What the hell was that?” she says, when she can speak. Her raspy voice is as perky as ever, but there is a darkness in her eyes, like something wild and unleashed. She knows what it was. She knows why. She just doesn’t know why Chiyoko let go.

Chiyoko doesn’t either.

She’s killed before. She’s killed easily. In all the times she’s doubted herself, she’s never doubted that she could, at the very least, act when necessary. Do what must be done.

Could it be that Satoshi is right? That she’s too soft to be the Player? That relying on her would lead the Mu to their doom?

Chiyoko offers Akina her hand, helps the other girl to her feet.

It’s different, killing someone who’s not trying to kill you. Killing someone who hasn’t yet launched an attack. Chiyoko wills Akina to act, to make a move of her own. To shuck off the shallow schoolgirl act and reveal herself as an enemy. If Akina attacks, Chiyoko will be able to defend herself. If Akina would simply strike, Chiyoko would not hesitate. But even after the sparring match, even after fingerprint-shaped bruises bloom at Akina’s throat, Akina does not attack.

All she does is talk.

And talk and talk and talk.

“You know the best part of this stupid island? No little sisters. You know what I mean? No, wait, you’re an only child, am I right? And I bet you always wanted a little sister. Onlies always do. It’s because you don’t realize how annoying they are. Trust me.”

Occasionally she pauses to let Chiyoko nod and shake her head, but often she speaks right through the silence, as if taking charge of Chiyoko’s side of the conversation as well as her own. Sometimes she does it so well, and so confidently, that Chiyoko is almost carried along by the illusion. It’s nice, pretending to be part of a conversation. Most people fall silent around her, or speak slowly, as if she has a problem with her brain as well as her mouth. Akina acts like it’s normal that Chiyoko doesn’t speak—like Chiyoko is choosing, for now, to stay silent, but might change her mind at any moment.

“You think you want a sister until you have to buy a dead bolt for your diary and then your boyfriend’s getting emails of your incredibly humiliating baby pictures when someone gets herself in a sulk just because she’s not allowed to borrow your silk dress. Which, by the way, would look ridiculous on a ten-year-old.”

Chiyoko has no diary, no baby pictures, no silk dresses. Certainly no boyfriend. But when Akina says, “You see what I mean,” she almost does.

Akina talks about their island, and sees beauty and magic where Chiyoko only sees utility or danger. “Like a brooding giant,” she says, about a massive dark cloud sweeping overhead. While Chiyoko worries about monsoons, about damage to their camp, about storm and ruin, Akina gazes at the sky. “Imagine that, a shadow cast by a fairy-tale beast. A giant fist thrusting toward the earth, scooping us into its cloudy grasp. If I had my paints . . .” She pauses, even blushes a little. “I want to be an artist. I know, it sounds stupid.”

Chiyoko doesn’t shake her head, doesn’t do anything, but Akina smiles as if she has.

“Okay, maybe not stupid. But silly. That’s what my father says. That my paintings are as silly as the idea that I could make a living from them. He says it’s time I get serious, now that—”

She stops abruptly. For once, Chiyoko wishes she could urge Akina to keep going. Something important was about to come next. An admission. But she can’t ask. And Akina doesn’t offer.

As Akina talks and talks, Chiyoko hears the truth behind her words, and finally begins to understand. They are at an impasse, the two of them. Chiyoko is too soft to kill Akina before Akina proves herself an enemy. Akina, it’s clear, feels the same way. Each of them is silently willing the other to make the first move.

Neither makes it.

Both pretend the silent battle isn’t happening. That they are not in a contest of wills that must end in one of their deaths. That this is a waiting game, weakness pitted against weakness, and that eventually, one of them will decide to be strong, and end it.

Akina is better at pretending than Chiyoko has ever been. It is the one skill in which she bests the Player, and as they wait each other out, Chiyoko tries to learn from her.

Akina lives the lie of friendship like she actually believes it’s the truth.

When the storm comes, Akina drags Chiyoko out of the tent and into the rain. They whirl in circles and dance and splash. “Like being a little kid again!” Akina says joyfully. Chiyoko, who was never that little, even when she was, can’t help but smile.

Nothing about Akina Nori is as Chiyoko expected, and that bothers her. She is supposed to know everything about Akina. She’s been trained to understand her enemies—she knows that is the key to any Player’s survival. Is it possible that watching someone, spying on their every word and move, is not enough to truly know them? How many other things has she misunderstood, in all her years of hiding and watching?

Akina talks about her parents’ marriage (shaky), her schoolwork (dull), her new puppy (prone to peeing in shoes). She talks about hating the way her father tries to control her life.

“He’s always telling me what to do, you know? Oh, what am I talking about, of course you know. You probably get it more than anyone. It’s not like when you were a little kid you went around saying ‘I want to be a Player when I grow up,’ right? I mean, you must think about it, what would have happened if it wasn’t you. Who you would have been if you had, like, a normal life.”

But Chiyoko doesn’t think about it, never lets herself. From the day she was born and did not cry, she has never been normal. How could she be owed a normal life?

She has never thought of it this way, her uncle controlling her. He only wants to make her the best Player she can be. How else would he show his love?

“Well, bright side, it’s not like you’re stuck doing this forever. Make it through a few more years and you get your life back. Unless you believe the whole Endgame thing is actually happening, and happening soon, but who really believes that, deep down?”

They are sitting side by side before a campfire when Akina admits this, roasting fish on twin sticks over the flames. Chiyoko has imagined nights like this, staying up too late, slipping secrets back and forth in the dark with a trusted friend. This is how girls in books live, girls without responsibilities weighing on their shoulders or death hanging over their heads.

Sometimes, on this island, she feels like she’s fallen into a dream, the dream of a child hoping to imagine herself into an alternate life.

She and Akina are not friends, will never be friends.

How can they be friends when, no matter how diligently they ignore the fact, only one of them can leave this island alive?

Sometimes it’s hard to remember what is the lie and what is the truth.

“You want to know a secret? I can trust you not to tell anyone, right?” Akina laughs at her own lame joke. Then leans in close and lowers her voice. “Sometimes I think the whole thing’s bullshit. I mean, come on. Aliens? It’s about as likely as the idea that there’s some Temple of Mu sitting at the bottom of the Pacific. Tell me you didn’t laugh in their faces the first time they told you ‘the truth.’”

Chiyoko doesn’t remember a time when she didn’t know the sacred truth of her bloodline. It has never occurred to her that she could question what she’s been told.

That belief is a choice.

“So what are you going to do? After, I mean.”

Chiyoko has never imagined an after. She is the Player. That is her fate.

How can there be an after to fate?

“Seriously?” Akina says, reading Chiyoko’s blank look. “No idea?” She eyes Chiyoko appraisingly. “I think you’d make a good shrink someday. You’re such a good listener.”

Chiyoko laughs, silently. She is not easily insulted.

“It wasn’t a joke!” Akina insists. “You really are. It’s not just that you don’t talk, it’s that . . . you really hear, you know?” She falls silent, and gives Chiyoko a strange look.

Chiyoko cocks her head to the side, as if to say, What?

“I just didn’t know you had a sense of humor,” Akina said.

Until now, Chiyoko didn’t quite know it either.

“My father thinks I don’t take anything seriously enough,” Akina says quietly. The smile is gone from her voice. “But he doesn’t get it. I have to laugh at it all, because I do believe it.”

Chiyoko raises her eyebrows.

“Oh, I know what I just said. And I meant it. Aliens, et cetera. It sounds like bullshit. But what can I say? I believe it. I believe our people were all massacred by a bunch of aliens, and that if we don’t stay in line, it can all happen again. That the stupid aliens are going to make it their business to be sure it happens again. That they set things up so that the only thing standing in their way is a freaking teenager. That’s what my father doesn’t get—if I believe all that, how am I supposed to take anything seriously? How can any of this matter if at any second, the whole world could get wiped out?”

Chiyoko nods, shallowly, to say she understands but perhaps does not agree. Endgame or not, this is the reality of life, she wants to say. Life ends. An ending doesn’t remove meaning from all that comes before.

“You ever get jealous of them? The ones who don’t know? I mean, I look at my friends, the ones who aren’t Mu. Who don’t have any idea what’s coming. It’s so easy for them. They’ve got nothing to be afraid of. Nothing real, at least. I try so hard to pretend I’m like them, to make myself forget. But I can’t forget.”

All these days together, and Akina still manages to surprise her. For Chiyoko has envied Akina in exactly the same way Akina envies her friends.

Once again, Chiyoko has mistaken Akina’s lies for truth, failed to understand that they are more same than different, that they both live under the reality of obligation.

They have both tried, and failed, to forget.

Perhaps now, it is time to remember.

Chiyoko dreams of Endgame.

She dreams of an all-consuming fire, a sky choked with smoke, a rain of acid and blood.

She dreams of skylines falling, horizons burning, scorched earth stretching to the horizon, sightless eyes and severed limbs and killing fields crowded with death.

She dreams of her uncle, his back turned to danger, and in the dream she wants to call to him, warn him, but there is no voice, no call, and the sky falls down on him and crushes him under its giant fist.

She dreams of the life draining out of his disappointed eyes, and of his final words.

I was wrong.

You are too weak.

And now our people will pay the price.

Chiyoko wakes in terror and, for a moment, forgets where she is. Forgets why she is damp and shivering in a pile of dirt rather than tucked safely into her own bed, her uncle’s cool hand on her forehead, his reassuring murmur in her ear. Reality creeps back in slowly, and she does her best to shake off the nightmare. Her people believe in dreams, believe that the gods can speak through signs and portents in the night, but not every dream has meaning. Not every dream is truth.

Dawn is on its way. Chiyoko creeps back to the campground so she can feign sleep before Akina wakes, but Akina is gone. A trail of fresh footsteps leads back into the trees, and Chiyoko follows, cautious and quiet. The lightening sky has a heaviness to it, and Chiyoko can feel the night weighing down on her. Something has changed; something is coming.

Akina stands in a clearing, holding a satellite phone that Chiyoko has never seen.

“Yes, Father,” Akina says as Chiyoko plays statue in the brush. It’s been so long since she had to be invisible.

“No, Father,” Akina says. “Not yet. But . . . are you sure there’s no other way? She’s not like you said. She’s—”

Akina goes quiet, her face changing as Satoshi spills poison in her ear. Chiyoko doesn’t have to hear his end of the conversation to know what he has to say. She’s heard it all before.

“Of course I want our people to survive,” Akina says, “but—”

Another silence, longer this time. When Akina speaks again, there is defeat in her voice. “Yes, Father. I understand. Tonight, then. I’ll finish it. I promise.”

Chiyoko can’t help but feel relief. Reality has finally intervened, saved them both from this flight of fantasy. She’d lulled herself into believing there was a choice here: Kill Akina or don’t kill Akina. Responsibility or mercy. But there has never been a choice, except the choice to live or the choice to die.

“Yes, Father, I promise. After she goes to sleep. It’ll be done.”

Yes, tonight, Chiyoko promises herself. Tonight it will be done.

It is a strange day, both of them pretending they don’t know it’s the last. The hours pass slowly, and Akina is unusually quiet. There is no chatter over breakfast, no complaint about the temperature of the water and the absence of conditioner, no trash-talking when they spar. Chiyoko misses it. She’s fallen out of the habit of silence.

“What’s it like, being the Player?” Akina asks her that night as they sit by the fire, watching the flames dance and the moon rise. “Do you ever wish it were different, that it didn’t have to be you?”

Chiyoko, of course, says nothing. The stars are bright tonight, and feel too close.

“You must wonder sometimes,” Akina says, her eyes fixed on the horizon. “What happens if you’re not strong enough? If you do something wrong, and everyone dies. To have all that on your shoulders . . .”

Chiyoko wonders if she’s trying to make herself feel better, repeating her father’s arguments, convincing herself that Chiyoko doesn’t deserve her role.

“Sometimes I think it’s too much to ask,” Akina says. “How can you put all that on us? We’re just kids.”

Not us, Chiyoko thinks. Only me.

Almost as if it’s spoken aloud, Akina says, “They shouldn’t put it on you, I mean.”

Chiyoko shrugs. It’s hard to do, almost as if Akina spoke the literal truth, and all those lives are balanced on her shoulders, weighing her down.

“Whatever, it’s not like you’re ever going to have to do something. I mean, what are the odds that this Endgame thing is coming soon to an Earth near us? Or coming ever, right? Maybe it’s just the world’s most sadistic bedtime story.” Akina laughs, but there’s no joy in it.

Chiyoko climbs to her feet. Enough of this.

“Yeah, I’m tired too,” Akina says. She stands and together they damp down the fire. “It was a good day, Chiyoko. Wasn’t it?”

Chiyoko can give her this: she nods.

“They’ve all been good days, I guess,” Akina says. “Who would’ve thought?” She looks up to the sky, its stars gleaming like diamonds on velvet. “I’m going to miss this, I think. Will you?”

Chiyoko shrugs again, but the answer is no. She will do her best to never think of this place, this night, again.

“Good night, Chiyoko.”

Akina raises her arm as if to touch Chiyoko, or embrace her, but stops it midair and settles for an awkward wave. Chiyoko waves back.

Good-bye.

Then it is just a matter of waiting for Akina to snuggle into her sleeping bag, close her eyes, and fall asleep, or pretend to.

Chiyoko doesn’t bother to pretend. The game ends tonight, one way or another. She sits awake, watching the stars, counting the seconds, and when she can wait no longer, she creeps into Akina’s tent. The girl lies on her back, still and peaceful, chest rising and falling in a slow, steady rhythm.

Maybe she’s planning to wake early and strike at Chiyoko just before the dawn, or maybe she intended to stay awake but sleep overtook her. It doesn’t matter. Chiyoko is tired of trying to understand Akina, to know her.

Knowing her has only made this harder. If she knows more, it might become impossible.

Maybe they shouldn’t put it on me, she thinks. Maybe I am just a kid.

But she has never been just a kid.

She has never been just anything.

Her knife is a Japanese tanto, the kind used by the samurai warriors. This blade is double-edged, with an engraved handle that sits perfectly in her palm, and according to her uncle it is more than 900 years old. It is razor sharp. Her uncle gave it to her for her seventh birthday, and she has sharpened it every night since. Even here. Especially here.

Akina will be dead before she has a chance to wake. She will never know pain, she will never know failure. Chiyoko cannot afford to be merciful, but she can at least be kind.

That’s the plan, at least.

But as Chiyoko brings the blade to Akina’s throat, Akina opens her eyes. She does not flinch. She does not look surprised. Chiyoko realizes she’s been awake the whole time. Awake and waiting. She’s been waiting for Chiyoko, for this moment, maybe since the beginning.

The blade rests on the delicate flesh of Akina’s neck. Chiyoko does not bear down; Akina does not pull away. Their eyes meet.

“It’s the only way,” Akina says quietly. “I can’t do it. I can’t be what he needs me to be. If it has to be one of us, it has to be you.”

Chiyoko watches her. There are so many things she wants to say—and at the same time, there is nothing to say. She is thankful to have an excuse for silence. This doesn’t feel like killing an enemy.

Because she is not an enemy, not anymore.

Akina has managed to surprise her once again. Chiyoko never thought she was someone who would want to die.

“I don’t want to die,” Akina says. How is it that she understands Chiyoko so perfectly, when Chiyoko doesn’t understand her at all? “But it’s better than the alternative. There is no alternative.”

Chiyoko dips her head. She needs to live for her people. She needs to live for herself. And if Chiyoko is going to live, if Chiyoko is going to Play, then Akina has to die.

All the doubts she’s nursed about herself, about whether she’s strong enough for Endgame, strong enough to do whatever needs to be done, they all slip away. In this moment, she knows her own strength, finally knows her determination not just to live, but to win.

This is the certainty that has always awaited her in the dark, but she knows now it will remain when daylight comes. This moment will always sustain her.

This moment, this choice, this will define her.

The elaborate ceremony on her 13th birthday, the solemn promise over an ancient text, the approval of her elders, none of it meant anything, not compared to this moment. To this knife in her hand, to the life it will take.

This is her moment of ascension.

This is how she will finally and wholly accept her fate. This is how she will truly become the Player.

The blade slides easily through flesh, through artery, and when Akina whispers “Thank you,” blood bubbles from her lips, and then it is over, and all that is left is silence.

She lays the knife on Akina’s body. She will dig a hole by the sea and lay Akina to rest, the knife along with her. She has loved this knife, loved its deadly power and the way it shapes itself to her grip, enacting her will on flesh and blood, tearing life from its victims. But that time is over. When she kills again—and she knows the moment will come, probably soon, and often—there will be no pleasure in it. Only necessity. She understands now, what it means to live a full life, to live outside the game, and she understands what it means to take that life away.

As, in a way, it was taken from her.

Tomorrow, Akina will fail to check in with the mainland. And so Satoshi will know, all will know, the outcome of this test. Soon Chiyoko’s people will come for her and ferry her back to her life. But she will not forget what happened on this island. She will not allow herself to forget. She will return as the Player, and if Endgame comes, she will Play. She chooses to Play. But she will be a different Player than she was, Playing for a different purpose.

Before, she cared only about living up to expectations, escaping the disappointment of the people she loved. She Played to make her uncle proud, to make her parents love her; she Played to prove herself to her family, and to her bloodline—and there was honor in that. But now she knows better. Now she will also Play for herself, and for the kind of future that Akina dreamed of but will never have. She will endure these years as the Player for what lies at the other end—a life she has never let herself imagine, a life that holds more than duty, a life of laughter and friendship and choice. She will Play for life, and for the hope that, one day, she will have one of her own.


KOORI

ALICE
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Alice lies on cold ground, pebbles digging into her back, her eyes fixed on the stars. The land is rusty and flat, hard-packed mesa pockmarked with sickly desert bushes. A flock of corellas skims across the rising moon, and a snake dozes in a dark crevice of the lean-to, but otherwise, Alice is alone. This is the back of beyond, the never-never, harsh desert bushland with no human settlements for hundreds of miles. This is the danger zone, where pitiless sun scorches unwary travelers and bones bleach in the midday heat. It is the unimaginable stretch of emptiness where feral horses run wild, kangaroos bounce across the horizon, and snakes and lizards rule an unforgiving domain.

For Alice, it is home.

She comes here when she can, when she needs to escape, and lets the earth recharge her.

She has been here, alone, for five days, hiking through the bush, slicing up dingoes with her boomerangs and roasting them on a spit, watching the stars spin, thinking. Preparing.

Waiting for the dreams to come.

It’s been a full year since Alice spent this much time on her own in the bush. A year since she ventured out into the land with nothing but her buck knife and a supply of water. Five of them had set out that day a year ago, each hiking in a different direction, each hoping that somewhere in the bush the dream would settle upon them. The dream that would name them as the next Player.

Five cousins, five Koori, each a direct descendant of a former Player—and so each privileged to try for the honor themselves.

Four of them were boys; one of them was Alice.

None of the boys were as tough as she was. None as determined. None had been pushed as hard, trained as well, taught to understand that this moment, this honor, mattered more than anything. None of them believed it would be her, the girl, the ugly girl with the chubby cheeks and the moon-shaped birthmark rising over her eye, the girl with the untamed bird’s nest of curls and the dead mother. None of them but Alice, who knew she would return from her solo quest with her ancestors’ verdict rendered. She knew she would return home as the Player.

So she was not surprised when the dream came, her ancestors whispering her fate in her ear. She was not surprised to wake with the red kangaroo nuzzling the hollow of her neck, sacred creature of her people offered as a tribute from the sleeping world to the waking one.

She has not returned since, because she has not needed to return—her path as the Player has been clear, her training easy and almost joyful, her days driven by a purity of purpose.

Until now.

Now she’s returned to her homeland, to the earth that gifted her with her duty and destiny. She’s returned for guidance from her ancestors. She’s walked; she’s fasted; she’s wilted in the heat and shivered in the night. She’s waited for the dreams, and the dreams have not come.

Alice has patience. She trusts the land; she trusts the spirits of her people. She waits.

She watches the stars. They feel closer tonight.

Everything feels closer tonight: the sky, the ground, her future. The time is near, she thinks. The answers are close.

She breathes.

She trusts.

She sleeps.

She dreams.

Flames streak from the stars. Dusty plains erupt in pillars of light.

The sky is on fire.

Alice watches the world begin and end and begin again. She is an eye of calm at the center of the raging storm of eternity.

She is Alice Ulapala, Player of the Koori. Savior of the Koori. She is Alice the Player, but also Alice the 112th, an infinitesimal point on the unbroken line of her people. She is both at once, and also neither, also a free-floating consciousness on the sea of time, dipping into the now and the then and the might someday be.

In this place between, there is no one-thing-after-another, no cause and effect. No boundaries between past and present, between Alice and her people and her world.

This is where Alice will find her answers. From her ancestors. From herself.

This is where the spirits of the Koori dwell, all memories of past and possibilities of future mingling together, melting into an endless stream.

This is dreamtime.

Her question is not asked in words, nor is the answer spoken aloud.

But as Alice slips deeper into dreamtime, as she soaks in the desire of her line and the visions of fiery future, she understands.

The future is unwritten, its possibilities branching in two directions: death and life. This moment is the hinge.

She is the hinge.

What she does now, what she chooses to do, how she Plays, this will alter the flow of events. This will carry her line forward, or end it.

Alice is Alice the 112th. She is only a single Player in a line of Players stretching back through the millennia. But she sees here, in this place that is no place, that she is the one that counts.

Alice feels the tendrils of the waking world reaching for her, pulling her from the dream.

Color and light fade away, and the heaviness sets in.

The weight of reality.

The weight of time.

She holds fast to the dream as it fades. She lets her spirit stretch through the flow of ancestors, the eternal slivers of soul of all who came before, and, as she always does, seeks out a single bright light in the shimmering stream.

Somewhere among that line, somewhere in dreamtime, lives her mother.

Or, at least, the elemental piece of her mother that slipped into eternity as her body returned to the earth.

But the line is unbroken, the stream undifferentiated. Her mother is only one of many, a single star in a cluster of galaxies, unfindable.

Alice never stops looking.

She wakes knowing what she needs to know.

She needs to stop delaying and fulfill her duty.

She needs to Play.

She radios Henry, her trainer, who’s waiting on her word, the plane fueled and ready to go. She didn’t tell him why she needed to come out here, or how much—but she didn’t have to. Henry knows her well enough to understand why, for the first time, she has hesitated. As he knows her well enough to trust that she will return, ready to fulfill her obligations, to carry out her next mission, to follow orders. He knows her well enough to wait.

And she knows him well enough to know he hated every minute of it.

Now she puts him out of his misery.

“Come and get me, mate,” she says into the satellite phone, marveling that even out here in the heart of nowhere, this tiny machine can commune with the stars. Or at least a mechanical approximation of them whirling through the ether, beaming her words to an airstrip 300 miles away. “And make it snappy.”

There’s nothing much Alice loves about flying. Especially in this tin can of a plane.

Especially with Henry at the controls.

He’s always a nervous driver, and being several thousand feet above the surface of the earth never helps his mood.

“Still the same as the last thirty times you checked,” Alice teases as he sneaks yet another glance at the altimeter.

“It never hurts to be careful.”

“No Player ever won by being careful,” Alice says.

“And that’s why I never let you drive,” Henry points out. “Now, can I get back to outlining your mission?”

“You’re the boss,” she says, but when he returns to describing the target, she tunes him out. Instead she stares out the mottled window, watching the plane’s wing tear through wisps of cloud. True, there’s nothing to love about flying, but it’s better for her than what’s waiting on the ground.

“Are you even listening?” Henry asks, without looking over at her. He knows her that well.

“Maybe it’d be easier to pay attention if ya didn’t yabber on so much,” she suggests.

“This is important, Alice.”

“Everything’s important with you, Henry. You’d think the fate of the world was at stake or something.” She grins, because that’s what she does when she’s nervous. Finds something to laugh about. Something to let out the pressure and remind herself that life isn’t always so deadly serious. Even her life. Henry, on the other hand, doesn’t crack a smile. “Sometimes I think you’re missing the humor gene.”

“I have an excellent sense of humor,” Henry says drily. “That’s why I only laugh at things that are funny.”

“Oh, I see, you’re training me to tell better jokes. Glad to see you finally realize that a good Player needs a sense of humor.”

“A Player has no need to be funny,” Henry says sternly. But he can’t help himself. His lips quirk into a small smile. “My daughter, on the other hand, should find herself some better material. This family has a reputation for comedy to uphold.”

Alice gives him a gentle slug on the shoulder. “Yeah, Dad, that’s what I always say about you. You’re a laugh a minute.”

He pretends to take offense at the insult, and she pretends to mean it, and for a moment, everything is like it used to be between them. For a moment, they are father and daughter, the two of them against the world, laughing in the face of death and danger.

Then the moment passes. Henry hands her a dossier. “Study it. We’ve only got a half hour till we land.”

He didn’t used to be this serious. When he first started training her, he made it into a game. She was five years old and her mother was dead. They both needed something to do—some way to be with each other and to be with their own grief, without letting it consume them. Training showed them the way. Henry taught her to be strong, taught her to run and hunt and fight. He taught her to love her people, and to love life again, even without the person who had given it meaning. They trained hard, but they also laughed, a lot. They came to know each other, to understand each other and trust each other, as they never had before. They learned to be two instead of three. And they did it all without forgetting the woman they’d lost, not for a single second. How could they, when life was all about Playing, and Alice’s mother had been a Player?

Not just any Player, but one of the best.

She’d broken records (and more than a few noses). She’d made a name for herself by the time she was fourteen, been beloved by her people for her courage, infamous for her fearlessness and steely nerve. She’d bested one death-defying risk after another, waiting eagerly for Endgame to arrive so she could fulfill her destiny and save the world.

But it didn’t matter how good she was—she’d ended up just like every other Player before her. Waiting in vain for the beings from the stars to return. Growing up, growing old, until she was too old to Play. Old enough to fall in love, take a husband, bear a daughter, get cancer, die.

Infamous nerve, fearlessness, courage—none of it helped her, not in the end.

Or rather, it did help.

Just not enough.

At first, Alice trained to forget her mother—pushing her body to its limits was the best way to escape her mind, and her pain. But later, she trained to remember. She dreamed of becoming as good as her mother, as brave and strong. The older she got, the fuzzier her memories got. Life before her mother’s illness was little but old stories and faded photos. Alice had always thought that if she could really do it, if she could be named the Player, she would have a connection to her mother that neither time nor death could break.

Maybe Henry had thought so too.

Maybe he’d thought that by turning her into the Player her mother used to be, he could bring his wife back.

Maybe he still thinks so, even though now Alice is the Player, and she’s no closer to her mother than ever.

The only thing that’s changed, now that it’s official, is Henry.

Training used to be the thing that made them a family. But once she officially took on her role as a Player? Training took over their lives. It’s all Henry talks about anymore, all he thinks about. In his eyes, she’s a Player first, a daughter second. Sometimes she wonders if he even remembers he’s more than just her trainer. If, maybe, he wishes he weren’t.

“I don’t know what you’re so worried about,” she tells him now. “I’ll get the job done. Don’t I always?”

“This isn’t like the others, Alice. This is your first kill.”

“Tell that to the dingoes,” she points out. She once took out three with a single toss of her boomerang, a personal record.

“Your first human kill,” he says, like she needs the reminding. Like this whole field trip to the bush, this journey into her dreams, hasn’t been about exactly this moment. This mission. Her first human kill.

She’s mastered everything else a Player could possibly need to do. She’s an expert in 16 different forms of hand-to-hand combat, can handle ancient weapons just as well as she can an AK-47; she’s leaped out of airplanes, scaled mountains, scavenged for artifacts at the bottom of the sea, deciphered coded passages that have foiled expert cryptographers for centuries. But she’s never killed a person before. She’s always found a way to avoid it, another way to get the job done. A better, easier, less deadly way.

Until now.

Now Henry says it’s time she learns what it means to kill.

Learns whether or not she has it in her to do it.

Learns now, before her life and the lives of her entire people are at stake.

This dossier in her lap lays out the life of a man who will be dead by sunrise, if she does what she’s supposed to do.

She opens the file.

Zeke Cable is a 42-year-old bank executive with a wife, a child, a three-bedroom condo in a fashionable part of Melbourne, and a studio in a significantly less fashionable one. His juvenile record shows a couple of misdemeanor charges from his days as a graffiti skate punk, but since then, he’s stayed clean. No record, not even a drunk-driving charge. No signs of criminal activity or domestic abuse. No sign he’s done anything deserving of death.

And she’s supposed to kill him?

“What the bloody hell is this, Henry?” she growls.

“What?”

“You know what.”

Maybe so, but he pretends not to. “I don’t think I’m asking you to do any more than you’re capable of,” he says. “The target poses minimal risk to you.”

“I’ll say,” she snaps. “You want me to shoot some random guy? Some innocent who hasn’t done anything wrong?”

“Everyone’s done something wrong.”

“You know what I mean.”

“And you know what I mean,” Henry says. “He’s not Koori, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Alice laughs angrily. “You think that’s what I’m worried about? So if he’s not Koori, it means he deserves to die?”

“It means you’re not meant to care whether he dies or not,” he says. “The Koori are your concern. No one else.”

Alice remembers a time, long ago, when she was still doing target practice with her boomerang. She spotted a kangaroo streaking through the bush and was set to take it down, when her father stayed her hand. “There are those who believe roos are sacred to our people,” he told her. When she asked if he believed this, he shrugged, and said better safe than sorry. “It’s always better to err on the safe side when it comes to killing, Allie.” He had called her that when she was small, and then, eventually he stopped. She didn’t remember when, or why. “Killing is one choice you can’t take back.”

Even when he was pushing her past her limits, he was gentle with her then.

That stopped too.

And apparently he’s changed his mind about killing.

Or maybe his rules are different when it comes to people.

“I thought you were going to set me out against a criminal, Henry,” she says. A part of her knows there’s no point in arguing, but she can’t help trying. He’s taught her never to give up. “A drug dealer. A gangster. A terrorist. You know, a bad guy.”

“Like in the movies?” he says, keeping his eyes straight ahead. She doesn’t know if he’s refusing to look over at her, or just doesn’t want to bother. “Real life isn’t always so black-and-white, Alice. Though if it makes you feel better, Zeke Cable is a bad guy.”

“Oh, yeah? What, did he cheat on his taxes? Roll a bloody joint?”

“He’s dangerous, Alice. He’s a dangerous man whose death is necessary for the protection of the Koori people. You don’t need to know why. You don’t need to see evidence. You just need to trust me, and do as you’re told.”

“Kill him,” she clarifies.

“Yes.”

“Just to prove that I can?” She snorts. “That’s stupid.”

“What’s stupid is putting the fate of our people on the shoulders of a girl who’s afraid to kill,” Henry snaps. “It doesn’t have to be easy. It should never be easy. But sometimes it must be done, and you have to know you can do it. Otherwise you might be the one to die.”

“You’re yabbering again,” she tells him. “I get it.”

“I just want to make sure you understand why I’m asking you to do this. And that you’re careful.” He puts his fingers to his lips and then to her forehead, as he always does before a mission, and she allows it, because before he was her trainer, he was her father, and sometimes he still is.

“I’m always careful,” she tells him.

“You’re never careful. And I know this mission is—”

“I told you, I get it. It’s peachy,” she says, not wanting to hear him hammer away at it more. Not wanting to hear her father urging her to kill. She understands that it needs to be done, and she understands that that’s what being the Player is all about. Doing what must be done. The spirits of her ancestors have affirmed that this is the way, that Alice must fulfill her duty. Whether she likes it or not, it’s time for her to prove herself.

To kill a human being.

Just to show that she can.

Alice hates Melbourne.

She hates all cities, the way the buildings press in on you and block out the sky, the air heavy with smog, the streets dense with people. The crush of bodies, the brute intrusion of humanity at every turn, its smells and fluids and inescapable whine. The cruelty of humanity, that pains her too, and it is nowhere more evident than in cities, where breathing bodies stretch along sidewalks and curl against buildings and are treated by passersby like inanimate parts of the landscape. Eyesores to be stepped over, brushed past—overlooked and ignored. Melbourne is meant to be one of the loveliest cities in the world, but all Alice sees is a desecration of land, a trash heap of so-called civilization where once there was beauty.

She’s a creature of the land. She doesn’t want to spend any more time here than she needs to.

But she’s in no hurry to get the job done.

Zeke Cable lives in a bleak, modern high-rise that towers over its neighbors. The building is nearly all windows. It’s not a home for someone with secrets. It’s a building meant for people eager to show off, to live their lives under a spotlight, hoping passersby will envy the glow.

The doorman gives Alice the side-eye when she steps past. Even in her city drag—black skirt and impractical heels—he can tell she doesn’t belong here. But she’s hacked the complex’s computer system and put herself on the list of approved guests for apartment 12D, so there’s little he can do.

Apartment 12D is a multimillion-dollar luxury condo with views of the water, whose resident is on a business trip in Sydney.

Apartment 12D is also directly above Zeke Cable’s apartment, with a convenient network of air and heating ducts connecting the two.

From her luxury perch, Alice can listen in on her target. She can watch him through the vents, see him pack his daughter off to school in the morning and burn his toast, see him rant at the sports page and kiss his wife good-bye. And that evening, she can watch him strip down to his boxers and crawl into bed beside his sleeping wife; she can unscrew a vent and ease it open; she can lower her Colt Delta Elite and orient its muzzle in the direction of his head.

Her stocky, muscled body is a cramped fit in the narrow ducts. Her grip is slick with sweat, but she holds the gun steady.

The boomerang’s no good in close quarters like this, not when she doesn’t have enough room for a good throw. It makes sense to use a gun.

Except she hates guns. Hates the cold machinery of them, the cold steel wall they erect between predator and prey. Hates how easy they make things. Her boomerangs are a part of her, an extension of her limbs. Most of the world imagines them as a joke, a child’s toy, and so much the better. The best weapons are easily underestimated. Just because Alice has only wounded, never killed, just because she prefers to hunt animals over people, doesn’t mean she doesn’t know a good weapon when she sees one.

She has many, and treasures them all. The smooth wood boomerang she’s had since she was a child, the carbon-reinforced plastic one Henry gave her for her last birthday, with its aerodynamically perfect angle and razor edge. Her mother’s boomerang, carved out of bone and handed down her line for centuries, from Player to Player, a deadly gift from the past. Each is a weapon that requires dedication and skill—more than that, it demands a deep knowing, a communing with both the world and the target. It means understanding angles and wind currents and anticipating your target’s next move before he knows it himself. A good throw casts the boomerang into the future, allowing the target to step into his own fate.

Guns feel like cheating.

All of this feels like cheating. There’s no challenge in reaching through a vent and putting a silenced bullet in a sleeping man’s head. There’s certainly no justice in it.

There’s no sense in it.

Henry has always done what’s best for her, and for her training. If he says she has to kill this man—if he says it’s better for the Koori if this man dies—then he must have a good reason. But there’s no reason to take that on faith.

If Zeke Cable does need to die, then Alice will make it happen. She promises herself that. But first she will take the time to get to know her target, to find out what’s so dangerous about him. She’ll convince herself of what needs to be done.

And then she’ll find it in herself to do it.

It’s a good plan.

Except that she can’t find the answer to her question. She can’t find anything about Zeke Cable that would consign him to death. She watches him in his apartment, stalks him through the city streets, slips into his office disguised as a delivery girl, hacks his computer files, taps his phones, and finds . . . nothing.

Or rather, she finds the foibles of a middling man, one who sometimes tries his best and sometimes doesn’t bother.

He’s a fine father, except when he’s in a temper and rages at his six-year-old until she bursts into tears. He follows celebrity gossip, but mocks his wife for watching reality TV. He also cheats on her, and keeps a studio apartment in the city for rendezvous with his mistresses, both of whom are nearly a decade younger than he is. He spends more of his workday surfing the Net than actually working and, probably of more concern to his employers, has embezzled nearly half a million dollars of company funds. He’s untrustworthy and often unkind.

But that’s not enough for her.

She doesn’t know what would be. She doesn’t know if Henry’s right, if there’s a softness in her that needs to be rooted out. Maybe even if Cable were a monster, an unabashed killer who took giggly pleasure in stabbing women in dark alleys or smothering small children, she would still hesitate to put him down. Would still pull back at the last second, thinking about what it means to pull a trigger, to end a life, blot out an existence for all time.

Maybe, but her father hasn’t given her the chance to find out.

He’s never been one for easy tests.

“We don’t know what Endgame will be,” he likes to say. “But we know it won’t be easy.”

Cable’s daughter is named Lily, and at six years old she has a sunshine smile, Pippi Longstocking pigtails, and a blithe trust that the world is without shadow. She loves her father, even when he yells, and she doesn’t imagine a life in which he does not exist.

Alice knows this, because she remembers being six and assuming her parents were immutable fixtures. She remembers discovering she was wrong.

Alice watches Cable’s eyes sparkle as Lily locks her arms around his neck, watches him swing her through the air while she giggles and cries, “More, Daddy, more!”

Alice never played this kind of game with her own father—or if she did, she no longer remembers. When he smiles at her with fatherly pride, it is because she has set the explosives properly and demolished a building in one shot, or she has translated a difficult passage of Coptic that has foiled scholars three times her age. Never because she’s giggled or smiled or put her arms around him and called him Daddy.

She’s certainly never called him that.

Love doesn’t have to come with hugs and giggles, she knows that.

And love doesn’t make someone a good person, she knows that too.

Even bad guys have someone they love; even monsters have family.

But if she kills this guy in cold blood, which of them is the monster?

The longer Alice stays in apartment 12D, the longer Alice listens and watches and lives as Zeke Cable’s shadow, the less sure she is.

She descended into dreamtime to ask the question, and her ancestors answered:

You are the Player.

This is your fate.

She has seen the two futures spread out before her, the destruction lying in wait if she chooses to abdicate responsibility, defy her elders and her destiny.

But dreams are unspecific—loopholes abound.

Who’s to say fulfilling her duty means doing exactly as Henry says, following his orders blindly? Who’s to say Playing means obeying? Means killing?

Sometimes she wonders what her training might have been like if her mother had lived. Or whether she would have been trained at all. Maybe, having endured those years as the Player, Shayna Ulapala would have wanted a different life for her daughter—different choices. Alice tries to imagine that. Imagine if, instead of spending every second of her childhood competing with her cousins, learning to stalk prey and strike down her enemies, studying the words of the past and the threat of the future, she had grown up without responsibility, believing there was nothing to fear. Imagine if she had played with dolls and puppies, attended a normal school, made friends and cut classes, lived life like the girls on TV.

Alice tries to imagine, but it’s impossible. It’s like trying to imagine herself out of existence—everything she is, everything she’s ever known or cared about, is rooted in this life, this game.

Playing is who she is. Everything she is.

But she won’t Play by anyone else’s rules, not even Henry’s.

She’s been taught that the Koori are unique among all the peoples on Earth, because only they did not bow to the creatures from the stars. Only they were not pressed into servitude by these beings. They have been, will always be, freethinkers. Standing on their own. Beholden to no one.

She went through the motions of this mission, but her heart was never in it—perhaps because deep down, she knew the truth. Her truth.

She cannot do it.

She will not.

Alice returns home expecting Henry to be angry. It’s why—immediately after giving Zeke Cable’s employers an anonymous tip about the embezzlement, because she can at least do that much—she shut off her cell phone. She doesn’t want to talk to her father until she can do it face-to-face, explain why she’s disobeyed his direct orders, decided for herself to cancel her mission, because it was stupid.

She doesn’t plan to use the word stupid, of course. She knows how to handle her father when he’s angry.

Except she’s never seen him this angry.

“Sit,” he says as soon as she appears in the doorway. Somehow, she can tell from his voice and the steel in his eyes, he already knows what she’s done.

“If you’d just let me explain—”

“Sit,” he says, with tightly contained fury. He flips on the TV. “Watch.”

There’s a nightmare on the screen.

Flames and smoke and screams. It looks so much like the horror she’s seen in her dreams that she has to steady herself for a moment, remind herself that she is awake, that this is life.

And when she does, the words of the newscast penetrate.

A bomb, at a Melbourne shopping mall.

An explosion, flying shrapnel, bloody children, weeping mothers, bodies piled on bodies, heads and fingers and ragged limbs.

“Don’t you dare look away,” her father snaps, but she can’t. She is fixed on the screen.

Because it’s the camera that has looked away from the carnage, has turned to the faces of the men responsible.

Three strangers, and a man she’s come to know, or thought she’d come to know, as well as anyone could.

Zeke Cable.

Part of an antigovernment anarchist group, the news says, and more pictures come on the screen: the two young women she’d assumed were mistresses.

These were the accomplices.

Conspirators.

Murderers.

The group moved ahead faster than planned when an anonymous tip set authorities on Cable’s trail. It was thanks to the tip that they were caught.

Thanks to Alice.

Many things, she now sees, are thanks to Alice.

She turns to her father, a white-hot fury building in her to match his own. “You knew,” she says. “You knew he was going to do this. And you didn’t tell me.”

“I told you he was dangerous,” Henry says. “I told you he needed to die.”

“But you didn’t tell me why!” she shouts. As part of her training, Alice has learned to control her emotions, especially the ones that threaten to overpower her. It’s never been something she’s very good at, and now she doesn’t even bother. She wants Henry to know she’s angry. To see how he’s betrayed her.

Tricked her into betraying her people.

“What would you have done, if I’d told you everything?” Henry asks.

“You know what I would have done,” she says. “I would have stopped him.”

“Killed him?”

“If I had to,” Alice says, knowing in her core that it’s true.

“I believe you,” he says. “But what would you have learned from that? You won’t always have all the information, Alice. Not in Endgame, not in life. You need to learn to act on the information you’ve been given. Tips, guesses, hunches. You need to know who you can trust, and be willing to act on their word. You need to take action that might seem distasteful to you, and trust that it serves a higher purpose.”

“You want me to just follow orders, is that it?” she says snidely. “Last I checked, I was the Player, not you. Last I checked, you were never good enough to be a Player. Why would I follow anyone’s orders, especially yours?”

She expects this to push him over the line, but instead the words seem to move him in another direction. He softens, if only slightly.

“You’re not really angry at me,” he says.

“Wanna bet?”

“You’re angry at yourself. For letting all these people die.”

“You—”

“No, Alice. You.”

Something in her disintegrates. Because even if he’s wrong, he’s still right. Not him. Or not just him.

Her.

She switches off the TV, but she can’t switch off her mind, her photographic memory calling up every body part, every tearstained face, every scream. These will remain in her head, forever. These will remain on her shoulders, forever.

“It was difficult for her at first too,” he says, and Alice goes still.

He’s talking about her mother.

He almost never talks about her mother.

“She had to learn to wall away her humanity,” he says. “To Play coldly, rationally. It’s not enough to know you can kill in the heat of action. You need to be able to kill because necessity dictates it, because reason dictates it, no matter how you might feel.”

“You want me to kill off my humanity?” Alice says, incredulous. “If that’s what’s necessary to win Endgame, then what’s the point? How could the slice of humanity worth saving be the one that’s least human?”

“If Endgame comes, you won’t be Playing it to save your own life,” her father points out, almost gently. “You’ll be Playing to save your people. Maybe it’s worth it to make yourself a little less human, if it means your people can live. Your mother thought so.”

Alice can’t bear to hear this anymore.

She can’t bear to hear him urging her to shut off, to shut down, to make herself someone cold and heartless.

She can’t bear to hear him claiming that her mother did exactly that.

She can’t bear to think he might be right.

In the dream, she is alone.

Alone with cold earth and empty sky.

The Mothers and Fathers and Sisters and Brothers of the line have abandoned her, for she has abandoned them.

She listens for her people.

Listens for the earth.

Listens.

Listens.

But there is only silence.

This has happened before. A Player walking away from her duty. And so from her people.

A Player who will not Play.

Alice knows: there is no place for a soul like that among the Koori. No place in the eternal stream of ancestors, no place in past, present, or future.

To walk away from one is to walk away from all.

To exile oneself from the Koori and the land, from the heart and the breath of life.

To be alone.

She cannot live like this, in this abomination of silence.

Life cannot survive in a vacuum.

Alice cannot survive the emptiness left in her ancestors’ wake.

She is Koori, and Koori are never alone.

To be alone is to be no longer Koori.

To lose them is to lose herself.

This dream, she knows, is her future.

One possible future.

But only if she chooses it.

She chooses her people. She chooses her duty, her obligation, her privilege.

She chooses her father.

And her mother.

She can’t make up for what she’s done—for what she’s let this monster do.

But she can make sure he never gets the chance to do it again.

She can be cold and rational; she can weigh the risks of due process and a juried trial; she can decide, heartlessly, that, better late than never, Zeke Cable should die. At her hand.

In the dark before dawn, she leaves her father a note, assuring him that when she comes back, she’ll be ready to begin her training in earnest.

To turn herself into whatever her people need her to be.

Even if it’s a killer.

The prison is a couple hundred miles outside of Sydney. It is a maximum security facility, with several layers of security checkpoints and a fleet of armed guards. It is a cement fortress, impossible to break out of—or into.

Alice doesn’t need to break in. They open the door wide and welcome her through the gates. Because all the technology and armory in the world can’t compensate for human foolishness.

She’s always looked older than her age, and her falsified documents are flawless. One checkpoint after another waves her through, just another government agent with top clearance come to speak to the high-priority prisoner. A young female one, and so easily overlooked. Easily underestimated.

She insists on being alone with the prisoner. His legs are chained together, and another chain wraps from his ankles to the wall. He is nailed in place like a rabid guard dog, but he’s no danger to her. He’s no fighter. She knows him well enough to know that.

Though she’s been wrong before.

“Who are you?” he says sourly. “Another fed? I’ll tell you what I told them. The only criminal here is the government. You’re the oppressors. We’re the slaves. All I did was deliver a wake-up call. Sacrifice to a higher cause. You all want to talk about killers and innocent victims, look in the mirror. Look at what your so-called civilization has done to the planet. To the people. Wake up, and see what you’ve wrought. Wake up, because there’s more to come.”

“That’s more than enough. I’m not here to talk,” she says, and lets down her hair, pulling out the long strand of wire that’s been holding it in place. She stretches the garrote tight, giving Zeke Cable a chance to take in the razor-thin, gleaming wire she intends to wrap around his throat.

“Give me a break,” he says. “You think you can scare me into naming names? Giving up all our plans? You all may be a bunch of criminals, but you’re not stupid enough to try that.”

“I don’t know who you think you’re talking to, mate, but I can promise you, I’m not stupid. And I’m not trying to scare you into anything.”

He must hear something in her voice, something that spells out serious business, because his face goes pale. He starts yelling, screaming for someone to come.

But the cell is soundproofed, and he can’t reach far enough to press the switch that would summon the guards. She’s wearing a low-frequency signal disrupter that will force the video surveillance into a stutter: Anyone watching will see only the same few seconds played over and over again in a loop. No one will see what happens next.

They are alone, and they will remain alone until the job is done.

“What are you,” he whispers, “some kind of crazy vigilante?”

“There’s nothing crazy about this,” she says, though her heart doesn’t seem to know it, thumping away like a lunatic pounding on its padded walls. “Killing you, after what you’ve done? To keep you from doing more? That’s just logic. It’s justice. An eye for an eye, mate. A life for a life.”

“Bullshit, it’s revenge,” he spits out. “It’s murder.”

“You can’t murder an animal. I’m putting you down, that’s all. Like a wild dog.” She doesn’t know why she’s bothering to argue with him. Why she’s letting him postpone the inevitable.

“Then we’re both animals,” he says. “Look in the mirror, sweetie, we’re the same. You’re about to have blood on your hands too.”

“There won’t be any blood,” she says, and advances on this man, this man she’s watched at home and at work, with his child and with his wife, this man she’s seen snore through the night and whistle through the day, this man she thought she knew but never knew at all.

This man who has carved a wound across his city that will take years to heal.

This man who deserves to die. So she tells herself, and she believes it.

This is justice.

Not vengeance. Not rage. Not sorrow or guilt or raw animal need.

He is the animal, she tells herself, trying to do as her mother would do, freeze out the heat of anger and need, wall away her self, retreat to something cool and calm. But there is nowhere to retreat to. Not from the screams of his victims—their victims. Only one thing will silence those. Only one thing will start to fix the thing they broke together. I will put him down.

She will.

She does.

She loops the wire around his neck.

She pulls it tight, cutting off his airway.

She listens to him gasp and wheeze.

She holds firm against his flails and spasms.

She feels the life leak out of his body; she feels him lose the will to live.

She feels herself lose something too.

She feels the pulse stop beating.

She feels the skin grow cool.

She has done this.

She has killed.

It was supposed to be easy, erasing this man, whoever he was and is and might have become, from the living world. It was supposed to feel right. To be right.

She turns the body to the wall. She presses the switch on the cell door to signal her readiness to leave, walks calmly down the corridor, submits herself to the security searches, readies herself for the possibility that she will be caught, that they will see through her to the thing inside, the thing that has killed.

Now, finally, too late, she feels cold.

Numb.

Now, finally, too late, her mind is clear, her blood ice.

And clearly, coldly, numbly, she hears her father’s words echo in her ears.

Killing is one choice you can’t take back.

Henry is waiting for her outside the gate.

“I didn’t tell you to come,” she says, through the car window.

“I know,” he says. There’s gray in his hair she’s never noticed before. Lines creasing his forehead, hollows beneath his eyes. They’ve both gotten so much older than they used to be. “I came anyway. Get in.”

She collapses into the passenger seat.

Says nothing.

Closes her eyes, wishes for the obliteration of sleep.

Hopes not to dream.

They drive for a long time, in silence. She opens her eyes only when the car eases to a stop. They have parked in a glade, a wonder of grass and trees and stream, all emerald greens and vivid sky blues. A delicate white footbridge crosses the stream. It feels like a storybook, and it’s easy to imagine a troll crouching beneath the bridge, fairies peeping out from periwinkle blossoms.

She stumbles on the pebbled path, and he reaches out to steady her. She lets him. Even though they both know she doesn’t need him; she’s too strong to fall.

“Do you know where we are?” he asks.

Alice can’t breathe. She nods.

She hasn’t been here in nearly a decade. She hasn’t been here since her mother died.

This is the place they would come, she and her father, when the hospital got too much for them. When they needed a moment to breathe, to forget central lines and IV drips, to listen to the wind and the water rather than the beeping of heart monitors and the siren song of a code blue. This hidden idyll, only a few miles from the hospital, was where they would come to return to the earth, if only for an hour or two. To root themselves in the land and try to believe there would be life after death—that they could lose their foundation and somehow still go on.

They stand on the bridge, side by side, staring down at the water. It’s cloudier than Alice remembers.

“I did it,” she tells Henry. “I killed him.”

“I know.”

“I thought it was what you wanted. What she would have wanted. I thought I could do what you said, be cold. Like a machine. Do it because it was the right thing to do.”

“But . . .”

“But it doesn’t feel right,” she admits. “It didn’t feel cold.” She shivers, cold now, cold always. She wonders if she will ever be warm. “I can’t do that again. I won’t.”

“No, I don’t think you will.”

“I mean, I can kill, if I need to. But only if I need to. Never again like . . . that.”

“I know.”

Alice can feel the tears leaking out, and is ashamed. She is the Player. Players don’t cry. “I’ve made so many mistakes.”

Henry puts his hand over hers. “I made the mistake.”

“I can do this,” she insists, suddenly terrified that he’s regretting all their choices, regretting pushing her as hard as he has. That everything will be taken away from her. “I’m strong enough. I am.”

“Of course you are,” he says. “I’m the one who . . .” He shakes his head. Sighs heavily. “You had to learn to kill. But this wasn’t the way to teach you. This wasn’t the lesson you should have learned. None of this was.” He finally faces her, and squeezes her hand, so hard it nearly hurts. “You didn’t fail me, Alice, and you didn’t fail your people. I’m the only one who’s failed here.”

“No,” she says, too quietly to hear. Then louder, because it’s true, and she needs him to know it. “No.”

“Was this the right choice for you, this life?” he says. “Are you happy?”

They’re both surprised when a small snort of laughter bubbles out of her. “Not right now.” She smears a sleeve across her nose. “But usually? Yeah.” She realizes the deep truth of it only as she says it out loud. Playing was never a choice; it was a birthright. She would Play because her mother Played. That was the plan from the beginning. That was the agreement between her and Henry. Playing was how they would keep her mother alive.

That was how it began.

But now?

She Plays because she is the Player.

Because she wants to be.

She has chosen. She keeps choosing, every day. Even when it hurts, even when it burns, this is the life she chooses. Not because it’s the only life she’s ever known.

Because it’s the life she wants.

“It’s been good, Henry. Training. Playing. It’s all good. I’m good. I’m telling you, I can do this. I can be as good as she was.”

“Alice, you can’t be the Player your mother was,” he says.

No words have ever hurt more.

But then he continues. “You can only be the Player you are. You can only be Alice. I was wrong to try to make you into something you’re not. I don’t know, maybe . . .” He hesitates, as if afraid to say it. “Maybe your mother was wrong herself. But you, Alice. You’re not cold. You can’t be, and you shouldn’t be. All that crap about walling away your humanity? You know what that was?”

“Crap?” she guesses, laughing again. It makes her feel lighter; it makes her feel almost like herself again.

“You cling to that,” he says fiercely. “Your humanity. Your humor. Your incredibly maddening stubborn streak. You cling to everything that makes you Alice. That’s what will make you great.”

She leans her head on his shoulder, remembering other days by this stream, when she only came up to his waist. When her father seemed the biggest, strongest person in her world, strong enough to save them both.

“This is what will make me great,” she tells him.

Maybe things would be different, if her mother were here. Maybe she would be a different Player, or no Player at all. But she’ll never know.

This is the life she has, this life with the two of them.

This is the Player she chooses to be, one who will do anything for her people and for this most important person, one who will make her own decisions and Play by her own rules, one who will temper ruthlessness with mercy, one who will make mistakes, and do what she can to fix them. One who will never let herself forget what it is to feel love or anger or pain.

One who will never forget what it is to feel human.
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MARCUS LOXIAS MEGALOS
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Marcus Loxias Megalos is bored. He cannot remember a time before the boredom. School is boring. Girls are boring. Football is boring. Especially when his team, his favorite team, Fenerbahçe, is losing, as they are now, to Manisaspor.

Marcus sneers at the TV in his small, undecorated room. He is slouched in a plush black leather chair that sticks to his skin whenever he sits up. It is night, but Marcus keeps the lights in his room off. The window is open. Heat passes through it like an oppressive ghost as the sounds of the Bosporus—the long, low calls of ships, the bells of buoys—groan and tinkle over Istanbul.

Marcus wears baggy black gym shorts and is shirtless. His 24 ribs show through his tanned skin. His arms are sinewy and hard. His breathing is easy. His stomach is taut and his hair is close-cropped and black and his eyes are green. A bead of sweat rolls down the tip of his nose. All of Istanbul simmers on this night, and Marcus is no different.

A book lies open in his lap, ancient and leather-bound. The words on its pages are Greek. Marcus has handwritten something in English on a scrap of paper that lies across the open page: From broad Crete I declare that I am come by lineage, the son of a wealthy man. He has read the old book over and over. It’s a tale of war, exploration, betrayal, love, and death. It always makes him smile.

What Marcus wouldn’t give to take a journey of his own, to escape the oppressive heat of this dull city. He imagines an endless sea spread out before him, the wind cool against his skin, adventures and enemies arrayed on the horizon.

Marcus sighs and touches the scrap of paper. In his other hand he holds a 9,000-year-old knife, made of a single piece of bronze forged in the fires of Knossos. He brings the blade across his body and lets its edge rest against his right forearm. He pushes it into the skin, but not all the way. He knows the limits of this blade. He has trained with it since he could hold it. He has slept with it under his pillow since he was six. He has killed chickens, rats, dogs, cats, pigs, horses, hawks, and lambs with it. He has killed 11 people with it.

He is 16, in his prime for Playing. If he turns 20, he will be ineligible. He wants to Play. He would rather die than be ineligible.

The odds are almost nil that he will get his chance, though, and he knows it. Unlike Odysseus, war will never find Marcus. There will be no grand journey.

His line has been waiting for 9,000 years. Since the day the knife was forged. For all Marcus knows, his line will wait for another 9,000 years, long after Marcus is gone and the pages of his book have disintegrated.

So Marcus is bored.

The crowd on the TV cheers, and Marcus looks up from the knife. The Fenerbahçe goalie has cleared a rainbow up the right sideline, the ball finding the head of a burly midfielder. The ball bounces forward, over a line of defenders, near the last two men before the Manisaspor keeper. The players rush for the ball, and the forward comes away with it, 20 meters from the goal, free and clear of the defender. The keeper gets ready.

Marcus leans forward. Match time is 83:34. Fenerbahçe has yet to score, and doing so in such a dramatic way would save some face. The old book slides to the floor. The scrap of paper drifts free of the page and slips through the air like a falling leaf. The crowd begins to rise. The sky suddenly brightens, as if the gods, the Gods of the Sky themselves, are coming down to offer help. The keeper backpedals. The forward collects himself and takes the shot, and the ball blasts off.

As it punches the back of the net, the stadium lights up and the crowd screams, first in exaltation for the goal, but immediately afterward in terror and confusion—deep, true, and profound terror and confusion. A massive fireball, a giant burning meteor, explodes above the crowd and tears across the field, obliterating the Fenerbahçe defense and blasting a hole through the end of the stadium grandstand.

Marcus’s eyes widen. He is looking at total carnage. It is butchery on the scale of those American disaster movies. Half the stadium, tens of thousands of people dead, burning, lit up, on fire.

It is the most beautiful thing Marcus has ever seen.

He breathes hard. Sweat pours off his brow. People outside are yelling, screaming. A woman wails from the café below. Sirens ring out across the ancient city on the Bosporus, between the Marmara and the Black.

On TV, the stadium is awash in flames. Players, police, spectators, coaches run around, burning like crazed matchsticks. The commentators cry for help, for God, because they don’t understand. Those not dead or on their way to being dead trample one another as they try to escape. There’s another explosion and the screen goes black.

Marcus’s heart wants out of his chest. Marcus’s brain is as hot as the football pitch. Marcus’s stomach is full of rocks and acid. His palms feel hot and sticky. He looks down and sees that he has dug the ancient blade into his forearm, and a rivulet of blood is trickling off his hand, onto the chair, onto his book. The book is ruined, but it doesn’t matter; he won’t need it anymore. Because now, Marcus will have his Odyssey.

Marcus looks back to the darkened TV. He knows there’s something waiting for him there amidst the wreckage. He must find it.

A single piece.

For himself, for his line.

He smiles. Marcus has trained all of his life for this moment. When he wasn’t training, he was dreaming of the Calling. All the visions of destruction that his teenage mind concocted could not touch what Marcus has witnessed tonight. A meteor destroying a football stadium and killing 38,676 people. The legends said it would be a grand announcement. For once, the legends have become a beautiful reality.

Marcus has wanted, waited, and prepared for Endgame his entire life. He is no longer bored, and he won’t be again until he either wins or dies.

This is it.

He knows it.

This is it.


CHIYOKO TAKEDA
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Three chimes of a small pewter bell awake Chiyoko Takeda. Her head lolls to the side. The time on her digital clock: 5:24. She makes a note of it. These are heavy numbers now. Significant. She imagines it is the same for those who ascribe meaning to numbers like 11:03 or 9:11 or 7:07. For the rest of her life she will see these numbers, 5:24, and for the rest of her life they will carry weight, meaning, significance.

Chiyoko turns from the clock on her side table and stares into the darkness. She lies naked on top of the sheets. She licks her full lips. She scrutinizes the shadows on her ceiling as if some message will appear there.

The bell should not have rung. Not for her.

All her life she has been told of Endgame and her peculiar and fantastical ancestry. Before the bell rang, she was 17 years old, a homeschooled outcast, a master sailor and navigator, an able gardener, a limber climber. Skilled at symbols, languages, and words. An interpreter of signs. An assassin able to wield the wakizashi, the hojo, and the shuriken. Now that the bell has rung, she feels 100. She feels 1,000. She feels 10,000, and getting older by the second. The heavy burden of the centuries presses down upon her.

Chiyoko closes her eyes. Darkness returns. She wants to be somewhere else. A cave. Underwater. In the oldest forest on Earth. But she is here, and she must get used to it. Darkness will be everywhere soon, and everyone will know it. She must master it. Befriend it. Love it. She has prepared for 17 years and she’s ready, even if she never wanted it or expected it. The darkness. It will be like a loving silence, which for Chiyoko is easy. The silence is part of who she is.

For she can hear, but she has never spoken.

She looks out her open window, breathes. It rained during the night, and she can feel the humidity in her nose and throat and chest. The air smells good.

There is a gentle rapping on the sliding door leading to her room. Chiyoko sits in her Western-style bed, her slight back facing the door. She stamps her foot twice. Twice means Come in.

The sound of wood sliding across wood. The quiet of the screen stopping. The faint shuffle of feet.

“I rang the bell,” her uncle says, his head bowed low to the ground, according the young Player the highest level of respect, as is the custom, the rule. “I had to,” he says. “They’re coming. All of them.”

Chiyoko nods.

He keeps his gaze lowered. “I am sorry,” he says. “It is time.”

Chiyoko stamps five arrhythmic times with her foot. Okay. Glass of water.

“Yes, of course.” Her uncle backs out of the doorway and quietly moves away.

Chiyoko stands, smells the air again, and moves to the window. The faint glow from the city’s lights blankets her pale skin. She looks out over Naha. There is the park. The hospital. The harbor. There is the sea, black, broad, and calm. There is the soft breeze. The palm trees below her window whisper. The low gray clouds begin to light up, as if a spaceship is coming to visit. Old people must be awake, Chiyoko thinks. Old people get up early. They are having tea and rice and radish pickles. Eggs and fish and warm milk. Some will remember the war. The fire from the sky that destroyed and decimated everything. And allowed for a rebirth. What is about to happen will remind them of those days. But a rebirth? Their survival and their future depend entirely on Chiyoko.

A dog begins to bark frantically.

Birds trill.

A car alarm goes off.

The sky gets very bright, and the clouds break downward as a massive fireball bursts over the edge of town. It screams, burns, and crashes into the marina. A great explosion and a billow of scalding steam illuminate the early morning. Rain made of dust and rock and plastic and metal hurls upward over Naha. Trees die. Fish die. Children, dreams, and fortunes die. The lucky ones are snuffed out in their slumber. The unlucky are burned or maimed.

Initially it will be mistaken for an earthquake.

But they will see.

It is just the beginning.

The debris falls all over town. Chiyoko senses her piece coming for her. She takes a large step away from her window, and a bright ember shaped like a mackerel falls onto her floor, burning a hole in the tatami mat.

Her uncle knocks on the door again. Chiyoko stomps her foot twice. Come in. The door is still open. Her uncle keeps his gaze lowered as he stops at her side and hands her first a simple blue silk kimono, which she steps into, and, after she’s in the kimono, a glass of very cold water.

She pours the water over the ember. It sizzles, spurts, and steams, the water immediately boiling. What is left is a shiny, black, jagged rock.

She looks at her uncle. He looks back at her, sadness in his eyes. It is the sadness of many centuries, of lifetimes coming to an end. She gives him a slight bow of thanks. He tries to smile. He used to be like her, waiting for Endgame to begin, but it passed him over, like it did countless others, for thousands and thousands of years.

Not so for Chiyoko.

“I am sorry,” he says. “For you, for all of us. What will be will be.”
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